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Chapter 1 Beyond an affaire: managing ethnography

Research management and institutional surveillance more generally is not a subject that ethnographers easily get excited about. Most of us do not enjoy spending time reading detailed bureaucratic regulations, attending draining meetings, and responding to jargon-laden documents. But can we afford to ignore the increasingly compelling presence of research management? One way in which anthropologists have responded to the demands of this managerial field is by using the weapons of the weak, that is, by dragging our feet and ignoring this ever-expanding world of rules and regulations. Although this sometimes works, there are drawbacks to such a reluctance to engage. The weapons of the weak can only be wielded with confidence by those in a relatively secure position. Doing so can be too risky for more precarious researchers and is often impossible for PhD students and those seeking external funding. And those caught in the web of integrity protocols certainly cannot help but pay attention. This is how I became interested in research management.

In April 2016, together with Martijn de Koning and Aysha Navest, I published the three-page article ‘Chatting about marriage with female migrants to Syria’ in the peer-reviewed journal Anthropology Today (Navest, De Koning, and Moors 2016). This was a short exploratory piece based on an experimental method of private chatting. It focused on how Dutch and Flemish women who had travelled to jihadi-held areas in Syria entered into marriage.1 Nine months later, a journalist from the upscale Dutch daily NRC Handelsblad (hereafter NRC) wrote a three-page article about our publication, which he presented as an instantiation of ‘cyberjihadism’ at the University of Amsterdam.2 His article sparked a huge public outcry in the media and in politics. Following an external audit, the university board reaffirmed its confidence in us as researchers. Even so, this affair taught us how easily ethnographic research can be perceived as problematic and how challenging it is to effectively speak back and be heard.

Reflecting on our case, I became increasingly interested in the field of research management.3 This led to a meandering path of conversations with many differently positioned interlocutors and the discovery of literature I was unfamiliar with. The result is a book that goes far beyond our case. It discusses the implications of the proliferation of various research management formats, such as ethical reviews, the quest for open science, and integrity protocols, for ethnography. In doing so, it highlights the tensions between the principles of an ethnographic approach and how research management addresses ethics, integrity, and open science in a rapidly changing world.


1.1. An article and its afterlife: reputation management in action

Our article was an intervention in the literature on women who travelled to jihadi-held areas in Syria and a contribution to academic debates on controversial Muslim marriages.4 Criticizing the often-used label ‘jihadi brides’, we analysed how these women entered into marriage and how the proclamation of the Caliphate affected this. In our final paragraph, we briefly commented on the dominant frame that defined these women either as victims of unscrupulous jihadi men or as militants in their own right. This did not fit well with how most of the women presented themselves to us in the private chats.

After our brief article was published in Anthropology Today, we contacted a few journalists to see if they would be interested in sharing our findings in the Dutch-language media. A journalist working for the NRC responded very positively at first. However, half a year later, he published an article about our work titled ‘Jihad researcher at University of Amsterdam expressed support for IS fighters’ as part of a series on cyberjihadism. In this article, which took up half the newspaper’s front page and two full pages in the middle, the author expressed his concern that our publication could hinder the work of the security services: lawyers defending women returnees from Syria in terrorism trials could use it to argue that these women had only been involved in domestic work.5 Using subheadings such as ‘sympathy for jihad’ and ‘a contribution to terror’, he accused the junior researcher who co-authored the article of sympathising with violent jihad based on some posts she had allegedly put online under a pseudonym before joining our project. He also accused the senior authors of not being open about such ‘jihadi sympathies’. To further discredit our work, he claimed that not registering the official names of our interlocutors was highly unusual and that our findings differed from those of other researchers and from reports by the security services. The silences in his article were significant: There was no mention of the central question of our publication, which was how the women entered into marriage.6

The NRC publication had a huge impact. It was immediately picked up by sensationalist blogs such as GeenStijl, which attacked both the researchers and the university, and by its English-language counterparts such as Jihadwatch and Breitbart. In the following days, twenty-two parliamentary questions about the research were tabled not only by Wilders’ anti-Islam Party for Freedom but also by mainstream political parties.7 In an attempt to contain this public outcry, the university quickly announced that it would invite external experts to reflect on the methodology used.

We had expected such a reflection to focus on our research practices and whether our material could substantiate the conclusions we had drawn. This was not the case. Within a few days, the university board turned the initial ‘reflection on methodology’ into the newly invented format of a ‘reflection audit’. This audit was to focus on the integrity and ethics of the research project, with the quality of the research of lesser urgency.8

The university board structured the reflection audit around the NRC journalist’s allegations. The first set of questions centred on the extent to which co-authors should know about each other’s activities, interests, and (political) perspectives prior to and during research and whether these should be mentioned in research reports in order to promote transparency about possible bias. The second set of questions focused on the extent to which researchers in this kind of research should know, control, and/or report on the real identities of respondents. The last set of questions concerned the extent to which the ‘data’ – transcripts and/or reports of conversations with respondents – of this kind of research should be available (e.g. for re-analysis) to colleagues even if it concerns potentially highly vulnerable groups and highly sensitive topics (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 1). The issues at the heart of these questions – transparency, positionality, anonymity, and the sharing of field notes – are examined in depth in this book, situated within the broader context of the rise of the enterprising university, new forms of research governance, and the growing emphasis on reputation management.

By July 2017, the university board published the reflection audit report and simultaneously publicly expressed its confidence in us as researchers, confirming that we had followed the ethical and integrity protocols.9 But we were not happy. A sense of concern and even distrust about ethnographic research permeated the report. It did not consider investigating the private lives of researchers and singling out the Muslim researcher for scrutiny problematic. That we fulfilled the obligations of our ethics committees (not registering the names of our interlocutors and keeping our material confidential) was turned into a suspect act. As a result, quotes from the report were used in the media to question not only our work but anthropology in general.

So we decided to use our experiences with the reflection audit for a small auto-ethnographic research project titled ‘No escape: the force of the security frame in academia and beyond’.10 While my interest in research management emerged from these experiences, this book transcends the specifics of our case to address the broader, overarching theme of how developments in research management have turned ethnography into trouble and ethnographers into troublesome.



1.2. Engaging with the trouble: ethnography, academia, and society

In recent decades, ethnography has become more widely accepted in a variety of disciplines, but it has also increasingly come under attack. Ethnography, as an interpretive, reflexive, and intersubjective approach, has been affected by the changing academic and political climate. Although the neoliberal turn and audit culture in Dutch academia have recently been mitigated to some extent by countervailing forces such as alternative formats for assessing research quality and the plea for ‘slow science’, research management still tends to take positivist approaches as normative. At the same time, while those in positions of authority often see ethnographers as ‘difficult to manage’ and ‘too critical’ and propose more monitoring and control, internal critics argue that ethnography is not critical enough. The growing, if still uneven, presence of ethnographers from previously excluded categories – such as women and scholars from the global South – raises further questions about the relationship between researchers’ positionality and knowledge production, the internal hierarchies of the academy, and to whom ethnographers are accountable.

This book is a wide-ranging reflection on these issues. It is based on a variety of sources. I was initially reluctant to include references to our affaire as they could easily be read as apologetic and self-centred. Ultimately, I decided to do so, as it has influenced the set-up and substance of this book. As I also draw on my broader experiential knowledge of academia, I briefly trace my academic trajectory here. The regional and thematic foci of my research have influenced the issues I consider important and the way I address them.

Let me begin with a very brief description of my engagement with ethnography. In a sense, fieldwork began before I was trained as an anthropologist. After graduating from high school in the early 1970s, my partner and I lived for more than two years in Damascus, where we studied Arabic. It was there that my interest in ethnographic research emerged. Upon returning to the Netherlands, I studied anthropology and defended my PhD thesis in 1992 (Moors 1995). Throughout the 1990s I held various part-time positions at the universities of Amsterdam and Leiden. In 2001, I was appointed as full professor at the UvA for the newly founded International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World (ISIM). When ISIM was closed in 2008, I returned to the UvA.11 In 2013, I was awarded an ERC Advanced grant, and in 2022 I was selected for an individual fellowship at the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study which enabled me to work on the topic of this book.

I present this brief and partial trajectory because temporality and location matter.12 I began my studies in the 1970s, when anthropology’s entanglement with its colonial legacy became a topic of critical debate, feminist anthropology brought about a paradigm shift, and engaged anthropology was a growing field.13 As a result of experiences during my stay in Syria, I opted to do my first fieldwork with Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied West Bank in the early 1980s, and I have returned there ever since. Influenced by the work of scholars critical of Orientalism’s reductionist focus on culture and neglect of materiality, my early work centred on women’s access to property. This brought together themes that would interest me for the rest of my professional life: the entanglements of gender, class, nation, and religion, or, in more theoretical terms, the relationships between power, experience, and signification, and between materiality, the senses, and affect.14 In contrast to other regions where ethnographers did research, in the field of Palestine studies, many of the leading scholars were Palestinian while others were connected to Palestine through ties of affinity and long-term residence or through political engagement.15 Palestine was not simply an academic career.


The societal context and my position in academia were very different when I started working at ISIM in 2001. Universities had become increasingly entrepreneurial, substantial government funding was available for research on Muslims in Europe, and much research was conducted and directed by those with close ties to government circles (Essed and Nimako 2006). Critical scholars, especially those of Muslim background, faced considerable problems in gaining acceptance as an authoritative scholarly voice on Islam and Muslim societies. Simultaneously, there had been a sharp turn towards ethnonationalism in the Netherlands, with Islam seen as the cause of a wide range of social problems, many of them gender-related.16 When I began to develop research projects in the Netherlands, now in the position of full professor, my research focus included this socio-political context.

In my work on Muslim cultural politics, I investigated how state actors and others in positions of authority turned specific Muslim practices, such as wearing a face veil or entering into an Islamic-only marriage, into problems requiring intervention. More critically, I examined how those engaging in these practices understood and evaluated them, also drawing on theoretical approaches that take religion seriously (Asad 1986; Mahmood 2001). Doing so revealed interlocutors’ perspectives that often complicated, challenged, or directly contradicted dominant narratives. Such a juxtaposition raised questions about the parties involved in problematising these practices, how they are able claim a position of authority, and the wider issues of how populations deemed troublesome are managed and how they respond to this. Writing a book about how research management engages with and attempts to control ethnographic research is in line with this.

In addition to drawing on my experiential knowledge of Dutch academia, I used a wide range of other methods and sources for this book. I had long conversations with both ethnographers and those working in the field of research management, focusing on the main themes of this book: ethics, integrity, open science, replication, transparency, and academic freedom. My interlocutors ranged from students to full professors and from data managers to directors. I attended and participated in a wide range of events, seminars, and panel discussions, occasionally as a speaker or author of short interventions focusing on particular aspects of research management.17 I have also drawn on a variety of primary sources, including ethical codes and guidelines, integrity protocols, formal statements by university administrators, and information provided on research funders’ websites, as well as on a broad spectrum of secondary literature.




1.3. Writing this book: set-up and chapters

At first, this book project seemed small and simple. I had already written a few papers on the subject and thought I had a good grasp of what I wanted to say. However, as I began to read up on the various topics I wanted to discuss and as I talked extensively with colleagues, scholars affected by research management, and those involved in research management, I discovered that the relations between research management and ethnography were more complex than I had imagined. I had assumed that changes in research management were particularly damaging to ethnographic research. While this assumption is true in some respects, it also turned out to be too simplistic. Being part of an interdisciplinary group of scholars during my fellowship at Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study, I realised that scholars from other disciplinary backgrounds can face similar problems. As my writing stretched over a period of two years, unexpected issues also emerged that needed to be addressed, such as the renewed attention to academic freedom.

In the process of writing, I have moved away from how concepts such as research ethics, Open Science, research integrity, and academic freedom are defined to how they are used in practice and how this has changed over time. Some of the following chapters discuss the emergence of these themes – those on regulating ethics, Open Science, and integrity codes – in a broad sense; other chapters narrow these down and focus on issues that are particularly relevant to ethnographic research such as doing no harm, informed consent, anonymity, positionality, and sharing field notes. Most chapters include brief references to our affaire and other cases; in chapter 7 these take a more central place. While some sections focus on a particular local settings, they all address topics and trends that resonate with wider international developments and provide insights that go beyond the particular.


The chapters

Ethnographic research has become increasingly popular in disciplines other than anthropology. However, what it means to do ethnographic research and how it is to be conducted varies widely. In chapter 2, I begin by describing how I use the term ‘ethnography’. Rather than considering ethnography a method, I use the term to refer to a sensibility, an approach, a way of working, based on longer-term immersive fieldwork, that is strongly relational and processual, where there is no sharp separation between collecting and analysing research materials, and where findings are co-produced with our interlocutors.

In the following section, I then briefly discuss how changes in the world at large have influenced the topics ethnographers focus on, the perspectives they use, and the demographics of ethnographers and their interlocutors. A major message of this book is that an ethnographic way of working, characterized by serendipity and openness to the unexpected, is in tension with those forms of research management that favour predictability, standardised protocols, and clear and fixed boundaries.

In chapter 3, on ethical regulations, I briefly describe how anthropologists have developed their own ethical codes or guidelines, focusing on the American Anthropological Association (AAA) as its codes have served as a template for the development of guidelines and codes elsewhere. Such guidelines emerged in response to the problems ethnographers encounter and are therefore context specific and evolve over time, as a comparison between the 1971 and 2012 AAA codes indicates.

Next, I turn from these self-regulatory guidelines to legally enforceable ethics regulations and how the latter have become implemented. Developed in response to scandals in clinical biomedical research, in the US these codes were also enforced in other scholarly fields through Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), which operate with proscriptive ethical reviews and universally applicable rules. Still, what matters most is how these codes are implemented, which then draws attention to trends such as hypercompliance.

In Europe, by contrast, the main legally enforceable research regulation is the general Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which also affects the relations of ethnographers with their interlocutors and turns research materials into ‘data’. Here, major funders such as the European Research Council (ERC), which require ethics approval, have been instrumental in introducing ethical review procedures to universities in Europe. This chapter draws attention to the tensions between the format of bureaucratic regulatory ethics and an ethics of care that is central to ethnographic research.

In chapter 4, I move from ethical regulations to how two important ethical principles – doing no harm and informed consent – work in practice. I begin by exploring the tensions that can arise when we try to do no harm. Not only is the concept of harm ambiguous, but our interlocutors may have divergent concerns and interests, with some involved in causing harm to others. Emerging dilemmas become especially salient when our interlocutors are more powerful or espouse values we strongly disagree with.

One tool for mitigating harm is informed consent, a central principle in biomedical research. When the requirement of informed consent travels to ethnography, dilemmas abound. Informed consent forms may prevent covert research, but their use also affects the research relationship and can put both ethnographers and their interlocutors at risk. Not only the forms but also the principle of fully informed, freely given informed consent needs critical reflection. This principle tends to overrate the agency of both researchers and their interlocutors, as the unpredictability of ethnographic research makes disclosure always partial. I conclude this chapter with a call for more attention to what is often most important to our interlocutors, namely how we present them and their life-worlds to the public. This call asks for the recognition of responsibility for the other rather than for a standardized ethics format.

Chapter 5 broadens the scope again. I start with a description of the emergence of the Open Science movement. While it began as a utopian movement aimed at making science and scholarship accessible to a wider public, it has also reinforced hierarchies between institutions and epistemic approaches and turned into a tool of control. Critically engaging with the key concept of transparency, I address the tensions and difficult balance between transparency as a means of surveillance from above and transparency as a demand for accountability from below.

Moving to the quest for replication, an important impetus for Open Science, I discuss the various ways in which scholars engage with replication. Focusing on how replication works in practice, including researchers’ motivations, I argue that ethnographers are not opposed to the principles of replication and openness but enact them in ways that reflect the specificities of an ethnographic approach. In their writing, ethnographers extensively reflect on the dynamics of their relationships with interlocutors and, more generally, on whether and how their methods work in practice.

In chapter 6, I turn from ethical dilemmas to integrity codes. Over the past decade, research integrity has become a rapidly expanding field with its own research projects, networks, journals, and conferences. The development of integrity codes has been a strongly top-down process set in motion by the boards of the major research institutions in response to public scandals.


Focusing on the Dutch context, I examine how the concept of research integrity is signified and how this has evolved over time. To achieve this, I compare the Dutch research integrity codes of 2004/2014 and 2018 together with the advisory reports produced for their respective reviews. In addition, I briefly consider the 2023 European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity to situate the Dutch developments within a broader framework. Emerging trends are an emphasis on general standards that are more suitable to a positivist approach, a move away from broader ethical concerns to a more narrow notion of integrity, and far greater allowances for the commercialisation of research. I end this chapter with a brief discussion of how policy-making itself – that is, the proliferation of competitive peer-reviewed project funding – can be harmful for research integrity, a topic further explored in chapter 8 on academic freedom.

In chapter 7, I explore how integrity is enacted in practice with a focus on anonymity, researcher positionality, and the sharing of field notes, areas where ethnographers and research managers often hold different and sometimes conflicting views. I begin by reflecting on the benefits and drawbacks of disclosing names, emphasizing how the research topic and the positionality of our interlocutors matter. A key dilemma arises when our interlocutors themselves regard being named as a form of recognition.

Ethnographers and research administrators also signify openness about researcher positionality in different ways. Ethnographers tend to value openness about their motivations and reflect extensively on how relationships with interlocutors evolve. Tensions arise when research governance promotes a different kind of openness, focusing instead on researchers’ personal backgrounds and beliefs. In addition to drawing on insights from our own affaire, in this chapter I also present a contrasting case that underscores the importance of the substance of the research.

Turning to field notes, I show how their public disclosure is problematic for both ethical and epistemological reasons. Anonymising field notes, necessary to protect the privacy of our interlocutors is next to impossible. Moreover, ethnographers use field notes as memory aids primarily for their own use, which makes them difficult for others to interpret or reuse. Making field notes legible to others would inevitably transform them into something much closer to a published text. I conclude with a brief note on the controversies surrounding the work of Alice Goffman in the US and Mart Bax in the Netherlands, both of whom destroyed their field notes.


In chapter 8, I trace how academic freedom has become a subject of public and political debate in the Netherlands. Beginning with a 2017 parliamentary motion about self-censorship in academia and concluding with how academic freedom is invoked in responses to protests against the war on Gaza, I examine how both parliamentarians and university boards frequently conflate academic freedom with freedom of expression, situating this within a broader discussion on the relationship between scholarship and politics.

Next, I consider the conditions necessary for the exercise of academic freedom. Basic requirements such as a degree of secure funding and stable employment have been progressively eroded by the rise of the enterprising university. I also explore how external threats and internal harassment have become focal points of policy interventions, with social safety redefined as freedom from scholarly discomfort. In the final section, which centres on the use of academic freedom in relation to the war on Gaza, I show how university boards’ selective concerns with security and safety have curtailed scholarly debate, while their appeals to ‘institutional neutrality’ have allowed them to evade broader societal responsibilities.

In the concluding chapter, I return to the tensions between doing ethnography and the requirements of research management. Ethnography is less exceptional and the relationship between ethnography and research management is more complex than I had expected. Ethnographers are not averse to taking ethics and integrity seriously but argue that because of epistemic differences and the specificities of particular scholarly fields, they do these differently, working with a situated ethics of care rather than with regulatory ethics. If research policymaking does not recognize the value of such differences, this in itself can negatively affect the ability of researchers to work ethically and with integrity and violate their academic freedom.







Chapter 2 Doing ethnography: an approach, not a method

Ethnography is often thought of as a method for qualitative research; sometimes all qualitative research is broadly labelled as ethnographic. In this book, I use the term ethnography in a different way, that is, for a particular approach to doing research that involves longer-term immersive fieldwork. This way of working is most prevalent in anthropology, but some scholars in other disciplines also use such an approach, and not all anthropologists do so.

In the first part of this chapter, I describe how this kind of ethnographic approach works. Central to doing ethnography is its strongly relational and processual character, with ethnographers and their interlocutors involved in the co-production of knowledge. Next, I introduce two sociological approaches, one focusing on life stories and the other on case studies, which I consider to be similar to an ethnographic approach. As these sociologists need to legitimise their pursuits in a field dominated by positivist research, their work is helpful for further highlighting the specificity of an ethnographic approach.

In the last section, I briefly point to some major ways in which doing ethnography has evolved. I start with Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1922) early, detailed description of how intensive fieldwork should be conducted and then move on to the 2020 manifesto on ‘patchwork ethnography’, which draws attention to how the relationship between the personal and professional lives of ethnographers has changed and how this can affect ethnographic research (günel, Varma, and Watanabe 2020; also günel and Watanabe 2023). Here I address some major developments in doing ethnography that have consequences for research management: changes in the object of research, the location of the field, the kinds of interlocutors we work with, and the demographics of both ethnographers and their publics.



2.1. Ethnography as relational and processual

Historically, the term ethnography refers to the writing up of a people. Using intensive field research, the aim was to present, in the language of the time, the natives’ point of view and their ways of living, covering as many aspects of their life-world as possible. In the early days of anthropology, a distinction was often made between ethnography and anthropology. Ethnography was idiographic, concerned with the description and documentation of particular cases, while anthropology was considered nomothetic, engaged in comparison and generalization on the basis of such case studies. As we shall see, many do not agree with this division between description and theorising.1

In its more contemporary usage, doing ethnography has come to refer to a particular way of doing research. For anthropology, long-term, intensive fieldwork was and is the way of working that distinguishes it from other social sciences. As Time Ingold points out, such a way of working is characterised by ‘open-ended commitment, generous attentiveness, relational depth and sensitivity to context’ (Ingold 2014, 384). Central to participant observation – his term of preference – is that it involves a concentrated process of learning, with the researcher in the position of a student. Living in a particular setting, sharing time and space, researchers learn from their interlocutors by attentive observation – not limited to sight, but also involving the other senses – while simultaneously participating in activities. Observation as a ‘way of participating attentively’, and thus a way of learning, is not the same as objectification. ‘We observe not by objectifying others, but by paying attention to them, watching what they do and listening to what they say. We study with people, rather than making studies of them. We call this way of working “participant observation”. It is a cornerstone of the discipline’ (Ingold 2018, 9).

As the above indicates, doing ethnography is always relational: it involves relationships between ethnographers and their interlocutors (and in addition, as we will see later, with other interesting parties, including those enabling the research). The person of the ethnographer has an impact on the research process, requiring the development of a strongly reflexive stance. Ethnographers bring to fieldwork not only their academic knowledge but also the experiential knowledge they have acquired throughout their lives. Depending on their positionality and that of their interlocutors, researchers need to develop a sense of closeness or distance, relations of intimacy or estrangement. When one engages with people whose lives are very different from one’s own, doing ethnography means learning new perspectives, ways of living and acting; it involves becoming familiar with life forms that were once strange. But if we are doing research among and with people we are already close to (often referred to as ‘anthropology at home’), a different move needs to be made: we need to develop a sense of estrangement, to make strange what seems familiar and commonplace.

It is important to realize here that this does not simply involve a position on a continuum. Both researchers and their interlocutors take up multiple positions; they may be closer in some respects (for example, gender) and more distant in others (such as race, class, or religion). This point is further complicated by the context-dependent meanings of terms like gender, race, class, and religion and their intersections. Moreover, in longer-term fieldwork, relationships between researchers and interlocutors are not fixed or stable but shift over time. Closeness or distance are therefore neither given nor permanently achieved, but always in process, emerging through the many interactions between researchers and their interlocutors. This also means that ethnographic research is exploratory, open-ended, and often unpredictable.


Ethnography as co-production

There is another aspect of ethnographic research that distinguishes it from other ways of working. In the early 1970s, Johannes Fabian was already writing about doing fieldwork as co-production, as an intersubjective practice based on sharing time and place.2 By considering ethnographic research as a learning process and highlighting the importance of communication, he considers our interlocutors not simply as vessels of information but as co-producers of knowledge. It is through our interactions with them that we learn. Fieldwork is not about collecting information; ethnographic data are not ‘given’ but are ‘made’ (facta) through a process of communication (Fabian 1990, 769). As an epistemological concept, intersubjectivity does not refer so much to the development of empathic relationships as to the possibility of trading places, of seeing the world from another’s point of view. This means that the relations between ethnographers and their interlocutors are not necessarily collaborative; they can also be tense and even confrontational (Duranti 2010, 29; Fabian 2014, 206).


Such co-production of knowledge is not limited to empirical knowledge. Our interlocutors also produce reflexive, theoretical knowledge such as insights about how social relations work in their social environment (Bertaux 1981; hooks 1991); what ethnographers discover may well be self-evident to their interlocutors. However, ethnographers do more than translate and present this knowledge to audiences elsewhere. They can relate the kinds of insights they acquire from their interlocutors to other sources of knowledge such as historical sources, the writings of colleagues, and even quantitative data (Fassin 2017). For instance, ethnographers can reveal power structures stretching in space and time that are not directly visible to our interlocutors or unearth different ways of looking at the world, including different perspectives present amongst our interlocutors. Furthermore, we do not use our fieldwork experiences only to write detailed ethnographies, but we can also use what we have learned doing fieldwork to critically engage with existing concepts and theories (Fabian 1990, 770).

Similarly, ethnographic texts are not simply a mirror image, a more or less truthful representation of our fieldwork experiences. These texts, and hence the ways in which our interlocutors are presented, are actively created by the ethnographer. When we write about our fieldwork experiences (our presence in the field then and there), we make our interlocutors (and hence ourselves) present in the here and now. Representation as an act is then productive ‘in the strong sense of transforming, fashioning, and creating’ (Fabian 1990, 756; 2014, 205).

By communicating about their fieldwork experiences, ethnographers act in the world. Intensive fieldwork provides us with insights that help us to deconstruct dominant discourses, to recognise that what is presented as natural or as a problem is not given but has been produced as such by particular actors in particular contexts. Our fieldwork experiences provide us with narratives and insights that we can use to counter dominant discourses, whether through our written texts or through other means of communication. Using our ethnographic knowledge, we may speak critically to those experts who produce knowledge that turns our interlocutors into subjects to be managed and governed (Fernando 2014).

In line with this, Alpa Shah (2017, 47; 2022, 572) views ethnographic research as a potentially revolutionary practice. This is because what she calls ‘ethnography’s inherently democratic approach’ – long-term research that takes a holistic approach and centres people left out of dominant analyses – helps us understand how dominant powers can be challenged. Indeed, ethnography holds such potential. At the same time, however, we should not overlook that it can also function as a means of subjugation (Fabian 1990, 760).




2.2. Ethnography beyond anthropology

While it is widely recognised that ethnographic research is central to socio-cultural anthropology, it has also become increasingly popular in a wide range of other disciplines such as sociology, political science, and other social sciences as well as in the humanities in fields such as media studies, area studies, and religious studies. Yet how scholars signify the term ‘ethnographic research’ varies widely.

Rather than considering ethnographic research as a way of working and a sensibility, scholars from other disciplines have often reduced it to a set of methods. They have used the label ‘ethnographic’ to refer to any kind of qualitative research method that involves interaction with people. In-person interviews or field observations are then labelled as ‘ethnographic interviews’ or ‘ethnographic observations’. Often ‘ethnographic cases’ function as illustrations in research projects that simultaneously work with representative samples of randomly selected informants. Such references to ‘the ethnographic’ then become part of a discourse that is very much exemplary of a positivist approach. Ethnography is considered helpful to develop new ways of thinking about causal relationships and generate alternative hypotheses. However, it remains anecdotal, presented as a collection of stories with little scholarly value if not validated by solid statistical or formal analysis (Pachirat 2017, 15).3

This use of the term ‘ethnography’ is a far cry from an ethnographic approach that requires long-term engagement and is characterised by immersive, open-ended, and interactive ways of working (Ingold 2014, 384). However, ethnography as a way of working is not completely absent outside the anthropological tradition. This way of working may then not involve the kind of immersion that participant observation requires, but its broader approach can still be considered ‘close to ethnographic’, allowing for family resemblances. For example, Daniel Bertaux (1981), who worked with life stories, and Mario Luis Small (2009), who focused on case studies, both demonstrate interesting similarities with an ethnographic approach.


Bertaux (1981) explicitly addresses how his approach to researching labour relations diverges from a positivist way of working. In the case of the latter, research begins with the formulation of hypotheses to be tested, the selection of a population and a representative sample, the collection of data (or often the collection of data by others), and the analysis of data using advanced statistical techniques with the aim of developing generalisable statements. These hypotheses centre on assumed relationships between variables and focus on the attitudes and social characteristics of individuals. Bertaux’s approach is different. He focuses on recurrent relational practices that reveal underlying social relations and how they have been historically shaped. Since these are the result of social struggles, they are not predictable, that is, there are no social laws to be discovered. Rather than working with a representative sample, he selects his interlocutors on the basis of the research question (theoretical sampling) and uses a snowball strategy. Conducting topical life-story interviews, he considers his interlocutors as knowledgeable about how labour relations work in their own social environment. As a researcher, he learns from and reflects on each story and adapts the next conversation accordingly. This means that there is no fixed interview protocol because collecting and analysing material are not separate stages and the research process is not linear but iterative and cyclical. The research process gradually comes to an end when saturation of knowledge is reached, when we have gained an understanding of how these social relations work. As researchers, we can then further contextualise the study by including the wider network of social relations and their historical movement.

Small (2009), who works with in-depth interviews, uses a similar approach. Invoking the term ‘sequential interviewing’, he sees each interview as a case study, with the findings from the first case used to develop new questions for the next case. Acknowledging that in-depth qualitative studies will never meet the demands of statistical representativeness, he argues that for qualitative researchers, extended interviews with a small number of people are not small sample studies, which are inevitably flawed when presented as representative of a particular population, but multiple case studies. Each case is then analysed in relation to the wider social forces that shape it, allowing local conditions to be explored in the light of external forces. What matters then is what an individual case can tell us about society, not about the population of similar cases. Deviating cases are not irrelevant but, on the contrary, particularly interesting. By following events with the same actors over time, such an approach also helps us to discover processes, to understand how events may be connected. In these examples, ‘ethnographic interviews’ are not simply used as a method but are embedded in and inseparable from a broader ethnographic approach.



2.3. Ethnography in a changing world

Before turning to contemporary modes of doing ethnography, I briefly turn to Malinowski’s seminal work on how to conduct intensive fieldwork (Malinowski 2022). Advocating a holistic, scientific approach, he argued that ethnographers must consciously avoid the prejudices of common sense. To truly immerse themselves in village life and to cease to be intrusive observers, they must stay away from other white men. To be able to learn from the natives, ethnographers must be well versed in the local language. To enhance the scientific quality of their work, they are required to provide a detailed description of their working methods and the sources they use. A distinction must be made between what has been directly observed and what has been told by others. Rules can only be discovered through the collection of concrete cases. The information gathered must be documented through lists of personally witnessed events, tables of cases, lists of kinship terms and genealogical tables, lists of transactions, and so on. In order to provide vivid descriptions of everyday life, ethnographers need to keep an ethnographic diary in which they record very detailed observations of actual life and behaviour. Collecting verbatim expressions and stories in the local language documents native ideas; some materials, such as proverbs and songs, can also be published separately for use by others.4

There is much in these guidelines for intensive fieldwork that contemporary ethnographers still consider important: knowledge of the local language, prolonged immersion, openness and suspension of judgement, careful note-taking, distinguishing between observations and hearsay, and, under certain conditions, collecting materials that can be reused. But much has also changed.

Almost a century after Malinowski published his guidelines, Gökçe günel, Saiba Varma and Chika Watanabe (2020) published a manifesto arguing for new ways of doing ethnography. Written during the COVID pandemic, this manifesto is concerned with how to think about and engage with anthropologists’ relationships between their personal and professional lives, including the labour of care that affects ethnographic research. Given that many ethnographers are unable to spend a year or more in a distant place, the authors argue for patchwork ethnography, that is, ‘ethnographic processes and protocols designed around short-term field visits, using fragmentary yet rigorous data, and other innovations that resist the fixity, holism, and certainty demanded in the publication process’. This description of method does not refer to one-off, short, instrumental trips such as consultancies but rather to ‘research efforts that maintain the long-term commitments, language proficiency, contextual knowledge, and slow thinking that characterizes so-called traditional fieldwork […] while fully attending to how changing living and working conditions are profoundly and irrevocably changing knowledge production’ (Günel et al. 2020, n.p.). In doing so, they also aim to make ethnographic research more inclusive of people with diverse (embodied) capacities.


Shifting foci and fields

The guidelines for conducting intensive fieldwork were drawn up in a period when anthropological theorizing considered research populations in far away places as living in stable and bounded communities, overlooking historical change and external influences. Since the 1960s, these assumptions have become widely criticized. At the time, a powerful critique of anthropology’s colonial history was emerging, stimulated by political decolonisation and the Vietnam War (Asad 1973; Hymes 1969). Critical anthropologists underlined how colonialism had profoundly affected many of these communities and how these ‘people without history’ had always been part of global historical processes. In doing so, they centre structures of power, their reproduction and transformation.5

Such shifts in theorizing had major consequences for ethnographic research. Doing ethnography is no longer considered the writing-up of a people as holistically as possible. Instead, ethnographers engage with their interlocutors to address particular concerns and practices that revolve on how key analytical concepts such as reproduction, security, secularism, or inequality are lived and understood. Through learning from and with their interlocutors, they are able to gain insights into how such concepts work in practice. Fernando (2014, 239–40), for instance, conducted fieldwork with Muslims in France not to be able to describe their life-world but to gain insight into the force and contradictions of secular power.

These developments also have consequences for the kinds of interlocutors with whom anthropologists do research. Ethnographers have often worked with marginalised, vulnerable populations. While centring the experiences of these populations is still valuable today (Shah 2022), from the early 1970s, anthropologists have also made a plea to include a far wider range of people as subjects of research. Laura Nader (1969), who coined the term ‘studying up’, called on anthropologists to study powerful elites and institutions, organisations and bureaucracies that had a broad public impact and major consequences for subaltern people. She asked what would happen if anthropologists studied the colonisers rather than the colonised, the culture of power rather than the culture of the powerless, and the culture of wealth rather than the culture of poverty.

A more recent development is the move to do research with people whose ethos ethnographers strongly reject. With the global rise of ethnonationalism (geschiere 2009), notable examples include studies with interlocutors who support the far right. When ethnographers work with vulnerable and disadvantaged interlocutors with whom they sympathize or with activists whose views tally with their own, they often attempt to develop more collaborative ways of working. When, in contrast, our interlocutors espouse a very different ethos, ethnographers need to recalibrate the kinds of relationships they want to engage in.

These developments have implications for doing ethnography. Ingold’s emphasis on participant observation as a learning process based on the development of trust between ethnographers and their interlocutors becomes more complicated when these interlocutors are far more powerful and refuse to become research subjects or when they espouse an ethos that ethnographers find hard to stomach. As Didier Fassin (2017) and Hugh gusterson (2021) have argued, we then may need to use a wider range of methods as part of an ethnographic approach. The dilemmas of studying up and doing research with those with whom we strongly disagree are discussed in detail in chapter 4.

Anthropologists have also begun to work at home. While sociologists have done so from the moment they engaged in ethnographic fieldwork, it is a more recent development among anthropologists.6 Initially, this meant a turn to doing ethnographic research in Europe and the Anglophone world as this was the home of most anthropologists at the time. In the meantime, as a result of the shift in the demographics of ethnographic researchers, the geographical reach of studying at home has widened. As anthropology has become institutionalised in countries of the global South, locally grounded, globally connected anthropological traditions have multiplied, with many ethnographers from the global South conducting fieldwork in their home societies.7 In addition, there is yet another change in demographics that matters: our publics have changed. With the rapid spread of, on the one hand, literacy, and, on the other, online connectivity, we no longer write only for a white, mainly Anglophone public; our publics have become far more diverse and sometimes also include our interlocutors (Brettell 1996; Abu-Lughod 2016).

Patchwork ethnography adds yet another perspective to this changing landscape. It invites us to take seriously how the personal and professional lives of ethnographers are intertwined and how this affects doing research. With scholars – in particular women and anthropologists from the global South – increasingly overwhelmed by the multiple pressures of work and other responsibilities, including the labour of care, some have argued for the need to protect the personal from the professional. Others present a different take. They argue that ethnography is not conducted only by those who are formally employed as researchers, whether in the academy or beyond. If we recognize that at least some of our interlocutors provide us not only with empirical insights into their lives but also with their own theoretical reflections about how their social environment works, then doing ethnography is an activity in which those outside the field of professional anthropology can also engage. As Dell Hymes (1991, xi–xii) suggested decades ago:


But the possibility of ethnography can be liberating to people who are not anthropologists. People can find it liberating that what they know themselves, can find out, is admissible. That there is a valid kind of study apart from experimental design or survey, one that is continuous with making sense of everyday life.

If one starts from certain goals, indeed, and not from the profession, one might see anthropology’s fulfilment in having as many as possible participate in ethnography. After all, there will never be enough ‘anthropologists’ to find out about the myriad diverse activities, groups and ways of life that continually emerge […] Good ethnographies have often depended in important part on reflective, knowledgeable members of the community. Why not think of ‘anthropology’ as networks of such people? […]


As a profession, anthropology is small and can not by its own numbers make much difference in the world. Perhaps its greatest effect could be to give itself away.






