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Don’t you just love a college town?  One morning as I drove north into Lawrence, there beside Highway 59 (or “59 Highway,” as it’s said here) was a stout little man in a sea green robe striding south, counting cadence with his wooden staff.  I’ll never forget the determination on his face and the purposeful swing of that staff.  He imagined himself a priest or yogi, I suppose, or maybe he really was.


Twice this week, some bravely anonymous campus revolutionary slipped broadsides, denouncing me and my colleagues and everything we stand for, under doors all over campus except my own.  He imagined himself a Ninja, I suppose, sneaking around in the night.  But, real revolutionaries don’t waste perfectly good stealth on harmless professors like me, and real revolutionaries find the right door if they’ve got something to say.


Friends tell me there’s a controversy sweeping through cyberspace that sometimes mentions my name, but not one accuser has a sent a single message directly to me.  I don’t subscribe to listservs.  As far as I can tell, they were invented for people who can’t draw enough spam on their own.  The vast majority of subscribers are conscientious scholars, no doubt, who simply want to keep up with what’s happening in real time.  Sadly, however, some of the most active subscribers view cyberbullying as a lively alternative to scholarship.  Between these two groups lies a sizable cluster of pseudo-scholars who think scholarship means mindlessly tearing one another apart.  Highest in my esteem are those in cyberspace and elsewhere who truly believe in the power of geographic knowledge for doing good and are willing to put their convictions on the line in the field, laboratory, and classroom.  Peter Herlihy is the finest example I’ve ever known of this contingent of geographers, dating back centuries, who understand that geographers must actually do geography.


So, what’s this new fuss about?  It all started in December 2008 when Aldo Gonzalez, director of an NGO located in Gueletao, Oaxaca, showed up at a village at the far end of a distant road in Oaxaca.  The occasion was an assembly convened by the villagers of Tiltepec to formally receive their community map concluding two seasons of field research by themselves, Peter Herlihy, Derek Smith, and a score of other professors, graduate students, and volunteers from the U. S. and Mexico.  For four hours, he tried to convince the villagers that the team had misled them, the data would be used against them, and he himself was their advocate and protector.  When the village leader had had enough, he ended the debate and expressed his deep appreciation for all the hard work of all the professors, students, and community representatives.  He said they were highly pleased with the results, especially the maps, and asked the team to continue working with the community.  Then, in fact, the Tiltepec Comisariado criticized Aldo Gonzalez and his organization for not fulfilling this and other previous obligations to their community.  Before departing, Peter Herlihy explained to the Comisariado and Local Investigator that the community map would remain posted on the Mexico Indigena Website, but that he would be happy to remove it if the community so desired.  They opted for keeping it online.  


But Gonzalez got the last laugh.  He went home and wrote a denouncement of the Bowman Expedition called Mexico Indigena.  Within days, his message shot round the world, igniting a firestorm of outrageous charges, in spite of our team’s abiding dedication to the indigenous people of Oaxaca and our neutrality in all things political.  Forget for a moment what Aldo Gonzalez is attempting to do to us.  He has betrayed the very people he claims to represent. 
What does this say about the academic community today?  We tried for years to publicize our good work in every possible way, and we barely scratched the surface.  Then one negative comment arose from a individual with no legal or political standing whatsoever in the village, and his message went viral.  It irks me to be called upon “defend ourselves” to him or any other cyberbully.  The yogi on 59 Highway has about as much standing in this matter.


I’ll eagerly remind conscientious scholars of what we’ve said all along, but I shouldn’t have to.  Anyone who visits our web site (http://web.ku.edu/~mexind/), reads our vitae and publications (Appendix C), or attended our many presentations at academic conferences in the U. S. and Mexico already knows we bent over backward to do the right thing.

Salient points:
1.  Was the Bowman Expedition team open and honest about who funded this research?  Absolutely yes.  Every detail has been on the Mexico Indigena and AGS websites from the very beginning.  It's been announced in every presentation and publication.  It's stated clearly on Herlihy’s vita and my own.  Yesterday I pulled my own PowerPoint slides from the presentation I made at the International Congress on Territorial Management in San Luis Potosí.  There it was just as I remembered: a slide showing every sponsor boldly named in English and Spanish.  It was my introduction to a the remaining talks in a spacial session dedicated to the Bowman Expeditions program, in general, and Mexico Indigena, in particular.  (“The AGS Bowman Expedition to Mexico,” Plenary Address, International Congress on Territorial Management, San Luis Potosí, Mexico, November 13, 2007)


Peter Herlihy exemplifies the highest possible standards of ethical and academic behavior.  At that conference and anywhere else I’ve traveled with him in Mexico, I’m constantly reminded how beloved he really is.  It’s difficult to walk with him through a plaza or conference hall due to constant stops by people who want to hug him, talk with him, or shake his hand at the very least.

