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The university is a racket

Discussing conflicts of interest on my school's Board of Trustees and some forms that 
all non-profit institutions are required to keep on their premises and that you can 
request! 

About two months ago, a professor at my 
university gave a talk sponsored by the 
student union entitled, “The University 
as a Racket.” The talk dealt with major 
conflicts of interest going on inside the 
upper echelons of university decision-
making. At our school, the Board of 
Trustees (BOT) makes all major 
decisions. The BOT is primarily made up 
of financial executives. Most notably 
high-ranking executives from Goldman 
Sachs, Chase Bank, and Bank of 
America. The BOT contains one student 
member, handpicked by the university, 
who is not allowed to disclose the details 
of BOT meetings. So, essentially our 
school is run by financial executives. The 
same ones who caused the 2008 financial 
crisis and then used taxpayer money to 
give themselves bonuses. Now, when the 
BOT decides to increase the tuition who 
profits? Well, when the tuition is 
increased students take out loans, and the 
financial institutions that the BOT 
members belong to make a killing off of 
speculation on these loans. What an 
amazing conflict of interest! 

Not only is there this egregious conflict 
of interest at play, but the BOT does 
something else quite nefarious that I’m 
sure most people don’t realize. The BOT 
takes our tuition money and puts it up as 

collateral on loans from banks, the same 
banks that have executives on the BOT. 
The higher the tuition, the larger the 
loans that get taken out. Now, with these 
loans of course comes interest. If 
students had even the slightest access to 
the university’s budget we would know 
the details of these loans and how much 
is being spent on paying off the interest 
on these loans, but of course we don’t 
have any access to the budget so we 
don’t know, right? Wrong. There is a 
form. A form that every non-profit 
institution is required by federal law to 
keep in hard copy on their premises at all 
times and is to made available to any and 
all who request it. It is entitled the Bond 
Prospectus. The Bond Prospectus will 
tell you how much money the university 
spends on paying off the interest on its 
loans. Now, in violation of federal law 
our university did not have the Bond 
Prospectus in hard copy, we are still 
waiting on the details for it, but no doubt 
they will come forth soon or else legal 
action will be taken.

The talk also touched on another major 
problem contributing to tuition increases 
and that is a rise in administrative costs. 
The Wall Street Journal reports1, “The 

1 http://online.wsj.com/article/SB100014241278873  
23316804578161490716042814.html

http://libcom.org/blog/university-racket-29122012
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323316804578161490716042814.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323316804578161490716042814.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323316804578161490716042814.html


number of employees hired by colleges 
and universities to manage or administer 
people, programs and regulations 
increased 50% faster than the number of 
instructors between 2001 and 2011, the 
U.S. Department of Education says. It’s 
part of the reason that tuition, according 
o the Bureau of Labor Statistics, has 
risen even faster than health-care costs.” 
In fact, since the 1970s, the, “number of 
administrative staffers has increased by 
235 percent while the number of faculty 
and students has increased by only about 
50 percent.”2 What are these 
administrative jobs? They are jobs 
intended to keep the university “ahead of 
the competition.” This is capitalism, and 
schools are not there to help their 
students learn, they are there to make 
money. The university is hiring people so 
that it can market itself better. Whether 
this means that it is straight up hiring 
people into its marketing bureaucracy, or 
it is adding people to its research 
departments, the hiring is done to keep 
the university “ahead of the 
competition.” 

Yes, while you and your friends go into 
debt and work full time jobs outside of 
school to make ends meet, your school is 
taking your money and creating 
completely unnecessary jobs. Not only 
that, but the people in charge of this all 
are giving themselves big fat raises. Our 
school president is making bank, and 
gets a $30,000 raise every year. Now, we 
know how much money the university 

2 http://hereandnow.wbur.org/2011/11/02/university-  
cost-bloated 

president makes, but up until a month 
ago we did not know how much other 
top paying administrators make. Well, 
without access to the budget how could 
we know? There is a form. A form that 
federal law requires non-profit 
institutions to keep on premises at all 
times. It is entitled Form 990. Members 
of the student union walked into the 
main office of the university and 
demanded the form. The form was 
obtained and the information from it was 
sent to the school newspaper which ran a 
giant front page article displaying the 
findings. 

