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Closing the loop: Relocated expertise and building as anthropological

practice

This special issue began with a conviction.
Anthropology should reconsider its position in rela-
tion to artificial intelligence not only as a critic of
systems built elsewhere, but as an active participant
in their construction, use, teaching, regulation, and
deployment. The articles do not converge on a single
answer to that charge, yet they arrive at the same
underlying condition. Human-AlI relations are recur-
sive, people respond to systems, systems respond to
people, and the consequences accumulate in institu-
tions, practices, and subsequent interactions.

In the introduction, Lora Koycheva and I described
this condition as a loop, a recursive circuit running
from anthropologist to system to institution to conse-
quence and back, borrowing a vocabulary anthropology
itself helped shape at cybernetics’ founding. What this
vocabulary does not settle on is who designs the loop,
and in whose interests, a question posed at the level
of principle. In this commentary, I take up its practical
half—what it would take for anthropologists to design
the loop rather than only diagnose it. Building com-
putational tools is now within practical reach of anthro-
pologists, not because the discipline has produced
programmers, but because large language models
(LLMs) relocate the expertise required to build them.

This relocation is not hypothetical. In my research
article in this special issue, I built a knowledge graph
from the Society for Applied Anthropology’s (SfAAs)
bibliographic record, working turn by turn with an
LLM. With an AI coding agent that could write and
revise code per my instructions, writing the code was
not the obstacle it once would have been. What still
demanded significant judgment was deciding what enti-
ties and relationships the graph needed to model, and
how. That exchange produced not only a tool but a
way of knowing the publication record differently,
because building it was itself an act of interpretation.

Building the graph also taught me something about
grounding LLMs. An LLM answering from structured
knowledge stays closer to what the record contains
than one answering from its training data alone.
Having seen what that grounding could do for a

personal knowledge graph, I wanted to know how
well those same journals were represented in Wikidata,
the largest public knowledge graph on which search
engines and LLMs draw. Only 59 percent of the SfAAs
articles had a corresponding record there. I could
have critiqued the platform for that gap, but doing
so would not have added a single missing record. The
only way to close it was to build something.

Even in 2023, closing that gap would have involved
months of labor, querying bibliographic databases,
resolving inconsistent metadata, and validating uploads
one by one. By December 2025, working the same
way I had built the knowledge graph, I had a pipeline
that downloaded the SfAA’s record from Crossref and
populated Wikidata. The back-and-forth, conversa-
tional style of building — in popular discourse, ‘vibe
coding’ - is easy to mistake for something looser, a
matter of trusting an LLM’s output rather than check-
ing it. It was never that. It required interactional
expertise, not the ability to write the code but enough
fluency to specify what I wanted, recognize when the
output was wrong, and revise until it matched.

The relocation of expertise is the basis for my argu-
ment, and two claims follow. First, anthropology
should build its own tools rather than relying on or
critiquing what others build. Second, making some-
thing is itself a way of knowing, not only of applying
knowledge settled elsewhere. I take up both through
the Wikidata case, which also raises questions of
inquiry, scale, and the discipline’s visibility.

Relocated expertise

This special issue’s cases, spanning chatbot interac-
tions, healthcare interpretation, and legal practice,
show that design choices matter as much as the tech-
nology itself to what a system makes legible, what it
leaves out, and who is answerable for what it does.
If design carries that much weight, who gets to make
those choices becomes a practical question.
Anthropology can already name what a system fails
to notice and whose judgment it marginalizes, but
naming a problem is not the same as fixing it, and
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the authority to do so has historically belonged to
whoever controls implementation.

Collins and Evans (2002, 2007) give the clearest
account of what building with an LLM this way relo-
cates and what it leaves untouched. Contributory
expertise, enough command of a domain to build
within it, is what building a computational tool has
normally required. But the requirement for this type
of software engineering expertise changes when an
LLM can write and revise code on the builder’s
instruction. In its place, interactional expertise, enough
fluency to specify and judge without necessarily being
able to implement, is needed.

This is itself a loop, nested inside the one this issue
theorizes. The operational loop described in the intro-
duction runs from anthropologist to system to insti-
tution to consequence and back. Building a tool this
way runs a second, smaller loop first: specify what
the artifact should do; inspect what the system pro-
duces; judge what is wrong; revise the specification;
test again. The second loop is how the first becomes
buildable rather than only diagnosable. Anthropological
judgment does not have to enter the operational loop
from outside, translated by a specialist. It can enter
through this design loop directly, in the anthropolo-
gist’s hands, extending Pask and Scott’s (1972) teach-
back from the learning conversation into tool
construction, and with it the
observer-inside-the-system cybernetic logic we estab-
lished in the introduction to this collection.