2.  Are Bowman Expeditions connected with Human Terrain Systems (HTS)?  Absolutely not.  We have never requested and never received any funding whatsoever from HTS.  As I understand it, HTS is totally the domain of anthropologists.  Our expeditions are the domain of geographers.  Plus, our posted guidelines (Appendix A) definitively conflict with their standard mode of operation. 

3.  Does Aldo Gonzalez legally or politically represent the people of the rural villages where we work?  No.  He is simply the director of a small NGO called UNOSJO, based in Gueletao, the town where Benito Juarez was born.  Our study area and our field office are located in the municipality of Ixtlan.  Gueletao is a distinctly separate municipality completely unaffiliated with Ixtlan.  Both towns are located about five hours drive from the villages in question.

4.  Should American researchers accept funding from the U. S. Department of Defense?  Opinions vary, but large numbers do accept DoD funds.  Even the Department of Education’s universally accepted Area Studies Program, or Title VI, is funded by the National Defense Education Act, and there’s no equivocation about its purpose as stated in its name.  I’ve called Title VI part of the “aliasing” of geography, intended to preempt the role that geographers themselves played in the first half of the 20th Century.


My whole rationale for Bowman Expeditions is based on my firm belief that geographic ignorance is the principal cause of the blunders that have characterized American foreign policy since the end of World War II.  I believe it is essential that geographers re-engage in foreign policy.  During the Bush Administration, foreign policy was the purview of DoD, not the Department of State.  If anyone wanted to promote better foreign policy decision making, they had to engage with DoD, not DoS.  If anyone wanted funding to carry out such research, the only significant money available was in DoD, certainly not DoS.  The Obama Administration, thank goodness, is moving foreign policy back to DoS where it belongs.  Will financial resources follow suit?  Probably yes, but not in the amounts to which DoD is accustomed.  


I would also counter that many people of goodwill criticized President Bush for his refusal to engage with the government of Iran.  How can scholars with desperately needed knowledge and skills now refuse to engage with our own government?


I came of age in the 1960s and started out despising the Johnson Administration’s foreign policy.  Early in graduate school, however, it occurred to me, "Don't fight the establishment.  Infiltrate it."  Several times, that decision has placed me in a position to do enormous good, and I would challenge any of our critics to cite comparable acts of their own.

5.  Is the information handled in a secure and responsible manner?  Absolutely yes.  Our statement about Mexico Idigena and our posted ethical guidelines state our policies that apply to storage, dissemination, and protection.  The final form of the Tiltepec maps and public access to them were approved in the formal assembly mentioned above.  At that meeting Gonzalez made his case in four hours of argument, and the comuneros voted against him.


The AGS Guidelines for Ethical Conduct of Foreign Field Research are posted online (http://web.ku.edu/~mexind/ethics_statement_prototype.htm) and attached here as Appendix A.  They compare favorably, for instance, with the Code of Ethics posted by the American Anthropological Association (http://www.aaanet.org/committees/ethics/ethcode.htm).  As stated in our preamble, “ An unspoken set of ethical principles continuously has governed our conduct.” These guidelines formalize our timeless principles.  


If anyone claims we have violated our own guidelines, surely any fairminded peer will demand proof.

6.  Is the information sensitive in any way?  Keep in mind what kind of information is being discussed. It is cadastral data–property boundaries referenced to geographic features–and there is a well known principle in property law that cadastral data are useless unless they are known to all.  The Mexico Indigena project does not release the data in such a way that individual owners are identified, because the comuneros decided otherwise.  Conversely, it is standard operating procedure in the United states and elsewhere to post cadastral data (with names and links to related documents such as deeds) in the most public ways possible.  Increasingly that means public web sites.  If I thought there was any harm in such data, I certainly would not release my own.  Yet, here is my own piece of Kansas (see Appendix B) including my name and full cadastral description online at: http://mackinaw.kgs.ku.edu/website/dg_co/property/viewer.htm.  

