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Abstract: In recent decades, scholarship in the history of science has explored the emer-
gence and development of sciences in which fields serve as privileged sites of knowledge
production. Much of this work has focused on the field sciences’ formative period from
the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, and it is the definitions of the
field, fieldwork, and field science emerging from the study of this period that have come
to dominate the historical literature. Those definitions cannot, however, account for trans-
formations that have taken place across many field sciences since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. Examining a diverse set of disciplines and contexts, the contributions to this Focus
section reveal the specific conceptual and material contours of fields, fieldwork, and field
sciences during this more recent period and suggest a number of unanswered questions
and topics for future research.

F ields as research sites and fieldwork as a distinct set of research practices are foundational
to many sciences today, but it was not always so. On the contrary, the field, fieldwork, and
the field sciences in their modern forms all date to the nineteenth century. Since the publica-
tion of a landmark Osiris volume entitled Science in the Field in 1996, a wide-ranging body of
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scholarship in the history of science has explored the emergence and development of sciences
that made fields privileged sites of knowledge production.! Much of this work has focused on
the formative period from the late nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, and it is the
definition of the field sciences emerging from studies of this period that has continued to orient
recent scholarship, including some work on earlier and later periods of scientific activity. In this
Focus section, we suggest that a too-faithful adherence to this definition obscures important trans-
formations of fields, fieldwork, and field sciences since the mid-twentieth century. Spanning the
period from the 1950s to the present and including a range of human and natural sciences, the
contributions to this Focus section show that posing the seemingly straightforward but surprisingly
unexamined question “What is a field?” yields new insights and suggests as yet unexplored research
directions.

The urgency of this question is heightened by an array of transformations in the field sciences
taking place at present—transformations that are simultaneously material, technical, social, polit-
ical, ethical, and epistemological. Advances in telecommunications and remote sensing technol-
ogies, along with new data-sharing practices, are increasingly making it possible for scientists to
gather and analyze “field data” without ever having to set foot in the field.* Epistemic objects that
were once investigated only in the field—such as culture and climate —are increasingly being stud-
ied in the laboratory or with computational models, at the same time that standardized methods
of fieldwork are being rendered obsolete by rapid environmental change.? Changes in the politics
and economics of governmentfunded science since the end of the Cold War have also reconfigured
the social organization of fieldwork and relations between experts and nonexperts.* Moreover, field
scientists across the human and natural sciences are grappling with their disciplines’ often violent
foundations and ongoing complicities with colonialism, racism, and other forms of injustice.” Col-
lectively, we suggest, these recent and contemporary transformations challenge the existing his-
toriography of the field sciences and compel us to reexamine the historical record and present-day
scientific practices for alternative conceptualizations and materializations of fields, fieldwork,
and field sciences.

As the following essays demonstrate, the period since the mid-twentieth century has witnessed
profound changes in the field sciences. During this period, many of the patterns, practices, and
conditions of field research that had been established by the mid-twentieth century were reworked,
reframed, and sometimes rejected outright. One reason for these shifts was that by the 1950s most
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of the early pioneers of field science had passed into memory, leaving as their legacies the prac-
tices, concepts, and values that have since come to define the field sciences for many historians.
For scientists who have come of age since the mid-twentieth century, however, these field traditions
have sometimes seemed less like expansive frontiers than like overgrazed pastures.” Even as they
have kept fieldwork at the center of their personas and practices, field scientists have experimented
with alternative research methods, brought the field into co-constitutive relationships with new
sites (including offices, clinics, and computers), and used humor, irony, and performative staging
simultaneously to claim the field tradition as their rightful inheritance and to distance themselves
from aspects of it that they see as undesirable or outdated (see Etienne Benson’s essay in this Fo-
cus section).

Changes in global infrastructures and temporalities of scientific research in the post=World
War II decades also contributed to a refashioning of fieldwork traditions. Expanding infrastruc-
tures of transportation made it possible for scientists to reach previously inaccessible field sites
with relative ease and to replace long expeditions and immersive residencies with brief, repeated
visits. As techniques of automated sensing, remote imaging, and field recording became widely
available and telecommunications networks expanded, it even became possible for some researchers
to gather field data without visiting the field at all.® Taking advantage of these infrastructural con-
ditions, postwar field scientists developed practices that differed significantly from those of pre-
ceding generations, thereby making new scientific objects available for study. In the case of be-
havioral ecology, for example, new kinds of field camps allowed researchers to return to distant sites
to study particular animal populations over decades and generations, even amidst profound envi-
ronmental, social, and political changes (see Erika Milam’s contribution to this Focus section).

