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Commentary: Problems between the Academic Formation and the 
Nonacademic Labor Environment in Anthropology in the State of 
Yucatán, Mexico 
By Miguel Duarte, Rodrigo A. Llanes, Rodrigo Pereza, Emir Tepal and Nayelli Torres Salas  

In the present article we would like to 
call attention to the problematic relationship 
between the education of social 
anthropologists in Yucatán, Mexico and the 
non-academic environments in which they 
are employed.  Our argument is that, 
following the proposal of Juan Luis Sariego 
(2007) and Luis Vazquez (2002), the 
professional training that has been 
privileged in Mexican anthropology in the 
last three decades is that of the professor-
researcher, even though, as a workplace, the 
academic environment is an increasingly 
reduced and competitive space.  The 
problem then, is not that more 
anthropologists are working outside of 
academia, but rather, it is how academia is 
responding to the new non-academic 
environments employing anthropologists.  
Below we will illustrate this problem based 
on the specific example of social 
anthropology in Yucatán. 
     The educational process of social 
anthropologists in Yucatán began in the 
1960s, with the creation of el Centro de 
Estudios Antropológicos (CEA) or Center of 
Anthropological Studies, which later 
became known as la Escuela de Ciencias 
Antropológicas (ECA) or the School of 
Anthropology Sciences.  Today it is known 
as la Facultad de Ciencias Antropológicas 
(FCA) or the Department of 
Anthropological Sciences, located at the 
Autonomous University of Yucatán  
(UADY).  Since its origins, the 
institutionalization of the teaching of social 
anthropology in Yucatán has had certain 
paradoxes that deserve to be mentioned in 
order to understand the current situation.  To 
begin with, there is a strong presence of 

indigenous Mayans, who number more than 
59 percent of the population in the state of 
Yucatán, which also contains a number of 
pre-Hispanic Mayan pyramids.  Social 
anthropology in Yucatán would appear to be 
a science born to investigate knowledge 
about the past and present state of 
Yucatecan Mayans.  However, it was an 
area of research rarely studied by the social 
anthropologists of the ECA.  What 
implications does this situation have for 
UADY students? 
     In order to respond to this question, we 
must consider the teaching of social 
anthropology in Yucatán as emerging in a 
context in which Luis Echeverría’s 
government (1970-1976) supported the 
growing of institutions where anthropology 
and other social sciences could be practiced 
(see Lameiras 1979; Vázquez 1998), and 
“Marxism” became the predominant school 
of thought.  Marxism in anthropology 
seriously critiqued previous practices, such 
as maintaining a close relationship with the 
Mexican government and it began to focus 
on the study and practical action of 
indigenous people in the country. 
     Therefore, the first social anthropologists 
in Yucatán could easily find a job in the 
academic field either inside the ECA or in 
other schools.  Also, even when they 
maintained a critical attitude towards the 
governmental institutions, such institutions 
were a workplace that they did not 
completely reject. 
     However, the situation changed in the 
1980s.  First, the ECA, just like many other 
academic institutions, could no longer 
ensure the labor absorption of the growing 
number of anthropology graduates.  There 
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continues to be “increasingly more 
anthropologists working outside the 
academic realm” (Krotz 1997:12).  
Secondly, neither then nor now have strong 
relationships been established between 
academic and nonacademic realms.  
Although there are some ties between them, 
there is usually a mutual ignorance between 
what happens in one area and the other.  
Even more, in both realms there are several 
stereotypes and prejudices that have 
relevance for anthropologists’ social 
relations.  For example, the “academics” are 
seen as if they live in an “ivory tower” while 
the “non-academics” are seen as “outdated” 
and “bureaucratic” (Castro 2004:289; Krotz 
1997:13).  
     Marxism and its values, such as 
conceiving of research as an instrument for 
revolutionary praxis, are losing its ground, 
while new values are strengthening, 
including “the value of theoretical 
knowledge, the objectivity in procedures and 
results, the disinterested investigation and 
the liberty of investigation and 
professorship” (Vázquez 2006:17).  There is 
a new panorama in which undergraduate 
anthropology students do not know for 
certain if our training is effectively 
responding to new working conditions.  
Consider that more than half of the 
population in Yucatán speaks Maya and this 
language is not taught in the FCA.  
     A recent study (Ventura 2003) argues 
that anthropology students’ employment 
expectations do not complement graduated 
anthropologists’ employment prospects.  
While the main expectation is to be a 
professor or a researcher, increasingly 
anthropologists work outside of academia.  
The problem is not that more 
anthropologists work outside of academia, 
but rather that the training of anthropologists 
do not respond to the new working 
environments in which we find ourselves. 

