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Imagine what would happen if the auto industry insisted on producing gas-guzzling Hummers 
while the public demanded hybrid and electric cars. The industry clearly would not last long. Not 
so in anthropology. Many of us, recent graduates and soon-to-be-graduates, have spent an average 
of a decade learning to make Hummers -- to become tenure-track anthropology professors. As we 
enter the job market we are discovering to our dismay that for every available tenure-track job 
there are hundreds of candidates, all trained in the same fine art of making something of limited 
relevance for this time and place.   
 
We may be disappointed, but if there is any outrage, it is a quiet one. Since we don’t know how to 
make anything other than Hummers, we wait nicely and hopefully for that Hummer job. With 
kindness and persistence we chase CV-enhancing accomplishments – another conference paper, a 
new service position with one of our anthropology organizations, one more journal submission, 
another adjunct teaching assignment. Late at night, worrying about how to pay our bills, we add our 
names to one more job board, apply for one more post-doc position, and wait for increasingly rare 
announcements for permanent academic teaching positions. Hard work has got to pay off 
eventually, right? Not if the world has changed, and you and your mentors haven’t noticed.  
 
A soon-to-be-minted Ph.D. in anthropology recently expressed to her advisor her desire to land a 
teaching job at a community college. The advisor let her know of his disappointment. In this fine 
Ph.D. anthropology program she had been trained to take a tenure-track position in another fine 
university. Living in his own tenured La La Land, this professor failed to see that the job market he 
entered after he earned his own Ph.D. 30+ years ago no longer exists. Even the job market of 
seven years ago, when I began my Ph.D., has changed.  
 
How can this disappointed anthropology professor ignore these new realities? Could it be tenure-
related myopia? While the car dealer gets instant feedback when the public’s wants and needs 
change, the tenured professor is unaffected by the ups and downs of the market.  
 
Professors and mentors may not have to worry about the market, but they should. Mentoring for 
the present is the ethical thing to do. Mentoring for the present means making anthropology 
urgent, as important in the public’s life as education, jobs, and health care. An anthropology that is 
urgent and relevant has no time to waste over the removal of the world science from a certain AAA 
statement. An action-oriented anthropology does not have to worry about the public’s perception 
because when our actions are relevant to a wider audience, recognition is a matter of course. An 
applied anthropology that interacts with all manner of people is anthropology’s equivalent of the 
primary care physician – an indispensable generalist often mocked by specialists who cater to elite 
patients only.  
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Where do we begin, then, to find our way out of La La Land? Tenured professors in anthropology 
departments must ask: “What am I doing to ensure that my work is relevant to a wide audience?” 
More importantly: “What am I doing to mentor my students for the present?” Recent graduates 
must be enlisted to bring us the market reality from outside our protected walls. Students and 
teachers must engage in discussions on how we are going to respond to potential new markets, and 
examine our curricula to determine where it is and is not responding to them. Students must be 
encouraged to contemplate new and unexpected applications of anthropology, and be trained to 
communicate about these applications to a non-academic audience. This would make us a 
discipline that matters, even after the last Hummer is gone.  
 
But talk is cheap and there is much to do. Let’s get to work!  
 

C.F. Dyson is a pseudonym for a recent Ph.D. from a fine anthropology department in a fine US 
university.  

 
 


	La La Land: Meeting the Demands of a Hybrid Market with an Endless Supply of Hummers