Foundational connections between fieldwork and colonialism, which have long been a sub-
ject of interest among historians of the field sciences, have also undergone major shifts since the
mid-twentieth century.” In the post=World War Il decades, colonial justifications for fieldwork
were largely replaced by new discourses of national self-determination and economic develop-
ment, accelerating shifts that had begun in the prewar years.'” Explicitly anti-racist research pro-
grams in the human field sciences aimed to demonstrate that all humans shared certain universal
traits, while also seeking to document cultural and biological differences among human popula-
tions that sometimes served similar discursive purposes as race.'! In practice, rather than eliminat-
ing colonial practices or colonialism, the period since the mid-twentieth century has been marked
by a series of mutations of colonial relations that have often been masked or elided by new discur-
sive formations, just as the persistence of race was masked by the turn to culture.'? Field research
remained deeply implicated in projects that were colonial under other names and in novel forms—
as did research in laboratories and clinics constructed on colonized land (see Laura Stark’s essay
in this Focus section).
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For many peoples who had accumulated long experience as subjects of field science or
whose lands and homes were conceptualized and materialized as field sites, the period since the
mid-twentieth century has also been one of reworking, reframing, and, in some cases, rejecting.'
Like the field scientists who have come of age during this period, many subjects of the field sci-
ences have approached these practices not as innovative and unfamiliar but instead as well estab-
lished and available for enrollment in their own political and epistemological projects. Through
forms of both resistance and hospitality, they have sometimes been able to transform field scientists
into allies. These developments are perhaps most obvious in anthropology, but examples can also
be found in ecology, geology, and other natural sciences, where the residents of places where field
scientists did their work challenged the latter’s claims about and to their land."* Such examples
call our attention to the fact that fields and fieldwork not only have colonial histories, as scholars
have long recognized, but also postcolonial histories of resistance, critique, and —sometimes— col-
laboration (see Rosanna Dent’s essay in this Focus section).

By the late twentieth century, the accumulation of these varied transformations in fields and
field sciences had also led to significant material and conceptual changes in the relation between
labs and fields. Objects of study that had once justified enormous investments in research in the
field—because it was thought that it was only there that they could be found and studied —began
to be investigated in laboratories. At the same time, many of the objects and practices that had
been conventionalized in prewar fieldwork traditions, particularly in anthropology, became tar-
gets of critical reflection and conceptual reformulation, leading some field scientists to begin con-
stituting laboratories themselves as sites for fieldwork."”” Although there is no doubt that fields have
continued to be defined at least partly in relation to labs throughout the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, the traffic of epistemic objects, field concepts, and research techniques across
disciplines and sites of science in this period has rendered the classic opposition between fields
and labs highly misleading, even as a rough heuristic (see Cameron Brinitzer’s contribution to this
Focus section).

Of course, the field/lab dichotomy remains important to the ways that many scientists talk
about their work today, and for that reason it cannot be jettisoned entirely. Rather than taking
contemporary uses of these terms as descriptions of fixed qualities of certain sites or practices of
research, however, it is more useful to understand them as expressions of scientists’ personas, epis-
temological premises, rhetorical aims, and affective investments. It is not only that the borders be-
tween fields and labs have been repeatedly blurred and complicated since the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, but also that what counts as a field or a lab can shift from moment to moment within a single
scientific project. When scientists describe their sites of work as laboratories in one breath and
fields in the next, it is clear that their understanding of those terms is much more flexible than that
of many historians of the field sciences. Those sites cannot be defined in abstract, universal terms;
they must be situated in particular historical moments and ethnographic contexts (see Stefan Helm-
reich’s essay in this Focus section).