According to a handful of interviews we 
had with anthropologists employed outside 
of academia, many are working in 
governmental institutions, focusing on 
cultural policies, education and gender, 
among other areas.  They are also employed 
in NGOs dealing with human rights and 
even in the private sector, in which we 
encounter companies such as Culture 
Management A.C. (Herrera and Lizama 
forthcoming).  It is meaningful that many of 
these anthropologists consider that several 
of the useful tools they use in their current 
jobs were not acquired in anthropological 
courses.  For example, working with 
archives and administration projects are 
usually considered historian and business 
skills, but they are frequently used by 
nonacademic anthropologists.  Furthermore, 
these skills are not widely taught in Mexican 
anthropology.  Another anthropologist said 
to us that it would be favorable to learn 
something about working in human 
resources.  The timeframe that is estimated 
to complete nonacademic research projects 
is usually less than those in academia (see 
Pérez, Morin and López 2008).   
Furthermore, non-academic research is not 
necessarily published in academic journals, 
but is more often circulated within the 
organization employing the anthropologist.  
This limits anthropologists in academia from 
critiquing their nonacademic colleagues.  
From the various testimonies of these 
anthropologists one can deduce that those 
employed in nonacademic environments 
possess a different skill set than those in 
academia.   
     A difficulty that graduated 
anthropologists tend to find is the lack of 
acknowledgement regarding their 
professional abilities and potentialities.  In 
the case of anthropologists in England 
(Shore 2006), this has lead to the production 
of identity problems in some anthropologists 
who prefer to identify themselves with other 
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categories in the marketplace, such as 
“development specialist” or simply “social 
investigator.” 
     Our suggestions for a better relationship 
between anthropologists in academic and 
nonacademic working environments include 
the following: We need to have serious 
studies about the labor situation of 
anthropologists working outside of academia 
in order to know the real conditions in which 
they are working.  We also should think of 
how to effectively integrate elements of 
nonacademic professional practice into the 
programs of study in academic institutions.  
We should know what research methods and 
technologies are frequently used by 
anthropologists working outside of 
academia, and compare them with existing 
pedagogy of methods in academic courses.  
We also need to think of how to use our 
research techniques for nonacademic uses.  
For example, in Mexico, Juan Luis Sariego 
offers an illustrative case.  He and his 
students use their ethnographic data of the 
Sierra Tarahumara, Chihuahua, to improve 
tour guides (Sariego 2005).  There is room 
for considering more “applied” learning 
techniques in academia. 

Another proposal is to organize two kinds 
of conferences: One in which nonacademic 
anthropologists share their work experiences 
with students in order to open a dialogue 
between academics and non-academics.  
This would offer students different options 
for using their anthropology degree outside 
of academia and it may positively affect the 
expectations and perspective of 
anthropologists in training because they will 
be exposed to applied anthropological 
pedagogy.  
     The other kind of conference would 
come from academia, and include current 
workshops for anthropologists employed 
outside of academia.  This is not about doing 
the common symposia where the researchers 
present their results.  Instead, these 

workshops would include issues relevant to 
government, NGOs, private, and other 
nonacademic interests. 

Finally, we suggest that anthropology 
departments take into consideration the 
challenges of working in nonacademic 
spaces.  This would encourage the creation 
of new courses such as administration and 
management, information systems (Internet, 
database and software), project design, 
paper presentations as well as research 
methods from different social sciences. 
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