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Chapter 1

Introduction

Riall W. Nolan

What is “practicing” anthropology, and how does it differ

from academically based anthropology? What is the

nature of the relationship between these two sides of the

discipline? What has been their history together? These

are the main questions addressed in this chapter by Riall

Nolan, as a way of introducing the rest of this book, its

rationale, and structure.

The Development of

Practice in Anthropology
This is a book about what anthropologist practitioners do

and how they do it. “Practice,” as we use the term here, has

a very specific meaning: it is anthropology done largely

outside the university, by non-academic anthropologists.

“Applied,” “action,” or “engaged” anthropology – terms

often used synonymously – can refer to virtually any

extramural work done by university-based anthropologists.

The “practitioner” distinction, however, is important

because their work isn’t an optional or part-time activity;

they work as insiders, full-time. And the contexts in which

they work, varied as they are, are all significantly different

from university environments, particularly with respect to

issues of security, support, and role definition.



Engagement and application have always been an integral

part of anthropology, of course, and have had a large hand

in shaping what the discipline has become (Rylko-Bauer et

al. 2006: 179). The history of practice, moreover, is by now

well known (see, e.g., Chambers 1985, 1987; van Willigen

1986, 2002; Gwynne 2002; Nolan 2003; Ervin 2004; Kedia

and van Willigen 2005). Up through World War II, much

anthropology was both “engaged” and “applied.” Following

World War II, for a variety of reasons, academically based

anthropologists rose to dominance, effectively redefining

the limits and possibilities of the discipline. The application

of anthropology became, for many, somewhat suspect.

At the same time, however, increasing numbers of

anthropology graduates began to choose non-academic

careers, and by the 1980s, this trend was clearly

established. At that time, John van Willigen remarked:

It appears unlikely that the large numbers of

anthropologists entering the job market as practicing

anthropologists now will take academic jobs in the future.

They will not return because there will not be jobs for

them, their salary expectations can not be met, and they

just do not want to. (1986: 34)

As the trend continued, concern began to surface about

the relationship between the growing body of independent

practitioners and the academy.

Today, although we lack precise figures, there are probably

more anthropologists working outside the academy than

within it. The demand for the kinds of skills anthropologists

possess is strong, and growing, and “practice” – as we have

come to call it – is no longer a secondary or alternative

career choice. Anthropology’s constituency now includes a

majority of people with little or no academic experience,

and few ties to academia. Many of these people,

furthermore, now consider the MA rather than the PhD to be

their professional qualification.


