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Abstract: The U.S. military continues to experience high and increasing 

rates of suicide despite massive funding and support for research and 

prevention. The dominant research and prevention paradigm, which is 

strongly oriented toward quantitative, clinical, psychodynamic, and 

biomedical approaches, can greatly improve with an expansion into 
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qualitative, ethnographic methods, theories, and applications. Critical 

discussion of key aspects of military suicide research and prevention and 

the nature of anthropological research support a robust partnership 

between the discipline of anthropology and the U.S. Marine Corps to 

address and prevent suicide. 

 

Keywords: U.S. Marine Corps, ethnography, military suicide, collaborative 

research, military anthropology, suicide prevention 

 

Suicide among U.S. military servicemembers and veterans has been a 

persistent issue for nearly 20 years.2 According to the U.S. Department of 

Defense (DOD), Marines in 2020 displayed the second-highest rate of suicide 

among all the Services at 33.9 per 100,000 servicemembers, with more 

pronounced risk in combat arms occupations.3 The DOD’s response to 

military suicide is marked by exponential growth in funding and investment 

in research, treatment, interventions, and public health initiatives, making it 

the single largest funder for suicide research in the United States.4 Due to 

persistent journalism, advocacy, research, and military-civilian collaboration, 

military suicide remains a high national priority and a point of utmost 

concern within the U.S. military community.5 Nevertheless, despite massive 

investment and the development of lifesaving measures by healthcare and 

research institutions, the rate of suicide among servicemembers and 

veterans continues to rise. 

To bolster suicide prevention, the military, research, and healthcare 

communities must adjust the current psychological, clinical, biomedical, and 

epidemiological models of suicide research and prevention to include and 
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engage with direct, lived experience of servicemembers. This can be 

accomplished by engaging in qualitative, ethnographic research to explore 

and operationalize the social, cultural, and institutional realities that 

contribute to suicide and the development of underlying risk factors. This 

paradigm expansion, discussed here in the context of the U.S. Marine Corps, 

can be achieved by drawing on a broader range of methods, theories, and 

partnerships to address suicide and improve mental health and well-being 

both systematically and holistically. 

Ethnographic, qualitative research on suicide, which places the 

policies, practices, procedures, and cultural attitudes toward mental health 

and well-being within its scope, requires a collaborative partnership with 

anthropology, the discipline specifically designed to examine the cultural 

meanings of human behavior. Anthropology allows for the integration and 

proper prioritization of the emic or insider perspective of suicide and mental 

health, contributing to a more effective approach to suicide research and 

prevention. This article begins with a brief overview of key aspects of 

military suicide research, as they support the above thesis. An ecological-

structural model of suicide prevention is then used to establish culture as a 

primary foothold for gaining a holistic and restorative understanding of 

suicide, long understood for its complexity, or as a “multidimensional 

malaise.”6 Next, an introductory overview of anthropological research is 

provided, which touches on characteristics or ethnography, understandings 

of culture, and past and present features of military anthropology, as they 

may impact collaboration between anthropologists and the Marine Corps. 

This article provides a brief proposal for future collaboration between 
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anthropologists and the Marine Corps before concluding with an appeal to 

military science and warrior ethos. 

Arguing that military suicide research and prevention requires a 

paradigm shift or expansion toward self-reflexive, holistic, or 

interdisciplinary approaches that are informed by ethnographic and 

qualitative study typically opens a Pandora’s box of broader historical 

critiques of suicidology as an overwhelmingly biomedical field. While this 

general critique weaves in and out of this article, more comprehensive and 

authoritative treatments of the philosophical and applied implications of 

this critique are provided elsewhere.7 For the main purposes of this article, 

the brutal reality that military suicide rates continue to rise despite massive 

spending and resource allocation is more than sufficient evidence to justify 

the exploration and challenging of existing paradigms within suicide 

research and prevention. Essentially, the military, research/academic, and 

healthcare communities directly involved in suicide research and prevention 

are doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting different results. 

Accepting suicide as a chronic health disparity, and considering the 

recurring nature of current methods, should motivate these communities to 

consider different approaches, including an open-ended analysis of the 

perceptual and cultural models of suicide as well as the sociohistorical 

narratives of illness. 

This article is written from the combined positionality and experience 

of a former Marine and interdisciplinary student of social work, 

anthropology, and history. Acknowledging, incorporating, and shedding light 

on the value of lived experience and interdisciplinarity, both of which are 

underrepresented within suicide research, is also an attempt to reflect the 
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stated objective of Marine Corps University Press, which is to speak across 

boundaries and communities to address common issues and topics. 

Speaking across disciplinary and cultural lines is especially important in 

suicide research, as communities are too often siloed and specific 

paradigms and professions will retreat from or dominate agendas out of 

fear that research and prevention will be “abandoned to other fields.”8 The 

existence of hidden and exposed divisiveness should be acknowledged 

honestly and openly, as a general atmosphere of disagreement about 

theory, methodology, authority over funding and access to data, and 

administrative oversight of suicide prevention reduces the effectiveness of 

military suicide research. Divisiveness and lack of reflexivity will lead further 

along a path marked by hypermedicalization and commodification of the 

body and mind.9 

This article offers an exploration in writing, informing, and appealing 

to a broader and more inclusive audience of social scientists, 

servicemembers, veterans, and military and civilian leaders and policy 

makers.10 It is written for leaders who are seeking innovative approaches to 

more effective suicide research and prevention; for Marine officers and 

enlisted leaders who are seeking partners with whom they can collaborate 

on applied anthropological research for the direct benefit of Marines under 

their charge; for the military suicide research and prevention community, 

regardless of disciplinary or professional background; and most importantly, 

for Marines, so that they may be more informed and empowered to 

advocate for improved suicide and mental health research, holistic 

practices, and a culture of wellness. This contribution to the literature on 

military suicide is largely comprised of secondary source analysis. However, 
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during the roughly two-year period in which this article was conceptualized 

and developed, a significant number of professionals and researchers in 

various fields and disciplines; individuals who serve or served in military, 

veteran, and civilian contexts involving suicide and mental health; and fellow 

military veterans who have also taken the plunge into academia contributed 

greatly to the development of this article as secondary readers, sources, 

advisors, mentors, and collaborators. To these individuals, all credit for any 

success or value of this article is given. Any errors, misuses, or 

misinterpretations of sources or data belong to the author alone. 