Now, there is one more way that my 
university is a racket. My school, like 
most every school, takes tuition money 
and expands as much as it can. Again, 
the university is not there to help you 
learn, it is there to make money, and 
expansion is the name of the game. Well, 
aside from financial executives there are 
real estate executives sitting on the BOT. 
I have not tried to find out yet, but it is 
not inconceivable that the real estate 
executives sitting on the BOT are the 
ones who received the contracts for the 
campus expansion plans. If not them 
then probably their friends. 

I’m sure if you’re a student at a U.S. 
university this information is similar to 
what you are experiencing at your 
school. If your university is a non-profit 
institution go ahead and demand that you 
be granted access to Form 990 and the 
Bond Prospectus.      
                                   [END OF ARTICLE]
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Abstract 

This article is based on a talk given by Silvia Federici at the University of 
Leeds in November 2007. In it the author addresses the crucial issue of how 
knowledge is being enclosed in the global university. Federici has decades of 
experience in universities systems spanning Africa, Europe and the USA and her 
experience of African universities has shown us how structural adjustment policies 
squeezed funding to African universities and restructured them in conformity with 
the interests of global business values. Federici points to two trends: the first is the 
growing commercialisation and corporatization of academic life, and in particular 
the penetration of business interests within the university, and the second is the 
development of educational institutions that are reshaping educational programs, in 
particular through the growth of standardised on-line courses taught in what David 
Noble has called “digital diploma mills”. Federici ends by looking at resistance on 
campus, drawing on the example of the Democratizing Education Network. 

                                                 

1   Creative Commons licence: Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 
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Introduction. What we mean by "Global University" 

I will share with you tonight some of my experiences and thoughts 
regarding “Education and the enclosure of knowledge in the Global University.” 
By "global university" I refer to two related developments. First, I refer to a set of 
trends that have characterized the restructuring of education internationally in the 
'80s and '90s, such as the end of publicly supported education and the 
commercialisation and corporatization of academic life. I also refer to the 
development of educational institutions that do not only seek to recruit an 
international student body and thus train a global elite, but are reshaping 
educational programs across the planet, setting the standards for education world-
wide. These developments--I argue-- have resulted in an "enclosure of knowledge," 
in the sense that education is increasingly evaluated according to its profitability, 
rather than its contribution to social improvement. That is, education has become a 
commodity whose production and distribution are subject to market values and 
conditionalities. As a result, its social content has been impoverished, and its 
acquisition is increasingly organized in a way that deepens social inequalities. 

The Enclosure of Knowledge in Structurally Adjusted Africa 

My first encounter with the global university occurred in Nigeria, while 
teaching at the University of Port Harcourt in the period from 1984 to 1986. 
Nigeria at the time was confronting a historic crisis, soon extending to the rest of 
the continent, and undermining the gains Africans had made with the anti-colonial 
struggle. The crisis appeared as a "debt crisis," but it soon became evident that the 
debt was but a tool international financial institutions like the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) were using to bring about a major reform of 
Africa's political economies, a reform that has since been described as a 
"recolonization" process.  

Encouraged by the boom in oil prices, and following a development model 
based upon the import of foreign technology and goods, Nigeria, in the late 1970s, 
had taken many loans that, by the mid-1980s, as oil prices collapsed, had become 
unmanageable. In the past a defaulting country might have been able to declare 
bankruptcy. But this time, the international financial institutions forced the 
indebted countries to take loans from them in return for an extensive restructuring 
of their economies. This meant adopting a set of policies that, combined, have 
become known as "structural adjustment programs" (SAPs). Nigeria did not 
immediately take any loan. However, by 1986, the government began to implement 
the same policies which the World Bank and the IMF had imposed on it as 
conditionalities for the country's ability to access the credit market. Key among 
these policies were the removal of tariffs on foreign imports, the privatisation of 
national assets, currency devaluation, wage freezes, and above all, as far as our 
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discussion is concerned, the end of government investment in public services, such 
as health, public transports, and education.  