What about the developing world?  In March 2008, I traveled to West Africa with a Department of State delegation, part of the Global Dialogues in Science and Technology Program.  Here’s what I wrote in the draft report:

AGIS collects land records and documents including certificates, deeds, and plats in hard copy and digitizes all text and plat data.  They issue official Certificates of Occupancy and Deeds.

AGIS has an outstanding procedural approach to cadastral mapping.  The staff of 240 is digitizing land surveys amounting to more than 200,000 records. This is exactly the sort of cadastral operation that is needed in emerging democracies and war torn countries (Iraq, for instance), so that land records can support repatriation of displaced persons.  It will be essential as well in any country that switches from communism to capitalism with private land ownership (Cuba, perhaps).

Like Mexico, AGIS issues a Certificate of Occupancy. The front side of the certificate itself contains a legal contract, a photo of the occupant, and a 20-character code that identifies the record but also serves to encode real data and information about the parcel.  The back side of the sheet contains a plot of the property. The Minister signs the front, and the Director of Surveying signs the back. That makes it a Certificate of Occupancy, but not yet a Deed.  It becomes a Deed when it is signed by the Register of Deeds.  We walked through the rooms where each step in the digitization was taking place and also where title searches were being conducted.  Most impressive was the large public room where throngs of landowners waited for their turn to file for certificates of occupancy, deeds, or transfers of ownership.

Everywhere we went–Dakar, Ouagadougou, Niamey, Abuja, and Cape Town–we heard about the need for cadastral mapping to support better land tenure systems.  This was true even when we met with other kinds of geographic organizations–national mapping institutes, geography departments, GIS institutes, earth science centers, government computing centers, GIS vendors, etc.  At AGIS we saw that dream in action, and it was being done superbly.  The only notable disappointment is that it is being done only for the Federal Capital Territory and not for the whole country, and there is no plan to extend cadastral mapping to the rest of the country.


This is what Aldo Gonzalez, the midnight Ninja, and the cyberbullies would deny the indigenous people of Oaxaca.  Readers should ask why.





7.  What led me to conceive of Bowman Expeditions?


My son and daughter-in-law are medical doctors in the U. S. Army.  He was deployed in Iraq in 2003-2004, and she will be heading for Afghanistan in April 2009.  While he was deployed, I agonized over the chain of policy blunders that led our country into that war and the foolish military strategies that prolonged the fighting, needlessly killing thousands of Americans and Iraqis.  My wife and I listened intensely to every news report, and I used my sense of geography to figure out whether it could be his base, his helicopter. My thoughts at that time were captured in this passage:

On a Saturday afternoon in December 2003, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq came home to me in an unexpected way.  My wife and I went to Ft. Scott, Kansas, for a candlelight tour of the old frontier fort.  Beforehand, as we passed through the National Cemetery, our bus driver/tour guide pointedly mentioned the new section and commented sadly that it was growing fast.  As it dawned on us what he meant, we looked down the rows of new graves and there at the end of the last row was a scene we will never forget.  A soldier in uniform knelt on one knee, one arm draped across a tombstone and the other hand holding something red, perhaps a scarf or flowers.  Praying, crying, talking with his lost friend. . . we couldn’t tell.  After a while he walked slow[ly] back to his pick-up truck and drove away.  The scene was especially poignant because our son, Captain Craig Dobson, currently serves as a medical officer with the 82nd Airborne near Fallujah, Iraq.  (Dobson, J. E.  2004.  GeoWorld, Vol. 17, No. 3, pp. 20-21.)
Elsewhere, I wrote about my concern for reducing human casualties in that war:

How, for instance, do troops know where not to shoot in order to avoid civilian casualties? It's one thing to know where each bomb will fall, and GPS can tell you that.  It's quite another to know where the people are, and that requires a GIS.  And make no mistake, avoiding civilian casualties is paramount in defense policy today.  As one Pentagon officer said, "There are no single targets that are war winners, but many targets are war losers."