2.4. Conclusion: epistemological plurality

Both the worlds in which ethnographers operate and the perspectives they employ have undergone profound change. Increasingly, they recognize the power-laden interconnections that shape global realities and local lives. At the same time, ethnographers now come from far more diverse backgrounds, and their interlocutors encompass a wider range of people, including those in positions of power and members of their own communities.8 These changes also affect how ethnographers engage with ethical dilemmas, as we will see later.

Although there is no single model for doing ethnography, this chapter indicates that an ethnographic approach is far removed from the tenets of positivism.9 It requires a longer-term immersion in a particular setting and an ongoing engagement with our interlocutors. It hones sensibilities such as an appreciation for the unexpected and the ambiguous. Going beyond one’s research question as a result of insights gained during the research process is positively valued. Theoretical sampling rather than statistical representation guides the selection of cases. ‘Data collection’ and ‘data analysis’ are not separate, sequential phases of research but are iterative, cyclical, and recursive, aiming at saturation of knowledge. The stories anthropologists tell may not be generalisable, but they provide a depth of insight into relationships, practices, and life-worlds that positivist research is not able to generate.

In the following chapters, I will argue that a major problem for ethnography is the preference of research management for a positivist approach and its refusal to recognise and value a variety of epistemic perspectives and paradigms. When research management overlooks the differences between epistemological traditions, problems arise for ethnographers. Solutions developed for ethical and integrity issues in other fields such as biomedicine and social psychology can prove an obstacle for those working with an interpretive, intersubjective, fieldwork-based approach.






Chapter 3 Research ethics: problems with regulation

Anthropologists have developed ethical codes and guidelines – the terms are often used interchangeably – in response to ethnographic practices that they have come to recognise as being unethical or even harmful. One of the earliest codes was the 1971 code of the American Anthropological Association (AAA), the oldest professional organisation of anthropologists. As this code is frequently used as a model for those elsewhere, I begin this chapter by tracing its emergence and how it has been modified over time.

While such anthropological codes and guidelines are often not legally enforceable, the situation is different when state institutions become involved in regulating research ethics, as has been the case with biomedical research. In the next section, I will discuss what happens when these regulations are then applied to the social sciences in general and to ethnography in particular. Institutional Review Boards (IRBs), the bureaucratic form of research regulation in the US, are an interesting case because they have a long historical presence. Examining changes over time draws attention to the need to go beyond the text of regulations and analyse how such regulations are implemented.

Turning to the regulation of research in Europe, I discuss in the next section first how in the EU data processing is legally regulated through the GDPR. Whereas the raison d’être of the GDPR was to protect the privacy of EU residents from the unauthorised use of data by Big Tech and other commercial parties, its often restrictive implementation also has implications for scholarly research, including ethnography. This is then followed by a brief note on other forms of ethical regulation, in particular those of Europe’s largest funding agency, the ERC, which has set up its own ethics review committee and pushed universities to do the same. As it turns out, the main problem ethnographers face is that these various forms of bureaucratic, regulatory ethics are in tension with the situated, embedded ethics of care that is central to ethnography.



3.1. Ethical self-regulation in anthropology

Debates about ethics in anthropology are as old as the discipline itself. In his article on the prehistory of ethical codes in anthropology, Peter Pels (1999) reflects on the intersections between moral value, truth value, and political expediency in the history of British anthropology. Ethnographers had to develop relationships of trust not only with their interlocutors but also with those who granted them access to the field such as the colonial state and those who provided financial support. He refers to this particular position of the ethnographer as an epistemology of double identities or duplexity which shades into moral duplicity. Because of such dual loyalties, there is always an element of doubt about the intentions and sincerity of ethnographers both in the field and at home.

With the professionalisation of anthropology in the interbellum period, this tension between ethics and politics began to intersect with stronger claims to value-free scientific truth. Distancing themselves from ‘practical men’ (such as colonial administrators or missionaries), academic anthropologists claimed that only they could provide adequate, truthful representations of the colonised. Whereas earlier some anthropologists had viewed themselves as benevolent reformers protecting indigenous populations, by the 1930s British anthropology had come to present itself as a ‘public service rendered to the colonial administration’ (Pels 1999, 102).1 Questions about whose interests anthropologists should prioritise and whether and how values should play a role in scholarly work would remain pressing in the years to come.

Pels’ emphasis on duplexity, or the triad of anthropologists, their interlocutors, and those in power, is helpful in understanding the complex positionality of anthropologists, but it also invites further nuance. Both the people studied and the state institutions and funders on whom anthropologists depend for access to the field are internally fractured. Anthropologists’ interlocutors are often not a homogeneous category with similar interests but can be differently positioned, including in terms of power and access to resources. State actors and funders have a variety of concerns and interests that can overlap and reinforce each other but can also be in tension. It is therefore more productive to think of ethnographers’ relationships with their interlocutors and with those in power as multiple rather than dyadic or triadic; the nature of these relationships depends on the positionality of ethnographers and their interlocutors in terms of both power and ethos.



Debates on principles and codes: the AAA

By the mid-1960s, critical voices recognising that value-free detachment implied tacit approval of the status quo emerged among anthropologists. A major impetus for this was the discovery of plans to use anthropological research to support government attempts at counterinsurgency in Latin America (Project Camelot) and during the war in Vietnam, Thailand and Cambodia (Mills 2003).2 These debates about ethnographic knowledge production linked ethics to epistemology and politics. Critical anthropologists such as gough (1968) and Berreman (1968) recognised the need to pay attention to how the colonial presence and imperialism affected the societies in which they conduct fieldwork.

The effects of the Cold War had a major impact on the drafting of the AAA’s first code of ethics, the Principles of Professional Responsibility of 1971. Whereas some anthropologists had previously supported colonial rule, the Principles placed a strong emphasis on the paramount responsibility of anthropologists towards their interlocutors, explicitly stating that the first duty of anthropologists is to represent the interests of the people studied:


In research, anthropologists’ paramount responsibility is to those they study. When there is a conflict of interest, these individuals must come first. Anthropologists must do everything in their power to protect the physical, social, and psychological welfare and to honor the dignity and privacy of those studied. (AAA 1971 statement on ethics as amended through November 1986)



The Principles also stated that there should be no secret research and urged that those who violated these professional obligations should be held accountable (Mills 2003: 44).

In the years that followed, the Principles continued to be the subject of much debate. While critical anthropology and action research gained support in the 1970s, the turn to advocacy began to wane by the end of the decade. As academic employment became increasingly scarce and more anthropologists worked outside the academy, there was a renewed emphasis on anthropology producing value-free scientific knowledge (Pels 1999, 111–12). The changes to the code proposed in the 1980s indicated a greater focus on public relations and the need to present a positive, reliable public image to potential employers.3


While such proposals did not make it into the code, later revisions, namely those of 1998, presented a partly different perspective on research ethics and the kind of work a code could do. These revisions were the result of disillusionment with the 1971 Principles, which had proved to be both unenforceable and out of step with the growing popularity of studying up (see chapter 4). Although those involved in designing the 1998 revisions still used the term ‘code’, they emphasised that the main purpose of said code was educational: ‘to foster discussion, guide anthropologists in making responsible decisions, and educate’, explicitly stating that the AAA ‘does not adjudicate claims for unethical behaviour’ (AAA 1998, n.p.).

From the outset, the idea of a code itself has been met with criticism. In those fields such as medicine and law where they have official regulatory functions, codes act as a means of quality control and function to discipline members of the profession who engage in abuse and other forms of harmful behaviour (Pels 1999). This is not the case with anthropological codes. Many also pointed out that it is more important to embed ethics firmly in educational programmes, training researchers in how to do ethics, including through field exercises (Lederman 2023, 18).

At the same time, these codes can nonetheless also be seen as guidelines, that is, as advisory statements that delineate professional ethics for the field itself, and as public relations tools presenting anthropology to a wider public and supporting a claim to professionalism (Meskell and Pels 2005, 2). Through ethical debates about the Principles, anthropologists seek to constitute themselves as a moral community of sorts (Caplan 2003, 5). The Principles are good to think with because they generate an awareness of the need to engage with the ethics of anthropological research and the dilemmas that anthropologists face.4 Furthermore, anthropologists can employ the Principles – as the outcome of collective work that carries more weight than individual statements – to defend themselves against employers, research administrators, or funders when they are pressured to act in ways that are contrary to their professional ethics such as when they are asked to share field notes or violate the confidentiality of their interlocutors (Shore 1999, 124; Sluka 1999, 126).

In terms of content, the 2012 Principles present ethical guidelines in the form of seven short phrases designed to be easily remembered: do not harm; be open and honest regarding your work; obtain informed consent and necessary permissions; weigh competing ethical obligations due collaborators and affected parties; make your results accessible; protect and preserve your records; and maintain respectful and ethical professional relationships. Each principle is accompanied by a brief explanatory text which discusses how the principle may be applied in particular settings, also providing links to additional online material (AAA 2012, n.p.).

Comparing the 1971 and 2012 Principles, Alex Barker and Dena Plemmons (2016) draw attention to some significant shifts. Addressing the question of how anthropologists are expected to work with the Principles in their day-to-day ethnographic practice, the new code no longer employs explicit and unequivocal obligations and prohibitions; rather, it emphasises the significance of contextualisation, dispelling the notion that what is not explicitly prohibited is therefore permitted (Barker and Plemmons 2016, 208).

Next to this, the 2012 code no longer stipulates the paramount obligation of anthropologists to their interlocutors but modifies this obligation by considering it ‘usually primary’:


Anthropologists must weigh competing ethical obligations to research participants, students, professional colleagues, employers and funders, among others, while recognizing that obligations to research participants are usually primary. In doing so, obligations to vulnerable populations are particularly important. These varying relationships may create conflicting, competing or crosscutting ethical obligations, reflecting both the relative vulnerabilities of different individuals, communities or populations, asymmetries of power implicit in a range of relationships, and the differing ethical frameworks of collaborators representing other disciplines or areas of practice. (AAA 2012, np)



Still, as the 2012 Principles continue to emphasise anthropologists’ specific obligations towards vulnerable populations, Barker and Plemmons (2016: 209) relate this modification to the fact that ethnographers also increasingly do research with powerful interlocutors. At the same time, the Principles also include a wider range of parties concerned, such as employers and funders, which need to be taken into account when weighing competing ethical obligations.

Another modification is that, in a section that deals with restrictions on dissemination, previously prohibited, the 2012 Principles allow for the possibility that such restrictions can be justified under certain conditions:


Anthropologists should not withhold research results from research participants, especially when those results are shared with others. However, restrictions on disclosure may be appropriate and ethical, such as where study participants have been fully informed and have freely agreed to limited dissemination, or where restrictions have been placed on dissemination to protect the safety, dignity, or privacy of research participants or to minimize risk to researchers. Proprietary, classified or other research with limited distribution raises ethical questions which must be resolved using these ethical principles. (AAA 2012, np)



The wording of this clause was influenced by the US military’s recruitment of anthropologists to its Human Terrain System programme. Running between 2007 and 2014, this US military support programme employed social scientists, including anthropologists, to provide the military with information about the local population in areas where they were deployed, especially Iraq and Afghanistan. To address this, the AAA established a commission about the engagement of anthropologists with US security and intelligence communities. The committee expressed serious concerns about anthropologists working in contexts where informed consent could not be freely and fully obtained (Barker and Plemmons 2016, 211).5 While prohibitions on restrictions on dissemination were largely aimed at military and intelligence projects, they could also cause problems for the growing number of applied anthropologists who worked for clients. The new clause on dissemination restrictions conditionally allowed for a case-by-case approach (Barker and Plemmons 2016, 212).

Anthropological associations elsewhere have often used the AAA ethical guidelines as a point of departure to develop their own guidelines which also reflected the prevailing concerns of the times. In the Netherlands, for instance, it was only in 2019 that the Dutch Anthropological Association published its ethical principles for research, simultaneously adopting the brief guidelines that four professors (including the author of this book) had drawn up in the meantime (De Koning et al. 2019). While bearing similarities to the AAA Principles, these brief guidelines were designed as a response to new developments in the governance of research. De Koning et al. (2019) explicitly expressed concern that new protocols for data management, integrity, and ethics would pay insufficient attention to differences in scholarly approaches and epistemologies, and would impose models more suitable for positivist research on ethnography.

The relevance of the research context was also evident when the European Association of Social Anthropologists (EASA) produced a draft of good practice guidelines for collaborative research and authorship in anthropology. This document focused especially on potentially unethical practices in the large-scale projects that had become increasingly common in Europe.6 Such practices include the hierarchical organisation of these projects, the lack of career development for new researchers, and, more generally, the precarious position of temporarily appointed junior researchers in such projects. In 2018, the EASA also set up a committee to deal with abuse of power, lack of accountability, and sexual harassment when these had emerged as major topics of concern.7




3.2. Enforceable ethics: state governance and beyond

While debates about ethical codes in anthropology emerged from abuses of anthropological research, enforceable forms of research governance emerged from abuses in the biomedical field. Rena Lederman (2006a) summarizes how biomedical research became an object of investigation after World War II when the Nuremberg trials exposed the experiments that doctors had performed on prisoners in Nazi Germany’s concentration camps. Although the value of doing no harm had long been recognized in the medical field, the need for the state regulation of biomedical research became apparent. The Nuremberg Code (1947) became the starting point for international human research agreements, and the Declaration of Helsinki (1964) developed a set of universal ethical principles for medical research participants, such as informed consent, confidentiality, and protection from harm.

Medical abuse scandals were not limited to Nazi Germany. In the US, for example, there was a huge public outcry over the Tuskegee syphilis study in the early 1970s. In an experiment that began in Tuskegee, Alabama in 1932 and was to last for more than forty years, treatment was deliberately withheld from African American prisoners. This led to Senate hearings and an expert commission that produced the Belmont Report (1979). This report established principles for the ethical treatment of ‘human subjects’ and authorized federal regulations.

The purpose of these regulations was to provide a legal framework that required federally funded research involving human subjects to be reviewed by IRBs. These boards were to conduct reviews of research proposals to determine whether subjects would be put at risk, whether the risks outweighed the benefits to those subjects, and whether subjects had given informed consent. In 1991, a third version of these federal regulations, known as the Common Rule, was implemented (Babb 2020, 77ff.). When the Common Rule was revised again in 2018, some regulations were modified, but an attempt to exclude ethnographic research (participant observation) from the Common Rule was unsuccessful (Schrag 2019, 260).


IRBs in practice: a case of hypercompliance

The case of IRBs in the United States is interesting because it shows that discussing the regulations themselves provides only a partial view of the work they do; what matters most is how these regulations are implemented. While these IRBs are modelled on biomedical research, the US federal government also required universities to apply IRB review to research in the social sciences and humanities. Zachary Schrag (2009) meticulously traced how this happened. He concludes that the application of IRB review outside of biomedical research was motivated neither by scandals in social science research nor by empirical evidence that review would protect participants. While some actors sincerely wished to protect the privacy of research participants, the main factor at play was simply ‘the reluctance of any bureaucracy to relinquish authority’ (Schrag 2009, 29).8

Sarah Babb, a sociologist who served on an IRB at Boston College, extensively studied the workings of these bureaucracies. She traces the historical transformation of IRBs from academic committees to what she calls ‘compliance bureaucracies’ that protect research institutions rather than research subjects (Babb 2020, 3). From its inception in the mid-1970s, the IRB system was highly localized and fragmented. Local IRBs were run by faculty who served on the boards as part of their university service. Their primary concern was the broader issue of research ethics, not the letter of the regulations. As a result, these IRBs were at first quite liberal in their interpretations of the law, allowing for the possibility that social science and humanities research might fall outside the scope of the regulations (Babb 2020, 78).

With the expansion and commercialization of biomedical research, this system became untenable. Following public outcry over biomedical research scandals in the late 1990s, federal agencies began to take strong action against noncompliance. The IRB system became bureaucratized and professionalized to comply with the logic of auditability, which requires the detailed recording of procedural details.9 Research institutions hired professional staff to conduct ethical reviews, and decision-making shifted from faculty to administrators. In these changed circumstances, IRBs began to follow a very narrow interpretation of regulations that were themselves often unclear and inconsistent. In other words, not only were the regulations themselves problematic, but the extreme risk aversion of IRBs led to highly restrictive interpretations. A strong example is the requirement for signed consent forms. While there was an option in the regulations that allowed for the use of verbal consent in the case of less-risky research, IRBs either told researchers that consent forms were mandatory or simply failed to present this alternative (Babb 2020, 82).

The adoption of such ‘hypercompliant policies’ had major consequences for researchers in the social sciences and humanities.10 Institutions also began to extend the Common Rule to unfunded and potentially exempt research when they pledged to adhere ‘to exactly the same requirements for all research with human subjects, irrespective of whether it was receiving funding from Common Rule signatories’ (Babb 2020, 79). While this was a voluntary decision, it was strongly encouraged by federal regulators during the crackdown.

These IRB procedures posed serious problems for ethnographic research. By requiring prospective IRB review, the Common Rule assumed that a research project could be described in detail before research began and would proceed in a predictable manner. Unforeseen changes in the research design would have to be reviewed by a committee each time before the modified research could begin. IRB review requirements were also based on the idea that potential risks and benefits could be weighed before research began. However, as Lederman (2006a; 2023) has argued, ethnographic research is characterized by placing contextual control in the hands of research participants, a characteristic that makes it uniquely problematic for IRB regulation.

Gradually, arguments for the need for greater regulatory flexibility grew louder, and research universities began to look for ways to reduce the IRB burden on social and humanities studies (Babb 2020, 85ff.). In addition, as IRB professionals gained experience and confidence, they became less focused on hypercompliance. This flexibility movement, which emerged in the early 2010s, persuaded institutions to stop including unfunded research under the Common Rule. Next the movement began to apply flexibility to federally funded studies, making full use of informed consent waivers.


By 2018, revisions to the federal regulations governing IRBs were proposed. The goal of the revised Common Rule (2019) was to better protect human subjects while reducing burdens and delays for researchers. Oral historians and journalists succeeded in having their work exempted from these regulations as their investigations were officially deemed not to be ‘research’. As Victoria Reyes (2018, 213) explains, they were able to do so because the definition of research is reserved for investigations that are designed to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge. Oral historians argued that because oral history works with specific individuals, it is not research that can be generalized and therefore should be excluded from review. Qualitative social scientists, on the other hand, are seen as studying particular sets of people or places in order to contribute to more generalizable knowledge about the social world.11 Therefore, they remained subject to IRB approval.



The GDPR: datafication and juridification in Europe

In Europe, there is no equivalent of IRBs, that is, prospective ethical review imposed by a national government and applied to the social sciences. There, such research has been legally regulated through the development of EU data protection law, the GDPR, which was enacted to harmonize data protection requirements across the EU (EU 2016).12

While the GDPR was intended to be a means to protect citizens’ privacy from the rapidly growing presence and power of Big Tech and the commercial exploitation of data, its implementation had major consequences for many fields of scholarship, including ethnography. It gave rise to the datafication of research and stimulated the juridification of research management. Concerns about legal liability and reputation management in a general climate of risk aversion pushed universities to adopt the more restrictive formats of data protection.13

The GDPR was approved by the EU Parliament on April 14, 2016 and implemented on May 25, 2018. This law only applies to the processing of personal data. Personal data is any information relating to an identifiable natural person – a data subject that can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or one of several specific characteristics which express the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, commercial, cultural, or social identity of these natural persons.14 Researchers can only use such personal data after research participants have given informed consent. While it is true that the GDPR does not require that consent be given in writing, institutions often express a strong preference for signed consent forms to provide evidence of such voluntary consent (see chapter 4).15 In addition, the GDPR expresses particular concern about research involving sensitive categories such as religion, ethnicity, sexuality, and political opinion, aspects of life that are often present in ethnographic research. These require a higher level of protection.16

The GDPR has had a significant impact on the management of research. In order to comply with this legislation, universities in the Netherlands have appointed privacy officers who are responsible for data protection reviews (Data Protection Impact Assessments). Researchers must complete a standardized form, answering questions about the types of data collected, how they are handled, stored, archived, and shared, and how they assess the risks involved. The privacy officer then issues an overall risk rating: low, medium, or high, with the latter demanding stricter safeguards. This entire process is separate from an ethics review.

As a result, in the last decade we have seen a rapid expansion of a particular privacy bureaucracy consisting of data stewards, data protection officers, privacy officers, privacy lawyers, and information security officers, with some of these present at multiple levels of the institutional hierarchy, e.g., there might be information security officers, faculty information security officers, and a chief information security officer. In general, those lower in the hierarchy and in direct interaction with researchers tend to have a better understanding of the issues facing researchers in a particular field or discipline. In practice, this means that data stewards can find themselves in a difficult position. They have to respond to their superiors, who often prefer to implement top-down regulatory forms of data management governance using the one-size-fits-all model. At the same time, they must contend with – and often sympathize with – faculty who resent this but also prefer to distance themselves from active involvement in policy-making about data management issues.

In a general climate of risk aversion, there is little urgency to take advantage of the allowances the GDPR offers for scholarly work. Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner (2018) has drawn attention to such options for ethnography. She argues that while the GDPR is strict about valid consent (it must be affirmative), it also ‘recognizes the importance of the social sciences to the public interest’ (2018, 403).17 The GDPR suggests that the social sciences can be considered as ‘academic expression’ and framed similarly to journalism, which would allow for the recognition of their methodological specificities, including participant observation. This allowance would require the use of derogations (legitimate restrictions on the original rules). With reference to GDPR Article 85, Sleeboom-Faulkner (2018) explains that these derogations are ‘necessary to reconcile the right to protection of personal data with freedom of expression and information’, not only for ‘journalistic purposes’ (along with literary and artistic expression) but also for the purpose of ‘academic expression’ (2018, 403). In a later publication, Sleeboom-Faulkner (2023) points out that the GDPR provides exceptions for research conducted in the public interest. Universities that define research as a ‘public task’, using ‘public interest’ as the basis for processing personal data (2023, 24), can take advantage of the exemptions in the rights of research participants.18 Still, the use of these exceptions must be necessary and proportionate and must be decided on a case-by-case basis (2023, 25).

The gPDR has contributed to the datafication and juridification of research, indirectly promoting a particular style of research. It uses the term ‘data’ in a broad sense, classifying any kind of research material as data. While it is true that the use of this term is not entirely new to ethnographers, the institutionalization of data management has made its use much more widespread in everyday academic language. Pels argues that research administrators tend to think of ‘data’ as ‘already commodified units of analysis, alienated from the social relations of research by contractual forms of informed consent and anonymization, and by ownership claims by researchers and employers’ (Pels et al. 2018, 391). This is in tension with the intersubjective sociality that characterises ethnographic research.19

When attempting to impose a particular format of data management, universities often claim to be the owners of our research materials. This claim is primarily a performative act. The common-sense notion of ownership they use does not distinguish between a variety of ownership formats, such as legal ownership, possession, and control of access, and the grounds for the university’s claim to ownership are contested. According to copyright law, ‘raw data cannot be owned because they are not the original or creative expression of ideas’; it is processed material that requires ‘expertise, originality and/or creativity’ that is protected by copyright (Richards-Rissetto in Pels et al. 2018, 410). When scholars publish their articles, universities have always recognised that even if they claim copyright, in practice, they allow researchers to exercise this right.

Ethnographers also offer epistemological arguments critical of such a claim to ownership. Doing ethnography cannot be seen as simply collecting information that is already present in the field, ready to be appropriated. Rather, as discussed in the previous chapter, doing fieldwork is an intersubjective practice that involves co-production (Pels et al. 2018, 391). As we previously saw in Fabian’s argument, ethnographic data are not ‘given’ in the sense of being already present but are ‘made’ (facta) through communication (Fabian 1990, 769). Or, as Ingold explained, participant observation is ‘not a method to collect data; instead it is a commitment to learning by doing, comparable to that of an apprentice or student’ (Ingold 2018, 11). Such a view of doing ethnography as embodied knowledge production is in tension with the notion of data used in data management. Moreover, if ethnographers are not the (sole) owners of ‘the data’, they cannot transfer this ownership to the institution that employs them.

Separating research material from the researcher and treating it as a commodity also has other consequences. It is important to make researchers aware of the need to store their research materials securely for the protection of the privacy of our interlocutors. But data management proposals can also go beyond the protection of research materials. This is the case, for example, when researchers are required to store their raw data on a separate server as soon as it is collected. Restricting access to this server is then legitimated as a means of protecting the integrity of the data and enabling scrutiny in the event of doubt about the research and its findings. However, as argued earlier, ethnographic research material cannot simply be considered as ‘raw data’. Field notes are never a direct and unmediated representation of what happened in the field but are always already interpretations mediated by a variety of contextual elements, including how the relationships between researchers and their interlocutors unfold.

Moreover, it is not only research management that is involved in the commodification of ethnographic research material. The separation of researchers from their research material also more generally legitimises an extractive style of research that does not recognise the embodied nature of ethnographic knowledge production. As will be discussed in the section about projectification in chapter 6, this distancing can also happen in larger projects where those higher up in the hierarchy (the PI and senior researchers) claim access to, if not the use of, research material collected by junior researchers.



Regulating ethics in Europe: large funders

The US is not alone in institutionalizing research ethics regulations. While many universities elsewhere have also developed some form of ethical review, they do so in different ways and with different consequences for researchers. In the Anglophone world and especially in the UK and Australia, research ethics have become legally enforceable. In many other countries, they are only advisory or exist in a grey area.20

In Europe the most influential institution in the field of ethical review is the ERC.21 Many European universities, including those in the Netherlands, only introduced the option of ethical review for anthropological research when staff began to apply for ERC grants in the early 2010s. This does not mean that prior to this period ethical issues were ignored but that they were not managed through formalised ethical reviews. ERC grant applications, however, include the condition that the research proposal has passed ethical review at the home institution.

From the outset, there have been debates in Dutch universities about whether ethical review should be organised at the higher faculty level or at the lower level of the research schools.22 Anthropologists have argued strongly for the latter as doing so allows for ethical reviews that are better informed about disciplinary specificities. In practice, this has led some universities to adopt approaches that encourage ethnographers to reflect on the ethical problems they may face in their research. This occurs, for instance, when ethical reviewers ask researchers to answer open-ended questions about how to inform interlocutors about the research and obtain their consent, how to weigh the potential positive and/or negative impact of fieldwork, how to devise safeguards against harm, how to protect the privacy of interlocutors, how to ensure the safety of researchers and interlocutors, and how to think through the possible consequences of publishing research findings.23

After obtaining approval from the ethics committee of their home institution, researchers applying to ERC funding must also obtain ethical clearance from the European Research Council Executive Agency. The first step in this process is an ethical self-assessment, which often leads to further review by ethics experts. Such further review is deemed necessary when ‘serious and complex ethics issues are likely to arise in the execution of those projects’.24 Much ethnographic research, especially when conducted in the global South or when involving subjects such as minorities or migrants and topics such as sexuality or religion, falls into this category. Depending on who the ERC officer in charge is, such an ethical review can involve a long process of back and forth if the answers to further questions are deemed insufficiently detailed or appropriate.25 Through time the review process has also come to include the approval of a data management plan and to extend research ethics to issues of integrity.26 While in the early 2010s, in our case the ERC advocated for and even mandated complete anonymity for research participants, more recently, in light of research integrity considerations, it has begun to question whether full anonymity is desirable. Instead, in some cases it now suggests that robust data security measures may serve as an alternative, placing its trust in technological safeguards rather than in researchers themselves.27

At the same time, the ERC has recognised that more attention needs to be paid to specific fields or disciplines of research, such as ethnography. It has therefore solicited background documents on research ethics in this particular field. The Iphofen Report, written by a panel of experts at the request of the European Commission, considers ethics review committees or panels that may not be familiar with the methods used by ethnographers and anthropologists as its primary audience. The report takes a strong position on the relevance of discipline-specific ethics reviews, stating that ethical review should be informed by the underlying theoretical and methodological assumptions of the discipline from which the research proposal emanates. While it presents general ethical values such as beneficence and the protection of the well-being and dignity of research participants, it approaches ethical issues not in terms of rules but rather as dilemmas, encouraging researchers to develop a reflexive attitude towards the various aspects of research ethics.28 In practice, however, it is up to those involved in evaluation panels to decide whether they make use of the report.29 Notably, the front page of the Iphofen report carries a disclaimer stating that ‘it does not constitute official EU guidance’ (Iphofen 2021, n.p.).


In addition to funders, academic journals increasingly require ethics approval for the publication of research. This development can make ethnographers highly dependent on their employers. Those working in institutions with research ethics committees that are unsympathetic to an ethnographic approach may encounter difficulties in publishing their work. Moreover, independent researchers, or those based in institutions where ethnographic research is not submitted to an ethical review committee face the problem of being unable to obtain an ethics statement.30




3.3. Conclusion: doing ethics differently

Ethnographers often define and enact research ethics in ways that diverge from prevailing regulatory models. They face the problem that formal research ethics regulations are based on an epistemology that is in tension with doing ethnography. As these regulations originate in the field of clinical biomedical research, their starting point is a positivist approach to research design that is deductive, built for testing hypotheses, and often uses statistical methods to produce generalizable knowledge. Ethnography, in contrast, with its interpretive and intersubjective, relational and processual, fieldwork-based approach, produces in-depth situational knowledge. If research administrators overlook such differences in epistemological positions, then the solutions to ethical dilemmas provided by one tradition (biomedical positivism) can create problems for those working in another tradition (an ethnographic interpretative approach).

The institutionalisation of research ethics often replaces ethnographic professional ethics with bureaucratic ethics (Heimer and Petty 2010). The use of such procedural ethics turns ethical principles into a decision-making process based on standardised rules and formalised procedures that prioritise the bureaucratic virtues of consistency, impartiality, and transparency. Ethnographers, on the other hand, work with a different concept of ethics. In their research, they are confronted with everyday ethical dilemmas for which there are no ready-made answers because these dilemmas are always embedded in particular situational contexts. Their way of working requires a flexible, case-by-case approach based on ethical reflexivity and an awareness of the ethnographer’s multiple, sometimes ambivalent and complex responsibilities to a range of others. Such situated ethics emphasise the importance of interpersonal relationships of care in ethical decision-making, particularly when research involves vulnerable or dependent people. Rather than standardized, regulatory ethics, a situationally embedded ethics of care works better for an ethnographic approach.






Chapter 4 The complexities of doing no harm and informed consent

The principle of doing no harm, or rather of doing more good than harm (beneficence), is a central tenet of both ethical guidelines and the legal regulation of research. While there is widespread support for doing no harm as an important ethical principle, what it refers to is open to interpretation. There are many ways of doing harm, and what some consider to be harm others may consider to be beneficence. The first section of this chapter discusses the issues that arise when this principle is put into practice. The dilemmas faced by ethnographers are most apparent when they are studying up or doing research with interlocutors with whose ethos they strongly disagree.

Ethical codes have attempted to limit the harm caused by research through the often juridified requirement of informed consent. As we saw in the previous chapter, scandals involving medical experiments carried out without the consent or even the knowledge of patients have made it compulsory for researchers to weigh the costs and benefits of such research and to provide patients with full information about it. In the second part of this chapter, I trace what happens when the requirement of informed consent is applied to ethnography. Most ethnographers have focused on whether the format of consent used in research, the signed consent form, actually does what it is supposed to do, namely make research more ethical. But we also need to unpack the principle of informed consent itself, its underlying assumptions about the ability of ethnographers to fully inform their interlocutors, and the capacity of the latter to freely give consent.

The final section turns to the tensions between the premises of informed consent and ethnographic research. In such research, informed consent is always partial and in process both because of the unpredictability of the ethnographic research process and because of its undesigned relationality, that is, the blurred boundaries between research and everyday life. What emerges here is that the greatest risk of doing harm may well occur at the moment findings are made public; here again, an ethics of care can be more helpful than regulatory ethics.



4.1. Doing no harm: power and ethos

The regulation of biomedical research was not the only impetus for the introduction of the principle of ‘do no harm’ into the ethical regulation of ethnography. As we saw in the previous chapter, this was preceded by anthropology’s internal critique of its involvement in colonial rule and imperialist war efforts and subsequent debates about the need to protect research subjects. The 2012 AAA principle of doing no harm admonishes anthropologists to use their critical judgment and weigh the harms and benefits that may result from their actions.

While doing no harm is an ideal that is hard to disagree with, putting this ideal into practice is more complex than is sometimes assumed (see also Verhallen 2016). When ethnographers conduct research with people in vulnerable positions or with those whose ethos we sympathise with, the principle of ‘do no harm’ may seem straightforward. Our interlocutors are, however, often not a homogeneous group of people with similar interests; they may also be antagonistic towards each other. Moreover, they may cause harm to others, to non-humans, and to the environment. This raises the question of whether the principle of doing no harm should also be applied to those who cause harm. Jessica Falcone, whose interlocutors were Hindu and Sikh extremists, makes the point that she would ‘willingly do rhetorical harm to those who do violent harm’ (2010, 267). In short, ethnographers regularly face the dilemma that what is good for some may harm others (Schrag 2011, 126). These questions become particularly salient when we are conducting research with interlocutors in a position of power or with those whose views we strongly oppose.


Studying up: doing no harm to those in power?

As early as the 1970s, the principle that anthropologists’ paramount responsibility is to those they study was problematic for anthropologists such as Laura Nader, one of the first advocates of studying up. Although the ‘do no harm’ principle allows for some flexibility as it calls on anthropologists to weigh the harms and benefits of their actions, bringing power into the equation opens up a wider debate about whether ethical considerations about doing no harm may differ depending on the positionality of our interlocutors. Concerned that the ethics codes for research do not take such power differentials into account, Jeffrey Sluka (1999) posed the question of whether the ethics of research with death squad victims should be the same as those of research with death squad executioners. He raised the issue ‘whether there should be two codes – one for research involving the poor and powerless (Fanon’s ‘wretched of the earth’) and another for that involving the rich and powerful (Mills’s ‘power elite’)’. In his view, failing to distinguish and presenting that failure as neutrality ‘tends to advantage the oppressors and disadvantage the oppressed’ (Sluka 1999, 126).1

Philippe Bourgois (1990) is a strong and early example of an ethnographer who critically reflects on how following ethical codes can be unethical. Having witnessed a massacre during fieldwork in El Salvador, he felt compelled to violate the ethical principles of the discipline, which include not engaging in illegal acts and not harming the interests of the host country and future researchers. Upon his return to the US, he contacted media and human rights organisations to publicise the massacre. Putting his sense of public duty before his professional one, he shows how, in the context of political repression and war-like conditions, following formal professional ethics can be unethical.

As it has become more common for ethnographers to study people in positions of power, they face the problem that ethical codes have not kept pace with this development. These codes still tend to see our interlocutors as disadvantaged, vulnerable people who need to be protected from the more powerful ethnographer.2 While such a concern about vulnerable interlocutors is indeed important, it can have undesirable consequences when studying up. In the words of Daniel Souleles (2021), who conducted research with finance people and had his work censured, ‘anthropological ethics sets people up to give an unreasonable amount of latitude to powerful actors who are then able to manipulate the research enterprise or shut it down entirely’ (2021, 217). What matters here is that financial elites are in a position to harm large sections of the population who are unable to protect themselves from such harmful practices. These elites are also invested in controlling how they are represented (in his case wanting to present themselves as prudent, deserving, and responsible individuals) in order to maintain the system and their position within it. In such circumstances, following ethical codes can amount to protecting such elites.3

Recognising that those in positions of power are often unwilling to allow participant observation, gusterson (1997, 116; 2021, 247) suggests alternative ways of working, that is by triangulating a variety of methods. Drawing on his experience of writing a book on drone warfare, which required research at multiple sites (including virtual ones) with a wide array of people, he proposed to use an anthropological lens (what I would call an ethnographic approach) while working with formal interviews, popular culture, archives, media, documents, and communications via telephone and email. Whether this is a viable alternative depends, then, very much on the focus of the research.

If we agree that doing no harm and protecting the privacy of our interlocutors may be viewed differently depending on their position in fields of power, we need to broaden our ethical horizons. This is, then, not so much a plea for greater professional autonomy from formalised ethical rules but an argument for extending the concept of harm beyond the research encounter into social life (Alvesalo-Kuusi and White 2018, 141). The production of scholarly knowledge does not take place in a vacuum; its ultimate goal is, or should be, to contribute to the common good, even if what counts as the common good is neither fixed nor uncontested.4



Interlocutors we strongly disagree with

The positionality of our interlocutors also matters in another way. In recent decades, there has been a sharp increase in the number of anthropologists conducting research with those with whose views they strongly disagree, such as ethno-nationalists, religious fundamentalists, or supporters of the far right. In an often-quoted article, Susan Harding (1991), who conducted research with fundamentalist Christians in the US, identified such interlocutors as anthropology’s ‘repugnant cultural other’ (1991, 373). Because of the focus of her research, she was often questioned about her own background and motives, with colleagues suspecting that she was or had been a born-again Christian (1991, 375).5 Uncomfortable with such censure, she argued strongly that such ‘repugnant others’ should be studied in the same way as other minorities (1991, 392).