The relocation changes the two options anthropol-
ogists have faced when a new computational tool
appears. Historically, they could adapt a generic sys-
tem and accept whatever fit resulted or decline the
tool and work by hand. Building this way changes
the terms of that encounter, though not equally for
everyone, since it still presumes access to a capable
LLM and enough contributory expertise in one’s own
domain to recognize whether the model’s output
is right.

recursive,

The capability to build

For those with adequate access to a capable LLM, it is
now practical to build ones own instruments, specified
in plain language, without first training as a programmer,
a shift from anthropologists using Al tools others have
built for them to anthropologists using AI to build the
tools the discipline needs for itself. Koycheva (2024) puts
the underlying claim plainly: anthropology is good to
build with. Koycheva and I go further (Artz and
Koycheva 2024), arguing the discipline should build its
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own technology rather than only theorize and critique
it, because outside critique often changes little about
how it gets built, while building embeds the discipline’s
judgment in the technology itself.

This is a claim about what building does for the
discipline, not about whether building is also a way
of knowing. Interactional expertise explains why the
building is possible, not why it would count as know-
ing. Ingold (2013), writing on thinking through mak-
ing, maintains that knowledge grows out of practical
engagement with materials rather than being applied
to them from outside. Ratto’s (2011) critical making
pushes this claim further, treating material production
as concept elaboration, whether or not the resulting
prototype even functions. The payoff is the act of
building rather than what gets built. Jacomy et al.
(2026) carry the claim to the exact kind of building
I am doing here, when they argue that constructing
a computational tool is itself a form of science, not
merely its technical support. These traditions share
the finding that making something is a way of know-
ing, not only a means of applying knowledge settled
elsewhere.

This finding is easy to overstate, and it is worth
being precise about what it does not claim (Jacomy
et al. 2026). A tool’s builder does not settle everything
the tool permits or blocks, and what a tool is for
often only becomes clear once other people start using
it. Making something is a way of knowing, but it is
not, on its own, self-transparent knowing, where the
builder knows because they built. The making can
now be specified in natural language rather than code,
which puts building the discipline’s own computational
tools within reach of anthropologists who never
trained to write that code. However, this does not put
understanding what a built tool shows within that
same easy reach.

SfAA’s record in Wikidata

Human Organization and Practicing Anthropology are
SfAAs two journals, and together they span 85years
of the discipline’s applied and practicing scholarship.
In late 2025, a substantial share of that record was
missing from Wikidata. Human Organization had
3,191 articles represented there, and Practicing
Anthropology had 106. Against a combined publication
record of 5,545 articles at that point, more than 2,200
items reflecting SfAA scholarship were absent from
the infrastructure search engines and LLMs increas-
ingly draw on to represent a field. By early January
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2026, both journals were fully represented, with all
5,545 articles in Wikidata’s record.

Closing that gap meant building the tooling the
same way I had built the knowledge graph, describing
what I wanted, testing what came back, revising until
it held. I did not ask the system to import the articles
and hope for the best. I specified each journal by its
ISSN, so the pipeline queried Crossref for those jour-
nals and no others. I specified how a duplicate should
be recognized, so that an article already in Wikidata
from an earlier, less complete import would be updated
rather than created as a second record. I specified what
a correct record needed to contain, then hand-checked
a sample against that specification.

The specification was not right the first time. An
early version of the de-duplication logic matched arti-
cles by title alone and silently merged two distinct
articles that shared a generic title. Comparing the
import’s output against the original Crossref records
caught it, not because the merge looked wrong, but
because two DOIs now pointed to a single record,
not two. I revised the logic to require agreement on
authors and publication year as well as title, and the
corrected run stopped merging them. That was a
judgment call drawn from contributory expertise in
the bibliographic domain, and I could implement the
fix through interactional fluency with the model
rather than by writing the code myself.

That kind of correction is where the anthropology
in this work sits. What makes it anthropological is
not the query it runs against Crossref, a mimeomor-
phic action, rule-following and in principle automat-
able (Collins and Kusch 1998), but the polimorphic
judgment, context-sensitive decisions no rule fully
specifies in advance. These include decisions like
which journals belong to the field, what metadata a
record needs to be trustworthy, and how to resolve
a disputed author using ORCID or another source
when the record will not say. It is anthropological
because of what the work is for, not just how it gets
done. The goal is not a working pipeline for its own
sake, but a discipline that learns something in building
and becomes more visible for it.

