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Continued from page 11 
well as theoretical, methodological and ethical considerations. This is hardly anthropology as “a weapon on the battlefield,” though many of our students have returned from (or will soon depart on) operations they did not initiate and may cost them or others dearly. 

Security anthropologists also undertake fieldwork, though less often on “exotic others” in “faraway lands” than with professionals in our own societies. Resulting monographs have highlighted military spouses’ disempowerment and soldiers’ dis​affection, examined how organiza​tional culture facilitated abuse and flawed intelligence findings as well as describing security organizations ethnographically. Had the authors conducted these studies in another sphere of social life—say education or justice—they would likely be seen as consistent with “the anthropolog​ical project.” Instead, they are often dismissed out-of-hand or subjected to sweeping critiques. Occasionally these responses are published in aca-

lications are in the public domain is potentially a security anthropolo​gist. Yet even if we follow our ethi​cal guidelines scrupulously, large institutions often decontextualize and distort nuanced ideas. This is regrettable, but having anthropolo​gists “inside” to help mitigate this tendency would benefit the disci​pline and people we study as well as the security sector. 
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Applying Anthropology in the Security Sector 
A handful of security anthropolo​gists also apply their disciplinary skills in operational settings. All of the efforts I am aware of seek to minimize harm and/or do good; none support targeting or covert activities. I have never met a “rogue anthropologist,” despite knowing dozens of professionals engaged in the field. What is more, to the best of my knowledge, none of my col​leagues has stood “beside torturers” or would knowingly do so. Perhaps this is because members of this net​work are serious about profession​al ethics. We discuss them often, and while members may differ on details, we uniformly embrace the core principles and condemn mis​conduct, discrimination and abuse. 

operations or in detention facili​ties—yet we are keenly aware of potential dilemmas. 

Applying anthropology always raises complex ethical questions though, like how to balance respon​sibilities (to informants, clients and science) and negotiate proprietor​ship of data. Most applied security anthropology closely mirrors work done in other spheres; only rarely does it entail clearances and clas​sification. Even formerly opaque intelligence services are increasingly adopting open-source data and out​reach. Consequently, while grap​pling with secrecy is an important disciplinary debate, it is not the most pressing concern for most security anthropologists—although it appears to be for some critics, like David Price and Hugh Gusterson. If anthropology uses this narrow issue as its primary guide to engaging (or not) with the security sector, it risks missing the forest for the trees. 

Moreover, claims that applied work is not “real scholarship” or lacks “critical perspective” fail to appreciate its academic nature, attendant fieldwork and resultant publications. Worse yet, labeling these scholars as “anthropologists turned military consultants,” as 

demic journals, more often they take the form of emails, editorials, blogs or discussions at one-sided confer​ence sessions. 

Moreover, anthropologists are often prickly and highly special​ized, so when security and intel​ligence organizations seek ethno​graphic information, they usually do not hire one of us. Instead, like most students, they access inter​nal resources and search Google, then—when Wikipedia proves inadequate—go to the library. Consequently, everyone whose pub-

Like all anthropologists, however, we struggle to balance our profes​sional ethics with personal convic​tions—moral, spiritual and politi​cal. More of us are motivated by the desire to make a difference than by patriotism, and I suspect we vote for many different parties on Election Day. We are not “neocons” (some of us are liberals) or dupes, but all accept the need for security organi​zations and the inevitable tragedy of conflict. We are skeptical of unsub​stantiated claims that anthropology is being “weaponized”—either on 

occurred repeatedly in San José, is inaccurate and counterproductive. Such language creates a false dichot​omy between “real” anthropolo​gists (who do traditional fieldwork and are university-based) and “con​sultants” (who are implicitly sell​outs with questionable ethics). This erases manifold other differences within the discipline and highlights the violation of an unspoken taboo: engaging with the security sector. The ensuing ritual pollution may explain why the discipline tolerates (mis)characterizations of security 
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anthropologists as “consultants” but does not countenance this for colleagues working in other state institutions. 

A Call for Civil and Precise Discourse 
Should we abide a double stan​dard? No. If you are an anthropolo​gist—that is, you hold an advance degree in the field, identify as such, adhere to professional ethics and stay engaged with the disci-pline—your employer, approach and focus are largely irrelevant. Anthropology is a state of mind, a way of seeing and engaging the world, not a set of activi​ties, sanctioned topics or autho​rized spheres. It is paramount that anthropologists treat each other respectfully, despite sometimes-heated differences. Otherwise, we risk becoming an uncivil discipline and losing students and influence to others that lack anthropology’s conceptual, methodological and ethical strengths. 

The time has come for critics to present evidence of their nebulous charges or tone down their rhetoric so that informed and precise dis​course can flourish in appropriate academic fora. Opting for disciplin​ary isolationism, across-the-board condemnations or a myopic empha​sis on secrecy, on the other hand, will only guarantee anthropology’s irrelevance to some of today’s key policy debates. This will mean missed opportunities for anthropology to help prevent, resolve or minimize conflicts and misunderstandings as well as the damage, injury and death they often produce. 
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