
 

 
2300 Clarendon Blvd, Ste 1301 • Arlington, VA 22201 USA • +703.528.1902 • www.americananthro.org 

 

12 July 2021 
Professor Amanda Davies, Head of School 
School of Social Sciences 
University of Western Australia 
35 Stirling Highway 
Crawley, WA 6009, AUSTRALIA 
Via email: (Amanda.davies@uwa.edu.au) 
 
Dear Professor Davies, 
 
The American Anthropological Association has been following with keen interest and concern 
the proposed changes for which the School of Social Sciences is currently soliciting comments. 
We certainly understand the difficult decisions that have to be made in addressing the School’s 
financial stability, with the goal of keeping the best interests of the students in mind. We are 
especially troubled, however, to learn that the university plans to eliminate the academically 
rigorous cross-field anthropology curriculum, substantially reduce the number of faculty 
positions, and focus on rock art and forensics, which are outside the conventional scope of 
anthropology as understood in the Commonwealth tradition. 
 
As you know, anthropological research provides an evidence base that allows us to produce 
science-backed solutions for addressing issues of global importance. It is being deployed as we 
speak to help address the pandemic, from social distancing guidelines, understanding spread 
and contagion, and public policy to provide economic and other relief. Both fundamental 
research into the nature of individuals, groups, and cultures, and applied research into the 
effectiveness of policymaking and the impact of changes to our national security, education, 
and healthcare systems, are important to understanding how this pandemic has affected, and 
will continue to affect, the way we live. 
 
Anthropology reflects on the breadth and complexity of the problems we face in the 21st-
century, and plays a key role in developing culturally sensitive strategies in a world that is 
increasingly animated by cross-cultural contacts. Whether students go on to graduate studies in 
anthropology or to other professions, they carry with them a sensibility gained from their 
exposure to our field that enable them to be involved in improving healthcare and educational 
systems, working towards environmental sustainability, protecting cultural heritage, reducing 
global inequalities, and increasing awareness of the many forms of household and families that 
raise our children and take care of our elderly. 
 
The University of Western Australia would do well to maintain, if not strengthen, the 
anthropology offerings available to your incoming students and, in turn, what your graduates 
will offer future employers. The new normal is that employers are now looking for candidates 
with essential critical thinking skills that include analytical ability, cultural understanding, 
effective communication, and an overall engagement with the world. These skills are far more 
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encompassing than the emphasis on language and communication skills that the consultation 
paper emphasizes. Four months’ post-graduation employment figures, in our view, are not a 
useful indicator of the value of undergraduate training in the social sciences and humanities. 
Indeed, global indicators suggest that one can earn a decent livelihood AND build a meaningful, 
impactful career in business, government, and NGO settings with such a background. 
 
The University’s anthropology faculty members have highly-regarded international standing, 
the program is an outstanding training resource, and we feel that this loss of capacity would be 
widely felt and will irreparably damage UWA’s global reputation. In the US, social anthropology 
is more poorly funded than archaeology, but it is widely recognized that some of the main 
scholarly developments in archaeology are informed by research in social anthropology. Cutting 
the social anthropology program will have an adverse impact on the archaeology program to 
which it makes substantive contributions, including working together on heritage assessments, 
for example, as well as native title determinations. 
 
Thank you for considering this request to look again at the serious implications of eliminating 
this important program. Please do not hesitate to contact us if we can answer any further 
questions you may have.  
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Dr. Edward Liebow, Executive Director 
ELIebow@AmericanAnthro.org 
 

 
Professor Akhil Gupta, President 
akgupta@ucla.edu 

 
 
 
 
Cc: Honorable Robert French, Chancellor (Robert.s.french@uwa.edu.au) 

Professor Amit Chakma, Vice Chancellor (amit.chakma@uwa.edu.au) 
 


