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“The present expedition therefore differs essentially from ordinary Arctic ven-
tures in this… there will be taken neither food, clothing, nor house materials, and 
there will be complete dependence on local resources.  Seeing the object of the 
expedition is chiefly ethnological, it is in reality desirable that this should be so: 
for the only way in which one can become familiar with the real life of primitive 
people is to live with them in their houses, and as they do, rather than to live near 
in one’s own ‘civilized’ way.”

---The Stefansson-Anderson Expedition Contract1

In the spring of 1910, Vilhjalmur Stefansson stood frozen on the Arctic snows, caught in his 

tracks not for want of heat but from his own sheer excitement.  The Harvard-trained and Canadian-born 

anthropologist peered east across the glistening tundra of the Central Arctic, terrain no American 

whaler or missionary had traversed before and no American scientist believed possible to enter.  On 

April 21, at 1:45pm, with little ammunition, no tent, a handful of sickly dogs, and a few Eskimo 

companions, Stefansson stepped over an imaginary boundary between known and unknown worlds. 

When he left the North two years later, the border had already begun to disappear, leaving both 

American anthropology and the Arctic forever changed by his work.2 

I argue that Stefansson’s project in the North had lasting consequences for two “fields”:  the 

community of anthropologists that sponsored and reacted to his expedition and the socio-economic 

landscape through which he traveled. As the quotation above illustrates, Stefansson and his 

1American Museum of Natural History to Vilhjalmur Stefansson, 13 April, 1908, The Papers of the Stefansson Collection, Rauner Special 
Collections, Dartmouth Library, New Haven.  (This collection is cited hereafter as PSC). The letter is itself the contract of the expedition. 
It was signed by Herman C. Bumpus, the director of the Museum, and was “submitted to” the Museum’s President, Henry Fairfield 
Osborn, as well as Clark Wissler, the curator of Anthropology.  I have chosen to use the terms “Eskimo” and “Eskimos”—both as plural 
forms—because these were the terms used by historical actors to describe native northerners.  I also use “Inuit” and “Inuvialuit” later in 
the paper corresponding to time periods when these terms came into usage to identify particular cultures in the Arctic.  
2Stefansson’s fieldnotes have been collected and edited by historian Gisli Palsson in Gisli Palsson, Writing on Ice:  The Ethnographic 
Notebooks of Vilhjalmur Stefansson, (Hanover, NH:  University Press of New England, 2001).  Stefansson’s note from the winter and 
spring of 1910 comes from pages 175-210.  This particular note from April 21 can also be found in Vilhjalmur Stefansson, My Life with 
the Eskimo, (New York: Macmillan Company, 1913), 159.



expedition’s primary financier, the American Museum of Natural History, agreed a peculiar experiment  

with studying Eskimo cultures might result in scientific value.  Previous Arctic field research had been 

confined to mission houses, whaling harbors, and scientific research stations that provided 

opportunities for data collection and respite from harsh weather.  Yet these approaches limited 

anthropological knowledge about the Arctic to the reach of governmental and commercial 

infrastructure there.  Stefansson abandoned this tradition and boldly decided to “join forces with the 

Kogmollik Eskimos of the Mackenzie Delta and eastward, dressing as they do and wandering with 

them to get a living from the country.” The most striking description of this field method came in the 

title of an account of the expedition published in 1910:  Stefansson was “‘turning Kogmollik’ for 

science.” 3

I will use this phrase as a reference point for comprehending relationships among field research, 

the Arctic environment, and the institutions and ideas of American anthropology, relationships 

historians have not fully surveyed. The field site under scrutiny is the area covered by the Stefansson-

Anderson expedition of 1908-1912 (see Appendix 1). I refer to the territory east and south of Baillie 

Island as the Central Arctic or the Coronation Gulf region. Anthropologists in the early 1900s deemed 

the Central Arctic inaccessible, precisely because administrative scaffolding had not yet been 

established there.  The region stood between the much-better studied Alaskan and Greenlandic areas, 

which had longer histories of exploration and settlement by foreigners.  The scant information about 

the Coronation Gulf available to scholars had come through British traveler's accounts, the majority of 

which were conveyed in the 1850s following the search for a Northwest Passage.  Given these 

conditions, many anthropologists viewed this corner of the Arctic as a final (but missing) piece in the 