In response to Harding, Brian Howell (2007) took this discussion a step further. If conservative Christians interlocutors are stigmatised within anthropology, what about ethnographers who identify as conservative Christians? Howell argues for the need to extend standpoint theory – which recognises that everyone speaks from a particular position – to include such ‘repugnant others’.6 Ethnographers almost automatically categorise themselves, or are categorised, as secular and progressive. This is problematic for those colleagues who see themselves as religiously committed or who feel associated with, or do not wish to distance themselves from, ethno-nationalists or conservatives more generally.7

Ethnographers find it important to establish rapport – to build relationships of trust and friendship – with their interlocutors and sometimes to collaborate with them. This is much easier to do when we are sympathetic to their plight or cause than when we do research with populations we strongly dislike and whose views we may find abhorrent. Some scholars argue for a decentring of participant observation when researching with such unlikeable interlocutors. Reflecting on her critical research with Israeli security professionals, whose practices she strongly opposes as an activist, Erella Grassiani, a Dutch-Israeli anthropologist, was reluctant to undertake participant observation. As she argues, ‘when studying a (colonial) regime through its actors, an ethnographic approach should in some instances be avoided, especially if the researcher could be seen as part of the colonial power’ (grassiani 2019, 253). Instead, she preferred to use methods that require less proximity than classical ethnography so that ‘we can let go of a deep kind of empathy that is expected of anthropologists in many ways without betraying the trust of our informants’ (grassiani 2019, 255).8

Other ethnographers, on the other hand, choose to engage in immersive fieldwork with such unlikeable others because they see it as necessary to understand their worlds, motivations, and actions. Benjamin Teitelbaum (2019), who worked with the radical right in the Nordic countries, used the term ‘immoral anthropology’ to refer to his work. In his view, connecting with interlocutors, hanging out with them, and developing empathy and friendship are necessary for the production of knowledge that cannot be gained through other forms of research. He recognises that his prioritisation of scholar–informant solidarity, which involves collaboration and reciprocity, is a morally compromised position, potentially contributing to the political cause of radical nationalists. But he justifies doing so as it offers an ‘unparalleled capacity to learn from and with those studied’ (2019, 422).

In response to criticism of this position, Teitelbaum distinguishes between solidarity with the person and support for an ideology.9 Whatever political position our interlocutors may hold, they always inhabit multiple positions; they are not only political actors but also, for example, relatives, neighbours, and colleagues. However, other scholars, such as Falcone (2010), have warned that such attempts to humanise one’s interlocutors can easily slip into apologising for or sympathising with them and, by extension, their politics. While recognising the value of trying to understand the ideas and actions of these interlocutors, these scholars advocate for a more cautious position.10

Such caution is helpful not only when our interlocutors hold views we strongly disagree with but also when we conduct research with those whose perspectives we share (De Coning 2023, 224). During her research with Hindu and Sikh extremists, Falcone (2010) found that simply being present at an event was seen as a form of complicity. In her next research project, she chose to work with people she felt closer to, in this case Buddhists, but during fieldwork, she was confronted with the fact that her interlocutors were heavily involved in the dispossession of subsistence farmers at the site they had chosen to build a giant statue of Buddha. Hers is not an unusual case. Ethnographers who engage in long-term, intensive fieldwork with people with whom they strongly sympathise are regularly confronted with unexpected, more problematic aspects of their lifeworlds that only become apparent in the course of such fieldwork.

In short, when we discuss the ethical imperative of doing no harm, the positionality of our interlocutors matters both in terms of their position in fields of power and the kinds of values they espouse. We will often be confronted with dilemmas for which regulatory ethics is of little help. This brings us to one of the means that research ethics has developed to limit doing harm to our interlocutors: informed consent.




4.2. Informed consent: the forms

Tracing how signed consent forms became the dominant format of informed consent in the US in the 1950s and 1960s, Lisa Wynn and Mark Israel (2018, 802) emphasise that these forms did not originate with ethics review boards but were introduced because lawyers at the US National Institute of Health saw them as the best way to protect the institute from litigation by former research participants. It was only after the publication of the Belmont Report in 1979 that informed consent was seen as a means of protecting patients. Given this history, it is not surprising that when IRBs were first established, they were very reluctant to approve research that did not use signed consent forms.11

In Europe, informed consent forms for social science research were introduced later. Major funders, such as the ERC did so in the early 2010s, while the GDPR only allowed researchers to use personal data if research participants have given informed consent. Also when such regulations do not require that consent be written, research institutions typically express a strong preference for signed consent forms as a means of providing evidence of such voluntary consent.


Signed consent forms: protecting research participants?

Ethnographers have often been highly critical of the use of signed consent forms. Their main argument has been that, rather than protecting vulnerable research participants from unethical practices, such signed forms create both ethical and epistemological problems: they can be harmful and can negatively affect the relationship between ethnographers and their interlocutors.

To begin with, signing a consent form turns the principle of informed consent into a singular event. This goes against the grain of how ethnographers understand informed consent, that is, as an ongoing, iterative process rather than a single moment at the beginning of research (Caplan 2003; Chattopadhyay and De Kok 2023; Simpson 2011). As research progresses, the focus of the research project, the questions asked, and the methods used may change, while the relationships between researchers and their interlocutors also evolve. Therefore, consent cannot simply be obtained through a formalised, standardised procedure prior to research.

It is possible that in certain circumstances, our interlocutors may find some protection in informed consent forms. In some cases, indigenous representatives have advocated the use of collective consent forms.12 Still, in the case of collective consent, there is always the question of whether individuals are comfortable with those who speak for them in the giving or withholding of consent. This issue is most acute in a very different context, that is in highly hierarchical settings such as private companies or public organisations. When consent is required from government officials, company directors, heads of law firms, or directors of large organisations, their interests may well differ from those lower down the hierarchy.

While signed forms can at times make it more difficult for researchers to conduct undercover research, they can also prove harmful to both ethnographers and their interlocutors. Critics of the use of signed consent forms have argued that signing such a form means signing away one’s rights (Wynn and Israel 2018, 798). After all, these forms are the material evidence that interlocutors have been informed about the research project and have freely consented to participate in it. As in the case of biomedical research, such written forms serve primarily to protect institutions and their concerns about legal liability (Schrag 2011, 122; Wynn 2011, 105).

When ethnographers do research on sensitive issues or in unsafe settings, such signed forms pose a particular risk (Lewis and graham 2007, 75). A signed form creates a paper or digital trail that provides evidence of the research and includes the official names of those involved. This is why institutions prefer signed forms and why both researchers and research participants may want to avoid them. The bottom line is that such forms do not allow our interlocutors to remain anonymous to the researcher and do not leave room for plausible deniability, that is, the ability to deny participation in the research if they so wish. As a result, if our interlocutors become the target of investigations by institutions such as the police or security services, signed consent forms can put both researchers and research participants at risk. This is because unlike medical professionals and journalists, social scientists have no legal right to confidentiality; courts can refuse to give privileged status to the relationship between ethnographers and their interlocutors, allow the seizure of field notes, and compel researchers to testify (Wax 1999, 129).13 If researchers do not know the official names of their interlocutors, it would make no sense to subpoena them as a means of pressuring them to reveal the identity of their interlocutors. The fact that the threat of such subpoena has only materialised in a small number of cases does not change the fact that it can nonetheless have a chilling effect.14 As Schrag argues, if governments were serious about protecting ethnographers’ interlocutors, ‘they might better pass shield laws protecting research notes rather than human subjects regulations that burden researchers’ (2011, 128). The very desire of institutions to have solid evidence of informed consent can be harmful to ethnographers and their interlocutors.



The force of forms: ethics and epistemology

Not only do ethnographers see signed forms as potentially harmful, but the use of signed forms can also affect the research relationship in multiple ways. Signing a consent form is akin to entering into a contractual obligation, turning the research relationship into a bureaucratic formality in tension with the relationships of trust that are central to ethnographic research relations (Wynn and Israel 2018, 802). In particular, for interlocutors in a marginalised position or living under authoritarian rule, being asked to sign a form can resemble state surveillance practices. Furthermore, in contexts where the relationship between researchers and interlocutors is strongly hierarchical, signing consent forms can be a further enactment of such a relationship (Bell 2014, 518).

Research into research participants’ experiences of signing consent forms suggests that they often do not find them helpful. They do not feel that written consent benefits or protects them nor does it give them a greater sense of agency. On the contrary. For some research participants, written consent is at odds with the voluntary nature of research participation. In one study, written consent ‘made people want to withdraw from the study but feel unable to do so’; they saw it as a ‘document of their legal liability’ (Lewis and graham 2007, 76).15 Asking interlocutors to sign consent forms can evoke a range of affective responses. In a working paper, Elisabeth Huber and Sabine Imeri (2021) report that in some cases interlocutors made a point of not reading the information sheets in order to demonstrate their trust in the researcher. In other cases, being asked to sign such a sheet either before or after an interview caused considerable irritation. Some researchers also felt that their interlocutors would consider it rude to openly refuse such a request.

Not only may respondents find it politically risky and culturally inappropriate to be asked to sign such a form, but the requirement for signed consent forms may also make certain kinds of research impossible.16 Powerful actors involved in serious human rights violations or other forms of harm can easily obstruct research by refusing to sign a consent form. In other settings, the reverse may be true. Interlocutors who would like to participate in research but refuse to sign such forms, fearing their possible misuse and not wanting their names to be recorded, may be excluded. This means that as a result, the voices of these often-vulnerable interlocutors may be silenced, which in itself creates an ethical dilemma.17

Tracing the history of the format of signed forms, Wynn and Israel argue that it is remarkable that the signed written consent form ‘persists as the standard in many ethics bureaucracies despite ample evidence that signed consent neither documents nor materializes ethical research relationships’ (2018, 804). They show how ‘signatures on forms’ are part of a particular cultural tradition that is no longer recognised as such because it has become normative and naturalised in the work of bureaucracies. Its materiality, the combination of forms with logos and other signs of authority, and signatures with their claim to authenticity, make the signed consent form an agent capable of exercising power over people.18 These forms are seen as evidence that research participants have been informed about the risks, benefits, aims, and methods of the research, thus enabling researchers to claim that their research is ethical and transparent.




4.3. Informed consent: the principle

While anthropologists have problematised the requirement of signed consent forms extensively, they have paid less attention to the principle of informed consent itself. Informed consent has a different history and presence in anthropological ethics than the principle of doing no harm. While doing no harm has been included in the AAA Principles since their inception in 1971 as a result of internal criticism, the AAA first mentioned informed consent in its code of ethics in 1998, after IRBs had already begun to enforce it.


Anthropological researchers should obtain in advance the informed consent of persons being studied, providing information, owning or controlling access to material being studied, or otherwise identified as having interests which might be impacted by the research. It is understood that the degree and breadth of informed consent required will depend on the nature of the project […] Further, it is understood that the informed consent process is dynamic and continuous; the process should be initiated in the project design and continue through implementation by way of dialogue and negotiation with those studied […]. Informed consent, for the purposes of this code, does not necessarily imply or require a particular written or signed form. It is the quality of the consent, not the format, that is relevant. (AAA 1998, n.p.)



While concepts from biomedical human subject regulations have become part of the vocabulary of anthropological codes, the above quotation also shows that the AAA principles are considerably more flexible than the strict protocols for informed consent in IRB regulations. The AAA understands informed consent as an ongoing process of negotiation, emphasises the importance of qualitative consent, and does not require signed consent forms.


Almost fifteen years later, the AAA Principles further elaborate on the preconditions for informed consent:


Minimally, informed consent includes sharing with potential participants the research goals, methods, funding sources or sponsors, expected outcomes, anticipated impacts of the research, and the rights and responsibilities of research participants […].

Anthropologists have an obligation to ensure that research participants have freely granted consent and must avoid conducting research in circumstances in which consent may not be truly voluntary or informed. In the event that the research changes in ways that will directly affect the participants, anthropologists must revisit and renegotiate consent […] (AAA 2012, n.p.).



We witness here how, in comparison with earlier guidelines, this text has become closer to the format of regulatory ethics as used by IRBs.

While there are similarities between discussions about doing no harm and informed consent, doing no harm focuses on the agency of researchers. Informed consent, on the other hand, emphasises the agency of our interlocutors as it is based on the assumption that our interlocutors are capable of giving consent freely. These considerations not only pertain to ethics but also raise important epistemological questions.

The requirement that research participants must be informed about the aims of the research, what participation will entail, what methods will be used and what kinds of results are expected is problematic. As mentioned previously, ethnographic research is characterised by a high degree of uncertainty and unpredictability. Lederman neatly summarises this in terms of an epistemology of design versus an epistemology of discovery; the contingencies of doing ethnography, with its relinquishment of control, make disclosure always provisional and partial (Lederman 2006b, 485; 2013, 600; 2023). Many ethnographers begin with a set of questions only to discover during fieldwork that other questions are more relevant; many conversations conducted during ethnographic research meander in ways that defy any kind of design. In Falcone’s words, ethnographers ‘rarely really know how a project will actually manifest until we are either well underway or finishing up’ (Falcone 2010, 250). While as ethnographers we can make an effort to present our research to our interlocutors in an honest way, anticipating the ethical dilemmas we may face, we also need to recognise that these may often be unpredictable. Our position is far less agentic than many of us would like to admit. When we inform our potential interlocutors about our research, we inevitably present partial truths.

The concept of informed consent is then based on assumptions about the relationship between researchers and their interlocutors that tend to overestimate the agentic power of both, albeit in different ways. On the one hand, researchers are seen as active, powerful and possibly immoral agents who can cause harm to vulnerable subjects. Whereas this can be the case, we also need to recognise that those who come as students or guests are hardly in a position to impose themselves on their interlocutors, who may simply refuse to engage with them. The idea of the powerful ethnographer is also effectively challenged when we work with interlocutors who can exert control over the research process and are able to obstruct our research. The increased presence of ethnographers from previously excluded categories such as women or people of colour further complicates a one-dimensional understanding of the power dynamics between ethnographers and their interlocutors.

At the same time, the agency of our interlocutors may also be overestimated. Since their consent is supposed to be given freely, the question arises as to how this will work in practice. The human subject paradigm in biomedical research is based on the notion of the autonomous individual who is independent and detached and exercises sovereignty over his or her body. However, our interlocutors are embedded in multiple webs of relationships that include dependencies on others. One of the issues ethnographers face is that third parties who hold real power over our interlocutors may either pressure them to participate in research (and to do so in a particular way) or obstruct their participation.



4.4. Ethnography, concealment, and publication

From the above, we have seen that fully informed consent is difficult to achieve because of the unpredictability of ethnographic research. But we can also approach the tension between ethnographic research and informed consent from another angle, namely the blurred boundaries between doing ethnography and everyday life. Our interlocutors often tell us a lot without having a clear sense of what we will do with this knowledge. Ethnographers therefore have a special responsibility to their interlocutors when they make their findings public because that moment is, as will be argued below, when the risk of doing harm may be greatest.


Ethnography as undesigned relationality

One reason why informed consent was included in the AAA code was to guard indirectly against covert research, as discussed in chapter 3. Due to the increasing number of anthropologists employed outside the academy, by the 1990s there was no longer sufficient support among AAA members to condemn covert research outright. Requiring informed consent was then seen as the next-best solution (Bell 2014, 514). In the AAA’s most recent 2012 statement on ethics, concerns about covert research are addressed in the section that emphasises honesty and openness:


Anthropologists should be clear and open regarding the purpose, methods, outcomes, and sponsors of their work. Anthropologists must also be prepared to acknowledge and disclose to participants and collaborators all tangible and intangible interests that have, or may reasonably be perceived to have, an impact on their work.



It then continues:


Researchers who mislead participants about the nature of the research and/or its sponsors; who omit significant information that might bear on a participant’s decision to engage in the research; or who otherwise engage in clandestine or secretive research that manipulates or deceives research participants about the sponsorship, purpose, goals or implications of the research, do not satisfy ethical requirements for openness, honesty, transparency and fully informed consent. (AAA 2012, n.p.).



Here the AAA presents informed consent as a means of promoting transparency and openness against deception and secrecy (also Bell 2014, 515).

However, as will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, complete transparency is impossible to achieve; we always engage in some degree of concealment. Because ethnographers often engage in social relations that are relatively similar to everyday relations and interactions, a comparison with everyday life is helpful. In everyday life, being completely transparent about what we think, feel, and do would make social life virtually impossible. Simple rules of decency and a basic level of mutual respect prevent this; we always weigh what to reveal and what to conceal even if we do not do so consciously. Moreover, in everyday life, we are all multiply positioned and adapt our behaviour to situational contexts. This is no different when doing fieldwork.

Recognising this, Ron Iphofen (2021) presents a different, more nuanced view of covert research. He does not regard the use of some level of deception as a priori morally unacceptable. What matters, in his view, is whether such deception would ‘harm research participants, the researchers and/or society in general’, with this potential harm also weighed against the potential benefits (2021, 35). Here the work of Jennifer Pierce (1996) comes to mind. When she wanted to study how internal hierarchies work in law firms, her attempts to gain access to these firms were unsuccessful. In the end, she decided to conduct covert research as an intern, which she legitimised by pointing out that there was no other way to investigate harmful practices in these firms such as the sexist bullying she experienced when she had previously worked there.

Recognising the blurred boundaries between doing ethnography and everyday life, Kirsten Bell (2019; also Bell and Wynn 2023) sees ethnography as characterised by undesigned relationality. She uses this term to refer to relationships that are more than just research relationships but also, for example, friendship relationships. In many disciplines, such undesigned relationships – often referred to as ‘dual roles’ – are seen as an ethical problem. Ethnographers, however, tend to present a different perspective. They embrace such undesigned relationality and open-ended intimacy as it is through everyday interactions with research participants that they learn and gain practical knowledge and competencies (Bell 2019, 15). This dynamic is further compounded when ethnographers conduct research in settings they are already familiar with. These researchers cannot unlearn the insights they have gained from their previous life experiences even though they do not come from formal fieldwork.19

Such an epistemological approach is in tension with the requirements of informed consent. Wynn and Israel (2018, 803) observe that the hegemony of signed consent is accompanied by a partial shift from participant observation to interviews. From a research management perspective, the advantages of interviews over participant observation are obvious, as in that case both the beginning and the end of the research are clearly defined. The danger is then that ethnographic research becomes transformed in such a way that it becomes more amenable to procedural guidelines. In the words of Bell, this transformation may lead to attempts to make ethnographic research ‘more commensurate with the mainstream model: namely, by creating boundaries around the “research” role and pre-defining what constitutes “data” and what does not’ (2019, 21).

The complex relationship between transparency, the principle of informed consent, and the problem of deception is also evident in the case of research with unlikeable subjects or in volatile settings, where researchers may feel unable to fully inform their interlocutors about their motivations or backgrounds.20 Reflections on transparency and disclosure, ethnography and informed consent, highlight that not only our interlocutors inhabit multiple intersecting positionalities, but so do ethnographers themselves. How we present ourselves, foregrounding certain elements of our biographies and life-worlds while omitting others, depends on the situational context in which we find ourselves.



The problem with making public

While much attention has been paid to informed consent before and during the research process (as part of formal ethics procedures and as the situational ethics of ethnography, respectively), much less has been said about ethical considerations at the moment of publication of findings.21 As mentioned before, it is often difficult for our interlocutors to grasp what ethnographers will do with the material and insights they provide. Therefore, ethnographers have a special responsibility when they share their findings publicly. Some ethnographers have recognised this. Writing in the 1960s, John Barnes already devoted part of his article on ethical issues to ‘publication’, pointing to the difference between ‘public knowledge circulating orally in a community and stories appearing in print’ (1963, 128) and the risk of ‘making public that which our informants would prefer to keep secret’ (1963, 130).22 Gradually, more ethnographers began to focus on the dilemmas of publication. As Bell, for example, notes, ‘it is in the process of writing that the ethical issues raised by relationality are most acutely experienced’ (Bell 2019, 19).23

In his critical reflection on data management, Pels also points out that ethnographers have an ethical duty to (try to) control how research materials ‘go public’ (Pels et al. 2018, 395). It is the task of researchers to negotiate with their interlocutors whether and how knowledge of their life-worlds can be shared with others. While employers may try to claim that they own the research materials of their researchers, it is the latter who are in a position to judge ‘how the possession and use of these materials will affect the privacy and interests of the people studied’.24

At the same time, responses from the field to our ethnographic publications have increased manifold with the growth of global online connectivity.25 It has become increasingly common for ethnographers to share their work with their interlocutors, offering them the opportunity to read and comment on it before publication. Doing so both shows our interlocutors that we value their opinions and can provide us with new insights.26 It can, however, also backfire, especially when powerful interlocutors are involved who have a strong interest in how they are represented. When David Mosse (2006) offered his interlocutors the opportunity to comment on his draft manuscript, those who spoke from a position of authority were highly critical and filed a number of complaints, including one about breaching ethical guidelines on harmful effects.27

More generally, interlocutors who are authority figures representing powerful institutions can use ethical research guidelines against critical ethnographers, with informed consent serving as a convenient tool to block publication (also Tate 2020, 90).28 When Rubén Gaztambide-Fernández (2015) presented his manuscript to the US elite boarding school where he conducted his research, the school wanted him to remove a description of a ritual that showed how such schools still function for future male elites to consolidate their class position and gender domination through homosocial bonding. While he agreed to remove this example from his ethnography (the published version of his PhD thesis), partly under the pressure of high legal costs, once he was more established, he described the case of the ritual as an example of the ethical dilemmas that arise when conducting research with interlocutors who represent powerful institutions (gaztambide-Fernandeze 2015, 129–30).

Institutions increasingly invoke the concept of reputational harm to discourage forms of research they consider risky. Universities and funders have become ever more concerned about reputation management with the proliferation of audit culture and preoccupations with rankings. Adam Hedgecoe (2015, 486), for example, describes how research ethics committees in UK universities have come to prioritise the protection of institutional reputation over academic freedom and the protection of research subjects. Michael Power et al. (2009) draw attention to the broader trend of growing concern about security, risk aversion, and reputation management, while gusterson (2021, 249) vividly describes how this trend has rendered public and private institutions increasingly inaccessible to ethnographers, also in physical terms.

Ethnographers face very different ethical dilemmas when they fear that their publications may harm interlocutors who have few resources to protect themselves. James McMurray (2024) describes how, faced with the dramatic deterioration of Uyghur living conditions in China, professional ethics were not much help. He felt that the consent given earlier in the research process was at some point no longer valid and that it was too risky to re-establish contact with his interlocutors. At the same time, remaining silent could be seen as complicity with the authorities. In the end, faced with such dilemmas, it is the personal ethics of the researcher that guides action (McMurray 2024, 69).

Given the potential consequences, we may decide not to publish an ethnographic account. However, this does not mean that our fieldwork was a waste of time. In some cases, an alternative mode of publication may be possible. Brendan Whitty (2024), who studied the tensions between the policies and practices of civil servants working for an international donor agency in the UK, agreed to embargo his PhD thesis after his main gatekeeper in the agency invoked research ethics concepts such as informed consent and doing no harm to oppose its publication (2024, 42). He agreed because the thesis format did not allow him to maintain the anonymity of his interlocutors. He was however later able to publish academic articles based on the same fieldwork by choosing formats that permitted anonymity.

At a more fundamental level, there are also other ways in which we make productive use of our fieldwork experiences. Reflecting on a period when he was unable to write ethnography, Fabian (1990, 770) explains that his fieldwork experiences remained crucially important for developing insights that were generative for writing theory. Reducing ethnography to in-depth descriptions of particular people, settings, relations, or practices does not do justice to what an ethnographic approach ultimately aims at, that is the development of alternative or broader theoretical insights and perspectives, which entails a different genre of scholarly writing.29





4.5. Conclusion: ethical dilemmas

Using an ethnographic lens to reflect on principles such as ‘do no harm’ and ‘informed consent’ turns what seem to be clear rules into intricate dilemmas. Measures intended to protect our interlocutors such as consent forms can, in practice, cause harm, affect our relationships with our interlocutors, contribute to the juridification of research, and make certain kinds of research virtually impossible. The power dynamics between ethnographers and their interlocutors are far more complex and varied than terms such as ‘do no harm’ and ‘informed consent’ capture.

These dynamics draw attention once more to the problems of regulatory ethics for conducting ethnographic research and indicate that the positionality of our interlocutors, in terms of both power and ethos, matters. Researchers may feel that most ethical concerns have been addressed once consent has been given. But our interlocutors are often most concerned about what we make public. Therefore, it makes sense, as Herzfeld (2024, 4) proposed, to shift some of the ethical reflection and consultation from the pre-fieldwork stage to the period between fieldwork and the writing-up for publication.

As ethnographers, we often face ethical dilemmas for which there are no ready-made answers because these dilemmas are always embedded in situational contexts with their own historical, local, and social particularities. This predicament requires ethical reflexivity and an awareness of the ethnographer’s multiple, sometimes ambivalent or agonistic responsibilities to a range of others. Such a reflection invites a brief return to the historical relationship between ethics and academia. Tracing the introduction of signed consent forms into ethnographic research ethics highlights the hierarchy between different academic disciplines and epistemological approaches. If it were not for the hegemony of the biomedical field within academia, signed consent forms would not have become a requirement for ethnographers. Simpson’s (2011) distinction between the ethics of the body and the ethics of the person is also helpful here. The ethics of the body evolved from the human subject paradigm in biomedical research, mentioned previously, that is based on the notion of the autonomous and detached individual. The ethics of the person, in contrast, takes the social subject as its point of departure and sees personhood as relational, with human agents always implicated in the lives of others. From such a perspective, what matters is not generalised universalistic rules but the primacy of personal relationships and the recognition of responsibility for the other.






Chapter 5 Open Science and replication: trust, distrust, and transparency

The growing presence of research management in academia is not only a consequence of the proliferation of ethical guidelines and regulations. The rise of the Open Science movement, the push for transparency, and the replication crisis have also brought about major changes in how academic research is to be conducted, organised, and managed. But what do terms such as openness, transparency, and replication actually mean? How do Open Science and replication work in practice, and what are the implications for doing ethnography?

This chapter begins by tracing the emergence of the Open Science movement from its early utopian promises of democratising access to research to its potentially dystopian effects when Open Science becomes a means of controlling scholarly work. In discussions about Open Science transparency is often invoked as a self-evident academic virtue. This then raises questions about who decides what needs to be made transparent to whom, how this should be done, and how such demands for transparency may affect ethnographic research.

The second part of this chapter focuses on a major impetus for the emergence of the Open Science movement: the replication crisis. Again, it is solutions to the problems of other disciplines, in this case social psychology, that cause problems for ethnographers. Like Open Science and transparency, replication is a polysemic term. How researchers understand replication depends also on what motivates them to do replication studies, that is, whether they start from a position of trust in the work of others or are motivated by distrust. When we investigate how replication works in practice, it becomes evident that what matters are not only different scholarly approaches but also the degree of control of researchers over the research process.

In the final section, I address how ethnographers approach replication and openness. I argue that the way in which ethnographers work can also be considered a form of replication, though of a different kind. How ethnographers relate to openness depends on which aspects of research we focus on. If we attend to how ethnographers reflect in their publications on their motivations, their positionality in relation to their interlocutors, and the workings of their methods in practice, their approach may well be more open than what the protagonists of Open Science envisage.


5.1. The Open Science movement: from utopia to dystopia?

The popularity of the Open Science movement has grown rapidly since the 1990s. The great expansion and commoditisation of academic research and the new possibilities offered by digital infrastructures have made the closed organisation of research untenable. Constraints on collaboration and publication, such as the prohibitive cost of journal subscriptions, severely hampered scientific progress. The move towards Open Science was to enable greater research participation through citizen science, to broaden what counts as research output, including unsuccessful replications, and to give a wider public access to research results and the underlying research data. This would also prevent scientific misconduct and increase trust in science.

The Dutch Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) is a strong supporter of Open Science, expecting it to lead to greater scientific and societal impact. As stated on its website, NWO is ‘committed to taking the lead in the transition to Open Science’, the movement that aims for ‘more open and collaborative research practices in which publications, data, software and other types of academic output are shared at the earliest possible stage and made available for re-use’.1 Its first step was to support Open Access of publications; since 2009, NWO has worked to ensure that the publications arising from the research it funds are openly available. Then, starting in 2016, NWO introduced a research data management policy ‘which aims to make research data generated as part of NWO funded projects as open and FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable and Reusable) as possible.’2 As a minimum, the research data underlying research publications should be made available through their deposition in a trusted repository.

The Open Science movement, with its emphasis on the democratisation of science, is based on high ideals. Such ideals resonate with the utopian vision of digitisation and the internet that was particularly popular in its early days. Open Science gained traction with the strong push for digitisation that accompanied the development of the FAIR Principles. While these principles are neutral about openness and do not require data to be ‘open’, in practice they act as an important means of supporting Open Science.3

By the mid-2010s, however, another concern was folded into such attempts to make science more inclusive, namely the perceived need to improve research integrity. Openness was put on the agenda in response to the replication crisis that first emerged in social psychology and then spread to the life sciences.4 Failed attempts at replication raised serious doubts about the trustworthiness of science. This was considered a problem not only for the academy but also for society, especially when policy-making was based on the results of academic research.

As a result, the Open Science movement began to propagate a variety of bureaucratic measures such as the pre-registration of hypotheses, the public sharing of research protocols, and the requirement that researchers make data available both for inspection (in case of suspected fraud) and re-use (for replication studies). When these new criteria are applied, researchers who comply with them are rated more favourably than those who do not, creating an evaluative bias that disadvantages work not aligned with these practices (Penders 2022).


Open Science: economy and epistemology

Shifting the focus from the ideals of Open Science to how these ideals work in practice, scholars have developed more critical perspectives on the call for Open Science. Sabina Leonelli (2023) has been a particularly prominent voice in highlighting that many Open Science initiatives operate with a specific approach to scholarly work.5 She points out that these initiatives often begin with a vision of openness as the freedom to share and reuse. This vision is based on an ‘object-oriented view of science’, which assumes that the accumulation of tangible and stable resources and outputs (such as books, articles, data, software, methods and models) together with the development of standard procedures and agreements on how to share these outputs will generate new knowledge (Leonelli 2023, 49). The free circulation of these resources, supported by technologically advanced infrastructures, is supposed to guarantee scholarly progress. Open Science then privileges a universally applicable and homogeneous understanding of how to do research, standardised by procedures that adhere to a common norm.


Such an approach to scholarship involves both a particular research economy (free sharing) and particular epistemic practices. It favours the production of tangible outputs and the development of standard procedures for exchanging these outputs (Leonelli 2023, 7). This favouring privileges certain epistemologies over others and can lead to the entrenchment of both material and epistemic hierarchies. To begin with, building and participating in an Open Access infrastructure requires the availability of both financial resources and technical and linguistic expertise. It is far easier for well-funded universities and research institutes in Anglophone academic centres with strong infrastructures to meet the standards of Open Science than for academic institutions in economically and academically more peripheral settings. The turn to replication research exacerbates this as replication research is often very expensive in terms of both research time and the type of funding required (Peterson and Panofsky 2021).

An economy of free sharing also causes its own problems and can be counterproductive. The risk of free data sharing is that it enables the commercialisation and thus the re-privatisation of data. The promotion of free data sharing echoes the celebration of free trade; in both cases, such freedom works best for the stronger parties in the field. Birchall (2017, 38) uses the term ‘datapreneurs’ for parties that appropriate public data, repackaging and commercialising it in ways that make it more valuable. Research institutes and universities may then have to ‘buy back’ the data they previously made publicly available for free, with the profits going elsewhere. While public research institutions may be obliged to make data freely available, private companies can refuse to do so.

Open Science initiatives can also reinforce a hierarchy of a different order: that of scholarly approaches and epistemic practices within the academy. Although authors critical of Open Science use a range of terms, the main divide they point to is the one between (post-)positivist approaches, which aim to produce generalisable explanations, on the one hand, and interpretive or constructivist ways of working, which aim to produce in-depth analyses of specific cases, on the other. Within the social sciences, for instance, it is clear that many Open Science initiatives are de facto set up for quantitative, positivist approaches. The requirement of the pre-registration of hypotheses is only relevant for the kind of research that aims to test hypotheses, works with statistically representative samples, uses quantitative statistical methods to analyse these, and aims to produce generalisable results. This requirement would not work for constructivist or interpretive research, which sets out to develop hypotheses and new theoretical insights through in-depth descriptions and analyses of particular cases. While Open Science proponents often claim to acknowledge such differences, some nonetheless devalue constructivist and interpretive research as less rigorous forms of scholarship.

At the same time, the implementation of the FAIR principles, often considered an important precondition for Open Science, brings about its own epistemic effects. When data is stored, as the FAIR principles promote, it is inevitably transformed. If data consists of material objects, we can only store information about these objects in a data repository, so there is evident loss in the process. We can make data discoverable and accessible, but this again requires translation to make data readable and understandable to others. Such transformative translations are also needed to make data interoperable (suitable for other research) and reusable (ready to use). In other words, it is important to recognise that in the process of making data FAIR, the kind of information that the research material contains and conveys is altered.6

The initiators of the Open Science movement quickly realised that their proposals would not automatically be accepted as best practice; incentives were needed. Some argued for a system of academic awards to encourage open practices, such as badges for journal articles that use Open Science protocols.7 But more restrictive forms of control were also proposed and implemented, with academic journals and funding agencies pushing researchers to register detailed information before the start of research and make data available during or after research. When Open Science protagonists seek to normalise such new formats as part of research governance, the plea for uniformity and ‘universal scientific policies and procedures’ (Nosek et al. 2015, 1423) can become an exertion of power within the academy.

In the Netherlands, Lex Bouter, professor at the VU University, is a strong proponent of Open Science.8 In his valedictory lecture, he called for the extension of openness from social psychology to other academic fields and for the development of universal standards across the academy (Bouter 2022). Such a push for uniformity in openness does not take differences in academic disciplines, epistemologies, objects of study, and institutional capacities into account (Penders et al. 2019). Open Science practices such as pre-registration and freely sharing protocols and data are ‘at best inappropriate and at worst harmful for qualitative studies’ (Pratt et al. 2020, 6).

Critical scholars such as Leonelli argue for Open Science to be taken in a different direction – away from the push for universalism and uniformity. Leonelli argues instead for the need to recognise multiple communities of epistemic practice. Drawing on standpoint theory, whose proponents contend that one’s perspective is inevitably a view from somewhere (Harding 1986; Haraway 1988), she contends that all knowledge production is situated in particular social, cultural, and historical contexts. For Leonelli, ‘sharing does not constitute a starting point nor a sufficient condition for conducting reliable and responsible Open Science’. Instead, she favours ‘a conception of openness as judicious connection, which is grounded in a process-oriented epistemology of science that recognises the situated, embodied, and goal-directed nature of communication and collaboration among researchers’ (Leonelli 2023, 8).

Such a process-oriented perspective recognises that academic work is embedded in social relations and situated in multiple ways. Epistemic diversity does not only refer to differences between disciplines; the sources of epistemic diversity include conceptual, material, methodological, infrastructural, socio-cultural, and institutional elements (Leonelli 2023, 30). Critical of current formats of Open Science, Leonelli then argues that Open Access to research results should be based on the quality of the research rather than the ability of authors to pay processing fees, that citizen science should involve participants in the research process rather than turning them into unpaid data collectors, and that open data and methods always require selecting what can and cannot be shared, what makes sense to share, and with whom sharing would be beneficial (Leonelli 2023, 8).

Fostering meaningful connections between researchers also means selectively choosing those connections that are relevant and beneficial for particular kinds of research. This selection creates new inclusions and exclusions as it involves deciding who can participate, whose perspectives are valued, and who should benefit; it inevitably implies taking a moral stance (Leonelli 2023, 46). While Open Science can become a tool for research managers and funders to exert control over research, it can also be supportive of researchers if it allows for a diversity of ways in which researchers can practice openness.





5.2. The trouble with transparency

The problem with calls for openness, sharing, and transparency is that these terms are not only key concepts in Open Science but also obvious virtues (Birchall 2011, 8). These invocations sound so perfectly reasonable that it is difficult to legitimately criticise them. Resistance to the quest for transparency is easily taken as a sign of having something to hide.

Clare Birchall (2011; 2017) presents a theoretically informed critique of how the concept of transparency has emerged in public debate. Tracing the history of the transparency-secrecy binary, she argues that these terms (and the metaphors of light and darkness) have been key rhetorical resources for describing the historical transition from arbitrary power to democratic accountability. Birchall’s main argument is that transparency and secrecy, openness and opacity are not opposites to be chosen between but are simultaneously present and co-constitutive of each other; revealing certain knowledge, bringing something into the light, makes everything else less visible. She thus makes a case for strategically inhabiting the space in between openness and opacity rather than trying to resolve the tension between the two. The celebration of both transparency and secrecy are problematic. More precisely, in her words, a regime that ‘embraces transparency will only ever be able to go so far before it tips over into totalitarianism because of its parallels with surveillance’. Yet, ‘if the regime doesn’t go far enough, if it shrinks back from applying transparency to its own actions, the regime meets the charge of totalitarianism coming the other way’ (Birchall 2011, 12).9

Such a focus on how power works when transparency is propagated, be it as surveillance from above or sousveillance from below, is helpful for discussions about Open Science and transparency. What matters, then, is who demands or even imposes transparency on whom and about what. At the same time, we need to recognise that the boundaries between surveillance and sousveillance are not firmly set as power relations are situational, dynamic, and multiple. Demands for transparency, then, often involve dilemmas that need to be addressed and ambiguities that need to be acknowledged.