 

Military Suicide Research and Prevention Paradigm 

The study of suicide is led almost exclusively by psychiatrists, psychologists, 

biomedical researchers, and epidemiologists who focus on collecting and 

analyzing quantitative data on individual risk and protective factors for 

suicide.11 This trend is clear in the existing literature and evidenced by the 

composition of leadership in the field of suicidology as well as specific 

suicide research groups focused on military suicides. One such example is 

the Military Suicide Research Consortium (MSRC), which is composed 

completely of psychologists and supports quantitative research design.12 In 

2011, the editor of the Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior journal and 

coleader of the MSRC, Thomas E. Joiner, stated that “hypothesis testing with 

fair testing using valid and quantifiable metrics” must be supported over 

approaches to suicide that fail to meet “scientific rigor.”13 This, in Joiner’s 

evaluation as well as his value of various types of research, which forms the 

criteria for determining publication in a leading journal on suicide, places 

qualitative and nonexperimental research firmly within the least valuable 
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range. This said, MSRC’s research and activities and this philosophical view 

espoused by its leadership contradicts the stated mission of the MSRC, 

which is to “integrate and synchronize U.S. Department of Defense and 

civilian efforts to implement a multidisciplinary research approach to suicide 

prevention.”14 

Pointing to an overreliance on, or bias toward, clinical, biomedical, 

and epidemiological approaches should not automatically discount the 

continued value of such approaches; rather, it should question the utility of 

viewing suicide as detectable and treatable as a psychological, 

neurobiological, or statistically significant event that occurs within a cultural 

vacuum. Without robust quantitative research, invested communities and 

future research—to include qualitative, ethnographic projects—would be far 

less uninformed of critical trends in suicidal behavior within a multitude of 

contexts. The irony of citing sources that stem from the standard 

approaches to suicide research, which this author may be seen as 

disparaging here, in support of novel approaches is not lost on the author. 

However, acknowledging the limitations and dominating nature of the 

current paradigms of suicide research is essential to recognizing the value of 

novel approaches. For example, removing culture from the overall context 

of suicide and mental health plays on an overly mechanistic, or moralistic, 

view of suicidal behavior. This could also cause social perceptions of health 

risks and outcomes to become relegated to individual pathology, reducing 

suicide to a statistical description of risk and protective factors as well as 

pathologizing the individual Marine and dislodging mental health and 

suicide as a behavior situated within cultural and institutional contexts.15 

Postulating “why people die by suicide” is not the same as asking why 
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peoples die by suicide.16 The disproportionate focus on biomedical and 

mechanistic interpretations of suicide restricts the Marine Corps to a limited 

set of theoretical and methodological tools. 

Stating that culture has been excluded from suicide research will 

likely receive protest. Some may argue that research has been conducted 

for decades on factors that are indeed sociological.17 The field of sociology 

has a significant history of exploring self-destructive behavior and counts 

the French sociologists Émile Durkheim and Gabriel Tarde as classic 

examples of early investigations into suicidal behavior.18 A variety of social 

data continues to be collected and analyzed to locate risk and protective 

factors and applied to sociohistorical explanations of suicide within certain 

populations. However, sociological research on suicide is highly focused on 

statistically laden demographic data, as opposed to descriptions of 

patterned human behavior that is grounded in lived experience and cultural 

meanings.19 Sociologists recognize that maintaining relevance to suicidology 

requires pursuing qualitative research design and multidisciplinarity in 

order to “gain new insights into the social and cultural mechanisms 

underlying suicide risk.”20 While factors commonly correlated with suicide 

risk—such as gender, racial or ethnic identity, socioeconomic status, alcohol 

use, regional and national differences, and religion—serve as social facts, 

inform sociohistorical theories on suicide and mental health within 

communities, and contribute to digestible iconographs, checked boxes and 

digital inputs alone are not sufficient to identify social processes and cultural 

contexts. While identifying correlations between demographic factors and 

the high rates of suicide in the Marine Corps (i.e., the Service is largely young 

and male) is essential to directing further suicide research and prevention, 
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survey-based research does nothing to illuminate the everyday realities of 

the young male Marine, or how those realities, perceptions, and 

relationships with the social environment influence that Marine’s mental 

state or decision to attempt suicide. The well-worn quote attributed to 

Albert Einstein is appropriate here: “Not everything that can be counted 

counts and not everything that counts can be counted.”21 

Inferring the “ifs” and “whys” of cultural motivations for suicide from a 

distance is tantamount to what anthropologists have long identified as 

“armchair ethnography,” which cannot replace qualitative ethnographic 

study of suicidal behavior on the ground. Only ethnographic research, 

comprised of highly scrutinized procedures for qualitative data collection 

and analysis, is designed to uncover the role of the “cultural idea” of suicide 

and various meanings of self-destructive behavior and mental health. 

Without this, the individual as well as the ubiquitous Marine who embodies, 

reflects, imitates, and negotiates tension with the milieu of Marine Corps 

culture is absent from the research.22 Marines can easily recognize this 

reality by interpreting the significance of coded language and implicit 

decision-making processes. Colloquialisms such as “Love Marines, hate the 

Corps,” “Eat the apple, f**k the Corps,” and “We can’t do that, it makes too 

much sense,” or daily decisions that would hold no meaning for non-

Marines, such as the choice to (or risk of) walking on grass or the proxemics 

involved in judging how far one can walk from a building without wearing a 

“cover” (cap), represent the constant tension between individual agency and 

the institutional, acculturative forces that Marines navigate. Such unwritten 

rules are encoded within the language, customs, and cognitive perceptions 

of Marine Corps culture and influence attitudes toward mental health. 
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Suicide is highly situated in social contexts and individualized to one’s 

immediate cultural backdrop and positionality.23 Differences in suicide rates 

between combat arms and noncombat arms occupations provide an 

opening for exploring culture as a significant, and perhaps deciding, factor. 