3The description of Stefansson’s “turning Kogmollik for science” is given in Clark Wissler, “‘Turning Kogmollik’ for Science’,” The 
American Museum Journal 10, no. 7 (November 1910): 212-220.  Though Wissler is not named as the author, he was responsible for 
writing up much of the anthropological sections of the Journal.  It is curious that the author put the term in scare quotes.  This could mean 
that the phrase had been previously circulated to describe Stefansson’s work.  It could also be a gesture other colloquialisms for “going 
native” or “turning Indian.”  In the sources I surveyed for this essay, I have not found any evidence to corroborate either of the above 
interpretations.  Given the ambiguity of this phrase’s origins and its importance in my analysis here, I try to make clear in the following 
pages how it comes into usage, what it attempts to signify, and how it aligns with other descriptions of Stefansson’s fieldwork in different 
venues at different moments and by different people.  Despite its potential to conceal and condense this diversity and chronology, the 
phrase “turning Kogmollik for science” remains the most useful for me in thinking about Stefansson’s fieldwork in historical context.



puzzle of the Eskimo.4

The consequences of the Stefansson-Anderson expedition can be understood by first assessing 

how Stefansson’s observations were made possible in the field and the ways he articulated for his 

colleagues the value of “turning Kogmollik for science.” During four years in the North, he 

“discovered” and described thirteen Eskimo tribes and performed archaeological digs that provided the 

American Museum with precious Arctic materials. With help from native guides, he traversed 

thousands of miles of the Central Arctic (by foot, kayak, and dog team), built summer and winter 

shelters out of snow and permafrost, and hunted caribou, seals, and polar bear. These accomplishments, 

however, were made possible through his reliance on local whalers and fur traders who themselves had 

ventured beyond the frontier.  Stefansson’s engagement with the tools of civilization in order to study a 

“primitive” people makes clear one by-product of “turning Kogmollik for science.” 

The repercussions of Stefansson’s fieldwork can be further apprehended by thinking of “turning 

Kogmollik” with the connotation “to alter” rather than “to become.”  In the years following the 

expedition, the Central Arctic region experienced dramatic cultural and economic change, in many 

ways representing the field scientist’s legacy.  Stefansson’s successes resulted in intense scientific and 

governmental interest in the region, reflected by the launch of a second expedition only months after he 

returned home. But the Central Arctic was not just (re)shaped by distant government forces. Recent 

research demonstrates that local Inuit settled new land and expanded the trading economy during the 

1910s and 1920s, applying skills and knowledge gained through experiences with the Stefansson-

Anderson expedition.  

To analyze the linkages between the development of anthropological field methods and their 

consequences, I draw on histories of anthropology—particularly of ethnographic fieldwork. Over the 

last forty years, anthropologists and historians of anthropology have sought to identify the means by 

4For a review of the ways exploration in the 1850s brought the Arctic into view, see Diamond Jenness, “The Cultural Transformation of 
the Copper Eskimo,” Geographical Review 11, no.4 (October 1921), 541-550. Also see John Murdoch, “Notes on Counting and 
Measuring Among the Eskimo of Point Barrow,” American Anthropologist 3, no.1 (January 1890), 37-44.



which fieldwork came to occupy a central place in the discipline's claim to authority.  This scholarship  

has made visible a prolonged moment of reflection on ethnographic practice in Britain during the first  

two decades of the 1900s.  On the other side of the Atlantic, field methods remained generally 

unscrutinized until the 1930s, despite efforts by Franz Boas at the turn of the century to model a 

process of data collection and analysis that aligned with notions of cultural relativism. Scholars of the 

Americanist tradition have focused attention on Boas and his students, leaving open questions about 

how non-“Boasians” fit in with the professionalizing discipline and its changing expectations for 

fieldworkers.  How were unique approaches to studying native peoples in the field understood by 

museum-based scholars, who formed the majority of anthropologists before World War I?  How did 

fieldworkers interact with their sponsors given the changing expectations of their professionalizing 

community?  A study of a non-Boasian like Stefansson provides surprising answers.5