The problem with Open Science proponents, however, is that such questions and dilemmas are often left out of their equations. The strong call for openness is underpinned by the strongly positive moral values associated with transparency and sharing. By being transparent, researchers can accumulate ‘transparency capital’ that can confer both cultural and moral authority (Birchall, 2011, 8–9). Such claims to transparency are easier to make for those working with a positivist perspective using statistical inference than for those working with other approaches.

Providing insights from communication studies, scholars such as Lars Christensen and george Cheney (2015) have also criticised the unreflective use of terms such as transparency and openness. When proponents of transparency argue for the sharing of information about methods, data, and research findings, they work with certain assumptions about how communication works. Senders are seen as compliant providers of information, messages as clear and self-evident rather than always mediated, and receivers as interested and willing to listen. But communicating knowledge is not a simple act of mirroring, a ‘passive process of conveying an underlying, objective reality’; it involves representations that constitute the object, ‘providing both clarity and opacity to the process of grasping the object in question’ (Christensen and Cheney 2015, 78). Since representations are always partial, transparency is, then, about replacing one way of revealing some elements and concealing others with another way of doing so.

Proponents of the transparency movement are convinced that transparency is necessary for trust in science. Others, however, have criticised the idea that more transparency is a solution to the crisis of public confidence. In her reflection on audit culture, Strathern (2000b) points out that there is no reason to assume that more transparency will build trust. Referring to ‘the tyranny of transparency’, she argues that disclosure and concealment go hand in hand but that the rhetoric of transparency seems to obscure this. In her view, demands for transparency will only lead to an infinite regression, producing distrust rather than trust. Similarly, Christensen and Cheney point out that providing clarity in some areas reveals opacity in other areas, which then become targets for a further quest for clarity (2015, 78).

My initial interest in transparency did not arise from such academic debates but was sparked by the unfolding of our case. I was struck by how transparency emerged as a central term in the reflection audit, mentioned eighteen times in the thirteen-page report without any reflection on the meaning of the concept (Moors 2019a). Many of the issues mentioned above appeared in the audit report. The auditors started from the assumption that transparency is necessary for public trust in science, so research should be conducted in a way that makes it more transparent. However, it quickly became clear that providing more information did not make a difference; whenever we showed more of our research material and explained how we had worked in more detail, there was a demand for more information, signalling the endless regression to which Strathern (2000b) refers. Transparency was then extended to include the (political) perspectives and activities of researchers prior to employment, the official names of our interlocutors, and access to our research materials. With the need for more institutional control as a major conclusion of the report, the reflection audit became a powerful example of how demands for transparency can become a form of surveillance, creating an impetus for institutional control over how research is conducted.

The above should, however, not be read as a blanket rejection of transparency. The main argument is that ethnographers would approach transparency from a different angle. They point to the need to include and describe the motivations for the research (in our case, questioning the perpetrator-victim binary and the use of the term jihadi brides), the modifications and extensions of the research question during the research (including IS regulations on marriage in relation to state formation), the problems with the methods used (pros and cons of private chatting for this kind of research), and the impact of the positionality of the researchers on the research process (how and to what extent this enabled access to our interlocutors).

At the same time, transparency was not on the agenda of the university board. We received information about the audit at a very late stage and because the reflection audit was a new invention, there was no protocol or checks and balances. Such a selective use of transparency represents a more general problem: while scholars are admonished about the need to be transparent, the ways in which administrators develop research ethics guidelines, integrity codes, procedures for applying GDPR regulations, and other rules and regulations often remain largely invisible to the research community, with researchers having little or no say in this.



5.3. The replication crisis: what does it mean?

The replication crisis was a major impetus for Open Science. Although concerns about the trustworthiness of scientific research have a longer history, by the early 2010s there were growing doubts about the quality of research from within the academy. The field of social psychology in particular was experiencing a ‘replication crisis’: the failure to replicate research that had been presented as statistically robust and producing generalisable results.

In 2011, Brian Nosek launched the Reproducibility Project: Psychology at the Center for Open Science in the US after several studies had shown how easily data could be manipulated to produce desired results and how difficult it was to get replication studies published. Two years later, Nosek and his colleagues began developing platforms such as the Open Science Framework at the Center for Open Science and blogs such as Data Colada, which aim to expose fraudulent or questionable research practices.10

In the Netherlands, the trustworthiness of science became a topic of debate with the discovery of the high-profile case of Diederik Stapel, a renowned social psychologist and dean at Tilburg University, who had been fabricating experimental data for years. His fraud came to light at the end of 2011 when junior researchers became distrustful of the results of his statistical experiments, which showed suspicious data patterns and could not be replicated. They reported this to the university administration. Faced with mounting evidence, Stapel admitted wrongdoing and resigned.11

The idea of replicability as a litmus test of research quality rapidly gained traction. It led to changes in the management of research and in the way individual researchers organise the research process. The widespread acceptance of the requirement of replicability is illustrated by the way in which the most influential research bodies in the Netherlands refer to replication. In an advisory report, the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW 2018, 6) states:


Studies with non-reproducible results can jeopardise scientific progress, waste resources, harm individuals and society, and erode public trust in science. There are various factors – for example, related to study methods, study reporting and the underlying incentive system for researchers – that can lead to non-reproducibility. These factors can and should be eliminated as much as possible.



Replicability was also included in the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity, which requires that research be described in sufficient detail for it to be possible to replicate the data collection and its analysis (KNAW et al. 2018, 17). Furthermore, NWO is in favour of extending the requirement of replication to the humanities: ‘Where possible, it [NWO] wants to encourage and facilitate the replication of humanities research: this should certainly be possible in the empirical humanities’ (quoted in Penders et al. 2019, 11).

However, while replication is widely celebrated and replicability is considered a means of making research more trustworthy, those who argue for replicability in academic research often fail to define what the term refers to let alone when replication is considered successful. There is general agreement that replication involves repeating an original study (addressing the same research question) to assess whether the results are correct, but there is a range of formats for replication.

In the Netherlands, Rik Peels and Lex Bouter, strong proponents of research replicability, distinguish between different modalities to do so. Replication can involve re-analysis of the data from the primary study using the same research protocol to answer the same research question; this is called reproduction. It can also be done by using new data but using the same research protocol as the primary study; this is called direct replication. If not only new data but also a somewhat different research protocol is used, this is called ‘conceptual replication’ (Peels and Bouter 2018, 2).


Trust, distrust, and replication in practice

Scholars active in science and technology studies provide a more critical voice in the field of replication studies. Peterson and Panofsky (2021) emphasise the need to consider the motivations and goals of those arguing for replicability and propose a different categorisation. They distinguish between diagnostic and integrative replication. Diagnostic replication aims to verify the results of previous research; starting from distrust, it is a public test of its trustworthiness. Integrative replication, on the other hand, is practice-oriented; it aims to adopt and extend the results of previous research for the purpose of developing one’s own research. Starting from a basic level of trust in the work of others, there is an inherent motivation to make it work. Integrative replication can provide useful insights for diagnostic replication, but the interplay between the two depends very much on the particularities of the research fields.12

This brings us to the broader relationship between Open Science and trust. One argument in favour of Open Science is that it enables replication, which in turn is thought to strengthen trust in science. But is this trust justified? The concept of replicability is seductive, yet the link between replication and trust is by no means self-evident.

A first caveat is that successful replication does not guarantee that results are trustworthy; they may still be wrong. It is very well possible to reproduce results that are fraudulent or based on questionable research practices. If researchers have fabricated data, replication (working with the same data set) will not reveal this.13 Likewise, if research is based on hypothesising after the results are known, there is no reason why they should not be reproducible. Conversely, non-replication should not automatically be taken as evidence that the original study was flawed; well-conducted research can yield results that are not necessarily replicable. While direct replication and reproduction aim to repeat the original research in the same way, differences are inevitable. At the very least, the replication study is carried out at a different historical moment by different researchers.

Such non-replications can, in fact, be productive. As Derksen (2012, n.p.) notes, ‘they bring into focus the myriad background variables and boundary conditions that stay hidden in the success stories that experimental reports often are’. Attempts at replication will then reveal the many conditions on which these results depend, enabling us to see whether and how certain differences matter. Conceptual replications go a step further. Then the original study can also be ‘tested’ on other populations, using new data and improved research tools and methods. What is replicated here is the conceptual framework, the analytical concepts and theories behind the original study; such replications do not directly address the validity of the original findings. A more recent study (Brenninkmeijer et al. 2025: 17 ff.) points to another effect of replication efforts, that is that they encourage researchers to reflect more thoroughly on the research process in all its facets.

Some scholars propose a different relationship between successful replication and trust. Rather than assuming that successful replication generates trust, they argue that the process can also work the other way around: trust enables successful replication (Collins 2001, 82). This becomes particularly clear when we turn to the question of how replication actually works in practice.14 This question concerns issues such as who is considered qualified to carry out a replication study, how such a study should be designed, and when a replication is deemed successful. More specifically, it also raises the issue of what can be codified in a study protocol and what must instead be transmitted through practice and experience. As it turns out, it is not only very difficult to do a diagnostic replication properly, but it is also more difficult in some fields than in others. Even if we consider only experimental research, there are major differences between fields where procedures are explicit, impersonal, and formalised and those where these are tacit, personal, and fluid (Peterson and Panofsky 2021, 586). Thus, problems of replication are not only specific to particular academic fields such as the sciences versus the humanities but also to the unique affordances of the objects of study.

In a fascinating empirical study, Collins (2001) shows that replication is particularly difficult when experiments depend on embodied skills. This is because it is virtually impossible to communicate tacit knowledge, that is, knowledge that we are not aware of possessing or that we are unable to articulate. Using the example of the measurement of the quality factor of sapphire, which requires the transfer of tacit knowledge in the design and conduct of experiments, Collins shows that even in disciplines generally considered to be universal and replicable, knowledge may need to be exchanged through personal contacts between scientists through, for example, apprenticeships, laboratory visits, and supervised practice (Collins 2001, 72). In this case, it was the trust that developed between the researchers as they worked together to replicate previous results that was important. Trust encouraged them to continue their efforts even after a long period of failure; it ultimately led to successful replication and the spread of new techniques (Collins 2001, 82). Sceptics, however, can turn such trust into a problem. While the exchange of tacit knowledge requires a relationship and some level of trust, ‘that relationship may influence how others evaluate the independence and credibility of the subsequent replication’ (Penders et al. 2019, 5).



Epistemic cultures, epistemic injustices

While the turn to replicability emerged in certain (sub)disciplines, the requirement to meet standards for replicability has since spread to other disciplines and fields. This reflects a broader trend in research management towards bureaucratic uniformity across disciplines. Rik Peels and Lex Bouter (2018) advocate extending the replication drive to the humanities. In their review of replication research in this area, they argue that ‘especially conceptual replications can be and have been performed in the humanities, typically with a view to making the conclusions more credible by “triangulation”’ (Peels and Bouter 2018, 2), which refers to using different sources or methods to substantiate the claims made.

It is remarkable how similar such ‘conceptual replication’ is to how many researchers already work; those who do not test hypotheses but pursue more open-ended research questions also commonly use triangulation. If what defines a ‘conceptual replication’ is that the research questions remain the same while new data and a different research protocol may be used, then a large number of studies would qualify. Here the term ‘replication’ seems mainly serve a rhetorical function.

However, these considerations seem to be set aside when research policy is discussed. Once it is agreed that replication is also possible and desirable in the humanities, the question arises of how to ensure that research in these different fields is replicable. For Peels and Bouter, funding agencies and journals have a particular responsibility. ‘Probably funding agencies are essential in incentivizing the changes we advocate: they can simply demand pre-registration and making the data available mandatory by adding this to their conditions for studies they sponsor. And journals publishing humanistic research can contribute meaningfully by adopting registered reports’ (Peels and Bouter 2018, 3).

From a more critical perspective, Leonelli (2023) raises the question of whether and how replication works for different epistemic cultures. Because the limits of replication differ across epistemic cultures, she proposes a situated understanding and evaluation of replication and replicability. To do this, she distinguishes six styles of research, ranging from software development and more or less standardised experiments to research with unique materials, case studies, and participant observation. In the first group, where statistics are an important research tool, researchers have a high degree of control over the conditions under which knowledge is produced. In the second group, by contrast, control is drastically reduced and replicability cannot reliably be used to assert the status of knowledge claims. As we have seen, researchers using participant observation have little or no control over the research environment. Actual replication would therefore depend on circumstances beyond their control (Leonelli 2023, 12). This indicates that reforms promoting or mandating replicability benefit some research fields more than others, as certain types of research are more amenable to replication, depending on researchers’ degree of control over the research setting and the transferability of research skills.


The celebration of replication has, then, different consequences for different epistemic cultures. New research policies that encourage or mandate transparency and replicability are problematic if they do not recognise differences between epistemologies, disciplines, fields and research objects.15 This also means that ‘policies for research that universalise the replication drive will perpetrate (some might say perpetuate) an epistemic injustice, ghettoising the humanities and hermeneutic social sciences as either inferior research or not really research at all’ (Penders et al. 2019, 2). This is further compounded as compliance with Open Science requirements is not only increasingly used as a criterion for funding but also for tenure and promotion decisions.16 Rather than requiring all research to be replicable, it is important that all researchers account for their research, which can include a detailed description of how the research was conducted, without assuming that this enables replication.




5.4. Ethnography, replication, and openness

As we have seen above, the founders of the replication movements did not consider replicability as a requirement for exploratory research which does not work with representative samples and does not claim to produce generalisable results. Moreover, even within the field of experimental positivist research, there is considerable debate about the value of replication because of its dependence on the affordances of the research objects and the costs involved. Nevertheless, it is clear that the pressure and prestige of the replication movement has had an impact. Some ethnographers have also become concerned that their work risks devaluation or even irrelevancy if they cannot demonstrate that they take the quest for transparency seriously.


Replication done differently?

In an annual review article, Alexandra Murphy, Colin Jerolmack, and DeAnna Smith (2021), three American urban sociologists, raise the question of how ethnographers, in the face of the replication crisis in the social sciences, enable others to reanalyse their findings. In their view, ethnographers should develop a more coherent response to demands for data transparency. They point to the need for ‘the adoption of new standards that align with evolving technologies and expectations around transparency’ (Murphy et al. 2021, 56). Alongside the argument that this is crucial to ensure that ethnography continues to contribute to the social sciences by enabling reanalysis of the research material, they also present a more pragmatic reason for doing so: ‘Adopting new standards may also be necessary if ethnographers hope to continue garnering funding and publishing in top-tier journals’ (Murphy et al 2021, 56). While their list of minimum requirements is modest and uncontroversial, the article also aligns with the public accountability proposed by the replication movement.17 It promotes the public availability of research protocols and research data even while recognizing that some ethnographers are less able to achieve this because of a lack of resources or because of the particular people, topics, and settings they study.

Here it is helpful to return briefly to Small (2009) who highlighted the problems qualitative researchers face in subject areas where quantitative research is prevalent, such as urban poverty in the United States. In his view, attempts by qualitative researchers to legitimise their work by making their research more representative and generalisable were doomed to fail because they would never be able to meet the demands of statistical representativity. As explained in chapter 2, he considers extended interviews with a small number of people not as small sample studies but as multiple case studies, with the findings of an earlier case used to develop new questions for the next case. Calling this process a form of replication, he explains: ‘An important component of case study design is that each subsequent case attempts to replicate the prior ones. Through “literal replication” a similar case is found to determine whether the same mechanisms are in play; through “theoretical replication” a case different according to the theory is found to determine whether the expected difference is found’ (Small 2009, 25).

This brings us back to the different ways in which the term ‘replication’ is used. As discussed in the previous section, ethnographic research is far removed from the kind of research conducted in a controlled environment that allows for direct replication. Turning to conceptual replication, which engages with the original research question but aims to further develop conceptual issues and theoretical approaches, ethnographic research is not so different. Like many other scholars, ethnographers begin their research building on the work of others. When they then select, for instance, a different research setting or different categories of interlocutors, this can support the further development of theory. Moreover, as noted above, as part of the research process, these researchers adopt a cyclical, recursive (rather than linear) approach, with each case building on the previous one. In other words, rather than being against replication, it can be argued that ethnographers do replication differently.

Shifting the focus from replication as an ideal to how it works in practice further undoes the idea that ethnography is an extreme outlier. In July 2024, participants in studies that followed the NWO call for replication published a joint article presenting the first lessons learned about the actual practice of conducting replication studies.18 While we have seen that policy-makers often strive towards generalising the requirement of replicability, this article is more even handed. It both presents the benefits of replication studies and recognizes that replicability does not define good science as for certain types of research it does not work. Next to this, it makes a strong case for conceptual replication (which NWO did not include in its call) rather than reproduction or direct replication. Reproduction is problematic because two studies ‘are never entirely identical […] discussion is always possible about the relevance of the differences between them’ (Derksen et al. 2024, 9). Even if reproduction were possible, following the original protocol would often not make sense. If better methods or tools or a larger corpus of sources are available, it would be a waste of time and money not to use them. When we recognize this, we see that there is no such sharp divide between replication research and research as usual.



Openness: methods and presentation

But what about openness about the methods ethnographers use? In debates about Open Science, openness refers to practices such as pre-registering hypotheses to avoid ad-post reasoning and sharing research protocols, survey questions, and coding books to avoid sloppy science. Ethnographers also consider openness about the methods used as important, but because positivist researchers and ethnographers approach research differently, they signify and value openness differently.

As ethnography is characterised by serendipity, it is hard to predict how the research process will unfold. This means that there is no point in pre-registering hypotheses and interview protocols. When ethnographers conduct interviews, for which the term ‘conversations’ is often more appropriate, their approach differs fundamentally from that of researchers conducting survey research. In the case of the latter, the research conditions must be kept as stable as possible, with each respondent being asked questions in the same way and in the same order. Under such conditions, sharing an interview protocol can work.

In the case of ethnographic interviews, however, how an interview unfolds depends on the interactions between the ethnographers and their interlocutors. Each interview will be different because we use the insights from previous interviews to inform the next; collecting and analysing research material are not separate phases of research but work recursively. As the research progresses, our relationships with our interlocutors evolve, and we ask different questions and formulate them differently. Interviews can also go in unexpected directions depending on interviewees’ responses, including non-verbal responses. As Bertaux (1981, 39) has argued, the best interviews are ‘those in which the interviewees take over the control of the interview and talk freely’.

This way of working also means that the research questions themselves may change during the research process. The importance of recognising the differences between positivist research and ethnography became evident during the reflection audit of our case. The auditors expressed concern and unease because of the fact that our work had extended beyond our research question, also including the broader context of our interlocutors’ marriages:


While the article’s question focuses on marriage, it also makes statements about how they [the women who went to IS-areas] place marriage in the broader context of their relationship to IS [Islamic State]. This might leave the reader wondering why exactly this point is emphasized. We see this reflected in the journalist’s later suggestion that the background of the junior researcher may have colored the findings (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 5).



Modifying or extending the research question may indeed be a problem for positivist researchers. For ethnographers, on the other hand, it is not only acceptable but necessary to show how our interlocutors position and contextualise themselves.

What kind of openness scholars provide about their way of working also depends on the publication culture of their field. Research articles written by quantitative researchers working with a positivist approach often follow a set format.19 They begin with an introduction (summarising previous research and stating their hypotheses), then describe the methods used (including data sources, sample, variables, analytical techniques), present the results (in the form of tables, figures, and graphs), and end with a discussion interpreting the results and pointing out their limitations. This style of presentation avoids personalised language and instead emphasises objective, disembodied knowledge production.

Ethnographers, in contrast, present their findings in much more varied ways.20 They produce not only texts, but also audiovisual and multimodal materials. Still, also when we consider only written texts, their styles of presentation allow for a far wider range of narrative formats. Their work is often rich in detail, includes long, direct quotations from fieldwork, and pays careful attention to contextualization. In this way, they incorporate part of the research material directly into their publications.

In addition, ethnographers also often present much more information about their ways of working in their publications. They do not so much describe the methods used – such as topical life histories, archival research, participant observation, and so on – but focus on how these methods worked in practice. They write extensively about what went wrong in the course of the research process, such as research questions turning out to be irrelevant to their interlocutors, obstacles encountered in developing relationships with their interlocutors, and obstructions by powerful actors who crossed their path. Many ethnographers also go into considerable detail about their motivations for engaging in particular research projects. They not only describe how they build on or critique existing research but also regularly refer to whether and how they draw on experiential knowledge and take societal debates into account. They also discuss how their positionality shapes their relationships with interlocutors throughout the research process.

In tracing the research process, the publication of one’s work is often seen as the final stage. However, as Bertaux (1981, 32) points out, scholars should also consider whether and how their work is read or received as part of the intellectual trajectory of their research. Ethnographers have become increasingly interested in the reception of their work. In writing about the afterlife of their publications, anthropologists such as Abu-Lughod (2016) and Fassin (2015) reflect extensively on whether and how their work is publicly discussed, focusing on the different ways in which various publics engage with it. Such reflections can make visible the dilemmas ethnographers are confronted with. In Do Muslim Women Need Saving, for instance, Abu-Lughod (2013) criticizes how the trope of saving Muslim women has been instrumentalized to legitimize US military interventions. In her discussion of the book’s reception, she acknowledges the dilemma that local women’s rights activists in the Middle East felt she had not adequately considered internal critiques of issues such as honour killings (Abu-Lughod 2016).



Open Access: what about ethnography?

A very different openness is at stake in the case of Open Access publishing. One of the early concerns of the Open Science movement was the high cost of communicating research results. Commercial publishers were making huge profits from the publicly funded work of researchers in their roles as both as authors and reviewers. While universities already cover their salaries and other research costs, they have to pay very high fees for journal subscriptions.

The solution, Open Access publishing, has made publications available to a wide audience. This is an achievement. But it has come at a price, namely high publication costs for researchers, who now often have to pay an Article Processing Charge if they want to publish their work through Open Access. The cost of publishing has thus shifted from the consumers to the producers of knowledge, with commercial publishers still making substantial profits.

This shift affects scholars in different ways, with existing inequalities and hierarchies reinforced and new ones created. Individual scholars’ ability to publish Open Access depends largely on where they are employed and who funds their research. Many well-funded universities in Europe and the Anglophone world have been able to negotiate collective agreements with prestigious publishers that allow individual researchers employed by these institutions to publish in their journals without having to pay a fee. Similarly, major funders who require their grantees to publish Open Access cover the costs of doing so as part of the grant budget. As a result, those employed by such universities or those who receive grants from funders such as NWO and the ERC can benefit from these schemes. Researchers working in low-resource institutions and independent scholars, in contrast, are excluded from such opportunities. The fact that Open Access publications have a better chance of being downloaded and cited is yet another example of the Matthew effect of cumulative advantage in academia.21 This is further exacerbated as some funders use Open Access publishing as a criterion for the evaluation of research proposals.

An issue of particular relevance to ethnographers is the bias of Open Access publishing against books. Most of the funding for Open Access goes to work published in academic journals. There are few funding opportunities that cover the costs of publishing Open Access books, whether they be single-authored ethnographies or edited volumes. Some well-established academic institutions and major funders support Open Access book publishing, but these opportunities remain limited and are often only available to their own staff, grantees, or fellows. As books are a particularly important publication format for ethnographers, this bias is especially harmful for them.




5.5. Conclusion: another kind of openness

Major research institutions are strong proponents of Open Science. However, they often use terms such as openness and transparency, as well as more technical terms like replication, in a rather commonsense way. Over time, there has been a shift away from the early ideals of Open Science, which aimed to make science more accessible to the wider public. Instead, influenced by the distrust that motivated a vocal segment of the replication movement, Open Science and replicability have increasingly become technologies of control. Similarly, transparency has been instrumentalized to propagate institutional surveillance rather than to demand accountability from authority figures.

The implications of these shifts are not the same across all fields of scholarship. While the demands of Open Science and replication may be appropriate for researchers aligned with a positivist tradition, working in controlled environments with transferable skills and standardized research protocols, they do not work well for those situated in a constructivist or interpretive tradition, conducting research in informal settings where tacit, embodied skills and knowledge play a central role. These scholars face the risk of having their work devalued.

The move towards Open Science and replication is, however, not inherently in tension with ethnographic research; what matters is how these concepts are signified and put in practice. Ethnographers are not so much opposed to replication and openness; they do it differently. They work, for instance, with the saturation of knowledge through case studies and sequential interviews that integrate data collection and analysis in an iterative and recursive process.

Moreover, in their publications, ethnographers are very open about how they conducted their research. This openness includes elaborating on their motivations for engaging with particular research questions, reflecting on their positionality, and describing how relationships with their interlocutors developed during the study. They pay careful attention to whether and how particular methods and approaches work in practice and how this influences the research process and findings.

Imposing uniform standards of openness across fields, disciplines and epistemic approaches, following the bureaucratic logic of one rule for all, runs the risk of only reproducing and reinforcing material and epistemological hierarchies. Truly open science would protect and value epistemic diversity.






Chapter 6 Constructing integrity: codification in context

Over the past decades, debates about the regulation of research have increasingly focused on research integrity. Major scandals involving plagiarism and data fabrication as well as alleged widespread practices of sloppy research have led to the rapid proliferation of integrity codes.1 While ethical codes or guidelines have often emerged from the concerns of scholars within specific fields, integrity codes are typically devised in a top-down fashion by institutional management. Research integrity has very quickly become a global industry with its own major research projects, journals, networks, and conference circuits operating at national, regional, and global levels.

In this chapter, I begin with a brief overview of the developments that have led to this turn to integrity, in which public scandals have played a major role. I then address the question of how research integrity has come to be signified and transformed and what this means for regulating research integrity in the Netherlands. I do this by comparing the Netherlands Codes of Conduct for Research Integrity of 2004/2014 and 2018 (KNAW et al. 2014; 2018), the review reports that evaluate these codes and propose revisions (Commissie Herziening gedragscode CHG 2016; Evaluation Committee EC 2024), and, briefly, the most recent European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2023).2 In the next sections, I focus on three issues in more depth: epistemological bias, the shift from ethical concerns to integrity regulations, and the commercialisation of research. In the final section of this chapter, I briefly discuss the impact that the projectification of research can have on researchers’ ability to work with integrity.


6.1. Public scandals and the emergence of integrity codes

Accusations of scientific fraud are not new. In the first half of the nineteenth century, Charles Babbage, a philosopher, mathematician, and mechanical engineer, was already complaining about forged research results and questionable research practices such as trimming (leaving out outliers) and cooking up research results (only presenting positive results) (Dodge and Quetelet 2000). These issues are strikingly similar to some of the concerns of the contemporary integrity field (Bouter 2022).

Scientific or scholarly misconduct refers to fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism in proposing, conducting, or reviewing research or presenting research results. While cases of such misconduct have occurred throughout the past century, the last three decades have seen a rapid increase in openness about such misconduct (Conix, Block and Vaesen 2021; xie et al. 2021). Major scientific scandals have raised serious concerns about research integrity. In the US, the complex Baltimore fraud case, involving data fabrication in the field of genetics, led to the establishment of the Office of Research Integrity in 1989 (Schuyt 2014, 18; 44). A decade later, research misconduct was regulated by federal legislation. Since then, in the case of government-funded research, these forms of misconduct have been considered breaches of the law and made subject to legal sanctions (Schuyt 2014, 45).

In the Netherlands, research integrity has been addressed through self-regulation.3 In the 1990s, scientific fraud became an issue of serious concern when journalists started to systematically investigate it (Van Kolfschooten 1993) and Dutch scholars began to express serious doubts about the independence of researchers involved in third-party-funded research (Kobben and Tromp 1999). René Diekstra’s high-profile plagiarism affaire in the late 1990s spurred the major Dutch research institutions into action. They set up local integrity committees, and, in 2003, established the LOWI (the National Board for Research Integrity), an independent body that advises its member institutions on possible violations of research integrity.4 It remained the responsibility of these institutions, as the employers of researchers, to decide whether to follow LOWI’s advice and impose sanctions, which can range from an official warning to dismissal.5

In 2004, the same academic institutions that founded LOWI also drafted the first Netherlands Code of Conduct for Scientific Research. The Faculty of Social Sciences in Leiden, where Diekstra had been employed, had already published a guideline in 1998. In contrast to this faculty code, the national code was intended to cover scholarly practices in all fields of scholarship.



6.2. Constructing integrity: comparing the codes

In light of this brief account of the emergence of integrity codes, the question arises as to how the concept of integrity should be understood. In their analysis of integrity scandals in the Netherlands, Toon Kerkhoff and Patrick Overeem (2021, 83) conclude that the meaning of integrity is always context-dependent, multiple, and fluid; integrity norms are not stable but socially constructed and subject to change over time. This is evident when we analyse the various Dutch integrity codes.

A good starting point for discussions about scientific integrity are the four principles that Robert Merton proposed in the early 1940s as constituting the scientific ethos, the moral principles to which scientists should adhere. The first is universalism. Taking a stance against ethnocentrism or national loyalties, Merton argues that the acceptance or rejection of truth claims should not depend on ‘the personal or social attributes of their protagonist, such as race, nationality, religion, class and personal qualities’ but on impersonal criteria (Merton 1942, 118).6

The second principle is communism (in the sense of common ownership). ‘The substantive findings of science are a product of social collaboration and are assigned to the community’, Merton states. ‘They constitute a common heritage in which the equity of the individual producer is severely limited’ (Merton 1942, 121). In short, scientists should not claim individual ownership but only recognition and esteem for their findings.

The third principle is disinterestedness. Scientists should not seek their personal advancement but the advancement of science. Disinterestedness is not simply a personal characteristic but the effect of a particular pattern of institutional control. For Merton, scientific research ‘is under the exacting scrutiny of fellow-experts’ (1942, 124). Scientists are held accountable by their peers.

The last principle, following from the previous, is organized scepticism, which demands the suspension of judgement and the detached scrutiny of beliefs. It asks for a critical approach to everything, including ‘religious doctrine, political convictions and economic claims’, also when this threatens ‘the current distribution of power’ (Merton 1942, 126).

There is, of course, often a wide gap between such ethical principles and how researchers work in practice in a field where established traditions, power, and reputation influence debates about scientific authority (Bourdieu 1975). Nevertheless, these principles have a heuristic value in that they are still often referred to as normative ideals and are therefore relevant to debates about what it means to do research with integrity.

The first 2004/2014 integrity code, which sets out principles and standards of integrity for the proper conduct of research, puts in writing how researchers should carry out their duties. It introduces six principles: honesty and scrupulousness, reliability, verifiability, impartiality, independence, and responsibility, which to a large extent overlap with Merton’s principles. With transparency as the overarching principle, researchers must be able to demonstrate how they put these principles into practice. The main section of the code then elaborates on these principles, providing a set of standards of conduct that reflect best practice.

The substantially revised 2018 code is far more extensive and complex. This code has a more explicit dual purpose. It is intended as both a didactic tool to stimulate dialogue and a framework for compliance. It offers standards that serve as an aspirational ideal while providing guidance in cases of alleged violations of research integrity (KNAW et al. 2024, 11). Its principles are broadly similar to those of the previous code: honesty, scrupulousness, transparency, independence, and responsibility. How these values are to be put into practice is specified in no less than sixty-one standards of conduct (norms) designed to support their enactment: they describe what a researcher should or should not do. Of these standards, nineteen can constitute research misconduct while the others refer to questionable research practices and minor shortcomings. Sanctions depend on twelve assessment criteria. Some scholars, such as Kees Schuyt, a sociologist and legal scholar who served as the former director of LOWI, are critical of the revisions in the 2018 code. For Schuyt, the code is far too detailed and vague to be a workable document for committees assessing research integrity violations.7 Others, such as Hans Radder (2022), have put forward more fundamental criticism of the revised code, which I will refer to below. A comparison of the content of these codes reveals three major areas of concern: epistemological bias, a shift from ethics to integrity, and the commercialisation of research.


Epistemological bias

To begin with, these codes show a fairly consistent epistemological bias, with positivism as the normative standard, albeit with some modifications in the 2018 version. In the 2014 code, this bias was clearly present, with the code defining ‘the ultimate aim of science’ as ‘to establish facts’ (KNAW et al. 2014, 5). Verifiability is a key concept. The choice of research question, design, methods, and references to sources must be accurately documented so that all steps in the research process can be verified. Researchers should provide a full account of the research conducted so that it can be ‘traced, verified and re-tested’ (2014, 7). Research must be replicable to verify its accuracy. The quality of data collection, storage, and processing needs to be closely guarded and properly monitored. Raw data will be stored for at least ten years, made available to other researchers on request (unless legal provisions dictate otherwise), and archived in such a way that it can be easily accessed at any time (2014, 7–8).

Many of these requirements may be appropriate for positivist research but not for an interpretative and intersubjective approach; they are often problematic for ethnography. As we have seen in previous chapters, restrictive notions of verifiability and especially replicability (in the sense of reproduction) do not work for ethnographic research. Ethnographers do not use terms such as ‘raw data’ which negate the involvement of our interlocutors in the co-production of research materials. Making data available can be undesirable, as will be argued in the next chapter.

However, this disconnect between the language of the code and ethnography is mitigated by the statement in the preamble to the code that the applicability of particular normative rules depends on concrete circumstances, which may also be subject to change. Thus, the code recognises that deviations may be justified as long as scholars are able to explain and motivate such deviations, following the rule of ‘either apply or explain’ (KNAW et al. 2014, 3).

In 2016, the review committee set up to evaluate the 2014 code and propose revisions for a new code presented its report (CHG 2016). This committee proposed a more inclusive formulation of the aims of science. To some extent, this is taken up in the 2018 code. The latter no longer refers to the ultimate aim of science as ‘to establish facts’. Instead, it builds on the European ALLEA Code of Conduct for Research Integrity’s definition of research as ‘the quest for knowledge obtained through systematic study and thinking, observation and experimentation’ and states that ‘Although disciplines may differ in approach and method, they share a motivation to increase and spread our understanding of ourselves and the world in which we live’ (KNAW et al. 2018, 7). Such a broader definition is a welcome change as it is more open to epistemological pluralism.

The 2016 review report also suggested that some of the wording of the standards should be changed as not all rules apply to all disciplinary fields.8 It therefore advised that transparency and replication of all steps in the research process should be possible ‘in principle’ and that the requirement to share raw data needed nuance as this is not always possible (CHG 2016, 20). In response to this advice, the 2018 code presents a slight modification to the requirements of replicability, adding the modifier ‘usually’: ‘The line of reasoning must be clear and the steps in the research process must be verifiable. This usually means that the research must be described in sufficient detail for it to be possible to replicate the data collection and its analysis’ (KNAW et al. 2018, 17).

The addition of ‘usually’ is not only a weak change, but it is questionable whether this is an improvement at all given the full text of the code. As noted above, the 2014 Code stated that deviations from the standards may be justified in certain circumstances (KNAW et al. 2014, 3). The 2018 code, on the other hand, explicitly states that ‘This Code contains general standards for all disciplines in the sciences and humanities and for the institutions adopting it. These standards may be specified or supplemented in writing for each discipline or institution, but never weakened’ (KNAW et al. 2018, 11).9 This is problematic. A norm such as ‘Ensure that sources are verifiable’, with no further qualifications added, can easily be taken to mean that interlocutors are not allowed to remain anonymous to the researcher (KNAW et al. 2018, 17). In our case, the journalist used this requirement of verifiability to disqualify our research as we did not register the names of our interlocutors (the women who had travelled to Syria). In short, to the extent that the 2014 and 2018 codes leave space for non-positivist approaches, the former is more flexible in allowing for deviations while its definition of scientific research is more restrictive. The 2018 code, on the other hand, has broadened this definition but has not applied this systematically in the individual standards. This may cause problems for researchers as this code no longer allows for deviations or exemptions.

In 2024, a KNAW Evaluation Committee (EC) published another report, this time to evaluate the current 2018 code in preparation for an updated version. The tone of this evaluation report is decidedly upbeat; it mentions a number of strong points, expresses little or no criticism, and identifies only a few aspects of the code that can be further strengthened (EC 2024, 33–35).10 The report also emphasises that the consultation it conducted shows that there is widespread appreciation of the 2018 code. Users and other stakeholders recognise that the code ‘covers all scientific and scholarly disciplines and every type of scientific and scholarly research’ (EC 2024, 10). However, this is not evident from the report itself. The report provides some information about those consulted in terms of their professional positions (e.g. researcher, member of an integrity committee, administrator) and institutional affiliations (at university level), but does not provide information about their disciplinary affiliations or the fields of research in which they are active (EC 2024, 21). It is therefore unclear whether and to what extent epistemic diversity was considered in the selection of those consulted.