My contribution was the population database.  From 1997 through 2001 at Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL), I led the team that developed the LandScan Global Population Database (30 arc seconds resolution), the most precise population database ever developed for the entire earth.After moving to KU the University of Kansas in 2001, I continued to refine population data down to building and block level.  As horrifying as the fighting was in Iraq, I woke each morning knowing, at least, that our work had saved lives compared to what would have happened otherwise. (Dobson, J. E.  2005.  “The Dawning of the G-Bomb,” Directions Magazine,  http://www.directionsmag.com/printer.php?article_id=853)

In a very real sense, Bowman Expeditions are the modern incarnation of a long-standing AGS mission to serve Latin America.  From 1925 to 1945 we mapped all of Latin America from the U. S. border to Tierra del Fuego at 1:1,000,000 scale.  “The Millionth Map of Hispanic America” was the most precise map series available for the entire region until well after World War II.  And, no one ever called it geopiracy.  Those maps were essential to the beneficial development of the region.  Aeronautical charts, for instance, were taken directly from it.  We had on average seven cartographers working continuously for twenty years.  Almost every penny came from private donors, but private philanthropy is not what it used to be.

8.  Who benefits from geographic ignorance?  No one.  Certainly not the hapless victims of bad foreign policy. Certainly not the indigenous people anywhere.  Not the general public of the U. S., Mexico, or any other nation on earth.


I was incredulous when I first heard rumblings that the Bush Administration was thinking of attacking Iraq.  During the debate, such as it was, I never thought the case for weapons of mass destruction was convincing whatsoever.  “If we do attack Iraq,” I said, “it will be the first time in history that we ever went to war because someone might have something they might use against us.”  I believed the misinterpretation was due to geographic ignorance of the Middle East and places as far afield as Niger.  I felt it pervaded, not just the White House, but Congress, analysts (other than some smart people including geographers at DoS),  journalists, and the public as well.


There is plenty of evidence that President Bush himself did not understand what he was getting us into.  Ambassador Peter Galbraith reported that Bush didn’t even know there were two sects of Islam until shortly before the invasion began.  That is geographic ignorance at the highest level.  And, as I’ve said before, the price of geographic ignorance is measured in conflict.  
There’s been much speculation about why Bush wanted the war, but it’s more important to ask why the American public supported him so gullibly, so willingly.  The answer I hear most often is that Americans were so hurt, angered, and frightened by 9/11 that they simply wanted to strike out at a Muslim country.  But, I would add, they didn’t know how to tell one Muslim country from another.   That is geographic ignorance en masse, resulting no doubt from the academic purge of geography that began right after World War II and continues today (Dobson, J. E.  2007.  “Bring Back Geography!” ArcNews 29(1): 1-5.).  Again, the price of geographic ignorance is measured in conflict.


Convinced that geographic ignorance has been the cornerstone of U. S. foreign policy since the end of World War II, I asked myself what the American Geographical Society could do about it.  I conceived of sending a team of geographers to every country in the world to improve geographic understanding, connect with scholars, and bring back that knowledge to the American people.  I did a calculation and was astounded to realize that it would cost only $125,000,000 to send a professor and two or three graduate students to every country in the world to spend a full semester every year.  That may sound like a lot of money by university standards, but it’s not much at all compared to the enormous budgets that are spent on far less useful information.  So far, we’ve received about $2,500,000, a good “down payment,” but far less than what’s needed to make a sizable dent in the America scourge of geographic ignorance.


This is the noble effort that Gonzalez is trying to quash in one part of the world, in direct opposition to the people who live there.  Readers should ask why.

In Conclusion:  


Bowman Expeditions are totally transparent.  We aroused UNOSJO’s ire not because we were secretive but because of our conscious, deliberate decision to be totally open about every aspect from funding to data disposition.  


Indeed, my own life is an open book.  I had my own regular column in GIS World/GeoWorld for 14 years.  I have my own presidential column in Ubique.  Plenty of geographers are known through their scholarly writing.  Few, if any, are known as intimately as I am in terms of their personal and professional lives, mainly due to the information I’ve shared in those columns.  I couldn’t get by with a lie if I tried.  If you don’t believe me, ask the yogi on 59 Highway.

Appendix A.  Guidelines for Ethical Conduct of

Foreign Field Research

Since 1851, the American Geographical Society (AGS) has sponsored or led countless expeditions to foreign lands for exploration and field research in physical and human geography.  An unspoken set of ethical principles continuously has governed our conduct.

Today, global issues regarding sovereignty, human security, environmental stewardship, material wellbeing, social equity, and cultural respect (often collectively subsumed under terms such as sustainability or human flourishing) demand a new era of foreign field research, hearkening back to a past when the United States relied heavily on knowledge created by geographers and other scholars conducting field research abroad.  To promote the resurgence of geographic expeditions and ennoble their purpose, we hereby formalize our foreign field research ethic.

