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ABSTRACT: The theme of this paper is fieldwork in anthropology. Anthropology was born out of
the expansion of the European view of the world in the 19th century. It started out as ethnology, a
study of ethnic peoples and cultures, which was based on reports on alien cultures written by
travelers and scientists. Toward the end of the century this new study further developed and evolved
into anthropology, a study of man and his culture, which attempted to find “cultural universals” in all
cultures of the world. As academic discipline anthropology was entirely different from previous
traditions in that it was based on the information obtained through direct contact with indigenous
peoples and cultures. This new method of data collection became known as “fieldwork”. The
genuine anthropological fieldwork was first conducted in the early 20th century. Since then this
approach has developed with various improvements made in its methodology and continues
nourishing the discipline of anthropology as an indispensable study of humanity.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss critically fieldwork as anthropological methodology by
examining its strengths and problems based on the author’s personal experience and to look for ways
to improve this approach. The paper begins with a brief history of anthropology going over the
changes made in themes, methods, and awareness of anthropologists in the past century. Next it
presents the theory of fieldwork reviewing its historical development, varieties of methods and
techniques used, data analysis, and the present status of this approach. Then it describes the author’s
personal fieldwork experience in the study of Mayan culture. With all this in mind the paper makes a
critical analysis of fieldwork as methodology pointing out strengths and problems involved in it and
attempts to make some useful suggestions. Finally, as related, deeper matters it touches on the issues
of cultural relativism and of paradigm. Based on all the foregoing discussions final conclusions will
be made.

Ever since its inception anthropology has had unique developments in different parts of the
world. However, this paper mainly focuses on American anthropology, with an occasional mention
of English and French anthropologies. Also, the paper limits its discussion on fieldwork to the area

of anthropology although fieldwork as methodology is now widely used in all social sciences.
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