Comparing this report with the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2023),11 it is clear that the European Code has a greater sensitivity to epistemic diversity. This can be seen, for example, in its treatment of open science and replication. The 2018 Dutch code includes a requirement to make research findings and data public after the research is completed and, if this is not possible, to establish valid reasons for this, with confidentiality only mentioned in a footnote (EC 2024, 30; KNAW et al. 2018, 16; 18). In contrast, the European Code states that ‘researchers shall communicate their results in an open, honest, transparent and accurate manner and respect the confidentiality of data or findings when legitimately required to do so’ (ALLEA 2023, 7). It presents both options in the text itself in a non-hierarchical way; respecting confidentiality is considered as important as sharing.12

As noted above, the 2018 code only slightly modified the replicability requirement by inserting the modifier ‘usually’, placing those who are unable to do so in the position of the exception. The European Code, on the other hand, takes a more balanced view. It requires researchers to report their results and methods ‘in a way that […] facilitates verification and replication, where applicable. ‘ (ALLEA 2023, 7). The use of the term ‘where applicable’ avoids the built-in hierarchy of the norm and the exception in the 2018 Code.



From ethical concerns to integrity regulations

Over time, the regulation of research has partially shifted from ethical considerations, which include how ethnographers should work with their interlocutors, to concerns about research integrity, which focus on the reliability and validity of research. Merton’s Principles of a Scientific Ethos presented a strongly ethical approach, and the 1998 guideline of the Faculty of Social Sciences in Leiden still used the broader term ethics in its title.13 Also, compared to the 2014 code, the most recent 2018 code moves further away from ethical concerns towards a narrower conceptualisation of research integrity.

To start with, the 2014 code mentions a range of ethical considerations that are absent from the 2018 code. These include that research involving human subjects is only permitted if they give free and informed consent, are exposed to minimal risks, and have their privacy protected (KNAW et al. 2014, 5). Addressing relationships with colleagues and PhD students, the 2014 code stipulates that academics must avoid ‘personal relationships that may give rise to reasonable doubts concerning the objectivity of their decisions, or that may result in any form of coercion or exploitation of a hierarchically subordinate person’ (2014, 6). Researchers should be allowed to take an independent position, particularly when they are in a subordinate relationship, such as PhD students to their supervisors (2014, 9).

When discussing the principle of responsibility, the 2018 code mentions the need to take into account, within reasonable limits, the legitimate interests of human and animal research subjects as well as those of clients, funding bodies, and the environment (KNAW et al. 2018, 13). What such legitimate interests might entail remains unclear, but the examples of possible dilemmas are instructive. They refer to cases of conflicting interests, such as those in which ‘responsibility towards a commissioning party’ or ‘the need to safeguard public security’ limit the extent to which a researcher can be transparent. ‘In such cases, it will be necessary to determine which principles should be given priority’ (KNAW et al. 2018, 14). Ethnographers would highlight a different tension, namely that their responsibilities to their interlocutors can limit transparency.

More generally, the 2018 code considers such ethical considerations to be outside its scope and the 2024 Evaluation Committee also expresses a preference for a focus on research integrity in a more narrow sense. The latter recognises that issues such as diversity and inclusion, open science, and collective responsibility are relevant, but its first recommendation is nevertheless ‘to maintain the current focus on research integrity itself’, explaining that the code ‘should not include detailed discussions of related topics such as social safety, academic freedom or diversity and inclusion’ (EC 2024: 10).14 Elsewhere, it is further emphasised that the code should distinguish itself from related issues such as ‘social safety, recognize and reward, diversity, equity and inclusion, knowledge safety, academic freedom and ethical considerations’ (EC 2024, 34). The 2023 European code, in contrast, takes a different view. It emphasizes the importance of a research setting that is conducive to research integrity. This includes, for example, that research institutions should create an environment of mutual respect, promote ‘values such as equity, diversity and inclusion’ and ‘actively support researchers who receive threats’ (ALLEA 2023, 6).

Another topic the 2024 Evaluation Committee addresses is who is responsible for acting with integrity. It welcomes the inclusion of a separate section on the institutional duty of care as a major innovation of the 2018 code. There are two issues here. First, this section also explicitly states that ‘the regulated right to raise complaints […] does not apply to institutional duties of care’ (KNAW et al 2018, 20). The evaluation report supports this because it fears that allowing complaints against institutions based on their duty of care would lead to ‘an endless series of complaints nominally about scientific integrity’ that are in fact about other kinds of conflicts (EC 2024, 44). As a result, only individual scholars bear responsibility for scientific integrity and are held accountable. Secondly, it overlooks that the earlier 2014 code explicitly stated that the code also applies to those ‘who bear administrative responsibility for academic practice’ without restricting the right to lodge complaints on this issue (KNAW et al. 2014, 3; see also Radder 2022).

A striking omission in this discussion of institutional duty of care is the failure to mention the institutional responsibility to protect researchers who attempt to act with integrity against powerful actors and may face the threat of subpoena.15 The evaluation report states that institutions have a responsibility to provide support to their employees, ‘including legal assistance’, but this only refers to the case that they are faced with complaints about research integrity (EC 2024, 11). I return to this issue in chapter 8 on academic freedom.



The commercialisation of research

A major change in the integrity protocols is the far greater leniency towards third-party funding and, more generally, the commercialisation of research. The 2014 code devotes considerable attention to the principle of independence, highlighting the dangers of conflicts of interest. Independence refers here to the need for researchers to base their judgements solely on scientific or scholarly considerations; in the case of externally funded research, there should be no interference from the funder. The code goes beyond mentioning the need to name these funders in publications and to ensure that they do not influence the research results. It also stipulates that ‘the research question is of a scientific or scholarly interest and should go beyond the commissioner’s particular concern’, that ‘assignments carried out with third-party funding demonstrably contribute to academic teaching and/or research’ and that ‘the option to publish academic research results is assured’ (KNAW et al. 2014, 10). Furthermore, it states that researchers need to provide ‘an up-to-date and complete list of their relevant ancillary activities on the university website’ and expresses the demand that ‘every university explains its procedures for reporting the ancillary activities of staff’ (2014, 9).

The 2016 review committee was very critical of this emphasis on independence and scholarly relevance. In its view, the code of conduct ‘appears to be based on the scholar with full academic freedom. This premise […] has been outdated for quite some time. Nowadays application-oriented and demand-driven research takes place in almost all research institutions. In general, scientific integrity does not stand or fall with the choice of research objects, the specific question or the involvement of an external commissioner, but with the method that must remain objective, independent and critical’ (CHG 2016, 21).

The 2018 Code largely follows this advice. It drastically reduces the requirement for research to be independent and removes the requirement that all academic research be scientifically relevant, stating that researchers should ‘conduct research that can be of scientific, scholarly and/or societal relevance’ (KNAW et al 2018, 16). This means that research no longer has to have scientific value; it can have only societal value.

But what is meant by ‘societal value’ remains up in the air. In the 1970s, there were lively debates in universities about the need to make research more societally relevant. At the time, this referred to research that would benefit disadvantaged groups in society who did not have the resources to commission research themselves. Some three decades later, a new term, ‘valorisation’, was introduced. In 2004, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science briefly defined valorisation as the transformation of research results into economic value.16 The enterprising university was to become more commercial; public-private partnerships and externally funded policy-oriented research were encouraged. Success in attracting third-party funding became an indicator of societal relevance.17

If scientific relevance is no longer required, a major risk is that this makes it easier for those with the most financial resources, such as the tobacco industry, the fossil fuel industry, Big Pharma, Big Tech, and large government organisations, to influence research agendas.18 After all, these companies and organisations can also claim that the research they pay for is societally relevant. When academic departments become dependent on such external funding, the influence need not be direct.19 The awareness that clients dissatisfied with the research will no longer award assignments to the research group in question can in itself lead to self-censorship. Such a turn to commercialisation is a major departure from Merton’s principle that the results of publicly funded science should be a common good, publicly owned rather than privatised.20

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science had specifically asked the 2024 Evaluation Committee to pay attention to transparency and independence because of recent public concerns about the impact of external funding of research and scholars’ ancillary positions on research integrity (EC 2024, 13). In its report the evaluation committee then recommends that ‘the value and applicability of the principle of independence in practice-oriented and applied science and other forms of cooperation with non-scientific partners’ be addressed, but it adopts a rather defensive tone. Concerned about public scrutiny, it argues that it can be desirable for researchers to have ancillary roles as they strengthen links with society and promote societal impact. It recognises that the requirement to act with scientific integrity is the guiding principle in taking such ancillary positions but points out that the current code already requires transparency about ancillary activities, ancillary positions, and ancillary interests and calls for a nuanced approach. This is a rather weak response to the fact that universities have seriously neglected the registration requirements of scholars’ ancillary positions, an issue that only saw the light of day thanks to media investigations. Similarly, the report largely ignores the many integrity scandals of recent years that have been linked to such ancillary positions and activities.21




6.3. Policy-making: projectification and integrity

There is also another angle from which to approach integrity issues. Jeannette Pols et al. (2024) argue that policy-making itself is far more damaging to research integrity than the actions of individual researchers.22 This is because what scholars consider to be the conditions for ‘good science’ differs significantly from how policy-makers understand those conditions. Whereas the latter see competitive research policies as generating innovative research, scholars see such policies as disruptive to the everyday creativity of scholarship, a creativity that is the effect of balancing tradition and innovation in a collective scholarly practice.

A concrete example of how innovations in research management can make it more difficult to do research with integrity is the rapid growth of peer-reviewed project funding. Since the 1970s, governments in industrialised countries have begun to distribute an increasing share of research funding through peer-reviewed project funding, which often creates conditions of intense competition and low success rates in attempts to access such funding among researchers (Conix et al. 2021, 2). In the Netherlands, such funding formats became increasingly popular after the emergence of the enterprising university in the late 1990s, when universities were expected to operate more efficiently and increase their research output. Policymakers, distrustful of their ability to do so, saw funding organisations as an effective instrument to bring about the desired changes (Van Lunteren 2020, 103).

These funding agencies, such as the NWO in the Netherlands and even more so the ERC at the EU level, have favoured large projects selected through peer review of research proposals. The large size of these projects is intended to encourage research collaboration and limit overhead costs while also enhancing the prestige of the funder. In the case of ethnography, there are particular reasons to be critical of such a move towards large projects. The assumption is usually that such projects are led by a PI who is held accountable for the project as a whole and that these projects are hierarchically organised also in terms of the division of labour, with the PI and other senior researchers doing the theorising and the collection of the data delegated to more junior researchers.23 In some cases the PI can have control over all the research material, with the risk being that the research project becomes exploitative and extractive (Landström 2024; Sukarieh and Tannock 2019).

Such large projects are common for research in those scientific fields where researchers work under highly controlled conditions. But they do not work well for those using a highly informal ethnographic approach, where the separation of researchers and their research materials is intrinsically problematic because of the importance of tacit, embodied, and experiential knowledge. For ethnographers (and scholars working in other fields where the delegation of research is undesirable), a larger number of smaller projects allocated to individual researchers, who can then participate in multiple horizontal networks of knowledge production and exchange, would often work better than a small number of large projects organised vertically.24

One problem with such a funding instrument is that even when the call is completely open in terms of research topic, applicants feel the need to balance their intrinsic research interests with their chances in the marketplace of proposals. As Stijn Conix et al. (2021) and Hans Radder (2022) have argued, such peer-reviewed project funding can also incentivise researchers to violate research integrity and promote ethically questionable behaviour, both amongst applicants for funding and those who evaluate them. Particularly when grants are large and prestigious, the stakes are very high for both applicants and host institutions. This has led to the development of a new grant-support industry that goes well beyond identifying where and what funding is available and how to apply. Wealthier research institutions are able to offer a variety of forms of support to applicants that further reinforce institutional inequalities.25 This is not limited to organising proposal-writing workshops and interview training; in some cases, applicants can also hire consultants to make the proposal more competitive. One such consultant advertises their services as follows:


Writing the Impact section: most certainly the most competitive section of Horizon Europe, the Impact section has changed a lot since Horizon 2020. Our experts can draft it with you with information you may not have considered at first and shape it into what the Commission’s evaluator will want to read.26



This neatly sums up the problem with such projectification of research. What matters is what evaluators want to read and what kind of support can be bought. As Radder (2022) has argued, this involvement of third parties in proposal writing creates tensions about honesty about authorship. More generally, the whole art of proposal writing, with the detailed information it requires about how the research will be conducted, what activities will be organised, where the results will be published, and what impact the research will have, pushes towards conformity to external norms. This is particularly problematic for ethnographers as they work with a discovery approach rather than a design approach and therefore with a relatively high degree of unpredictability.


In addition, financial pressures on institutions can make it difficult for scholars to uphold the principle of responsibility. They may be pushed to apply for as many grants as possible, preferably for the maximum amount. This can lead applicants to submit proposals for research already partly completed, to use some of their funded research time to develop new projects, or to submit partially overlapping projects to multiple funders (Conix et al. 2021; Radder 2022).27

Scholars may also encounter potential conflicts with integrity principles when serving on evaluation committees. In the first selection rounds, they are often asked to evaluate proposals as generalists and may lack the necessary knowledge to do so in a responsible manner. As the differences in quality between proposals are often very small, the risk of bias is difficult to avoid. In addition, the final evaluation report of research projects is primarily a legal document, carefully crafted in order to avoid appeals by applicants. While it is inevitable that project assessments are comparative since proposals are ranked against one another and strong submissions may go unfunded due to limited resources, legal requirements prohibit acknowledging this. Whereas many of these issues may sound minor, taken together, the projectification of research under highly competitive conditions provides incentives for a less-than-honest and responsible way of working.



6.4. Conclusion: from ethics to commerce

The integrity code is an important reference point for research management. To receive their degree, doctoral candidates at Dutch universities must pledge to uphold the principles of academic integrity, honesty and diligence, transparency, independence and accountability in their work at all times. Yet such a pledge is fraught with ambiguities: these terms are open to multiple interpretations, the scholarly virtues they describe can conflict with one another, and it is unclear how scholars are expected to uphold these principles when working outside academia.

While the turn to research ethics has, at least in part, been driven by the concerns of researchers themselves, codes of integrity have, by and large, been developed by the boards of research institutions. The resulting top-down bureaucratic approach favours uniform rules that can be applied universally. These codes leave little space for a diversity of epistemic perspectives, favouring those who use a positivist approach in a controllable environment. As a result, their content and wording does not only reflect academic hierarchies but can also contribute to reproducing these.

Tracing developments over time, revisions of these integrity codes reflect broader changes in academic governance, as evident in their divergence from Merton’s principles in two significant respects. The 2018 code has been stripped of broader ethical concerns, relegating these to other disciplinary bodies; this also weakens its potential didactic function, since many of the dilemmas faced by scholars lie at the intersection of research ethics and integrity. At the same time, the 2018 code has opened the door much wider to the commercialisation of academic research, which in turn has engendered major integrity breaches.

As the projectification of research shows, policy-making itself can be harmful to research integrity. Still, the 2018 integrity code places the responsibility for research integrity primarily on individual researchers; there are no sanctions for institutional actors. The 2024 Dutch Evaluation Report largely supports this position, yet at one point it does recognise the impact of the organisation and funding of research on research integrity. Addressing the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, the report acknowledges that “the pursuit of a responsible research culture requires a robust funding model that avoids undue competition for grants and appointments” (EC 2024, 11). As I will argue in Chapter 8, such a model is also a key precondition for the enactment of academic freedom.






Chapter 7 Anonymity, positionality, and field notes: integrity in practice

Moving from an analysis of integrity codes to how integrity works in practice, in this chapter I address three contentious issue: the anonymity of our interlocutors, the positionality of researchers, and the sharing of field notes. Public scandals have been a major impetus to turn these issues into subjects of considerable debate. In the previous chapters, I have argued that ethnographers have often been burdened with the problems of others, such as those of researchers in the biomedical field and social psychologists. As we will see in this chapter, one prominent case of research misconduct was much closer to home. It involved the work of Mart Bax, a prominent professor of anthropology at the VU University in Amsterdam. When there were serious doubts about whether he had carried out the fieldwork he claimed to have undertaken, Bax refused to share his field notes on the premise that he had promised his interlocutors confidentiality.

While Bax’s controversial fieldwork took place between 1984 and 1990, the allegations of data fabrication and scientific misconduct only came to light twenty years later (Van Kolfschooten 2012, 191–97). Nevertheless, his case had an enormous impact. The VU University set up a committee to investigate the case; this committee concluded that there had been scientific misconduct in research and fraud in the university’s reporting (Baud et al. 2013, 39). His case also affected the standing of anthropology in Dutch academia. A KNAW report on handling research data with integrity expressed concerns about anthropology as a discipline, contending that in anthropology, ‘an individualistic research culture appears to make systematic control of acquired data and field research difficult’ (KNAW 2012, 29). When anthropologists complain that new forms of research management are harmful to ethnographic research, the automatic response is often: ‘But what about Mart Bax?’

Bax’s case is part of wider international debates about the trustworthiness of ethnographic research. In the US in the late 2010s, the case of Alice Goffman attracted much public attention and considerable academic debate. In her ethnographic work, goffman (2014; 2015) describes the impact of law enforcement on fugitive young black men, their families, and their wider environments based on long-term ethnographic research in an American urban neighbourhood. Steven Lubet (2018), a law professor, attempted to disqualify her ethnographic work, questioning whether it would stand as trustworthy evidence in a court of law.1 He argues that the use of evidence in ethnography must be compared to the standards of evidence in legal practice, pointing to the need to distinguish between observation and hearsay, to include fact-checking, to consider contrary evidence, to test the reliability of witnesses, and to avoid unwarranted generalisations.2 While ethnographers also consider openness about the quality of research material important and warn against drawing unwarranted conclusions, many would not support the remedies he proposes, such as making the disclosure of names and places the default position and making field notes publicly available.

In our case, the reflection audit considered the anonymity of our interlocutors and the confidentiality of field notes as major points of contention and expressed concern about researcher bias. This chapter, more than the previous ones, builds on my experiences with research management.3 In the first section, I discuss how anonymity as a default option has also become a topic of debate among ethnographers. While ethnographers hold a variety of views on this issue, the topic of the research and the positionality of our interlocutors need to be taken into account. I then shift the focus to researcher positionality (which some would translate as risk of bias) and argue that while ethnographers are often more open about their positionality than other scholars, it is undesirable to impose particular forms of disclosure. Next, I present a contrasting case that further complicates this discussion about researcher positionality by returning to how the content of the research matters. In the final section I address the public sharing of field notes, highlighting their distinctive nature as memory triggers for ethnographers. Here I examine the ethical and epistemological implications of making field notes publicly accessible, ending with a brief reflection on the cases of Bax and Goffman, both of whom destroyed their field notes.


7.1. Contesting anonymity: a turn to disclosure?

The integrity code’s standard that sources must be verifiable raises the question of whether the full anonymisation of our interlocutors can be considered a questionable research practice. In the case of our affaire, both the journalist and the auditors were suspicious of how we anonymised our interlocutors. When I submitted our research project to the ethics committees of both our funder (the ERC) and our faculty, I already explained that we would not only anonymise our interlocutors in our publications but also refrain from asking for their official names. We were concerned that doing so would make them more reluctant to participate in the research. We were also well aware of the risk that we might inadvertently reveal their names.4 Sharing our concerns, both ethics committees turned this form of anonymisation into a condition for funding.

When we explained to the journalist that it is common practice in anthropology neither to record nor to request our interlocutors’ official names, he did not believe us. Referring to the Code of Integrity, he asked us on the record: ‘You did not use ID cards or passports to prove that the research subjects were in Syria. In retrospect, shouldn’t you have done that?’ While we did not understand how passports could be evidence of our interlocutors’ presence in IS-held areas, it is highly unlikely that the women would have consented to this, and if they had, it could well have been to their detriment.

It is evident that journalists and anthropologists hold different views on anonymity. Journalists are usually reluctant to work with anonymous sources because they consider them as less trustworthy. They prefer to include official names and other identifiers in their publications, especially when their aim is to expose wrongdoing. If there is a valid reason to withhold names, the editor-in-chief still needs to know them. It may then be understandable that the journalist viewed full anonymisation as problematic, but this stance undermines key ethical safeguards central to ethnographic research.5

The response of the auditors was more disconcerting as they are familiar with anonymising interlocutors as a common scholarly practice. For them, anonymity became a problem because of the negative publicity it generated. While acknowledging, with reference to the requirements of the ethical committees, that not registering the names of our interlocutors could be justified, they simultaneously deemed it a suspicious act by stating that in their view, the contract with the ERC ‘protects informants and anonymity to the extreme’ (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 10).6

In retrospect, not asking for the names of our interviewees turned out to be a wise decision. After we submitted our article to Anthropology Today, the Dutch security forces decided to prosecute under terrorism law not only the men but also the women who had travelled to IS territories and to prepare individual files in case they would return to the Netherlands. In the recently concluded trials of the returnees, both public posts and private messages were used as evidence of their membership in a terrorist organization (Moors 2026, forthcoming).


Ethnographic considerations

Anonymisation and the use of pseudonyms have also become topics of debate among ethnographers themselves. In anthropology, the default option has been to be careful about naming places, to use pseudonyms for our interlocutors to protect their privacy, and, in some cases, to alter details to avoid recognition. As the AAA’s 1971 Principles of Professional Responsibility promoted: ‘Informants have a right to remain anonymous. This right should be respected both where it has been explicitly promised and where no clear understanding to the contrary has been reached’ (AAA 1971, n.p.).

More recently, this emphasis on the value of anonymity has become criticised. Qualitative sociologists Jerolmach and Murphy (2019) argue that disclosure, rather than anonymisation, should be the default option in ethnographic research. To better understand what is at stake in discussions about disclosure, Reyes (2018) suggests distinguishing between naming settings and naming individuals. In the case of research settings, scale matters. Are we naming a country, a region, a city, a village, or a neighbourhood? A relevant consideration here is how important a particular setting is to our research questions, that is, whether the setting acts as a context for the research or is itself the focus of the research. Disclosure has the advantage of enabling a more thorough historical, socio-cultural, or political contextualisation and would make it easier for readers to form their own opinions and develop alternative interpretations (Jerolmach and Murphy 2019, 809). The downside is that, particularly in small-scale settings, naming may make our interlocutors more easily recognisable.

Turning from places to people, there is a difference between simply using a fictive name for our interlocutors (pseudonymisation) and making attempts at more thorough anonymisation by also changing additional information provided such as the number of children and their gender, the date of an event a person has attended, or the age and occupation of spouses. In the case of the latter, there is a risk that relevant information may be altered. Hence, critics of anonymisation argue that ethnographers should explain why and how they have anonymised their material, that is, that there is a need for them to be explicit about ‘how decisions about anonymisation are inherently theoretical and to make transparent how they navigated the ethical and scientific trade-offs of anonymisation’ (Murphy et al. 2021, 48). It is indeed important for ethnographers to discuss what kinds of details are changed in their work in order to anonymise their interlocutors. At the same time, we need to recognise that ethnographers must be selective about what they include in their writings; there is always a risk that information considered relevant by others has been omitted.7

An additional argument for disclosure is that in this age in which both researchers and their interlocutors are often present online, it has become almost impossible to keep the promise of keeping names confidential (Jerolmach and Murphy 2019, 805).8 The fact that it has become more difficult to guarantee confidentiality should indeed be made clear to our interlocutors, but does it then follow that we should not make an effort to mitigate the effects of disclosure? While full anonymity may be hard to achieve, what matters most to our interlocutors is that the use of pseudonyms and other forms of anonymisation allows them to claim plausible deniability.

Jerolmach and Murphy (2019) also promote disclosure for a very different reason, namely the standing of ethnography as an academic field and the replicability of research. In their view, disclosure enables ethnographers’ revisits and reanalysis and makes replication possible; it also enables diachronic comparisons and data triangulation (Jerolmach and Murphy 2019, 815). Furthermore, they state that ethnography ‘risks marginalisation if it continues to ignore scholarly and public demands for greater data transparency’ (2019, 819). However, as we have seen in the chapter 5, direct replication of ethnographic research is not possible; replication always takes place at a different historical moment and is carried out by other researchers, both of which can influence the research outcome. Conceptual replication, on the other hand, does not require research to be carried out in the same place and with the same interlocutors. Moreover, our interlocutors may not appreciate being revisited and may instead claim the right to be forgotten.9

In other words, we need to weigh the benefits of naming against the risks that this entails for our interlocutors, of which they may not always be fully aware (Reyes 2018). There are obvious cases where disclosure would be harmful to our interlocutors, such as in the case of vulnerable people, those who engage in practices that are considered undesirable or even illegal, or those who simply wish to keep parts of their lives private. But disclosure can also put ethnographers themselves at risk. As Randol Contreras (2019), who has conducted extensive fieldwork with gang members, points out, in the case of research with those involved in criminal acts, naming people and places can put both ethnographers and their interlocutors in grave danger. He calls for partial disclosure as an option, with the ethnographer revealing ‘vital details about participants without disclosing their identities and the exact times and locations of their crimes’ and providing a general sense of the field site’s location without revealing its exact spot (2019, 308). It may well be wise to err on the side of caution, also because what is safe or risky in a particular setting can change dramatically even over a relatively short period of time.10

Arguments about anonymity versus disclosure also need to take into account who our interlocutors are. Erica Weiss and Carol McGranahan (2021), who recently curated an online collection of essays on pseudonyms, argue that not naming people can be paternalistic. They point out that ‘the gap between “research subject” and “colleague” is for many rapidly fading’ (Weiss and Mcgranahan 2021, n.p.). This stance may be influenced by the fact that some of the contributors to this collection have conducted research with activists who are also scholars or public intellectuals (Shneiderman 2021; Weiss 2021). Still, even then, depending on the topic of research, our interlocutors may prefer not to be named.

Furthermore, we need to keep in mind that those in a position of authority – who understand the impact of publicity very well – are better able to protect themselves by demanding that institutions and individuals not be named. For example, when Miia Halme-Tuomisaari (2021) conducted research with UN human rights experts, they insisted on not being named for fear of disciplinary action. As we have already seen in chapter 4, powerful institutions and actors such as elite schools, law firms, development managers, and financial traders often reserve the right to read the manuscript before publication and/or threaten researchers with dire consequences if they do not remove information and insights that might harm their interests.11 In such cases, anonymising institutions and interlocutors also functions as a means to protect ethnographers themselves (also Whitty 2024). If this is not possible, certain findings can become unpublishable because of the threat of legal action (Simpson 2016).12


The strongest argument for naming is when our interlocutors themselves are in favour of disclosure, when they consider their public presence in the text as a form of recognition. At the same time, it is important to realise that such a desire for recognition can have epistemological implications. It can affect the relationship between ethnographers and their interlocutors as there is always a third party present: the wider public. This awareness can provide valuable insights, but it must be recognised that it can also lead to self-censorship. Another problem is that the disclosure of an individual’s name can have consequences for others who would prefer to remain anonymous.

An interesting early reflection on naming is provided by Sjaak van der geest (2003), who discusses some of the dilemmas he faced in writing about his interlocutors in Ghana. In his early research, conducted in the 1970s and 1980s, he focused on tensions within families, including accusations of witchcraft. At the time, he was very careful not to identify his interlocutors, not only by using pseudonyms for places and persons but also by using a pseudonym for himself – a rather unusual but, in his case, effective practice. Reflecting on this more recently, he recognised a major drawback, namely that it becomes almost impossible to share the findings and conclusions of the research locally. When he later conducted research on the social and cultural meanings of ageing, he respected the wishes of his interlocutors to be mentioned by name, both because the topic of the research was far less controversial and because naming was very meaningful to his interlocutors.13

In short, decisions about whether and how to go about naming and anonymising are best made on a case-by-case basis depending on the topic of research, who we are researching with, and in what environment we are working. There is a danger of prioritising the academic standing of the discipline over the potential harm to our interlocutors. As we often develop relationships of trust with our interlocutors, they may tell us a lot without fully understanding potential consequences. This means that we need to act responsibly. Foregrounding the position of the discipline with disclosure as the default option can be risky for certain categories of interlocutors and ethnographers. It can also create epistemological problems, as our interlocutors may then be more reluctant to discuss issues that they find important but do not want to have attributed to them as a source of information.





7.2. Positionality and substance: relations in process

In discussions about Open Science and integrity protocols, the positionality of researchers is not often addressed. In chapter 5, I argued that ethnographers are more likely than those working with a positivist approach to elaborate on what motivates them to engage with a particular research topic, how the different methods they use work in practice, and how relationships with their interlocutors develop in the course of the research process. But let me first explain how researcher positionality became a major bone of contention for the critics of our case. As it turns out, openness about positionality means different things to ethnographers, journalists, and research management.14


Red-flagging the Muslim researcher

Openness is particularly important for ethnographers in relation to their interlocutors, an issue included in ethical guidelines. When we contacted our interlocutors, the junior researcher was open about the fact that she was doing research on entering into marriage and that she was conducting it with two (named) seniors. In order to explain how she was able to contact and talk to our interviewees (the issue of access), we included a footnote in our short article explaining that contact was facilitated by ‘the focus of the research (marriage rather than terrorism or radicalisation), our long-term engagement with the field, including research on controversial topics such as face-veiling (Moors 2009) and Salafism (de Koning 2013), the self-identification of Navest, who holds an MA in Arabic Studies, as a committed Muslim, and existing contacts with several of our interlocutors prior to their departure to Syria’ (Navest et al. 2016, 24). We also mentioned why some women were unable to or refused to participate in our project.15

The NRC journalist focused on a different kind of openness: openness about personal beliefs. He described the junior researcher as a sympathiser of violent jihad and criticised the senior researchers for being biased because they had not mentioned the junior researcher’s alleged jihadist leanings in the article.16 In the wake of the NRC allegations, bias also became a central concept for the reflection audit. As mentioned in the introduction, one of the audit’s questions focused on the extent to which co-authors should know about each other’s activities, interests, and (political) perspectives before and during research and whether these should be mentioned in research reports in order to promote transparency about possible bias. The auditors avoided directly addressing this issue but, referring to our footnote, made the ‘Muslim background’ of the junior researcher an issue warranting investigation. In their words: ‘In the article it is stated that the junior researcher has a Muslim background. It is, however, not clear what the effect of her background may have been in collecting and analysing the research material’ (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 6).

This was not the end of the problematisation of her religious affiliation. After raising a complaint that singling out the Muslim researcher for scrutiny is discriminatory, I was invited to express my concerns at a formal hearing. To my surprise and dismay, one of the committee members considered such a suspicion of the Muslim researcher as self-evident. When I objected, he tried to substantiate his position by means of comparison, stating, ‘You see, it would be the same if an Argentinian researcher is doing research on Argentinians, of course you would also raise a red flag then…’. Taken aback, I did not have the presence of mind to ask whether we should also raise a red flag if a Dutch researcher does research on the Dutch.

The reflection audit approached bias in a very different way than ethnographers would. Ethnographers consider positionality important; in line with other critical scholars, they recognise that everyone speaks from a particular position. What matters is that, as scholars, we all need to reflect on our positionality and develop an awareness of the assumptions with which we work. Being a ‘relative outsider’ does not necessarily make one less biased than being a ‘relative insider’ or vice versa. As argued in chapter 2, for ethnographers, positionality is a broad concept that is relational, situational, and emergent.

This is not how the reflection audit approached positionality (or, in their terms, researcher bias). The audit reduced possible bias to researchers’ opinions, interests, and (political) perspectives and extended it to life ‘before research’. Focusing only on (political) perspectives addresses this issue in a far too restrictive way. It reduces the positionality of researchers to a single aspect: their political stance, which is then seen as determining their actions. It does not take into account that people may hold ambiguous and contradictory positions that are difficult to categorise nor that other aspects of their positionality may have a much stronger impact on their actions.


Moreover, there is a major difference between recognising the importance of reflecting on one’s own positionality and obliging researchers to make information about their ideas, opinions, and activities available to the public. Such a demand for transparency about values and perspectives is sometimes conflated with the requirement to report a ‘conflict of interest’. However, there are important differences between the notion of a ‘conflict of interest’, which refers to situations where researchers have a material or institutional interest in the outcome of the research, and personal perspectives, political or otherwise. It is indeed necessary to publicly declare a conflict of interest. In fact, one danger of broadening the concept of ‘conflict of interest’ to include personal views is that it diverts attention away from the very real and growing problem of such material conflicts of interest.

When transparency is translated into an obligation to publicly express one’s views on the subject of research, a host of problems arise. In some cases, it may be politically irresponsible or culturally insensitive to do so; authors who disclose their political preferences may endanger both their interlocutors and themselves. Requiring them to publicly disclose sensitive issues such as sexual preferences or religious beliefs may jeopardise their ability to work in certain settings and can have a serious impact on their personal lives. After all, unlike their interlocutors, ethnographers cannot remain anonymous and may well have to exercise some level of self-censorship, as we all do in social life. As researchers we may, of course, choose to discuss publicly our views and opinions as well as other elements of our private lives, but to demand such disclosure is quite another matter. It is even more problematic to oblige us to question fellow researchers (especially if this concerns those in subordinate positions) about aspects of their private lives such as their political opinions, religious affiliations, or family relationships.

Such demands for disclosure also often reflect double standards, as transparency is not equally required of all actors. Those with transgressive views are pushed to disclose their views while mainstream perspectives are easily perceived as neutral and therefore not in need of disclosure. In our case, it was an allegedly pro-jihadist stance that would influence research findings and would need to be reported while an anti-jihadist stance would not have been considered worthy of mention, as if it could not also influence research practices and findings. Those who hold mainstream views and consider themselves ‘neutral’ may be least aware of the need to reflect on how their own assumptions and backgrounds can affect their research.

Moreover, once disclosure is required, it is rarely considered sufficient to report personal opinions and affiliations. The next demand would be to provide evidence that one is doing so sincerely and truthfully. However, the ability to perform sincerity and truthfulness is unequally distributed. It is much easier to publicly cast doubt on a researcher who belongs to a social category that is already under surveillance and therefore an object of suspicion (such as a committed or orthodox Muslim) than on those who are considered part of the mainstream. What matters is not only what is said and how it is said but also who says it.

In a remarkable case of top-down identity politics, the junior researcher’s disclosure of her religious background was used against her. The auditors singled out the junior researcher for investigation because of her religious background while showing no interest in the possible impact of the religious background of the senior researchers, who were in a far better position to influence the content of the publication. This is a strong case of what Fricker (2007) has called ‘epistemic injustice’, the disqualification of knowledge on the basis of the social identity of the knowledge producer. When we raised this issue, it was brushed off as insignificant; there was no recognition that such an approach could be seen as discriminatory. But such ‘epistemic injustice’ also has epistemological implications. It casts doubt on certain categories of researchers as producers of knowledge. In other words, it is such an uncritical demand for transparency that produces bias. The question of whether there was any evidence of bias in the content of the article was never raised.



A return to substance: a contrasting case

But there is more to this case than epistemic injustice, as a comparison with another case will show. On 4 September 2018, when a PhD student defended his thesis on the institutional reproduction of Salafi youth at Tilburg University, there was again a media hype followed by an integrity investigation. In this new case, a very different story unfolded. While the thesis was received very positively in the media, Tilburg University had to admit that there were serious integrity problems.

In both our research project and the Tilburg case, the junior researchers involved were Muslim and their interlocutors were widely regarded as ‘unlikeable’ if not ‘repugnant’ (Harding 1991), that is, research subjects with whom the mainstream public would find it difficult to empathise. However, in contrast to what happened in our case, the Tilburg thesis immediately attracted considerable positive media attention. Both the PhD student and the co-supervisor were interviewed in national newspapers and appeared on national television to present the findings. The co-supervisor praised the thesis as the most comprehensive field-based research ever conducted on the influence of Salafism on the integration of Dutch Muslim youth. He criticised previous research for failing to recognise the dangers of Salafism and highlighted how Salafism limits young Muslims’ participation in Dutch society and their loyalty to the Dutch state.17 These issues were quickly taken up by politicians, with members of parliament calling for a parliamentary debate on the subject.

It did not take long for some of the mosques labelled as Salafi in the thesis to protest, either because they did not consider themselves to be Salafi or because they claimed that the researcher had never visited their premises. On 21 September, the first serious criticism of the thesis appeared in the press;18 on the same day, we published our own critical review online.19 The dissertation had an unusual format. It was written in Dutch and consisted of about one hundred pages of text, with a log of similar length as an appendix. We were critical of the lack of references to previous research and the lack of a discussion or definition of the term ‘Salafism’. But we were particularly struck by the discrepancies between how the thesis had been presented in the media and what we learned from reading it. While the co-supervisor had claimed that the PhD student had done an impressive three years of fieldwork, in fact he had done fieldwork in the course of three years. During this period he had visited seventeen mosques and Islamic associations that he described as Salafi, but in most cases he had visited them only once or at most a few times or, as it turned out in at least one case, not at all. Most surprisingly, during these three years he had only had about twenty-seven brief, informal conversations with those present at these sites, taking notes afterwards to avoid arousing his interlocutors’ suspicions.

