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Introduction, 
or a Pitch for You to Read This Book 

Maritza Felices-Luna 

hoW WE got hErE 
Tis book is part of an ongoing journey embarked upon by Shayna, 
Neil, Lara, Christina, and myself. Although some of us knew each other 
and were even close friends, we came together as a group in 2017, when 
Christina reached out to us with the idea of organizing a panel for the 
2018 Canadian Association for Refugee and Forced Migration Studies 
conference. It quickly became apparent that we were (and continue to be) 
an odd bunch with multiple previous and current professional lives: a 
journalist-activist turned scholar constantly refecting on, challenging, 
and engaging in human rights work through a multiplicity of venues; a 
social worker–practitioner turned scholar committed to decolonizing 
research in the feld and providing a social justice–based training for future 
workers; an artist-activist turned scholar engaging in and facilitating 
knowledge production on post-confict relations through meaningful 
long-term ethical relationships in the feld; an ex-government worker 
turned scholar dedicated to transforming policies and practices on mi-
gration and development informed by ethics; and a migrant from Peru 
who became a criminology scholar in Canada without any previous pro-
fessional life to speak of but with plenty to say about anything and every-
thing given half a chance. Although the idea was to organize one panel, 
we had so many ideas and wanted to do so many diferent things that we 
ended up organizing three. Dina Taha was a valued contributor to those 
panels, but unfortunately her other considerable and meaningful com-
mitments precluded her from joining us in our ensuing adventures. We 
sincerely hope to have the opportunity to work with her again sometime 
in the near future. 
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Te success of the panels proved to us that we work well together and 
that there is much more that we want to accomplish collectively. Since 
that initial conference in 2018, we have organized other panels in other 
conferences1 and have been building a strong synergy based on mutual 
respect and a commitment to working together ethically (and not just 
working on ethics). Aside from working together, we have been bonding: 
we have borne and raised children, buried loved ones, moved, and strug-
gled through a pandemic. Most importantly, we learn from each other 
while striving to be kind to one another and to give back in our respective 
communities. We also have fun, lots of fun. 

Tis book has been made possible not only by the bond we have de-
veloped between the fve of us but also, above all, by the bonds with the 
many people who have crossed our individual and collective paths 
throughout our lives with whom we share an interest in ethics and human 
rights work. Tose countless others have been incredibly generous in 
sharing with us their thoughts, experiences, and emotions whether in 
formal or informal settings; in public or private situations; over a confer-
ence table, a water cooler, or a beer; in tears, laughter, or serious thought. 
As a way to honour their selfessness and recognize their impact on our 
personal and professional ethical growth, we want this book to be an 
opportunity to pay it forward and to share our own ethical dilemmas 
and our processing of them in a transparent and, most importantly, 
accessible way. Accessibility for us means more than avoiding overly 
specialized jargon; it means committing to make the book an open access 
publication so that it can be of service to everyone and anyone interested 
in these issues. We take the opportunity, therefore, to thank the University 
of Ottawa and UBC Press for making it possible. 

What makEs this Book DiFFErEnt 
From othEr acaDEmic PuBlications? 

A quick survey of the academic literature on ethics shows that there are 
millions of publications produced by a myriad of disciplines, in a multi-
plicity of languages, and from a variety of locations. Risking reduc-
tionism, I could say that this incredibly vast literature focuses on three 
distinct issues: the description and categorization of diferent ways of 
conceptualizing ethics; the identifcation and hierarchization of ethical 
principles; and the applied ethics or translation of principles in ethical 
codes or guidelines, including a discussion on the dos and don’ts to en-
sure ethical behaviour in a variety of contexts. 
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Although tedious, it is relevant to take a couple of minutes to provide 
you with a quick overview of some key elements discussed in the literature 
that somehow underlie many of the discussions within the book. Tis is 
not about providing readers with a thorough presentation of the academic 
literature on ethics (it would be impossible and would go against the grain 
of what we are doing in this book). It is simply about ofering exploratory 
tools that might be helpful in navigating some of the issues we raise. 

Across the book, we fnd fve diferent types of ethics coming together 
or clashing against each other. Deontological ethics believe that action, in 
and of itself, can be determined to be right or wrong, good or bad, and, 
therefore, what is important is to establish codes of conduct or rules 
and to ensure that those rules are respected at all times, under any and all 
circumstances (Mattison 2000). Consequentialist ethics or teleological 
ethics, on the contrary, focus on the potential consequences of specifc 
actions, so that an action is deemed ethical provided the consequences 
of said action are deemed positive or good; it is about the end result, not 
the means through which it is achieved (Chakrabarti and Chatterjea 2020). 
Care ethics are a form of intersubjective relationality experienced emo-
tionally and afectively in a way that heightens responsibility between the 
self and other and necessitates considering context and history as well as 
place and location (Morgan 2020; Noddings 1984). Relational ethics value 
mutual respect, dignity, and connectedness as the basis for action (Baarts 
2009) and require researchers to acknowledge our interpersonal bonds 
to others and, therefore, to take responsibility for our actions and their 
consequences (Ellis 2007). Although relational ethics and care ethics are 
closely related and sometimes used interchangeably, they are not the same 
thing (Caine, Chung, Steeves, and Clandinin 2020). Finally, virtue ethics 
are more interested in developing ethical individuals by instilling certain 
character traits and ideals rather than by determining correct ethical 
actions (Meara, Schmidt, and Day 1996). Virtue ethics seek to develop 
habits and behaviours in order to achieve moral and political good for 
everyone and, in doing so, acknowledge the intrinsic connection be-
tween the individual and the collective (Garlinton and Collins 2021). Tis 
is a continuous process requiring ongoing refexivity and responsiveness 
(Dzidic and Bishop 2017). 

Te second focus of the academic literature is on determining what 
should be considered the essential or key ethical principles guiding our 
actions. Some of the most commonly referenced ethical principles are 
autonomy/self-determination, benefcence, non-malefcence, dignity, and 
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distributive justice. Let me present succinctly what lies at the core of each 
one of these principles. Autonomy or self-determination refers to the right 
of someone to act according to their own wishes or beliefs and have others 
act in a way that enables, instead of hinders, their exercise of that right 
(Meara, Schmidt, and Day 1996). It not only requires having sufcient 
information to be in a position to make the right decision for oneself but 
also having the support to be able to carry out that decision (Juhila et al. 
2021). Benefcence is based on the idea that our actions should seek to 
produce good for others and their communities or to enhance their wel-
fare (Ellsberg and Heise 2002). Non-malefcence, or doing no harm, is the 
idea of not harming (physically, emotionally, psychologically, economic-
ally, legally, or through socially detrimental consequences) someone or 
a community through our actions or inactions (Goode 2001; Haggerty 
2004). Dignity is about recognizing the intrinsic worth of every human 
being. It requires ensuring that our actions and interactions promote and 
value human life and that we treat people as ends in themselves and not 
as means to an end (Ross 2005). Finally, distributive justice is about non-
discriminatory practices (Mackenzie, McDowell, and Pittaway 2007) and 
the equitable distribution of risk and benefts among those engaging in a 
particular activity (Ellsberg and Heise 2002). 

Tere are a large number of scholars who criticize the above-mentioned 
principles because they are assumed to be universal and permanent, but 
also because the way they are conceptualized entails classist, sexist, racist, 
ableist assumptions of humanity (Baker 2022). As a result, scholars have 
been advocating for a reconfguration of these principles, the develop-
ment of new principles, or an acknowledgment of the value of other ex-
isting ethical principles. In this regard, Indigenous scholars have been 
bringing to the fore respect, relationships, reciprocity, relevance, respon-
sibility, and representation as ethical principles that transcend the afore-
mentioned criticisms by being grounded in the relationships we have with 
those around us instead of being justifed through the presumed exist-
ence of a natural law (Brayboy et al. 2012; Grant et al. 2022; Kirkness and 
Barnhardt 1991; Parent 2011; Shotton 2018). As you read the book, you 
will encounter some of these and other principles being applied, discussed, 
or challenged by the contributors. 

Te third and fnal focus of academic literature is on how to act ethically. 
Aside from the book edited by Sashi Motilal (2010), which discusses the 
battle between human rights and human obligations as generating moral 
dilemmas from a theoretical perspective, most of the academic literature 
focuses on the (un)ethical logic of specifc practices or the advantages/ 
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disadvantages of specifc courses of action, or it seeks to provide readers 
with tools to fnd their way out of ethical dilemmas. For instance, Ron 
Iphofen (2011) provides readers with a series of checklists to help them 
plan for and deal with any ethical dilemmas faced while conducting re-
search, whereas Johan Bouwer (2019) presents a series of decision-making 
models available to those engaging in business when facing an ethical 
dilemma. Finally, Lisa Ehrich and her colleagues (2011) draw on four 
scenarios typically encountered by teachers in order to suggest a decision-
making model that might help them work through any dilemma they 
might encounter. 

Aside from those publications providing guidelines, models, or check-
lists, other academic publications focus instead on the ways incorpor-
ating certain perspectives or developing certain traits can help us 
make better decisions when confronted with ethical dilemmas. For in-
stance, Samer Abdelnour and Mai Abu Moghli (2021) ofer up a list of 
questions for researchers working in violent contexts to help develop 
political refexivity as a means of engaging in ethical research, whereas 
Naomi Meara, Lyle Schmidt, and Jeanne Day (1996) suggest that experts 
would beneft from incorporating virtue ethics in their personal lives as 
well as in their professional practice. Marian Mattison (2000) also iden-
tifes the difculty in implementing the social worker’s professional codes 
of conduct and suggests a refexive approach to ethical decision making 
that draws on past decisions and their personal value patterns. 

While academic literature on applied ethics acknowledges the tensions 
and challenges of evaluating and deciding on the best ethical practice, the 
intent is to fnd the answer or to come as close as possible to establishing 
ethical practices (Bauman 1993). Tis is done sometimes by drawing on 
personal experiences or ethical dilemmas that people encounter during 
the course of daily life or engaging in a particular activity. For instance, in 
Daniel Bell and Jean Marc Coicod’s (2006) book, contributors discussed 
specifc ethical challenges encountered by international non-governmental 
organizations’ human rights workers and evaluated their ways of dealing 
with those challenges. Heidi Armbruster and Anna Laerke’s edited volume 
(2010) is specifcally focused on researchers in various positionalities and 
relationships to the research “subjects,” refecting on their politically en-
gaged feld work. Our book fts within this literature of looking at ethics 
in action or ethical practice. However, instead of using personal experience 
on which to ground, justify, or base a series of checklists of dos and don’ts, 
our book seeks to contribute to the ethical thinking of those engaging in 
human rights work by generating questions, not by providing answers. 



Maritza Felices-Luna

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  8 2023-06-22  3:45:37 PM

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  

 
 

  
  

 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

    
 

 

 

8 

While ample scholarship explores ethics and human rights (Indaimo 
2015; Monteiro 2014), minimal literature contemplates these complex 
social constructs in personal and deeply refexive arenas. An example of 
this latter literature is the article by Peta Dzidic and Brian Bishop (2017), 
where they share their discomfort at being told by members of non-
Indigenous institutions and communities to engage with an Indigenous 
community when they considered it to be unnecessary given the scope 
of their research. Dzidic and Bishop discuss in-depth the process 
through which they decided that the ethical thing was to not do what 
non-Indigenous institutions expected them to do as a way to be genuinely 
respectful of the local Indigenous community. Aside from articles such 
as this, we have only come across Navigating Field Work in the Social Sci
ences: Stories of Danger, Risk and Reward, edited by Phillip Wadds and 
his colleagues (2020), which looks at difcult situations encountered by 
researchers doing feldwork in risky situations. Although they do not for-
mulate those difcult situations as purely ethical dilemmas in human 
rights work, they could easily be read as such. Our book is similar to this 
marginal literature in that we all use personal stories to describe difcult 
situations and the way we processed them without attempting to come up 
with standardized solutions. Just as in the examples above, we are inter-
ested in providing the reader with material to explore their own thoughts 
and practices instead of prescribing the best course of action in a given 
situation. 

Despite being insightful and thoroughly comprehensive, the scholarly 
literature on ethics tends to have as a target audience a specifc discipline 
or a particular form of engaging in ethics. It is common to fnd works 
that examine how the ethics of foreign policy (Bulley 2009), public health 
(Holland 2009), Christianity (Witte and Alexander 2010), or morality 
(Hopgood 2006) inform human rights work from a unilateral lens. It is 
difcult to fnd discussions that transcend disciplines and speak at the 
same time to researchers, activists, scholars, students, practitioners, policy-
makers, and artists. Tis book attempts to fll this gap not only by bridging 
across disciplines but also, most importantly, by expanding the discussion 
beyond academia. 

BEyonD acaDEmia: holDing sPacE For convErsations 
BEtWEEn communitiEs oF knoWlEDgE 

Academia is one of many places where knowledge is created, shaped, and 
shared and, as such, is a space of possibilities. However, it is also an in-
trinsically problematic and potentially harmful space. As scholars, we see 
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the value of academic discussions on ethics. However, we are very aware 
that they are insufcient because academic processes exclude knowledges 
produced through means that traditional academe fails to acknowledge 
as legitimate. Consequently, important knowledges are systematically si-
lenced or ignored by academia and within academia. Moreover, it has been 
well established that academia and the scientifc knowledge it produces 
have been and continue to be interwoven with practices of exploitation, 
oppression, colonization, and epistemicide as well as the appropriation 
and commodifcation of a multiplicity of knowledges (de Sousa Santos 
2016; Grosfoguel 2007; Mignolo 2001; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2021; Smith 2012; 
Tamale 2020). 

We, the editors of this book, believe that academia is a space that must 
be transformed, and this book is part of our continuous eforts and com-
mitment to do so. As a way to challenge conventional academic practices, 
we chose to publish through an academic press a book that is not written 
solely by scholars for scholars. Tis book values and recognizes diferent 
means and sites of knowledge production; it seeks to create space for a 
variety of voices, experiences, and refections that tend to be disregarded 
by academia; it supports and promotes diferent means and styles of 
communication; it supposes that knowledge is produced collectively 
through collaboration and exchange and not individually, as is usually 
asserted. Tis book is, therefore, a means to build bridges between diferent 
knowledge-producing communities and between diferent manners of 
engaging in human rights work. It intends to reach out to anyone and 
everyone somehow engaging in or interested in human rights work. 

Human rights work takes place everywhere, everyday, and in every 
way. Artists, activists, journalists, policy-makers, practitioners, researchers, 
and volunteers unremittingly work with and for others to realize, protect, 
and advance the dignity, life chances, and quality of life of those who are 
oppressed, exploited, vulnerable, and thrust into marginalized positions. 
Engaging in such work confronts us on a daily basis with a series of ir-
resolvable ethical dilemmas, in other words, moments in which we are at 
a loss about how to act as multiple moral values or duties converge and 
presuppose that we proceed in opposing or contradictory ways (Bouwer 
2019). Trough the publication of this book, we seek to generate much-
needed opportunities for important conversations regarding the uncer-
tainty of ethics when engaging in human rights work. 

Professional, institutional, or even organic codes of conduct provide 
us with some dos and don’ts as a way to prevent, avoid, or resolve ethical 
dilemmas. Tese prescriptive tools ofen attempt to deter ethical dilemmas 
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prior to carrying out the work. Although at times useful, such codifed 
attempts at ethics ofen miss the point: ethical dilemmas emerge in the 
doing of the work. Human rights work ofen entails complex relationships 
of social, political, and economic power and responsibility that one can 
only experience and live through while actually doing the work. Due to the 
limitations and drawbacks of such codes (Matusek and O’Dougherty 
Wright 2010; Tapper and Millett 2014), it is important that as those engaged 
in human rights work, we continue to extend our ethical gaze and refect 
on the ethical ramifcations of our actions and inactions toward those we 
know, those we do not know, and those whom we do not know about re-
gardless of the spatial, temporal, and relational distance that might separate 
us. Precisely because by engaging in human rights work we are particularly 
susceptible to thinking that “good intentions” necessarily bring about 
“good” processes, relations, practices, and results (Hopgood 2006), being 
ethically refexive becomes the main antidote to the harms that can arise 
from our moral righteousness. 

We conceived the book as a conversation starter to get us to think 
individually and collectively about how we are constantly confronted with 
ethical dilemmas in our work. Sometimes we are aware of them; we rec-
ognize them as such at the time. Other times we only became aware of 
them aferward, in hindsight. Either way, when living the situation or 
when acting in a particular moment, we are constantly (re)evaluating the 
situation and drawing on diferent emotions, values, principles, ideas, and 
imaginaries to decide how to act or to think about how we could do better, 
be better next time. Tis book seeks to lay bare some of those processes. 
Our ambition, then, is that anyone associated with this book (whether as 
editors, contributors, or readers) critically engage with its content, share 
with others their own ethical dilemmas, and commit to accompanying 
members of their own communities who are working through the com-
plexities and irresolvability of their own ethical dilemmas. 

We share a deep-seated conviction that the experiential is not anec-
dotal chatter; it is knowledge in a diferent form. If this knowledge is 
exposed and shared in the written form, we may have the possibility of 
imagining and nourishing a radically responsive and non-prescriptive 
ethos of engagement for human rights work in the twenty-frst century. 
With such purpose in mind, we invited our contributors to think of a 
specifc situation in which they were ethically stuck between the pro-
verbial rock and hard place. We asked them to describe or share that 
specifc situation with us, walk us through how they handled it. We wanted 
them to also refect on the criteria they used to evaluate the situation and 
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determine the options available to them, who they talked to about it (or 
not), where they sought guidance from (or not), and how they feel about 
the process now. 

In this book, we candidly share ethical dilemmas we encountered that 
we did not know how to resolve, felt unprepared to face, and currently 
still feel unsure about a way forward. Te chapters are about not knowing 
how to act ethically and not even knowing what acting ethically meant in 
that specifc situation – showcasing not our successes but, rather, our 
failures or, at least, situations we are still uncomfortable with, still deal-
ing with, still fguring out. Te book seeks to make us all feel uncom-
fortable in our certainties and ethical righteousness and to provide us with 
food for thought. While some contributors share the lessons learned or 
what they would do diferently next time, others provide ideas, strategies, 
tools, and principles to guide us through an ethical dilemma, to help us 
in our overall practices, and to minimize the harms we can cause in cer-
tain situations. 

Tis book is not geared toward proposing templates for action or 
decision-making models for resolving ethical dilemmas, because it does 
not seek to be the end, the resolution, but, rather, the beginning. By sharing 
our stories, we want you to agree or disagree with us, and we want you to 
think about how you would have handled that specifc situation. What 
would have been the ethical dilemma for you? What criteria would you 
have used to evaluate the situation and fnd a way to act ethically? Which 
values, principles, or ideas would you have drawn from? We want you 
to think about whether or not you would have identifed or recognized 
a situation as an ethical dilemma. We encourage you to refect on the 
problems/issues you see and how we handled them; we want you to prob-
lematize how we are talking about it, how we are thinking about it, how 
we are sharing it with you in this book; we invite you to seek out our 
oversights and attempt to become aware of yours. We want the book to 
be a source of personal refection as well as of collective discussion. We 
would love for you to go out and tell people, “Hey, I read about this situ-
ation – what is your take on it? How would you have handled it?” In sum, 
we hope that many conversations will arise from this book. 

yEs, WE arE not as DivErsE as WE EnvisionED 
anD WE must FinD a Way to Do BEttEr 

We intended this book to be a space of convergence where multiple voices 
could be heard: we reached out to artists, activists, journalists, practi-
tioners, researchers, and volunteers from diferent countries, genders, 
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races, class, (dis)abilities, immigration status. Despite having a positive 
response to the idea of the book, many declined the invitation or ac-
cepted but had to withdraw at some point during the process. As editors, 
we cannot but wonder to what extent individual realities played in making 
it (im)possible for some to contribute a chapter to this book, such as those 
who engage in paid versus unpaid human rights work and those whose 
professional settings count writing a book chapter as work and those who 
by being asked to contribute a chapter are being asked to (once again) 
engage in unpaid labour. Consider also those who are secure in their resi-
dency status and those who can be expelled from the country or see their 
citizenship revoked. Tink about those who are used to being listened to 
and those who struggle to be heard, as well as those who navigate social 
life shielded by privilege and those whose lives are characterized by daily 
struggles. And there are those for whom English is an unproblematic 
means of communication and those for whom learning to communicate 
in English is the only way to have their thoughts and experiences taken 
into account; In other instances, specifc events transformed the socio-
political context, and contributors felt the need to step back and decide 
that not contributing a chapter was the ethical thing to do. Tis made us 
realize the importance of refecting on the conditions that make it ethical 
to speak or not on a topic at a particular time as well as on the criteria we 
can draw from to determine the most appropriate venue for speaking. 

We sincerely thank everyone who considered contributing to the book 
and who were able to submit a chapter. We want to particularly acknow-
ledge those for whom writing the chapter and sharing their experiences, 
thoughts, and emotions put their livelihoods at risk and exacerbated 
struggles they face on a daily basis. Te emotional toll and added stress 
that sharing publicly and in written form represents for potential con-
tributors is an ethical issue we (editors, contributors, and readers) must 
contend with if we want to create space and opportunities for everyone 
engaging in human rights work to be able to actively participate in the 
conversation. We believe it is our collective duty to think about how 
we can support those who want to take part in these conversations but 
are confronted with a multiplicity of obstacles such as those mentioned 
above. 

a Bit oF a roaDmaP For this Book 
Te book is organized in roughly two sections. In the frst one we have 
grouped chapters that address dilemmas encountered when “doing things 
as usual” or when we follow what is standard practice in a particular feld. 
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Te chapters unveil ethical dilemmas that confronted contributors as 
they did what was expected of them while engaging in human rights work 
– in other words, when they followed the dos and don’ts. Sandy and Jen 
had their students go through the standard security training ofered by a 
provincial jail prior to attending class inside the jail; Shayna respected 
the evaluation criteria established to select and fund contributions for a 
documentary; Christina abided by the standard procedure in addressing 
the Canadian parliamentary Standing Committee on Citizenship and Im-
migration; Jason respected his non-governmental organization’s stance of 
limiting its engagement in Moria to distance itself from the harms pro-
duced by the European Union and the Greek government; Neil relied on 
his social worker ethical code when confronted with a problematic situ-
ation in the Kakuma refugee camp; and I followed the guidelines pro-
vided by a funding agency when budgeting for conducting research in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. 

In the second section we have grouped the chapters that refect on 
dilemmas encountered when challenging the “normal way of doing 
things,” when authors leave the beaten path while engaging in human 
rights work. Kristi grappled with the principle of interviewees’ right to 
refuse to be anonymized when deciding whether or not to name HIV 
activists in Uganda in her publications; Katsi’tsí:io, Cougar, and Sarah 
abandoned colonial research recruitment processes and, instead, embraced 
Indigenous worldviews and relationality to build relationships with the 
community, co-researchers, participants, and potential participants; Myrto 
transformed her practices of photojournalism with sex workers in Cyprus 
and Greece; Claudyne spoke out of turn and took up space when she gave 
a Ted Talk on sex work activism despite not being a sex worker; Nick 
subverted his role as a government employee and human rights educator 
to advocate for social justice; Yuriko invited members of the Rohingya 
community she had conducted research with, and for, to attend and actively 
participate in the oral defence of her PhD thesis; and, fnally, Lara resisted 
conventional academic pressures to distance herself from the relationships 
she established with her participants and their political project of com-
munity rebuilding. 

By structuring the book in this way, we are showing that ethical di-
lemmas emerge when engaging in human rights work whether we follow 
common or standard practices or explore alternative paths. In the frst 
case, the ethical dilemma is harder to notice or, at least, harder for others 
to see precisely because engaging with the normative practice makes it 
harder to see that choices were made at all. We tend to believe that if these 
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practices were problematic someone would have already pointed it out. 
Tey are ethical by virtue of their continuity through time and, in some 
instances, through space. Once we see the ethical dilemma that emerges 
from a particular practice, attempting to address it is challenged by the 
weight of tradition. Te institutions, organizations, associations, or groups 
that have produced said practices have a vested interest in maintaining 
the status quo, as there is a natural inertia to change. Furthermore, in order 
to convince institutions and those working within them to change, we 
tend to rely on the experience, opinions, and expertise of those outside 
the institution whose opinions are considered less legitimate precisely 
because of their condition as outsiders. 

In the second case, when human rights workers step of the beaten 
path, the ethical dilemma might be easier to see, and people will be more 
readily convinced there is, in fact, an ethical dilemma given that we have 
already proceeded diferently than expected. We will then almost be held 
responsible for the dilemma, assumed to be the result of us knowingly 
and purposefully straying from the “way we do things.” In such instances 
it is difcult to obtain institutional support that allows us to work through 
the dilemma without being pressured to get back onto the beaten path. 
Tat is why this book is so important. As we engage in human rights work, 
we are tied to some form of institution, organization, association, or group, 
and any formal structure tends to restrict ethical exploration and refex-
ivity. However, as a community of people committed to human rights 
work we can create and hold space to encourage and accompany ethical 
exploration and refexivity through open and genuine conversations. 

a BirD’s EyE viEW oF thE many issuEs 
raisED in thE Book 

Because we want you, the reader, to engage with each chapter in your own 
way, we do not want to impose the main “takeaway” on you or on the 
contributors. We are, therefore, breaking away from tradition and will not 
present each chapter as is usually done in academic texts. We will instead 
point to broader issues touched upon by multiple chapters. One common-
ality that comes across multiple chapters is how the broader institutional 
context itself structured, created, or was the underlying source of the 
dilemma. Some chapters discuss the way the institutions (prison, aca-
demia, international non-governmental organizations, government, 
funding agencies, professional orders) imposed criteria or conditions that 
contributors thought of as ethically problematic. Te contributors also 
address the way these institutions limited their options for handling the 
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situations they were encountering by establishing proper practices or by 
creating a hierarchy of ethical principles or values to guide their action. 
Finally, contributors also felt complicit in instances where the institutions 
they were attached to are part of a colonial system based on harms and 
power imbalance; they felt as though they were unintentionally contrib-
uting to the perpetuation of coloniality, whiteness, patriarchy, nationalism, 
ageism, classism, and other systems of oppression. 

Contributors discuss how being or acting ethically requires us to work 
on ourselves and take the necessary time to do it genuinely. Tis means 
embarking on a learning journey of self-growth with a commitment to 
decolonize the mind and the world and a disposition to question our own 
practices. It also means practising self-care, meaning we ensure that we 
are kind and compassionate with ourselves (our limitations, our mistakes, 
our oversights), as well as recognize the need to tend to our own wounds 
and heal our experiences of trauma while renewing our commitment to 
those whose dignity is continuously undermined. Many contributors 
address struggling with our own privilege, history, subjectivities, emotions, 
assumptions, vulnerabilities, self-interests while fguring out our place in 
each situation and our place in the constellation of power relations within 
that specifc situation as well as within the broader structural context. 
Tey describe the challenges of coming to terms with the fact that we are 
not in control of the situation and what will happen or will be done with 
our words and actions. Consequently, although exhausting, we remain 
vigilant and mindful of the potential for harm we are generating by speak-
ing, writing, or doing. Tis process forced many of us to become humble 
about what we know and about our limitations and fallibility as human 
beings and forced us to learn to look beyond ourselves – or those in trad-
itional positions of power – for answers. 

Troughout this edited volume, contributors alert us to unethical at-
titudes we face when engaging in human rights work. Across chapters we 
see contributors being erased, silenced, delegitimized on grounds of who 
we are or the work we do, or with claims that how we do our work is not 
valid, valuable, or relevant. Contributors also describe attempts at being 
co-opted, used, or taken advantage of by institutions and actors seeking 
to preserve current social orderings. 

Finally, contributors speak of the issues encountered when attempting 
to be and act ethically toward the people and communities we are working 
with, for, and toward. How can we be accountable to them? How can we 
become aware of the unintended consequences of our actions? How can 
we work toward honouring and supporting all forms of knowledge and 
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recognizing a community’s and individual’s contribution to knowledge 
creation and dissemination? How can we contribute to the creation of 
space for others to speak and be heard and how can we support others in 
their efort to speak and be heard? Tis involved for many of us challen-
ging the grounds on which legitimacy and expertise is granted or refused. 
It also meant acknowledging that the colonial languages we use to com-
municate are, in and of themselves, tools of oppression; thus this meant 
trying to develop ways to communicate that are empowering and liber-
ating. It also meant working toward recognizing, valuing, fostering, and 
maintaining relationships, reciprocity, autonomy, agency, dignity, privacy, 
trust in a way that is context-specifc or culturally relevant. Other chal-
lenges we encountered were respecting the self-care that communities 
and individuals engage in; negotiating safety, security, vulnerability, and 
access with and for those who are collaborating with us or for whom we 
are working, given that the local or global politico-economic contexts 
produce diferent and shifing risks and dangers; knowing when, how, 
why, and what to say in what circumstances (advocacy, knowledge dis-
semination, for example). We all had to work toward expanding our ethical 
gaze. In other words, we had to consider practices, relations, situations, 
contexts, and so on as being part of the realm of ethics despite too ofen 
being told they should not be thought of through an ethical lens. 

Te issues listed above transcend particular modes of engagement in 
human rights work. Tey might come up in diferent ways and people 
might encounter them, experience them, and deal with them diferently, 
but they will resonate with artists, activists, journalists, policy-makers, 
practitioners, scholars, and volunteers doing human rights work. We hope 
that reading our stories contributes to your own ethical journey. We en-
courage you to share that journey with others by opening up about your 
own experiences, practices, emotions, and doubts. Let’s keep paying it 
forward! 

notE 
1 At the 2018 Canadian Association for Forced Migration Studies (CARFMS) con-

ference and the Social Practice of Human Rights (SPHR) conference in 2019, for 
instance. See Bilotta et al. (2018, 2019), Plaut et al. (2018), and Taha et al. (2018). 
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The Ethical Quagmire 

of Carceral Tours for Prison Education Programs 
ARE COMPROMISED ETHICS AN ACCEPTABLE 

EDUCATIONAL TOOL? 

Sandra Lehalle and Jennifer M. Kilty 

While we consider access to education to be a fundamental human right, 
it is perhaps safe to say that professors teaching post-secondary courses in 
Canada are rarely able to secure, or contribute to, this right for some of 
our most vulnerable populations. For this reason, despite being university 
professors1 with more than ffeen years of teaching experience each, we 
were exceptionally privileged to embark upon the Walls to Bridges (W2B) 
journey. W2B is a program that brings together “inside” (currently incar-
cerated) and “outside” (university-based) students in a prison classroom 
context. Tis means that the classroom for the semester-long course is 
located inside a carceral facility, not on a university campus, and that the 
outside students and professor travel to attend classes with the incarcer-
ated students in that space each week. One requirement outlined in our 
memorandum of understanding (MOU2) with the institution where we 
hold classes is that the frst week of class be for the outside students 
alone, who are required to attend a security lecture that correctional staf 
decided to couple with a tour of the institution. Te opportunities we were 
given to teach W2B courses certainly came with their fair share of “eth-
ically important moments” (Guillemin and Gillam 2004), one of which 
this chapter endeavours to unpack – the carceral tour. Notably, carceral 
tours are not required aspects of the W2B program. 