Examining the production, reproduction, and practice of attitudes 

toward mental health and self-destructive behavior will also prevent suicide 

research from being further sanitized by the presence of institutional or 

organizational cultures. Marines are agents who respond to and interact 

with social experiences and environments. Isolating self-destructive 

behavior, to include suicidal ideation, from lived realities effectively cloaks 

culture as a main entry point for understanding and preventing suicide.24 

Misapplication of culture in suicidology occurs when writers use the term 

culture as a quasidemographic label for a group or community (e.g., urban 

culture, Midwestern culture, “cultures of honor,” military culture, and 

ethnicity) rather than a description of subjective experiences, perceptions, 

values, norms, and beliefs. Abuse of this term invites the famous words of 

fictional character Inigo Montoya in the film adaptation of The Princess Bride: 

“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it 

means.”25 From a brief discussion of trends in suicide research, as they 

relate to ethnographic research and meanings of culture, suicide is often 

outlined, through analogy, as a health disparity tied to underlying social and 

structural conditions.26 

In suicide prevention and public health education, the “iceberg model” 

uses the tip of an iceberg to signify suicides occurring in a community, while 

the submerged mass projects the number or rate of individuals who 

contemplate, attempt, or are at risk of suicide. This model directs attention 
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to those Marines “below the surface” who need support and intervention, 

underscoring the importance of suicide awareness and intervention 

training.27 However, the iceberg model may also highlight underlying risk 

factors, including social perceptions of suicide and mental health. Keeping 

suicidal behavior such as attempts and deaths at the tip of the iceberg, one 

can revisualize the portion under the water as a body of risk factors, with 

those most strongly associated with immediate risk nearest the top. Such 

factors as suicidal ideation, substance use, previous attempts at suicide, 

panic attacks, or access to firearms, for example, may indicate more 

immediate risk within a clinical assessment than severe or chronic physical 

illness, financial or relationship problems, transitions in life stages, 

workplace discrimination, adverse childhood experiences, socioeconomic 

status, low unit cohesion, or harmful attitudes toward health and illness. 

The immediate risk factors for suicide continue to be thoroughly researched 

using psychodynamic and interpersonal models such as Joiner’s 

interpersonal theory of suicide, Edwin S. Shneidman’s psychache, and Roy F. 

Baumeister’s escape theory of suicide, and they are incorporated within 

clinical criteria for identification of risk and evidence-based treatment.28 

However, factors such as depression, hopelessness, suicidal ideation, 

feelings of escape, psychological disintegration, and lethal means—all of 

which are quantifiable aspects of identify, behavior, or environment that 

correlate with, not cause, suicidal behavior discussed in these models—

cannot exist at pandemic levels without the support of underlying factors or 

processes, to include the collective views, attitudes, and values held and 

practiced within society and institutions. This analogy allows researchers to 

comprehend the full depth and breadth of suicide, prompting the 



Expeditions with MCUP 
 

12	

integration of ecological, cultural models of suicide with existing 

psychodynamic and interpersonal perspectives. 

 

Anthro-what?: The Relationship between Anthropology and the 

Military, and the Value of Anthropology to Military Suicide Research 

and Prevention 

Effective and productive exploration of the cultural roots of suicide requires 

the active involvement of anthropologists.29 Anthropology, however, is 

neither as popular a discipline as psychology, sociology, or other social 

sciences, nor is it as readily associated with pressing issues such as public 

health, violence, or suicide. This is largely a result of anthropologists who 

write and operate within an academic bubble. Consequently, any knowledge 

of anthropology is often replaced by scenes of mustached men in pith 

helmets and colonial wear taking intrusive photographs and notes of exotic 

tribes or stuffy professors donned in elbow-patched blazers. As a result, 

making the connection between anthropology and suicide research and 

prevention—which is necessary to facilitating a discussion on the benefits of 

cultural research on Marine suicide, mental health, and well-being—requires 

a “hip-pocket class” on the discipline as well as some key aspects of the 

relationship between anthropology and the military that may impact 

anthropological research on military suicide.30 

Anthropology, in brief, is the study of learned human behavior 

throughout time and space. Anthropologists endeavor to understand the 

development and meaning of behaviors, events, worldviews, places, spaces, 

and cultural or social systems and networks. Culture is the most basic and 

essential factor of anthropology. While each anthropologist possesses a 
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unique perspective or approach to understanding culture, which typically 

depends on theoretical leanings, intellectual traditions, or subfield, culture is 

understood here in two ways. The first understanding is of groups that are 

commonly referred to as “cultures,” such as American culture, Native 

American culture, urban or rural culture, and ethnic culture. The second 

understanding is of a concept or idea of culture as being the ubiquitous, 

multifaceted force that informs and guides human behavior by assigning 

collective meanings to people, places, behaviors, language, and objects and 

places things, behaviors, and thoughts on a spectrum of acceptable or 

desirable to unacceptable or taboo.31 

The Marine Corps is a prime example of the first form of culture, as it 

is an insular society complete with beliefs, attitudes, language, values, and 

traditions unique to members of the community.32 The unwritten rules and 

roles of Marine Corps society are held internally (e.g., every Marine knows, 

without saying, that one does not walk on certain grass) and can be 

empirically observed (e.g., when a “new boot” or recruit walks on grass). 

Anthropologists question, discover, and transcribe these unwritten scripts 

and performances (e.g., what is being expressed when a sergeant major 

yells at the new boot who steps on grass) through an exploration of material 

culture, human biology, linguistics, and social practices and behaviors. To 

aid in understanding the significance or meanings of observable behavior, 

experiences, and beliefs disclosed by community members, anthropology 

often partners with and draws from similar disciplines such as psychology, 

history, economics, and environmental studies, as well as “helping 

professions” such as social work and nursing, to employ a diverse set of 

methods and theories to generate knowledge on a broad variety of topics 
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and regional studies. For example, this article is inspired by medical 

anthropology, a collaborative subfield dedicated to examining health, 

treatment, and illness.33 Understanding social perceptions of illness and 

cultural consensus on health and disability allows for the building of 

explanatory models that, when applied to public health issues, allow leaders 

and researchers to make decisions based on more robust knowledge of the 

social and cultural factors at play. 