Research with a small number of interlocutors can be very valuable, but such studies need to be based on extensive, detailed, and contextualised interviews, on repeated and in-depth conversations and observations. Such engagement was evidently lacking in the dissertation. In the media, the PhD student explained that he had conducted undercover research because it was difficult for an Iranian Shia Muslim to do research with Salafis. The point here is not that one needs to be of the same religious affiliation as one’s interlocutors but rather that, given the tensions between Salafi and Shia Muslims, some reflection on how this might have affected his relationships with his interlocutors would have been helpful. Moreover, as undercover research is against the norm of informed consent, this should at least have been reported and justified in the thesis. It was not even mentioned.20

There are two main reasons why the thesis was so well received in the media. First, the thesis had a clear and unambiguous message: the dangers of Salafism, which fits very well with the widespread suspicion of Salafi Muslims present in Dutch parliamentary debate and among the mainstream public. Secondly, the information the researcher had volunteered about his background made him trustworthy in the eyes of the public. He had publicly revealed that he had been part of a militant organisation (the People’s Mujahedin or Mujahedin-e Khalq) that had advocated the violent overthrow of the Shah of Iran and then of Ayatollah Khomeini. After being imprisoned in Iran, he came to the Netherlands as a political refugee, renounced his former convictions, and considered himself a liberal Muslim. This transformation from a ‘bad’ to a ‘good’ Muslim increased his credibility with the Dutch public.21

Meanwhile, some of the mosques that felt misrepresented lodged a formal complaint with the university. The board of Tilburg University then appointed an external integrity committee. Largely in line with the advice of this integrity committee, the board concluded that the PhD student had made mistakes but had not done so intentionally.22 In a rather remarkable move, the integrity committee then brought anthropology into the equation. First, it labelled the thesis as anthropological despite the fact that there is no anthropology programme at Tilburg University, the supervisor is a sociologist–economist, and the co-supervisor a scholar of Arabic and Islam; the PhD student was trained as a sociologist, the term anthropology is completely absent from the thesis, and the integrity committee neither included nor consulted an anthropologist. While participant observation is an anthropological method, this thesis did not come close to how anthropologists work. It is much more similar to how observation can be included as an additional method in academic fields such as sociology, political science, religious studies, and Islamic studies.

Anthropology was instrumentalised to allow the PhD student to keep his title. The board of the university stated that anthropology does not have a clear set of rules to help researchers with ethical considerations. It ignored the fact that in the Netherlands, as elsewhere, research ethics is included in the teaching programmes of anthropology departments and that ethical guidelines such as those of the AAA (American Anthropologist Association) and the ASA (Association of Social Anthropologists in the UK) are widely used.23 In its decision, the university board stipulated that the PhD student could circulate the thesis only if accompanied by the board’s official statement. It also required him to publish corrections addressing the errors in the thesis, both in Current Anthropology and the AAA newsletter. No such corrections were mandated for the Dutch media, a rather incomprehensible decision given that the thesis is written in Dutch and has only been discussed in the Dutch media.24




7.3. The problem with sharing field notes

Open Science proponents are strongly in favour of making the raw data of research available to others. In the case of ethnography, a key issue is whether and how field notes can be shared. There are two main sets of arguments for why sharing field notes is considered desirable, depending on whether trust or distrust is the motivating force. In the case of trust, the assumption is that sharing research material will help other researchers, who will be able to make good use of it and build on it. On the other hand, if distrust is the main motivation, then making field notes available is seen as enabling others to check that the research has actually been carried out and that the conclusions drawn from the material collected are justified. Would sharing field notes be helpful in either case?

We need to recognize that field notes are a highly specific type of research material that is problematic to share for ethical and epistemological reasons.25 As mentioned in chapter 3, field notes do not represent ‘raw data’ but are produced by researchers in interaction with their interlocutors. Field notes almost inevitably contain sensitive material that cannot simply be shared without violating the privacy of both ethnographers and their interlocutors and, more generally, ethical principles such as doing no harm. It is almost impossible to anonymise field notes as this would require the omission of all information and details that could make a person recognisable. However, the strength of field notes lies in the detail they provide; without this detail, field notes would become largely meaningless. Removing all identifying markers would not only be enormously time consuming and difficult to achieve but would also turn the material into a highly edited format much closer to what we present in our publications than to ‘raw data’. Ethnographers would then have to produce two sets of field notes: one rich in detail that remains private and one that has been scrubbed so it can be shared with certain publics.

Moreover, if our interlocutors are aware that conversations and observations will be shared, they may refuse to participate in the research, or, if they do agree, this awareness may alter the way they interact with us. They might very well no longer feel that they are confiding in a trusted person but rather as though they are speaking to the world at large, to a public whose intentions they do not know. Personal, sometimes intimate conversations may then be transformed into public performances. Ethnographers often become aware of this when they record interviews. Even when they pledge confidentiality, our interlocutors often add to or modify what they have previously said ‘on the record’ after the recording device is switched off.

Field notes are also a particular kind of research material because ethnographers primarily write them for themselves to serve as memory triggers, which has epistemological consequences. Although ethnographers can try to include as much context as possible, what they write down is always partial and depends on their existing knowledge, including tacit, embodied knowledge based on their familiarity with particular life-worlds. Treating field notes as data that can be shared misrecognises this. There is a serious risk that people without similar experiential knowledge will misinterpret these field notes. If ethnographers were to write field notes that could be shared with others, this would affect their substance and form. This is not to say that field notes cannot be shared at all, but rather than using a format that allows for free sharing, it would be more productive to share them selectively, for example, through personal communication, which would allow for further clarification and elaboration.26

In cases where a researcher’s integrity is questioned, would sharing field notes convince sceptics that the research was conducted with integrity? Inventing entire field settings and interlocutors would indeed be very hard and time-consuming. However, even detailed field notes cannot guarantee honesty. Unscrupulous ethnographers with a particular agenda could choose to omit, alter, or discard observations that contradict their preferred narratives. In most cases, it is nearly impossible to prove that certain observations and conversations were not recorded, were misrepresented, or were selectively discarded.

In today’s world of digital communication and online visibility, it is increasingly difficult to claim to have conducted fieldwork without ever visiting the research site. Still, if accountability remains a concern, more creative solutions exist. One option would be to require researchers to present an early version of their work at a location close to the fieldwork site, such as a local university, research institute, or NGO working on similar issues. This would provide a more convincing indication that fieldwork has been carried out while it would also serve as a means of returning research findings to local communities. There would be the added benefit for researchers of receiving feedback from a public familiar with the research setting.27

Discussions about sharing field notes also raise the question of who might be interested in our field notes and why. Next to well-intended colleagues, others may have less noble motives. This became a concern during the reflection audit. Initially, the auditors stated that they were not interested in our material, as reviewing it was beyond the scope of the audit. Some time later, however, they asked us to provide a list of the types of material we had collected, which we did. When they subsequently requested to see some of the material, we showed them samples in our presence. But we then refused their later request to hand the entire archive over to them so they could take it with them – a highly unusual demand, particularly given the sensitive and confidential nature of the material. Instead, we offered to let them examine the archive in our presence, which they did not consider necessary. Yet, the auditors’ report then stated that ‘The case shows that the inaccessibility of the archive leads to questions about the quality of the research data and the assumptions in the analysis’ (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 9-10). We will never know what motivated this request to hand over our material. However, months later, a local police officer informally asked the junior researcher to provide the names of our interlocutors ‘for their own good’.28 While this is perhaps a rather extreme example, it is nonetheless important for ethnographers to be well aware of how sharing field notes can harm their interlocutors.



A brief note on Goffman and Bax

Both Alice Goffman and Mart Bax faced heavy criticism for destroying their field notes. While the two cases differ in important ways, both involve academic hierarchies, whether between disciplines (in Goffman’s case) or within a department (in Bax’s case).

Steven Lubet, who initiated the case against Goffman, adopted the perspective of an outsider by explicitly applying the criteria of another field, namely law, to evaluate ethnographic research. As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, he argued that Goffman’s work would not be considered reliable evidence in a court of law and used this to criticise ethnography more broadly, claiming that it does not meet the legal standard of reliable evidence. However, he fails to recognise that evidencing works very differently in court and in ethnography. The purpose of a court case is to reach a verdict that provides closure: the defendant is either found guilty beyond reasonable doubt or not. The findings of ethnographers, on the other hand, are much more likely to be ambiguous, complex, partial, and open-ended.29 Moreover, Lubet did not only consider his own discipline as normative but also expressed trust in law enforcement and distrust of Goffman’s interlocutors when their narratives differed. For Goffman, other considerations took precedence. She destroyed her field notes out of a sense of responsibility to her interlocutors once her research site had been revealed as she was concerned that the police may try to use them against her interlocutors. While ethnographers would consider this an ethical precaution, Lubet viewed it as a sign of a lack of integrity.

In Mart Bax’s case, anthropologists questioned whether he had conducted the research he referred to in his publications in both Brabant, the Netherlands, and Bosnia-Herzegovina.30 When confronted with these doubts, he refused to grant access to his field notes on the grounds of confidentiality and later destroyed them. However, he admitted that his work in the Netherlands was based on conversations with one interlocutor, who had also requested that certain details be changed to avoid recognisability. Bax explained that he did not mention this in his publications because it would have interrupted the flow of his argument. Regarding his work in Bosnia-Herzegovina, he conceded that he had been wrong about important aspects of a particular massacre, including the number of victims, after local researchers had written a thorough and sharp critique of his work. It seems that Bax was so convinced of his theoretical contributions that he presented the material in a way that suited his argument. One reason why these issues took so long to address was his strong position in his department, which made colleagues reluctant to criticise his work.

In both cases, sharing field notes would not have made much difference. For Lubet, field notes would not have served as evidence because his ethical and epistemological perspectives differ from Goffman’s. He considered his own discipline the point of reference and the narratives of law enforcement a priori to be credible. Bax himself admitted major flaws in his work, and access to field notes would not have changed those. However, his case also highlights other issues. It demonstrates the need to involve scholars familiar with local conditions in peer review rather than relying on generalists. It also draws attention to the problem of academic hierarchies. Bax had become and remained successful because of a highly hierarchical academic culture in which the number of publications was seen as a measure of quality and success. At the same time, the fact that those involved in the selection and evaluation committees for his position failed to notice that many of these publications did not exist indicates that they did not access, let alone read them.31 Therefore, his case is primarily a failure of research governance.




7.4. Conclusion: a case-by-case approach

When we consider controversies about anonymity, positionality, or the sharing of field notes, open science protocols and integrity codes often favour uniform rules designed for universal application. Yet we may ask whether revealing names, requiring the disclosure of researchers’ views and opinions, or making field notes publicly available actually enhances the trustworthiness of our research. In practice, such disclosures may strain the relationships on which ethnographic work depends and expose both ethnographers and their interlocutors to harm.

A more constructive approach recognises that these controversies involve ethical dilemmas that rarely lend themselves to standardised protocols. Instead, they require a situationally sensitive, case-by-case response. Whether to name interlocutors, for example, depends on the focus of the research, the vulnerability and positionality of interlocutors, and a careful assessment of who might benefit or suffer from disclosure. Even when interlocutors wish to be named, we must still consider the potential repercussions for others.

Demands for the disclosure of researcher positionality raise similar concerns. Ethnographers themselves are responsible for deciding what can and cannot be revealed, not only for personal reasons but also for the safety and well-being of everyone involved. As the cases discussed here show, substance also matters. Researchers must remain alert to the possibility of epistemic injustice, in which certain voices or perspectives are systematically devalued, and mindful that those challenging dominant narratives are often particularly at risk.

While the selective, private sharing of field notes may be valuable in certain circumstances, a requirement for public access misconstrues their nature. Field notes are not neutral records: they are co-produced memory aids whose interpretation depends on the ethnographer’s embodied and experiential knowledge and whose value lies in their specificity and detail. Policies mandating public disclosure risk both ethical harm and epistemological distortion.






Chapter 8 Academic freedom: scholarship and politics

In 2023, the EU published a report on the state of academic freedom in EU member states. The results were worrying for the Netherlands. The report concluded not only that academic freedom was insufficiently protected by law but also that the Netherlands had fallen to the bottom of the ranking of member states (Maasen et al. 2023, 129).

This report is a good starting point for a discussion on academic freedom in Dutch academia and beyond. It points to the possible negative effects of the rise of hierarchical management structures, abundant temporary appointments of junior researchers within well-known revolving door constructions, and limited space for free, curiosity-driven research. It also draws attention to the harassment of academics both on social media and in the academy.1 But the report also has its shortcomings. It does not address the significant impact of third-party funding, whether from large corporations or major government agencies, and it considers ‘cancel culture’ and ‘wokeness’ to be as problematic for academic freedom as the structural issues mentioned above (Maasen et al. 2023, 130).2

While there is no international agreement as to what academic freedom entails, it usually includes institutional self-governance, the freedom to teach and do research, to discuss and publish, and to critique the institution (see UNESCO 1997). These freedoms are signified and regulated differently in different settings.3 What matters most is what academic freedom means in concrete situations, how it is enacted in practice. In this chapter, I discuss how various parties have mobilised the concept of ‘academic freedom’ across time and place. While threats to academic freedom affect all academic fields, they do not affect them in the same way. In previous chapters I have already discussed how epistemological bias, funding structures that favour large projects, and managerial risk aversion can hinder ethnographic research. Here I relate such issues more explicitly to debates about academic freedom.

In what follows, I first trace how academic freedom became a topic of debate after a 2017 parliamentary resolution was submitted to the Dutch parliament expressing concern about political homogeneity and self-censorship in academia. I argue that arguments for greater political diversity must be distinguished from calls for epistemic diversity. It is the latter that is crucial to scholars’ ability to exercise academic freedom. Drawing on earlier developments in the United States, I then situate current discussions about academic freedom within broader shifts in the relationship between scholarship and politics. This intersects with the need to distinguish between academic freedom and freedom of expression, with the former grounded in a recognised claim to expertise.

For a discussion of academic freedom in research, we not only need to pay attention to negative freedom, that is the absence of coercion and the right not to be prevented from doing something, but also to positive freedom, that is the ability to do something, the capacity to act.4 The next two sections then focus on the preconditions for the enactment of academic freedom: a degree of security in funding and employment and protection from harassment. First, I examine how the restructuring of university governance has increased researchers’ dependence on project funding and other external resources. I then explore how rising threats and harassment have prompted administrators to invoke security and social safety in often less than transparent ways. Here, I draw attention to how this invocation can also serve to block risky research, curtail academic debate, and more generally operate as a means of surveillance. In the final section, I revisit these dynamics in the context of Israel/gaza, highlight how concerns about violations of academic freedom are unequally distributed, and underscore the importance of taking seriously the responsibility toward people and society that comes with academic freedom.


8.1. A diversity of perspectives: politicising the academy

Early 2017, Pieter Duisenberg, a member of parliament for the then-largest party in parliament, the right-wing People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy, raised the issue of ‘political homogeneity at universities’, presenting it as a threat to academic freedom.5 Referring to the Education Minister’s support for diversity policies, in particular the fact that she had allocated funds to appoint more women professors, he argued that a different kind of diversity was lacking in academia, namely a diversity of perspectives. It is clear that the Minister and Duisenberg used a very different concept of diversity.6 Whereas for the Minister diversity was linked to the inclusion in academia of scholars who had been historically excluded on the basis of their social position (such as gender), for Duisenberg it was a diversity of political perspectives that mattered. When the Minister stated that she would not investigate the political preferences of university staff, Duisenberg tabled a parliamentary resolution to commission the KNAW to prepare an advisory opinion about possible self-censorship and a lack of diversity of perspectives in Dutch academia.7

Duisenberg’s concerns about academic freedom and self-censorship in Dutch universities were not very original. They echoed the campaign launched fifteen years earlier in the US by David Horowitz, a prominent neo-Marxist turned far right neo-con.8 In 2002, after calling for investigations into political bias in faculty hiring, he proposed that public universities adopt an Academic Bill of Rights to promote ‘intellectual diversity’ on American campuses. While his language is politically neutral, Horowitz’s Freedom Center is anything but. With its extensive and highly influential network of far-right websites, it targets ‘leftwing totalitarianism’ in academia, has a strong anti-Muslim agenda, and is staunchly pro-Israel.9 Proposing to regulate and enforce a ‘balance of viewpoints’, Horowitz’s legislative initiatives are a powerful example of how the liberal concept of academic freedom can be used to promote illiberal practices. If a university were responsible for ensuring that a balance of political opinions was represented on the faculty, then political opinions would become a legitimate consideration in hiring (Butler 2006, 13).

Although Duisenberg’s language is less alarmist and his political position less extreme than Horowitz’s, there are striking similarities in their use of neutral language in proposing legislation while their motivations are strongly political. When criticised, Duisenberg insisted that his resolution opposed all political interference in academia. But the brief history of this resolution tells a different story. The initiative had been taken by Sid Lukkassen, a right-wing activist academic and local councillor for the same right-wing political party as Duisenberg.10 In late 2016, Lukkassen had shared his concerns about left-wing censorship and the exclusion of right-wing researchers from academia with the Prime Minister, a member of the same political party, who had then directed him to Duisenberg. The issue was timely and convenient for the latter’s election campaign. Together with Eric Hendriks, another young right-wing academic and polemicist, the three launched a campaign, publishing – almost simultaneously – opinion pieces with the central message that academic freedom was under threat because right-wing researchers were being discriminated against.11

In March 2018, the KNAW published its advisory opinion on academic freedom in the Netherlands. It concluded that there was no evidence of a structural threat of self-censorship or a restriction of a diversity of perspectives in the academy. Instead, it expressed greater concern about the effects of researchers’ increasing dependence on project funding and the impact of the emphasis on socially relevant research.

Duisenberg and the KNAW clearly refer to very different kinds of perspectives in the discussion about academic freedom. Whereas Duisenberg is concerned about a lack of a diversity of political perspectives within the academy, the KNAW emphasizes the importance of a diversity of epistemological perspectives. For scholars to be able to exercise academic freedom, what ultimately matters is the recognition of the value of the latter, that is epistemic diversity.12 Such a recognition is particularly important for ethnographers. As we have seen, the ways in which research management engages with ethics, open science, and integrity protocols are often informed by a positivist bias. As a result, measures such as the use of informed consent forms, the registration of interlocutors’ names, and the sharing of field notes are promoted, measures that infringe on the academic freedom of ethnographers and make it difficult for them to conduct research with integrity.


Scholarship and politics: academic freedom versus freedom of expression

This discussion about the relevance of epistemological approaches versus political perspectives intersects with shifting perspectives about the relationship between scholarship and politics. Here I briefly return to the US where debates on the relation between science and politics have a far longer history.

Tracing the developments of these debates Daniel gordon (2023) recalls Weber’s adage that politics and science are very different professions, the former requiring passion and the latter disinterestedness.14 Until the 1960s, the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) supported the position that politics should not be brought into the classroom.15 By then, however, critical voices hitherto largely excluded from the academy, such as those of women and racialised scholars, exposed this position as itself political.16 Uncovering inequalities of class, race, and gender, scholars active in new academic fields such as Black Studies and Women’s Studies criticised the taken-for-granted politics of mainstream scholarship (also Scott 2024, 155). A decade later, further debates about the relationship between knowledge and power invited an analysis of how truth claims are produced and how dominant scholarly discourse manages to disguise itself as disinterested and universal while critical perspectives are labelled as particularist and political.

Recognising that all perspectives are situated and therefore partial, however, is not the same as adopting a position of relativism that considers each and every point of view to be equally valid. This brings us to the need to distinguish between academic freedom and freedom of expression, which are often conflated.17 Freedom of expression is a constitutional right of all people. It is largely a vertical right, that is, a right of people vis-à-vis the state. Academic freedom, on the other hand, is a conditional right. It is restricted to those with the necessary qualifications, such as an academic degree, and comes with responsibilities towards science and society (Calhoun 2009: 564).18

Dilemmas arise in discussions about the obligation to adhere to academic standards, raising questions about how these standards are defined and whether they need to be universal. While the demand for adherence to academic standards is important for distinguishing responsible academic knowledge from discredited forms of knowledge production, it can also function as a conservative force, supporting mainstream, ‘normal science’ and marginalising alternative, critical perspectives.

As openness to critique is central to the academy, it is important that an appeal to expertise allows space for dissenting scholarly views and positions (Scott 2024). Such critique needs, however, to be based on scholarly argumentation. There is a difference between those who criticise the work of others, demonstrating their familiarity with existing theories and criticising these based on alternative scholarly approaches, and those who are unable to provide such arguments. For example, inspired by feminist activism, scholars have drawn attention to the need to include unpaid labour in economic theorising and the relevance of gender in medical diagnosis and medication. Because they did so based on a well-founded critique of existing research paradigms and by presenting new scholarly evidence and insights, they were able to argue convincingly for alternative approaches.


In anticipation of the last section of this chapter, I note here that the case of Israel/Palestine also provides a strong example of how scholarly critique can produce a paradigm shift. Critical of mainstream scholarship that erased the impact of the Zionist project and the founding of the state of Israel on the local Palestinian population, Palestinian scholars in the 1960s introduced the analytical concept of ‘settler colonialism’ (Sayegh 1965). This remained a marginal position in (western) academia until established scholars, such as French historian Maxime Rodinson (1973) also used this concept, and the new historians in Israel in the 1980s challenged the dominant narrative. By the 2010s, settler colonial studies had become a rapidly growing field of study that included Israel/Palestine as an important case study (Salamanca et al. 2012). In the wake of the latest Israeli war on Gaza – the facts on the ground – the concept of settler colonialism has become widely recognized as a valid scholarly paradigm in academia (Burawoy 2025).19




8.2. Funding and employment

Turning to the enactment of positive academic freedom, a degree of stable, adequate funding and job security are major preconditions for researchers to exercise this right (Calhoun 2009). Scholars in the Netherlands have convincingly identified the limited space for curiosity-driven research, externally imposed relevance, short-term project funding, and limited diversity of topics and approaches as obstacles to ‘good science’ (Jerek-Zuiderent et al. 2021, 196–7). These obstacles stem from shifts in higher education funding from core university budgets to external funding, which has restricted researchers’ autonomy.

Universities in the Netherlands, as publicly funded institutions, have always been subject to a degree of government regulation. While earlier attempts to restructure universities in the 1970s and 1980s largely failed, in 1997, a new law was passed to professionalise university governance.20 The existing more horizontal forms of decision-making were replaced by business-like vertical management structures. New public management was introduced to modernise the university and increase its efficiency, transparency, and quality, all measured through quantitative indicators such publication counts, citation rates, and impact factors.21 A highly competitive market orientation and the financialisation of governance were combined with increased bureaucratisation and the development of an audit culture (Van Lunteren 2020, 103).22

To stimulate innovation, the Ministry of Economic Affairs also became involved in science policy-making, encouraging universities to collaborate with the private sector and to turn their research results into profit-generating products. As already mentioned in chapter 6, in the mid-2000s, the term ‘valorisation’ was introduced as the third core mission of universities, alongside teaching and research, to better align research with the needs of business and government. As policymakers considered funding organisations to be more effective in promoting government science policy than universities, in 2008, the Minister of Education transferred 100 million euros from universities to NWO. At the same time, new science policies also affected NWO, pushing for public-private cooperation and for involving societal partners in decision-making from the start of a project, with valorisation an official evaluation criterion for obtaining research funding.

At times, funding through NWO (and later, at the European level, the ERC) may have provided an alternative route into academia for those who had not been able to secure university positions, in some cases because they were not part of existing patronage networks. Over time, however, these benefits eroded as such grants created their own Matthew effect: to those who have, more shall be given.23 As criticism grew about the huge costs involved and the dramatic drop in success rates of applying scholars, NWO developed more exclusionary criteria for its calls. When NWO introduced pre-selection by universities, this was the end of this alternative route.

External funding also imposed indirect constraints. Universities often had to match more than half of the awarded funding (Van Lunteren 2020, 110), further reducing resources available for first-stream, curiosity driven research. Moreover, large grants became critical for obtaining a permanent contract, promotions, salary increases, and other benefits (Conix et al. 2021). The emergence of the enterprising university also reshaped academic culture and the subjectivity of scholars, who had to transform themselves into enterprising professionals. In chapter 3 we have already seen how research materials have been transformed into ‘data’. Now ethnographers had to rethink their commitment to scholarship in terms of a professional career.

This hypercompetitive climate also led university administrators to prioritise reputation management, with growing concerns about research topics deemed ‘sensitive’ (Halffman and Radder 2015; Lorenz 2012). While they encourage researchers to share the results of their work with a broader public, this is not the case if this attracts or is likely to attract negative publicity. Then sharing the results of research comes to be seen as a reputational risk. Such heightened concerns about the reputation of the institution have made university administrators vulnerable to pressure from the most vocal and influential publics, which can result in attempts to restrict the academic freedom of researchers.

By the mid-2010s, this turn towards competition had reached its zenith. Resistance emerged through ReThink, movements of critical scholars which aimed to democratise the university (Halfman and Radder 2015) and foregrounded the value of ‘slow science’ (Bottrell and Manathunga 2019; Raaper 2019; Stengers 2018).24 Mounting protests over time-consuming, low-success-rate competitions also forced NWO to change course.25 In response to activism by groups such as WO in Action, the Ministry of Education allocated more budget to reduce workload and provide greater job security. However, recent budget cuts threaten to undo these measures.

The growing dependence on external funding has also altered employment conditions. The importance of secure employment was already visible in the founding document of the AAUP (1915), with academic freedom hinging on tenure.26 Only when scholars have a guarantee that they will not be fired for publishing controversial work or criticising the institution can they speak and write freely. The shift toward externally funded, temporary contracts undermines this protection. Such limited-term contracts are especially problematic for ethnographers, who need to invest considerable time and effort in learning new languages, acquiring specific cultural skills, and building local networks. The best ethnographic work is often based on long-term research in the same location.

Academic freedom also involves institutional autonomy, which can paradoxically weaken the position of individual scholars vis-à-vis their employer. In the US, this is evident in debates about ‘extramural speech’, a term that can refer either to speech outside the walls of the academy or to speech that is outside the professional competence of the researcher (gordon 2023, 105). Because of freedom of speech protections, universities are often unable to dismiss researchers for extramural speech. In practice, however, they can sanction them indirectly for such speech using as justification some flaws that would not otherwise have such serious consequences (gordon 2023: 107; 117).27 Universities’ strong claim to institutional autonomy allows for considerable discretionary power to get rid of those considered as troublesome.

There is a similar tension in the Netherlands between institutional autonomy and the academic freedom of individual scholars. A strong example is the case of Dr Susanne Täuber, until recently a tenured associate professor at the University of Groningen. Her dismissal was to a considerable extent prompted by her public critique of the university’s gender policy – her area of expertise – in an article published in a peer-reviewed academic journal (Täuber 2020).28 While academic freedom is supposed to protect scholars from administrative interference in the content of their scholarly publications, here also the strong discretionary power of institutions trumped the academic freedom of individual scholars. While ‘cancel culture’ is often blamed on radical students, it is the university administration that has the power to effectively ‘cancel’.29



8.3. External threats and internal harassment

Academic freedom requires not only adequate funding and job security but also a safe working environment. While threats against academics are not a new phenomenon, the advent of online platforms such as Twitter/x, which thrive on polarisation and outrage and allow anonymous posting, has led to a significant increase in harassment. Ethnographers are particularly vulnerable to harassment. While the political climate has shifted towards ethno-nationalism, which is based on an essentialist notion of culture, ethnographers tend to value difference and consider culture to be ambiguous and in flux. Ethnographic research often highlights complexity whereas the wider public is looking for clear and unambiguous answers.30 As we have seen, attempts by ethnographers to understand problematised practices are easily conflated with condoning such practices.

With the turn to valorisation, universities and funders have pushed researchers to share their findings with a wider audience but have paid little attention to their duty of care. When controversies arise, university boards, concerned about negative publicity above all, have historically tended to advise targeted researchers to tone down their public engagement. However, this changed with the COVID pandemic. When anti-vaxxers targeted researchers and threatened them online, their employers actively supported them. It mattered that the harassment was no longer primarily aimed at scholars from the social sciences and humanities working on topics such as gender, Islam, migration, and Palestine but at scholars working in law and the natural sciences, fields with a stronger position in the academic hierarchy.31 At least as important, the kind of publics that attacked these scholars was different. Universities have considered pro-Israel lobby groups such as the Center for Information and Documentation Israel and adherents of mainstream right-wing political parties as serious interlocutors whose criticism needs to be taken on board.32 They did not feel the same way about anti-vaxxers, who were often seen as part of the lunatic fringe.

When universities began to take threats against their staff more seriously, the effects for ethnographers were mixed.33 References to the university’s duty of care can be helpful when they protect scholars from harassment, but it can also be stretched and resignified to restrict academic freedom. A particularly relevant example for ethnographers is the growing concern about scholars conducting “risky research,” a consequence of the juridification of research management, which has heightened institutional fears of legal liability. Consequently, ethnographers may face severe restrictions on where and with whom they can conduct research.

This also has implications for the production of knowledge. If ethnographic research can only be conducted in a safe environment, our understanding of the world becomes very one-sided. It is understandable that employers feel the need to protect their staff, and it is reasonable to ask that researchers should be well prepared and not take unnecessary risks. It is also true that ethnographers themselves draw attention to the dangers they may face doing fieldwork.34 However, it would be more helpful if institutions provided them with material and non-material support, such as insurance and training, rather than simply banning ‘risky research’. Furthermore, administrators may overlook the fact that including researchers from more diverse backgrounds means that some researchers have grown up in and still live in unsafe environments.35

At the same time, the one form of juridification of research that could provide protection for ethnographers, namely the legal right to protect their sources against attempts at interference by powerful actors such as law enforcement and security services, has not been a concern for research management. As I have already argued in chapter 4, medical practitioners and journalists can legally protect the identity of their clients or sources, but social scientists cannot.36 While journalists’ associations are well aware of the need to protect their members, academic institutions have largely ignored this issue. As a result, journalists are far better protected than social scientists. A recent example is a bill currently before the Dutch Senate that would criminalise being present in areas under the control of terrorist organisations. Following successful lobbying, journalists and humanitarian aid workers will be exempted, but social scientists will not.37

In addition to harassment of researchers by outsiders, the issue of internal harassment has also come to light. In 2017, the #MeToo hashtag went viral when women in the entertainment industry started sharing their experiences of sexual harassment at work, making the scale of the problem visible. By the end of 2017, women in academia had also started to speak out about sexual harassment. The Dutch magazine Science Guide published three articles reporting on women’s experiences of sexual harassment in Dutch academia. While a major strength of the MeToo movement was that individual women shared their experiences publicly under their own names, the dozens of women Science Guide spoke to all insisted on remaining anonymous, concerned about the possible consequences for their careers.38



8.4. Israel/Palestine: academic freedom in action

The latest Israeli war on Gaza has once again exposed how academic freedom is selectively mobilised. Scholars working in the field of Palestine studies, including ethnographers, have faced a long-standing pattern of surveillance, institutional pressure, if not outright censorship. There is not only a rapidly growing literature that reveals how their academic freedom has been violated (Deeb and Winegar 2024; gould 2023; Landy, Lentin and McCarthy 2020; Salaita 2015; Tatour 2024; Wind 2024), but scholars working in this field also feature prominently in major general publications about violations of academic freedom (Bilgrami and Cole 2015; gordon 2023). These violations are particularly evident in the US, with its highly organized pro-Israel lobby groups,39 and in Germany, where Israel’s security and existence are considered a ‘reason of state’.40 The result is a long list of scholars who have been disinvited or let go by universities and cultural spaces because of their stance on Palestine, including prominent historians and anthropologists such as Achille Mbembe in 2020 and ghassan Hage in 2024.41 In the Netherlands, critical scholars working on Palestine have also faced obstruction, with scholars of colour in a particularly vulnerable position.42

While the current genocide in Gaza has brought all this into sharp relief, an earlier example illustrates well some of the lines of argumentation that have become commonplace in Dutch academia and beyond. In March 2022, after Amnesty International published a report finding Israel guilty of the crime of apartheid, students at Leiden University wanted to organise a debate on this issue as part of Israel Apartheid Week. However, the university board intervened and cancelled the event, claiming that the moderator, Dr Dina Zbeidy, a Palestinian-Dutch anthropologist working on nationalism, social movements, and refugees in the Middle East, was ‘not neutral’. The university board did not substantiate this claim beyond a very vague reference to her ‘profile’, which they refused to specify; it denied that her Palestinian background was a factor. Following protests, the university board then proposed that the event be chaired by the Dean of Humanities, who had no expertise about the topic under discussion. The students rejected the proposal and organised the event off campus.

This example vividly demonstrates how a university board frames an event on Israel/Palestine as a problem, how appeals to political neutrality override scholarly expertise, and how the capacity to be seen as ‘neutral’ is unequally distributed. What we witness here is that a noncommittal position effectively endorsing the status quo is treated as neutral and thus uncontroversial while a pro-Palestinian perspective is marked as biased (see also Bracke 2025; Dea 2026 forthcoming). Moreover, a scholar known for speaking out for Palestine is pre-emptively judged and disqualified as lacking the professionalism to serve as a moderator.

Alongside appeals to neutrality, university administrations often promote a form of “both-sides-ism,” requiring that events include a variety of political viewpoints. The problematic nature of this demand becomes evident to all when applied to other cases. For instance, when organising panels on the Russian invasion of Ukraine, there is no expectation that a pro-Russian speaker be included. Similarly, at panels on climate change, institutions do not require the inclusion of climate-denying speakers. More generally, at events where speakers express only mainstream views, there is no institutional demand to include more critical or dissenting perspectives.


In the wake of protests against the war on Gaza, university administrators have used ambiguous references to ‘security threats’ to make it more difficult to organise academic events or ban these outright without any insight provided into the nature or direction of the threats.43 Meanwhile, the signification of ‘social safety’ has also shifted. While the concept of social safety was formerly used to protect against discrimination, bullying and similar forms of harassment, it has been redefined to include the right to be free from the kind of discomfort that one might experience when critical scholarship challenges widely held, mainstream positions.44

Such references to social safety also reveal a particular institutional bias. University boards have repeatedly expressed concern about ‘Jewish and Israeli students and staff’ feeling unsafe, because of political protests and scholarly events on Israel/Palestine.45 By categorizing students and staff along ethno-religious and national lines, they recast political contestations and academic debate about Israel/Palestine as a question of identity and belonging, an instance of identity politics from above. This framing erases the presence and concerns of Jewish and Israeli students and staff who support and take part in these events. It also shapes how institutional care and attention are allocated, with support withheld from those with close connections to Palestine.46

In response to the demands of the growing pro-Palestine protest movement, the university boards opted for a variety of dialogue-like activities, roundtables, and consultations. Then, out of the blue, on 7 June 2024, the rectors of the Dutch universities jointly published an open letter in a major Dutch daily newspaper stating their position on cutting ties with Israeli institutions (UNL 2025, n.p.).47 In this short letter, academic freedom is a key concept; it is mentioned five times. The letter begins with an appeal to emotion: the rectors are ‘deeply moved by the situation in Gaza and Israel’ and express the hope that ‘peace may once again prevail, including in conflict zones elsewhere in the world’. After mentioning their commitment to ‘the core values of our society: freedom, justice and respect for human rights’, they underline the university’s commitment to academic freedom. Considering academic freedom to be of paramount importance, they note that there are ‘countless ways’ of interpreting the conflict in Gaza and that those making themselves heard represent ‘one point of view’. The bottom line is that the rectors see it as their duty ‘to provide a platform for all existing views on the conflict within the academic community’ (UNL 2024, n.p.).


What we witness here is a strong illustration of how academic freedom becomes misrepresented and politically instrumentalized. First, the rectors’ letter combines a generalised appeal to emotion and hyper-neutral language (‘conflict zones’) with a diversity-of-views perspective (‘the myriad ways of interpreting the conflict’).48 It disregards scholarly expertise and refuses to recognize that some views are more plausible than others and that some may actually be wrong. The letter presents an argument typical of those concerning freedom of expression, but it runs counter to the notion of academic freedom as based on expertise.

While the entire academic infrastructure in Gaza was destroyed and over 40,000 Palestinians were killed by the Israeli military at the time, the rectors, in their open letter, emphasized the importance of maintaining open academic dialogue and debate. They argued that academic freedom entails responsibility and pledged to engage with counterparts when core values are at risk. At the same time, they firmly stated that they would not sever ties with Israeli institutions as long as open debate remains possible, framing this as essential to avoid isolating critical Israeli scholars. They concluded with a categorical statement: ‘In any case, we will never cut ties with an entire country. We will only consider doing so if the central government forces or advises us to, as was the case with Russia’ (UNL 2024, n.p.).

With the final sentence, the letter’s a priori acceptance of political pressure marks a striking surrender of institutional autonomy, an essential pillar of academic freedom. In raising concerns about potential harm to critical Israeli scholars, the letter misrepresents the protesters’ demands, which call for an institutional boycott, not a boycott of individual scholars.49 It also disregards the fact that many critical Israeli scholars themselves denounce the lack of academic freedom within Israel (see, for example, Landy, Lentin, and McCarthy 2020; Wind 2024, 113ff).50 Scholars whose work addresses the dispossession and forced displacement of Palestinians have seen their own academic freedom repeatedly violated. Jewish-Israeli scholars such as Ilan Pappe, Neve gordon, and Ariella Azoulay have felt compelled to leave the country while Palestinian scholars such as Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian have been particularly targeted. Moreover, there is no evidence that Israeli universities have taken a critical stance toward their government – on the contrary.51


The letter rightly acknowledges that academic freedom comes with responsibility; it even refers to human rights. When PhD students in the Netherlands receive their doctorate, the supervisor reminds them of the responsibilities they now bear ‘towards science and society’. This obligation goes beyond conducting research with integrity; it also includes a broader responsibility toward people, society, and the environment (KNAW 2021, 26). Crucially, such a responsibility does not stop at national borders. In response to earlier scandals, such as Dutch universities’ active collaboration with Huawei in 2020, which posed serious risks to the Uyghur population in China, universities have begun developing protocols for institutional partnerships, including those involving third parties.