 By the early 1990s, most African governments were pulling out of the 
business of financing education. They cut money from everything: infrastructure's 
maintenance, libraries' budgets, teachers' wages and the wages of non-academic 
staff. Student allowances (for food, transport, books) were also eliminated; though 
many students could not continue their studies without them. Within a short time, 
the university system began to look like a desolate land and a battlefield, because 
the cuts were met with a tremendous resistance, particularly from the students, and 
this resistance in turn elicited a fierce repression. Student organisations were driven 
underground, campuses were shut down for long periods of time.. Soon a situation 
developed where it became difficult for people like myself to remain in Nigeria. In 
fact, by 1986, when structural readjustment took off, many teachers, African as 
well, left the country,  

On returning to New York, some of us who had been teaching in Nigeria 
formed an organisation called the Committee for Academic Freedom in Africa 
(CAFA) that for more than 10 years, from 1991-2004, published a bulletin to 
inform people in North America, especially in the universities, about the situation 
on the African campuses. A compendium of those bulletins is now collected in a 
book we have produced, titled A Thousand Flowers, Social Struggles against 
Structural Adjustment in African Universities (Africa World Press 2000). It 
includes a chronology of these struggles documenting the existence of a pan-
African student movement against structural readjustment.  

What CAFA has argued is that the World Bank's attack on Africa's higher 
education has been part of a restructuring of the international division of labour that 
has gone hand in hand with the globalisation of the world economy. In other words, 
public investment in higher education has been gutted in Africa because, in the 
plans of international capital, African workers have been destined to occupy a 
subordinate position, not requiring that they become producers of knowledge. (This 
is why, at a meeting of African VCs, held in Harare in 1986, a World Bank officer 
bluntly declared that "Africans don't need universities!") Indeed, in the new global 
economy, Africa has been restored to its former colonial role as exporter of raw 
materials, minerals in particular, and labour. The attack on the universities has been 
functional to this process. Many young people who previously would have been 
college students, expecting at graduation a rewarding job, have had, instead, to 
leave their countries, migrate to Europe or the US, where they now work as street 
vendors, car washers, factory workers. Or they are populating the EU detention 
centers, when they are not laying on the bottom of the Mediterranean, where it is 
calculated that more than 10,000 migrants have drowned during the last decade.  
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The Commercialization and Balkanization of African Universities:  
"Studying Under the Link."  

The end of government investment in public education was the first step in 
the globalisation of African universities. The next steps were the full 
commercialization of the educational systems and the development of "dependent 
education." For once public funds were cut, universities had to become self-
supporting or go under. Self-financing was achieved not only through the 
introduction of "user fees", as demanded by the World Bank, but by hosting 
courses and research programs financed by international NGOs or by the World 
Bank itself, or by renting campus facilities to study abroad programs, or by 
establishing links with universities abroad providing curricula, books and other 
pedagogical materials. 

Due to the students' stiff resistance, publicly funded programs could not 
always be totally eliminated, but they have survived as waste lands, asphyxiated by 
the lack of resources. This means that the African campuses have witnessed the 
development of a two-tier system of education. On one side, there are the remnants 
of the previous publicly supported education system, with no funds, no resources, 
no pedagogical tools, none of the infrastructural amenities that make studying 
possible, and with an unpaid, demoralized faculty that reduces its teaching to a 
minimum needing to find other sources of income to keep body and soul together. 
At the same time, African universities now host well-financed programs provided 
with current books, computers, air-conditioned class rooms, functioning toilets, all 
paid by foreign "donors," NGOs, or the World Bank, that clearly take advantage of 
their monetary clout to dictate what Africans are to be taught. Not surprisingly, 
with "dependent education," a shift has taken place in the direction of the university 
curriculum, away from the humanities in favour of business accounting and 
generally of courses likely to groom a generation of technocrats sensitive to the 
needs of foreign investors. This is what the World Bank has called "Africa 
Capacity Building."  