While we know that ethical dilemmas are both unavoidable and un-
anticipated in feld research (de Laine 2000), we learned that they are sim-
ilarly unavoidable and unanticipated in pedagogical practice, especially 
in a carceral setting. Teaching in a carceral setting requires constant re-
fection and critical consideration of a variety of small as well as more 
burdensome or “heavy” ethical issues. While many of these ethical issues 
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were discussed during our W2B facilitator training,3 nothing could have 
truly prepared us for the lived experience of the ethical dilemma of the 
carceral tour in real time. As professors, we glimpsed some of the ethical 
questions that carceral tours engender during our site visits to recruit in-
side students to participate in our class. During these visits, we addressed 
groups of prisoners in open space–common rooms and at the entries to 
particular security ranges. On one of our frst recruitment visits we wit-
nessed a man showering in plain sight about ten feet away, shielded by 
only a half-wall. Although this initial encounter signalled one of the 
major points of contention about carceral tours – non-consensual voy-
eurism and the invasion of privacy – this was only a preview of the eth-
ically questionable experiences we would have as a result of participating 
in tours of the facility with small groups of university students. 

oncE uPon a timE in Prison: 
our sharED vignEttE oF a carcEral tour 

Te frst year we taught the course, only one of the six outside students 
selected to participate in the class had ever set foot inside a carceral insti-
tution. Te frst part of the admissions process required that the institution 
perform a criminal record check for all outside students.4 And while we 
asked students to think about how they might feel about “going inside,” 
none admitted to any apprehensions about spending three hours of class 
time each week for a semester inside a prison or being subject to the sec-
urity search that was a mandatory part of gaining entry to the institution. 
At least, that was their mantra at the time of the interview, at which point 
we would ofen lock eyes, speaking without words that we thought the 
students were somewhat naive about the ways they anticipated the experi-
ence might afect them. 

Te day of the security lecture and tour was cold and blustery but bright, 
a typical January day in Canada. We instructed the students to meet us in 
the external perimeter parking lot of the detention centre ffeen minutes 
before the security lecture was to begin; this was a mandatory component 
of the legally binding memorandum of understanding between the uni-
versity and the institution. We wanted to pass through the security gate as 
a group to avoid bothering the correctional staf that operated the cameras 
and intercom with multiple requests for entry. Te students were more 
visibly nervous today; they fdgeted a lot and as the fence gate with barbed 
wire began to roll open to allow us entry, a hush fell over our group. 

Te security lecture touched upon a number of things, beginning with 
a history of the institution and the changes it witnessed over the years. 
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Te ofcer spoke about once housing young ofenders and how the second 
level was repurposed to house adult women. “You’ll see,” he said, referen-
cing the tour to come. He outlined policies and protocols to follow, such 
as fattening yourself against the wall should you hear an alarm bell in 
order to make way for staf who would be running to the source of the 
emergency. 

He spoke of appropriate clothing to wear – “business casual” – and ran 
through a list of what not to wear, notably referencing prohibited cloth-
ing items without noticing that most of them were specifc to women. “No 
sandals, open-toed shoes, or high heels. No tank tops, spaghetti straps, or 
shorts. No midrif shirts or anything low-cut. Tese guys don’t see a lot 
of women and would be glad to see you girls, so it’s important to present 
yourself professionally.” He also instructed us not to look at or speak to 
the prisoners, whom he referred to as “inmates.”5 “We do have guys in here 
who are violent and dangerous. You have to keep your distance. Tey will 
call at you, try to talk to you as you walk by. Don’t engage with them.” 

Tis was followed by a show and tell of confscated contraband items. 
He passed around a box full of shivs and shanks fashioned out of tooth-
brushes and pens so students would see the hidden dangers that could be 
lurking among them at any time. Te emphasis was clearly on the dangers 
the prisoners posed to us and the need to take extra precautions about 
our safety. As one student described in their class journal: 

Our security lecture consisted mostly of the two white shirts recounting 
tales of the most dangerous situations that have happened to guards at 
the institution in their time and warning us about how dangerous the 
prisoners are, reminding us to keep our guards up at all times. Tey even 
went as far to mention to me that the ring I was wearing should not be 
worn next time, as the small stone that was in the ring could be used as 
a weapon if it had fallen out. (outside student journal6) 

Te ofcer also made a point to tell us that “physical contact is pro-
hibited. Don’t shake their hands, don’t hug them. A lot of them have AIDS 
and it’s safer if you don’t have contact.” Afer the security lecture ended, 
our instructor pointed out a blue button on the wall that was encased in 
a small Plexiglas box. “Should something happen in your class, there will 
be a button on the wall just like this. Press it and we will come running.” 

Coming out of the administration wing we passed by the kitchens 
and laundry. Te smell was unwelcoming, not clean or hearty; it was in-
stitutional, sour, and at least one student tried to mitigate the stench by 
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breathing into their shirt. Turning down the frst corridor, afer being told 
of an old murder happening in this specifc spot, we were led past the room 
where our class would be held and walked toward the “pod” area, where 
men are housed in two-person cells, with up to forty men sharing the com-
mon space demarcated by a series of octagon shaped metal picnic tables 
that are bolted to the foor and by a shared television and a shower stall, 
with only a half-wall so the individual remains visible to the guards sta-
tioned in the communication tower that sits at the centre of the pod unit. 
Te fve pods sprawl outward from the tower like slices of concrete pie. 

Prisoners were dressed in orange jumpsuits and many stopped what 
they were doing to stare at our group. Some smiled or waved. Some called 
out. Few ignored us. We gazed at their faces and bodies through a barred 
and Plexiglas wall, divided by space, attire, and circumstance. Our guide 
said it was important not to linger because “seeing visitors gets them riled 
up and we don’t want to cause problems for the guards manning this unit.” 
Some of the students looked at the men and then quickly away, back to our 
tour guide or to the foor. Others smiled awkwardly and seemed unsure 
about it, given what was said during the security lecture. We would discuss 
this experience later as a group: outside students expressed feelings of 
insecurity and discomfort with the way they were instructed not to com-
municate or “look” at prisoners and the simultaneous use of the tour, 
which they interpreted as voyeuristic and dehumanizing, while inside 
students expressed agonism over what for them is a routine practice. 

We walked through the minimum-security unit, where one student 
commented, “I thought only American prisons would have bunkbeds and 
rooms where so many guys (thirty-six) lived.” Others nodded, wide-eyed 
at the revelation that this occurs in Canada. We passed through a narrow 
corridor where we had to walk in single fle. Tere were narrow rectangular 
windows with Velcro window dressings on either side. “Tese are the 
solitary units that lead to the max-security wing.” Te ofcer lifed a few 
of the window coverings until he found one that was unoccupied and 
invited the students to peek inside. Teir jaws dropped as they witnessed 
the sparse conditions of confnement – a narrow cot, metal sink, and toilet. 
Nothing else. We were not allowed to walk down the maximum-security 
or segregation ranges because “it will agitate the inmates and they may 
harm themselves or others. Te guys in there are violent, and we don’t 
want you getting too close to them.” 

As our group walked through the various parts of the institution, the 
students were quiet – a few of them asking the odd question or making 
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a comment as we walked through the dreary concrete hallways. “I didn’t 
realize the ‘yard’ would look like that. It’s an actual cage. Did you see the 
mesh roof?” “How can they not give them winter clothes so they can go 
outside during the winter?” “I can’t believe he was making jokes about the 
cells in that one wing being so cold that there was frost on the wall.” “Is it 
normal to call prisoners ‘clients’?” Despite their earlier protestations that 
they held no apprehension about spending time in a prison each week for 
a semester, they were nervous, perhaps even a little afraid. 

Once the hour-long tour was over we returned to the administration 
wing to collect our things. We thanked our guide and told him that we 
would see him next week. Making our way outside, we asked the students 
if they had questions. Going into a carceral space is an embodied experi-
ence, and we encouraged them to refect upon it with the use of all of their 
senses. It was minus ffeen degrees Celsius, yet we stood in the parking 
lot talking for ffeen to twenty minutes. Te students had a lot to say and 
many unanticipated questions. Four years of studying critical criminology 
had, in a way, made them feel invulnerable to commonly held fears of 
criminalized Others. Tey had been educated about the ways that crim-
inalization and imprisonment dehumanize citizens who are dispropor-
tionately poor and racialized. Still, the security lecture and tour challenged 
those critical learnings and fostered a sense of unease, apprehension, and 
fear among the students. Leaving the parking lot that day, we realized that 
the tour had shifed the way the outside students felt about entering a 
carceral space. It was no longer something they studied and felt they knew; 
it was an institutional monolith whose inhabitants they were being en-
couraged to be afraid of. 

thE Ethical DilEmma oF thE carcEral tour 
As criminologists, the ethical predicaments that carceral tours pose were 
not a new discovery for us on that January day. We had discussed them 
with experienced W2B members who, during our facilitator training, 
shared their negative lived experiences of tours, which was also why we 
did not tour the prison where we completed the training. We are also 
familiar with the literature on the issue, some of the most critical work 
having been written by a colleague (Ferguson, Piché, and Walby 2015; 
Kleuskens et al. 2016; Piché and Walby 2010; Walby and Piché 2011, 
2015). Te novelty came from experiencing the tour with and for our 
students, and through their eyes. In this sense, we simultaneously lived 
through an ethical conundrum as individuals and as a group. By our 
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presence, our movement, and our gaze, we were invading the intimacy, 
privacy, and personal space of incarcerated people without them being 
able to prepare, refuse, or consent. We were entering without announce-
ment and observing without explanation the forced residence of these 
persons in positions of subjugation and vulnerability. Te time we spent 
inside doing brief presentations about W2B in order to recruit inside 
students, perhaps because it was purposeful and operational, did not gen-
erate the same feelings of unease that the tour did. In those instances, it 
was just the two of us, and we were permitted to speak directly and freely 
with small groups of prisoners about the program. In contrast, on the 
tour we were instructed not to engage, speak, or even make eye contact 
with prisoners – a direct instruction that dehumanizes and frmly situates 
them as objects of voyeuristic fascination. 

Both professors and students experienced ethical anxieties about deny-
ing the dignity of those we witnessed on tour that day. It was obvious that 
the students were uncertain about how to behave in order to respect the 
people inside. Our collective anxiety about participating in a carceral tour 
speaks to Jonathan Darling’s (2014, 202–3) point regarding the ethics of 
encounters in feldwork, which “demands the development of situated 
judgments which exceed procedural models of ethics.” More than recog-
nizing the limits of procedural ethics in helping us think through the tour 
as a feld site in and of itself, we had to remember that “being responsive 
to this context of ethical expectations and practices thus demanded a 
recognition of the compromises of ‘the feld’ and of how such compromises 
could challenge the politics and views that one carries into ‘the feld’” 
(Darling 2014, 210). As Bryan McCann writes, “Te bodies of the incar-
cerated, the bodies of prison staf, the bodies of students, my own body, 
mediated representations of criminalized bodies and prisons, as well as 
the ghosts that haunt the prison engage in a co-constitutive choreography 
of ambivalence” (McCann 2019, 96). 

In this haunting ambivalence, diverse emotions emerged during the 
tour and lingered well afer its completion. Feelings of discomfort, doubt, 
and shame resulting from participating in carceral tours were similarly 
identifed in the literature (Smith, Koons-Witt, and Meade 2010) and by 
many of our students, as documented in their journals. 

As we walked through rows of cells, I felt confused. Was it better for me 
to try and respect the little bit of privacy people inside already don’t have, 
or was it worse to walk past them as if they don’t exist? All of the sudden 
the anxieties seemed to hit. (outside student journal) 
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It felt like we were gazing at animals at the zoo behind plexiglass bar-
riers, placing an emphasis on the division between us and them on 
the inside. I struggled with where to look; I didn’t want to stare at them 
through the glass like zoo animals, however I also did not want to com-
pletely ignore them, as they are human beings and I didn’t want to make 
it seem like I was afraid to make eye contact. (outside student journal) 

How should we deal with the tension between our moral principles 
(e.g., our respect for incarcerated folks and students) and our behavioural 
transgressions (e.g., lifing the curtains on the isolation cell windows)? 
Te procedures imposed by the institution clearly went against the interests 
of incarcerated people, for whom human rights work is aimed. We went 
inside with the good intentions of providing education and opening up a 
closed institution to the outside world. Even so, we had to navigate the 
tension of doing harm (to all the people we crossed paths with during the 
tour) in order to do good (education for ourselves and a small group of 
students). With each step, we embodied the controversy around carceral 
tours: wanting to see the conditions of confnement in the institution 
with our own eyes, yet without the ability to prevent our engagement in 
a practice that inherently denies certain human rights and disregards the 
humane and moral treatment of our fellow citizens. 

thE consEquEncEs oF ParticiPating 
in thE carcEral tour 

Tere were many consequences of our tour, some of which we will never 
be wholly conscious of. We will never grasp the short- and long-term 
impact of our gazes upon the prisoners we viewed that day. We discussed 
our thoughts and feelings about the tour as a group during the third week 
of class, and our students wrote about it for one of their refexive journal 
entries, which made things more palpable and thought-provoking for the 
group. As the outside students confded to us, the tour made them nervous, 
anxious, and, in some cases, scared of entering the institution again and 
participating in the class. Despite spending years studying criminology, 
the security lecture and carceral tour raised concerns about the individ-
uals who would become their classmates. 

As a criminology student, I am taught to critically analyze all informa-
tion that is presented to me, so I took everything they said with a grain 
of salt. Understanding that the context in which this information is 
being shared is based in bias, in hopes of furthering the divide between 
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themselves and the prisoners for the sake of their own personal safety. 
(outside student journal) 

Te process and content of the security lecture and tour contributed 
to a division between the two groups of students by emphasizing the dan-
gers that the prisoners could potentially pose. It reifed the cleavage be-
tween students rather than encouraging the connectedness that W2B 
pedagogy relies upon and promotes. Leaving the parking lot that day, we 
realized that the frst class, to be held the following week, was going to 
require a lot of ice breakers to help facilitate rapport and trust between the 
two groups of students, who were likely to be cautious about what to say 
and how to act in front of one another. Would the outside students clam 
up and be too anxious to participate? Would the inside students stay quiet 
out of fear of being judged or evaluated? In that sense, the lecture and tour 
were counterproductive to course goals, especially as course content aimed 
to unpack the Othering processes at play in the criminal justice system. 

If the goal of the tour was to give students a chance to better understand 
the reality of prison, the tour partially missed its mark. During this tour, 
we were provided “an institutionally friendly view of incarceration” (Piché 
and Walby 2010), the narrative of which focused more on the building 
and its history than on its inhabitants, who were largely mentioned to 
facilitate security warnings and sensationalism. 

If I wasn’t a criminology student I think I might have interpreted our 
tour [as] somewhat of a reliable way of knowing the prison and its 
operations. (outside student journal) 

On its own, the tour does not allow students to critically engage with 
penality (Kleuskens et al. 2016). Te tour script does not reveal the ways 
in which the prison inficts harm on incarcerated people or on the racial-
ized, classed, and gendered inequities and structures that shore up mass 
incarceration (Piché and Walby 2010). Even if carceral tours were organ-
ized via a consultative process that would shif prisoners’ voices from the 
margins to the centre (Minogue 2009), we agree with Justin Piché and 
Kevin Walby (2010) that grasping the relational dynamics and complex-
ities of prisoners’ experiences requires more than the limited time spent 
on a tour. 

Tis means that our participation in the tour contributed to mis-
representing penality, an obvious shortcoming for a criminology pro-
gram. By accepting the tour without objection, we also contributed to 
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its normalization and legitimation through the eyes of the institution and 
its employees. We unwillingly maintained, reproduced, and encouraged 
a zoo-like atmosphere for prisoners (Huckelbury 2009; Minogue 2009; 
Wacquant 2002). 

our ExcusEs anD JustiFications For 
ParticiPating in thE tour 

How did we rationalize and justify the negative consequences of our 
participation in a carceral tour? Afer much thought and discussion, we 
could no longer ignore the irony refected in our reasoning to “live with 
it”: what Gresham Sykes and David Matza originally (1957) identifed 
as the methods used by delinquents to justify their illegitimate actions. 
We had, perhaps unconsciously, adopted three of these justifcations: denial 
of responsibility, denial of injury, and appeal to higher loyalties. 

Denial of Responsibility 
Our main line of defence was an easy one: Te tour was imposed on us as 
a mandatory component of the MOU – we had no choice. We rationalized 
our participation because it was ofered as part of the mandatory security 
lecture. Our lack of power was also a shield with regard to the content of 
the tour: It was not our fault if the tour was scripted a certain way – we had 
no power to dictate tour content. We were convinced (or maybe we con-
vinced ourselves) that we had no choice, no power to say no without 
putting the whole program in jeopardy. Certainly, now that the program 
has been running for over three years, we are lef with the unanswered 
question of what would have happened if we had opposed the tour from 
the beginning. We assumed that refusing the tour for ethical reasons could 
trigger a difcult conversation with correctional staf that could create 
tension in our burgeoning relationship with institutional authorities. Of 
course, this might not have been the case, and some staf might have felt 
relieved of the burden and risks they associated with the tour. 

Denial of Injury 
Our second excuse consisted of minimizing the harm caused by our 
participation in the tour. As we could not directly assess the harm caused 
by our presence, it was relatively easy to downplay its existence: Te pris
oners barely noticed us and if they did, they are subject to many tours. At 
least we did it without voyeuristic intention. Some scholars argue that a 
prison tour with students is diferent from prison tourism because you 
can set required readings to educate students about the ethical concerns7 
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and critical refection assignments for them to process their experiences 
(Smith 2013). We even tried to justify the tour by saying that we partici-
pated in the most respectful way possible: We did not look too much or too 
long. We did not ignore the prisoners; we looked at them to acknowledge 
them; we even made some gestures such as an eye contact, a smile, or a nod 
of the head. Both of us found relief in Hayden P. Smith’s (2013, 61) para-
phrasing of Craig Minogue’s work (2009) that “it is not looking per se 
that is pedagogically unethical but rather it is how one looks.” Tere was 
comfort to be found in the fact that not all carceral tours are voyeuristic 
in nature; reformers, writers, and concerned members of the public ofen 
take part in these tours in order to educate and inform (Casella and 
Fennelly 2016) – which were, likewise, our main motivations. 

Appeal to Higher Loyalties 
Of all the possible justifcations, our conviction of and focus on the greater 
good of the educational program we were implementing was our driving 
force. We did not want to jeopardize a program that supported a funda-
mental human right too ofen denied to prisoners: education. Te Walls 
to Bridges teaching and learning experience has a number of benefts for 
the university and for corrections, as well as for the facilitators and students. 
It contributes to the production of a stronger relationship between the 
prison and the community and is a unique way to invest in a particularly 
marginalized segment of the population who are ofen unable to secure 
post-secondary education (Pollack 2014, 2016). Walls to Bridges courses 
also aim to build bridges between inside and outside students and between 
the prison and university communities and contexts. As many of the outside 
students are future professionals in this feld, having humanizing connec-
tions with incarcerated people may contribute to building a safer, more 
humane correctional environment in the long term. A bridge is also fostered 
by encouraging incarcerated people to see their value as post-secondary 
students, which opens the door to future educational possibilities. For 
example, the authors are currently supervising a doctoral student that they 
met during their W2B training and who was, at that time, incarcerated in 
a federal prison for women. Tese points aside, we cannot ignore the in-
herent power dynamics or diferent socio-political, economic, and cultural 
materialities that exist between the inside and outside students. 

In addition to the education that Walls to Bridges courses provide, 
the program also supports a broader interpretation of human rights (e.g., 
access to education, humane treatment) that is enacted through respect-
ful and non-judgmental socialization, a rare commodity inside carceral 
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spaces. With a collective will to share knowledge, but also respect, dignity, 
and equality, we later learned that some of the inside students referred to 
our course as “humanity Tuesdays” (Kilty, Lehalle, and Fayter 2020). Given 
the many positive efects of the W2B program (Pollack 2014, 2016), it 
certainly makes sense to think that these outweigh the discomfort or harm 
created by a prison tour. Yet, we both regret our failure to confront the 
guard who gave the security lecture and tour about some of his language, 
notably how he warned us not to touch the prisoners or shake hands with 
them “because they might have AIDS.” We did not approach him about 
this both because we doubted it would change anything and because we 
did not want to seem confrontational. 

We also felt justifed doing the tour because we were inside the facility 
for thirteen weeks and were not one-time voyeurs; the tour marked the 
frst line of communication and long-term collaboration with the institu-
tion that permits us to engage in education and sustained human contact 
with prisoners. Over the thirty-nine hours of class held inside the deten-
tion centre, we initiated a continuous and deep dialogue about a variety 
of diferent issues and topics with the inside students that was far from 
the silent, detached “penal gaze” denounced by Smith (2013, 61): “When 
dialogue does not occur between students and inmates, the social ex-
change becomes uncomfortable with students lef holding the ‘penal 
gaze.’” It was our role as professors “to direct this ‘gaze’ towards critical socio-
cultural, historical, and political perspectives, in lieu of simply being 
conduits and testers of knowledge.” Carceral tours require educators to 
facilitate “an educated or critical gaze and dialogue” among their students, 
including prisoners and, if possible, staf, which only comes from direct 
interaction (Smith 2013, 61; see also Calaway, Callais, and Lightner 2016). 

Taking up this point, we framed the tour as a way to build compassion 
and to help outside students see what the conditions of confnement are 
like for their fellow classmates so as to ofer perspective about what it is 
like to live and study in such an environment. Tis decision meant that 
we prioritized the gains accorded to a handful of students (and the positive 
impact on their future life and career) against the perhaps incalculable 
harms caused by our voyeurism on the tour that day. 

comPromising in an unEthical situation: 
DEvEloPing an ExPEriEntial lEarning oPPortunity 

Given the tenuous and skeptical relationship that corrections has with 
external researchers and educators (Duguid 1997, 2000; Laverick 2010; 
Wacquant 2002), when we fnally found ourselves on the precipice of 
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teaching the frst course, we were especially reticent to challenge or ques-
tion correctional protocols out of fear of jeopardizing the opportunity and 
long-term viability of the program. Tis meant that we had to accept 
working within rather than against the logic of risk management that 
structures correctional decision making (Piché and Walby 2010; Wacquant 
2002), regardless of our personal and intellectual views on the problems 
this particular governing logic creates – such as chronically overestimat-
ing risk, especially for women and prisoners of colour, which leads to 
their over-representation in the more austere forms of holding, including 
maximum-security and segregation units (SSCHR 2019). 

Subsequently, when our primary contact at the institution indicated 
that the frst week of the course would contain a mandatory security lecture 
for the outside students followed by a tour of the facility, we agreed and 
avoided initiating a conversation about why we felt uncomfortable about 
participating in a tour. Afer all, we had visited the institution on several 
occasions as we drafed the MOU and had been escorted through the 
diferent areas of the institution to make short presentations to the pris-
oners about the W2B program and the content of the specifc course we 
were going to be teaching, to facilitate inside student recruitment. Would 
a more formal tour be diferent? Would it feel diferent? Would the men 
and women incarcerated at this institution experience the tour diferently 
from when we came to speak to them about the W2B program and the 
specifc course we were going to facilitate? Tere was so much riding on 
the opportunity we were being given to create and teach this course, 
emotionally, politically and pedagogically, that we prioritized the un-
precedented access we were being given above some of the larger ethical 
questions that the carceral tour presented for us. 

Our decision to remain silent about our concerns pertaining to the 
ethics of the carceral tour was difcult and intimately bound up in and by 
our emotions and our professional and pedagogical desire to ensure the 
viability of the program. Did we prioritize our academic identities and 
the scholastic rewards we would receive – including praise from colleagues 
and the university for organizing such a unique experiential learning 
opportunity – over the humanity of the incarcerated men and women we 
would be viewing while on the tour? What other possible courses of action 
could or should we have tried to mobilize? For critical scholars whose 
research aims to speak truth to power, we felt unease and shame at our 
failure to do so in this particular context. 

Given that only half of our students participated in the tour (i.e., the 
inside students are not permitted to participate), we made the decision to 
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address our concerns directly with the students in class. We chose to 
embrace our emotions and use them as both a jumping-of point and a 
structuring mechanism for discussion, efectively turning this ethical 
issue into a teachable moment (Kilty, Lehalle, and Fayter 2020). To do this, 
we took care to adapt our syllabus to include critical literature on carceral 
tours, which we assigned for the third week of class.8 Students read articles 
that spoke to the scripted and staged nature of carceral tours, the prob-
lematic memorialization of punishment, the nature of our collective cul-
tural engagement in penal spectatorship, and the pleasure that punishment 
provides to penal spectators. 

Beyond assigning critical literature to read, we drew from our W2B 
training to think through how to mobilize circle pedagogy in a way 
that would foster critical thinking, discussion, and dialogue about this 
issue among the students. W2B teachings draw from Indigenous and 
circle pedagogy (Graveline 1998; Hart 2002; Palmer 2004), emphasizing 
the need to learn from each person’s whole self – spiritually, physically, 
mentally, and emotionally – and from one another’s personal experi-
ences and histories (Pollack 2014, 2016). To facilitate this in relation to 
the carceral tour, we wanted the inside and outside students to get to the 
point that they were comfortable not only examining the content of this 
literature in a traditional academic debate and discussion format, but also 
critically self-refecting based upon their personal experiences as tour 
participants and thus voyeurs and as the focal points or objects of the 
tour exhibition and thus performative. Our approach dovetails with the 
view that mobilizing a prison tour as an experiential learning oppor-
tunity requires “focus[ing] on the social construction of knowledge rather 
than the acquisition and repetition of information” and “full pre-briefng 
and debriefng by the professors” (Smith, Koons-Witt and Meade 2010, 
3, 8–9; see also McCann 2019; Smith 2013). 

To facilitate these discussions and refections, we set up poster boards 
in the four corners of the classroom, at the top of which we wrote discus-
sion questions based on the assigned literature. We divided the class into 
mixed inside/outside student breakout groups to tackle the discussion 
questions together. Questions included: What kind of witnessing do scripted 
representations of penal space and practice allow you to engage in? What 
does it mean to think of carceral tours as a performance? What are the pros 
and cons of using carceral tours as an experiential learning and pedagogical 
opportunity? Do carceral tours objectify prisoners, and if so, how? Do carceral 
tours increase the pains, indignities, and degradation of prisoners, and if so, 
how? Do/can cultural representations of punishment realistically capture 
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the pains of imprisonment? Refect on your position as a consumer of penal 
spectatorship. What do we gain emotionally from watching or witnessing 
human sufering? 

Once the breakout groups fnished brainstorming responses, the class 
returned to the full circle to share them. Afer a lengthy discussion, we 
opened the foor for a more self-refexive exercise. We began by asking the 
inside students to share their personal feelings about having experienced 
carceral tours while inside, and then asked the outside students to refect 
upon how they felt while participating in the tour three weeks earlier 
and how they felt about it now, in hindsight. What we have learned from 
teaching this course fve times is that the carceral tour discussion con-
sistently marks a signifcant turning point in the class where the inside 
and outside students commune, fnd strength in their shared refections, 
and it is during this week that mutual rapport and trust seem to emerge. 
In this sense, carceral tours are more than a point of academic debate. 
Tese discussions seem to break open the class by allowing the two groups 
of students to fnd common ground and understanding from their dif-
ferent experiential vantage points in relation to the same event. 

It is important to note that the inside students very clearly understood 
the academic critiques of carceral tours and were particularly upset to 
learn that some tours are heavily scripted and are thus more performa-
tive than authentic (Piché and Walby 2010; Walby and Piché 2015). While 
some students situated all tours as voyeuristic, overall, the inside students 
also identifed that there are diferences between tours that can be in-
formative to an ignorant public and those that are more akin to “dark 
tourism” and voyeuristic fascination (Walby and Piché 2011); many noted 
that they felt comfortable with W2B students participating in a tour be-
cause it would help to sensitize them to the conditions in which their 
fellow classmates are forced to live, learn, and complete their coursework. 
Tese skeptical but more supportive attitudes toward W2B students 
participating in a tour were markedly diferent from what inside students 
who participated in our facilitator training had to say about tours. Tis dif-
ference of opinion could be the result of the very diferent carceral spaces 
in which these groups of students were living; our training took place at 
a federal women’s prison with inside students who had participated in 
W2B courses, while our class is ofered in a provincial detention centre 
where the conditions of confnement are much worse. 

Te apprehension that the outside students felt about going into the 
prison “largely stemmed from the image of prisoners that the security 
lecture and tour conjured for them (i.e., that they are all dangerous and 
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manipulative)” (Kilty, Lehalle, and Fayter 2020, 102). Hearing the personal 
views and experiences of their inside classmates calmed those fears and 
allowed us “to refocus the carceral tour discussion around what it means 
to come in to look at prisoners where they live and what it means to be 
looked at” (Kilty, Lehalle, and Fayter 2020, 102–3). We addressed issues 
of privacy, trust, and what it feels like to experience dehumanization by 
way of carceral voyeurism. As the students empathized with one another 
they learned by refecting on our shared sense of humanity (Helfgott 2003; 
McCann 2019; Wilson, Spina, and Canaan 2011). Tis exercise allowed us 
to critically examine the value of carceral tours and how this practice, 
while ofen the only way for citizens to see inside a prison setting, can 
skew the public’s perception of criminalized people and problematically 
reinforce views of a need to invoke more punitive management strategies 
in carceral settings. When asked to produce group projects that docu-
mented the material realities of incarceration, most students try to push 
back against institutional power and the unethical practices they experi-
enced or witnessed or that were discussed in the course – including the 
tour. A few examples of these projects9 included creating a map of the 
institution and drafing an accompanying tour script from the perspec-
tive of prisoners; writing and acting out a scene that satirized the intake 
process; and producing a time capsule that included diferent institutional 
items (e.g., toothbrush, deodorant, golf pencil) to signify a more truthful 
representation of carceral life than what is typically presented on prison 
museum tours (Ferguson, Piché, and Walby 2015; Klueskens et al. 2016; 
Walby and Piché 2011, 2015). 

Our collaborative teaching experiences refect Wendy Calaway, Todd 
Callais, and Robin Lightner’s (2016, 434) contact hypothesis, which suggests 
that direct contact with criminalized people may be a pathway toward 
combatting myths and stereotypes, as well as developing less prejudicial 
views and an “openness to more productive criminal justice strategies.” 
Tese are certainly positive outcomes, and they helped us and the students 
to better “recognise and respect the diferential social power” between 
incarcerated and free citizens (Campbell, Dalke, and Toews 2020, 106), but 
at what cost? Did our participation in the tour threaten, complicate, or even 
deny outright the dignity of the incarcerated men and women we viewed? 

an inconclusivE conclusion 

Carceral tours as they physically afect prisoners ... maybe those 

should be ended. (outside student journal) 
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It is hard, if not impossible, to deny that carceral tours compromise the 
dignity of incarcerated people, regardless of our benevolent intent and the 
value of the experiential learning opportunities the tour provides. In this 
way, we (the professors and outside students) benefted from a process 
that has a negative efect on incarcerated people. We knew this prior to 
the tour and feel it emotionally each time we take the tour (as well as in the 
months and years that follow); in efect, this means that we set aside or 
bracket our emotions in order to participate in a process that, at least 
without the consent of every incarcerated person at that institution, is 
inherently unethical. Tat we view carceral tours as unethical does not 
discount the value they have in terms of experiential learning. 