5 For a description of anthropology’s interest in fieldwork after 1960, see George Stocking, “The Ethnographer’s Magic:  Fieldwork in 
British Anthropology form Tylor to Malinowski,” in The Ethnographer’s Magic and Other Essays in the History of Anthropology, ed. 
George Stocking (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1992),  12-17.  As late as the mid 1980s, historian James Urry could claim in 
a textbook for anthropology students that fieldwork’s foundations in America remained shaky, with “surprisingly few details about the 
actual methods anthropologists used in the field.” James Urry, “A History of Field Methods,” in Ethnographic Research:  A Guide to 
General Conduct, ed. R.F. Ellen, (New York:  Academic Press), 1984, 61. Historian of anthropology George Stocking has called the 
unscrutinized history of participant observation anthropology’s oral tradition.  See George Stocking, “Maclay, Kubary, Malinowski: 
Archetypes from the Dreamtime of Anthropology,” in The Ethnographer’s Magic and Other Essays in the History of Anthropology, ed. 
George Stocking (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1992),  216. See “History of Anthropology: Whence/Whither,” in Observer’s  
Observed: Essays on Ethnographic Fieldwork, ed. George Stocking (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1983), 8. This 
introductory chapter is not attributed an author, but it is likely the volume’s editor, George Stocking. On the ways “the field” has been 
reworked by both anthropologists and historians alike, see Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, eds, Anthropological Locations:  Boundaries 
and Grounds of a Field Science, (Los Angeles:  University of California Press, 1997); James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: 
Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1988); James Clifford and George E. 
Marcus, Writing Culture:  The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, ed. (Los Angeles:   University of California Press, 1984);  James 
Clifford, Routes:  Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century, (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1997).; Anna Grimshaw, 
The Ethnographer's Eye: Ways of Seeing in Anthropology, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Work on American 
anthropology has focused on Boas at the expense of other historical figures, which recent scholarship has in part pointed out.  My use of 
the term “Boasian” to describe Franz Boas, his students, and those who followed Boas’ approach to research and practice follows 
historians of anthropology who have studied American anthropology.  The term itself is one example of the amount of focus and 
significance placed on Franz Boas.  On Boas, see Douglas Cole, “"The Value of a Person Lies in His Herzensbildung": Franz Boas' Baffin 
Island Letter-Diary, 1883–1884,” in Observer’s Observed: Essays on Ethnographic Fieldwork, ed. George Stocking (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1983).; Ira Jacknis, "Ethnographic Object and the Object of Ethnology in the Early Career of Franz Boas," 
in Volksgeist as Method and Ethic:  Essays on Boasian Ethnography and the German Anthropological Tradition, ed. George Stocking 
(Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1996);  Judith Berman, "The Culture as it Appears to the Indian Himself:  Boas, George Hunt, 
and the Methods of Ethnography,”  in Volksgeist as Method and Ethic:  Essays on Boasian Ethnography and the German Anthropological 
Tradition, ed. George Stocking (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1996); Brad Evans, “Where was Boas during the Renaissance 
in Harlem?  Diffusion, Race, and the Culture Paradigm in the History of Anthropology,” in Central Sites, Peripheral Visions, ed. Richard 
Handler (Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 2006); and Curtis Hinsley, Savages and Scientists : The Smithsonian Institution and 
the Development of American Anthropology, 1846-1910, (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1981).  For recent scholarship 
that seeks to both include more non-Boasian students and reorient the Americanist tradition along continuities with pre-Boasian 
anthropologists see Regna Darnell, And Along Came Boas: Continuity and Revolution in Americanist Anthropology, (Philadelphia: J. 
Benjamins, 1998); Regna Darnell and Lisa Phillips Valentine, Theorizing the Americanist Tradition (Buffalo:  University of Toronto 
Press, 1999).; and Regna Darnell, Invisible Genealogies:  A History of the Americanist Tradition, (Lincoln:  University of Nebraska Press, 
2001).



This study takes aim at another historiographical imperative:  understanding the consequences 

of field research on the environment in which it takes place.  In many cases, knowledge about 

anthropology's past has served to critique anthropological practice in the present.  This orientation has 

obscured other possible lessons from historical scholarship, including the impacts of on-the-ground 

anthropological research on the ground itself.  In this light, the Arctic becomes an area of interest:  a  

notoriously remote, foreboding, and yet vulnerable region, it was home to nearly all of Boas' field 

experiences.  In the case of the Coronation Gulf, an anthropologist (Stefansson) was one of the first 

non-natives to visit the place and its people, suggesting that his impacts on both can be disaggregated 

from other developments in the North.  These factors allow for an exploration of the consequences of 

fieldwork on the field site, a journey within the history of anthropology that might begin with the 