With the rush to commercial proficiency, African universities have also 
undergone a balkanization process. For a class differentiation has come into place 
depending on the departments' and programs' money-making capacity. This means 
that the institutions and departments with the "links" and the funds call the shots, 
whereas the others must follow along. To what extremes this situation has gone has 
been well described by the Ugandan scholar/activist Mahmood Mamdani, in 
Scholars in the Market place. The Dilemma of Neo-liberal Reform at Makerere 
University. 1989-2005. (Kampala: Fountain Publishers 2007). Mamdani shows 
that, under the pressure of money-making, each department has begun to function 
as a self-subsistent unit, with its own budget, its own money-making ventures, 
leading to an increasing fragmentation of academic life. In fact, things have gone 
so far that affluent departments now want to move away and organize themselves 
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on an independent basis, not wishing to contribute the money they are making to 
the rest of the university. This spells the end of the university as a unitary, coherent 
project. Mamdani also describes how turf wars are on the rise, because every 
department wants to teach the courses most financially profitable, regardless of its 
own academic specialization and expertise. Under these conditions, teaching and 
research take a backseat. Teachers pretend to teach, students pretend to study, often 
organizing a division of labour among themselves, so that those who attend certain 
courses take the exams for many others as well, sure that their frequently absent 
teachers will not notice.  

The Enclosure of Knowledge in the US and the Rise of the Global University  

The restructuring and commercialization of African universities was not just 
a response to the "debt crisis," as is often assumed. The same developments have 
unfolded in every other country, including the US. Here too the commercialization 
of knowledge and academic life has taken different forms. First, there has been the 
end of "open admission," which in the New York City University system (CUNY) 
occurred already in 1976. Starting in the Reagan era, state and federal subsidies to 
schools, at all levels, have been steadily reduced. Also the commitment to 
"affirmative action," i.e. the commitment to redress the legacy of slavery and 
institutional racism in the educational field, has been reneged. Not only have 
universities eliminated tuition-free enrolment, tuitions have increased so much that 
college education is becoming unaffordable, at the very time when it is promoted 
as the only door to a "living wage." Students now must take loans from the 
government and/or the banks, and must borrow not only for graduate school but 
even to get an undergraduate degree. The indebtedness of the student body has 
reached such a crisis level that "debt slavery" is a term used more and more on US 
campuses to describe the student status It is calculated that the average students 
will face a debt of up to 60.000 and even 100.000 dollars upon graduation. How 
will these students pay this debt? How will this debt weigh on their lives, and on 
the choices they will make?  

"For Profit Education" and the Rise of the "Digital Diploma Mills" 

 There has also been a corporatisation of the university life. Not only has 
corporate funding of academic research grown; universities have been reorganised 
along a corporate model, with efficiency and profitability as the guidelines. This 
has gone hand in hand with an ideological shift whereby business is now openly 
welcomed by university administrators as a key partner. Teachers too are expected 
to be more business like and bring money directly to the university by applying for 
government grants or other types of grants. Teaching and publishing are no longer 
enough. Thus, on US campuses as well, the faculty is increasingly divided between 
the lucky teachers who have a grant and those without it, who inevitably have less 
power and prestige. This is a dangerous turn as it weakens the position of the 
faculty in its power relation with the university administration. Meanwhile, the 
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universities are trying to claim as their property all that teachers produce while 
under contract with them, from scientific discoveries to syllabi. The idea is that the 
material teachers produce for their classes can be standardised and then put online 
to service a larger number of students. But faculty reject it as a violation of their 
academic freedom..  

"On-line education" is a direct outcome of the academic quest for 
profitability. Some university managers look at it as a utopia, for it cuts immensely 
the need for investment in infrastructure and wages. Who needs buildings if 
courses can be piped into somebody’s living room and hundreds of students can be 
reached by one teacher? It is also claimed that online education can customize 
pedagogical products to best fit students' lives and work needs, and it provides an 
ideally cheap education for "poor countries" in the "third world." Not surprisingly, 
a staunch supporter of on-line programs is the World Bank. Today, even 
prestigious universities, like Columbia University or New York University, have 
substantial online sections, that (for instance) provides courses and degrees for 
soldiers in the army. In the 1990s we have also had the development of "for profit 
education," that is, universities exclusively financed through the stock market, 
although their viability is now very much in question.  