In order to address the ethics of this practice and better contend with 
the institutional practices to which we were subject as guests inside this 
particular prison facility, we incorporated this ethical quagmire into course 
content, using it as a teachable moment to foster connection and compas-
sion among inside and outside students. We instituted the practice of 
having a debriefng session with outside students directly following the 
security lecture and tour, at which point we begin to deconstruct the 
language and content of the tour – to get them thinking critically right 
away rather than leaving them afraid of the coming weeks. We built this 
discussion about carceral tours into the course syllabus in order to give 
us the opportunity to gain insight into the felt/embodied experiences of 
students on both sides. As the tour became part of the whole experience, 
it emerged as an innovative learning opportunity that has been especially 
enriching for students who envision a career working in, or in partnership 
with, corrections (Pollack 2014, 2016). Students gain frst-hand experi-
ential and observational knowledge about an environment where con-
cerns about risk and safety are prioritized over the mental, emotional, and 
physical well-being of incarcerated people. 

Tat said, we suggest that educators must weigh the harms the tour 
inficts against the benefts it provides as a teaching tool when deciding 
whether to include this as part of their curriculum. Tis kind of analysis 
stands outside normative ethics and is more inclined to the feminist trad-
ition of an ethics of care (Tronto 2005), which we tried to take responsibility 
for and address by way of class content, discussion, and assignments and 
by working to develop a sense of reciprocity and respect among students. 
Care ethics overlap with W2B principles in that they both seek to incor-
porate the value of care as a guiding principle and emphasize the import-
ance of how we think of and respond to individuals. In this sense, both 
models problematize normative ethics for stressing generalizable standards 
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and impartiality and, instead, situate ethics as an interpersonal phenom-
enon that requires us to ask not only what is just, but also what is a just 
response (Gilligan 2008). We mobilized these teachings to be able to 
embrace and make the best of a situation that we were ethically uncom-
fortable with. 

Ultimately, we each experience diferent levels of discomfort in re-
sponse to such ethical quagmires, and the decision to include the tour as 
part of pedagogical practice is a matter of personal choice. In fact, the 
two of us actually feel diferently about using the tour in the future. One 
of us intends to continue participating in the tour because she feels the 
prolonged engagement with the site that the specifc W2B experience 
brings ofsets some of the harm it creates, with the caveat that they will 
not walk down ranges or peer into any occupied cell spaces. Te tour also 
provides the outside students with a better understanding of the living 
and study conditions of their fellow classmates and creates the opportunity 
for critical self-refection about a shared experience from very diferent 
vantage points that fosters familiarity, respect, understanding, and soli-
darity between students. Tat said, she intends to gauge student reactions 
closely, and should they – especially the inside students – begin to say they 
do not support the use of this teaching tool, she will re-evaluate and is 
open to cancelling it. In this way, she is adopting a consequentialist stance 
and utilitarian ethics that prioritize achieving a greater good and that is 
supported by her feminist care ethics eforts. Te other of us intends to 
refuse future participation in the carceral tour10 because she sees such 
tours as attacks on the human rights of prisoners and is willing to take a 
leap of faith, trusting that students will be able to build understanding 
and empathy without the use of such tours. In this way, she is adopting 
a deontological ethical position that prioritizes her responsibility to pro-
tect, respect, and promote the dignity of prisoners over the perceived peda-
gogical benefts gleaned from the tour exercise. 

In closing, we suggest that discussions of in situ ethical quandaries do 
not result in one decidedly correct course of action. Instead, these dis-
cussions highlight the degree to which our own personal morals, values, 
and life experiences come to shape our ethical decision making in the 
feld, and as this conclusion attests, even long afer the initial experience 
that gave rise to the issue occurred. One thing is certain, however, and 
that is the importance of continued critical self-refection and discussion 
about the benefts and harms that are generated by the ethical dilemma 
in question, so as to remain open to changing one’s course of action in 
the future. 
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notEs 
1 Both authors identify as white women, one of whom is Francophone, the other 

Anglophone. 
2 We teach in a provincial detention and remand centre in the province of Ontario; 

the MOU prevents us from disclosing the name of the institution. Detention and 
remand centres are maximum-security, although they house people in the full com-
plement of security designations – minimum-, medium-, and maximum-security 
and segregation. 

3 Our week-long intensive W2B facilitator training took place at Grand Valley 
Institution for Women – a federal penitentiary located in Kitchener, Ontario. 

4 Te frst time we taught the course, it was listed as a fourth-year criminology seminar 
where all the outside students were majoring in criminology: fve identifed as female 
and one as male; two identifed as visible minorities (one Black, one other); and all 
were Canadian. We have since worked to have the course listed as a faculty-wide 
“feld research course” valued at six rather than three course credits and have sub-
sequently opened outside student recruitment to the wider faculty of social sciences 
and thus to students majoring in a variety of diferent programs of study (e.g., political 
studies, feminist and gender studies, confict studies, sociology, social work, and 
psychology). We have had a few international students participate as well. While 
outside student recruitment remains disproportionately female, we have been able 
to recruit students from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, with 25–50 percent 
of outside students per course identifying as non-white. 

5 Te term “inmate” refects how penal language can become sanitized by correc-
tions, which further dehumanizes criminalized individuals. Following convict 
criminology, we use the term “prisoner” to more accurately refect the prison context 
and experience. 

6 Outside students consented via email to our use of their journals (anonymized) for 
publication purposes. Unfortunately, we cannot use the inside student journals for 
two reasons: (1) we return the journals at the end of term; and (2) we cannot easily 
communicate with the inside students once the course is over – meaning we lose 
touch with many, especially when they are transferred to other institutions or are 
released. 

7 We elaborate on the course activities dedicated to these discussions in greater detail 
later in the chapter. Notably, we provide readings on both circle and Indigenous 
pedagogy and carceral tours, as well as critical material on other topical course 
content. While we have not (as of yet!) provided traditional readings on ethics, the 
selected course material provides students with a way of thinking critically about 
the topical issues as they are experienced across the intersection of various social 
identity locations (e.g., race, Indigeneity, gender, class, sexuality, etc.) that dovetails 
with the teachings of Indigenous pedagogy (Graveline 1998; Hart 2002) and fem-
inist care ethics (Gilligan 2008; Tronto 2005). 

8 For the frst two classes, we assigned reading material about the Indigenous and 
circle pedagogical approaches employed in W2B courses to familiarize students 
with this style of teaching. During these two classes, the students also discussed and 
decided collectively the rules (“dos and don’ts”) of the class. 
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9 At the end of the term, all projects are presented in front of representatives from 
both the university and the institution during a closing ceremony. 

10 She also plans to use her established relationships with the institutional authorities 
to communicate that the MOU requires a security lecture but does not specifcally 
require a tour to be a part of this efort. 
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2 
Fascist Logic 

EXPOSÉ OR PROPAGANDA? 

Shayna Plaut 

In 2013, Peter Klein, a multiple Emmy–award winning journalist, and I 
started working on an anthology documentary project focusing on the 
rise of the political and cultural “right” throughout Europe. We felt that 
the English language coverage in the West was too simplistic – recycling 
a narrative of “1938 all over again”1 – and wanted to understand why 
people were feeling like strangers in their own homes, and thus we called 
this project Strangers at Home.2 

Tis was a project of “empowerment journalism,” which is the corner-
stone of the Global Reporting Centre (GRC).3 Empowerment journalism 
brings together the technical skills and equipment of the GRC with stories 
and storytellers in communities that are ofen silenced or marginalized 
and is an alternative to traditional “parachute journalism,” where journal-
ists from the Global North come to a “foreign land” or “exotic location” 
and tell the story that they see, or that they want to see, and then share 
it with the rest of the world as “their” (singular) story. When done well, 
“empowerment journalism” enables people to shape, and share, their own 
narratives but do it in a way that will be “attractive” to Western audiences 
and media outlets. Peter is the founder and director of the GRC and I am 
a research manager. Our projects have won worldwide recognition and 
awards in journalistic and academic circles. 

Peter is the son of Hungarian Holocaust survivors and my grand-
parents fed Europe because of anti-Semitic violence. As a journalist, 
academic, and activist, I have been involved in human rights advocacy 
for nearly twenty-fve years – working in the feld of refugee and migration 
rights, as well as that of Roma (Gypsy) advocacy. Both of us are Jewish 
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with deep ties to Europe and a strong commitment to the rights of those 
who are ofen unseen or marginalized. 

Afer years of working in journalism and human rights, neither of us 
are strangers to complicated or uncomfortable stories, but unlike the 
hundreds of stories we have worked on previously, this project was deeply 
personal and brought up two ethical dilemmas: (1) How do we, as the 
curators and engine of this project, bring in a plurality of voices when 
one of those voices is a perspective with which we profoundly disagree? 
and (2) By choosing to institutionally and fnancially support such stories, 
what is our responsibility if the project is used – or misused – to recruit 
others into this fascist cause? 

thE Ethical DilEmma: 
a gooD anD DangErous story 

Trough personal contacts, social media, and professional associations 
we approached some storytellers as well as put out a wide call for people 
to “pitch” us stories about “feeling like a stranger at home” in Europe. We 
received more than sixty entries and, having a few people already in mind 
and wanting no more than nine total, we had to choose only three or four 
for the project. Our standards had to be very high. 

One of the most intriguing came from a joint collaboration between 
an Italian fascist (Davide Di Stefano) and an American, a Columbia Gradu-
ate School of Journalism–trained stringer (Chris Livesay). Te story was 
Davide’s, a man in his late twenties to early thirties, who ran one of the 
larger neo-fascist groups in Italy that both opposed migration and provided 
material support to poor, ethnic Italians. Tere was no question that the 
story, told from Davide’s eyes, would be sympathetic to him and his per-
spective. It was also clear that Chris (the American journalist) would have 
the skill and craf to make an aesthetically pleasing piece of journalism. 

As a partnership between Davide, Chris, and the GRC, it was a perfect 
example of what “empowerment journalism” could do. It also brought to 
light the perspective – indeed the logic – behind the rise of the right in 
Italy, which was the point of Strangers at Home. What was clear was the 
logic to their vitriol: by handing out pasta to the poor and seeking to be 
the voice of those who are hungry and unemployed, the fascists were 
reframing what it meant to be the outsider, the victim. No longer was it 
the immigrant or refugee, but rather working-class, ethnic Italians were 
becoming strangers in Italy. But in choosing, funding, and promoting 
this piece, the project also had the potential to give racism and fascism 
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legitimacy – and this is something that both Peter and I, on a professional, 
personal, and familial level, found both dangerous and disgusting. 

However, based on the compelling story, unique character angle, and 
technical skill, we knew Davide and Chris’s story had the potential to be 
compelling and, indeed, attractive. 

We bit. Te pitch went into the “yes” pile. 
Ten, as we were drafing the congratulations email, we stopped and 

looked at each other, and I said to Peter, “Wait. Do we want to give fve 
hundred Euros to fascists? You are the son of Holocaust survivors; I am a 
Jew who has spent the past quarter of a century working professionally 
in the world of human rights. We have both a personal and professional 
connection to the consequences of fascism; do we want to be the ones 
providing a video platform for fascists to spread their hatred?” 

To be clear: it was not the money that gave us pause; it was the fact 
that we were providing Davide a platform and thus, in a way, validating 
his fascist party and ideals. At the same time, we are journalists and aca-
demics. We are worried about censorship – not only in terms of denying 
a voice or a platform but also in terms of actually skewing the story by not 
including this perspective: we wanted to show the reasons behind the 
increasing attractiveness of fascism. Failing to do so presented an incom-
plete truth, which is also dangerous.4 

We had to think. Really think. 
In the end we decided to go with it. 
It is a short beautiful piece, and we titled it “Fascist Logic.” 

contExt(s) 
People in various countries, cultures, and contexts are feeling alienated 
and not at home in their land. Why? Why are these similar feelings of 
alienation in such diverse places eliciting shockingly similar responses: 
populism, nativism, and fascism. Our hope that presenting a more nu-
anced picture of people and stories would provide a better understanding 
of the motivations behind the rise of the right. Why are people feeling like 
strangers in their homes? 

To be clear, in our initial outreach to specifc storytellers as well as in 
our open call, we made no secret of the fact that we found the rise of 
nativism and fascism problematic. However, we found the stories about 
the rise of the right in Europe as told in the English language were far too 
sweeping and simplistic, ofen “painting Europe as an un-nuanced mono-
lith of intolerance,” as we wrote in our call for stories and storytellers: 
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Casa Pound rally, 2015 | Film footage: Chris Livesay 

Extremist voices are resonating with people throughout Europe – but 
what this extremism looks like and who it targets varies from country 
to country. We’ve all seen the coverage and we know that when jour-
nalists come from abroad, they ofen get it wrong. Te stories that are 
told and the stories that are sold are too thin and simplistic, painting 
Europe as an un-nuanced monolith of intolerance. Not only is this in-
accurate, it’s dangerous. Tat’s why we want YOU to tell your stories. 

What are YOU seeing in your country? What are the underlying 
reasons for the rise of neo-Nazi political parties, vigilante groups and 
racist violence? What do people really talk about at polite dinner parties 
or afer a few drinks at the bar? When do people clutch their purse or 
lock up their daughters? Why? And perhaps, more importantly, in what 
way are people in your country resisting? 

Each accepted story would receive fve hundred euros to make a short 
– a sixty- to ninety-second video piece – with the goal of eventually cre-
ating a longer anthology documentary weaving these diferent stories 
together.5 Tese shorter pieces would get the conversation going and 
hopefully attract funding for the larger project. 

Years of teaching human rights has led me to believe that as long as 
an environment of trust and mutual respect with the facilitator (be it a 
journalist or professor or artist) is cultivated and maintained, openness 
and growth ofen comes from a place of discomfort. Tis is the cornerstone 



Fascist Logic

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  47 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

  
 

    
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

47 

of co-constructed learning and engagement for purposes of social and 
political change. Facing things that are outside ourselves – our world view, 
our comfort zone, if you will – pushes us into a place of questioning and 
refexivity. In other words, we wanted to make people a little uncomfort-
able so that they would be open to listening and perhaps to hearing some-
thing new. 

My role was to organize the project itself, including working directly 
with the storytellers so that they could tell the best possible story in the 
best possible (most compelling) way. Way before COVID-19 and Zoom 
calls – through phone calls, email, and Skype – I worked remotely with 
people across many time zones, helping them craf their story. Tey would 
make the video in their own country, with their own equipment and crew, 
and send the fle via WeTransfer. 

Peter and I would review the draf videos in Vancouver, where the 
GRC was based, and make editing suggestions, both in terms of content 
and technique.6 Tis process would go back and forth for as long as it took 
– and sometimes it took many months. In some cases, with the story-
tellers’ permission or request, we would do the editing “in house” and 
send it to them for fnal approval, but this was rare.7 In keeping with the 
GRC’s commitment to empowerment journalism, it was always a collab-
orative process with the understanding that it was their story to tell. 

thE imPortancE oF unDErstanDing thE ProBlEm 
to BEttEr iDEntiFy PossiBlE solutions 

We wanted the fnal flm, Strangers at Home, to comprise a variety of 
perspectives, geographies, and feelings of estrangement and alienation 
and the ways these manifest in the socio-political sphere. We were not 
looking for coherence or agreement but rather for a wide and varied 
pastiche of what it means to be a stranger at home. And all the shorts 
needed to be good. 

When telling a story as a journalist or an advocate, it is tempting to 
make things black and white – an angelic victim, a vicious perpetrator. It 
is easy. But it is lazy. And it is rarely an accurate representation of reality. 
Human beings are complex, and the shifing contexts of the world restruc-
ture priorities and motivations; the impetus behind Strangers at Home 
was to counter the simplistic and sensationalistic perspective we saw in 
the English language media’s coverage of the rise of the right in Europe. 
Starting in 2012, we saw headlines blaring “It’s 1938 All Over Again!” to 
explain the rise of the Golden Dawn in Greece, Jobbik in Hungary, and 
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Film footage and translation: Chris Livesay 

KKK-look-alikes in Finland. Tis was not only inaccurate, it was also 
dangerous. Rather than trying to understand how the political and social 
right was galvanizing in diferent places in Europe, the story became the 
West’s fear of fascism in Europe. As Edward Said ([1979] 1994) so clearly 
explained (and predicted) in the pivotal text Orientalism, once again the 
West becomes the lens of knowledge and the star of the (media) show. 

In addition, increasingly it seems that we, the news consuming public, 
continue to seek out and hear only those things for which we already are 
sympathetic. Tis is also evident in those who create and produce such 
news. As media theorist Todd Gitlin pointed out in his 1998 essay (way 
before Facebook and Twitter), “the public sphere is subdividing into 
sphericals owing to the proliferation of media outlets and the splintering 
of the mass audience. Tis is facilitating social succession and exclusion” 
(Gitlin in Curran and Liebes 1998, 13; emphasis added). Te efect is that 
we choose to not engage with and, thus, neither learn nor understand the 
perspectives of those with whom we disagree. Tis may feel more com-
fortable but without that engagement we lack an understanding of why 
people believe or behave in certain ways. And then when faced with the 
results – be it the increasing frequency of democratically elected right-
wing populist politicians; the exploding growth of xenophobic media; or 
the increased acceptability of racism in mainstream discourse – we tend 
to disregard the people themselves (they are dismissed as “stupid,” “prov-
incial,” “uneducated”) rather than address the root concerns or fears that 
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led to these responses. Strangers at Home is rooted in the belief that in 
order to combat nativism and the rise of the socio-political right, we need 
to understand why and thus listen to those uncomfortable truths. 

In the spirit of director Joshua Oppenheimer’s Te Act of Killing (2012) 
and the sequel Te Look of Silence (2014), both Peter and I were driven to 
ask why? Although this both humanized and complexifed the perpetra-
tors (Anderson and Jessee 2020; Plaut 2014), Peter and I did not see this 
as validating their ideas, but rather as a way to better understand why the 
fascists believed they had become strangers in “their own” land, and thus 
how to combat the potentially dangerous consequences of such alienation. 

assuming thE auDiEncE(s) oF thE ProJEct 
Given that Strangers at Home looks to expose the reasons behind the rise 
of nativism in Europe, there is already a context to the flm – an assumed 
audience of either (a) journalists with an interest in narrative storytelling, 
(b) people who want a better understanding of the way to use storytelling 
as a form of advocacy and vice versa, or (c) people who are well aware of 
the rise of the social, political, and cultural right in Europe and want to 
better understand why this is happening. Ofen the audiences were a mix-
ture of all the above – journalists, activists, community educators, aca-
demics – and these were the people we thought of when we selected the 
flms to include. Te audiences, like the flms themselves, were part of a 
greater gestalt. 

Te videos are the storytellers’ way of explaining what is happening 
in their own countries – why they feel like strangers in their homes – 
and of creating empathy for their feelings of estrangement so that those 
underlying reasons can be addressed. As I said repeatedly when screen-
ing Strangers at Home, too ofen the problem is diagnosed by people in 
English-speaking North America, not by people in their own country and 
context; thus the solutions and problems are mismatched. In Davide’s case 
he felt like a stranger at home because of poverty, unemployment, the 
feeling of the working class and the poor being overlooked by their gov-
ernments, and thus a loss of dignity. Terefore, the easy solution becomes 
a populist nativism, scapegoating “them” – the real strangers. It is an ugly 
logic – a sick logic. But it is a logic, and that is what we wanted to show. 

As Strangers at Home unfolded, it became clear that if we wanted to 
focus on why the rise of the right in Europe, we needed to understand a 
multiplicity of perspectives, including, or perhaps especially, those with 
whom we very much disagreed.8 We both felt it was important to engage 
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with people who were not sympathetic victims, but rather are ofen seen 
as perpetrators and vilifed and dismissed in order to better expose, engage, 
and combat this kind of nationalism and fascism. We did not want con-
frmation bias. We were not interested in cherry-picking perspectives we 
agreed with, recognizing that this was not going to bring about change 
but, rather, risked the project becoming a narrowing, easily dismissed 
echo chamber (Adichie 2009/2014; Gitlin 1980).9 We also were concerned 
that by silencing such views they would only grow stronger. Te same 
ideas undergirded another popular piece in Strangers at Home: “Hate 
Poetry” covers a movement in Germany where people who receive hate 
mail – in this case journalists with Arab, Muslim, and/or Kurdish last 
names – read their mail out loud to a public audience. As one of the jour-
nalists and organizers in the flm explains simply, “We send this shit that 
we receive privately back out into the public sphere” in order to take away 
the threat and expose it.10 

thE PracticalitiEs oF Evaluating 
thE various PiEcEs 

When evaluating the various pitches, we created yes, no, and maybe piles. 
Our way to determine which pitch went on what pile was based on a careful 
alchemy of geographic diversity, a strong character that created a “pull,” 
and a unique story that would get people to think. Tis last point is espe-
cially important because we were quite concerned that this project could 
easily become “just one more” human rights flm – with a swelling score 
and a clear victim or hero that leaves the viewer rooting for the causes 
they already believe in. Te audience feels good and validated and learns 
very little and the flm feels both trite and inefective. We were guided by 
the larger goal of the project, which was to really explore why there were 
people feeling like they were strangers in their own homeland. 

And we are also journalists. We want complexity. We want controversy. 
As journalists we see our role as unearthing the stories that would not 
normally be seen and, as narrative journalists, providing the platform to 
explore who, what, where, when, and most importantly why? 

“Fascist Logic” clearly had the potential to fulfll these criteria and, 
given the partnership with the journalist, it also had the potential to be 
done in an aesthetically pleasing way: well-paced with nice camera angles, 
good lighting, and tight shots. 

About six weeks afer we put out the original call for pitches, we made 
our fnal decisions and contacted the storytellers to let them know the 
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results. If they were selected, we then scheduled calls with them to go over 
their idea and ofer advice in terms of framing the story in the most com-
pelling way. Afer they completed their flming and sent in their piece, we 
went over any edits or technical changes that were needed. As expected, 
because of the clear storyline, compelling character, and skilled crafman-
ship, “Fascist Logic” was, by these standards, one of the best pieces. 

What unintEnDED consEquEncEs might EmErgE? 
At the Global Reporting Centre, we never had a conversation regarding 
the “rights” to the flm. Tis was for a few reasons. First, the GRC is founded 
on the idea of collaborative journalism and empowerment journalism 
(Lefowich, Dennison, and Klein 2019) and is deeply committed to the 
idea that the stories belong to the storytellers; the GRC’s role is to ofer the 
technical skills and platform to get those stories out to larger, more di-
verse, and perhaps more powerful audiences. Second, the way the flms 
were made – the fact that they were flmed in the home country with local 
crews and equipment and, for the most part, edited there, meant that for 
the most part the storytellers were the “owners” of the flm. 

When we were directly approached regarding rights to a flm, it was 
by the storytellers for whom we were sympathetic. For example, “Educating 
Racism” is a piece profling a Romani educator who is combatting systemic 
racism and the “tracking” of Romani children into special education 
programs in the Czech Republic. Afer having their story selected but 
prior to agreeing to participate in the project, they asked the GRC to sign 
a memorandum of understanding that they would be able to use the flm 
in their own campaigns to combat racism against Roma in the education 
system in central Europe. We signed the memorandum without hesitation, 
asking only that GRC be given credit in the flm, thus creating a precedent 
of creative ownership with the storytellers.11 We were never directly ap-
proached by Davide or Chris regarding the rights for “Fascist Logic”; thus 
we have no idea how it is being used. 

We were so taken by the idea that by better understanding the mul-
tiple, context-laden reasons undergirding the rise of nativism throughout 
Europe, we – as activists, journalists, thinkers, and doers – could better 
confront and change it, we failed to see that this project could actually 
support what we were trying to combat. We simply never considered that 
Davide could easily use the flm as a form of propaganda – to rally the 
masses of the fascist organization or introduce them to the public or to 
sympathetic local governments by showing the “good work” the fascists 
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were doing (e.g., handing out food to the poor). Of course, in addition to 
Davide using the flm for his own purposes, it could easily be downloaded 
or screened on its own by others who hold xenophobic and nationalist 
views. And given that I am not connected to the world of Italian fascists 
(or any other fascists for that matter) I have no idea how this piece may 
be circulating in those circles. 

As the person who was most ofen the public face of this project, I 
travelled throughout Europe, Canada, and the US presenting Strangers at 
Home to audiences of journalists, students, advocates – I even presented 
clips of the flm, and the story behind making it, to the United Nations 
Ofce for the High Commission for Human Rights and the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees.12 Depending on time, my presenta-
tions involved screening three to four flms, and “Fascist Logic” was always 
the second flm. I would give a bit of context before each short; for “Fascist 
Logic” I explained that we hesitated to include this flm because it was 
inherently giving space and a platform to a fascist, but in the end, we 
decided that we could not include only the perspectives of those with 
whom we agreed but, rather, we needed to create a space to engage with 
and listen to those with whom we did not agree. In this way we would 
be better able to understand the reasoning and combat it – hence why 
we titled the flm “Fascist Logic.” It was not a logic we agreed with, but 
there was a logic. I was ofen asked questions about the flm – about why 
we included it and the risks of including it. 

Afer a number of presentations a pattern in the questions regarding 
“Fascist Logic” emerged: Whereas in the US and, to a lesser extent, Can-
ada, audiences seemed to agree with the idea of providing a forum for 
conficting ideas, European audiences seemed to fear that screening the 
flm was, in some way, validating the content. I welcomed these questions. 
Tere is an old adage in journalism (and in art and academia for that 
matter) that you can work as hard as you can on a piece but once you 
release it to the public, you no longer have any control over how it is 
understood or (mis)interpreted. It is true; believing in control is folly, 
but I still fell for the myth: I always screened the flms as part of a larger 
– usually ninety-minute – presentation that included a bit of my own 
history (Jewish; works with Roma people in central/eastern Europe since 
2001; background in human rights) as well as the context of the project 
(silence or the oversimplifed reporting of the rise of the right in Europe 
in the English language press) and the theories that helped shape the larger 
project. Tus, I always assumed that I would be able to frame the way the 
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flms were shown and, to some extent, how they were seen. Plus, I always 
ensured there were at least twenty minutes to feld questions or clean up 
misconceptions. But there was a problem. Within the context of the 
Strangers at Home project, the contemplative message regarding fascism 
made sense, but it simply never occurred to me that these flms were 
anything other than a part of our larger project. Tis refects a deeply 
troubling self-centredness that we were attempting to counter through 
the project. 

iF hinDsight is 20/20 ... 
I still think it was the right decision to include the flm in Strangers at 
Home. It is a good piece of journalism. It has a good story, a compelling 
character, a swelling music score, and even a dramatic fag waving scene. 
And although a bit outdated (much has changed in the world since 
2013–15, when we put together the pieces, including the fact that, as 
of publication, a follower of Mussolini is the current prime minister of 
Italy), “Fascist Logic” contributes a lot to the larger conversation about 
why people may feel like a stranger at home and how this manifests in 
politics and culture. And, of course, given the time and skill and equipment 
that went into the making of the piece, the storytellers had a right to their 
fve hundred euro honorarium. So, yes, I would still give fve hundred 
euros to a fascist to make a flm, and given the structure of the GRC and 
its commitment to collaborative journalism, the storytellers – including 
Davide and Chris – would still have the rights to the flm. 

But I kick myself for my own narrow thinking. In my journalism, 
research, and teaching, I constantly harp on the fact that we need to see 
who is not in the room, not in the story, not being quoted, and to think 
about a piece from that person’s perspective. By not seeing how this 
piece could be used by fascists to promote their own ideals, I have failed 
to recognize their agency; and it is always dangerous to underestimate 
people’s agency. As my mother always says, you cannot unscramble eggs, 
nor can you put toothpaste back in a toothpaste tube. So the best question 
may be, Where do we go from here? 

Afer the same questions arose again and again at the Q&As following 
my presentations – some about the larger project but many centred on 
“Fascist Logic” specifcally, it became evident that we needed to have a 
video contextualizing Strangers at Home. Tis introduction could either 
be a mini version of the presentation I usually give, or one that included 
interviews with some of the storytellers themselves.13 In this way, people 
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could then present the project on their own, in their own communities, 
classrooms, or non-governmental organizations, for example, which is 
one of the main goals of the project. But while still putting the project out 
into the world (it is freely accessible on the web), we could retain some of 
the power by framing the larger story. In this way we, at the GRC, would 
be guiding the audiences watching the videos on their own to see them 
as part of a larger conversation on nativism in Europe. 

In 2021 we received funding to produce an introductory video to 
upload on the website and also perhaps link to all the smaller stories. So 
if someone downloads any one video (there are nine in total), they will 
automatically see the contextualizing video (like those annoying ads on 
webpages). Or at least they will get a pop-up that says “Do you want to 
watch this video for context?” to which they can click “yes” or “no” (like 
those annoying pop-ups asking if you want to take a “tour” of the new 
updated sofware/interface). 

In addition, if we do this project again, I would include a statement in 
the contract that requires the storytellers to notify us anytime they screen 
the flm themselves. In that way we can (1) keep track of circulation and 
audiences, which is important for our own records and marketing, and 
(2) respond (either publicly or privately) if the flm is being used in a way 
that is counter to the messaging of Strangers at Home. 

But I am not sure if that is enough. In the end it is mostly benefting 
us, the creators of the project. 

Perhaps the best I can do is recognize that my own passion and com-
mitment could easily obfuscate the consequences of my decisions and try 
to mitigate that the next time I am in a position to solicit and curate others’ 
stories. 

notEs 
1 For example, see J. Gotlieb, “Was 2016 Just 1938 All Over Again?” (Gotlieb 2016) 

and “Te Central Question, Is It 1938? (Fallows 2015). 
2 https://globalreportingcentre.org/strangers/. 
3 For more information on “empowerment journalism,” please see Lefkowich, 

Dennison, and Klein (2019). 
4 See Chimamande Ngozi Adichie’s (2009/2014) “Te Danger of a Single Story” as 

well as discussions of contextual objectivity put forward by El-Nawawy and Iskandar 
(2002). 

5 Tere are many diferent kinds of anthology documentaries; some of the most well-
known are Freakonomics (2010) and 11’09”01 (2002), eleven shorts from around 

https://globalreportingcentre.org/strangers/
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the world that are nine minutes long about the efects of the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks. 

6 Although Peter and I were the main contacts, we also put together a board of jour-
nalists, flmmakers, and academics (see the team on the Global Reporting Centre 
website, https://globalreportingcentre.org/strangers/team/index.html) with exper-
tise in Europe who helped us review the initial pitches and narrow them down to 
the fnal nine. 

7 Given that the GRC is also housed within the UBC Graduate School of Journalism, 
it was ofen the journalism students, many of whom had professional journalistic 
backgrounds, who would be doing the editing work. 

8 Tis was not the frst time that Peter and I engaged in this process. On December 
10, 2014 (Human Rights Day) I published an interview with Peter in Praxis Center 
exploring why, as the son of Holocaust survivors, he chose to interview a variety of 
torturers throughout his journalistic career. 

9 “Fascist Logic” was not the only piece that focused on the perspective of a nationalist 
but it was by far the most engaging in terms of the charisma of Davide’s character 
and of the piece’s sophisticated cinematic style and its populist appeal. “Defending 
Russia,” which profles a lawyer who trains a vigilante militia to “defend Russia” from 
the “foreigners,” also highlights fear and nativism, but the main character is a bit of 
a caricature, and it is more difcult to engage with him or take him seriously. “Queen 
of the Gypsies,” one of the last interviews done with Esma Redzepova, the world-
famous Romani singer, also has a (nostalgic, Yugoslavian) nationalist undertone that 
denies and belies the notion of systemic racism against Roma people but is much 
more nuanced. 