Stefansson-Anderson expedition, but surely does not end with it.6

I start by confronting the special problems of Arctic anthropology in the early 1900s. This 

discussion will situate Eskimo-centered research and Arctic field methods within the history of 

anthropology at the turn of the century.  This context helps illustrate what the Stefansson-Anderson 

expedition could offer to anthropologists in America, connecting the prospect of fieldwork with 

analytical developments deemed crucial to the development of anthropology in the States.  The core of  

this essay lies in the Coronation Gulf region, where I follow Stefansson through his travels and mid-

expedition reports from the field.  Because I am concerned with anthropological field methods, I focus 

on Stefansson at the expense of Rudolph Anderson, a trained zoologist who did not participate in 

anthropological discourses.  To understand what impacts the fieldwork had on the North, I conclude by 

turning to histories of the Inuit experience in the Central Arctic.7 
6 See Gupta and Ferguson, 8-14.  Gupta and Ferguson suggest that Americanist anthropologists in the late 1990s had a bias toward ethnic 
and racial minorities, but this bias was itself focused on Native Americans, not Inuit. For a summary of Boas' field experiences, see 
Jacknis, 192-4. Recent studies on Inuit in North American and global imagination leave open the possibility of a study of the Inuit and the 
Arctic in the anthropological imagination; see Anne Fienup-Riordan, Freeze Frame:  Alaska Eskimos in the Movies,(Seattle:  University 
of Washington Press, 1995).
7The majority of Inuit history has been composed by non-native scholars through the lenses of whaling industry, the fur trade, and 
political developments in the Arctic.  See Peter Usher, Fur Trade Posts of the Northwest Territories, 1870-1970, (Ottawa: Northern 
Science Research Group Dept. of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, 1971).; Morris Zaslow, The Opening of the Canadian North, 
1870-1914, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1971).; Morris Zaslow, Reading the Rocks: The Story of the Geological Survey of Canada, 
1842-1972, (Toronto: Macmillan Company of Canada, Department of Energy Mines and Resources, 1975).; Morris Zaslow, The 



Northward Expansion of Canada, 1914-1967, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1988).; John Bockstoce, Whales, Ice, and Men: The 
History of Whaling in the Western Arctic, (Seattle: University of Washington Press in association with the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
Massachusetts, 1986).; Shelagh Grant, Sovereignty or Security?: Government Policy in the Canadian North, 1936-1950., (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 1988).; Daniel Francisl, Arctic Chase: A History of Whaling in Canada's North, (St. John's Nfld.: 
Breakwater Books, 1984).; Harold Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, an Introduction to Canadian Economic History, Revised Edition, 
[Foreword by R. M. Maciver. Preface to Revised Edition by Mary Q. Innis.], (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1956.) Recently, 
historians of science and environmental historians have looked at the ways in which Inuit history was affected by scientific work in the 
North.  See Stephen Bocking, "Science and Spaces In the Northern Environment." Environmental History 12, no. 4 (2007).; Liza Piper 
and John Sandlos, "A Broken Frontier Ecological Imperialism in the Canadian North," Environmental History 12, no. 4 (2007).; and
Graeme Wynn, Canada and Arctic North America: An Environmental History, (Santa Barbara Calif.: ABC-CLIO, 2007). To access Inuit 
points of view, I turn to recent scholarship on the North conducted in part by Inuit natives and Canadian historians.   Ishmael Alunik, 
Across Time and Tundra: The Inuvialuit of the Western Arctic, (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003).; Richard G. Condon, The 
Northern Copper Inuit: A History, The Civilization of the American Indian Series, ed. Julia Ogina, (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1996).; Renee Fossett, In Order to Live Untroubled: Inuit of the Central Arctic, 1550-1940, (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba 
Press, 2001).; Philip Godsell, , Red Hunters of the Snows. An Account of Thirty Years' Experience with the Primitive Indian and Eskimo 
Tribes of the Canadian North-West and Arctic Coast, (London, 1938).; Peter Kulchyski, Kiumajut (Talking Back : Game Management 
and Inuit Rights, 1900-70, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007).;Nuligak, I, Nuligak, ([Toronto]: P. Martin Associates, 1966).


