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Scientific field research at the Polar Continen‐
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the PCSP. Instead, Powell relies on two field seasons
of ethnographic observation to uncover the social
and cultural lives of PCSP scientists and the staff
that keep the base operational. Blending his 2001
and 2002 observations with archival material and
formal interviews, Powell shows how these social
and cultural realities—and the High Arctic’s envi‐
ronmental context—shape individual lives at the
base and structure scientific field research there.
In doing so, Studying Arctic Fields emphasizes the
human dimension of field research, rather than its
scientific importance. As Powell writes, “without
the cultural life of Arctic fieldwork, there would
not be any scientific practice” (p. 4).

In the next chapter, Powell describes the physi‐
cal layout of the PCSP complex. He shows how the
organization of the base—and the formal and in‐
formal rules that moderate daily activities within
these spaces—“influences the conduct of Arctic sci‐
ence” (p. 97). Chapter 4 then examines how the
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the scientists’ identities. His observations reveal
how scientists navigate the realities of High Arctic
research and try to conform to dominant ideas as‐
sociated with being a “good field person” at the
PCSP (p. 124). In chapter 5, Powell describes en‐
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until the final chapter. He notes that in 2000, a

Arctic Fields. Some examples include the tensions

team of British documentarians—who “behaved

between science and politics, field research and

arrogantly around the base and village”—filmed

adventure, scientific expectations and environ‐

two scientists that summer (p. 164). The scientists

mental realities, scientists and base staff, senior re‐

later died in an unrelated helicopter accident. Ac‐

searchers and junior researchers/graduate stu‐

cording to Powell, the entire incident affected how

dents, and PCSP staff/scientists and Inuit. Through‐

PCSP managers, scientists, and staff thought about
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Such a serious methodological implication needed
to be emphasized and explained in greater detail

Studying Arctic Fields may leave some histori‐

earlier in the book.

ans wanting more on the history of the PCSP. In
chapter 2, for example, Powell discusses how field
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Powell’s observations reveal an important as‐
pect of scientific field research that is often over‐
looked—if thought about at all—by nonscientists.
Readers will finish Studying Arctic Fields with a
greater appreciation about how emotionally diffi‐
cult field research can be and how the PCSP’s spa‐
tial, cultural, and logistical realities affect scien‐
tists’ lives and their research in the High Arctic. As
Powell writes, “it is precisely the human dimen‐
sions of social life ... that most characterize the per‐
formance of scientific practices in the Arctic” (p.
19). Studying Arctic Fields should be praised for of‐
fering such unique insight into the previously hid‐
den world of the PCSP.
Note
[1]. The research station was originally named
the Polar Continental Shelf Project. It was re‐
named the Polar Continental Shelf Program in
2008. The author uses the former name when refer‐
ring to it in a historical context.
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