10 Te notion that racist and fascist ideas should be publicly exposed (and thus shamed) 
is not universally agreed upon, as can be seen from the diferent reactions to lone-
gunman terrorist attacks in Norway (2011) and New Zealand (2019), respectively. 
Whereas literally hundreds of profles were written about Anders Behring Breivik, 
as well as the trial (most notably One of Us by Åsne Seierstad [2016]), the prime 
minister of New Zealand was adamant in response to the attack in her country, stating 
“You will not hear me speak his name,” and the media followed suit. 

11 We are aware of one other flm, “Identifcation,” which explores how the Slovak 
government only recognizes the sex of a person on their birth certifcate for the 
purpose of issuing state ID and other state records. Tus, if a person wants the gender 
of their choice to be recognized by their government, they must undergo full surgery. 
Tere were plans for “Identifcation” to be used by Transfuzia, a trans-rights group 
profled in the flm. 

12 Te website of the Ofce of the High Commissioner for Human Rights includes a 
link to the PowerPoint presentation at https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/ 
Pages/Shapingthepublicnarrativeonmigration.aspx. 

13 Te full presentation, which was also the Canadian premiere screening, is available 
at Simon Fraser University’s Institute for the Humanities, https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=RlOqfswhATc. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RlOqfswhATc
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/Shapingthepublicnarrativeonmigration.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RlOqfswhATc
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/Pages/Shapingthepublicnarrativeonmigration.aspx
https://globalreportingcentre.org/strangers/team/index.html


Shayna Plaut

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  56 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

 

 
 

 

  

 
 

  

 

 

56 

rEFErEncEs 
11’09’’01. 2002. Produced by Alain Brigard. https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0328802/. 
Adichie, C.N. 2009/2014. “Te Danger of a Single Story.” TED Talk, March 10. https:// 

www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story. 
Anderson, K., and E. Jessee. 2020. Researching Perpetrators of Genocide. Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press. 
El-Nawawy, M., and A. Iskandar. 2002. Al Jazeera: Te Story of the Network Tat Is 

Rattling Governments and Redefning Modern Journalism. Cambridge, MA: West-
view Press. 

Fallows, J. 2015. “Te Central Question, Is It 1938?” Te Atlantic, March 3, 2015. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/03/the-central-question 
-is-it-1938/386716/. 

Gitlin, T. 1980. Te Whole World Is Watching: Te Making and the Unmaking of the 
New Lef. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

–. 1998. “Minisphericals.” In Media, Ritual and Identity, edited by J. Curran and T. 
Liebes, 168–74. London, UK: Routledge. 

Gotlieb, J. 2016. “Was 2016 Just 1938 All Over Again?” Te Conversation, Decem-
ber 30, 2016. https://theconversation.com/was-2016-just-1938-all-over-again 
-70728. 

Lefowich, M., B. Dennison, and P. Klein. 2019. “Empowerment Journalism – 
Commentary for Special Issue of Journalism Studies.” Journalism Studies 20, 12: 
1803–09. doi:10.1080/1461670X.2019.1638294. 

Oppenheimer, J., dir. 2012. Te Act of Killing. DVD. Denmark: Final Cut for Real. 
–. (2014). Te Look of Silence. DVD. Denmark: Drafhouse Films and a Final Cut 

for Real. 
Plaut, S. 2014. “What Does It Take to Have an Open and Honest Conversation about 

Torture?” Praxis Center, December 10, 2014. https://portside.org/2014-12-11/ 
what-does-it-take-have-open-and-honest-conversation-about-torture. 

Said, E. (1979) 1994. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Press. 
Seierstad, A. 2016. One of Us: Te Story of a Massacre in Norway – and Its Afermath. 

Translated by Sarah Death. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2019.1638294
https://portside.org/2014-12-11/what-does-it-take-have-open-and-honest-conversation-about-torture
https://theconversation.com/was-2016-just-1938-all-over-again-70728
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/03/the-central-question-is-it-1938/386716/
https://portside.org/2014-12-11/what-does-it-take-have-open-and-honest-conversation-about-torture
https://theconversation.com/was-2016-just-1938-all-over-again-70728
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/03/the-central-question-is-it-1938/386716/
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story
https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_ngozi_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0328802/


Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  57 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
  

  
  

 
  
 

 
 
 

  
  

3 
The Politics of Representation 

and Allyship in Human Rights Policy Work 

Christina Clark-Kazak 

Tere is a well-repeated adage that the closer one is to policy making, the 
further one is from the problem. In this chapter, I use the example of 
“expert testimony” at the Canadian parliamentary Standing Committee 
on Citizenship and Immigration to highlight ethical dilemmas related to 
human rights research and advocacy work in politicized policy spaces. 
Tis chapter draws on the intersectional worlds of gender, nationality, 
race, age, and class to critically analyze how positionality afects not only 
the way I engage refexively in human rights advocacy, but also the way 
diferent knowledge is valued and framed in policy spaces. Popularized 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) as a metaphor to describe how systems 
of oppression overlap, intersectionality has been widely used in feminist 
research to highlight complex, multilayered power relations (Sen, Iyer, 
and Mukherjee 2009). Refexivity requires human rights researchers 
and activists to recognize our own positionality within these intersecting 
power relations (England 1994), the way these positions impact our work, 
and how we are perceived. As Linda Alcof (2009, 121) argues, “Who is 
speaking to whom turns out to be as important for meaning and truth 
as what is said; in fact what is said turns out to change according to who 
is speaking and who is listening.” 

I am a white settler Anglophone Canadian who has not personally 
experienced forced migration. As a researcher whose work focuses on 
migration in Canada and globally, and as a former Canadian federal 
public servant, I am regularly invited to contribute to policy-making pro-
cesses. In contrast to empirical data collection, such policy work does not 
require formal ethics approval from my university. However, any policy 
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change could have signifcant impacts on the lives of people seeking refugee 
protection in Canada. Tis chapter highlights the procedural and relational 
ethical gaps that can arise in high-level policy work that seeks to efect 
practical change, with no formal requirement to consider standard ethical 
principles, such as voluntary, informed consent, confdentiality, and mini-
mizing harm. It also considers the ways power relations at individual, 
community, and institutional levels intersect to determine access to policy 
space, as well as the politics of representation and “bias.” Drawing on 
transcripts from a specifc meeting of the parliamentary committee on 
“Migration Challenges and Opportunities for Canada in the 21st Century,” 
in which I participated, this chapter highlights ethical dilemmas related 
to representation and to co-option into exclusionary discourses and 
decision-making processes. I conclude with some ideas about allyship 
through a perspective of the radical ethics of care. 

vignEttE 
In November 2018, I was invited as an “expert witness” to the Canadian 
parliamentary Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration. Te 
committee was considering the Global Compacts on Migration and 
Refugees, which were subsequently adopted by the United Nations (UN) 
General Assembly in December 2018. As international political statements 
– similar to the UN Declaration on Human Rights and the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals – the Global Compacts set important international 
norms for protection of migration rights but are not legally binding. More-
over, individual countries do not sign and ratify them, because they are 
UN declarations, not treaties or conventions. However, at the time of the 
committee meeting, several countries had expressed reservations about 
the Global Compacts impinging on their sovereignty, a claim that had 
been publicly expressed by then-leader of the opposition Conservative 
Party, Andrew Scheer (Zimonjic 2018). 

Te Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration is a standing 
committee of Parliament and is governed by established Standing Orders 
(Canada, House of Commons, n.d.). Te composition of the committee 
is based on the standings of recognized parties in the House of Commons. 
On this particular committee, the majority Liberal party was represented 
by the chair and members, while the Conservatives, NDP, and Bloc were 
represented by members only. Te committee meeting follows a formal, 
established protocol, including how the meeting is physically set up and 
how much time each witness is accorded, as well as speaking times of each 
member. Te chair sometimes allows extra time at their discretion. 
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Te committee meeting I attended was divided into two sessions, 
both on the Global Compacts. In the session before me, a white settler 
male academic from a leading Canadian university and a white male non-
Canadian representative of the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) ofce in 
Canada were questioned, mostly on the legal status of the Global Com-
pacts. In my session, I, a white settler female academic, provided my 
intervention, followed by testimony from two representatives of the 
non-governmental organization One Free World International (OFWI), 
which advocates on behalf of persecuted religious minorities. Te primary 
OFWI intervention was given by a volunteer: a Yazidi Canadian woman 
who shared very personal details of sexual violence and mental illness 
caused by family separation through the resettlement process. Te founder 
and director of OFWI – who is described on the organization’s website as 
“a human rights advocate ... [whose] human rights journey started in his 
native Egypt that he was later forced to fee afer he was severely tortured 
and sentenced to death for his conversion to Christianity” (OFWI, n.d.) 
– briefy outlined the OFWI’s work but mostly intervened in the question 
period in response to questions specifcally addressed to him. 

Several aspects of this scenario unsettled me. First, the politics of 
representation were blatantly manifest. Te chair and participants did not 
treat all testimony equally, nor give equal time to each “witness.” Inter-
secting power relations meant that our “expertise” was valued diferently 
depending on our subject positions and our assumed authority on the 
issue. Te Yazidi woman was expected to share intimate personal traumas 
of rape and mental health, while the white academics and UNHCR rep-
resentative were asked questions by members of Parliament (MPs) about 
process and, at some points, to confrm points made by One Free World 
International. Te male academic in the frst session did not have his 
PhD at the time of the meeting, but committee members always referred 
to him as “Professor,” and the chair gave him extra time for his testimony. 
Committee members addressed me as “Ms.,” and the chair cut of my 
testimony before the allocated seven-minute mark. It was clear that issues 
of gender, nationality, and class were at play here. 

Second, the lines of questioning made me feel like all of us “expert 
witnesses” were being co-opted into “policy-based evidence-making” 
(Mythen, Walklate, and Peatfeld 2017; Strassheim and Kettunen 2014). 
For example, committee members questioned the UNHCR representa-
tive and the academics several times over the legal implications of the 
Global Compacts. As mentioned above, this was a politicized issue at the 
time. Factually speaking, the Global Compacts are not legally binding. 
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However, by repeating this fact over and over (albeit in response to pol-
itically charged questions), our responses discursively undermined the 
importance of the collective commitments in the Global Compacts to, 
for example, more equitable responsibility sharing. To be fair, we did 
emphasize the Global Compacts’ normative value and encouraged the 
Canadian government to respect the principles in the Global Compacts, 
but the overwhelming message was that Canada is not legally bound 
to respect them. 

Another clear example of this co-option was a line of questioning to 
the OFWI representative: “Do you think it’s fair that illegal border crossers 
are allowed to bring extended family members into the country when 
Yazidi refugees are not allowed to do so?” (Larry Maguire, Conservative 
MP). Here, the premise of the question pitted resettled refugees – such as 
those represented by OFWI as “legitimate” refugees – against “illegal” 
border crossers, highly politicized and inaccurate language for refugee 
claimants exercising their right to seek asylum under international and 
Canadian law. While this discussion could have been an opportunity to 
open up questions about defnitions of family across immigration categor-
ies, some committee members instead used their questions to score pol-
itical points against refugee claimants. Te OFWI representatives did not 
address the issue of refugee claimants, but instead focused on the psycho-
social efects of family separation for Yazidis, which was their purpose in 
appearing as witnesses. While I felt a moral obligation to correct the myth 
of illegal border crossers, this question was not posed to me, and I could 
not – within the confnes of the committee structure – intervene unless 
the chair called upon me. In response to the next question that was posed 
to me, I was tempted to return to this issue, but I did not do so for two 
reasons. First, the moment had passed and I wanted to have the time to 
address the question that was directed at me. Second, communications 
research has shown that mythbusting exercises sometimes end up re-
inforcing the negative message (Geiger and Meuelemann 2016). However, 
I still felt like I was complicit in this politicized discussion because I did 
not directly challenge the polarizing and erroneous language of “illegal 
border crossers.” 

While procedural ethics, as manifested in institutional research ethics 
boards, focus solely on data collection with human subjects,1 in this chap-
ter, I argue, similarly to Felices-Luna (this volume), for a more relational 
approach to radical care ethics that takes into account power relations in 
all interactions. To be clear, I am not advocating for research ethics board 
oversight over all policy and advocacy activities. Rather, I suggest that 
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researchers and advocates have an ethical responsibility to think deeply 
about dilemmas related to representation, politicized policy making, and 
allyship. Tis chapter refects on two recurring ethical dilemmas in human 
rights policy work: frst, what Alcof (2009) has summarized as “the prob-
lem of speaking for others”; and, second, the co-option of advocates and 
allies into policy-based evidence making. 

Who sPEaks For Whom? 
rEPrEsEntation, rEPrEsEntivity, anD tEstimony 

“I’d like to thank all the witnesses. Particularly, I’d like to acknow-

ledge and say thank you to you, Adiba, for coming forward as a 

witness. It’s extremely difcult and I think courageous for you to 

come to share your story with us and to be that advocate and 

voice for change. I want to acknowledge that.” 

– Jenny Kwan (vancouver–Mount Pleasant ndP) 

I put the term “expert witness” in scare quotes in this chapter to underscore 
that this is the name the parliamentary committee uses to describe us, 
and not one I would have chosen to describe myself. In this section, I 
would like to unpack some ethical questions related to both expertise and 
testimony. 

As the International Association for the Study of Forced Migration 
code of ethics states, “We acknowledge that too ofen forced migration 
researchers are positioned as ‘experts’ on other people’s lives and experi-
ences, and too ofen speak for, or in the name of, people in forced mi-
gration” (2018, n.p.). Expertise is intimately linked to power inequalities 
in the production of knowledge. Who is identifed as an expert, and the 
extent of their expertise, is tied to real and perceived hierarchies of know-
ing. As Stehr and Grundmann argue, “Experts are persons of whom it is 
assumed that, based on their routine contact with specifc topics, they 
have accumulated experience in contexts relevant for taking action, and 
thus enjoy both trust and social respect” (Stehr and Grundmann 2011, x). 
Academics are sought out as “experts” ofen because of positivist notions 
of objective science – the idea that we can be “unbiased” because our 
knowledge is based on “facts” and data. In contrast, those with direct ex-
perience of forced migration are invited to “share their story,” thereby 
circumscribing the limits of their expertise to their personal circumstances. 
Tere needs to be critical refection about the way “universalized and 
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standardized identities of sufering are established through personal testi-
mony about international human rights violations” (McQuaid 2016, 51). 

Te parliamentary committee also uses the notions of “witness” and 
“testimony” both in their formal procedures and in the everyday language 
of the committee, as demonstrated in the quote from Jenny Kwan, NDP 
member, above. Tis quasi-judicial language begs questions about the 
way the “truth” is constructed during these committee meetings and in 
other similar policy spaces (Cameron 2018; Lawrance and Rufer 2015). 
Grundmann (2017, 27) emphasizes the relational idea of expertise: “Ex-
perts mediate between the production of knowledge and its application; 
they defne and interpret situations; and they set priorities for action. 
Experts are primarily judged by clients, not necessarily by peers (profes-
sional or scientifc); and they rely on trust by their clients.” 

Underlying the “expert witness” label are important ethical questions 
around representation and representivity. In the scenario above, the aca-
demics appeared as individuals, while the other people attended as 
UNHCR and OFWI representatives, respectively. Te UNHCR represent-
ative was clearly restricted in his ability to speak to issues, at several points 
deferring the committee to the other academic witness, to Canadian gov-
ernment departments, or to the International Organization for Migration. 
Similarly, as Nick Catalano explains in their chapter (this volume), public 
servants represent the government and are thus formally and informally 
restricted in what they can say publicly. As mentioned above, OFWI was 
represented by the founder and director, as well as by a volunteer. Te 
organization aims to be “a voice for the voiceless,” particularly “persecuted 
religious minorities” (OFWI, n.d.). It was in this context that the volunteer 
was invited to share her story of persecution as a Yazidi woman. 

While OFWI thus provided an opportunity for a frst-hand account 
of persecution and forced migration, the idea of giving “a voice for the 
voiceless” is not without ethical tensions. Indeed, non-governmental or-
ganizations ofen act as gatekeepers, controlling access to knowledge and 
policy making (Steimel 2016). Most of the questions for the OFWI rep-
resentatives were posed to the director, even though he is not Yazidi. To 
his credit, he ofen deferred to the volunteer, but the fact that MPs frst 
sought the “ofcial” position highlights questions around representation 
and credibility. Moreover, at one point, the director shared details about 
the volunteer’s “meltdown” and subsequent hospitalization. While this in-
cident was linked to the volunteer’s own testimony and was intended to 
expose lack of cultural sensitivity in mental health interventions, the fact 
remains that this was not his story to tell. Te Yazidi woman was present 
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and had a voice. By telling her story, the director not only breached con-
fdentiality but also reinforced the power inequities which made MPs more 
likely to pose questions to him than his colleague. 

It is important to question “the very notion of ‘the voiceless’” ofen 
evoked by human rights advocates and researchers (McQuaid 2016, 58). 
Speaking for others and presenting oneself as “‘the voice of the voiceless’ 
... paradoxically replicat[es] the anonymity and invisibility generated by 
structures of oppression” (McQuaid 2016, 58). While procedural ethics 
privilege anonymity as a way of protecting confdentiality, such standard 
“ethical” practices can lead to charges of “stealing our stories” (Pittaway, 
Bartolomei, and Hugman 2010; see also Clark-Kazak 2009). Similarly, 
even when well-intentioned, sharing other people’s stories or speaking for 
them can be tantamount to appropriation. 

In contrast to the UN and non-governmental organization represent-
atives, the other academic and I, appearing as individuals, did not represent 
our universities or any other institution. I was invited directly by public 
servants who act as clerks to the standing committee based on my academic 
research. No one had to pre-read or approve my text or talking points. 
Technically speaking, the academics are only accountable to ourselves. 
While this leeway opens up possibilities for advocacy, it also creates a 
potentially dangerous ethical void. We have a platform, but there are no 
checks and balances on using this platform responsibly or in the best way 
possible to amplify the messages of those who do not have opportunities 
to appear before the committee. I will return to this point in the pen-
ultimate section. 

Te question of representation also begs questions of representivity, 
especially in relation to intersecting positionalities and power inequalities. 
In the context of discussions of immigration, citizenship and immigration 
status are important. In the standing committee meeting described here, 
only one of the four2 testimony slots was given to people with direct ex-
perience of forced migration. As members of Parliament, all committee 
members are Canadian citizens, accountable to their constituencies, while 
the UN representative is a citizen of a diferent country. In this politicized 
context, the testimony of those perceived to be Canadians by birth – who 
also were “neutral” academics – was sometimes used to corroborate in-
formation provided by recent citizens or “outsiders.” For example, both 
the other academic and I had to reiterate points made by the UNHCR 
representative about the non-legal nature of the Global Compacts, while 
I was asked on two occasions to comment on the Yazidi resettlement 
question – an area where I have limited knowledge. 



Christina Clark-Kazak

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  64 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

     
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

64 

In terms of socially constructed race, we as witnesses were not as diverse 
as the MPs or the Canadian population. Only the OFWI representatives 
were visible minorities. In the context of explicit and implicit racism in 
Canadian immigration policy, the fact that the racialized witnesses were 
also newcomers reinforces racialized understandings of citizenship and 
belonging (Tobani 2007). 

Gender also factors into intersecting power relations. As mentioned 
above, the male academic was addressed as “Professor,” while I was called 
“Ms.” Normally, I ask students and non-academic colleagues to use my 
frst name, rather than my academic title. However, in this context, I had 
a visceral, angry reaction at this diferential, gendered treatment. I felt 
undermined and discredited. Tis was exacerbated by the chair’s dis-
cretionary use of the time allocated. Each “witness” was supposed to have 
seven minutes to make our original remarks. At the beginning of his 
intervention, my male colleague started speaking quickly. Te chair in-
terrupted him: “I’ll just ask the witness to slow down one notch for the 
interpreter. I’ll give you a little extra time for their beneft, not yours” 
(Open Parliament, n.d.). In contrast, I had timed my prepared remarks 
carefully to be able to convey all of my ideas clearly within the allocated 
time. However, at the fve-minute mark, I was told, “Okay. I need you to 
wind up quickly” (Open Parliament, n.d.). Tese examples of gender 
discrimination may perhaps seem trivial. But they have an impact on the 
way committee members, other witnesses, and I perceived the value of 
our testimonies. As such, I became focused on these micro injustices and 
felt less empowered and articulate in my subsequent interventions. 

Mumilaaq Qaqqaq, member of Parliament for Nunavut, has spoken 
out publicly about the mental health toll of being constantly discredited 
in public policy spaces because of intersectional power inequalities (CBC 
News 2021). Although she was a democratically elected leader of the largest 
electoral riding in the world, her views and the rights of her constituents 
were regularly ignored. As a young Inuit woman, she had to constantly 
assert her right to be in Parliament: 

So many of these systems in place are not built for Indigenous people, 
are not built for racialized individuals, are not built for women. So I 
spend a lot of my time [reminding myself], ‘I belong here. I belong here. 
I belong here.’ I know my truth. I know my history. I know the truths 
and history for my constituents. (Qaqqaq, quoted in TakingITGlobal 
2020) 
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Qaqqaq’s experiences demonstrate the degree to which systemic racism 
and patriarchy explicitly and implicitly impact the value attached to an 
individual’s testimony in ofcial government spaces. 

Te kinds of questions posed to each witness also varied depending 
on our subject positions, the value attached to our testimony, and who we 
were perceived to “represent.” For example, the issue of family reunifca-
tion was raised by the female Yazidi representative of OFWI, but the 
question was posed to the male director. Similarly, the white settler aca-
demics – perceived to be “objective” – were ofen asked to confrm or 
corroborate information provided by other witnesses. 

EviDEncE-BasED Policy making or 
Policy-BasED EviDEncE making? 

“I think we all agree that we should or want to reduce migration, 

whether it is forced or driven by economic necessity.” 

– salMa zahid (scarBorough centre, liBeral) 

Participation in policy-making spaces, such as the one described in this 
chapter, can provide important opportunities to engage in advocacy and 
to infuence the way issues are discussed and decisions are taken. However, 
in politicized contexts, especially partisan spaces like parliamentary com-
mittees, and on politicized issues such as migration, testimony can be 
manipulated or taken out of context. Human rights researchers and ad-
vocates have an ethical obligation to reduce the risks of the latter, but also 
to be aware of ways they may be co-opted through the process. 

As the quote above by MP Salma Zahid, on an assumed common goal 
“to reduce migration,” and as the previous example about “illegal border 
crossers” illustrate, witnesses may be confronted by normative statements 
and underlying assumptions with which they do not agree. Tis poses an 
ethical dilemma: Do they use their limited time to register their disagree-
ment? By not contradicting such statements, are they tacitly endorsing 
them? In these particular examples, the question was not directed at me 
and by the time I was given an opportunity to intervene, the moment had 
passed. However, as mentioned above, I still felt ethically responsible for 
not publicly contradicting these narratives. 

In a less dramatic but no less ethically fraught way, human rights re-
searchers and advocates may fnd themselves co-opted into an exercise of 
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policy-based evidence making, whereby a policy has already been decided 
and witnesses are used to confrm and legitimate a pre-established decision. 
Here, I would like to focus on the example of Yazidi resettlement to Canada. 
In contrast to the rather divisive politicized discussion on the Global 
Compacts, questions to the OFWI representatives appeared to demonstrate 
a consensus across the political parties that Canada could and should 
resettle Yazidis facing religious persecution. Terefore, the discussion 
focused more on the numbers. Both a Liberal (Whalen) and New 
Democratic (Kwan) MP asked me how many should be resettled. In the 
frst instance, I deferred to the OFWI colleagues, who proposed a fgure 
of four thousand. MP Kwan then asked me to confrm that. 

I did not have in-depth knowledge of the circumstances of Yazidis, or 
sufcient information at that moment to endorse a specifc number. Here, 
I was caught between, on the one hand, my desire to amplify the experi-
ences of those who had direct experience and knowledge of the context 
and, on the other hand, an ethical obligation to only comment publicly 
on issues that I knew well enough to have an informed opinion. In response 
to MP Kwan’s question about the four thousand fgure, I said, “I would 
support the resettlement of as many Yazidis as necessary to resolve that 
long-standing and entrenched issue. I think this is where Canada has 
shown leadership in the past and this is where Canada can show leadership 
now.” Tis is, admittedly, a non-answer that could be interpreted and used 
in contradictory ways. 

As Timothy Kuhn and Michele Jackson (2008, 474) argue, “Knowledge, 
or that which is taken to be knowledge, is communicatively constructed.” 
In the vignette above, the testimonies we gave to the committee – however 
imperfect – discursively constructed “evidence” that is part of the perma-
nent public record. It is ethically incumbent upon those of us who are given 
opportunities to participate in such knowledge- and policy-production 
processes to think carefully about what we say and how we say it. 

unintEnDED consEquEncEs 
oF tEstimony anD Policy 

Tis point leads to a fnal ethical dilemma about the unintended conse-
quences of both testimony and policy. While most human rights researchers 
and advocates are well-intentioned, we need to think carefully about the 
potential negative implications of our work. First, we may be quoted out 
of context. Academics ofen make nuanced arguments about complicated 
issues. We ofen acknowledge the opposite point of view before rebutting 
it. Few of us are trained in efective communications strategies. As a former 
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public servant, I think very carefully about the “front page” test (Baker 
1997), that is, asking ourselves how we would feel if our spoken or written 
words or actions were published on the front page of a major international 
newspaper. However, this is not standard practice in academia. 

Second, even when our work is accurately represented, there can be 
potentially negative implications of the policies for which we are advocat-
ing. For example, I work on age discrimination within migration law and 
policy. My conceptual framework is based on the notion of social age – the 
idea that age, like gender, is both a biological reality and a social construct. 
I argue that chronological age is itself socially constructed – a product of 
context-specifc ideas of human development as a time-bound process 
that can be measured chronologically through particular biomedical 
approaches. I advocate for a more holistic understanding of age that is not 
solely based on chronological age. However, many human rights colleagues 
have pointed out to me the potential misuse of the social age framework 
to deny unaccompanied minors access to specialized services and protec-
tion because they come from cultures where they may be socially con-
sidered as adults because of other markers, such as marriage or education 
or puberty. In other words, a potential negative consequence of what is 
intended to be a progressive approach to age could actually backfre by 
taking away specifc rights and protections to under-eighteen refugee 
claimants who “present” as adults. 

toWarD allyshiP? 
From ProcEDural Ethics to a raDical Ethics oF carE 

So, how do we deal with these multiple layers of ethical dilemmas? It could 
be easy to default to paralysis by analysis – to do nothing so that we do 
not have to navigate this ethically fraught context. However, doing nothing 
is also a decision – our silence or inaction can be flled by others with 
diferent agendas and less refexive approaches. As Alcof argues (2009, 
125), “We certainly want to encourage a more receptive listening on the 
part of the discursively privileged and to discourage presumptuous and 
oppressive practices of speaking for ... But a retreat from speaking for will 
not result in receptive listening in all cases.” 

One potential way forward is to rethink approaches to ethics. In most 
institutional settings, including universities, the focus is on procedural 
ethics. “Procedural ethics encompasses research ethics approval pro-
cesses such as developing research protocols, participant information 
sheets, informed consent forms, and other procedural documentation 
supporting research. Tese procedural ethical processes are diferent from 
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ethics-in-practice: the day-to-day ethical issues that arise during research 
conduct” (Chiumento, Rahman, and Frith 2020, 1). A procedural approach 
is limiting precisely because it does not address the ethical dilemmas that 
arise in the everyday messiness of research and advocacy (see also Felices-
Luna, this volume). Moreover, as mentioned above, some of this work – 
including policy interventions – is not subject to research ethics board 
approval. 

While I am not advocating for an expansion of board oversight into 
policy work, I do think that human rights researchers and practitioners 
need to refexively consider key ethical questions before and during our 
participation in policy making. We cannot assume that good intentions 
are enough. We also cannot assume that our intentions are inherently good. 
All of us are motivated by multiple drivers, including career advancement 
and external validation. If I honestly refect on the anger I felt at the 
Professor/Ms. dichotomy highlighted above, it was partially related to my 
own sense of pride, rather than solely linked to gender discrimination. In 
fact, when I went back through the transcripts, I noted that the male 
academic was sometimes referred to as “Mr.,” and on one occasion the 
chair addressed me as “Professor.” Te fact that I did not tune into this 
nuance at the time and misremembered the scenario demonstrates that I 
have become accustomed to the power accorded to me as a privileged, 
white academic. 

To help me come to terms with this privilege, I have benefted from 
the work of colleagues who propose a radical ethics of care: “Teorized 
as an afective connective tissue between an inner self and an outer world, 
care constitutes a feeling with, rather than a feeling for, others. When mo-
bilized, it ofers visceral, material, and emotional hef to acts of preser-
vation that span a breadth of localities: selves, communities, and social 
worlds” (Hobart and Kneese 2020, 1). Radical care ethics are character-
ized by relational social ontology, underscoring the mutual and inter-
dependent ways in which people are connected, but within asymmetric 
power relations (Lawson 2007). Applying this relational approach to the 
ethical dilemmas of representation and representivity highlighted above, 
it is incumbent upon us to engage in critical refexivity throughout 
policy-making processes. Who are we and how are we connected to others 
through personal and institutional relationships? How are these relation-
ships embedded in intersecting but unequal power relations? To whom 
are we accountable and responsible? As Lawson (2007, 6) argues, this 
approach “asks us to take seriously the ways in which our work is ‘for 
others’ and to build connection and responsibility as key values.” 



The Politics of Representation and Allyship

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  69 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
  

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 

 
 

69 

How can we build this connection and responsibility in policy work? 
As Grundmann (2017, 27–28) argues, “Experts are not only characterised 
by their embodiment of skills and experience. What matters is their per-
formance.” Our policy praxis needs to embody care. 

Engaging in allyship is one way forward. As research on LGBTQ+ 
(Russell and Bohan 2016), anti-racism (Brown and Ostrove 2013; Erskine 
and Bilimoria 2019), and Indigenous (Smith et al. 2015) advocacy has 
shown, in some cases allyship can reinforce existing power relationships 
(Kluttz, Walker, and Walter 2020). However, allyship from a critical care 
ethics perspective is rooted in connection and responsibility. It means 
“establishing a meaningful relationship with and ensuring accountability 
to those with whom individuals are seeking to ally themselves” (Brown 
and Ostrove 2013, 2212). It challenges human rights activities and re-
searchers to carefully consider their positionality within these power in-
equalities and how they can use this to efect change (Smith, Puckett, and 
Simon 2015). Building on notions of reciprocity and respect, allyship is 
earned – no one has a right to self-identify as an ally. 

One way to practically engage in meaningful relationship building 
is to defer to other colleagues whose perspectives would diversify the 
conversation. For example, Share the Platform (2020) is “a group of prac-
titioners and scholars from refugee and non-refugee backgrounds who 
call upon their refugee colleagues to deliver their expertise on the unique 
needs and experiences of refugee populations in a wide variety of felds.” 
Another example is a male colleague who acknowledges the lack of fe-
male perspectives in mainstream media and provides a list of female 
“experts” when contacted for interviews (Vucetic, n.d.). Te idea here is 
to move from tokenistic invitations to “share your story” to meaningful 
ways to shape policy making. When transferring access to policy spaces 
to others is not possible, human rights activists and researchers should 
work with those most afected by policies to craf and amplify key mes-
sages and positions. It is also our responsibility to proactively refect on 
our own positionality and the potential unintended consequences of our 
actions and positions. Human rights researchers should use our privileged 
platforms to raise issues that others cannot address – because of their 
precarious legal status, limited access, or institutional afliation. As “in-
dependent” witnesses, academics are well placed to speak truth to power 
in policy-making contexts. It is our responsibility to maximize the change-
making potential of our policy-making opportunities. 