The AGS is committed to improving foreign policy and international relations through improved understanding of foreign lands and peoples.

Of paramount concern is that AGS-sponsored research be accomplished by scholars conducting research for the public good with complete intellectual freedom and independence.

The AGS also holds paramount the personal safety and professional honor of students and scholars who travel and explore under its auspices and the in-country associates with whom they travel or communicate.

The purpose of this document is to set forth ethical guidelines that address and enable these three complementary propositions for all AGS ventures, but the guidelines stand on their own merit.  It is our fervent hope that all scholarly foreign field research, no matter who sponsors or leads it, will adhere to the standards and traditions of academic integrity that our guidelines reflect.

A. AGS expeditions will be led by qualified scholars from within the academic community. AGS lead researchers will, with rare exception, be scholars associated with degree-granting colleges or universities and subject to the standards and practices of ethical research as understood by their academic institutions and disciplinary communities.

B. In the course of AGS-sponsored expeditions, no university, scholar, or student will be tasked to gather data or information by anyone other than the lead scholar, or his or her designate. Also to be avoided and countered is the actual or apparent tasking from outside the confines of the academic team as comprehended by the lead scholar.

C. The lead scholar of each expedition will arrange in advance for the safety and well-being of all traveling participants in an AGS-sponsored expedition. The specific measures to be taken and policies to be followed in regard to the physical safety of participants will vary from expedition to expedition, but they will be agreed-upon in writing between the lead researcher and the AGS before any foreign travel is begun.

D. Each lead scholar of an AGS-sponsored expedition will prepare and execute a plan to further the intellectual and professional development of each participating scholar and student.

E. No information will be acquired through deception or misrepresentation.

F. Expedition leaders and staff are forbidden from falsely identifying themselves or their institutions while conducting AGS sponsored research or engaged in travel associated with such research.

G. Original sources of funding for AGS-sponsored expeditions will be made publicly transparent.  The only exceptions will be private, civilian donors who wish to remain anonymous.

H. Expedition leaders, staff, and students will not be embedded in military units while conducting AGS-sponsored research or engaged in travel associated with such research.

I. All information gathered abroad must be unclassified. It must not have been formally designated by the United States or host government as sensitive to national security, as a hindrance to formal judicial processes, or as private data the release of which is unlawful. The information must not be a state or civil secret. On occasion, information may, after its acquisition, be identified by a national government as a state or civil secret. In such rare instances, disposition of the information will be determined by the lead scholar and AGS in accordance with applicable laws.

J. All results of AGS-sponsored expeditions including data, information, reports, articles, and web sites, if released to anyone outside the immediate research team, must be made freely available to everyone, including United States Government agencies, host countries, other academic researchers, and the public. If requested, a brief period of academic proprietorship (one year maximum) may be approved on a case by case basis.

K. On return, each lead scholar will submit to the AGS a comprehensive report regarding the administrative conduct of the expedition, methods, key findings, and lessons learned.

L.  All analytical results will be unclassified.  

M.  Each lead scholar and many other participants will publish key findings in scholarly journals, popular media, and web sites.  Authors have final authority over and responsibility for the contents and conclusions of their documents.  

N. Lead scholars and other members of AGS-sponsored expeditions must comport themselves in a manner that respects cultures in the host country while simultaneously adhering to widely held values of American culture. Their actions must not adversely affect the people or natural environments of host countries.  A significant breach of this provision may result in recall of individuals or entire expeditions.


O.  Lead scholars, expedition members, and AGS will protect the confidentiality of any human subjects that may be involved.  Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval is required for any activity constituting human subjects research.

To enforce these guidelines, the AGS will exercise unfettered, independent oversight of all projects and expeditions under its aegis.  Partner institutions, especially parent institutions of expedition leaders, will be expected to exercise similar oversight regarding foreign research conducted under formal agreement with AGS.  Our commitment to these guidelines will be communicated clearly and in a timely manner to all interested parties. The AGS will establish a Foreign Field Research Advisory Board consisting of established scholars in geography and other appropriate disciplines, including foreign scholars, who will be invited to review and advise on ethical matters regarding AGS-sponsored expeditions.

We invite all professional associations and institutions involved in scholarly foreign field research to review our guidelines, adapt them to their needs, and promulgate similar guidelines of their own.

Appendix B.  Online Parcel Information for 

Jerry Dobson’s Land in Douglas County, Kansas
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