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A few months before starting a new job as president of a residential research insti-
tute that primarily supports anthropology and Native American Studies, I ran into 
an old friend, an accomplished scholar whose career had been advanced by a fellow-
ship at the very institution I was about to lead. “You’ll be hearing from me when we 
launch our annual fund drive,” I said. With a hearty laugh, he replied that he never 
gave money to organizations like mine. “Not my style,” he said.

Until recently, I shared his attitude. Yes, I made modest annual donations to my 
undergraduate college, the Red Cross, my local public radio station, and a human-
rights organization or two. But the thought of giving money to research centers that 
support anthropology rarely crossed my mind. They exist to give money to scholars 
like me don’t they? I had been fortunate enough to receive the occasional fellow-
ship— but I had competed for those fellowships, hadn’t I?

Such views were understandable, perhaps even forgivable, for much of the post-
World War II period. But the funding landscape began a tectonic shift toward centu-
ry’s end. Federal support for the humanities and social sciences became controversial 
during the Reagan presidency and has become ever more politicized in the years since. 
Conservatives in Congress rarely miss an opportunity to call for an end to funding 
for research deemed “inessential” or a threat to American values and business inter-
ests. (Think: Global climate change and studies of the dangers of firearms ownership.) 
The astonishing concentration of wealth in the past two decades has shifted private 
philanthropy into fewer hands. Individual philanthropists are more likely now than in 
the past to hedge donations with restrictive requirements and performance metrics 
that make it hard to fund controversial or speculative social research.

In short, we’re moving relentlessly toward an era when scholars cannot count on 
governments or even foundations for research support if they work outside of a STEM 
discipline. If we want the anthropologists of the future to enjoy the support that 
funded our projects in the past, we have to think about funding ourselves.

At this point, some readers will reply, “You’re joking, right? Academic salaries are 
flat. Tenure-track positions are as elusive as Bigfoot. Many anthropologists find them-
selves obliged to work as adjunct faculty for derisory wages. Who can afford to donate 
money for someone else’s sabbatical project?”

Here’s who: the more than 4,100 members of the AAA who report annual incomes 
of $75,000 or more. If these members gifted a tax-deductible $500 to the research 
institute of their choice, they would support the equivalent of 35 annual fellowships at 
$50,000 apiece, even allowing for institutional overhead. If such donations were pooled, 
they could endow in perpetuity at least one research fellowship per year—a fellow-
ship substantially shielded from the political currents of the day. This impact would 
be magnified if the growing number of anthropologists working in corporate settings 
took advantage of the donation-matching programs offered by their employers.

We can debate whether a call for greater philanthropic self-help by anthropologists 
represents surrender to the forces of neoliberalism, just as we may bemoan the inex-
plicable desire of some of our leaders to dismantle the American system of higher 
education, long regarded as the world’s best. But while those debates and lamenta-
tions continue, it is time for us as a professional community to think seriously about 
funding the discipline that made our careers possible. And that includes supporting 
the many excellent not-for-profit institutions that together help to make American 
anthropology what it is today. These include organizations such as the Amerind 
Foundation, the Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, the Santa Fe Institute, the 
Institute for Advanced Study, the School for Advanced Research, the scores of 
small research institutes affiliated with colleges and universities, and the American 
Anthropological Association.

Reciprocity is a primordial human impulse that anthropologists have admired and 
documented since our profession’s earliest days. Perhaps it’s time to practice what we 
preach by giving back to the organizations that have enriched our careers.
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