Refecting back on the dilemmas raised by the vignette, there are a few 
changes to the way I will engage in this kind of institutionalized, politicized 
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policy-making in future. First, I will make more eforts to ensure that I 
fnd out who else will be testifying and reach out to them in advance to 
gain insights into their key messages and positions. For example, had I 
been aware that OFWI would be advocating for Yazidi resettlement to 
Canada, I could have taken time in advance to gain more knowledge of 
the situation and formulate a better-informed position on this issue. I 
should also have coordinated more closely with my academic colleague 
to strategize on our messaging and decide who was best placed – given 
the intersectional power relations mentioned above – to highlight which 
issues. Second, I should have done a better job of anticipating the types of 
politically charged, partisan questions that would be asked. When I was a 
public servant, one of the tasks early in my career was to prepare speak-
ing points for the minister during parliamentary question period. I should 
have used this training to get a better sense of the way both the parties and 
the individual members had recently intervened on the topic of the Global 
Compacts, so that I could better position myself within the politics of 
policy-based evidence making. Finally, I should have better used my open-
ing statement to front-end issues that are most important to the people 
whose lives are afected by the discussion. Tough I did consult broadly 
while preparing my remarks, I did not adequately prioritize the most 
important issues for the communities with whom I work, especially as I 
was cut of before my allocated time. I therefore “wasted” time on admit-
tedly self-serving points about the Global Academic Network provided 
for in the Global Compact on Refugees and consequently did not have 
time to address other key issues, such as internal displacement being absent 
from the Global Compacts. I would also have had prepared better “speaking 
points” with my key messages to use during the question period. 

conclusion: 
thE PoWEr oF PrivilEgE in Policy making 

How do – and should – we use this privileged access to policy spaces? In 
this chapter, I have highlighted some of the ethical dilemmas that arise in 
politicized policy-making contexts in an attempt to underscore the re-
sponsibility of those of us who are invited into these spaces, to refect 
carefully on this question in the context of intersecting power relations. 
We need to honestly and refexively evaluate our own privilege and mo-
tivations and better amplify the work of under-represented individuals, 
organizations, and issues. Radical care ethics extend beyond the procedural 
ethical imperative of “doing no harm” to “include a reasonably limited 
commitment to actively working for the prevention of harm” (Pettersen 
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2011, 54; my emphasis). We cannot possibly anticipate and mitigate every 
risk that may arise through our research and advocacy work. But we do 
have an ethical obligation to care: about the people whose lives may be 
impacted by policies and about our role in (inadvertently) reinforcing or 
dismantling oppressive structures as a result of decisions made in 
policy-making spaces. 

notEs 
1 I use the term “human subjects” because that is the terminology used by research 

ethics boards. 
2 Te One Free World International representatives co-presented in one testimony 

slot. 

rEFErEncEs 
Alcof, L.M. 2009. “Te Problem of Speaking for Others.” In Voice in Qualitative 

Inquiry: Challenging Conventional, Interpretive, and Critical Conceptions in Quali
tative Research, edited by A.Y. Jackson and L.A. Mazzei, 117–35. Abingdon, UK: 
Routledge. 

Baker, S. 1997. “Applying Kidder’s Ethical Decision-Making Checklist to Media 
Ethics.” Journal of Mass Media Ethics 12, 4: 197–210. 

Brown, K.T., and J.M. Ostrove. 2013. “What Does It Mean to Be an Ally? Te 
Perception of Allies from the Perspective of People of Color.” Journal of Applied 
Social Psychology 43, 11: 2211–22. 

Cameron, H.E. 2018. Refugee Law’s FactFinding Crisis: Truth, Risk, and the Wrong 
Mistake. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Canada, House of Commons. n.d. Committees. Accessed March 3, 2021. https:// 
www.ourcommons.ca/about/OurProcedure/Committees/c_g_committees-e.htm. 

CBC News. 2021. “Nunavut MP Speaks about Return to Parliament afer Extended 
Leave.” February 28, 2021. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavut 
-mp-return-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-1.5931320. For the full radio interview, see 
Mumilaaq Qaqqaq, interviewed by Piya Chattopadhyay, Sunday Magazine, CBC, 
28 February. https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-57-the-sunday-magazine/ 
clip/15827261-the-sunday-magazine-february-28-2021. 

Chiumento, A., A. Rahman, and L. Frith. 2020. “Writing to Template: Researchers’ 
Negotiation of Procedural Research Ethics.” Social Science and Medicine 255: 
112980. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.112980. 

Crenshaw, K. 1989. “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black 
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Teory and Anti-
racist Politics.” University of Chicago Legal Forum vol. 1989, article 8: 139. https:// 
chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8. 

England, K.V.L. 1994. “Getting Personal: Refexivity, Positionality, and Feminist 
Research.” Professional Geographer 46, 1: 80–89. doi:10.1111/j.0033-0124. 
1994.00080.x. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-0124.1994.00080.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-0124.1994.00080.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.112980
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-57-the-sunday-magazine/clip/15827261-the-sunday-magazine-february-28-2021
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavut-mp-return-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-1.5931320
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-57-the-sunday-magazine/clip/15827261-the-sunday-magazine-february-28-2021
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavut-mp-return-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-1.5931320
https://www.ourcommons.ca/about/OurProcedure/Committees/c_g_committees-e.htm
https://www.ourcommons.ca/about/OurProcedure/Committees/c_g_committees-e.htm


Christina Clark-Kazak

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  72 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

72 

Erskine, S.E., and D. Bilimoria. 2019. “White Allyship of Afro-diasporic Women in 
the Workplace: A Transformative Strategy for Organizational Change.” Journal of 
Leadership and Organizational Studies 26, 3: 319–38. 

Geiger, B.B., and B. Meueleman. 2016. “Beyond ‘Mythbusting’: How to Respond to 
Myths and Perceived Undeservingness in the British Benefts System.” Journal of 
Poverty and Social Justice 24, 3: 291–306. 

Grundmann, R. 2017. “Te Problem of Expertise in Knowledge Societies.” Minerva 
55, 1: 25–48. 

Hobart, H.J.K., and T. Kneese. 2020. “Radical Care: Survival Strategies for Uncertain 
Times.” Social Text 38, 1: 1–16. doi:10.1215/01642472-7971067. 

International Association for the Study of Forced Migration. 2018. Code of Ethics: 
Critical Refections on Research Ethics in Situations of Forced Migration. http:// 
iasfm.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/IASFM-Research-Code-of-Ethics-2018. 
pdf. 

Kluttz, J., J. Walker, and P. Walter. 2020. “Unsettling Allyship, Unlearning and 
Learning towards Decolonising Solidarity.” Studies in the Education of Adults 52, 
1: 49–66. 

Kuhn, T., and M.H. Jackson. 2008. “Accomplishing Knowledge: A Framework for 
Investigating Knowing in Organizations.” Management Communication Quarterly 
21, 4: 454–85. 

Lawrance, B.N., and G. Rufer, eds. 2015. Adjudicating Refugee and Asylum Status. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Lawson, V. 2007. “Geographies of Care and Responsibility.” Annals of the Association 
of American Geographers 97, 1: 1–11. 

McQuaid, K.R.V. 2016. “‘We Raise Up the Voice of the Voiceless’: Voice, Rights, and 
Resistance amongst Congolese Human Rights Defenders in Uganda.” Refuge: 
Canada’s Journal on Refugees 32, 1: 50–59. 

Mythen, G., S. Walklate, and E.-J. Peatfeld. 2017. “Assembling and Deconstructing 
Radicalisation in PREVENT: A Case of Policy-Based Evidence Making?” Critical 
Social Policy 37, 2: 180–201. 

OFWI (One Free World International). n.d. Last accessed October 29, 2020. https:// 
ofwi.org/. 

Open Parliament. (Transcripts of Parliamentary Standing Committee on Immi-
gration and Citizenship). https://openparliament.ca/committees/immigration/ 
42-1/136/. 

Pettersen, T. 2011. “Te Ethics of Care: Normative Structures and Empirical Im-
plications.” Health Care Analysis 19, 1: 51–64. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728 
-010-0163-7. 

Pittaway, E., L. Bartolomei, and R. Hugman. 2010. “‘Stop Stealing Our Stories’: Te 
Ethics of Research with Vulnerable Groups.” Journal of Human Rights Practice 2, 
2: 229–51. 

Russell, G.M., and J.S. Bohan. 2016. “Institutional Allyship for LGBT Equality: 
Underlying Processes and Potentials for Change.” Journal of Social Issues 72, 2: 
335–54. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-7971067
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728-010-0163-7
https://openparliament.ca/committees/immigration/42-1/136/
http://iasfm.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/IASFM-Research-Code-of-Ethics-2018.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728-010-0163-7
https://openparliament.ca/committees/immigration/42-1/136/
https://ofwi.org/
https://ofwi.org/
http://iasfm.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/IASFM-Research-Code-of-Ethics-2018.pdf
http://iasfm.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/IASFM-Research-Code-of-Ethics-2018.pdf


The Politics of Representation and Allyship

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  73 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

73 

Sen, G., A. Iyer, and C. Mukherjee. 2009. “A Methodology to Analyse the Inter-
sections of Social Inequalities in Health.” Journal of Human Development and 
Capabilities 10, 3: 397–415. 

Share the Platform. n.d. https://www.sharetheplatform.org/. 
Smith, J., C. Puckett, and W. Simon. 2015. Indigenous Allyship: An Overview. Waterloo, 

ON: Ofce of Aboriginal Initiatives, Wilfrid Laurier University. 
Stehr, N., and R. Grundmann. 2011. Experts: Te Knowledge and Power of Expertise. 

Abingdon, UK: Routledge. 
Steimel, S., and C. Alvares. 2016. “Negotiating Knowledges and Expertise in Refugee 

Resettlement Organizations.” Cogent Social Sciences 2, 1: article 1162990. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1162990. 

Strassheim, H., and P. Kettunen. 2014. “When Does Evidence-Based Policy Turn 
into Policy-Based Evidence? Confgurations, Contexts and Mechanisms.” Evi
dence and Policy: A Journal of Research, Debate and Practice 10, 2: 259–77. 

TakingITGlobal. 2020. “Politics with Mumilaaq Qaqqaq.” Future Pathways Fire-
side Chats, July 9, 2020. https://medium.com/future-pathways-freside-chats/ 
politics-with-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-aacaf3c4ace3. 

Vucetic, Srdjan. n.d. “Media.” Last accessed December 20, 2022. https://srdjanvucetic. 
wordpress.com/media/. 

Zimonjic, P. 2018. “Ex-Harper Immigration Minister Calls Out Scheer over ‘Factually 
Incorrect’ Statements on UN Migration Pact.” CBC News, December 4, 2018. 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/alexander-scheer-trudeau-un-compact-1. 
4932698. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/alexander-scheer-trudeau-un-compact-1.4932698
https://srdjanvucetic.wordpress.com/media/
https://medium.com/future-pathways-fireside-chats/politics-with-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-aacaf3c4ace3
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/alexander-scheer-trudeau-un-compact-1.4932698
https://srdjanvucetic.wordpress.com/media/
https://medium.com/future-pathways-fireside-chats/politics-with-mumilaaq-qaqqaq-aacaf3c4ace3
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1162990
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1162990
https://www.sharetheplatform.org/


Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  74 2023-06-22  3:45:39 PM

  
  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  

 

4 
Navigating the Ethical Challenges 

of Work with Detained Migrants and 
Asylum Seekers in Greece 

Jason Phillips 

a camP Burns ... 
On September 8, 2020, Moria camp on the Greek island of Lesbos burned 
to the ground. In the span of a few hours approximately twelve thousand 
asylum seekers, including about four thousand children, were rendered 
homeless, forced to sleep on tombstones and in parking lots (Stevis-
Gridnef 2020). It is reported that some of Moria’s residents deliberately 
set the fre, an act of desperate self-harm allegedly triggered by the Greek 
authority’s imposition of a quarantine on the camp in the wake of several 
residents testing positive for the coronavirus (New York Times 2020). To 
those of us familiar with Moria, it may have been public health measures 
that lit the spark, but it was years of degrading treatment and a lack of 
hope that were the kindling upon which it burned. As Mahbube Ahzani, 
age ffeen, who had been in the camp with her family for ten months, so 
aptly put it, “I think sleeping on the street is bad, but Moria is bad-bad” 
(Stevis-Gridnef 2020). 

Operating in situations that are “bad-bad” is the hallmark of humani-
tarian action. Driven by what many refer to as an “imperative” to save life 
and preserve human dignity, humanitarians regularly foray into the most 
extreme situations of confict, destitution, and rights deprivation to at-
tempt to provide succour and protection. Doing so, however, is fraught 
with the potential that one’s eforts to do good can inadvertently contribute 
to harm. Two manifestations of this persistent ethical problem (Slim 2015) 
are the risk that aid givers can become complicit in the harms they seek 
to ameliorate or that they may legitimize oppressive structures, policies, 
or actors at the root of the sufering of those being served. Both mani-
festations raised their heads for humanitarian agencies that considered if 
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and how to work in Moria. While not unique in themselves, the specifc 
political context in which Moria was embedded provoked and exacer-
bated these ethical problems. Te International Rescue Committee’s (IRC) 
reluctance to engage in Moria was closely linked to the role that it played 
within the European Union’s (EU) 2016 migration management agree-
ment with Turkey, which was seen as harmful to asylum seekers’ rights 
and well-being. Tis tension played out such that IRC kept its work with 
Moria’s residents to a small portion of the country’s program portfolio 
relative to its work with other needy populations. 

As a senior manager at IRC, I visited Moria several times between 
2017 and 2018 to support the organization’s programs in Greece.1 In 2019, 
IRC and Stichting Vluchteling (the Dutch Refugee Foundation) engaged 
me as an independent researcher to evaluate the ethical tensions that arose 
in IRC’s work with detained asylum seekers in both Greece and Libya 
(Phillips 2019). Te shif in role from aid practitioner to external aid evalu-
ator was accompanied by a shif in my understanding of and stance toward 
complicity. Tis moral evolution had two dimensions. I discovered a more 
nuanced and, in retrospect, more empirically (and emotionally) accurate 
way to understand the way I and IRC were grappling with the concept of 
complicity in relation to Moria: as moral taint, or pollution, rather than 
as actual contribution to harm. My ethical stance also evolved from what 
might be considered an almost deontological fetishism to a grudging 
consequentialism. During my time at IRC, I staunchly believed that the 
agency should desist from all forms of engagement with Moria in order 
to keep its hands clean from harms being perpetrated by the EU’s fawed 
asylum policies. But in the course of my research, I developed a greater 
appreciation of the potential for aid to mitigate the worst harms that Moria’s 
residents were sufering and IRC’s ability to bring a modicum of humanity 
into a space characterized by its inhumanity. 

sEtting thE stagE For Ethical tEnsion: 
moria, thE “WorlD’s Worst rEFugEE Facility” 

Greece has long served as a principal entry point for refugees, asylum 
seekers, and migrants to the EU.2 Fleeing war in Syria and other conficts, 
they arrived in numbers that increased exponentially in 2015, when ap-
proximately 850,000 of the one million people who arrived in the EU 
entered through Greece. Most entered from Turkey via proximate Greek 
islands such as Lesbos. Greece was largely a transit point for these new 
arrivals, who quickly made their way out of the country along the “Balkan 
route” to northern European countries such as Germany and Sweden. 
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Under then extant EU asylum framework provisions, responsibility 
for the processing of all asylum claims, as well as for the long-term hosting 
and eventual return of failed claimants, fell on states of frst arrival. Yet 
due to the rapid movements of such large numbers of people, Greece’s 
asylum system was unable to keep pace, leading to the failure to identify 
and register people moving onward through Europe. EU member states 
responded unilaterally by erecting border fences, reintroducing border 
checks, and instituting caps on the number of people who could claim 
asylum. Political and public backlash against the surge in arrivals, com-
pounded by frequent graphic reporting on the fatally dangerous crossings 
of the Aegean Sea, led the EU to undertake concerted eforts to stem ar-
rivals to the European mainland. 

Te cornerstone of the approach adopted to address this situation was 
the agreement reached between the EU and Turkey in March 2016, com-
monly referred to as the EU-Turkey deal (hereafer, the Deal; European 
Commission 2016). Te Deal had two mutually supportive elements. It 
was an initiative to help front-line states, i.e., Greece and Italy, fulfll their 
duties to quickly identify, register, and fngerprint incoming migrants with 
support provided by EU agencies. It was also a package of relocation meas-
ures that aimed to take pressure of front-line states by allowing for the 
orderly and equitable hosting of accepted asylum claimants throughout 
member states. Under the agreement’s terms, all migrants and asylum 
seekers who arrived on the Greek islands afer March 20, 2016, were liable 
to be returned to Turkey. In exchange for each return, the EU promised 
to resettle one Syrian from Turkey. Te EU also ofered Turkey six billion 
euros, the lifing of visa requirements for its nationals, and the resumption 
of Turkey’s EU accession process. 

Te EU’s plan to manage the massive increase in migrant and asylum-
seeker arrivals included the establishment of ten facilities across Greece 
and Italy known as “hotspots,” or Reception and Identifcation Centres.3 

On Greece they were established on the islands of Lesbos, Chios, Samos, 
Leros, and Kos. Set up between October 2015 and March 2016, they ori-
ginally functioned as open facilities to register, screen, and help arriving 
migrants and asylum seekers before their transfer to the Greek mainland 
(Majcher 2018).4 

Afer the Deal, however, the role of Reception and Identifcation 
Centres changed such that they became the centrepiece of the enforcement 
of the Deal (Majcher 2018). Under a Greek law adopted in April 2016, the 
Reception and Identifcation Centres were converted into “closed” facilities 
wherein newly arrived asylum seekers were prevented from leaving the 
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premises for up to twenty-fve days while they were being registered. 
Reception and Identifcation Centres like Moria also became spaces for 
pre-removal detention for those receiving a decision of return to Turkey 
as well as those asylum seekers with low recognition rates. Due to civil 
society pressure, overcrowding brought about by excessive delays in pro-
cessing asylum claims, the failure of the intra-European relocation scheme 
to gain traction with member states, and limited returns to Turkey, the 
“closed” nature of the centres was eased in practice, if not in law. Residents 
of Moria not explicitly held in the “detention” enclosure were permitted 
to enter and exit the facility during the day (Majcher 2018).5 

An additional feature of the hotspot approach in Greece is what is re-
ferred to as the “geographic restriction.” Pursuant to this measure, asylum 
seekers were no longer transferred to the Greek mainland unless they met 
specifc vulnerability criteria.6 Tey were forced to remain on the island 
where they were originally registered and were made to undergo a fast-
track border procedure to determine whether Turkey was a safe country 
to which they could return. Due to excessive administrative delays many 
found themselves, in efect, stranded on islands like Lesbos for months, 
if not years. 

Substandard living conditions have characterized Moria since 2016. 
Extreme overcrowding, lack of basic services and appropriate shelter, high 
degrees of violence, and poor hygiene have been constants.7 In Septem-
ber 2018, a Guardian headline referred to Moria as “the world’s worst 
refugee facility” (Leape 2018). Since that time eforts were made by the 
Greek authorities, in partnership with the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees to decongest Moria, moving more people to the 
Greek mainland and other more hospitable locations on the island. Yet 
by the time fre razed the camp in September 2020, its population had 
surged again to over twelve thousand, almost four times its capacity 
(Stevis-Gridnef 2020). 

FEEling connEctED to harm: 
a vignEttE oF a tour oF moria 

In February 2017, I travelled to Greece to support the IRC’s work with 
migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. Te trip had two components: 
participation in a regional meeting and project oversight. IRC’s Euro-
pean management team invited me to attend their meeting in Athens to 
facilitate a refection on humanitarian ethics and a critical examination 
of live ethical challenges IRC faced in its work, in what was the latest in a 
series of IRC leadership forums where I had led similar exercises. Te two 
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closely linked moral conundrums that my colleagues identifed as the 
most pressing for discussion were how to respond to EU humanitarian 
and development assistance funding opportunities that instrumental-
ized aid for the purpose of restricting migration to Europe, and whether 
the provision of assistance to residents of Moria could render IRC com-
plicit in the harms that Greece’s and the EU’s asylum policies were infict-
ing on them. 

Te other part of my mission entailed visiting IRC programs in and 
around Athens and on Lesbos and meeting with partner organizations, 
recipients of IRC services, and representatives of the government of 
Greece. It was during my trip to Lesbos that IRC’s country director and 
other members of the IRC Greece team gave me my frst tour of Moria. 
Having already facilitated the refection session at the regional meeting, 
I commenced the tour with my ethical radar on high alert, hypersensitive 
to the perceived harms that the camp and asylum policy were inficting 
on its residents. 

Entering the camp, a confusing paradox immediately struck me. I 
considered myself a fairly seasoned humanitarian, having worked in the 
sector for twenty years. Yet the prison-like infrastructure of Moria caught 
me of guard. It seemed oddly diferent and more sinister, more repres-
sive, than other refugee or displaced persons camps in Asia, Africa, or the 
Middle East that I had visited or in which I had worked. Te facility was 
surrounded by chain-link fence and topped with barbed wire. It had the 
look and feel of a site of detention, which, of course, it was. I had not 
visited other prisons or immigration detention facilities, as these were not 
typical spaces in which IRC worked. Snaking through various stanchions 
was a line of people waiting to receive a food distribution that reminded 
me of cattle. I am still not sure why witnessing countless food distribu-
tion exercises in African refugee camps that utilized similar mechanisms 
of control did not provoke the same response, but something about my 
understanding of Moria as a prison seems to have been at play. 

Juxtaposed with the optics and feeling of extreme deprivation of 
liberty was the reality that Moria’s residents were, in fact, allowed to leave. 
As we approached the camp entrance and showed our IDs to the Greek 
authorities, people were milling about and walking into and out of the 
camp without obstruction. Te “inside” and “outside” of the camp were also 
difcult to demarcate. A small tent city called the “Olive Grove,” home to 
predominantly African asylum seekers with little expected chance of 
gaining refugee status, had been haphazardly and spontaneously built all 
around the fenced enclosure without any formal services or infrastructure. 
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Tere were holes in the fences, and people moved in and out of them 
between the Olive Grove and Moria “proper.” Te practical “openness” of 
the camp contrasted with its architecture, which conveyed incarceration, 
problematizing my preconceived notions of Moria as a space of funda-
mentally greater restrictions on residents’ freedom of movement than 
other locations where IRC worked on Lesbos, such as Kara Tepe camp. 

IRC’s work – or should I say absence of it – in Moria also discomfted 
me. Te needs were great and visible, the humanitarian imperative crying 
out for engagement. My colleagues showed me the camp’s toilet and 
showering facilities, overfowing with feces, foors covered with stagnant 
water. A water and sanitation colleague accompanying me opined that as 
one of the leading environmental health agencies on the island, IRC had 
the wherewithal to fx the facilities relatively quickly but had resisted 
impulses doing so. For a minute I was inclined to advocate for IRC taking 
on a role improving the camp’s sanitation facilities, willing to reconsider 
IRC’s current stance opposed to the rebuilding of the camp’s infrastructure. 
But as I walked through lanes of tents that thousands called their homes, 
I felt a visceral sense of embarrassment and twinge of remorse when I saw 
IRC’s logo, bright yellow and black, emblazoned on several of the shelters. 
Te best way to describe how I felt was dirty: sullied by any visible expres-
sion of a relationship with a place, and system, so inimical to the dignity 
and rights of those who were forced to be there. Further discussion with 
the IRC team led to the erasure of our agency’s logo from those shelters. 
I lef Moria conficted: I wanted IRC to help alleviate the sufering of 
Moria’s residents, but I did not want IRC to be a part of Moria, and I did 
not want anyone to see whatever help we provided. 

amBivalEnt EngagEmEnt: 
thE humanitarian imPErativE trumPs thE Purity 

oF PrinciPlE in moria 
IRC began work in Greece in July 2015 at the northern end of Lesbos, 
closest to where most of the boats from Turkey were landing. Based on 
its assessment that there were larger needs on other parts of the island and 
that other non-governmental organizations were already working in Moria, 
IRC opted to focus its attention elsewhere. Moria was a “non-issue” at this 
pre-Deal time. In the frst nine months afer IRC commenced operations 
in the country, it provided ad hoc support in Moria including non-food 
item distributions when another camp, Kara Tepe, temporarily closed and 
residents were relocated; followed up on the protection of clients who 
transited to Moria from other places where IRC was providing assistance; 
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supported garbage collection in the site via a service contract with the 
municipality of Mytilene; and periodically improved the water, sanitation, 
and shelter infrastructure when overcrowding was deemed to create public 
health risks. IRC also launched a digital information platform, Refugee. 
info, available to any Moria resident who had a smartphone, to help new 
arrivals identify and access services across the island and, eventually, all 
of Greece. IRC’s one sustained touch point with the camp was its trans-
portation program. In response to the hardships newly arriving asylum 
seekers faced in their ffy-kilometre journey on foot from their arrival 
point on the north of the island to Mytilene, coupled with the criminal-
ization of unregistered migrants procuring transport, IRC began a large-
scale busing operation from the north to Mytilene, including to Moria 
(International Rescue Committee Greece 2016).8 

Te announcement of the Deal upended humanitarian operations 
in Greece. Wide sections of the human rights and humanitarian com-
munity, including IRC, met the Deal with immediate vocal criticism on 
multiple grounds. To some it represented an abandonment of Europe’s 
ostensibly humane values toward the world’s most downtrodden. To others 
it undermined international, EU, and member state asylum laws, further 
externalizing Europe’s borders and shirking the EU’s, and Greece’s, re-
sponsibilities for protection and care of asylum seekers. Many held up the 
“return to Turkey” provision as harbouring the potential to cause direct 
harm to already traumatized people by returning them to a location that 
was deemed to be unsafe.9 Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) went so far 
as to refuse to accept future funding from any EU member state in protest 
(Kingsley 2016). In addition to denouncing the Deal, IRC suspended its 
transportation program to Moria, issuing a press release stating, “Te 
International Rescue Committee will not transport refugees to the closed 
facility at Moria ... We cannot knowingly participate in the transportation 
of some of the world’s most vulnerable to a place where their freedom of 
movement is in question” (International Rescue Committee 2016b). 

Sitting in my ofce in Den Haag in the weeks following IRC’s decision 
to denounce the Deal and cease its transportation program, I remember 
feeling three things. First, my organization’s principled, public stance in 
defence of the rights of asylum seekers in Greece, in opposition to what 
I believed was a deeply fawed and dangerous retreat from humane asy-
lum policy in the EU, made me very proud. Second, I was secretly envious 
of the lengths to which MSF was willing – and able – to go to protest the 
Deal, even though I knew it would not be possible given the diferences 
between IRC’s and MSF’s funding models.10 Finally, I was struck by what 
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appeared to be the tenuous and inconsistent ethical logic underpinning 
my organization’s stance toward the Deal and Moria. IRC works in contexts 
around the world where the freedom of movement of those it serves is 
heavily constrained, whether in refugee camps in Tailand or Kenya, in 
camps for internally displaced persons housing family members and al-
leged afliates of the Islamic State in both Iraq and Syria, or with interned 
Rohingya in Myanmar. Yet in none of those situations had the deprivation 
of liberty led to such a vocal outcry and a cessation of programming. By 
contrast, it was ofen one of the foundations on which engagement was 
justifed. So, while it pleased me to be a part of an agency that was “standing 
on principle” in Greece, I was immediately confronted with a slippery 
slope that lef me unsettled: What felt right in relation to Moria may, if 
taken to its logical extreme and adopted as an organizational precept, be 
institutionally untenable. A humanitarian agency that opts to refrain from 
working in all situations where displaced persons’ freedom of movement 
is constrained would not only be abdicating its fundamental respon-
sibilities but would also quickly fnd itself obsolete. 

Te abstention from work in Moria more or less guided IRC’s thinking 
from March 2016 to mid-2019, although it was not dogmatically enforced. 
Between March 2016 and October 2017, IRC provided various forms of 
one-of material assistance in Moria in response to sudden onset emer-
gencies. In September 2016, tents, mattresses, and blankets were provided 
in the afermath of a fre. In November 2016, one hundred more tents and 
non-food items were donated afer another fre killed two residents. In 
January 2017, IRC donated and installed forty-eight life shelters – a form 
of temporary accommodation able to withstand the elements better than 
tents – in the midst of winter.11 IRC received a request from the Greek 
authorities for additional life shelters in October 2017 to prepare for the 
ensuing winter, but the donation never took place. 

In each of these instances, IRC went to great lengths, both internally 
and externally, to justify these donations as exceptional, temporary, re-
luctantly pursued actions taken only for their immediate efect of reducing 
sufering, and to depict them as representative of the failure of duty bearers 
to uphold their responsibilities to provide dignifed living conditions. 
Illustrative of this is the IRC’s press release issued in November 2016 that 
accompanied its tent donation: 

Earlier this week the IRC warned that unless immediate steps are 
taken to improve the response for refugees stranded in Greece, lives 
would be lost. It gives us absolutely no pleasure to be shown correct ... 
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As a humanitarian it is soul crushing to see events like this happen within 
the European Union. It is an abdication of our responsibility as global 
leaders that we, in Europe, refuse to do better for some of the world’s 
most vulnerable. (International Rescue Committee 2016c) 

IRC’s intermittent interventions in Moria in the name of the humani-
tarian imperative frustrated me. I felt it was more important, and would 
be more powerful from an advocacy perspective, to maintain strict fdelity 
to our position of abstinence, to be able to oppose European and Greek 
policy with fully clean hands. Besides, the one-of, in-kind nature of the 
aid struck me as little more than band-aids, which multiple agencies 
other than IRC could provide. While they ofered some, albeit limited, 
redress of an acute immediate need, and may have temporarily fostered 
more positive relationships with Greek authorities, I viewed them as 
coming at the cost of IRC being a partner in a system of structural re-
pression of asylee rights. 

By the time IRC embarked on a strategic planning exercise for Greece 
in September 2017, its thinking about engagement in Moria had begun 
to change. On the one hand, it became less inclined to accede to ad hoc 
requests for “emergency” infrastructure support.12 On the other hand, it 
became increasingly concerned about the evidently harmful efects that 
camp conditions and continued restrictions to the islands were having on 
Moria’s residents. Specifcally, IRC and other actors began to identify the 
acute mental health needs of residents of Reception and Identifcation 
Centres as a hidden and unaddressed crisis. Prolonged stagnation in poor 
camp conditions was seen to exacerbate, if not actually provoke, severe 
psychosocial distress among its residents (MSF Greece 2017). In response, 
IRC commenced operations, in January 2018, to meet the mental health 
needs of Reception and Identifcation Centre residents and bring those 
needs to a wider audience through advocacy. IRC started a Mental Health 
and Psychosocial Support program targeting clients in both Moria and 
Vial, the Reception and Identifcation Centre on the island of Chios. 
Trough December 2018, IRC provided 285 clients with individual and 
group counselling sessions.13 Te program consisted of case management 
support, patient referrals to hospital and psychiatrist care, training on 
Mental Health and Psychosocial Support care for non-medical staf from 
other agencies at the Reception and Identifcation Centres, and transpor-
tation to and from the Reception and Identifcation Centres to IRC coun-
selling centres established outside them. In keeping with concerns about 
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Moria and Vial’s roles as part of the Deal and taking advantage of their 
continued “open” nature, IRC structured the program such that there 
would be no sustained physical presence or direct client services provided 
inside them. 

unPacking comPlicity 
How can one’s eforts to alleviate sufering contribute, directly or indirectly, 
to a perpetuation of that sufering? How can a humanitarian agency operate 
in the midst of, or in proximity to, actors or systems that deprive people 
of their rights, that treat them inhumanely, without perpetuating or legit-
imizing them? How does one navigate between ameliorating the harms 
of systems that one opposes without becoming a part of those systems 
themselves? 