For example, returning to the iceberg model discussed above, a 

Marine can experience depression and suicidal thoughts as a result of 

prolonged anxiety that stems from military sexual assault. Suicidal thoughts 

may worsen as the Marine becomes singled out as a “malingerer” due to a 

group perception of depression as an invalid illness or injury and an 

organizational failure to reciprocate reports of sexual assault with 

appropriate action or support. The Marine can become further ostracized 

due to a social perception of survivors of sexual assault as related to a belief 

in rugged individualism, views of victimhood or mental illness as a sign of 

personal weakness and moral shortcomings, or a prevailing masculine 

attitude toward sexual behavior. As a result, the Marine finds it extremely 

difficult to seek help and experiences mental anguish and deteriorating 

psychological health. In this scenario, cultural attitudes and beliefs create a 

barrier to treatment, recovery, and a return to duties and increases 

perturbation. Unfortunately, this is not an imagined scenario, but one very 

similar to the experiences of Corporal Anne K. Vassas, who died by suicide 

one month before her 21st birthday after experiencing extreme mental 

distress stemming from multiple sexual assaults.34 
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Of course, this example addresses the harmful or maladaptive 

aspects of certain socially acceptable behaviors and perceptions. Using a 

strengths-based approach, one can easily point to traits of the Marine Corps 

that, if further understood and capitalized on, can contribute to resiliency 

and increased mental health.35 For example, in their study on resilience in 

the Marine Corps, anthropologist Frank Tortorello Jr. and sociolinguistic 

analyst and former Marine William M. Marcellino criticize the dominant view 

of Marine resilience “as automated functions of human biopsychological 

systems,” as opposed to an expression of Marine Corps values and 

sociocultural practices.36 Reducing resilience to neurological function 

interferes with one’s ability to recognize resilience as culturally reinforced.37 

Tortorello and Marcellinos’s work provides an example of anthropological 

research locating harmful interpretations of mental health, which views the 

Marine as an amalgamation of physiological and psychodynamic parts and 

functions rather than an active, thinking participant in a social system. 

People often limit resilience to a psychological state or strength without fully 

acknowledging cultural forms or foundations of resilience. As a result, the 

psychologizing of resilience places the individual Marine in a position of sole 

responsibility for their success or failure to be resilient to risk factors. This 

model dismisses the production or presence of risk factors within the 

Marine’s environment. Such conceptualizations of risk and accountability 

are characteristic of “structural violence,” a situation whereby an individual, 

based on their position and identity, is restricted from a full expression or 

actualization of self. Structural violence has been recognized as a key 

concept in research on health disparities, pioneered by the late medical 

anthropologist Paul E. Farmer, who described structural violence as: 
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violence exerted systematically—that is, indirectly—by everyone who 

belongs to a certain social order: hence the discomfort these ideas 

provoke in a moral economy still geared to pinning praise or blame 

on individual actors. In short, the concept of structural violence is 

intended to inform the study of the social machinery of oppression. 

Oppression is a result of many conditions, not the least of which 

reside in consciousness. We will therefore need to examine, as well, 

the roles played by the erasure of historical memory and other forms 

of desocialization as enabling conditions of structures that are both 

“sinful” and ostensibly “nobody’s fault.”38 

 

Placing the burden on individual Marines to develop resilience and 

use resources to counteract suicide risks, which are produced within the 

environment, is reminiscent of the policy reactions to military sexual assault. 

Requiring adherence to a “buddy system,” providing victim advocate 

resources, and issuing rape whistles does nothing to address the implicit 

attitudes within the military that permit rape, and it holds the individual 

accountable for their rape and recovery. 

 

Applied Anthropology 

Anthropology in its applied form (as opposed to in an academic context) is 

also well suited to studying and resolving miscommunications, processual 

problems, and conflicts between groups that often stems from assumptions, 

past experiences, and misperceptions of “others.” Inserted into conflicted 

situations, anthropologists serve as “cultural brokers,” facilitating 

collaboration, mutual understanding, and achievement of shared goals.39 
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Studying interaction within healthcare settings to support treatment 

processes and communication between providers and clients is an 

established role for anthropologists within the U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs (VA).40 Mixed methods research on suicide and mental healthcare, 

which combines qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis, 

provides another example of the intersection of culture and suicide.41 

However, mixed methods projects can undermine the true value of 

interdisciplinary research by making token use of qualitative and 

ethnographic research to summarily confirm, rather than challenge, 

dominating theories and methods. 

The question of how anthropologists conduct cultural research is a 

natural transition at this point. The value of anthropology is found in unique 

methods and mentality toward studying human behavior as well as access 

to a wide array of techniques and tools to explore specific topics. Such 

topics include in-depth interviews with individuals and groups, cross-

sectional sampling, life-narrative approaches, open- and close-ended 

surveys, analysis of historical documents and material culture, and 

participant observation, which is most applicable to the topic of mental 

health and suicide in the Marine Corps. Participant observation occurs when 

an anthropologist embeds with a community to observe and record, 

firsthand, individual and group behavior within a naturalistic environment. 

The primary benefit of this classic method of anthropological research is 

drawn from the field’s historical focus on the emic worldview of partner 

communities. Anthropologists attempt to see, through the eyes of 

community members, how and why people learn, interpret, convey, and 
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perform certain behaviors, and how individuals and groups give or draw 

meaning from everyday issues such as mental health, illness, or wellness.42 

For example, an anthropologist studying suicide in the Marine Corps 

would dedicate the bulk of their time and energy to being with Marines, 

which means attending trainings, events, and ceremonies; serving in clinical 

settings; and even deploying in limited capacities, attempting to leave a light 

footprint and carefully avoiding interference with day-to-day activities by 

enmeshing with a unit and melting into the background. Anthropologists 

often enjoy long-lasting relationships with communities and become 

valuable advocates and resources for them.43 Some researchers who see 

the value of being understood in terms of their own experiences and 

worldviews are members of a growing community of veteran-social 

scientists. They are informed by direct experience with cultural realities and 

academically trained to recognize cultural experience, opening the door to 

autoethnography, which transpersonal psychologist Diana Raab defines as 

“a form of autobiographical writing and an approach to research that 

describes and analyzes personal experience as a way to understand cultural 

experiences.”44 

Receiving information on sensitive topics such as suicide requires 

trust, rapport, and confidence between the researcher and the community. 

Beginning with a shared consensus that a full comprehension of individual 

and group behavior is attainable through open-ended exploration of Marine 

Corps life and appropriateness of the research framework, such trust and 

rapport is strengthened and maintained by the anthropologist’s prime 

directive to do no harm, to benefit the community at the center of a study 

when unconstrained by ethical dilemmas, and to collaborate on all stages of 
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research to address concerns.45 Keeping these points in mind, it is not 

uncommon to find anthropologists navigating complex, often austere 

environments worldwide in the pursuit of cultural knowledge and working in 

close partnership with various communities. 