The Growth of the "Global University"  

The main novelty, however, in the academic world has been the growing 
global engagement of US universities in the sense of their growing intervention in 
the restructuring of education worldwide. This means that select US-based 
universities are increasingly "linked" with universities in Africa or Eastern Europe 
or any part of the world where it is believed the university system has to be 
restructured, and are involved in the reshaping of these programs (for example, 
revising curricula or examination procedures, or establishing computer networks, 
etc.). Thus, North America universities, together with universities in England, 
France and international NGOs, are becoming the gatekeepers for education and 
knowledge production across the world, setting the standards for what should be 
considered pedagogically valuable on a global level. The same universities also 
recruit a multinational/multicultural student body, presumably forging the future 
managers of the global economy; and they pipe courses into the colleges of 
impoverished/indebted "third world" countries, taking advantage of the fact that, in 
the aftermath of adjustment, their educational systems have been dismantled, 
devalued, and made dependent on external experts and aid. This means that the 
globalization of education and culture has actually resulted in a centralizatiion of 
knowledge production, in the sense that this is now organized along a pyramidal 
structure whereby the same countries and institutions that control the world 
economy also set the rules, the canons, the ideological paradigms for education and 
culture on a global level. In this way, despite the seeming increased interest in 
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multiculturalism, worldwide culture and knowledge are becoming more 
homogenized, and more controlled to reflect the interests of the world powers. 

To conclude, a globalization of knowledge is welcome when it involves a 
genuine increase in the international exchange of ideas. However, this exchange is 
now occurring in a field of unequal power relations and it contributes to deepen 
social inequalities. As we have seen, the commercialization of Africa's education 
system, coupled with the liberalization of its political economies, has produced a 
new diaspora and "brain drain." The students and teachers of yesterday are today's 
migrants, who risk their lives crossing the Sahara or making their passage to 
Europe on overcrowded boats drifting through the Mediterranean. The alternative 
is a life with no future, but recruitment by the many armies that assist local and 
foreign chiefs in the expropriation of Africa's mineral and agricultural wealth. The 
globalization and commercialization of Africa's higher education benefits in fact 
the agribusiness, mining and pharmaceutical companies that are running around the 
globe appropriating the resources on which people live, including the knowledge 
that indigenous people have developed over the centuries, and which now these 
companies want to privatize. Already rivers of blood have flown for the sake of 
gold, diamonds, coltan. Already many African plants have been patented, a process 
which in essence is a direct expropriation and theft of indigenous wealth. The lack 
of autonomous educational institutions, capable of protecting this wealth, put an 
end to "gene hunting" or, at worst, negotiating better terms of trade, has been a key 
factor in this process. 

Resistance, Struggle and Campus Activism  

As I have stressed, these developments have been met with a stiff resistance 
by African students and teachers– a resistance that CAFA has supported and 
documented. Resistance has been mounting on the US campuses as well. Teachers 
are rallying around the concept of "academic freedom" against the universities' 
property claims on their work and the commercialisation of education and 
academic life. Students too have been organizing and fighting on various fronts, 
increasingly coordinating their activities with those of Canadian students, 
recognising that they have the same problems. [A good source of information on 
students' struggles in the United State is Campus Activism (see 
www.campusactivism.org). This is a website that introduces you the Democratising 
Education Network (DEN), a broad coalition of students groups based in the US 
and Canada]. 

One of the main struggles students in the US are making is against 
recruitment on campuses by the military and the CIA, which has escalated since 
September 11 2001 and the war against Iraq. Another major front of struggle is that 
against student debt. One of the strategies students have used to make their plight 
visible has been the "tent city model." They have built tents across the campuses 
and lived there, both to show the impact indebtedness is having on their lives, and 
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to show that they need to move away from a university that is becoming more and 
more like a financial operation, more and more commercialised. Students have also 
been very active in the anti-globalization movement, building coalitions against 
sweatshops, opposing the presence of items produced under sweatshop conditions 
in their universities, and pushing the universities to disinvest in their World Bank 
Bonds. Through all these struggles students have increasingly built alliances not 
only with teachers but with other campus workers, supporting their union 
organizing and their strikes. .  

