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Preface to the 2021 edition
 

Anthropology is a global profession. Its practitioners fre-

quently find themselves studying or working in other coun-

tries than their own for at least part of their career. The 

three authors of this book have worked in the Netherlands, 

but also in Belgium, the United Kingdom, Estonia, Italy, 

Greenland, Indonesia, Kenya and Nigeria. These interna-

tional experiences shape our understanding of what it is 

like to work as an anthropologist and have shaped our own 

careers. As we conducted the research for this book, we no-

ticed that many interviewees and respondents referred to 

the international dimensions of their own experiences. 

These notions of the global character of anthropology as 

a field of work echo strongly in this book, which was origi-

nally written with an audience in mind of (prospective) uni-

versity students, recent graduates and practitioners in the 

Netherlands. The original 2020 book was very well received, 

and we decided to publish an edition for a wider interna-

tional audience. 

In this book, we provide insights into the labour market 

and career paths of anthropologists; information which is 

often poorly included in academic degree programmes. Po-

tential employers form another audience we aim to address, 

given that anthropology and its usages remain relatively 

unknown outside of the university. In what follows, we ex-

plain differences in academic and applied careers, discuss 

the main strengths of an anthropology training versus other 

academic careers, and present employers’ responses to our 

questions as to why they would (or would not) employ an 

anthropologist. Overall we aim to provide a clearer picture 

as to what a career in anthropology might entail, and as 
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we find that anthropologists end up in all sorts of working 

environments, we have included a considerable number of 

portraits and examples to illustrate just what we mean by 

that. 

Much of what we discuss in terms of work and the labour 

market holds true in many countries, if with differences that 

make each of them unique in their own right. Marked dif-

ferences between countries can be found in, for instance, 

PhD defence procedures, research finance, and academic 

hiring systems and titles. We consider these to be marginal 

elements of the book’s message, and they will become clear 

to interested readers as they consider such specific charac-

teristics in their own contexts.

We strongly believe that society is faced with a series of 

major challenges: 

- A growing and ageing world population with massive 

societal impact in terms of megacities, living environments, 

food systems, the labour market, pension systems, and the 

distribution of wealth.

- Global warming resulting in increasing pressure on  

natural resources and land and requiring a shift to a 

low-carbon economy.

- Increasing inequality, both within and between coun-

tries, resulting in conflict and migration.

To better understand these challenges, and particularly to 

create change and find better solutions, we need to under-

stand people. Why they do what they do, how they live, work 

and travel. How people make sense of their world. Exactly 

what anthropologists are great at. So, let’s up our game. 

Claim our seat at the table. And build that sustainable, in-

clusive and future-proof world.