However, as with any ethnographic project, such research brings 

challenges to maintaining objectivity throughout sustained involvement and 

acculturation to the Marine Corps and sociocultural aspects of suicide. The 

issue of objectivity and subjectivity receives significant space in training, and 

the literature on anthropological method and theory is replete with debate 

over “insider-outsider” or “emic-etic” considerations. It could be argued that 

anthropologists spend as much or more time analyzing their relationship to 

knowledge, communities of study, and interdisciplinary debate on ethical 

principles and practices involved in research than conducting actual 

fieldwork. As a result, properly trained anthropologists continuously account 

for the positionality and interests of the researcher, the research 

participants, and the communities and contexts to which both belong.46 To 

that point, and in the interest of disclosing positionality, this article draws 

specifically on what Yannis Hamilakis describes as “politically situated 

ethics.” This can be defined as: 

ethics that takes sides, that recognise the contingency and historicity 

of human action, the nexus that links knowledge and power and 

produces specific “regimes of truth.” . . . These are also ethics that 

acknowledge the inequalities and asymmetries of power and the 

necessity to adopt a stance that sides with certain interests and 

groups against others. It is this ethic that moves the debate from the 

arena of abstract principles within professional structures to the 
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arena of theorised practice. The political ethic is an embedded ethic, 

and at the same time is a social ethic, an ethic that goes beyond 

western individuality by recognizing the need to address social 

dynamics (such as class struggle, labour, feminist, green or anti-

capitalist movements), and forge alliances with effected groups and 

people with whom these specific archeologists [or anthropologists] 

share political convictions and goals. I do not suggest that this 

process is easy, unproblematic and straightforward; in fact it is the 

most difficult, uncomfortable and risky of the options open to us, but 

still the one that holds the most promise.47 

 

Openly and deliberately acknowledging how, when, where, and why 

one “sides” with specific groups, positions, or “regimes of truth” and power 

is especially important to military anthropology, which, as a field and subject 

of study, centers on a society that quite literally runs on power differentials. 

While ethnographic research to date provides valuable insight on the emic 

perspective of Marines and may provide parallels to future research on 

Marine suicide, it is arguable that the cumulative body of ethnographic or 

cultural research on the Marine Corps is cross-sectional or fully 

representative of Marine culture.48 For example, the perceptions, values, 

and motivations of a lance corporal in the infantry is vastly different from 

those of a captain in an air wing, a career staff noncommissioned officer, an 

officer candidate, or a student at a military college or academy. Rich, in-

depth ethnography is traditionally a long-term affair that allows the 

ethnographer to account for and ethically situate their values, beliefs, and 

“outsider” perspectives with those of the community of collaboration. The 
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need for cross-sectional research, with purposeful representation of 

populations most effected by suicide, is especially important given that 

Marines who die by suicide are more likely to be young, enlisted, and placed 

within combat arms, and that ethnography to date does not focus on such 

Marines extensively. 

 

The Military and Anthropology: A Complex Relationship 

To ensure that no important information is withheld, this article will now 

move from a description of anthropology and the application of 

ethnographic research to Marine suicide to a brief discussion of the oft-

complicated and conflicted relationship between anthropology and the U.S. 

military. Acknowledging conflicts of interest will hopefully preempt 

misgivings as to the potential for collaboration between the Marine Corps 

and anthropologists to reduce suicide. American anthropology’s historical 

involvement in military and intelligence activities dates back to World War II, 

during which anthropologists contributed to psychological operations and 

intelligence gathering.49 Since then, this relationship has been an “on-again, 

off-again” affair, encumbered by differences in collective professional aims, 

issues of trust and ethics, and disagreements about foreign policy. For 

example, participation in military, security, or political operations can 

disrupt anthropologists’ status as objective observers. Anthropologists 

should not use a position of trust to gather information on a community 

only to share that information with parties with whom the community is in 

conflict or competition. Suspicion of anthropologists as spies often leads 

people to ask anthropologists if they are members of the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA), law enforcement, or clandestine surveillance 
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bodies. Marines in frontline units might suspect that anthropologists are in 

league with the inspector general, the Naval Criminal Investigative Service 

(NCIS), or their own chain of command. Such suspicion undermines trust 

that what is shared in confidence is kept in confidence and that data is 

gathered and analyzed in the interest of the person and community. 50 

Debate about collaboration between anthropologists and the military 

found a major flashpoint in the Human Terrain System (HTS), a U.S. Army 

Training and Doctrine Command program in operation between 2007 and 

2014. HTS teams attempted to use social scientists to study the cultural 

environment in Iraq and Afghanistan in support of counterinsurgency 

operations.51 The American Anthropological Association, the leading 

professional organization representing the American anthropological 

community, investigated and opposed anthropologists’ involvement in 

HTS.52 Eventually, HTS shut down amid reports of high costs, 

mismanagement, and poor implementation.53 HTS represents an automatic 

tendency within the U.S. military to view cultural research and studies 

exclusively as external strategic or security studies of allies, opponents, and 

spaces, rather than internally oriented cultural analysis.54 One exception to 

this tendency, which stands as powerful evidence of the value of qualitative 

research on military suicide, is provided by David T. Matsuda, who was 

assigned to the HTS program and who was ordered by a general officer to 

investigate a troubling pattern of suicides on Army bases in Iraq. Matsuda 

concluded that 

Army suicide studies seldom stray from psychological precedent 

based on the statistical collection of individual traits used to create 

composite post-mortem profiles that are compared to historical data 
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in an effort to predict future trends. . . . As such, past Army suicide 

studies, when viewed as a body of research, are not holistic because 

they exclude the Army’s organizational culture and the unit social 

relations in which ideational, attempted and completed suicidal 

behavior occurs. In addition, publications based on quantitative, 

closed ended questions and statistical surveys leave out qualitative 

ethnographic fieldwork in which open ended questions allow primary 

source interviewees to include personal experience as well as local 

knowledge of Army organizational culture and unit social relations.55 

 

Matsuda’s study parallels a potential migration from the 

“psychological autopsy” to the “social” or “sociological autopsy” of suicide, 

which places more appropriate emphasis on ethnography.56 What these 

movements and studies strongly suggest is that without the implementation 

and consistent support of internal cultural research, the Marine Corps will 

not be able to fully grasp the interrelated factors, conditions, and social 

perceptions that contribute to the decision to commit suicide or, for that 

matter, any salient issue that affects Marines, such as sexual assault, 

discrimination, hazing, or toxic leadership. This will leave Marine leaders and 

individual Marines one step behind the cultural curve. This point is more 

specifically emphasized by the following narrative of the Translational 

Research Group (TRG), a critical effort by the Marine Corps to employ 

anthropologists in organizational research. Housed within the Marine Corps’ 