The following is the Charter DEN has adopted which reflects what students 
in the US are demanding. 

• Full public funding for public higher education 
• Free access to higher education and the abolition of tuition  
• Affirmative action to end institutionalised racism and sexism 
• Full recognition of the rights of students and workers to 

organise 
• Democratic self government of higher education  
• Service to the public welfare not to corporate profits 
• Free speech and academic freedom  
• Debt forgiveness of student loans 
• Civic education for a democratic society 
• Education not war 
• Schools not jails 
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Review: David Price’s Weaponizing Anthropology: 
Social Science in the Service of the Militarized State.
by Jeremy F. Walton

In December 2006, several 
months before the 
completion of my 
dissertation fieldwork in 
Istanbul, I offered a 
preliminary presentation of 
my research on civil Islamic 
foundations and secularism 
at the American Research 
Institute in Turkey, which 
had partially funded my 
research.  Although I had 
alerted several Turkish 
friends and colleagues of my 
talk, I was not terribly 
sanguine about the likelihood 
of a large or vocal audience
—surely there were more 
attractive destinations along 
the Bosporus on that chill 
evening in early winter.  I 
was surprised, therefore, 
when two well-dressed men 
arrived late to my 
presentation and 
conspicuously sat in the front 
row, several feet away from 
me.  The first was 
exceptionally dapper; from 
his rigid posture and 
noticeable Ataturk lapel pin, 
I suspected that he might be 
Turkish military brass.  The 
second was somewhat more 
casual, and, as I soon 
learned, American.  After I 
finished my largely 

descriptive talk, I began to 
field questions in the 
traditional academic manner, 
almost all of which came 
from the second of the two 
latecomers.

He was relentless:  “What 
would happen if one of these 
groups of you study wanted 
to overthrow the state?  What 
kind of activities do they 
engage in covertly? Do you 
think they’re armed?” I 
insistently demurred:  the 
organizations of my study 
were all non-profits legally 
recognized by the state, not 
clandestine, militarized 
cells.  The second man 
continued to badger me 
during the reception, with his 
Turkish military companion 
gazing silently on.  When I 
finally asked him his name, 
he produced the most 
anonymous credential 
imaginable:  a plain business 
card reading simply “John 
Smith, Photographer”, 
without further contact 
information.  As these two 
somewhat sinister audience 
members departed, my John 
Le Carre moment came into 
focus:  the Turkish military 
and, in all probability, the 
CIA had taken interest in my 

research.  They had attended 
my presentation, driving all 
the way to Istanbul from 
Ankara (as I later learned), in 
order to determine whether 
my ethnography might have 
some strategic value.

Immersed in the privileged 
naivete that is the 
prerogative of every first-
time ethnographer, I was 
rather shocked by the 
military and intelligence 
interest in my research.  I 
should not have been.  The 
relationship between military 
projects and anthropology is 
arguably coeval with the 
discipline’s founding itself; 
from the ventures of British 
colonialism to the American 
Bureau of Indian Affairs to 
Vietnam War-era Project 
Camelot, the expertise of 
ethnography has frequently 
been harnessed to strategic 
and tactical military ends.  
The recruitment of American 
anthropologists to warfare in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, under 
the guise of the controversial 
US Army Human Terrain 
System (HTS) Program is 
merely the most recent high 
water mark in the courtship 
of the scholars of culture by 
the brokers of war.

http://logosjournal.com/2011/fall_walton/


It is this troubled, 
troublesome courtship of 
anthropology and the 
military that occupies 
anthropologist David H. 
Price in his indispensable 
new volume, Weaponizing 
Anthropology 
(Counterpunch).  While Price 
is no newcomer to this 
debate—indeed, along with 
other members of the 
Network of Concerned 
Anthropologists, his has 
been one of the most 
principled and adamant 
voices against military uses 
of anthropology in recent 
years—Weaponizing 
Anthropology constitutes his 
most forceful theoretical and 
political broadside against 
the military uses and abuses 
of anthropology to date.