Behind these questions lurks the spectre of complicity. It was a fear of 
complicity with the EU’s and Greece’s pernicious asylum and detention 
systems, so visibly manifest in the sufering of Moria’s residents, that 
provoked my visceral repulsion at the sight of IRC’s logo attached to the 
camp’s infrastructure. But how should we understand complicity in a 
humanitarian context like Moria? How did it rear its head and cause 
consternation for IRC in Greece? How useful a lens is it, really, through 
which to view IRC’s operational decisions and my revulsion at working 
in Moria? Tanks to the opportunity I was given to examine the ethics of 
IRC’s decision making vis-à-vis Moria from the external vantage point of 
an independent researcher, I was able to better refect on the nuances of 
complicity and, in turn, to recalibrate my understanding of the condi-
tions under which abstention of aid provision in defence of principle is 
an appropriate way to mitigate the perceived participation in harm. 

IRC stakeholders interviewed as part of the ethical evaluation of the 
agency’s work in Greece articulated concerns about moral responsibility 
as a pervasive fear that engagement in Moria and, by extension, association 
with the Greek authorities that controlled the Reception and Identifcation 
Centres and the EU institutions that supported them, would indirectly 
contribute to the harms caused by Europe’s fawed approach to migration 
management. “Complicity” was the term IRC stakeholders, and I, used 
to capture these fears. Indeed, the mini-case study that I prepared to 
guide ethical refection at the Athens regional conference was entitled 
“Te Risk of Complicity – Hotspots in Greece.” I drew on humanitarian 
ethicist Hugo Slim’s (2015, 18) defnition as “the act of cooperating in 
serious wrongdoing that brings or exacerbates harm instead of relieving 
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it. In its most extreme form, the risk is that acts of kindness can enable or 
obscure concurrent acts of atrocity.” I assumed, without much refection, 
that this was the phenomenon that I and IRC were grappling with, the 
ethical reference point that IRC’s operational and advocacy decisions were 
to be judged against. 

IRC’s and my own concerns about complicity were articulated in a 
variety of ways. At the most macro level, the association with, and pro-
vision of, support in Moria led to fears that IRC’s actions were contri-
buting to the legitimization of the EU’s migration management that 
further externalized its borders. Such eforts were deemed to undermine 
European, international, and EU–member state asylum laws, represent 
an abdication of European values, and support a global proliferation of 
migration laws that criminalized migrants and migration. Too close an 
association with Moria ran the risk of legitimizing the Deal along with 
its problematic collective expulsions, refoulement, and commodifcation 
of asylum seekers. Europe’s migration management approach, of which 
Moria was an integral component, was not an attempt to fnd a solution 
to the problem of migration but, rather, “an extreme defeat for human 
rights” (Phillips 2019). 

Tere was also perceived risk in the potential legitimization of au-
thorities in control of Moria, or the approach to asylum being taken in 
Greece. Tese concerns surfaced due to the fact that unlike other camps 
for asylum seekers on Lesbos which were under the management of the 
municipality of Lesbos, it was the Greek Ministry of Migration Policy that 
administered Moria, local and EU security actors were on site, and it 
was a place where vulnerable asylum seekers such as unaccompanied 
children were detained. IRC association with that facility and such actors 
was feared to be conferring approval for or endorsement of the way the 
space was being administered. 

Beyond questions about legitimization of policies and actors deemed 
to be causing harm, concerns about complicity embodied the fear that 
engagement could contribute to the expansion or institutionalization of 
the detention regime in the country. Tis led to restrictions placed upon 
the programs IRC chose to implement such that they did not support the 
infrastructure of detention.14 Since the introduction of the Deal, IRC 
desisted from intervening in ways that could expand, or beautify, the 
physical spaces of detention. Yet like many other humanitarian actors, 
IRC eventually came around to the position, with which I concurred, that 
the provision of services to people that could be directly consumed (i.e., 
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mental health care) were at the boundary of what was acceptable without 
crossing into direct support for the workings of the Reception and 
Identifcation Centres themselves. Te provision of mental health support 
or legal aid was aimed at “helping people to be informed about their rights, 
helping them to have the best chance to get the protection they need,” as 
opposed to being “part of the system supporting the functioning of the 
facilities of detention” (Phillips 2019). 

Concerns about complicity were intertwined with an awareness that 
humanitarian action in Moria could inadvertently substitute for, or absolve, 
principal duty bearers from their responsibilities. Several IRC staf ex-
pressed wariness that the organization’s actions could inappropriately 
subsidize the failures of state or multilateral actors that bore the frst and 
foremost accountability for providing dignifed asylum in accordance 
with national and international law. Te involvement of non-state actors 
in immigration detention “can complicate the accountability and respon-
sibility” of state authorities, putting humanitarian non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) in a problematic position of defecting criticism away 
from duty bearers. Put more bluntly, the “involvement of NGOs in deten-
tion service provision risks providing the state with normative cover for 
its detention activities” (Flynn 2017, 595). Frustration that those perceived 
as holding the principal duty to ofer humane protection and assistance 
were unable, or unwilling, to live up to those obligations was a dominant 
undercurrent in IRC’s programming decisions and advocacy messaging 
around Moria. 

Sentiments about Greek governmental responsibility for the situation 
in Moria, however, shifed over time. At the outset of its response in 2015, 
IRC depicted Greece, beset by a crippling fnancial crisis and forced to 
shoulder the responsibility for the massive infow of over eight hundred 
thousand migrants and asylum seekers almost on its own, given common 
EU asylum system breakdown, with great sympathy. IRC and other NGOs 
directed their initial calls for increased accountability at the EU. As one 
IRC staf initially described the situation, it was not a “refugee crisis” but 
an EU-“manufactured humanitarian crisis” that produced the “shameful 
situation on the [Greek] islands” (Phillips 2019). IRC’s messaging con-
sistently called upon the EU to help Greece uphold Europe’s responsibil-
ities to protect asylum seekers and migrants on their territory. Appropriate 
support entailed, among other things, redistributing successful asylum 
seekers throughout EU member states so that Greece did not have to 
shoulder the burden all by itself; provision of fnancial assistance to manage 
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and improve the asylum process; and deployment of technical assistance 
and labour from specialized EU agencies to Greece to expedite and pro-
fessionalize all aspects of asylum claim processing. 

As the years wore on, conditions in Moria did not get better, they got 
demonstrably worse. Yet in the intervening period huge sums of money 
and technical resources from the EU were poured into Greece. What was 
previously perceived as an excusable lack of capacity began to slide into 
questions about how much longer it was appropriate to consider the lack 
of winterized housing in Moria an “emergency” to which an NGO re-
sponse was warranted. Lack of preparedness for known seasonal weather 
variations had become the status quo. Under such conditions, it became 
harder and harder to justify involvement in what was considered a core 
duty of the responsible authorities, the provision of safe, appropriately 
weather resistant accommodation. Refecting on the history of IRC’s 
donations of shelter supplies to Moria, one IRC leader noted that with 
each one, IRC “needed to be careful about crossing the line in fxing what 
should be fxed by the Greek or EU authorities” (Phillips 2019). When 
IRC’s concerns about inadequate housing continued to go unheeded, 
and deaths ensued one winter, IRC took to Twitter, denouncing the EU 
and Greek authorities. IRC hoped such an approach would instill a 
greater sense of responsibility in the Greek authorities, but it “didn’t 
really work,” as requests for similar and even more direct assistance 
followed (Phillips 2019). IRC’s rebuf of such requests, however, was not 
without consequence: its staf were berated by Greek government ofcials 
at a public forum in September 2018, accused of complaining about 
substandard conditions in Moria but being unwilling to do anything to 
help improve them. 

Only once I began to research the concept of complicity during the 
evaluation of IRC’s work in Greece and Libya did I begin to question 
whether it was, in fact, the ethical concept best suited to explain how I felt 
about IRC’s stance toward Moria. Te more I read about complicity, the 
more I sensed I had bought into what Slim calls the “myth of humani-
tarian responsibility.” Complicity sits at the centre of this myth: 

Humanitarian agencies can seem especially morally responsible in situ-
ations which are not of their making and in which primary responsibility 
belongs to others ... [As such,] the charge of ‘complicity’ is the laziest 
moral label that is used to over-emphasize humanitarian responsibility 
in situations that are ruthlessly controlled by others ... When working in 
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the midst of wrongs it is an ethical requirement to have a good sense of 
one’s place and rationale within them, and set appropriate strategies of 
prevention, mitigation, and remedy to one’s contributions. It is, however, 
foolish to overstate one’s contribution because it allows the parties who 
are truly responsible to take cover behind a smokescreen of blame that 
circulates around humanitarian scapegoats rather than themselves. (Slim 
2015, 186, 206) 

Rather than being a binary distinction in which one simply is or is not 
complicit (in retrospect, to a large degree the way I was thinking about 
things when I was with IRC), Slim, philosophy professor Gregory Mellema, 
MSF physican Chiara Lepora, and political philosopher Robert E. Goodin 
approach the concept as a continuum with gradations of moral respon-
sibility increasing or decreasing depending on factors such as the degree 
of shared intent to cause harm, the centrality of one’s contributing acts to 
the actual causing of the harm, the eforts one takes to denounce the harm, 
and the capacity one has to prevent or obstruct the harm from happening 
or continuing. Tese frameworks for assessing moral responsibility also 
account for the possibility that one may knowingly contribute to wrong-
doing in the pursuit of a diferent or greater good or that one can be coerced 
into contributing to harm (Lepora and Goodin 2013; Mellema 2016; Slim 
2015). Complicity has further been shown to be of limited decision-making 
value for humanitarian agencies facing strategic decisions such as whether 
to enter or exit an operation.15 

When refecting on IRC’s operational and advocacy work in Greece 
and my experience visiting Moria from these vantage points, I gravitated 
toward Mellema’s concept of “moral taint” and Slim’s notion of moral 
“pollution” as more helpful ways to describe the ethical discomfort that 
IRC and I were experiencing. According to Mellema, moral taint can be 
brought about when one’s proximity to, or association with, a principal 
actor causing harm rubs of on them to damage their moral reputation 
and sense of moral self-worth, even when one is not directly or indirectly 
contributing to that harm (Mellema 2016). As further explained by Slim 
(2015, 196), “One could lose one’s innocence by being polluted or tainted 
due to being associated with something that is bad or wrong, and yet in 
which one is not even complicit ... In many situations, it seems to be a 
sense of pollution rather than a strict ethical logic of association that in-
fuences people’s attitudes to humanitarian agencies’ association with 
political powers of various kinds.” 
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IRC’s cautious, highly circumscribed interventions coupled with its 
denunciatory advocacy demonstrated the types of preventative and miti-
gating eforts Slim (2015) identifes as essential to reducing the degree of 
moral responsibility that a humanitarian agency should be ascribed for 
the wrongs perpetrated by others. I prioritized my fear of damage to IRC’s 
moral reputation and, in turn, to my own sense of moral self-worth over 
the alleviation of Moria’s residents’ sufering. By inadvertently imbibing 
the myth of humanitarian responsibility, I perceived IRC to be at greater 
risk of complicity in the harming of Moria’s residents than it may actually 
have been.16 

conclusion: 
Bringing humanity to hEll 

When working in contexts that deny the humanity of those one is attempt-
ing to serve, how does one fnd the sustenance to continue “humanitarian” 
action? Immigration detention has been described as “a system that in-
herently limits eforts to alleviate sufering” (Kotsioni 2016, 41). At its 
foundation, its practices are based on an assault on the dignity of those 
detained, a “negation of their most fundamental identity, that of a human” 
(Kotsioni 2016, 49). It is thus no coincidence that one of the most fre-
quently used terms to describe the conditions and abuses detained mi-
grants and asylum seekers face is “inhumane.” Moria, according to one 
IRC staf member, was “an ongoing traumatization” (Phillips 2019). 

It can be extremely stressful and demoralizing to work under such 
conditions. In response, IRC staf found moral sustenance in small victories 
that signalled their work made a diference in individual lives. Tere was 
transformational power in the most mundane acts under conditions of 
such extreme dehumanization: as one IRC staf member refected, “We 
are friendly and professional in our dealings with our mental health clients 
... our clinic is ‘a small heaven’ for them” (Phillips 2019, 40). 

While not phrased in such terms, it was evident from IRC staf that 
the desire to uphold the dignity of detainees was a basis on which they 
justifed working in detention spaces; was an implicit objective of that 
work; and was one of the most important ways some individuals motiv-
ated themselves to continue with it in the face of repeated challenges. 
None of the IRC staf interviewed for the 2019 evaluation ever used the 
term témoignage per se,17 but some of its constituent principles clearly 
resonated throughout the agency. IRC considered it necessary to be pre-
sent among, within, and alongside this oppressed group to enable the 
agency to speak convincingly and authentically about their plight and to 
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advocate for solutions, no matter how unlikely they might come to fruition. 
Tis physical proximity, the demonstration of solidarity with those most 
in need wherever they happen to be, is one of the truest forms of expres-
sion of the principle of humanity. Feedback from IRC clients in Moria 
receiving mental health services suggests proximity and presence were 
valued. “We [the humanitarian community] are probably the only ones 
seeing them as human beings,” one IRC staf member observed. “Maybe 
this is the most important part of the intervention” (Phillips 2019, 41). 

But as much as solidarity brought some relief to those who were de-
tained, it also had benefcial impact on IRC staf, expanding their sense 
of humanity. For one employee, the residents of Moria were “very vulner-
able people, but they are very resilient and strong. You see very fast results 
which usually takes a long time. Tis feels really good.” For another “seeing 
how they try and fght ... they don’t give up ... is changing my view of life. 
It makes me want to help them more and more. I am like a student and 
they are my teachers” (Phillips 2019, 41). 

It may be impossible to quantify, but the importation of small doses 
of dignity into these most inhumane of environments should be treated 
as a critically important result of IRC’s work in Moria. Te advancement 
of human dignity sits at the heart of the principle of humanity, yet this 
essential component of humanitarian action is ofen overlooked or avoided 
in the quest to deliver life-saving services (Fast 2016). 

Assessing the value of a humanitarian intervention with greater em-
phasis on how it may advance human dignity in addition to simply saving 
a bare life can change the ethical calculus within which concerns about 
complicity are weighed. Before I lef IRC and conducted the review of my 
former agency’s actions in Moria, I prioritized clean hands and the ab-
stinence of assistance because I felt that an absolutist fdelity to the prin-
ciple of “do no harm” was in the best interests of the long-term rights of 
all asylum seekers in Greece. But as I came to better appreciate the nuances 
inherent in the concept of complicity, I found that I was more accurately 
experiencing anguish at the prospect of moral taint, a lesser but by no 
means immaterial form of moral responsibility for harm. Interviews with 
former colleagues on the front lines of service delivery helped me to see 
how IRC’s engagement promoted dignity and a sense of shared humanity. 
Te combination of these two realizations altered my ethical outlook on 
humanitarian engagement in Moria: the risk of pollution to my moral 
reputation by association with structural harm became less important than 
the dignity and improved well-being that could accrue from interventions 
addressing the greatest needs of Moria’s residents. 
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notEs 
1 I was the International Rescue Committee’s vice-president for International Strategy 

and Partnerships, based in Den Haag, Netherlands, during this period. 
2 Te ensuing analysis is largely based on Global Detention Project (2019); Maiani 

(2018); and Majcher (2018). 
3 Another overlooked aspect of global detention practice worth highlighting is mis-

leading labelling by those instituting liberty restricting–practices. Grange’s (2013) 
study of the language of immigration detention highlights the prevalent use of 
euphemisms ofen associated with the hospitality sector – such as accommodation, 
reception centres and temporary homes – to describe what is, in fact, the deprivation 
of migrant or asylum-seeker liberties in conditions that equate to, or approximate, 
detention. 

4 Moria, for example, was a former military base that had previously been repurposed 
in September 2013 as a reception camp for migrants. 

5 Te de facto limited “openness” of Moria was also confrmed via an interview with 
IRC staf. 

6 Examples of vulnerability criteria include people over sixty-fve years of age, un-
accompanied minors, people with a serious illness, or victims of human trafcking. 
For a regularly updated list, refer to “Vulnerability Assessment on the Greek Islands,” 
Refugee.info, https://www.refugee.info/greece/vulnerable-people-linked-on-faq 
-page-only--greece/vulnerability-assessment-on-the-greek-islands?language=en. 

7 See, for just one example, International Rescue Committee (2017). 
8 From the inception to suspension of its busing operation in March 2016, IRC provided 

transportation assistance to almost 128,000 asylum seekers. 
9 See, for example, International Rescue Committee (2016a). 

10 Unlike MSF, whose institutional funding model is grounded in private, unrestricted 
resources, IRC relies upon grants from governments, including the EU and its mem-
ber states, to implement its programs. 

11 It was these life shelters I saw during my February 2017 visit to the camp. 
12 In May 2018, for example, the Greek authorities asked IRC for another donation of 

forty to ffy tents. While IRC considered the potential temporary good that such a 
donation could have had and acknowledged the tents were readily available in storage, 
IRC ultimately decided against the donation. Te tents were part of an emergency 
stockpile that needed to be preserved for a “real emergency,” whereas replacing 
damaged tents in Moria could no longer be considered as such. It was felt, further-
more, that the Greek authorities had a fundamental responsibility to maintain ad-
equate shelter in the camp. 

13 IRC annual report to donor funding this work, February 2019, shared with author. 
14 In Greece, the reluctance to engage in infrastructure-related interventions in Moria 

afer the Deal was also driven by concerns that adding more facilities in an already 
extremely overcrowded space would further reduce the quality of life for its residents. 

15 MSF, He Who Helps the Guilty Shares the Crime? INGOs, Moral Narcissism and Com
plicity in Wrongdoing. Draf circulated as part of the KUNO (Dutch Humanitarian 
Knowledge Network) meeting with Hugo Slim, February 2019, shared with author, 
March 2019. 

https://www.refugee.info/greece/vulnerable-people-linked-on-faq-page-only--greece/vulnerability-assessment-on-the-greek-islands?language=en
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Ethical Challenges of Work with Detained Migrants

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  91 2023-06-22  3:45:40 PM

   

 

  
  

  

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

  

 

  
 

 

 
 

91 

16 Re-characterizing the discussion of complicity as moral taint, or pollution, in no way 
diminishes the discomfort that IRC staf felt about being associated with an asylum 
system deemed wrong and harmful. Nor does it insulate the organization from 
potential negative repercussions that can accompany a tarnished moral reputation 
brought about by association with these systems and its controlling actors. It also 
does not remove the need for IRC to continuously examine and design its work to 
guard against the risk that its actions and words (or silence) move up the scale of 
moral responsibility into the realm of complicity. 

17 Tis concept of témoignage is most frequently associated with the practice of bear-
ing witness, as articulated and developed by MSF (see https://www.doctorswithout 
borders.org/who-we-are/principles/bearing-witness). 
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5 
Are “Ethically Appropriate” Responses 

the Same for All of Us? 
A SOCIAL WORK PRACTITIONER/RESEARCHER’S DILEMMA 

Neil Bilotta 

Tis chapter explores my experience of a specifc interview with one par-
ticipant for my doctoral research in Kakuma refugee camp, Kenya. As a 
new social work researcher who has “practised” social work for several 
years, I felt bewildered trying to navigate social work ethics that aligned 
with both social work practice and qualitative social work research. For 
instance, the social work profession mandates that as a social worker, I 
abide by a professional code of ethics. According to the Code of Ethics of 
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW),1 the primary mission 
of the social work profession is to “enhance human well-being and help 
people meet the basic needs of all people, with particular attention to the 
needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and 
living in poverty” (NASW 2017, 1). Te document goes on to state that 
social workers “promote social justice and social change with and on behalf 
of clients” (NASW 2017, 1).2 In this code of ethics, a social worker’s re-
sponsibilities are defned broadly, comprising direct clinical social work 
practice (counselling/therapy, case management), macro practice (e.g., 
community organizing, advocacy, social and political action, policy de-
velopment, and implementation), education, and research and evalua-
tion. Terefore, it is critical to note that as a social work researcher, similar 
to a social work practitioner, I am bound to the profession’s formal code 
of ethics regardless of my exact “professional functions, the settings in 
which [I] work, or the populations [I] serve” (NASW 2017, 2). 

Te social work profession is guided by a set of values, principles, and 
standards to support decision making as ethical issues arise. Tese six core 
values – service, social justice, dignity and worth of the person, importance 
of human relationships, integrity, and competence (NASW 2017)3 – are 
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meant to support or guide us throughout our various roles. Broadly speak-
ing, values undergird how truth4 is understood, the existence of life, what 
morality requires, and what justice demands (Coghlan 2013). Values are 
critical to social work as they are key in contemplating ethical dilemmas 
that arise from conficts in social workers’ responsibilities. Tus, an ethical 
dilemma in social work arises when professional duties and obligations, 
rooted in core values, clash (Reamer 2018). As such, NASW accompanies 
each of the values of social work with an “ethical principle.” However, 
concerns arise when determining how to pragmatically exercise these 
values in ethically complicated situations. For instance, the way a social 
work practitioner may engage in the value of social justice may not look 
the same for a social work researcher and a community organizer. While 
NASW maintains that a code of ethics cannot resolve all ethical clashes, 
it ofers minimal guidance on what constitutes these six core values for 
social workers, specifcally social work practitioners and social work 
researchers. 

During my doctoral work in Kakuma refugee camp, I felt confused 
about how to implement or navigate the core social work value of dignity 
and worth of persons while envisioning that value as a social work doctoral 
student, specifcally, a trained social work practitioner and an emerging 
social work qualitative researcher. To respect the participants’ dignity and 
worth, I felt conficted: Was there a signifcant diference in my engagement 
or interaction depending on whether I was donning my research or prac-
titioner hat? For instance, the construct of “empathy” is critical to both 
social work practice and qualitative research. However, engaging in an 
empathetic interaction may look dissimilar from the respective perspec-
tives of researcher and practitioner and is dependent upon one’s culture. 
Tis results from the difering objectives of social work practitioners and 
social work researchers, despite both abiding by the value of the dignity 
and worth of the individual. 

Furthermore, this chapter exposes the consequences of my decisions, 
how navigating this interview felt convoluted, how my training as a social 
work practitioner may have informed or infuenced the research relation-
ship, and how I may have handled this situation diferently. Finally, this 
chapter encourages important conversations around ethics for researchers 
who are also involved in practice-based professions. It proposes that such 
professions would do well to consider exploring the complexity of ethical 
responsibilities for practitioners who also facilitate qualitative research. 
It does not advocate for a universal code of ethics to guide all professional 
practices; instead it encourages dialogue on the potential disconnect 



Are “Ethically Appropriate” Responses the Same for All of Us?

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  95 2023-06-22  3:45:40 PM

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

95 

between ethics for those who practice professional work while concur-
rently engaging in research. 

“it’s my Fault” 
Te power and complexity of embodying my privileged positions has 
forced me to refect on the ways that I navigate my existence. As a white, 
educated, able-bodied, cisgendered, heterosexual man from the Global 
North (US citizen/Canadian student), I am positioned in the elite realm 
of the asymmetrical power divide of this world. My daily life circum-
stances and experiences are inherently less challenging than for those 
situated in society’s marginalized spheres. As a social work practitioner 
and an emerging researcher who works with those labelled “refugees,” I 
have been concerned by the lack of urgency or desire by social workers 
to understand how our practice and research impacts those we intend to 
“support,” particularly those who face heightened subjugation. Attempting 
to gain a deeper awareness of the inequities related to qualitative research 
that privilege and power impose upon marginalized populations drove 
my dissertation research. As such, in 2017, I undertook a fve-month crit-
ical ethnographic study in Kakuma refugee camp, Kenya. Te project 
explored research ethics, power, colonialism, and research participation 
from the perspectives of refugee young people living in Kakuma. 

I am aware that simply acknowledging my identities does not equate 
to ethical practice or a depth in self-refection. However, this chapter will 
not address this or the paradox or irony of me, a white, powerful researcher 
from the Global North, facilitating research about research ethics with 
refugee young people in an oppressive environment.5 Instead, this chapter 
privileges one interview interaction between Afya,6 a twenty-something-
year-old Ugandan woman who identities as a member of the LGBTQI7 

(lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex) community, and me. In order 
to gain a richer awareness of the experience, a brief contextual landscape 
of Kakuma refugee camp is necessary. 

Established in the early 1990s, Kakuma refugee camp is one of the 
world’s oldest and most densely inhabited refugee camps. Te camp is pos-
itioned in the semi-arid region of northwest Kenya, in Turkana County. 
It is situated about one hundred kilometres south of the South Sudan border 
and one thousand kilometres northwest of the capital, Nairobi. Te pro-
tracted refugee camp encompasses four zones over ten kilometres and 
houses roughly 190,000 refugees, 90,00 above capacity (UNHCR 2017). 
Te weather in Kakuma is especially harsh, with temperatures that regu-
larly reach forty degrees Celsius, and the yearly rain accumulation is only 
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between seven and ffeen inches (Ohta 2005). However, when the rain 
arrives, because of fat and barren terrain one can expect severe fooding, 
making homes and roads inaccessible throughout the camp. Dry riverbeds 
traverse the camp and infrequently rage with polluted water and random 
fash foods. Like many refugee camps, Kakuma is host to myriad non-
governmental organizations and community-based organizations that 
provide a gamut of services. One of the most isolated regions in Kenya, 
the desperately impoverished Turkana County, which houses the refugee 
camp, is home to the Turkana people (Ohta 2005). Te majority of Turkana 
have maintained a pastoral way of life – raising camel, sheep, donkeys, 
and goats. Te abject poverty is undeniable, and scholars have theorized 
whether refugees or the Turkana face a greater deprivation of basic human 
needs (Grayson 2017). 

Kakuma refugee camp also hosts a “protection area” for self-identifed 
LGBTQI refugees from neighbouring countries. Te oppression that 
members belonging to the LGBTQI community were subject to was exem-
plifed in physical beatings and verbal and physical abuse by the police, 
local Turkana, and fellow refugees. Consequently, many members of the 
LGBTQI community chose not to depart from their makeshif living 
quarters (i.e., “protection area”) because of safety concerns. Afer fnishing 
my research, I was alerted that the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) transported many LGBTQI refugees from Kakuma 
to Nairobi. Tis was in response to several beatings of LGBTQI community 
members in the refugee camp, most specifcally at the hands of Turkana 
community members. As it currently stands, UNHCR has shifed several 
refugees from Nairobi back to Kakuma, though many LGBTQI refugees 
currently remain in the capital. 

It is important to note that my interview with Afya intended to spe-
cifcally focus on her previous research experiences while in the camp. It 
was not to ascertain information on the plight of LGBTQI refugees in 
Kakuma, though, as this vignette illustrates, the conversation quickly 
shifed to LGBTQI concerns, which caused a personal and professional 
dilemma for me, a social work practitioner and doctoral researcher. Te 
interview was held in the home of Afya, in the LGBTQI protection area 
of Kakuma refugee camp. Prior to “ofcial” interviews for my study, I 
individually met with each potential participant to determine (a) their 
interest in the study, (b) general demographic criteria, (c) previous re-
search experiences, and (d) expectations, motivations, and objectives for 
the participant and myself. Te following interaction took place about 
four minutes into the ofcial interview with Afya. Tis was the second 
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time we met. While this section will simply provide an excerpt from our 
exchange, the succeeding section of the chapter will problematize and 
unpack the situation. 

nEil: So, you mentioned that you were in two previous research studies. 
What were they about? 

aFiya: Well, one was not a research project but from a journalist from 
[name of publication]. And that was terrible for me. I think that guy 
exploited us. Sometimes they do that to us LGBTQI, these wazungu.8 

nEil: (feeling remorse and frustration) What do you mean these wazungu 
usually exploit you? 

aFiya: Yeah, this man came from [publication], do you know how many 
people read [publication]? He didn’t even tell us that he was going to 
put our pictures on the Internet, and he did. And he never even pro-
vided us with anything afer the interview. Tere still has been no word 
from him. He just published our stories and lef us here in this place 
to be beaten. 

nEil: To be beaten? 
aFiya: Yes. You know most of us in our community cannot go out even 

to fetch water or pick up our rations [food rations] because we fear 
that we will be beaten or even killed. I know you have seen some 
of the ways we are treated here. Police, Turkana, even other refugees 
try to beat and kill us because we are LGBTQI. I’m so tired of it, and 
I am tired of these people coming to exploit our story and provide 
no help. 

A barrage of emotions surface, and I am not exactly sure how to respond. I 
am acutely aware that my presence suggests I am one of “these people”! 

nEil: Gosh, Afya, that sounds really terrible. I’m so sorry to hear all of 
this. 

aFiya: Yeah. Tat is our life here. But, you know, I guess I’m just mad at 
myself. It’s my fault. 

nEil: What is your fault? 
aFiya: All of this ... If I wasn’t a lesbian, I would be living in my country 

with my family and friends ... living a normal life. Instead, I’m here in 
this camp, constantly being harassed, beaten, assaulted, and scared for 
my life just because I love women and not men. So, yeah, it is my fault 
... I’m a lesbian, and it’s illegal to be a lesbian. I can only blame myself. 
(stated with a fat afect and minimal emotion) 
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At this point, I’m feeling worried, anxious, and unsettled. What should I do? 
What do I say? Is it even “ethical” for me to talk to Afya about my interview 
topic anymore? How can I best support her? In this context, I’m a researcher 
and feel that if I respond the way I feel most comfortable, it will skew my 
research.9 Actually, this isn’t even related to my research – she’s talking about 
a journalist, but more importantly, she’s discussing her safety and overall 
wellbeing. 

nEil: So you feel that all of this is your fault? 
aFiya: How can it not be? Other people here are running from war – we 

are running from our sexuality. Yes, it’s unjust, but it has to be my fault. 
No one is forcing me to love women, but I do. So it’s just ... ya know 
... confusing. 

At this point, I consciously decide it may not be “ethical” to shif this interview 
back to my research topic. Based on her emotional state and afect, it would 
be wiser to abandon the interview and begin engaging in a way that I think 
most appropriately values the dignity and worth of Afya. 

nEil: Tis is a really terrible situation that you are experiencing. Tis is 
sincere injustice, and it’s wrong. And it sounds like blaming yourself 
could only make this situation worse for you. 

aFiya: I don’t even know what to think anymore. I’m so tired of this life 
here in Kakuma. 

nEil: What do you mean, tired of this life? 
aFiya: I mean, I just want to get out of here and live normally again. I am 

determined that one day it will happen. At least we have each other, 
our community here. We really support each other. 

nEil: I’m happy you have a supportive community. Tat is very important. 
aFiya: Yeah. 
nEil: I can’t even imagine the struggles of your community here in 

Kakuma. It’s so painful to hear all of this, and you are absolutely being 
treated inhumanely. And it is defnitely not your fault, Afya. Have you 
sought help from the police here in Kakuma? 

aFiya: (laughs) Police?! It’s even the police that are also beating us. It’s like 
everyone in Kakuma is homophobic ... even UNHCR, they don’t help 
as much as they could. 

nEil: Tat is so saddening and frustrating for me to hear. So I can’t even 
imagine how it makes you feel. 

aFiya: It is too bad. 
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nEil: Afya, is there anything I can do to help try and be an ally or support 
to you and your community? 

aFiya: You know, you are a mzungu with a lot of power. People from here 
[Kenya] really listen to wazungu. Can you try to inform your people 
back there [Canada/US] about our problems here? We really need 
some help. Our people are sufering, and we are scared that some of 
us may be killed even. 