Center for Advanced Operational Culture Learning (CAOCL), an organization 

responsible for culture and language education and training, the TRG 

supported CAOCL’s curriculum and assessment activities, though its core 



Expeditions with MCUP 
 

24	

mission was to conduct social science research on Marines and Marine 

Corps organizations.57 

In response to the 2017 “Marines United” Facebook scandal, in which 

Marines and members of other U.S. military Services distributed hundreds 

of nude photos of female servicemembers online, Marine Corps leaders 

asked the TRG to conduct a study on gender-related issues, including sexual 

harassment in the Marine Corps, from a cultural perspective.58 The TRG 

conducted the Marine Corps Organizational Culture Research (MCOCR) 

Project to examine the “commonalities among the aftermath of assault and 

harassment, both reported and unreported.”59 It found that these “common 

threads” of Marines’ experiences with sexual harassment and assault “are 

presented as discrete issues, but the reality is much more complex. Not only 

are these threads interwoven with each other, but they are also enmeshed 

in intangible cultural beliefs.”60 

The TRG study of the themes, experiences, and pervasiveness of 

sexual harassment within the Marine Corps was an act of critical self-

assessment and acknowledgement of problems existing at the cultural level. 

The MCOCR embodied a commitment to understand narrative experiences 

of Marines, observe the symbiotic relationship between Marines and the 

Marine Corps, and apply lessons learned from such experiences and 

observations to policy decisions. The release of the TRG report in 2020 was 

accompanied by high-profile media coverage of sexual harassment and 

Marine Corps organizational culture.61 That same year, CAOCL, including the 

TRG, was shut down, or “divested,” in order to “invest in areas of higher 

priority.”62 The developments surrounding the TRG study and the closure of 

CAOCL may hold clues to administrative views of ethnographic research on 
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behavioral problems in the Marine Corps, as well as studies of 

organizational dysfunction in the larger U.S. military. This proposes the 

question: Is it possible, from the position of administrative leadership, that 

discomfort or unfamiliarity with in-depth, qualitative studies on 

organizational culture may serve as an implicit motivation to circumvent 

ethnographic research and further enable the dominance of biomedical and 

epidemiological oversight of suicide research and prevention, which is 

naturally less focused on cultural-institutional environments and conditions? 

It is unclear whether the closure of CAOCL marks a counterproductive 

restriction of anthropologists to the role of external threat analysis and 

cultural competency training (e.g., “operational culture”). Absent deep 

organizational-cultural research on pressing issues from within, the U.S. 

military will further lose the ability to address key issues “upstream,” and 

collaboration between the military and anthropologists will be further 

restricted to off-base contexts and veteran issues.63 While the latter 

represents an extremely important space for anthropology to contribute to 

veterans’ quality of life, such as improving healthcare delivery, engagements 

between anthropologists and military veterans take place “downstream,” 

after the veteran faces problems arising from military service. A truly 

preventative strategy places anthropologist upstream in active-duty and 

reserve units, where environments, conditions, and experiences 

contributing to mental health problems and suicide can be observed in the 

moment, not retrospectively.64 

Commenting on their experience and perspectives on the role of 

ethnography within military suicide research, Rajeev Ramchand and William 

M. Marcellino provide key considerations that reinforce several points made 
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so far and inform logistical and other challenges to ethnographic research 

on suicide in the Marine Corps. There are inherent difficulties to suicide 

research, some of which are more unique to challenges to full-fledged 

ethnographic research, namely in studying small sample sizes relative to 

more statistically common behaviors, time/cost considerations, and access 

to communities with which to conduct research. “I think one of the most 

challenging aspects of this work, from any perspective,” states Ramchand, “is 

around the issue of access. To do any research, you need access to military 

personnel and environments. This can be very hard to achieve, particularly 

for work that is not supported or funded by a branch of Service or the 

DOD.”65 Moreover, exploratory research, usually qualitative in nature, is 

needed to further understand the processes involved in military suicides, 

especially given an overreliance on quantitative approaches. According to 

Marcellino: 

if you want to better understand why military populations commit 

suicide or have suicidal ideation, you first need a robust model of the 

embodied, social meaning and decision making of military 

populations. . . . such work [military suicide research] needs to be 

theoretically justified, accounting for the empirical reality of whole 

persons. I’m critical of confirmatory work that hunts and pecks for 

mechanical causes for social behavior, e.g. tries to find correlations 

between risk/ideation and startle reflex/hypothalamus 

shrinkage/serotonergic function, etc. . . . Self-conviction as 

worthlessness seems to have much higher explanatory power than a 

lipid profile.66 
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Ramchand further emphasizes an opening for qualitative research: 

There are tangentially related questions on military suicide 

prevention that ask questions like: is there stigma associated 

with seeking mental health care? How are chaplains used to 

prevent military suicides? Do leaders foster cultures of 

support? Etc. etc. These have, in my opinion, relied more on 

quantitative approaches than qualitative ones.67 

 

Ramchand provides three specific considerations when discussing the 

need for ethnographic framing on military suicides: 

 (1) What is the mental health culture in military settings and how does 

it vary? This would address questions beyond individual questions 

about stigma to understand how military personnel perceive 

mental health treatment, how leaders perceive treatment, how 

other support personnel (e.g., chaplains) see mental health 

treatment, and even how mental health providers perceive 

military-sponsored mental health treatment. What does the 

culture of mental illness look like in military settings? 

 (2) What is the culture of support in military settings? Beyond mental 

health, how strong and where are there deficiencies in cultures of 

support? Do people know when each other is struggling 

(relationally, alcohol use, financially) and do they offer support or 

ignore problems until they reach crisis points? 

