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ANTH 423, Political Anthropology 
Max Forte, Concordia University 
Reading Questions for Session 13 

 
Forte, Maximilian C. (2015). “On Secrecy, Power, and the Imperial State: Perspectives 
from WikiLeaks and Anthropology”. In M.C. Forte (Ed.), Force Multipliers: The 
Instrumentalities of Imperialism (pp. 187-221). Montreal: Alert Press. 
 
1. Why should government information be released/leaked, according to Julian 

Assange’s theory? 
2. What are the different ways that secrecy is understood, from the point of view of 

states on the one hand, and from the point of view of agents such as Assange? 
3. What are the key differences between a mechanistic or instrumentalist approach to 

secrecy, versus a processual or social approach? 
4. To what extent could one justify renaming anthropology “the science of secrecy”? 
5. Briefly put, what can WikiLeaks from anthropology? What can anthropology learn 

from WikiLeaks? 
6. How does WikiLeak’s methodology compare to most social science methodologies? 

On the other hand, how might use of WikiLeaks’ documents aid anthropologists in 
“studying up”? 

7. How was the US government in any way threatened or imperiled by WikiLeaks’ 
release of US secret (and classified) documents? What are the practical benefits to 
the US government in maintaining secrecy? 

8. Is the primary issue underpinning secrecy a matter of the informational contents of 
secrets? What do anthropologists argue is really at stake? 

9. What is a secret, according to the anthropologist Michael Taussig? How do other 
anthropologists define what constitutes a secret? 

10. How is secrecy to be viewed as a social practice? 
11. When is leaking effectively permissible? What does this tell us about power and 

privilege? 
12. What is “symbolic secrecy” and what purpose(s) does it serve? 
13. How are trust and legitimacy implicated in government secrecy? 
14. Of what benefit can it be to the state to outsource information to private contractors? 
15. A secret is meant to be told—on what grounds does that statement make any sense? 
16. What is the relationship between secrecy and sacredness? How about magic? 
17. How does Eric Wolf’s theorization of power—as we read in Session 2—relate to 

secrecy? 
18. Why does WikiLeaks describe itself in two different ways? 
19. What is the WikiLeaks theory of power? 
20. What does Baudrillard mean by the “fetishizing of information,” and is it a critique 

that can be directed against WikiLeaks? Against us? 
21. What do we learn of the multi-system structure of the state from the WikiLeaks 

drama? 
22. How do anthropologists and WikiLeaks differ in their use of the term “code”? 
23. What do we learn about liberal democracy from the crisis in secrecy? 