Yet when it comes to ties with Israeli institutions complicit in atrocity crimes, many universities invoke administrative neutrality to justify their reluctance to suspend those relationships. This argument, often grounded in reference to the Calvin Report, which holds that institutional neutrality best protects individual academic freedom, is deeply problematic. As Dea (2026 forthcoming) points out, neutrality is a fiction. Maintaining institutional ties in such cases is not a neutral act; it is a political choice that also constitutes a stance. Institutional collaboration with entities complicit in war crimes, crimes against humanity, or genocide is irreconcilable with the responsibility that universities claim to bear toward society.52

What is most striking in these discussions about suspending institutional ties with Israeli universities is the near-complete disregard for the academic freedom of Palestinian scholars. As stated earlier, secure employment and adequate funding are necessary preconditions for the exercise of academic freedom. In the Palestinian context, however, other freedoms, that is basic human rights, are preconditions for the ability to exercise the right of academic freedom. These include the right to life, liberty, security of person, and protection against arbitrary detention as well as freedoms of expression, association, and movement (AAUP 2024; Butler 2006).53 When universities instrumentalize academic freedom to justify continued ties with Israeli institutions complicit in such violations, they contribute to rendering the academic freedom of Palestinians nearly impossible to realize. This reflects a deeply selective and narrow interpretation of the university’s responsibility to serve the common good.




8.5. Conclusion: acting with responsibility

This chapter began with a discussion of politicians’ call for a greater diversity of political views in academia and ended with a discussion of university administrators’ dismissal of a critical analysis of the war on Gaza as ‘only one point of view.’ In both cases, academic freedom is conflated with freedom of expression, obscuring the fact that academic freedom is a qualified right grounded in scholarly expertise and accompanied by responsibilities to both science and society.

Turning to the structural conditions that enable academic freedom, I examined the effects of the rise of the enterprising university. Marketisation, hyper-competition, and bureaucratic surveillance have fuelled the commercialisation of research, incentivised dependence on external funding at the expense of curiosity-driven inquiry, and prioritised institutional reputation management, with communications and legal departments rapidly expanding. While harassment of scholars has become a more visible concern, concepts such as ‘security’ and ‘social safety’ have been redefined. No longer confined to protecting scholars from physical harm or intimidation, they are now also used to justify the suppression of critical academic debate.

University administrators may acknowledge that academic freedom entails societal responsibility, yet this is often undermined by appeals to institutional neutrality. The case of Israel/Palestine exemplifies the contradictions and instrumentalisation surrounding academic freedom. University administrators have sidelined scholarly expertise, expressed concern for the academic freedom of some while neglecting that of others, and failed to recognise that for Palestinian scholars, the exercise of academic freedom is contingent on the fulfilment of basic human rights, which include the right to life.

The Israel/Palestine case also reveals something else. I concluded the chapter by analysing the rectors’ public letter as a striking example of how the rhetoric of academic freedom can be used to justify inaction. In the meantime, some Dutch universities have begun to adopt a more active and critical stance.54 It is, however, both telling and disappointing that the academic establishment acted only after shifts in public and scholarly sentiment compelled it to do so, instead of demonstrating leadership and taking moral responsibility from the outset.






Chapter 9 Conclusion: dilemmas and responsibilities

When I started this project, I assumed that research management was troublesome for ethnography and ethnography for management. While both are true, this has also proved to be an oversimplification. The restructuring of higher education, the emergence of the enterprising university with its highly competitive market orientation, together with the spread of audit culture and institutional surveillance, have affected all areas of scholarship, albeit in different ways and with varying intensities.

Such differences cannot be reduced to ethnography versus other academic fields, to the sciences versus the humanities, or to quantitative versus qualitative research. These binaries all matter in some respects, but other differentiations matter more. Foremost among these are the different epistemological approaches that cut across disciplines and fields: the divide between (post-)positivist research, which aims to produce generalisable explanations by testing hypotheses, preferably with statistically representative populations, and constructivist, interpretive and intersubjective research, which is highly situational and context-dependent and seeks to provide in-depth description and analysis in order to generate new insights. This epistemic diversity intersects with another differentiation, that between lab-like research, especially those formats that work with formalised protocols and transferable skills within highly controlled environments, and field research, which is characterised by informality, where knowledge is not only discursive but also tacit and embodied, and where researchers are dependent on what the field is willing to give.

The divide between ethnographers and research management also turned out to be more complex than I had originally envisaged. Among those working in research management, for instance, there are data stewards trained as anthropologists who are well aware of, and often sympathetic to, the kind of ethnographic approach presented here. Through their everyday engagement with ethnographers, they are familiar with the problems that various forms of research management can create. Those higher up, however, especially if unfamiliar with an ethnographic approach, tend to be more invested in the bureaucratic managerial logic of devising and implementing rules and regulations that apply to all academic fields. Moreover, the way ethnographers relate to research administrators also varies: some engage and try to persuade them of the value of their ethnographic research ethos, others quietly ignore rules and regulations to maximize the space for non-compliance, and still others advocate partial adaptation to administrative demands in order to strengthen the discipline’s position in academia and beyond.


9.1. Ethics, integrity, and power

When administrators use concepts such as research ethics, integrity protocols, and academic freedom, when they refer to virtues and values such as transparency, security, and safety or to more technical concepts such as replication and valorisation, they often do so in a commonsense way. My interest has not been in providing definitions of concepts related to ethics and integrity. Instead, I have discussed how these concepts have emerged and developed, the purposes for which they are used, how they work in debates and policy-making and, in particular, how they can affect scholarly practices.

Throughout this book, I have been concerned with how research management becomes present in the academic life of ethnographers. There are the inevitable gaps, tensions, and ambiguities in the documents produced by research management and in how they are enacted in academic life. These include the familiar tensions between the ideals of a research ethos and what happens in practice. Tensions also arise when the principles of honesty, transparency, independence, and responsibility do not align and even push in different directions, such as when ethics reviews are in favour of anonymising and integrity protocols prioritise disclosure. Moreover, different parties concerned may signify these principles differently and prioritize some over others, raising the issue of who can effectively claim the power of definition. These ambiguities and tensions can be a source of uncertainty and discomfort but can also provide space for researchers to reflect on and weigh these different concerns in order to act responsibly. The fact that institutions have become increasingly risk-averse does not mean that researchers have to follow the same path.

An analysis of policymaking about research ethics and integrity points to the importance of academic hierarchies. Ethnographers have been negatively affected by solutions to the problems of other academic fields. The scandals in experimental biomedical research were the starting point for ethical reviews of a particular kind, with informed consent forms as the default option. The replication crisis in social psychology was a major impetus for the propagation of a rigid format of open science. That these developments also have an impact on other fields, such as ethnography, not only reflects academic hierarchies but also reinforces them.

At the same time, we need to acknowledge that ethnography has its own problems with unequal relationships and the exertion of power. Time and again, ethnography has been part and parcel of colonial projects and imperial war efforts, both historical and contemporary. Likewise, ethnographers have participated in projects, at home as well as abroad, that have effectively amounted to the surveillance of subaltern populations, while longstanding internal hierarchies, such as those of race, nationality, religion, class, and gender continue to influence the field.



9.2. Doing ethics and integrity differently

An important argument of this book is that ethnographers are not opposed to taking ethics and integrity seriously but that they do so differently. The main cause of tensions between ethnographers and research management is the bureaucratic-institutional refusal to recognise that epistemological positions are multiple and that this has consequences for doing ethics and integrity. Many of the problems ethnographers face stem from the imposition of a (post-)positivist model of doing science, which starts from the separation of the researcher from the researched, the divide between collecting and analysing research materials, and aims at producing generalisable, objective knowledge. Ethnographers, in contrast, recognise that the knowledge they produce is situated and highly contextual, that the research process is relational and intersubjective, and that research skills include tacit and embodied knowledge that is not transferable. Their aim is to produce in-depth insights in a particular setting that shed light on broader phenomena.

As a result, research managers and ethnographers work with different notions of ethics. Even if individuals are willing to be flexible, bureaucratic regimes have a strong preference for regulatory, rule-based ethics that can prospectively be implemented top-down and is considered universally valid. Ethnography, on the other hand, is better served by a multi-layered ethics of care which is more situational, relational, and processual and includes power relations in the equation. As ethnographers need to engage with ethics on a daily basis, they benefit more from the support of knowledgeable communities of peers, including ethics advisors, familiar with the particular context they are working in. This divide between regulatory and situated ethics also intersects with particular conceptions of personhood. Whereas regulatory ethics sees both researchers and their interlocutors as autonomous individuals free and able to make their own choices, situated ethics sees both categories as also shaped by their environment and enmeshed in social relations that affect their capacity to act.

Doing no harm (or rather, doing more good than harm) is a valuable, central tenet of ethics but difficult to live up to in practice. Our interlocutors are often not a homogeneous category with similar interests; especially in settings where relations amongst our interlocutors are strained, doing no harm to some may be harmful for others. When codes of ethics and integrity extend the principle to do no harm to other interested parties such as our funders and employers (warning against harming the reputation of the institution), this complicates matters further. Informed consent forms, which can provide some protection against covered research, also raise dilemmas. Such forms tend to protect the employing institution rather than our more vulnerable interlocutors and enable the more powerful to obstruct research. Fully informed and freely given consent is difficult to reconcile with the improvised and unpredictable nature of ethnography, and with the fact that interlocutors are often embedded in multiple, uneven relations of dependency. Because consent in these contexts is inevitably partial, ethnographers bear a heightened responsibility to consider the potential consequences of making their findings public.

Open Science exemplifies how high ideals can become dystopian. While it aims to democratize science, it can also function as a tool of regulation and surveillance. Open Science initiatives risk reinforcing existing academic inequalities, as they require material and institutional resources and are often better suited to positivist approaches that work with quantitative methods. Moreover, the registration of research and free sharing of research data can be harmful to research participants. For ethnographers, more limited and controlled sharing of research materials with carefully selected, trusted partners constitutes a more ethical approach. The replication crisis has been a major impetus for Open Science. For ethnographers conceptual replication is not very different from research as usual: building the work of others, engaging in triangulation, and employing an iterative, cyclical research approach

Over time, there has been a shift from research ethics to integrity protocols. These integrity protocols have by and large been imposed top-down by major research institutions, as the case of the Netherlands illustrates. The Dutch 2018 code still treats positivist approaches as normative, imposing general standards across all disciplines. By assigning ethical issues to other regulatory bodies, the code defines research integrity more narrowly, making it also less useful for educational purposes. It has, moreover, considerably expanded the scope for the commercialisation of research without sufficient checks and balances, as a long list of scandals demonstrates. By ultimately relegating responsibility for research integrity to individual researchers, the code largely overlooks how research governance itself can make it difficult for researchers to act with integrity.

Transparency is a key concept in discussions of Open Science and research integrity. While it may seem an obvious virtue, transparency always has its limits. A central question is: who can demand transparency from whom? Senior administrators are often adept at evading such demands while simultaneously expecting transparency from researchers. Transparency is also more thoroughly demanded of those who hold critical views than of those whose work aligns with the mainstream. Ethnographers often challenge forms of transparency that resemble surveillance, such as registering interlocutors’ names or sharing field notes. Instead, they favour an openness that centres on the research process – showing how methods work (or fail) in practice, how relationships with interlocutors evolve, and how these dynamics shape research findings.

The above suggests that institutions often asks researchers to trust the system, while responding to ethnographic work with suspicion, particularly in moments of controversy. Perhaps it is time to reverse this stance: for institutions to begin with a presumption of trust in researchers and for ethnographers to adopt a more critical attitude toward institutional authority.




9.3. Academic freedom: ethnography and beyond

Ethnography is under pressure both within and beyond the academy. Because of the serendipity and unpredictability inherent in ethnographic research, it often stands in tension with bureaucratic forms of control. As a form of slow research, it does not sit easily within a highly competitive academic climate. When research management fails to recognise the value of epistemic diversity, ethnographers risk having their work judged as less rigorous or scholarly, rather than as adhering to different scholarly standards.

Socio-political developments outside the academy pose additional challenges. The complexity and ambiguity inherent in much ethnographic work often clash with the public’s demand for clear, definitive answers. Efforts to challenge common-sense assumptions have become increasingly suspect amid the political turn toward ethno-nationalism, with attempts to understand unfamiliar perspectives or actions often interpreted as condoning them. These developments can negatively affect ethnographers’ academic freedom.

In the past decade, academic freedom has been politicised in a highly specific way. In the Netherlands, some parliamentarians have argued that academic freedom is under threat not because of a lack of epistemic diversity, but because the academy allegedly lacks a diversity of political views. This conflation of academic freedom with freedom of expression devalues scholarly expertise. Similarly, the notion of social safety has been recast, not as freedom from harassment, but as freedom from exposure to critical perspectives that challenge dominant ideas, enabling the cancellation of events deemed undesirable by administrators.

The argument here is not that academic institutions should be apolitical. Academic freedom entails responsibilities that extend beyond adherence to professional ethics and integrity protocols. These include responsibilities to people, to society, and to the environment, in short to the common good. In this light, institutional neutrality becomes a poor choice, as it inevitably serves to uphold the status quo. What constitutes the common good is ultimately a moral question. As the case of Gaza underlines, it must at the very least encompass the defence of basic human rights.






Notes

Except where otherwise noted, all links were last accessed on 1 October 2025. All translations from the Dutch are by the author.


Chapter 1. Beyond an affaire: managing ethnography


	1 At the time, almost all the research that had been published about female emigrants to Syria’s jihadi-held territory had focused on security issues and radicalisation and had been based on women’s public posts.


	2 Andreas Kouwenhoven, “Aicha, Cyberjihadist en Wetenschapper,” NRC, January 16, 2017, https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2017/01/16/aicha-cyberjihadist-en-wetenschapper-6242123-a1541543


	3 For our most recent reflection on this process, see De Koning et al. (2020).


	4 It was part of my ERC advanced grant ‘Problematizing “Muslim Marriages”: Ambiguities and Contestations’.


	5 Six years later, when the women returnees were put on trial, something very different happened. The courts used their engagement in domestic labour as evidence of committing terrorism-related crimes. For a critical perspective, see my op-ed in the NRC, Annelies Moors, “Telt bij IS-vrouwen het huishouden plots wel mee?”, NRC, November 15, 2023, https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2023/11/15/telt-bij-is-vrouwen-het-huishouden-plots-wel-mee-a4180999.


	6 The NRC refused to publish our rebuttal; it could do so as in the Netherlands there is no right to reply. For a more extensive analysis of the NRC article and its afterlife see Moors (2019a), where I argue that our attempts to focus on marriage rather than on questions about radicalization failed because of the affective strength of the security discourse.


	7 A parliamentary question is a question put formally to a government minister by a member of parliament. For the questions asked, see https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/ah-tk-20162017-1263.html, https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/ah-tk-20162017-1264.html, https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/ah-tk-20162017-1262.html.


	8 The term ‘reflection audit’ may have been coined for legal reasons since a formal audit would have required a formal procedure with checks and balances. See also Moors (2019b).


	9 The university board did, however, not endorse the report and simultaneously put our response online.


	10 This has resulted in a number of publications, such as Moors (2019a; 2019b) and De Koning, Moors, and Navest (2020).


	11 The institute was closed despite having been externally evaluated as excellent (QANU 2008).


	12 For a more extensive reflection, see Fadil, Moors, and Elliot (2025).


	13 Talal Asad’s Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter was published in 1973; Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1978; Maria Mies’s Lace makers of Narsapur: Indian Housewives Produce for the World Market, a foundational text for feminist political economy, in 1982; and Towards a Methodology for Feminist Research, which propagated action research, in 1983.


	14 I conducted my early research in sharia courts and collected topical life stories to gain insight into women’s access to property. For publications based on this research, see https://sites.google.com/site/anneliesmoors/



	15 To mention some influential scholars active in the 1980s when I started my research: Rosemary Sayigh, who introduced oral history in Palestine studies, Salim Tamari, a very prominent historical sociologist, and Rita Giacaman, a pioneer of public health in the region and beyond.


	16 The enormous election victory of the List Pim Fortuyn in 2002 represented a political landslide and a huge victory for populist ethnonationalism in the Netherlands (geschiere 2009). For how the position of Muslim women is instrumentalized elsewhere, especially in the US, see Abu-Lughod (2013).


	17 I have presented papers on these topics at the AAA (American Anthropological Association) in Washington DC in December 2017, at the Johannes gutenberg University in Mainz in October 2018, and at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle in November 2018. I also published brief opinion pieces in Folia, Science Guide, and Sociologisch Magazine (in Dutch), and have given presentations at the University of Amsterdam and Tilburg University.






Chapter 2. Doing ethnography: an approach, not a method


	1 For a variety of views on the relations between anthropology and ethnography see Ahmad (2021).


	2 In his later work Fabian (2014) contends that whereas in sociology intersubjectivity was grounded in phenomenology, taking a stance against the positivist, quantitative bias in this field, intersubjectivity came to anthropology as a critique of linguistic structuralism. This critique considers language pragmatically as a mode of communication rather than first and foremost as a system of signs.


	3 Anthropologists who are part of interdisciplinary selection committees often face the task to explain that how anthropologists engage in doing ethnography is very different from using ethnography only as an additional method (Howell 2017).


	4 Malinowsky’s guidelines were also an attempt to claim the position of a scientist. He strongly underlined the difference between the scientific work of the ethnographer and that of ‘practical men’, such as missionaries, travellers, collectors, and colonial administrators, who had only occasional contact with the natives and if so with a particular aim in mind (Pels and Salemink 1999, 1 ff.). Neither was his approach entirely new. Whereas the period between 1870 and 1922 is often labelled the age of armchair anthropologists, Vermeulen and Rosa (2022) document that hundreds of ethnographic monographs were actually written during this time. Malinowsky’s diaries, that were published after his death, shed light on the tensions between these guidelines and his practices; see, for instance, the chapter ‘On Ethnography Authority’ in Clifford (1987).


	5 Europe and the People Without History is the title of Wolf (1982). The othering of people from the global South was also addressed in Said’s Orientalism (1978), in Fabian’s Time and the Other (1983) (the denial of coevalness) and in Trouillot’s (2003) concept of ‘the savage slot’. Instead, global connectivity was highlighted, including hierarchies of domination in gupta and Ferguson (1997). These shifts also entailed critical approaches to the culture concept (Abu-Lughod 1991).


	6 A very early example of such a sociological study is Du Bois (1899).


	7 See, for instance, the special issue of Cultural Anthropology (2006), titled globalizing Anthropology and the series on global anthropologies launched by Hau: Journal of Ethnographic Theory in 2011. An early example is Altorki and El-Solh (1988).


	8 As noted earlier in relation to positionality, the idea of “their own community” can also be problematic, as it tends to obscure both internal divisions and external overlaps.


	9 Keane (2005) contends that of all the social sciences, anthropology has shown the greatest resistance to positivism.







Chapter 3. Research ethics: problems with regulation


	1 Whereas the Anthropological Institute in the UK had its roots in the Aborigines’ Protection Society and its advocacy of aboriginal rights (Mills 2003), the history of anthropology also shows how ethical concerns have often been overlooked (see Price 2016 for the lack of ethical concerns in early US anthropology).


	2 See Price (1998) for detailed information about US state funding of anthropological research throughout the Cold War.


	3 Berreman (in Sluka 1999: 125) refers to proposals aimed at removing a range of core ethical principles, including the paramount responsibility to those being studied, the condemnation of covert research, accountability for ethical violations, and the commitment to public duty over private interest.


	4 This function is strongly emphasised in the introduction to the 2012 statement of ethics (AAA 2012, n.p.). In the words of the then-president of the AAA, those involved in the drafting of this code ‘recognized that ethical quandaries entail struggle and decisions and are not usually just a matter of applying a formula or statement’ (Dominguez 2016, 20).


	5 In late 2007, the AAA issued a statement condemning the Human Terrain System initiative for violating its code of ethics, https://americananthro.org/about/policies/aaa-opposes-us-militarys-human-terrain-system-project/.


	6 EASA, “Draft of good Practice guidelines”, EASA-Newsletter 75-0120, https://easaonline.org/newsletter/75-0120/3-draft-of-good-practice-guidelines/.


	7 EASA, “Code of Conduct and Anti-Harassment Policy”, https://easaonline.org/about/easa-code-of-conduct-and-anti-harassment-policy/.


	8 In 2006, Schrag started a blog about the use of regulations designed for medical experiments for the humanities and social sciences. See Institutional Review Blog, www.institutionalreviewblog.com. In 2010, he published his book Ethical Imperialism: Institutional Review Boards and the Social Sciences, 1965–2009. His 2009 article draws on materials in the National Archives that show how regulators did, at times, take the social sciences into consideration but either did not take up their objections or did so and then backtracked later.


	9 Compliance is assessed in audits, that is, formal investigations conducted by federal regulators that mainly assess whether IRBs have been upholding the administrative procedures that the regulations require. In an audit, an IRB office will need to provide evidence that all the requisite procedures were followed each and every time a decision was made. To this end, they must provide auditors with voluminous, meticulously recorded documentation. This logic of auditability stands in contrast to the logic of confidence with which courts work, which take signs of good faith in account (Babb 2020, 13).


	10 There is a large number of critical reviews of how IRBs have dealt with ethnographic research by authors such as Rena Lederman, Zachary Schrag, Bob Simpson, and Cris Shore, who often refer to their experiences of having served on IRBs or ethical review committees. In a 2006 American Ethnologist forum on institutional review, anthropologists use terms such as ‘hypervigilance’ and ‘IRB mission creep’ to point to the serious tensions emerging as anthropology is increasingly affected by this legislation (Lederman 2006b, 482).


	11 Ethnographers have objected, without much success, that they do not study particular groups of people or specific places, but rather the practices in which people engage.


	12 Elfenbein and Hoffman (2024, 7) highlight key differences between the US and the EU in terms of their legal systems, the areas they aim to regulate, and the punitive sanctions they allow.


	13 Hedgecoe (2015) describes how research ethics reviews can restrict research that may lead to institutional reputation risks.



	14 See “Art. 4 GDPR – Definitions,” GDPR-Info.eu, https://gdpr-info.eu/art-4-gdpr/. It is important to note that pseudonymization – where individuals can still be identified through indirect or supplementary information – is not sufficient. Only fully anonymized data, which cannot be traced back to the original subjects, fall outside the scope of the GDPR.


	15 See also Wynn and Israel (2018, 796) who argue that even if oral consent is permitted, this is framed as an exception to the norm.


	16 See “Art. 9 GDPR – Processing of special categories of personal data,” GDPR-Info.eu, https://gdpr-info.eu/art-9-gdpr/.


	17 See “Art. 85 GDPR – Processing and freedom of expression and information,” GDPR-Info.eu, https://gdpr-info.eu/art-85-gdpr/.


	18 See “Art. 89 GDPR – Safeguards and derogations relating to processing for archiving purposes in the public interest, scientific or historical research purposes or statistical purposes,” GDPR-Info.eu, https://gdpr-info.eu/art-89-gdpr/.


	19 Peter Pels, “Data Management in Qualitative Social Science: The Impact of the Leiden Statement,” Leiden Anthropology Blog, March 14, 2019, https://www.leidenanthropologyblog.nl/articles/data-management-in-qualitative-social-science.


	20 Fassin (2006) argues for the need to pay attention to national traditions. Herzfeld (2024) points to major differences between European countries in terms of the obligations imposed and how these are implemented. This is also visible in the comments to Pels (1999), where developments in Britain, Denmark, and Sweden are mentioned. See also Lederman (2006a) for the UK, Australia, and Canada; Simpson (2011) and Shore (2024) for the UK, with Shore strongly contrasting the more rigid ethics review in the UK with the lighter versions in many European countries, and Von Unger et al. (2016) for germany.


	21 Von Unger et al. (2016) and Simpson (2011).


	22 In the Netherlands, anthropology departments are housed within faculties of social or behavioural sciences, which also include psychology, a discipline that follows markedly different ethical review procedures.


	23 See https://www.organisatiegids.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/sociale-wetenschappen/commissie-ethiek-maatschappijwetenschappen/ethical-procedure-and-questions-24.pdf and https://aissr.uva.nl/our-research/ethics-and-integrity/ethics-and-integrity.html#Ethical-Review-of-Research. For a more extensive description of the ethics review for anthropologists at the University of Amsterdam see Chattopadhyay and De Kok (2023); for its equivalent at Leiden University see Elfenbein and Hoffman (2024).


	24 European Commission, Directorate-general for Research & Innovation, Guidelines – Identifying serious and complex ethics issues in EU-funded research (Horizon Europe), July 5, 2021, https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/horizon/guidance/guidelines-on-serious-and-complex-cases_he_en.pdf.


	25 My own experiences in 2013 with the ERC ethical review have been relatively positive; the ERC strongly supported me during the reflection audit. But I am also aware of many cases in which the procedures are overly bureaucratized, unsuitable for ethnographic research, and extremely time consuming. For a particularly harrowing account, see Sertaç Sehlikoglu, “Ethics Without the Ethics? Institutionalised Committees and the Question of Integrity,” https://allegralaboratory.net/ethics-without-the-ethics-the-institutionalized-committees-and-the-question-of-integrity-by-sertac-sehlikoglu/.


	26 European Research Council, “Ethics Guidance – Manage Your Project,”https://erc.europa.eu/manage-your-project/ethics-guidance.



	27 Such a trust in technology may put us at a greater risk of unauthorized access. For instance, in December 2019, the server of Maastricht University was hacked through ransomware, and the university paid 200,000 euros in bitcoins to regain access to their online systems and data. https://www.maastrichtuniversity.nl/news/update-20-cyber-attack-um. In 2021 Utrecht University and Technical University Delft faced a data breach from third-party ransomware, https://www.channelconnect.nl/security-en-privacy/ransomware-bij-leverancier-leidt-tot-dataverlies-bij-universiteiten/. In 2025, Technical University Eindhoven was subject to a ransomware attack https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/hacker-roamed-tu-e-network-for-five-days.


	28 The report is also helpful for researchers who are often not aware of how ethics committees expect them to reflect on the questions posed.


	29 In my experience as a former member of ERC evaluation panels, this did not happen.


	30 In the Netherlands, Nethics (the National Ethics Council for Social and Behavioural Sciences) devised an ethical review committee procedure for social science researchers who are not employed at a Dutch institution. It can, however, refuse to review research to be conducted outside of the Netherlands, and applicants need to pay a fee of 750 euro. By 2025, Nethics announced that it no longer takes on the review of external research due to capacity constraints. Nethics, “Externe Toetsing,” https://nethics.nl/externe-toetsing.






Chapter 4. The complexities of doing no harm and informed consent


	1 Gusterson (2021, 243) draws attention to the fact that this is a break with the ethical framework of the Nuremberg Code and the Helsinki Declaration, which are universalist. He warns against the risk of the slippery slope when ethnographers are seen as having different ethical obligations towards those considered subordinate versus those considered powerful.


	2 Alvesalo-Kuusi and White (2018, 143) mention that in some codes attention is paid to such power differentials, occasionally allowing for some level of professional discretion in the case of studying up.


	3 Alvesalo-Kuusi and White (2018) argue that private institutions (defined as such in terms of ownership) should also be publicly scrutinized because of the tremendous power they can wield over people, society, and the environment.


	4 This is also evident in how ethnographers think about supporting war efforts. Whereas there was little discussion about their involvement in World War II, this was the opposite in the case of the Vietnam War, which was a major impetus for anthropologists” turn to research ethics. Whereas the former was considered a just war, the latter was seen as an unjust cause (Robben 1999).


	5 This resonates with the experiences of ethnographers who do research with conservative, Salafioriented, or radical Muslims. They also regularly get questioned about their religious affiliation.


	6 See Harding (1986) and especially Haraway (1988).


	7 It is unlikely that those who hold strong, essentialist views about ethnicity, nationality, and race would opt for anthropology, a discipline that tends to see identities as fluid and multiple and generally values difference. But neither can we assume that individual ethnographers are necessarily progressive, secular, or left leaning.


	8 Instead, she worked with observations, more formal interviews, and an analysis of the materials her interlocutors produced. It is worth noting here that Grassiani’s empathy differs from Duranti’s and Fabian’s arguments for intersubjectivity (see chapter 2).


	9 This is very similar to Pasieka’s argument that it is not impossible to have friendly relations with people who hold ‘unlikeable beliefs’ (Pasieka 2019, 3). While not promoting such scholar-informant solidarity, Korsby and Vigh (2025, 455) present a more general argument for the need to study perpetrators ‘with the same anthropological openness and curiosity’ as their victims in order to gain critical insights about their life-worlds.



	10 This resonates with Duranti’s (2010, 29) proposal to think intersubjectivity as shared understanding in the sense of the ability to ‘trade places’ rather than as empathy in order to distinguish between understanding as gaining insight in particular perspectives versus condoning these.


	11 In 2017, federal policy changed the requirements of written consent. This was no longer needed if this would be the only breach of anonymity (with the form as the only link between participant and researcher), when there was no more than minimal risks, and where signing documents is not the norm. However, the researcher needed to show in advance that their research would fall within these categories, and this was presented as an exception to the norm (Wynn and Israel 2018, 796).


	12 More recently, there has also been a call to respect indigenous rights in the handling of research data, such as the case with the CARE principles. CARE stands for Collective Benefit, Authority to Control, Responsibility, and Ethics, and centres the specific rights of indigenous communities. These principles were developed as an addition to the FAIR principles (see next chapter), which focus on data management. For the CARE principles for indigenous data governance, see Global Indigenous Data Alliance, “CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance,” https://www.gida-global.org/care?utm.


	13 Whereas the GDPR can provide some protection, it also includes provisions that a court order can override confidentiality agreements.


	14 An early case was Scarce (1994), who was subpoenaed in the early 1990s while conducting research on animal rights. He was sentenced to five months imprisonment for contempt of court as he refused to reveal the content of confidential research interviews to a federal grant jury that investigated vandalism by an animal rights group. Khan (2011), who was subpoenaed in the late 2000s, draws attention to the extremely high costs involved in retaining counsel to contest a subpoena, with universities very reluctant to get involved and hesitant, if not outright refusing, to provide financial support.


	15 Lewis and graham (2007) conducted a meta-study in the UK that included people’s experiences with informed consent. In addition, they conducted qualitative interviews with fifty respondents who had recently participated in research projects. Some researchers considered signing these forms as ‘a ritual of coercion, creating feelings of obligation to participate in those who sign’ (Wynn and Israel 2018, 800).


	16 Ethnographers hold different opinions about whether they always need to ask for informed consent. Some consider informed consent a human right and are in favour of universalist ethics (Fluehr Lobban 1994). Others consider ethics as always situational, depending on the relational positionalities of researchers and their interlocutors. Sluka (1999, 126) does not consider covert research with people involved in gross human rights violations as always unethical.


	17 Next to these drawbacks, the requirement of signed consent forms can also affect how anthropologists engage with research ethics. Requiring signed forms pushes researchers who are concerned about the harmful effects of using these to various forms of non-compliance. Some will act pragmatically, get ethical clearance, and decide to forget about the consent forms (Metro 2014). Rather than making researchers more aware of the value of research ethics, this can make them more sceptical.


	18 One interesting element of such signed documents is that the authenticity of the signature is usually taken for granted.


	19 Tate (2020) refers to doing fieldwork at a site where one has previously been employed as ‘embedded ethnography’. Ethnographers who study up have quite often used their previous employment or existing social networks as a strategy to gain access. See, for instance, Ho (2012), who used existing contacts to do research on Wall Street investment bankers.



	20 When Shoshan (2021), a Jewish-Israeli researcher, did fieldwork with young right-wing extremists in East Berlin, he did so under another name and passing as American.


	21 Simpson (2011, 389) refers to this as ‘a highly significant but mostly ignored moment in the ethics of social science research’.


	22 Wax (1999, 129) also points out that what matters most is how data are handled and disseminated.


	23 With the growing presence of multimodal research, this pertains to the wide range of ways in which ethnographers make their findings public.


	24 Peter Pels, “Data Management in Qualitative Social Science: The Impact of the Leiden Statement,” Leiden Anthropology Blog, March 14, 2019, https://www.leidenanthropologyblog.nl/articles/data-management-in-qualitative-social-science.


	25 Brettell (1996) investigates what happens when the subjects of research read or become aware of what has been written about them. The most serious problems occurred when media reports misrepresent the findings of ethnographic research, which can harm the relationship of researchers with their interlocutors. Abu-Lughod (2016) and Fassin (2015) have both written extensively about the afterlife of their work.


	26 In Sweden in 1997, the proposal for a code included the desirability of publication in a language accessible at least to local intellectuals in the country studied (Dahl in Pels 1999, 118).


	27 The complaint was launched with the Association of Social Anthropologists in the UK and the Commonwealth, which responded that it did not have remit to adjudicate for what were only ethical guidelines (Mosse 2006, 947).


	28 Alvesalo-Kuusi and White (2017, 146) mention that they were confronted several times with efforts to obstruct their research.


	29 Fernando (2014) and Fassin (2017) have made similar arguments.






Chapter 5. Open Science and replication: trust, distrust, and transparency


	1 Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO), “Open Science,” https://www.nwo.nl/en/open-science.


	2 Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), “Research Data Management,” https://www.nwo.nl/en/research-data-management.


	3 Go Fair Initiative, “What Is the Difference between ‘FAIR Data’ and ‘Open Data’ if There Is One?,” https://www.go-fair.org/resources/faq/ask-question-difference-fair-data-open-data/. The implementation of the Fair principles also raises a host of questions about such mundane issues as who owns the data, who is to finance the required infrastructures, and who is to govern and organize responsible forms of re-use (Leonelli 2023, 35).


	4 For an overview of the replication crisis in social psychology see Tackett (2019).


	5 Other critical voices are, for instance, Peterson and Panovsky (2021), and, in the Netherlands, Pratt et al. (2019; 2020), Penders et al. (2019), Penders (2022), and Derksen and Morawski (2022).


	6 See also Douglas-Jones, Walford, and Seaver (2021). As Fair data must have a clear, preferably machine-readable license, this has also led to a strong push for digitization.


	7 In 2014, the Association for Psychological Science outlined three ‘open practices’ replete with different ‘badges’ that authors could attain for implementing them: preregistration, publicly sharing research protocols, and publicly sharing data (Nosek et al., 2015).


	8 Bouter is convinced that questionable research practices are widespread in the Dutch academy and pose a greater threat to scientific progress than fraudulent acts such as data fabrication (Bouter 2022, 7).



	9 Similarly, Han points out that ‘the danger of transparency lies in its ideologization; if totalized, it yields terror’ (2015, viii).


	10 https://www.cos.io/about; https://datacolada.org/


	11 This case had a huge impact. A committee that looked into the damage done discovered fifty-five articles and ten PhD dissertations based on fraudulent data (Levelt et al. 2012).


	12 As Peterson and Panofsky (2021, n.p. footnote 5) explain, there is overlap between the diagnostic versus integrative and the direct versus conceptual distinctions in replication. But there are also major differences, as the former refer to motives for replication and the latter to forms of replication. NWOs special funding instrument to enable replication studies was limited to performing diagnostic replications, Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO), “Replication Studies,” https://www.nwo.nl/en/researchprogrammes/replication-studies.


	13 Stapel’s data fabrication was only discovered because he was sloppy in analysing his fabricated surveys. Hence the results could not be replicated. Had he been more careful, it is doubtful whether his fabrications would have been discovered.


	14 This is a central question for Leonelli (2023). Bazzoli (2022) also highlights the tensions between the spirit of Open Science and its implementation in practice.


	15 Beaumont and De Coning (2022) who discuss climate-conflict scholarship, argue against homogenizing standards across incompatible epistemological approaches, and guzzo et al. (2022) point to the incompatibilities of Open Science requirements for applied research in organizational science. Bazzoli (2022), focusing on the field of psychology, argues that the (post-)positivist research paradigm of Open Science stifles epistemic pluralism, while Rubin (2023) concludes that there are two options for those who work from a non-positivist point of view: either assimilation, that is, trying to adapt to unsuitable Open Science requirements, or marginalisation.


	16 According to Bazzoli (2022, 526), this is the case for projects in the field of psychology that are funded by Horizon Europe (2021–2027). Hostler (2024) refers to a system of quantitatively scoring the methodological rigour of papers during the hiring and promotion of psychology researchers that advantage those who conduct open, reproducible work.


	17 They ask ethnographers to be reflexive and transparent about ‘how we record our data, what quotations mean, whether we follow our participants online, and whether and how we anonymize […]. We need to ‘make in-text distinctions between data that come from interviews and data from observations and be transparent about what evidence we use to verify our claims’ (2021, 56).