At this point, I immediately think of a former acquaintance who works with 
the International Rescue Committee in New York City. Her dissertation 
focused on trans issues in Kampala, Uganda. I also consider contacting 
some global LGBTQI activist organizations and resettled refugees (in US 
and Canada) from the LGBTQI East African community. But I am also 
overtly aware of my colonial and privileged identities. Am I shifing my role 
from social work doctoral researcher to social work practitioner to “white 
saviour”?10 

nEil: Okay. I will try to reach out to some people who may have some 
ideas. I’m not sure what kind of response I will get, but I will defn-
itely try to contact some people who may provide me with some 
information. 

aFiya: Tank you, Neil. 
nEil: Well, I’m not sure that I will get through to anybody, but I will surely 

try. Tis is a terrible situation, and I’m really sorry to hear about this. 
It pains my heart. 

aFiya: It’s really terrible here. 

We sit together for a few more moments and discuss our plans for the re
mainder of the day, who I would try to contact, and then arrange another 
time to meet to discuss this further. 

qualitativE rEsEarchEr, 
social Work PractitionEr, WhitE saviour? 

Te interaction with Afya was ethically concerning and unsettling for 
several reasons. Tese include power, privilege, position colonization, 
Othering, oppression, procedural and relational research ethics, and exer-
cising the core social work value of dignity and worth of persons.11 While 
it has been acknowledged that the identities and positionalities of the re-
searcher are an essential and pervasive component of the research process 
(Dwyer and Buckle 2009), this felt explicit during our communication. 
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Te following section will outline how my struggle to promote Afya’s 
dignity and worth was hindered by my being a white man from the 
Global North whose primary responsibility as a social work doctoral 
student was to facilitate research unrelated to LGBTQI constraints. 

As noted, a fundamental value of social work is the dignity and worth 
of the person. Tis value indicates that “social workers treat each person 
in a caring and respectful fashion, mindful of individual diferences and 
cultural and ethnic diversity ... Social workers are cognizant of their dual 
responsibility to clients and broader society. Tey seek to resolve conficts 
between clients’ interests and the broader society’s interest in a socially 
responsible manner (NASW 2017, 5–6).” 

Te behaviours of a social work researcher and a practitioner may 
difer when attempting to afrm dignity and worth of the person. Con-
sidering that my primary role in Kakuma refugee camp was to facilitate 
my doctoral research, I was bound by institutional (i.e., my university, the 
Kenyan government) ethical codes, social work’s ethics, and my personal 
ethics. As various sets of ethical codes diverge, how does a social worker, 
primarily a social work researcher, navigate the messiness of sorting 
through these principles? In this section, I explore the similarities and 
distinctions between the paths a social work researcher versus a social 
work practitioner could have led me. First, I provide some rudimentary 
distinctions between the roles of social work practitioners and research-
ers. Second, I will describe the “ofcial” ethical clearance protocol I re-
ceived before initiating my research. Moreover, I will illustrate how the 
concepts of “empathy” and “emotional labour” informed my conscious 
decision to abandon my researcher hat and embrace my social work pro-
fessional practices while attempting to implement the value of dignity 
and worth to Afya. Finally, I will discuss the consequences for this action 
and how shifing my role could constitute a white saviour ideology. 

An important tool in qualitative research and social work practice is 
being self-refexive and exploring one’s positions and identities within 
the research or therapeutic process. Engaging in consistent self-refexive 
exercises paved a path to, albeit minimally, assess how my positionalities 
and identities persistently impacted my daily surroundings in Kakuma. 
Te ignorance that underlies my white, cis, heteronormative privilege was 
evident as I re-read the transcripts of our interview. At one point, I asked 
whether Afya had sought help from the police in Kakuma. As a white 
man, my protected and naive upbringing engendered ignorance to assume 
that police protect all people equally. In my interaction with Afya, this 
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was apparent in her laughter when I asked whether the police were aware 
of the abuse she was facing. As a white man, my privilege inhibited my 
ability to recognize police as potential abusers. 

Roles of Social Work Practictioner and Researcher 
Before my interview with Afya, it was clear that my roles as a social work 
researcher and practitioner would have refected difering ideologies 
during my interviews. For instance, as a researcher, I initiated the relation-
ship for my own research (i.e., dissertation) purposes. While my research 
objective was to identify power imbalances and inherent oppression be-
tween researchers and refugee research participants, this research project 
would surely provide me with more beneft than it would for any of my 
participants. Tis was contradictory to how I was trained in social work 
practice. For instance, in clinical social work, the client is commonly 
looking for support in processing mental health concerns, trauma, de-
pression, or anxiety. Consequently, clients commonly seek direct support 
from social workers, and social workers attempt to “meet the client where 
they are at.” In my research with Afya, however, it was me, the researcher, 
who entered her home and pried into her life, primarily to serve myself. 
As such, we did not “meet” where she was at. Instead, we met at the dis-
cretion and direction of me, the social worker from North America. 

Institutional Ethics 
Prior to commencing my research in Kakuma refugee camp, it was man-
datory that I receive ethics approval from fve disparate bodies: (1) McGill 
University’s (my home institution) Research Ethics Board; (2) the Kenyan 
National Government–National Commission for Science, Technology and 
Innovation; (3) the Refugee Afairs Secretariat of Kenya; (4) a National 
Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation-accredited Kenyan 
University; and (5) the local police chief of Kakuma town/camp. None 
of the fve bodies posed questions specifc to relational ethics, and only 
McGill’s Research Ethics Board focused on procedural ethics. Tis sug-
gested that it was not an ethics evaluation of my proposed research. Instead, 
the Kenyan entities were primarily concerned with (a) McGill Univer-
sity’s accepted dissertation proposal, (b) an approval letter from McGill’s 
Research Ethics Board, and (c) a monetary fee. 

Obtaining approval from these fve departments indicated that I was 
ethically authorized to conduct research in Kakuma refugee camp. Tese 
fve institutions’ approval, I understood, implied that so long as I main-
tained client confdentiality, provided informed consent documents, and 
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abided by other procedural ethics, I, a social work doctoral researcher, 
would be illustrating a sense of dignity and worth to the research partici-
pants in Kakuma. Te interaction with Afya illustrates that regardless of 
ofcial ethical approval to facilitate my research, an ethical conundrum 
surfaced. Such an ethical concern was not only unaddressed in the fve 
ethical applications, but also any discourse even minimally associated with 
such experiences was excluded from my qualitative research training. Tis 
is not uncommon in doctoral research courses/pedagogy (Kumar and 
Cavallaro 2018). 

Emotional Labour and Empathy 
During the interaction with Afya, I was palpably aware of my emotional 
labour. Concerning qualitative research, emotional labour consists of a 
process that may elicit particular feelings or emotions in oneself as a re-
searcher (McQueeney and Lavelle 2017). Moreover, it refers to the efort 
a researcher invests in expressing or coping with their emotions to achieve 
“objectives” pertaining to their work (Nutov and Hazzan 2011). While 
emotional labour appears inherent in research interactions, I felt confused 
about how to manifest my emotional labour. My previous role as a refugee 
resettlement social work practitioner, coupled with my current novice 
researcher status, clouded my conceptions of “appropriate” emotion during 
interviews. How was I to illustrate empathy – the ability to share in and 
understand others’ experiences vicariously (Decety and Cowell 2014) – in 
my interaction with Afya? Indeed, displaying empathetic feelings is crit-
ical in social work practice (Gair 2012), though overly engaging in empa-
thetic communication with a research participant may denote bias or an 
inability to remain critical in analysis12 (McQueeney and Lavelle 2017). 

Although a uniform defnition of empathy is nonexistent, clinical so-
cial work has identifed it as feeling with the client rather than feeling 
for the client; it moves beyond sympathy to enter imaginatively into the 
life of someone else (Gair 2012). Empathy is regarded as the establish-
ment of caring rapport and support and may consist of “communicative 
attunement,” which is a verbal response that includes reframing or para-
phrasing the client’s own words (Elliott et al. 2018). Empathy can also 
be conveyed non-verbally, including facial expressions and body posture 
(Gair 2012). In qualitative research, cognitive empathy focuses mainly on 
understanding the participant’s frame of reference or attempting to under-
stand their emotions (Elliott et al. 2018). In general, empathy is a part of 
the relational connection that would establish a less threatening en-
vironment and thus a worthwhile interview experience yielding quality 
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participant responses (Mallozzi 2009). As culture, positionality, and 
identity impacted empathy, I struggled with how to display empathy in 
my time with Afya. I was also concerned with how my research epistem-
ology impacted my non-verbal empathy and the way that may have dif-
fered from my social work practice training. 

If I had strictly abided by my institutional research ethical contracts, 
perhaps I would have exercised a cognitive empathetic approach by frst 
actively listening to Afya’s concerns. Tis may constitute sharing an “em-
pathetic” verbal response (i.e., “Wow, Afya, it sounds like you are dealing 
with a lot here”) or a non-verbal response (nodding my head while looking 
at Afya) but, ultimately, shifing the interview back toward my primary 
research focus. Indeed, the social work value (not specifc to research- or 
practice-based work) of dignity and worth suggests that I have a “dual” 
responsibility to both the individual/client/participant and the greater 
society. While my research did not focus on the plight of LGBTQI refugees 
in Kakuma, I wondered if navigating our conversation back to my research 
topic could be categorized as exemplifying dignity and worth, considering 
(a) my research study did directly focus on oppression in qualitative re-
search and (b) I envisioned disseminating my research to the greater society. 
As such, if I chose to acknowledge yet minimize Afya’s urgent concerns 
related to her sexuality, I remain unsure that I would have been illustrating 
dignity and worth as a social worker, particularly a social work researcher. 
Moreover, my position was primarily a qualitative social work researcher 
and not a clinical social worker. Afya had not come to me in my role as a 
social work practitioner, seeking support or advice for the appalling situ-
ation in which she found herself. Instead, I sought her out to assist me in 
my research endeavours, which were unrelated to LGBTQI afairs. While 
research suggests that qualitative researchers must be prepared for un-
expected events in their research (Kumar and Cavallaro 2018), scholarship 
regarding empathy in qualitative research ofen appears convoluted, con-
tradictory, or both and may be dependent on the research paradigm.13 

While contemplating my responsibility in the interaction with Afya, 
I briefy pondered how maintaining an alliance to my research obliga-
tions would afect the interaction. For instance, I signed documents for 
fve independent ethical boards claiming that I would engage in “ethical 
research.” Suppose I disregarded the information Afya was conveying 
to me and instead focused on my topic. In that case, I am uncertain as to 
whether that would have constituted ethical research, considering her 
concerns were irrelevant to my research topic. While researchers who 
work with humans must “frst and foremost” acknowledge “the well-being 
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of the individual research subject” (Msoroka and Amundsen 2017, 5), I 
was unsure how to respect the well-being of Afya in that particular mo-
ment. As I ruminated on her words and contemplated the convolution of 
the diverse ethical codes, it felt apparent that for Afya’s “well-being” and 
to acknowledge her ultimate dignity and worth, I should forgo my inter-
view agenda and abide by conduct more closely associated with social 
work practice. Tis, however, was confounded by the notions that (a) I 
was not a social work practitioner in that context and (b) by taking on 
this role, I firted with the danger of engaging in a white saviour, pater-
nalistic relationship. 

White Saviour Complex 
Despite these concerns, I consciously decided to suspend my research 
objectives with Afya. While this decision was made with minimal delib-
eration, I maintain that it felt more “ethical” in relation to dignity and 
worth. In this particular instance, Afya’s distress was palpable. She re-
ported ongoing physical and emotional abuse. Although it was evident 
that the systemic oppression inficted upon her was well beyond the scope 
of our interview, I could not detach my personal ethics from Afya’s ex-
periences. I am not a member of the LGBTQI community, though I do 
attempt to root my work (research/scholarship, social work practice) in 
confronting oppressive forces that continuously encumber the lives of 
so many. As such, I viscerally observed personal feelings of anger and 
frustration at those identifed as harming the LGBTQI community. Within 
moments of our engagement, I asked myself, “What is the most ethical 
path to follow as a social worker and as a white man from the Global 
North?” I determined that minimally addressing Afya’s concerns (with 
a brief empathetic response) and restricting the conversation to focus on 
my topic felt like the antithesis of acknowledging dignity and worth. In 
our engagement, it was explicit that Afya was much less interested in 
sharing about her previous research encounters (my research topic) than 
in sharing about the overt and consistent harm she was facing. 

Engaging as a clinical social worker consisted of my actively responding 
to Afya, attempting to normalize her feelings of self-blame, and acting as 
an advocate. Immediately following my decision to abandon the interview, 
I thought about how my privileged and powerful identities and position-
alities could, in fact, be useful. Indeed, a critical component of the social 
work discipline is advocacy. While disseminating research is a form of 
advocacy, Afya’s situation appeared more urgent and signifcant than my 
simply publishing a report on this situation. Moreover, the concerns that 
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Afya shared were divorced from my research topic. Tus, I used my priv-
ileged and powerful identities and positions to expand beyond Kakuma 
in hopes of fnding support, considering that the “supportive” resources in 
Kakuma refugee camp were overtly violating human rights. Terefore, I 
contacted several international organizations and activists working on 
LGBTQI issues. Troughout my time in Kakuma, I regularly met with 
Afya and currently remain connected, despite her no longer living in 
Kakuma. Upon critical refection, I continue to deliberate how my actions 
(a) instilled implications for my research and (b) could be considered to 
refect a “white saviour” ideology. 

With respect to research, I pondered how my interaction with Afya 
would impact future interviews with other LGBTQI research partici-
pants. I considered the probability that other folks from the LGBTQI 
community in Kakuma were exposed to similar violence and whether it 
was “ethical” for me to bring that into our research-oriented relationship. 
Or would that “interfere” with my research topic? Conversely, I was con-
fused about how future interview relationships with “ethnicities” that Afya 
claimed to be discriminatory would be impacted by my aversion to the 
treatment of LGBTQI in Kakuma. On a more “formal” platform, I con-
sidered how research ethics boards would interpret my terminating my 
research objectives in order to “support” Afya in a fashion that I deemed 
provided dignity and worth to her. Furthermore, would the academy14 

frown upon my decision, considering I was provided “permission” to 
facilitate “ethical research,” not to terminate an interview without ascer-
taining how the participant may have provided benefcial information for 
my research study. 

In my decisions to “advocate” for Afya and other members of the 
LGBTQI community, I believe I was engaging in a “white saviour complex.” 
Straubhaar (2015, 385) defnes the white saviour complex as the privilege 
that Global Northerners exhibit while working in “developing” contexts 
in the Global South, by maintaining, albeit subconsciously, that they hold 
the “unique power to uplif, edify, and strengthen” those who face signif-
cant subjugation. Even though I recognized that Afya sought my help, I 
still wondered how, as a white man with education and power attempting 
to provide “support” or to “advocate” for her and her community, I could 
ultimately save her from her unjust government and “immoral” society. 
Perhaps I was suggesting, albeit tacitly, that the Global North is more 
“advanced,” considering LGBTQI persons are not publicly living in con-
texts of forced displacement. Furthermore, was my intuition to “help” 
rooted in an insecure desire for Afya to recognize “I am not that mzungu,” 
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here to exploit you? Tis insecurity manifested in my concerted verbal 
and non-verbal empathetic responses to Afya’s concerns. 

While these critical queries are invaluable, I was cautious not to have 
them inhibit or stymie my action or responses to Afya’s requests. Indeed, 
a person’s ethical point of reference is infuenced by the society that sur-
rounds them (Amundsen and Msoroka 2021), possibly evidenced in Afya’s 
acknowledgment of both the micro-level and systemic oppression she 
faces, thanks to colonialism, power, Othering, and privilege. Tis may 
suggest why Afya accurately acknowledged, “You know, you are a mzungu 
with a lot of power. People from here [Kenya?] really listen to wazungu.” 
Whether paternalistic or not, actively responding to Afya’s requests for 
me to utilize my privilege in a manner that could conceivably assist her 
and her community felt closer to recognizing her dignity and worth than 
did (a) focusing on my research agenda and (b) not exploiting my privil-
eged positions for fear of fully embodying the white saviour complex. 
Despite my justifcations, could I be confdent that my actions were “eth-
ical” with Afya? Although difcult to know, what appears more transparent 
is that neither research ethics guidelines nor social work’s code of ethics 
address this nuance. 

moving ForWarD: Dignity anD Worth? 
Tis chapter has illustrated that despite abiding by ethical codes of con-
duct, a dilemma arose when the prescribed ethical protocols lacked a clear 
framework for moving through a contradiction in my roles. Although my 
main focus was to provide dignity and worth to Afya, I am still perplexed 
about how to truly engage with this core social work value as a researcher 
versus social work practitioner. In retrospect, I consciously decided to 
disregard my research agenda with Afya and transitioned to a clinical 
social work role. While I feel confdent that this assessment provided Afya 
more substantial dignity and worth, I intermittently contemplate my 
decision, particularly one element of our interaction. It was not until afer 
I decided to depart from the original interview that I asked Afya about 
what she needed from me. I failed to inquire whether she deemed it im-
portant to forgo the interview or to shif our focus back to my original 
research agenda. I continue to ruminate on whether excluding this critical 
piece of engagement may have represented a failure to provide dignity 
and worth to Afya. Instead, I ascertained what was “best” in the current 
context, without her consent or acknowledgment. Tis realization surfaced 
two months afer the interview, during a critical self-refexive journal 
writing session. I equate this lack of awareness to ask Afya for her feedback 
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with notions of privilege, power, colonialism, and Othering. As a white, 
educated, powerful social worker from the Global North, I employed my 
privilege and decided what was ultimately most appropriate for my re-
search participant. For instance, the research was conceptualized, dictated, 
and implemented by me and my agenda. I came to Afya’s community and 
house and not only set the agenda but also decided to terminate the inter-
view when I deemed it necessary. Clearly, asking Afya, a woman who 
faces daily subjugation, oppression, and marginalization, for her thoughts 
would have showed a more equitable efort to support her dignity and 
worth? Despite my eforts to uphold dignity and worth, my inherent and 
unacknowledged white supremacy framework inhibited my ability to make 
that connection. 

Te ethical dilemma that surfaced in my interaction with Afya indi-
cates that ethical codes and values are ofen muddled and fail to account 
for the nuance in situational ethics. In order to redress such constraints, 
professionals who also facilitate research must continue to explore ways 
to implement ethical codes and values associated with their profession. 
More specifcally, the profession of social work requires social workers to 
provide dignity and worth to our clients and participants. As this chapter 
explores, however, this value is convoluted and multifarious. In many 
instances, recognizing the dignity and worth of our clients and partici-
pants is uncomplicated. For instance, by maintaining procedural ethical 
codes in a research or interview interaction, the researcher is considered 
to uphold the dignity and worth of the participant. Te challenges are 
nestled in the nuances of the research interaction, as this chapter has 
demonstrated. Tis is linked to the notion that procedural ethics are simply 
one variable of a complex research ethics agenda. 

Tis chapter suggests that further ethical questions must be considered 
in the discipline of social work and other professions. For instance, future 
conversations should explore whether researchers and professional prac-
titioners abide by identical codes. Indeed, NASW claims that the ethical 
code document “does not provide a set of rules that prescribe how social 
workers should act in all situations” (2017, 2). Tis statement appears to 
suggest the importance of assessing each ethical moment accordingly and 
considering core values and ethical codes on an independent basis. While 
I disagree with the universalization of ethical codes across contexts, by 
failing to deconstruct the underpinnings of each core value (e.g., dignity 
and worth), we lack evidence to suggest that we have engaged in a cul-
turally responsive constitution of that core value. While NASW’s Code of 
Ethics is not a panacea for all ethical dilemmas, the discipline of social 



Neil Bilotta

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  108 2023-06-22  3:45:40 PM

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

  
 

   

  

  
  
  
  

108 

work should do more to ascertain what constitutes dignity and worth of 
our participants/clients. By failing to do so, we may be replicating or 
perpetuating an inherent asymmetrical hierarchy in our social work re-
lationships. Why are the participants and clients of our work absent from 
such discourse? 

Moreover, this chapter is useful for those outside social work; human 
rights work is rife with ethical conundrums, as this book exemplifes. If 
“human rights advocates” anchor their work in similar core values, further 
consideration should be provided on how to engage with these values. Or 
perhaps some of the interactions are too complex to address in an ethical 
document and instead should be handled on an individual level. While 
this chapter poses far more questions than it answers, I argue that human 
rights work, social work, research, and other helping professions must 
make a concerted efort not only to conceptualize questions around ethics, 
but also to prioritize them. Moreover, in order to provide an equitable 
platform, all parties (practitioners, workers, clients, participants, students) 
must collaborate in advancing such ethical concerns. If academia, social 
work, and human rights work continue to promote skeletal constructions 
of core values and ethical codes, we can expect the exacerbation of eth-
ically signifcant moments for helping professionals who also consider 
themselves researchers. 

notEs 
1 As a US-trained social work practitioner, I reference the National Association for 

Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics. NASW claims that “among codes of ethics 
social workers should consider the NASW Code of Ethics as their primary source” 
(NASW 2017, 3), though it should also be noted that the Canadian Association of 
Social Work (CASW) abides by similar values and ethical constructs. 

2 Te term “client” has been debated in social work. Tis chapter will not engage in 
such debate but will loosely defne “social work clients” as individuals, families, 
groups, organizations, and communities. 

3 CASW identifes fve core values: respect for the inherent dignity and worth of 
persons, service to humanity, integrity in professional practice, confdentiality in 
professional practice, and competence in professional practice. 

4 Truth may be understood according to epistemology, cultural and social norms, and 
context. 

5 Such an account is detailed in Bilotta (2021). 
6 Afya is a pseudonym. 
7 LGBTQI is the acronym commonly used in Kakuma refugee camp. 
8 Wazungu, plural of mzungu, is the Kiswahili term that literally translates to “aimless 

wanderer” (Che-Mponda 2013) and was initially coined to identify European col-
onists. Contemporarily, mzungu is commonly used to refer to white foreigners. 
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9 My research training did little to prepare me for ways to manoeuvre “data collection” 
methods that extended beyond “my” research topic. For instance, Afya’s concerns 
were not related to the research topic. In that moment, I was unsure if moving away 
from the research area would ultimately impact the “data.” More importantly, I was 
reminded that my research training lef me unprepared. 

10 Tis question is with reference to “Te White-Savior Industrial Complex” (Cole 
2012). 

11 Vervliet and colleagues (2015) distinguish between procedural ethics and relational 
ethics. Procedural ethics include informed consent, privacy and confdentiality, 
institutional ethical approval, the right to withdrawal, dissemination practices. 
Relational ethics consist of the recognition of value and respect (Lawrence, Kaplan, 
and Dodds 2015), reciprocity (Chilisa 2019), refexivity (Guillemin and Gillam 
2004), and privileging the agency of research participants while striving for dignity 
and connectedness between the researcher and participant (Vervliet et al. 2015). 

12 It is important to note that I am relating specifcally to my research training. 
Alternative theories would debate this methodological paradigm. 

13 For further detail on research paradigms, see Chilisa (2019). 
14 I have conceptualized “the academy” as a corporation that equates “knowledge 

production” (i.e., scholarship, funding) to “success.” 
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6 
Unequal Pay for Equal Work 

ETHICAL REFLECTIONS ON EXPLOITATION 

AS A FUNDING REQUIREMENT 

Maritza Felices-Luna 

ExPanDing our Ethical gazE 
As practitioners, activists, artists, and researchers engaging in human 
rights work, our ethical gaze tends to be restricted or confned by regulat-
ing bodies, institutional guidelines, feld conventions, codes of practices, 
procedures, protocols, and so on, and our own ethical principles. Although 
goals might be diferent (protection from liability, ensuring protection for 
those in vulnerable positions, guaranteeing standard practices, among 
others) these constraints provide us with a set of “valid” ethical questions 
to ask and “acceptable” answers to come up with. Tese constraints deter-
mine the focus of our ethical attention as well as help us prioritize when 
contending ethical principles arise. 

Despite being necessary for multiple reasons, these constraints act as 
barriers delimiting what is within the purview of ethical consideration 
and what is exempt from it. Trough this process of boundary making, 
unethical practices, relations, and situations go on unseen and unchal-
lenged precisely because they are not thought of in ethical terms. Acting 
ethically, then, might demand that we refect on the nature and logic of 
those constraints and the implications they entail. 

As a case in point, countries such as Canada and the US regulate ethics 
in research through a national policy implemented by an external review 
body. In Canada, the public mandate of research ethics boards (REBs)1 

is to evaluate the ethical implications of a particular project on partici-
pants or potential participants. Tis means that the researcher’s actions 
toward members of the research team, collaborators, local population, 
and the broader public as well as the impact the research might have on 
these groups lie outside the purview of the REB. While I am certainly not 
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advocating for a larger role by REBs,2 I do see as a problem the fact that 
ethical guidelines exclude from the realm of ethics the actions of the re-
searcher in regards to all actors other than research participants. By re-
ducing the researcher’s universe of moral obligation, this narrow gaze 
opens the door to unethical practices, problematic attitudes, and exploit-
ative relations in research that go on unimpeded. 

As a researcher engaging in human rights work, I have come to the 
realization that I ought to expand my ethical gaze beyond the confnes 
established by REBs, and to critically examine my practices, attitudes, 
relations, decisions, and considerations as they relate to everyone directly 
or indirectly involved in the research process or concerned by my research. 
However, doing such a thing is not easy or straightforward; it requires 
balancing sometimes opposing and even antagonistic considerations. 

Tis chapter fows, akin to a stream of consciousness, through a series 
of questions that are not fully explored and for which I never attempt to 
provide an answer. In the text, I grapple with questions of scope and 
boundaries; questions of power and autonomy; questions of temporality 
and distance; as well as questions of angles of vision and prioritization 
when confronted with a common challenge for those engaging in human 
rights work: the diference in salaries, benefts, and working conditions 
between workers with the same previous experience and conducting the 
same tasks, whose only diference is the location of their permanent 
residency. 

WhEn Filling out BuDgEtary Forms 
BEcomEs an Ethical DilEmma 

Many years ago, when I was a new hire in the criminology department 
at the University of Ottawa, I applied for a four-year research grant from 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC).3 

Te research project sought to analyze the continuum of human rights 
violations and other problematic practices by the police and the military 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo through changing political con-
texts (dictatorship, civil war, and emerging democracy). Having had the 
opportunity to visit the Democratic Republic of Congo on a few occasions, 
I had developed a connection with the Education Centre on Criminology 
and Human Rights (CEFOCRIM [Centre de Formation en criminologie 
et droits humains]) and wanted this project to be the starting point of 
a fruitful and mutually benefcial working relationship. In order to get 
the ball rolling in this partnership, I planned to hire a Canadian research 
assistant (RA) as well as a Congolese RA. Both RAs would conduct and 
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analyze interviews in what I saw as not only a learning opportunity for 
both of them but also a way of sharing resources, knowledges, expertise, 
and so on, between researchers from the CEFOCRIM and the University 
of Ottawa. I wanted this project to produce knowledge regarding human 
rights violations by state institutions, but most importantly, I saw it as a 
way to funnel funding and begin a dialogue between academic institutions 
from the Global South and the Global North.4 I was dreaming big! 

While in the midst of my feel-good reverie where everything was 
possible, I reached the “budget section” of the application form. What 
I thought would be an uncomplicated mathematical exercise became an 
ethical conundrum regarding the salary of the Congolese RA. Te salary 
of the Canadian RA was already set by the University of Ottawa, but I 
needed to determine how much I would be paying the Congolese RA. I 
considered three options: 

1 Pay the Congolese RA the same amount as the Canadian RA;5 

2 Pay the Congolese RA an equivalent amount to that of the Canadian 
RA, seeking to provide them with similar purchasing power;6 

3 Pay the Congolese RA local rates.7 

I was uncomfortable with the frst and the third options; the two RAs 
would be doing the same type and amount of work, with probably similar 
previous experiences, but in each of the two scenarios I would be dis-
proportionately compensating one RA over the other. At frst glance, the 
second option appeared to me as fair given that it would ensure equity 
between the two RAs. However, I felt uncomfortable with the implica-
tions of paying a Congolese RA not only signifcantly more than what 
their colleagues get paid, but also more than people in higher hierarchical 
positions,8 including the professors and researchers working in the 
CEFOCRIM, and I wondered about the potential negative implications 
of such a choice. Notwithstanding my unease, I decided to go ahead with 
option two, as it seemed at the time to be the least problematic of the 
three. When I submitted the application for internal review, the Uni-
versity of Ottawa’s research facilitator indicated that SSHRC required 
researchers to pay local fees to local RAs, in other words, to pay the 
Congolese RA the same fees that Congolese RAs are paid in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. 

I was uncomfortable with this regulation because it concretely meant 
generating a serious discrepancy in terms of living conditions and com-
pensation/acknowledgment for equal labour. I decided to attempt to make 
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up for this discrepancy by including in the budget travel grants to inter-
national conferences for the Congolese RA. Once again, the university’s 
research facilitator said SSHRC did not allow it; the grant was only to be 
used to fnance the travel, accommodation, and conference fees for re-
searchers and RAs from Canadian institutions. 

Feeling troubled and at a loss but without having the insight to consult 
my Congolese colleagues, I decided to postpone dealing with the issue 
and simply fll out the application following the University of Ottawa’s 
research facilitator guidelines. I told myself that if I got the research grant, 
I would fgure out a way to solve the problem and redress the imbalance 
between the two RAs. 

I see three potential ethical issues emerging from this vignette: 

1 SSHRC’s policy of paying local rates and excluding RAs not attached 
to a Canadian institution from travel grants for conferences, learning 
opportunities, and other benefts. 

2 My decision to fll out the form following SSHRC’s policy instead of 
challenging the policy; refusing to abide by their budgetary guidelines; 
or making the decision not to apply for the grant. 

3 My original dilemma of how one should pay two people doing the same 
work in the same place with the same experience but attached to two 
institutions located in two diferent countries with starkly diferent 
living conditions. 

Although each ethical question deserves serious thought and discus-
sion, I will address only the last one. Te core of my dilemma is that by 
paying the Congolese RA local fees – as set by common practice and 
prescribed by institutional guidelines – I would be establishing that their 
work was worth less than that of a Canadian RA, and I would be, for all 
intents and purposes, exploiting them by paying them less for equal work 
under similar conditions. However, by paying the Congolese RA the 
equivalent of what the Canadian RA was paid (by granting them equal 
purchasing power), I would be creating a rif between the RA and other 
Congolese researchers as well as with other members of their commun-
ity, undermining local practices, and disrupting social hierarchies. My 
training on the TriCouncil Policy Statement9 on ethics had certainly not 
prepared me for this. 