Weaponizing Anthropology 
marshals an impressive 
battalion of arguments, 
aimed to appeal at specialists 
and non-specialists alike.  In 
the first section of the book, 
Price offers a timely 
overview of earlier 
intersections of 
anthropological knowledge 
and military projects, placing 
particular emphasis on the 
fraught relationship between 
early American 
anthropologists such as 
Franz Boas and Margaret 
Mead and American military 
forays against Native 
Americans, the effects of the 
Nuremburg Trials on ethical 

debates within the social 
sciences, and the role of 
Vietnam War-era military 
uses of anthropology in 
spurring the American 
Anthropological Association 
(AAA) to draft and adopt 
explicit ethical codes and 
standards for its members.

From here, Price moves on 
to a comprehensive critique 
of the recent glut of 
militarily-funded programs 
on American university 
campuses, including the 
National Security Education 
Program (NSEP), the Pat 
Roberts Intelligence Scholars 
Program (PRISP) and the 
Intelligence Community 
Scholars Program (ICSP), 
many of which are funded 
directly by the CIA or the 
Department of Defense’s 
Minerva Consortium.  Price 
devotes special attention to 
Minerva monies—as he 
notes, “the Minerva 
Consortium (is) a Defense 
Department program 
designed to further link 
universities to Defense’s 
prescribed views and 
analysis (p. 60).”  While he 
goes to some length to 
distinguish between these 
different military intrusions 
upon the American academy, 
the ultimate effects of each 
of these programs are 
broadly the same:  They 
directly undermine the 
principles of intellectual 
openness, independence 

from state and military 
interests, and peer review 
that define the Academy as 
we know and value it.

Price’s discussion of 
military-funded programs on 
American universities, which 
constitutes the bulk of the 
first half of Weaponizing 
Anthropology, does not 
concern anthropology alone.  
Programs such as PRISP and 
NSEP have sinister 
implications for almost all of 
the social science disciplines, 
from area studies and 
political science to history 
and even library science.  
Price details at length the 
fascinating case of a 
proposed Intelligence 
Community Center of 
Academic Excellence 
(ICCAE), funded by the 
CIA, at the University of 
Washington.  In contrast to 
the myopic enthusiasm of the 
financially-strapped UW 
administration for funding 
from any source, faculty 
from Latin American 
Studies, History, Southeast 
Asian Studies and research 
librarians from International 
Studies all questioned the 
probity and wisdom of 
accepting CIA lucre.

In the second half of 
Weaponizing Anthropology, 
Price focuses more 
specifically on the trouble 
for anthropology that 
military overtures and 



appropriations spell.  Price 
neatly outlines three distinct 
types of problems inherent in 
militarized anthropology:

“Culturally informed 
counterinsurgency 
categorically presents three 
types of problems for 
anthropology, these 
categories are: ethical, 
political, and theoretical. The 
ethical problems concern 
voluntary informed consent, 
transparency, manipulation 
of studies populations, and 
the likelihood of harm 
befalling those researched; 
while the political problems 
most obviously concern 
using anthropology to 
support neo-colonial projects 
of conquest, occupation and 
domination (p. 179).”

Price’s immediate targets in 
the second half of the book 
are the military 
ethnographers of the David 
Petraeus-era U.S. Army, the 
professional anthropologists 
who have lent their 
intellectual capital and 
expertise to HTS, and the 
publication of The U.S. Army 
and Marine Corps 
Counterinsurgency Manual 
Field Manual, which has 
provided the imprimatur of 
theoretical sophistication to 
HTS.  He rightly notes that 
most Human Terrain Teams 
(HTTs) in war zones contain 
very few, if any, credentialed 
anthropologists—due to 

pervasive skepticism over 
the ethics and politics of 
HTS within American 
anthropology, the military 
has had to recruit 
impressionable graduate 
students and malleable social 
scientists from other 
disciplines to flesh out the 
ranks of the HTTs.