Discussion

Building anthropological knowledge into a system
means losing some of it in the process. The judgment
behind every record here, what counts as a trust-
worthy source, how to resolve a disputed name, is
what a specification cannot fully capture in advance,
and once a system encodes something, that encoding

sticks until someone with the right fluency changes
it, the inertia Star (1999) locates in any infrastructure’s
installed base. She also shows that infrastructure dis-
appears from view when it works, and the labor that
built it disappears with it. Once the pipeline runs
smoothly, the judgment calls that made it trustworthy,
the ISSN targeting, the de-duplication fix, the
hand-checked sample, are easy to forget. Carried far
enough, both problems compound, and expertise built
into infrastructure can start to stand in for the experts
themselves. That is worth acknowledging before it
happens, not after.

Despite these concerns, the case for building stands.
Pointing out that anthropology’s coverage in Wikidata
is too thin is one thing; closing part of that gap
directly, the way this pipeline did, is another. I chose
extending the SfAAs coverage in Wikidata as my
example precisely because it is a clean case - a record
either exists or it does not — which makes it the
clearest place to show a builder’s judgment checked
against a verifiable source.

This kind of conversational building with an LLM
does not have to stop at cataloging what a discipline
has already published. One possibility it opens is
inquiry. The work cited earlier supports treating con-
struction as a way of knowing. It does not support
treating agreement with a record as the same thing
as understanding one. Everything described here
checks against a record, an article that exists or does
not. This is cataloging, not interpreting. Whether the
same ‘specify, check, revise’ discipline holds up when
working with the interpretation of ethnographic data,
versus with verifiable cataloging metadata, is a harder
question, and one I have not attempted to answer here.

A second possibility is scale. Koycheva (2026)
argues that anthropology’s slow, individually authored
mode of producing insight cannot reach an audience
anywhere near the scale Al-enabled products now
allow, and that the discipline has stayed an interpreter
of the technologies it studies rather than becoming a
producer or owner of them. My case here is one
instance of that argument tested rather than only
asserted. Working conversationally with an LLM, I
brought more than 2,200 missing records of the
Society’s scholarship into Wikidata, most in a single
evening, and a successor effort now applies the same
practice across hundreds of anthropology journals
worldwide, covering more than 200,000 articles.

A third possibility is what this practice turns into.
A few years before building conversationally was prac-
tical, I argued for what I called ‘productizing anthro-
pology, turning the discipline’s knowledge into tools,



products, and services that reach people who will
never read a monograph (Artz 2023). My case here
is a narrow instance of that argument, disciplinary
knowledge turned into a cataloging tool. But the same
practice has already led me to build the AI
Anthropology Toolkit (Artz 2026), an open-source,
agentic Al suite spanning the research lifecycle from
research question through publication. Its data analysis
agents operationalize multi-agent ethnography; a
researcher configures several agents to different epis-
temological stances and runs the same ethnographic
material through each. Where the readings differ, that
difference can expand the researcher’s understanding
rather than foreclose it. I have also built Gephi Al
(Artz 2025), which couples a conversational Al agent
to the network analysis platform Gephi so that reading
a graph is worked out between a person and an
instrument. Both are built around the same commit-
ment, friction that sustains divergence rather than
resolving it. The sense is Tsing’s (2005), with friction
as productive rather than obstructive, here in the form
of machine friction (Madsen, Munk, and Seltoft 2023;
Munk, Olesen, and Jacomy 2022). I carry this from
analytical method into the research instrument itself,
so both tools compel engagement rather than settle
for a single reading. In this way, each carries anthro-
pological expertise into a form that circulates beyond
the discipline, and each is a small increment in the
same direction as the Wikidata case, a discipline made
more visible by what it builds.

Conclusion

I have argued that expertise has relocated, making it
practical for anthropologists to build their own tools
rather than only rely on or critique what others make,
and that building tools is itself a way of knowing. I
have shown with the Wikidata project how this work
can be done in practice, while also pointing to further
opportunities. This project also closes a loop of the
SfAAs own. Margaret Mead helped found this journals
predecessor, convinced that anthropological knowledge
belonged in making technological and social systems,
not only as commentary after the fact (Mead 1941).
Building SfAA’s scholarship into the infrastructure on
which search engines and LLMs now draw carries
that conviction into the present. Designing the loop
no longer waits on a specialist, not because expertise
stopped mattering, but because the expertise it requires
has relocated to where anthropologists already stand.
The discipline does not need to wait for a grant, a
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research assistant, or someone else’s software to build
what it needs next. It needs to start building.
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