	18 In 2017, NWO designated 3 million euros for replication projects in the social sciences, medical sciences, and in the humanities. The main aim was to encourage replication research and to gain insight into the replicability of the result of the original studies. In 2021, NWO provided additional funding for an ethnographic study of “Replication in Action” primarily based on the twenty-one projects it had funded.


	19 Sometimes referred to as IMRaD, which stands for introduction, methodology, results, and discussion.


	20 Especially since the literary turn in the 1980s, ethnographers have paid much attention to how ethnographies are written (e.g. Clifford 1987).


	21 See also the comments of Dirk-Jan Koch in Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onde rzoek (NWO), “Nederland kennisland moet toekomstbestendig worden,” https://www.nwo.nl/nederland-kennisland-moet-toekomstbestendig-worden. Koch explains that Open Access publishing is very helpful for Dutch researchers as it increases citations; researchers at less well-resourced institutions are also, in that respect, disadvantaged. This article mentions an average price of 2,000 euro to publish an article Open Access.







Chapter 6. Constructing integrity: codification in context


	1 For an overview of the integrity landscape, see Douglas-Jones and Wright (2017).


	2 The integrity codes of 2004 and 2014 are very similar. In the following, for the sake of brevity, I refer to the 2014 code. Both review reports, that of the 2016 Commissie Herziening gedragscode (Code of Conduct Review Committee) and the 2024 Evaluation Committee (Code of Conduct Evaluation Committee), are only available in Dutch.


	3 However, on occasion criminal law was resorted to. Arie de Ruyter, former Dean at Tilburg University, was prosecuted for forgery and fraud as he had subcontracted the supervision of PhD students (for which he received additional income) to the beauty parlour of his niece’s husband. The court ruled that there was insufficient evidence for fraud, but he was convicted of forgery. See Joline Cramer and Huub Jaspers, “Taakstraf voor voormalige decaan van Tilburgse universiteit,” Argos (VPRO/HUMAN), August 2, 2021, https://www.vpro.nl/argos/lees/onderwerpen/artikelen/2021/taakstraf-voor-voormalig-decaan-tilburgse-universiteit.html.


	4 The LOWI was established by the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW), the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO), and the Universities of the Netherlands (UNL) (formerly VSNU). For a more extensive description of this early period see Evaluation Committee (2024).


	5 The advisory opinions of the LOWI are published anonymously on its website. Landelijk Orgaan Wetenschappelijke Integriteit (LOWI), “Adviezen,” https://lowi.nl/adviezen.


	6 Merton published his article in 1942. The text is evidently influenced by the historical moment: the rise of Nazi Germany. In his words, ‘In modern totalitarian society, anti-rationalism and the centralization of institutional control both serve to limit the scope provided for scientific activity’ (Merton 1942, 126). As another sign of the times, gender is not mentioned.


	7 See Willem Schoonen, “‘Nieuwe gedragscode voor wetenschappelijke integriteit rammelt,’” Trouw, September 30, 2018, https://www.trouw.nl/nieuws/nieuwe-gedragscode-voor-wetenschappelijke-integriteit-rammelt~b61fb1ac/.


	8 It explicitly mentioned that ‘The requirement of replicability does not work for practice-oriented research nor for certain kinds of anthropological research’ (CHG 2016, 20).


	9 These principles in themselves may be defined and interpreted in various ways. Take, for instance, the concept of objectivity. There are major differences between those who define objectivity in terms of neutrality and those who consider all knowledge as situated knowledge. See the entry ‘objectivity’ in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy., see James Collins and Luis garcía-Portillo, “Scientific Objectivity,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, revised October 30, 2020 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-objectivity/.


	10 In the topic list for the consultation, the first question is ‘what is good about the code in its present version?’ There is no similar question about what is problematic (EC 2024, 65).


	11 ALLEA refers to All European Academies. This code is drafted by the federation of more than fifty European academies.


	12 The 2024 evaluation committee concedes that the re-usable principle (as part of the FAIR principles) is not always valid, ‘when the data are strongly context specific, qualitative and […] hard to anonymize’ (EC 2024, 38). The report advises to consider ‘to clarify the meaning of the standard of openness for applied research in the above sense’. Why this would only be the case for applied, practice-oriented research is not addressed.


	13 The title is ‘Ethiek voor wetenschappelijke onderzoeken en richtlijnen voor het handelen bij (vermeend) wetenschappelijk wangedrag’ (Ethics for scientific research and guidelines for acting in the case of (alleged) scientific misconduct). This guideline also included causing harm to research participants and violating promised annoymity.



	14 Instead, the committee recommends that the code ‘acknowledge the relevance of such themes to research integrity, but otherwise restrict itself to references to other codes and regulatory documents in the relevant domains’ (EC 2024, 10).


	15 Palys and Lowman (2012) describe how Boston College did not support its researchers and their interlocutors in the Belfast Project, an oral history project (2001–2006) about the Troubles. The interviews with combatants and activists were to be released after the death of the interviewees. They were, however, subpoenaed by the Police Service of Northern Ireland. The researchers did not succeed in blocking the request. See also Murray (2013).


	16 By 2009, it had modified this definition to also include societal benefits. Valorisation then referred to ‘The process of creating value from knowledge by making knowledge suitable and/or available for economic and/or societal use and translating that knowledge into competitive products, services, processes, and entrepreneurial activity’. Later the term ‘competitive’ was also deleted. See Leonie van Drooge and Stefan de Jong, Definitions and policy, The Hague: Rathenau Institute, February 15, 2016, https://www.rathenau.nl/sites/default/files/inline-files/Definitions%20and%20policy%20_%20Rathenau%20Instituut_web.pdf.


	17 Such restrictive perspective on the societal value of scholarship overlooks the most important societal contribution of scholars, that is, teaching.


	18 Soeharno (2023) also argues against removing the requirement that research must have scientific value. He was concerned that its absence could open the door to research driven solely by ideological motives.


	19 In the 1990s, Dutch scholars already started to express serious concerns about the independence of researchers involved in third-party financed research (Köbben and Tromp 1999).


	20 Such privatization also allows for patenting research results (Radder 2022). Merton strongly rejected patenting, pointing to the phenomenon that ‘As a defensive measure, some scientists have come to patent work to ensure its being made available for public use’ (Merton 1942, 123). The enterprising university, in contrast, stimulates its scientists to register patents, allowing them to keep a substantial part of the profits themselves (often at least 30 percent). Radder also points to another problem, researchers who apply for a patent accept assessment criteria that are much weaker than the usual epistemological standards (Radder 2022, 5–6).


	21 Siebe Sietsma and Yoeri Vugts, “geen enkele universiteit heeft registratie bijbanen hoogleraren op orde,” NOS/Nieuwsuur, April 6, 2022, https://nos.nl/collectie/13896-chaotische-registratie-bijbanen-hoogleraren. The list of scandals is nearly endless, some with major political consequences. Ronald Plasterk, for instance, withdrew as candidate for prime minister because of the uproar caused when it was discovered that he had claimed a patent as his individual invention, negating the crucial contribution of a colleague and not even informing the university medical centre where he was appointed professor, Harry groen, “Hoe Ronald Plasterk miljonair werd – en de universiteit had het nakijken,” NRC, March 22, 2024 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2024/03/22/hoe-ronald-plasterkmiljonair-werd-en-de-universiteit-had-het-nakijken-a4193871. Another major case concerned the section fiscal law at the University of Amsterdam, Henk Strikkers, “Zuidas Firms Exert Influence on Publications by Tax Law Staff,” Folia, February 24, 2022, https://www.folia.nl/international/150584/zuidas-firms-exert-influence-on-publications-by-tax-law-staff and more generally, Follow the Money, “Zuidas beslist mee over docenten en inhoud van universitair onderwijs,” Follow the Money – Platform voor Onderzoeksjournalistiek, Zuidas beslist mee over docenten en inhoud van universitair onderwijs – Follow the Money – Platform voor onderzoeksjournalistiek.


	22 Gutwirth and Christiaens (2014) also consider the fraud of a few as far less harmful than two other trends: the refusal to recognize the multiplicity of sciences and their commercialization. The latter engenders widespread calculating behaviour, replacing intrinsic motivation, as a result of the system of rewards, with extrinsic incentives.


	23 This is the reason that this was a major topic in the European Association of Social Anthropologists’ ethical statement, mentioned in chapter 3.



	24 See also the blogpost of Ingrid Robeyns, who more generally argues against the imposition of a model of scholarship based on the delegation of research. Ingrid Robeyns, “Wetenschapsfinanciering: het belang van heterogeniteit en diversiteit,” Bij Nader Inzien, April 6, 2017 https://bijnaderinzien.com/2017/04/06/wetenschapsfinanciering-het-belang-van-heterogeniteit-en-diversiteit/


	25 The same is the case for putting together the CV, now more often a narrative CV, which requires greater rhetorical skills.


	26 European Fund Management Consulting (EFMC), “Proposal Writing Support,” https://efmc.eu/erc-pw-training/. A 1,5-day training with a maximum of fifteen participants in Brussels costs 1,490 euro a person.


	27 The bureaucratic requirements of large projects can, moreover, promote practices that violate integrity norms. A prime example is the time sheets that ERC grants require. Due to numerous bureaucratic rules and regulations, it is often impossible to truthfully record how time has been spent in practice. This rigidity forces researchers to act dishonestly, not in order to gain material benefits but because being honest is not feasible. Recently the ERC has decided to do away with this system for advanced grants and provide lump-sum financing.






Chapter 7. Anonymity, positionality, and field notes: integrity in practice


	1 Pachirat (2017) devotes a whole chapter (‘act’) to the trial of Alice goffman’s ethnography (2017, 132–160).


	2 Lubet considers it his mission to ‘assess the use of evidence in ethnography in terms of sources, collections, presentations, and dependability by comparing it to the standards that have been developed to determine the reliability of evidence in law practice’ (Lubet 2018, xiv).


	3 Parts of the sections 7.2. and 7.3. have previously been published in Moors (2019a).


	4 My reluctance to ask for, let alone register, names has been influenced by my experiences doing research on the Israeli-occupied West Bank since 1982. We (the authors of the article) only became more recently aware of the possibility of being subpoenaed when one of us (De Koning) was summoned as a witness in a terrorism case (De Koning 2020a). Then we also came to realise that there was no guarantee that our universities would provide legal support.


	5 The problem with journalism’s reluctance to allow for anonymity can be that those willing to disclose their identity are a very particular category.


	6 It was disappointing that, when the journalist made his accusations, the university failed to immediately acknowledge our contractual obligation to anonymise our interlocutors. The grant funds were only released after I had signed the ERC ethics agreement, which explicitly required anonymisation.


	7 When Fabian was confronted with criticism because he withheld knowledge his interlocutors considered as secret, he responded, ‘This has earned me accusations of unscientific conduct – as if there had ever been any subject matter about which an ethnographer whose writings matter had said everything he or she knew’ (Fabian 1991, 184).


	8 Promising confidentiality would then give interlocutors a false sense of security. This has also been recognized by the AAA, which added in the 1970s to the Principles: ‘Despite every effort being made to preserve anonymity, it should be made clear to informants that such anonymity may be compromised unintentionally’.

Contreras considers confidentiality as a collective responsibility. As he has pointed out, the biggest threat to participants being exposed by outsiders is the ‘rogue unmasker’ – the journalist or ‘anonymous academic critic’ or even the keen scientist wishing to conduct a revisit – who ‘publicizes private identities and field sites’ (Contreras 2019, 310). The AAA also warns against disclosure by colleagues: ‘When professionals or others have used pseudonyms to maintain anonymity, others should respect this decision and the reasons for it by not revealing indiscriminately the true identity of such committees, persons, or other data’ (AAA 1971, n.p.).


	9 Revisits may be the most productive if they are conducted by researchers who conducted the original study as they have the relevant tacit and embodied knowledge and are best able to trace and discover processes of change.


	10 As, for instance, McMurray experienced in his research amongst the Uygur in China.


	11 Here a distinction between interlocutors who are public persons (those speaking in the capacity of their function, profession, etc.) and ordinary people is helpful (Reyes 2018).


	12 Simpson (2016), who examined Hindutva as a form of popular political mobilisation in post-earthquake gujarat in the early 2000s, faced strong protests in the UK from two sadhus (Hindu religious leaders). They threatened legal action, leading to the censorship of his publications. He concluded that ‘most written anthropology can probably be made to appear illegal. Most of what anthropologists present as evidence would be treated by the courts as hearsay, defamation, and/or slander’ (Simpson 2016, 122).


	13 Recently the discussion about disclosure has started to include anthropological authorship. Blissett (2024) engages in two thought experiments, one about publishing anonymously and the other on multiple authorship that includes non-academic authors such as our interlocutors.


	14 In this section, I focus on positionality only in relation to the demands of research management. For a broader perspective see, for instance, gani and Khan (2024).


	15 The main reasons they gave were that they considered it too risky, had had negative experiences with journalists, did not expect to gain much from engaging with people who did not share their worldview, or that their husbands did not agree (Navest et al. 2016, 23).


	16 It did not make a difference that she herself had explicitly denied this and that the three authors had stated collectively that none of them supports violent jihad (for a brief reflection on this point see De Koning et al. 2020, 46). The journalist’s inability to show how such alleged personal convictions had influenced the research results also did not seem to matter.


	17 See, for instance, the television program EenVandaag, 4 September 2018, https://eenvandaag.avrotros.nl/item/salafisten-in-nederland-zijn-vooral-voor-segregatie/ or Schoonhoven (2018) in the populist right-wing newspaper De Telegraaf, and Bahara (2018) in the more upscale De Volkskrant.


	18 Marije van Beek, “Fundamentele kritiek op studie naar salafistische moskeeën,” Trouw, September 21, 2018 https://www.trouw.nl/nieuws/fundamentele-kritiek-op-studie-naar-salafistische-moskeeen~beee723b/?referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F.


	19 Martijn de Koning, Annelies Moors, and Thijl Sunier, “Methodologische en ethische kanttekeningen bij proefschrift over salafistische jongeren,” Republiek Allochtonië, September 21, 2018 https://www.republiekallochtonie.nl/blog/opinie/methodologische-en-ethische-kanttekeningen-bij-proefschrift-over-salafistische-jongeren.


	20 Undercover research targeting Muslims is not uncommon in the Netherlands (for instance, Zeegers 2016). A recent case is that of NTA (Nuance through Training and Advice), a private Dutch consultancy and research organisation that was involved in covert research at mosques, funded by municipalities with support of the NCTV (National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism). See PILP Foundation, “Islamophobia and surveillance,” https://pilp.nu/en/dossier/islamophobia-en-surveillance/ and Welten and Abbas 2022, 61ff.


	21 Liberal, secular, or cultural Muslims are associated with ‘good’ and orthodox, Salafi, and jihadi Muslims with ‘bad’ Muslims. See Mamdani (2002), Kundnani (2014), and De Koning (2020) for how such dichotomies between good and bad Muslims work, including spatial and temporal specificities.



	22 However, in 2019, the board of Tilburg University took disciplinary measures against the supervisor and the co-supervisor. These decisions and the arguments of the integrity committee are no longer available online.


	23 We publicly expressed our dismay about how the board of Tilburg University has misrepresented anthropology in its decision-making process. See Annelies Moors and Martijn de Koning, “De institutionalisering van salafisme – een reactie op het Tilburgse rapport,” Closer, April 3, 2019 https://religionresearch.org/closer/2019/04/03/de-institutionalisering-van-salafisme-een-reactie-op-het-tilburgse-rapport/. Anthropologists at Leiden University (Rana 2019) and at VU University (Sunier 2019) similarly criticized the decision of Tilburg University. See Jasmijn Rana, “The Negative Impact of Unethical and Fraudulent Research: The Case of Soroush,” Leiden Anthropology Blog, April 4, 2019 https://www.leidenanthropologyblog.nl/articles/the-negative-impact-of-unethical-and-fraudulent-research.


	24 When I inquired a year later at Tilburg University whether this had been done, the university spokesperson explained that the PhD student was only required to make an effort to publish a correction – which he had done – but that there was no obligation for the attempt to be successful. Some Dutch media have, on their own initiative, added a disclaimer to their earlier publications about the thesis.


	25 Landström (2024) mentions three main reasons researchers gave for not sharing data: ethical consideration, such as the prevention of potential harm to research participants; the wish to control the use of the data also because of low levels of trust that potential users would do so in a responsible manner; and epistemic considerations, such as concerns about whether data-users would be able to analyse and make sense of the data.


	26 See also chapter 3. Leonelli (2023) and Birchall (2017) have already extensively criticised the uncontrolled sharing of data; this would be a fortiori relevant to sharing field notes.


	27 This in contrast to how administrators attempt to exert control. One of their suggestions was that researchers must upload their airplane tickets to prove that they have travelled to the field site. This is not only already common practice for reimbursement, but there is of course also a huge gap between flying to an airport and carrying out fieldwork.


	28 She referred them to me as the PI of the research project. I was never contacted.


	29 It is also questionable whether a trial is a suitable way for finding truth, in particular in the US with its huge number of plea bargains.


	30 See Salemink and Verrips (2020), who, in their reflection on this case, also respond to critics who consider anthropologists as not critical enough of their colleagues.


	31 Of a total list of 150 publications, 57 were never published. In the evaluation report for his second term of chair by special appointment (1993–97), there is a list of publications with 39 titles; 25 of these were never published. According to Bax, he did not provide this information himself (Baud et al. 32–4). The 2014 integrity code includes the clause that academics are to present a complete and honest overview of their skills when a decision concerning their career is pending (KNAW et al 2014, 7).







Chapter 8. Academic freedom: scholarship and politics


	1 These are all issues that have been raised by academic action groups such as WO in Action, WO in Actie, “Home,” https://woinactie.blogspot.com/.


	2 For my critical review of the report see Annelies Moors, “EU-rapport over academische vrijheid in Nederland verwart politieke met wetenschappelijke diversiteit aan perspectieven,” ScienceGuide, May 3, 2023, https://www.scienceguide.nl/2023/05/eu-rapport-over-academische-vrijheid-in-nederland-verwart-politieke-met-wetenschappelijke-diversiteit-aan-perspectieven/. Only the section about the Netherlands highlights wokeness as an undefined threat. On the use of the term ‘wokeness’, see Bracke (De Groene Amsterdammer, 1 March 2023) and Thomas (De Groene Amsterdammer 6 April 2023).


	3 In the Netherlands, academic freedom is not included in the constitution; it is only very briefly mentioned in article 1.6 of the national Higher Education Law of 1993 (Van Lunteren 2020, 89). Van Berkel and Van Bruggen (2020) provide an excellent historical overview of debates on academic freedom in the Netherlands. Verburgt and Duyvendak (2023) present current debates relevant to academic freedom.


	4 See Isaiah Berlin’s essay (1958) on these two notions of liberty. Vega (2020) elaborates on the importance of positive freedom in debates about academic freedom.


	5 Duisenberg used our research project as, in his words, ‘a source of inspiration’. Referring to our article with the words ‘Research such as about those ladies who are with IS and liked it very much there, that is all allowed’, he both misrepresented the content of our article and suggested that allowing such research is problematic, a rather ironic stance when making an argument for academic freedom, see Frans van Heest, “VVD wil onderzoek politieke voorkeur wetenschappers,” ScienceGuide, January 26, 2017, http://www.scienceguide.nl/201701/vvd-wil-onderzoek-politieke-voorkeur-wetenschappers.aspx.


	6 In 2017, the percentage of women full professors in the Netherlands was 19.3 percent, see Landelijk Netwerk Vrouwelijke Hoogleraren (LNVH), Monitor Vrouwelijke Hoogleraren 2017, December 12, 2017, https://www.lnvh.nl/site/Publications/Monitor/Monitor-Vrouwelijke-Hoogleraren-2017

Scholars such as Titley and Lentin (2008) as well as Ahmed (2007) have underlined that diversity is a highly ambiguous term. Because it can so easily be detached from histories of struggles for equality, it needs to be continuously re-attached (Ahmed 2007, 240).


	7 On 2 February 2017, this resolution was accepted by a small parliamentary majority. The text of the resolution can be found (in Dutch) at https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-34550-VIII-120.


	8 For more on Horowitz and academic freedom see gordon (2023, 90ff).


	9 See David Horowitz “Freedom Center, About Us,” https://www.horowitzfreedomcenter.org/ In 2014–15, Horowitz provided morse than 120,000 euros in funding to geert Wilders’ political party, the PVV, see Danny Hakim and Christopher F. Schuetze, “Before Elections, Dutch Fear Russian Meddling, but Also U.S. Cash,” The New York Times, March 7, 2017 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/world/europe/before-elections-dutch-fear-russian-meddling-but-also-us-cash.html One of its subsidiary projects is Jihad Watch, which presented our article as a contribution to Islamic State Cyberjihadism. See Robert Spencer, “Netherlands: University of Amsterdam ‘Jihadi Brides’ Researcher Was Islamic State Cyber Jihadist,” JihadWatch, January 2017, https://www.jihadwatch.org/2017/01/netherlands-university-of-amsterdam-jihadi-brides-researcher-was-islamic-state-cyber-jihadist.


	10 See Eric Hendriks, “Gender studies zijn echt links – ideologisch,” NRC, March 20, 2018 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2018/03/20/gender-studies-zijn-echt-links-ideologisch-a1596198.


	11 The three articles were published in The Post Online on 28 January (Lukkassen) and on 6 February (Duisenberg) and in NRC on 12 February 2017 (Hendriks).



	12 It is remarkable that those who advocate for a diversity of political views often overlook (as was the case in the EU report), and sometimes even reject, a plurality of epistemic perspectives within academia. Paul Cliteur, for instance, then professor of law at Leiden University, argued for the need to politicise the academy in order to create space for right-wing voices. Strongly opposing non-positivist approaches such as, what he calls, cultural Marxism and postmodernism, he simultaneously rejected epistemological diversity.


	13 One of the most striking aspects of the reflection audit was its dismissive stance toward academic freedom. While academic freedom is intended to shield scholars from managerial interference in research, the audit report primarily advocated for increased control, monitoring, and oversight. The auditors voiced concern that researchers, particularly those holding large grants within strong research groups, were given a lot of freedom to act, with ‘control of the university by and large lacking’ (De Bruijn and Widdershoven 2017, 7). They did not address how the framing of the audit questions might compromise academic freedom nor did they acknowledge disciplinary standards regarding the anonymity of interlocutors and the confidentiality of research material. In addition, they questioned the format and venue of our publication and recommended that the university monitor faculty interactions with the media, an approach that is not only problematic in itself but also reflects a serious overestimation of the extent to which publicity can be controlled.


	14 In the US, debates on academic freedom go back to when the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) was founded in 1915 to defend academic freedom at American universities. In the last decades, academic freedom has again emerged as a topic of debate (Calhoun 2009; gordon 2023; Scott 2019).


	15 In her inaugural lecture, Bracke (2020) addresses the problems with and inconsistencies of Weber’s position on values, politics, and scholarly work.


	16 As Scott (2024, 152) argued, the disciplined search for truth also came with a particular manner of presentation, the performance of a scholarly presence. This is far easier for some (white, middle-class men), than for others (women and people of colour).


	17 Freedom of speech also differs across space and time. In the US, it is only since the 1960s that freedom of speech is largely unrestricted. As Hochmann (2022, 84) contends, the differences with Europe are considerable; the European speaker is less protected than her American counterpart against the government but enjoys a greater protection against private actors.


	18 De Baets (2020) provides an extensive overview of the relevant differences.


	19 Some well-established scholars still attempt to discredit the use of this term. A powerful example is the statements of Michael Ignatieff, who has published extensively on academic freedom and who has personally experienced the consequences of an attack on academic freedom (as former head of the Central European University in Budapest). In a keynote speech in Amsterdam in September 2024, he not only claimed that Israeli universities are among the best examples of academic freedom but also disqualified scholars who use the term ‘settler-colonialism’ in reference to the Israeli state. In his view, this is tantamount to saying that Jews do not belong there and that the country has no right to exist, for which he then applies the label of left-wing antisemitism. In a few sentences, he delegitimised an entire field of scholarship. See Sjoerd de Jong, “Michael Ignatieff: schrijver en voormalig universitair bestuurder: ‘Academische vrijheid is geen privilege van een verwende zeurende kaste’,” NRC, August 30, 2024 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2024/08/30/michael-ignatieff-schrijver-en-voormalig-universiteitsbestuurder-academis-che-vrijheid-is-geen-privilege-van-een-verwende-zeurende-kaste-a4864083.


	20 Van Lunteren (2020) provides a helpful overview of how the restructuring of state funding for higher education has affected academic freedom. In the 1970s, the exclusive power of full professors became restricted; in the 1980s, with major budget cuts, changes in financing research were proposed but not enacted. In 1997, the MUB, modernisering universitaire bestuursstructuur (modernization university governance), was implemented.


	21 There is an extensive literature on the emergence of the neo-liberal university globally (Heatherington and Zerilli 2016; Lorenz 2012; Shore and Wright 1999, 2015; Strathern 2000a).


	22 See Engelen et al. (2014). Financialisation refers to the use of a financial logic in governance with success measured in terms of costs efficiency, revenue generation, and budget compliance at all levels of the organization.


	23 Those who obtained a first grant had a much better chance of getting another grant or position even if the initial differences between applicants were minimal (Bol, De Vaan, and Van de Rijt 2018).


	24 See also the forty theses in Bod, Breuker, and Robeyns (2020). As a result, in 2019 the KNAW and NWO published the report Recognition and Rewards, which promotes a programme aiming to assess the full breadth of scientific results and qualifications, including teaching, impact generation, leadership, and open science practices; see Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO), “Recognition and Rewards,” https://www.nwo.nl/en/recognition-and-rewards. This criticism was inspired by the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment declaration of principles of 2012, which no longer considers journal-based metrics a valid measurement to assess individual scientists in hiring, promotion, or funding decisions. By 2024, however, many researchers had not yet experienced much change in the way they were evaluated. See: Berenschot, Cultuurbarometer E&W: Rapportage eerste meting, April 26, 2024 https://recognitionrewards.nl/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Definitief-Rapport-Cultuurbarometer-EW-eerste-meting-20240426.pdf.


	25 Bibliometric publication indicators were no longer required, and narrative CVs were introduced to present research outputs in funding applications. This is not necessarily more inclusive as it works best for those with the required language sophistication or institutional support. While the use of quantitative metrics is problematic as a measure of quality, it has, at times, been helpful to make the discrimination of historically excluded social groups such as women visible.


	26 The founding document of the AAUP (1915) is called ‘General Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure’.


	27 gordon (2023, 107; 117) provides examples of the cases of Ward Churchill and Steven Salaita.


	28 It was based on the university’s argument that the working relationship had been seriously disrupted, a common ground for dismissal in the Netherlands. Even in cases where the court decides that the university is at fault, the result is usually that the employee receives compensation but is not reinstated. In this case it is remarkable that the Dutch supreme court did not take the violation of academic freedom in consideration, because it considered the working relation as already disrupted, see Yvonne van Meent, “Academische vrijheid onder druk”, AOB November 2025, https://www.aob.nl/onderwijsblad/artikelen/academische-vrijheid-onder-druk/.


	29 See also Bracke’s article in De Groene Amsterdammer (1 March 2023), where she argues that what is called ‘cancel culture’ is often used against critical scholars.


	30 This is especially the case when it comes to issues framed as security (Schiffauer 2020).


	31 Women, scholars of colour, and Muslims were most severely targeted. Many of the academic freedom cases in gordon (2023) concern scholars who work on Palestine.


	32 The Center for Information and Documentation Israel was founded in 1974. Functioning as a pro-Israel lobby group, it defines its mission as ‘to safeguard the rights of Jewish people to a peaceful and secure existence, in Israel and around the world’, Centrum Informatie en Documentatie Israel (CIDI), “About CIDI,” https://www.cidi.nl/over-cidi/english/.


	33 In 2021, the Association of Universities in the Netherlands (UNL) published a guideline about how to deal with threats and harassment (UNL 2021). The following year, November 2022, it established the national platform SafeScience (WetenschapVeilig), which provides information about how scholars can find the right support in the event of threats, intimidation, or hate speech, “WetenschapVeilig,” https://www.wetenschapveilig.nl/en


	34 There is a growing literature of especially women ethnographers who faced serious sexual harassment during fieldwork; see Clark and grant (2015). For doing research in dangerous environments, see gunasinghe and Simmons (2024).


	35 In practice, it is not uncommon for research administrators or government institutions to make judgments about ‘riskiness’ based on stereotypical ideas about far-away places. For an account involving the ERC, see Sehlikoglu (2024). For a more general discussion, see Bell and Wynn (2023).


	36 See sections 4.2. and 7.1. on the risks of informed consent forms and the value of anonymity.


	37 “Uitzondering journalisten toegevoegd aan wetsvoorstel strafbaarstelling verblijf terreurgebied,” NVJ – Nederlandse Vereniging van Journalisten, December 3, 2021, https://www.nvj.nl/nieuws/uitzondering-journalisten-toegevoegd-wetsvoorstel-strafbaarstelling-verblijf-terreurgebied.


	38 These articles also described how procedures and regulations failed to protect the women who reported sexual harassment (see also Ahmed 2021). See Frans van Hees,“He Is a Professor and You Are Just an Associate,” ScienceGuide, December 2017 https://www.scienceguide.nl/2017/12/he-is-a-professor-and-you-are-just-an-associate/.

In subsequent years, reports broadened the initial focus on sexual harassment to include harassment and bullying in general (Naezer et al. 2019). A recent research report indicates that not much has changed. Universities are still mainly concerned about reputation management. Frans van Heest, “Universiteiten profiteren van de zwijgcultuur rondom gendergerelateerd geweld” ScienceGuide, August 21, 2024, Universiteiten profiteren van de zwijgcultuur rondom gendergerelateerd geweld – ScienceGuide.


	39 In the US, a prominent case is that of Steven Salaita, who was unhired by the University of Illinois in 2014 because of his tweets during the 2014 war on gaza (gordon 2023: 117ff; Salaita 2015). Deeb and Winegar (2015) focus on the strong pressures on anthropologists in the US regarding what they can research and write, in particular in the case of Palestine, using the term ‘compulsory Zionism’. In 2024, the University of Minnesota withdrew a job offer from Raz Segal, a prominent Israeli-American scholar of Holocaust and Genocide studies, for his professional opinion that Israel was committing a genocide in gaza. See Center for Constitutional Rights, “Center for Constitutional Rights Demands Transparency From University That Withdrew Job Offer to Jewish Scholar Who Concluded Israel’s Assault on gaza Is genocide,” press release, July 31, 2024, https://ccrjustice.org/home/press-center/press-releases/center-constitutional-rights-demands-transparency-university.


	40 For Germany’s ‘special responsibility’ vis-à-vis Israel, which means that the only place for Germany is on the side of Israel, see William Noah glucroft, “Israel and germany’s ‘Reason of State’: It’s Complicated,” Deutsche Welle, October 15, 2023 https://www.dw.com/en/israel-and-germanys-reason-of-state-its-complicated/a-67094861.

For how ‘reason of state’ has turned into unconditional solidarity with the state of Israel and the erasure of Palestinians since October 7, 2023, see Younes and Al-Tahir (2024). Some of the first prohibitions of pro-Palestinian events in germany were those organized by anti-Zionist Jewish scholars. See Alexander Durie, “How Pro-Palestine Jews Are Resisting germany’s ‘McCarthyism’,” The New Arab, December 4, 2023 https://www.newarab.com/analysis/how-pro-palestine-jews-are-resisting-germanys-mccarthyism.


	41 In many cases criticism of political Zionism has led to accusations of antisemitism, for a brief, strong critique see Peter Beinart, “Antisemitic Zionists Aren’t a Contradiction in Terms,” Jewish Currents, January 10, 2023, https://jewishcurrents.org/antisemitic-zionists-arent-a-contradiction-in-terms. In early 2020, the Federal Commissioner for Jewish Life and the fight against antisemitism, Felix Klein, called for the cancellation of a keynote address by Achille Mbembe. He claimed that Mbembe had ‘relativized the Holocaust and denied Israel’s right to exist’ because Mbembe had drawn parallels between Israeli separatist policies in the occupied territories and South Africa under Apartheid. The invitation was withdrawn. In 2024 ghassan Hage, an anthropologist widely recognized for his work on racism was let go by the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle. Both of these cases drew a huge number of condemnations, including by scholars and associations self-identifying as Jewish.


	42 See ELSC (2021).


	43 At Delft University, for instance, this lack of transparency became evident when the university administration cancelled a seminar because of security threats and then rejected a proposal to hold it online. Dutch Scholars for Palestine, “An event at Delft University of Technology hosting Palestinian scholars abruptly canceled.” April 23, 2024, https://www.dutchscholarsforpalestine.nl/bk-scholars-for-palestine.

At the University of Amsterdam, administrators regularly oblige organisers to have security personnel present. Following the logic of financialisation, the organising entity is then held responsible for covering the costs. This then discourages the organisation of such events, especially for research units with limited financial resources.


	44 Jeff Handmaker, “It Is Okay to Feel Uncomfortable When Talking About Horrific Events,” Erasmus Magazine, October 27, 2023, https://www.erasmusmagazine.nl/en/2023/10/27/it-is-okay-to-feel-uncomfortable-when-talking-about-horrific-events/. For an early discussion about this topic, see Schulman (2016). As Bracke (2024) has argued, the hype about the dangers of wokeness may have subsided, but now the concept of social safety is being mobilised to restrict the academic freedom of critical scholars.


	45 Soon after the Israeli military began bombing Gaza, the argument that academic events such as teach-ins made Jewish and Israeli students and staff feel unsafe became an increasingly common trope. Some universities, such as those of Delft, Leiden, and the VU University in Amsterdam, went so far as to cancel teach-ins and other academic events, citing security and social safety concerns, often without further explanation. But there was also institutional support at a decentralised level, such as that provided by the research school ASCA at the University of Amsterdam for the self-organised teach-ins by staff. For a programme of the teach-ins, see: https://asca.uva.nl/programme/seminars/israel-palestine/israel-palestine.html.


	46 Compare with Butler (2009), who contends that some lives are constructed as grievable (worthy of mourning and recognition) while others are systematically devalued. See also Harry Pettit and Dina Zbeidy, “How emotions are used to justify the genocide in Gaza,” The New Arab, February 10, 2025, https://www.newarab.com/author/74345/harry-pettit-and-dina-zbeidy.


	47 For a critical response, see Irene van Oorschot, Markha Valenta, and Alessandra Spadaro, “Opinie: Rectoren laten moedige collega’s bewust in de kou staan,” Trouw, June 6, 2024, https://www.trouw.nl/opinie/opinie-rectoren-laten-moedige-collega-s-in-de-kou-staan-bewust~bb182745/.


	48 The use of the term conflict is a striking euphemism for a situation that the International Court of Justice (ICJ) already, on 26 January 2024, deemed plausibly genocidal. In its ruling, the ICJ recognized that South Africa had a credible legal basis to seek protection for Palestinians under the Genocide Convention and ordered provisional measures to prevent potential acts of genocide.


	49 The Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study is one of the first institutions in the Netherlands to support institutional disengagement; it explicitly states that individual Israeli scholars are not to be affected.


	50 See also the most recent report of the Academy of Equality, “New Report by Academia for Equality: Silencing in Academia Since the Start of the War,” June 16, 2024 https://www.academia4equality.com/en/post/new-report-by-academia-for-equality-silencing-in-academia-since-the-start-of-the-war and Taha (2025) on Palestinian students in Israeli academia.



	51 See the chapters on legal and moral complicity in Independent Expert Committee (2025, 55-59).


	52 See also the chapter on institutional neutrality in the Report on Israeli-Dutch academic ties (2025, 67-71).


	53 Karma al-Nabulsi coined the term ‘scholasticide’ during the 2008–09 war on gaza. The term refers to the decimation of schools, libraries, museums, archives, publishing houses, cultural centres, bookstores, and archives. See also Josh Moody, “What Is Scholasticide?,” Inside Higher Ed, January 14, 2025, https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/politics-elections/2025/01/14/what-scholasticide? and Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), “UN Experts Deeply Concerned over ‘Scholasticide’ in gaza,” April 18, 2024, https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/04/un-experts-deeply-concerned-over-scholasticide-gaza.

The Israeli military has killed more than a hundred Palestinian academics, including three university presidents and nine deans, Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor, “Israel kills dozens of academics, destroys every university in the gaza Strip,” January 20, 2024, https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/6108/Israel-kills-dozens-of-academics,-destroys-every-university-in-the-gaza-Strip. Middle East Studies Association of North America and its Committee on Academic Freedom, “Joint Letter With CAF Condemning the Decimation of the Education Sector in gaza,” September 12, 2024, https://mesana.org/advocacy/letters-from-the-board/2024/09/12/mesa-board-joint-letter-with-cafcondemning-the-decimation-of-the-education-sector-in-gaza.

Given that the right to education is an internationally recognized human right, the systematic, sustained, and large-scale attacks on Palestinian academic institutions not only violate academic freedom but may also constitute war crimes.


	54 For more recent developments see Independent Expert Committee (2025). For one of the most recent statements see Universitet van Amsterdam, “Why we will not collaborate with Israel at this time,” 15 October 2025, https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html.
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