13 On cthnographic rejection see Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Dur-
ham, N.C.: Duke Univ. Press, 2014).
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Press, 2017); and Leandra Swanner, “Instruments of Science or Conquest? Neocolonialism and Modern American Astronomy,”
Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences, 2017, 47:293-319.
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etics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley: Univ. California Press, 1986).
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These are only some of the many transformations that have taken place in the field sciences
since the mid-twentieth century. But they are enough to show that generalizations about fields
rooted in the study of the field sciences’ earlier, formative period are of little use for understanding
more recent developments. The search for such generalizations, however, has continued to be
one of the main aims of the research program launched with the 1996 Science in the Field volume,
in which Henrika Kuklick and Robert Kohler defined the field sciences as “enterprises conducted
at least partially out of doors, in uncontrolled settings” that were “qualitatively different from the
closed and controlled workplace of the laboratory” and thus judged to be “site[s] of compromised
work.”'® Their emphasis on fields as “natural sites” or “natural places” was recapitulated in Kohler’s
Landscapes and Labscapes, which argued that even though hybrid practices spanning the lab—field
border were and remain common, “natural places cannot be made so lablike that they become un-
natural; laboratories cannot be made so natural that they lose the artifice that gives them their power.”
Such categorical statements, which treat the field as a “Weberian ideal type” defined “in terms of
how it is unlike a lab,” continue to shape much of the historiography of the field sciences today,
even for periods and contexts where they apply only partially or not at all."”

The contributors to this Focus section approach fields as situated historical phenomena rather
than ideal types, seeking to understand how they were conceptualized and materialized in par-
ticular contexts rather than characterizing them in transhistorical or sociological terms. As they
show, fields after the mid-twentieth century were not necessarily defined in opposition to the lab
or to lab work but instead were constituted through new relations to a wide range of scientific sites,
novel technical practices, and new forms of historical self-consciousness. Field sites were not nec-
essarily natural, outdoors, open, or uncontrolled; on the contrary, as the genre of laboratory studies
that helped define Science and Technology Studies in the 1970s and 1980s proved, even the ap-
parent paragons of controlled, closed, artificial, and indoor scientific spaces could serve as highly
productive sites for fieldwork.'® Rather than being anxious about their low epistemic status relative
to laboratory scientists, field scientists during this period often saw themselves as carrying on im-
portant scientific traditions— even as they poked fun at those very traditions and reworked them in
fundamental ways.

We list these transformations of the field sciences since the mid-twentieth century not as a
step toward a new set of sociological generalizations but, rather, as evidence for the need to ap-
proach fields, fieldwork, and field sciences as historical phenomena situated in particular times
and places. That does not mean avoiding fundamental conceptual or philosophical questions about
fields but, instead, approaching such questions as immanent to the historical contexts and processes
under study. Although the essays in this Focus section concentrate on scientific activities since the
mid-twentieth century, they also raise basic questions about the emergence, development, and traf-
fic of field concepts across the physical, environmental, human, and life sciences from the early
nineteenth century to the present. How, for example, did nineteenth-century theories of gravita-
tional and electromagnetic fields inform life and mind scientists’ use of field concepts to explain

1% Henrika Kuklick and Robert E.. Kohler, “Introduction,” in Science in the Field, ed. Kuklick and Kohler (cit. n. 1), pp. 1-14, on
pp. 1-3. See also Jeremy Vetter, Field Life: Science in the American West during the Railroad Era (Pittsburgh: Univ. Pittsburgh
Press, 2016); and Kohler and Vetter, “The Field,” in A Companion to the History of Science, ed. Bernard Lightman (Malden,
Mass.: Wiley, 2016), pp. 282-295.
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18 See, e.g., Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts (Beverly Hills, Calif.:
Sage, 1979); and Sharon Traweek, Beamtimes and Lifetimes: The World of High Energy Physicists (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
Univ. Press, 1988).
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phenomena as varied as embryological development and visual perception?’” How did the iden-
tification of fields as objects of study—along with other historically specific conceptualizations and
materializations of fields (e.g., in agriculture, warfare, and athletics) —influence the constitution
of “the field” as a site for research??” How did “the field” become one of the very terms by which
scientific activity is classified — by scientists as well as by practitioners in the “field” of the history
of science?”! That such questions remain unanswered (and for the most part unasked) testifies to
the importance of renewed attention to the questions of what fields are, have been, and might
become.

19 See Donna Jeanne Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields: Metaphors of Organicism in Twentieth-Century Developmental Bi-
ology (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1976), pp. 54-56.
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Macmillan, 2020), pp. 41-71.
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tive?” ibid., 1977, 16(6):669-696; and David Kaiser, “When Fields Collide,” in Quantum Legacies: Dispatches from an Uncer-
tain World (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2020), pp. 316-348.