 (3) How have needs changed? Does the new cohort of military recruits 

have norms and expectations that will require changing the ways 

the military “does business” and how? Is the current structure and 
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operations across the military supportive for helping new recruits 

function well, thrive, and does it promote health and well-being?68 

 

Emerging Themes in Application of Culture, Cultural Studies, and Anthropology 

From this brief overview of the relationship between the Marine Corps and 

anthropology, specifically regarding ethnographic research on suicide and 

topics directly and indirectly related to mental health, multiple themes 

emerge. First, Marine Corps leadership has behaved reactively to salient 

issues by not facilitating and sustaining deep, qualitative study of behavioral 

problems prior to media fallout. This is evidenced by leadership supporting 

the TRG study only after the activities of the “Marines United” Facebook 

group became public, Marines were known to be harmed, and damage was 

made to the performance and reputation of the Marine Corps. Despite 

successful identification and analysis of key issues directly and tangentially 

involved in the issue of sexual assault, the TRG was ultimately shut down. 

Second, the Marine Corps does not provide appropriate time, funding, 

resources, and support for institutional ethnography (not be confused with 

the industrial-organizational psychology-oriented research undertaken by 

various agencies, offices, and contractors). While the results of the TRG 

study continue to provide valuable insight, a three-month timeframe for 

anthropological research is extremely prohibitive and hinders the full 

application of methodological and theoretical approaches. 

Third, reflecting the previous critique of superficial conceptualizations 

of culture, military and civilian contracted studies, reports, and publications 

commonly frame “culture” not in analytical terms but rather as surface-level 

or aspirational descriptions. This assertion can be supported by the many 
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varied uses of the word culture in numerous publications such as Learning, 

Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication (MCDP) 7; “MCDP 7: On Learning,” a 

Marine Corps Gazette Article by Williamson Murray; “Framing Marine Corps 

Culture,” a U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings article by Anthony Pollman; the 

DOD’s 2020 Annual Suicide Report; and the Marine Corps’ Talent Management 

2030.69 

Such uses or manipulations of “culture” can highlight generally 

accepted commonalities or sketch the periphery of group identity, 

worldview, and customs, possibly serving as a focal point for “cultural 

competency training.” However, aspirational, surface-level descriptions of 

culture are no more useful as analytical products than the individuals who 

attempt to undertake research and provide expertise on culture without 

training, experience, or pursuit of rigorous ethnographic methods and 

standards. Neither can inform, at least in the manner intended, 

understandings of the cultural contexts of Marine suicide. Missing this point 

will lead, and has likely already led to, studies, publications, and policy 

research that implicitly excludes collection and analysis of ethnographic 

data. It is possible that that both the current research paradigm, sanitized of 

meaning, and the Marine Corps, which perceives “culture” and “cultural 

research” as aspirational and descriptive, constitute distinct yet overlapping 

barriers to collaborative ethnographic research and exploration of Marines’ 

lived experience. 

For these and many other reasons that require further space and 

discussion to explore, the Marine Corps as a whole has not fully supported 

or benefitted from anthropological research on suicide and behavioral 

health issues, at least not to a level that matches the extent of the problem. 
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While this assertion may sound overly critical, such points are intended to 

indicate areas of further communication between anthropologists and 

military leadership regarding the challenges and benefits of ethnographic 

research, as well as resource allocation and coordination access of 

collaborative activities. These and other barriers to sustainable and mutually 

beneficial relationships between Marines and anthropologists must be 

addressed to facilitate culturally informed studies that can lead to a reduced 

prevalence of suicide and devastating behavioral issues.70 

 

Proposal for Collaborative Anthropological Research on Suicide 

The value of the return on investment in suicide research and behavioral 

health services, including reliance on traditional resources such as military 

chaplains, in terms of empowering Marines to understand and reduce 

suicidal behavior or acts, provides the strongest basis for the application of 

anthropological research. Reviewing the DOD Suicide Event Report in their 

study of the efficacy of brief cognitive behavioral therapy, Lauren R. Khazem, 

David C. Rozek, Justin C. Baker, and Craig J. Bryan point out that in 2017, 

“34.9% of Marines who died by suicide and 49.8% who made a nonfatal 

suicide attempt accessed mental health services in the months preceding 

these behaviors.”71 Examinations of treatment efficacy, as indicated here, 

should also encompass an examination of underlying philosophical and 

cultural approaches to understanding suicide, culture, and the intersection 

of both. As necessary as such examinations are, getting further mired in 

debate does nothing to remove barriers to improved prevention and 

research. There must be a greater focus on proactive solutions—or in the 

words of this author’s old platoon sergeant, “Don’t give me excuses, give me 
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results.” With that in mind, what follows is a brief proposal for the 

incorporation of applied anthropological research on suicide and mental 

health in the Marine Corps, which can be adopted as a whole or in part and 

may inform future logic models for suicide prevention. 

 1. Create a permanent organizational-cultural research body 

composed of a representative group of Marines, veterans, 

and multidisciplinary social scientists charged with carrying 

out collaborative research that uses underrepresented 

methods (e.g., ethnographic fieldwork) and translates 

research into policy and practice. This group may be an 

amalgamation or expansion of (pre)existing organizations, 

personnel, and resources. 

 2. Embed researchers with Marine Corps units to conduct 

ethnographic and mixed methods research. The 

recruitment and training process for researchers is selective 

and tailored to maximize quality of data as well as cohesion 

between researchers and Marines.  

 3. Incorporate a developmental or life span approach, tracking 

individuals and cohorts from recruit training, to MOS 

schools, to unit assignment, to deployment, and to 

transition back to civilian life.72 

 4. Ensure that each research body collaborates with 

interdisciplinary researchers, subject matter experts, and 

internal-external research bodies (e.g., the DOD, the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, the Substance Abuse 

Mental Health Services Administration, and the Center for 
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Deployment Psychology) to support interdisciplinary, mixed-

methods research, which will further triangulate data 

collection and analysis.73 

 5. Focus on institutional settings (e.g., healthcare providers, 

suicide prevention programs, the U.S. Naval Academy and 

Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps programs, the Navy 

Judge Advocate General’s Corps and other criminal justice 

organizations, the Marine Corps’ Manpower and Reserve 

Affairs Department and Education Command, Marine Corps 

training centers, and military occupational specialty schools) 

to address the impact of institutional norms on Marines.  

 6. Empower Marine Corps leaders, Marines, and future 

veterans to recognize and critically self-assess 

organizational behavior, mitigate cultural challenges, and 

capitalize on strengths by integrating research results with 

unit training, policy, resources, and publications.74  

 7. Ensure that each research body continuously assesses 

suicide prevention, programs, and services, evaluating 

sustainability, effectiveness, and areas of improvement and 

further need. 