Price is especially scathing 
in his criticism of the 
anthropological boosters of 
HTS, such as Montgomery 
McFate, the Minerva Chair 
of Strategic Research at the 
U.S. Naval War College.  
When he accuses McFate 
and others of placing 
personal and professional 
gain above the ethical and 
political considerations 
inherent in the military 
appropriate of ethnography, 
it is difficult for the trained 
anthropologist not to nod in 
agreement.  Price is equally 
unsparing in his attack on the 
Counterinsurgency Field 
Manual.  As he demonstrates 
through a barrage of specific 
citations, compiled in a 
chapter titled 
“Commandeering 
Scholarship: The New 
Counterinsurgency Manual, 
Anthropology, and Academic 
Pillaging,” the authors of the 
Manual plagiarized freely 
from such notable 
anthropologists and social 
theorists as Victor Turner, 
Max Weber, Anthony 
Giddens, and Antonio 

Gramsci, not to mention the 
Encyclopedia Britannica.

By the end of Weaponizing 
Anthropology, Price succeeds 
in leaving the reader deeply 
unsettled over the possible 
effects of the current military 
uses of anthropology on the 
discipline itself.  On the 
whole, ethical objections to 
anthropologists working for 
the military have tended to 
have more traction within the 
discipline than political 
arguments—professional 
bodies such as the AAA have 
confidently proclaimed 
informed consent and the 
imperative to do no harm to 
research subjects as sine 
quibus non of ethnographic 
work.  Price clearly would 
prefer that anthropologists 
take a robust political stance 
against neo-imperialism and 
American military ventures 
as well, and I, for one, 
agree.  Ultimately, however, 
his most trenchant and 
thought-provoking argument 
concerns the influence of 
militarized anthropology on 
anthropological theory itself.

Price persuasively argues 
that the military theorization 
of culture relies solely on 
anachronistic structural-
functionalist concepts of 
culture—as he dryly 
observes, the experience of 
reading the 
Counterinsurgency Field 
Manual is akin to “that of 



reading a contemporary 
physics text relying on 
theories of aether to explain 
radio broadcasts, a chemistry 
text basing its analysis on 
inherent qualities of earth, 
wind and fire, or a geology 
manual with a chapter on 
Adam and Eve (p. 141).”  
Despite his humor, however, 
Price is deadly serious in his 
assessment of the possibility 
of a full-scale theoretical 
revision and reversion within 
anthropology to suit military 
ends.  And this, ultimately, is 
the most sinister prospect of 
HTS and the more general 
military flirtation with 
anthropology.  Suspicious 
characters attending public 
lectures, in Istanbul or 
elsewhere, are certainly 
discomfiting.  But they pale 
in comparison to the 

experience of hearing 
licensed social scientists 
voice theories of culture and 
politics that dovetail neatly
—strategically—with 
military projects.  This 
experience has become all-
too-common in recent years; 
Weaponizing Anthropology 
provides a timely, urgent 
reminder that this should 
alarm anthropologists more 
than it already does.
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3 comments on “Review: David Price’s Weaponizing Anthropology: Social Science in the Service 
of the Militarized State.” 

1. X said: 

I have been in Afghanistan 
doing survey research 
among university students 
and talking to a great many 
academics in Kabul. My 
experience has been that 
they almost universally 
oppose the Taleban and 
want them to be defeated. 
Some of the stories they 
tell me of their experiences 
with the Taleban almost 
defy description. I feel that 
if my research in some way 
helps defeat the Taleban 

that is a good thing. Where 
am I going wrong?

2. Y said: 

X, you might do well to 
read Edward Said’s 
Orientalism in order to 
discover your role in 
empire.

 

3. Z said: 

X, i can’t say whether or 
not what you are doing is 
“right” or “wrong,” though 
I am an academic who 
would seek similar 
employment with military 
or defense. but don’t 
confuse the widespread 
desire among large swaths 
of afghani desire to see the 
taliban gone with the 
inevitability of it needing 
to be carried out by the US 
military.
[END OF ARTICLE]
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