 

Conclusion: Appeal to Military Science and Warrior Ethos 

Suicide in the military persists due to insufficient engagement with 

underlying sociocultural conditions, behaviors, structures, and systems that 

contribute to heightened risk for suicide and poor mental health and 

wellbeing. This claim rests on the perspective that risk and behavior are 
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embedded within social and cultural environments and processes, cultural 

beliefs and perceptions, and the complex interplay between individual and 

environmental factors. Exploring the validity of a cultural-environmental 

argument for suicide requires one to take detailed inventory of their values 

and beliefs. Marines, social scientists, healthcare professionals, and the 

broader military community must interrogate their own assumptions. 

Culture, also understood by Marines as their “warrior ethos,” is at the heart 

of individual and group identity, and as such can be their greatest asset or 

their greatest threat. Locating, closing with, and engaging maladaptive 

aspects of one’s cultural identity, including deeply entrenched beliefs and 

attitudes toward mental health and suicide, requires a commitment to self-

reflexivity. 

Appealing to military scientists, “culture” is too often conceptualized in 

terms of understanding an opponent. Repeating tired adages such as “keep 

your friends close and your enemies closer” can blind one to the enemy in 

the mirror. Many prominent figures in military science and martial arts 

across cultures and time periods, such as Sun Tzu, Miyamoto Musashi, Carl 

von Clausewitz, and John R. Boyd, were more students of cognitive 

perceptions and sociocultural dynamics of human behavior—particularly 

that of their own troops and the mental processes of strategy—than of 

external factors or gross interpretations of geopolitics.75 Interpreted 

holistically, teachings from these and other historical sources reinforce the 

necessity of ethnographic and qualitative research. A professional warrior 

recognizes inward exploration and comprehension of environmental 

factors, which naturally resonates with a thick description of cultural 

contexts and meanings.76 The Marine Corps is also positioned to capitalize 
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on the momentum of mindful and enterprising young leaders who 

recognize the value of cultural research on debilitating issues.77 As a result, 

ethnographic research complements, reflects, and will further cultivate 

existing strengths. 

Organizations that fail to thoroughly assess culturally bound values 

and behavior risk imminent and catastrophic loss of the very purpose and 

meaning with which that organization was created and sustained and which 

it may sustain into the future. Purpose and meaning may be supplanted by 

institutional maintenance of negative socioemotional functions, such as 

attributing undesirable behaviors and events to “types” or reductionist 

theories. Excluding such patterns of group or institutional behavior from the 

scope of suicide research holds focus to an immediate, palatable picture 

while blocking out the cultural milieu within which problem behaviors or 

toxic issues arise. Given the contradiction between the time and level of 

resources dedicated to collecting and publishing ethnographic data on 

suicide, the overreliance on a biomedical model of suicide, and persistent 

increases in suicides, political tensions within academia, healthcare, and 

military-governmental contexts must be acknowledged and operationalized 

to remove barriers that, in essence, prevent prevention. The first step to 

solving any problem is realizing that there is one. 

The urgency of addressing suicide and mental health challenges is 

heightened by the growing complexity of warfare. Current and future 

combat features dizzying technological advancements, new applications of 

game theory and artificial intelligence, diverse views and theories on conflict 

and competition, the positioning of strategic economic centers near coastal 

regions and waterways, and many other critical factors that will impact the 
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future of the Marine Corps. Warfare will become more, not less, demanding 

for leaders, units, and individual Marines, pushing the limits of cognitive 

ability and social cohesion. Can a military society face such challenges 

without appreciating the internal cultural landscapes that promote or 

prevent destructive behaviors or mental health and wellbeing? No. By 

engaging in an unflinching, continuous, and sustainable appraisal of 

organizational culture, aided by anthropological knowledge and expertise, 

the Marine Corps can build a stronger foundation for future generations. 

Alternatively, the Marine Corps’ pursuit of risk-averse strategies to 

suicide prevention, giving ground to fear of failure, change, or 

accountability, continues to underutilize resources for cultural research and, 

in the process, excludes rigorous theory, methodology, and most 

importantly, the voices and needs of Marines. Adaptation—one part of the 

unofficial trinity of the Corps—requires doing something unprecedented or 

unimagined. While barriers to ethnographic research have been discussed 

and identified in this article, namely funding and access to military 

personnel and environments, understanding the nature and value of 

anthropological research is the first, and perhaps the most difficult, barrier 

to cultural research on suicide. 

Recognition of the concomitant barriers to anthropological research 

within the Marine Corps was the primary catalyst for this article. More than 

a year ago, this author, as a doctoral student and former Marine, sought a 

collaborative relationship to pursue applied anthropological research on 

suicide and mental health. The author contacted unit commanders to 

hopefully initiate the process, as well as individuals experienced or invested 

in military suicide research for counsel. As someone who had already 
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completed ethnographic research on suicide, the author knew well that 

official approval by an institutional review board (IRB) was required.78 In 

keeping with their own interpretation of collaborative approaches, the 

author felt that it was ethically and methodologically critical to gain the 

insight from Marines on the ground, with whom the author intended to 

work alongside. As described earlier, ethnographic research is involved, and 

to simply appear at a Marine Corps unit after receiving IRB approval and 

command endorsement, without cultivating some form of rapport or 

multilateral support, seemed sacrosanct.79 For an anthropological project to 

be truly collaborative, a community must want the anthropologist to be 

there and see the benefit of building a partnership. Marines generally dislike 

intrusions into their domain and constraints on their time, resources, and 

immediate priorities, perhaps even by a former Marine. While this author 

received moral and intellectual encouragement from unit commanders and 

current and former military personnel, many of whom “saw the sense” or 

value in such research, with one unit commander willing to facilitate access 

to Marines and support an audacious research agenda, the blessings of 

command were needed. The author learned that it was necessary to bridge 

the divide between an abstract understanding of anthropology and trends 

in suicide research on one hand and the value of anthropology to Marines 

on the other to fully prepare Marines for future anthropological research. 

Consequently, this article, which is essentially a proposal for a concerted 

effort, is written and founded on a significant degree of faith—faith in the 

interpretation of a partnership between anthropology and the Marine Corps 

as valuable and beneficial, and faith that the reader, so informed and 
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inspired, will act on the conclusions and recommendations made here 

within their sphere of influence.. 
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