In the end, I did not get the grant and, therefore, did not have to deal 
with the situation and the consequences of my choices. In the section 
that follows, I discuss the multiple questions that plagued me during 
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the nine-month wait for the publication of the grant results. Tese ques-
tions continue to swirl in my mind as I have yet to fgure out what is the 
“right” thing to do. How would it be possible to handle such a situation 
ethically? 

thE irrEsolvaBility oF Ethical DilEmmas 
I am not privy to any ethical issues that might have been raised within 
Canada’s research funding agency when it adopted the policy dictating 
that researchers ought to pay local fees to local researchers. I do not know 
on what grounds they based their decision, which arguments they put 
forth, what they took into consideration, and what they disregarded. I do 
know that on the application form required by my local REB to certify 
that my research was ethical, I did not have to answer any questions in 
relation to RAs, potential collaborators, other members of the popula-
tion from where I was recruiting my participants, or the local community 
where I was conducting the research. Te REB was concerned only with 
what I planned to do or not do with participants, how I would do it, what 
the participants would know about what I was doing, and whether the 
participants would be in a position to consent freely to their involvement 
in the project. 

Neither the REB nor SSHRC helped me work through the ethical di-
lemma; the message I received from the two organizations I was de-
pending on to conduct the research was that there was no ethical dilemma 
to solve. Te impression I got was that doing the project ethically did not 
require me to consider the implications of remuneration given that the 
grant agency was the one making such determination. SSHRC, the REB, 
and the university’s research facilitator framed the remuneration of the 
RAs as a technical or administrative issue that lay outside the realm of 
ethical conduct in research. I was confounded and disturbed by the fact 
that I could exploit someone, and that while doing research I could harm 
an individual, a community, or both, and the research would still be con-
sidered ethical simply because I was following what I had said I would 
be doing when it came to the research participants. 

While awaiting the results of the grant application, I engaged in “water-
cooler” conversations with more experienced colleagues accustomed to 
managing grants. I was surprised to fnd that they also did not see this as 
an ethical issue but as a matter of policy and resource management. When 
I insisted that I would be exploiting the Congolese RA, they acknowledged 
the situation was problematic but did not deem it unethical because they 
shared the REB’s and tri-council policy’s scope of what ethics in research 
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entails and to whom we are ethically responsible: the presumably less 
powerful participant. 

What never crossed my mind was to talk to my Congolese colleagues 
from the CEFOCRIM about how they saw the situation, what insights 
they could ofer, the potential impact of the diferent options I was thinking 
about, and possible solutions or ways to move forward. By trying to solve 
it on my own instead of reaching out, I was not involving those directly 
concerned in my dilemma, toward whom I was trying to act ethically. In 
hindsight, it seems absurd that I wanted to create a collaborative relation-
ship with the CEFOCRIM, yet I did not think it might be relevant, let 
alone necessary, to talk to them about an ethical dilemma I was grappling 
with. Tis lapse might be a good indicator that I was not as ready as I 
thought to work in collaboration with them and to create a genuine part-
nership. Notwithstanding, if I had had the sense to reach out, whose 
perspectives should I have privileged: those of potential RAs? those of 
the researchers from the CEFOCRIM? those of the administrators of 
the CEFOCRIM? those of other local or international agencies conduct-
ing research in the city of Lubumbashi? Given how my decisions would 
impact them diferently,10 most probably they would have provided me 
with opposing views, and I would have had to decide whose perspective 
I would prioritize, whose angle of vision I would give precedence to, in 
other words, whose interests I would privilege and on what grounds. 

Without a sounding board to bounce ideas of, I found myself attempt-
ing to navigate on my own the following myriad of questions assailing 
my mind. 

Who should be the focus of my ethical action: the RAs? the research 
community? the local population? Should my actions be geared toward 
ensuring I treat both RAs in a fair, respectful, and equitable manner? Was 
I responsible toward the local community, making sure not to disturb local 
dynamics or practices, not to risk interfering in hierarchical relations? Or 
was my responsibility toward the local and international research com-
munity at large, meaning that I should not set a precedent that other re-
searchers might not be able to follow? Whom should I prioritize? For 
whom was I responsible? 

Whereas SSHRC frames the issue as a matter of what is best for the in-
dividual versus what is best for the community, REBs’ mandates limit the 
ethical gaze to participants or potential participants and thus exclude the 
community from ethical consideration. Despite taking opposing sides, 
this dualistic framing of individual interests and rights as intrinsically in 
competition with community interests and rights is foreign to the Demo-
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cratic Republic of Congo and implies values and logics from the Global 
North.11 My ethical gaze, however, does not allow me to privilege one over 
the other. I know myself to be responsible to both at the same time, which 
renders acting ethically an impossibility in this situation. I would have to 
choose between privileging the negative impact on the RAs or the negative 
impact on the community. By acting ethically toward one, simultaneously 
and inescapably I would be acting unethically toward the other. 

I considered defning my ethical duty based on the proximity of the 
relationship. If that were the case, I would be more responsible toward 
the RAs because they would be relationally closer to me, working daily 
side by side. I would be less responsible in regards to members of the
CEFOCRIM and the École de criminologie de l’Université de Lubum-
bashi (ECOCRIM)12, with whom I would be contributing occasionally, 
and even less responsible toward the local community, whose members I 
would only occasionally meet, if at all. Tis questioning helped me realize 
that, in fact, my universe of moral obligation extends only as far as I allow 
my ethical gaze to roam. If I narrow my gaze, then my responsibility is 
toward the two RAs. If I expand it and look beyond the individual, I would 
see the Congolese RA as part of a Congolese research community as well 
as a member of the local community. If I were to expand it even further, 
I would also see my ethical responsibility toward the CEFOCRIM and 
ECOCRIM, with whom I wanted to establish a long-term collaboration. 

Yet, if I were to pay the Canadian RA considerably more than the 
Congolese RA for the same work under the same conditions and with the 
same work experience, the exploitation would be even more apparent 
and the humiliation direct and constant as they would be working in close 
collaboration on a daily basis. Every day would be a constant reminder 
that the Canadian’s RA work was “worth” more than the Congolese RA’s 
work. I saw this situation not only as exploitative and humiliating but also 
as reinforcing the privilege and superiority of whiteness.13 

I was aware of the injustice felt by local workers, particularly those 
working in the area of international aid and human rights organizations 
who are paid local fees and have poor, even dangerous, working condi-
tions while white people from outside Africa get better pay and better 
conditions and beneft from a “risk” bonus. By not worrying about the 
possibility of negative repercussions for the Congolese RA, I would be 
purposefully ignoring the impact of my choices, decisions, or actions 
and placing them outside any ethical consideration. By not fnding ways 
to balance the inequity created by SSHRC, I would be acting unethically 
and endorsing the Congolese RA’s exploitation. However, by fghting 
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against the discrimination and exploitation of the Congolese RA, I would 
also be imposing foreign standards of equity and fairness on a society 
that does not have the same perceptions of it and values and practices it 
diferently. 

Te question then becomes, Who am I to disturb local ways of work-
ing in the name of equality, fairness, justice when I do not permanently 
live in that locality? What right do I have to generate confict or tension, 
to undermine local practices and then leave? On the other hand, should 
I let problematic practices go on because I am not part of the community 
that is concerned by them? When does “respect” for local practices become 
a reason to let sufering or problematic situations go on, and when does 
“helping” become a reason to impose values and ways of living that I, a 
Peruvian living and working in Canada, consider important or good? 

Te issue of how far my ethical responsibility as a researcher extends 
was compounded by questions about the temporal frame of my respon-
sibility. Should I consider the possible or potential harms the Congolese 
RA might face in the short term, such as personal and property damage,14 

or in the medium and long term, such as loss of other job opportunities 
out of jealousy, vendetta, or bridges burnt if I were to pay them the equiva-
lent of the Canadian RA’s salary? Should I consider how it could potentially 
afect the dynamics within the CEFOCRIM and the ECOCRIM while the 
research was taking place as well as aferward?15 

Tese concerns raised yet another issue for me: On what basis was I 
making assumptions about what could happen to the research assistants 
and what the potential negative consequences or impact might be? My 
thoughts on what might be at stake or how the community might react to 
the perceived benefts that the Congolese RA would enjoy came from 
multiple conversations with members of the local population and with 
professors, researchers, and students, as well as from interviews conducted 
previously for a diferent research endeavour. During those conversations, 
they had described the physical violence, destruction of property, loss of 
employment, social isolation, legal proceedings, and even criminal charges 
either they or people they knew had experienced when someone in the 
community felt they were more deserving of some perceived or real beneft. 
Notwithstanding the fact that this information came from those living 
within the community, I still worry that my interpretation and analysis 
of the information might be imbued with unconscious biases, privileges, 
and stereotypes I carry with me. More importantly, as I justify or provide 
grounds for my concerns in this paragraph, to what extent am I actively 
engaging in perpetuating stereotypes of the Global South? 
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I also ask myself whether I was adopting a paternalistic attitude by 
wanting to protect and defend the Congolese RA from potential jealousy, 
envy, resentment and to prevent a vendetta by the local researchers and 
community. Was I undermining the RA’s agency and resourcefulness, their 
autonomy to decide whether they wanted the job or not? Tis issue also 
came up when I was attempting to fnd ways to make up for the exploitative 
salary of the Congolese RA. Te problem, at the core, involved me deciding 
the best way for someone to spend their money. If it would be unacceptable 
for me to take part of the Canadian RA’s salary and dispose of it by making 
them go to a conference, why would it suddenly be acceptable when it 
came to the Congolese RA? Tis was a matter of autonomy and self-
determination; they each had the right to do what they wanted with the 
money they had earned. Furthermore, my choice of paying for inter-
national conferences in Europe or North America revealed what I im-
plicitly deemed valuable for their professional development, and it was 
based on certain standards that (re)produce the Global North as a site of 
pre-eminence. 

In experiencing the dilemma, in working through the dilemma, the 
driving force has been an incessant questioning: How do I act ethically 
– without damaging social relations? without reinforcing systems of dis-
crimination and exploitation? without imposing my interpretation and 
actualization of equality and equity? And how do I do this without be-
traying who I am or harming those with whom I am working? Trough 
this relentless questioning, am I giving myself way more power and way 
more importance than I actually have? In fact, how far do my actions 
actually reach? Could hiring one person for three or four years really or 
deeply afect the local community and the research community? To what 
extent would determining the salary of the Congolese RA or providing 
them with other benefts, such as attending international conferences or 
giving them their own computer, impact their personal and professional 
lives? Could any of my actions or a combination of them really “alter” or 
“disturb” local practices and social hierarchies? 

More than ten years later, the answers to these questions remain the 
same: 

I do not know. 

BEyonD acting Ethically 
Taking time to think before doing is not only important but also neces-
sary as we strive to act ethically. However, asking myself these questions 
has brought me almost to a standstill. It has stopped me from moving 
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forward. I have withdrawn and held back from engaging in feldwork 
while attempting to fgure out how to do so ethically. I cannot fathom 
going into the feld to research the dynamics and consequences of state 
violence, political violence, and human rights violations until I fgure out 
how to do so in accordance with a broadened ethical gaze. 

What follows is where I currently am in my journey of trying to fnd 
a way forward. 

Troughout the past ten years I have read a lot, thought a lot, sought 
for answers in diferent ethical approaches. During these ethical explor-
ations, I have been sometimes persuaded by ethics of duty, ethics of 
consequences, and ethics of care.16 Although none of them helped me 
solve the question of how I should remunerate two individuals doing 
the same work under the same conditions, with similar previous experi-
ences but whose permanent address is located in diferent parts of the 
world, I still believe each approach can be a useful point of reference in 
navigating some of the other ethical dilemmas I have encountered while 
engaging in human rights work. Yet, I have not been fully satisfed by any 
of the approaches for two main reasons. 

First, they each necessitate the creation of artifcial boundaries to 
circumscribe the temporality, scope, and geographical and social distance 
of our ethical responsibility. In other words, in order to avoid informa-
tion overload, which would impair and render the approaches inoperable, 
we are required by each of these three ethics to selectively consider what 
is within the realm of ethics and to exclude components that, although 
integral to the situation, must be deemed ethically irrelevant. Tese ap-
proaches are, therefore, insufcient because I am looking for one that does 
not require me to wilfully limit my ethical gaze. 

Te second reason I have been dissuaded from embracing ethics of 
duty, ethics of consequences, or ethics of care is they appear to share the 
premise that we can discover or identify an ethical course of action in each 
and all situations when, as we have seen in this chapter, it is not the case. 
Any “solution” carries the potential for negative, unintended, or unethical 
consequences. Whereas it is possible to determine that an action is un-
ethical, it is not feasible to claim that an action is ethical.17 Acting ethically 
in absolute terms (without simplifying situations, without imposing 
boundaries that restrict our ethical gaze, without banishing certain factors 
out of the realm of ethical evaluation) is an impossibility. 

I fnd myself facing a stark choice: either I narrow my scope and re-
duce my ethical gaze, or I give up entirely trying to act ethically because 
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my ever-expanding universe of moral obligation and the ongoing need 
to solve the new ethical problems created by my solutions to previous 
ethical problems render it an impossible task. 

Frustrated by either choice and unwilling to give up, I have come to 
realize that a way for me to move forward might be to abandon the goal 
of acting ethically as an absolute in any specifc situation and strive instead 
toward engaging ethically with the world. 

Virtue ethics have become a viable alternative as they are an approach 
geared toward being and not doing. Tey are an ethics that are centred on 
the agent and not in the act (van Zyl 2019), directing us to ask “What 
should I be?” not “What should I do?” (van Hoof 2006). By being, we are 
not disconnected from our actions; we can only be through commitment 
and action, by constantly and repeatedly doing (Hursthouse 2001). Being 
is not about making the correct choice at any given time but about con-
stantly balancing and prioritizing our actions, aware of their limitations 
and consequences without constantly attempting to solve the unsolvable 
or prevent what cannot be prevented and, instead, shouldering our re-
sponsibility over our doing (van Hoof 2006). 

Although virtue ethics have been criticized for their Eurocentric views 
on what constitutes virtue and which ones we should be striving for, virtue 
ethics do not impose a set of virtues. On the contrary, they invite us to 
explore, discover, and choose the virtues that resonate with us personally, 
culturally, and spiritually.18 To this efect, I am currently attempting to 
work through the myriad of questions that assail me by exploring and 
refecting on the virtues I value. 

By focusing on the agent, virtue ethics might appear individualistic 
but are, in fact, centred on the Other and bound to the Other. Virtue ethics 
adopt Emmanuel Lévinas’s ethical imperative that we can only be when 
we are with others and more specifcally, when we are for others (van Hoof 
2006). Our being is thus conditional on our being responsible for others, 
on being accountable to others (Barber 1998). Te ethical gaze is, there-
fore, not directed inward, toward the agent, or outward, toward the action. 
Virtue ethics render the ethical gaze continuous and boundless by com-
pelling us to constantly search for and look afer the Other. 

As a researcher engaging in human rights work, virtue ethics help me 
transcend the institutional restrictions placed on my ethical gaze. I am no 
longer only responsible for acting ethically toward participants; I am re-
sponsible for being ethical, period. 
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notEs 
1 Te US and Canadian federal governments established ethics review boards as a 

means to prevent questionable practices in medical and military research as well as 
by social science researchers (Pimple 2008; Speiglman and Spear 2009). In 1998, the 
Canadian Federal government adopted the TriCouncil Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Human Subjects, mandating all Canadian universities 
and hospitals adopt and implement the policy using in-house committees to review 
and approve all research involving human subjects (Gotlib Conn 2008). According 
to the University of Ottawa’s research ethics board (REB), ‘‘Te mandate of the REBs 
is to assess and sanction the ethical aspects of all research projects involving human 
participants conducted under their jurisdiction by their professors and students, 
prior to their inception and during their execution. Te REBs also verify how re-
searchers plan to take on their ethical responsibilities. Te REBs must also approve 
all projects in which students, professors or support staf of the University of Ottawa 
serve as research participants” (https://research.uottawa.ca/ethics/reb, accessed Sep-
tember 16, 2020). Tere is an extensive literature criticizing the existence or the func-
tioning of REBs (see Felices-Luna 2014 for an account of some of the criticisms). 

2 Many researchers see as problematic the REBs’ tendency to overextend their reach 
(Bosk and De Vries 2004; Guillemin and Gillam 2004; Haggerty 2004; Librett and 
Perrone 2010; Nelson 2004). 

3 Te SSHRC is “the federal research funding agency that promotes and supports 
postsecondary-based research and training in the humanities and social sciences” 
(https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx, accessed November 19, 2020). 

4 Controversy exists regarding the use of global North/global South as being reduc-
tionist, homogenizing, without nuance, and as glossing over complex historical, 
economical, political, cultural, religious, social … realities (Waisbich, Roychoudhury, 
and Haug 2021). Notwithstanding, I agree with Tobias Berger (2021), who sees an 
epistemological value to the use of Global North/Global South as a relational cat-
egory. In this regard, the Global South is an epistemic South, post-national and de-
territorialized (de Sousa Santos and Meneses 2020). It refers to subjugated peoples 
and spaces negatively impacted by capitalism and colonization, thus opening the 
possibility for Souths in the geographical north and Norths in the geographical South 
(Mahler 2017). 

5 If I had to pay ffy-four hundred Canadian dollars to the Canadian RA, I would be 
paying that amount but in Congolese francs to the Congolese RA. 

6 If the amount paid to the Canadian RA provided them with the purchasing power 
to lodge, clothe, and feed themselves for four months, then I would be paying the 
Congolese RA the amount that would allow them to lodge, clothe, and feed themselves 
to a similar standard. 

7 Local fees would be determined by the amount that a Congolese RA was paid at the 
time by the CEFOCRIM. 

8 I do not know how much professors or researchers earn, but from previous research 
in Lubumbashi, I knew that judges at the time were reportedly paid approximately 
thirty US dollars a month. At the time of the application (2010), 71 percent of the 
population lived with less than one US dollar a day (Weijs, Hilhorst, and Ferf 2012). 

https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
https://research.uottawa.ca/ethics/reb
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9 Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans 
(2018). Accessed May 31, 2022. https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/education_tutorial 
-didacticiel.html. 

10 I presume that potential RAs would advocate for equivalent pay with the Canadian 
RA whereas the researchers of the CEFOCRIM, administrators, and other research 
agencies would advocate for local RAs to be paid local rates. 

11 For further discussion on how the Global North’s contrasting of individual versus 
collective rights is irrelevant to many in the Global South, see Nagar (2014), Smith 
(2005), and Wilson (2008). 

12 École de criminologie de l’Université de Lubumbashi (School of Criminology, 
University of Lubumbashi). Te ECOCRIM is closely tied to CEFOCRIM. Even 
though they are two distinct institutions, they share ofce and classroom space. 
Furthermore, the researchers at the CEFOCRIM are professors for the ECOCRIM 
and the students at ECOCRIM are research assistants for the CEFOCRIM. 

13 Even if the Canadian RA were racialized, their Canadian nationality would still 
be seen as a carrier of whiteness. Tis assumption comes from my own experience: 
as a Peruvian working in a Canadian institution, I was commonly referred to as 
Belgian by members of the CEFOCRIM, ECOCRIM, and other people I met. 
Whiteness is “a form of subjectivity that is socially constructed, historically con-
textual, and inherently unstable ... particularly problematic for its furthering of 
colonial and imperialist projects” (Razack, Smith, and Tobani 2010, 10–11). White-
ness is intrinsically tied to the perceived entitlement to manage all racial Others 
(Tobani 2007). 

14 In my previous trips to Lubumbashi, individuals told me about personal experiences 
with their homes being vandalized, even destroyed, out of jealousy over perceived 
material advantages or economic benefts. 

15 Although a relationship had been built with members of both institutions through 
various trips, it had not always been smooth or easy. I had seen the negative impact 
of being in a position to hire someone when I briefy and informally paid a student 
to collect empirical material necessary to start a small research project. On the 
one hand, I witnessed how he was mistreated by his colleagues and professors for 
the presumed “privilege”; on the other hand, he never delivered on the material he 
promised to collect, and others took this opportunity to challenge my decision to 
give him the “job.” I experienced students, professors, and researchers vying for my 
attention when they thought I had power or money, only to be ignored once I dem-
onstrated that I did not have either. Tere was tension when students and research-
ers, jockeying for better positions within the CEFOCRIM and the ECOCRIM, 
attempted to use me to gain some sort of perceived advantage. I had to manage 
situations when, on multiple occasions, those in positions of power displayed their 
authority and dominance over those with less power as a means to prove a point and 
get my attention, admiration, or recognition. Some students and researchers made 
disparaging comments and undermined their colleagues to me when they thought 
it could somehow beneft them. 

16 Ethics of duty: ethical action is determined, defned, and justifed universally by an 
abstract principle. Ethics of consequences: ethical action is determined, defned, and 

https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/education_tutorial-didacticiel.html
https://ethics.gc.ca/eng/education_tutorial-didacticiel.html
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justifed contextually by the consequences of the action. Ethics of care: ethical action 
is determined, defned, and justifed situationally by engaging in receptivity, related-
ness, and responsiveness. 

17 According to Bauman (1993, 11), “Few actions (and only those which are relatively 
trivial and of minor existential importance) are unambiguously good.” 

18 For some, those virtues might be represented in the four Rs of Indigenous research 
and education: reciprocity, respect, responsibility, relevance (Kirkness and Barhnardt 
1991), and the ffh R, “relationships,” added by Amy Parent (2009). For others, it 
might be the African concept of ubuntu (community). See van Hoof’s (2014) Te 
Handbook of Virtue Ethics for a starting point on important virtues within diferent 
communities and spiritualities. 
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Interlude 
BACK AT YOU, JOSEPH CONRAD 

Juliane Okot Bitek 

Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a canonical text in English 
literature, has haunted me ever since I studied it at school. Tis 
novella, much celebrated and much critiqued for its articula-
tion and seeming critique of colonial Africa, fully retained its 
racist trope of African people and was most famously de-
bunked by Chinua Achebe, who did not say much about the 
misogyny of this text. In this poem, I perform an erasure of 
an excerpt from the novella, by deleting most of the words but 
retaining the presence of Conrad’s words by maintaining his 
punctuation and select words. Te exposed words are words 
spoken at the end of a narration about the only African woman 
in that novella. She is beautiful but voiceless and can only 
perform anger. I write back, as an African woman, a poet, and 
a literary scholar, to respond to Conrad with his own words 
and peel back the limitations, racism, and misogyny that can 
no longer hide behind the craf of this immensely harmful 
work of canonical British literature. 



 
 
 

"Dark human shapes could be made out in the distance, flitting indistinctly against the gloomy  
border of the forest, and near the river two bronze figures, leaning on tall spears, stood in the  
sunlight under fantastic head-dresses of spotted skins, warlike and still in statuesque repose. And  
from right to left along the lighted shore moved a wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman. 

"She  walked  with  measured  steps,  draped  in  striped  and  fringed  cloths,  treading  the  earth  
proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. She carried her head high; her hair  
was done in the shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the knee, brass wire gauntlets to the  
elbow, a crimson spot on her tawny cheek, innumerable necklaces of glass beads on her neck;  
bizarre things, charms, gifts of witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and trembled at every  
step. She must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. She was savage and superb,  
wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and stately in her deliberate progress.  
And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness,  
the colossal body of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it  
had been looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul. 

"She came abreast of the steamer, stood still, and faced us. Her long shadow fell to the water's  
edge. Her face had a tragic and fierce aspect of wild sorrow and of dumb pain mingled with the  
fear of some struggling, half-shaped resolve. She stood looking at us without a stir, and like the  
wilderness itself, with an air of brooding over an inscrutable purpose. A whole minute passed, and
  then she made a step forward. There was a low jingle, a glint of yellow metal, a sway of fringed  
draperies, and she stopped as if her heart had failed her. The young fellow by my side growled.  
The pilgrims murmured at my back. She looked at us all as if her life had depended upon the  
unswerving steadiness of her glance. Suddenly she opened her bared arms and threw them up rigid
  above her head, as though in an uncontrollable desire to touch the sky, and at the same time the  
swift shadows darted out on the earth, swept around on the river, gathering the steamer into a  
shadowy embrace. A formidable silence hung over the scene. 

"She turned away slowly, walked on, following the bank, and passed into the bushes to the left.  
Once only her eyes gleamed back at us in the dusk of the thickets before she disappeared. 

"'If she had offered to come aboard I really think I would have tried to shoot her,' said the man  
of patches, nervously. 'I have been risking my life every day for the last fortnight to keep her out  
of the house. She got in one day and kicked up a row about those miserable rags I picked up in the
  
storeroom to mend my clothes with. I wasn't decent. At least it must have been that, for she talked
  
like a fury to Kurtz for an hour, pointing at me now and then. I don't understand the dialect of this
  
tribe. Luckily for me, I fancy Kurtz felt too ill that day to care, or there would have been mischief.
  I don't understand.... No-it's too much for me. Ah, well, it's all over now.' 
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7 
“I Want My Name” 

AUTONOMY, PROTECTION, AND ATTRIBUTION 

IN RESEARCH INTERVIEWS 

WITH “VULNERABLE” POPULATIONS 

Kristi Heather Kenyon 

How do we balance principles and practices of autonomy and protec-
tion in research with human participants? As a qualitative human rights 
researcher who uses interviews extensively this is a question I face ofen 
– particularly when it comes to identifying or masking the identity of 
interviewees. Ofen the powerful, articulate, and passionate people I speak 
to are what ethics boards classify as “vulnerable” populations because 
of the stigma they face for their work, their identities, their activism, and 
their health status. Sometimes, as a result, I am advised not to allow 
participants the option of choosing to have their names used in my re-
search. Te aim is protection and, yet, for some participants it can feel 
like an oppressive muzzling, limiting their ability to tell their own stor-
ies, to defy stigma, and to claim their own narratives. Why do we assume 
that research participants are not the people best able to assess their own 
risk? Who is best placed to decide whether to tip the scales toward auton-
omy or protection? And who gets to defne protection – as anonymity or 
a space to tell their story on their own terms? 

Te question of attribution may appear small and technical, but it is 
a critical question of human rights related to personal autonomy, par-
ticipation, dignity, privacy, confdentiality, and safety and security of the 
person. Naming participants – particularly where they belong to groups 
that are criminalized or stigmatized – can result in real world consequences 
including job loss, arrest, violence, and even death. Tese risks lead many 
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ethics boards to caution against, and sometimes explicitly prohibit, the 
identifcation of people they consider “vulnerable” (see also Krystalli 2021, 
134). But anonymity is not benign. It, too, has human rights consequences, 
including diminished autonomy, restricted participation, and impugned 
dignity. If we view those who participate in our research as active, autono-
mous, and capable it is essential that we engage with them as participants 
and honour their voices through their preferred attribution. Doing so, 
however, can challenge our own comfort level with risk, and given the 
immutability of our research outputs can ask researchers to make fxed 
commitments in perpetuity, even though the contexts of research partici-
pants and the risks they face ofen change over time.1 Deeply personal and 
unexpectedly complex, the question of attribution is, in fact, applied 
human rights work in the practice of human rights research. 

Tis chapter is inspired by a dilemma I encountered while conducting 
my doctoral feldwork and centres on grappling with the consequences of 
an ethics board decision. I trace this dilemma through a series of encoun-
ters as I conducted my research. In so doing, I refect on the practical 
implications of critical concepts such as protection, harm, and vulnerabil-
ity. Tis chapter is an active and iterative struggle with an unresolved 
ethical dilemma. It contains paradoxes, exceptions, and contradictions as 
I continue to wrestle with these questions through time. 

vignEttE 
This will not sound like a story of interview-based research with ac-
tivists in Southern Africa. Tere is no building of rapport, no nuanced 
tones, no dramatic facial expressions, no ambiance from background noise, 
no posters on the walls, no co-workers walking by, no protest slogans, no 
shared laughter. 

I sat at a big oak desk in my bedroom in a graduate college at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia and composed a Human Subjects Research 
Ethics Application. A long way from the context in which I would conduct 
my research, alone, and in silence, I tried to imagine the ethical risks and 
benefts of my research and determine how I might mediate them. 

Inspired by the HIV activists I had worked with during an earlier career 
in Botswana, I hoped my PhD would explore why organizations con-
ducting advocacy on HIV in sub-Saharan Africa chose the language of 
human rights. Activists are ofen strategic in the language they use in their 
slogans, chants, protests, and campaigns, and I was curious about why, 
unlike many health activists, HIV activists ofen referred to human rights, 
even though using the language of public health or development, for ex-
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ample, might be more familiar and less confrontational. In my research I 
chose to focus on organizations in four countries: Uganda, South Africa, 
Botswana, and Ghana, along with a small number of interviews with 
United Nations (UN) agencies. I was eager to learn from this vibrant, 
dedicated, and creative group of activists and advocates and committed 
to bringing their insights into academic conversations. 

I entered my ideas in precise, technical black and white, taking care to 
leave no box unticked. I had been told it was important to be specifc, to 
avoid ambiguity, to address all conceivable risks, and to be consistent. 

In composing my ethics application, I was infuenced by my experi-
ence as an activist, and working alongside activists. I intended to interview 
people in high-profle organizations about their work. Some of these or-
ganizations were very well-known. Teir objective was to be loud, visibly 
drawing attention to the plight of their constituency through radio cam-
paigns, dramatic protests, marches, political advocacy, protest songs, and 
community mobilization. Some of the people within these groups were 
very vocal. Tey were regularly cited in newspapers and interviewed on 
the news. Tey made submissions to Parliament and took cases to court. 

I decided to give each participant several choices about how (or 
whether) they wanted to be identifed in publications resulting from my 
research. I ofered these choices: identify me by my name and the name 
of my organization; identify me by organization only; do not include my 
name or the name of my organization. 

A four-country study necessitated multiple ethics approvals.2 One of 
these, the South African Human Sciences Research Council responded 
to my application with an unexpected request. Tey asked that, for rea-
sons of protection,3 “when publishing ... the investigator preferably makes 
no link to the organizations and individuals interviewed” (South African 
Human Sciences Research Council, personal communication, February 
5, 2010). 

I was puzzled. Te primary organization I intended to work with in 
South Africa was the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC). Tey were, for 
lack of a better word, famous. Tey sought attention (and action) for their 
cause. Tat is why they existed. It would be difcult to anonymize them 
and difcult to explain why I would try to do so. Ultimately, the South Afri-
can Human Sciences Research Council ethics board accepted my argu-
ment and allowed participants the option of identifying organizations. 

Te ethics board did not, however, allow me to include in my consent 
form the option of individuals identifying themselves by name. I was per-
mitted only to identify individuals if “a particular respondent specifcally 
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asks to be named” (South African Human Sciences Research Council, 
personal communication, February 22, 2010). Tis did not feel right to 
me, but identifying people was not important to my research and I agreed 
to this condition. 

I did not fully realize at the time that although individual identifca-
tion was not particularly important to me, it was particularly important 
to many of those who would participate in my research, particularly those 
living openly with HIV. 

A month later, in the thick of feldwork, I would write in my feld notes: 

A lot of people, when I go over the diferent ways they can choose to be 
identifed (or not) in my study, look almost ofended at the idea of not 
having their names used. [Tey ask] “But I am open, why should I hide?” 
We assume we’re protecting people by not naming them, but that’s also 
a way of silencing people, of denying them a voice. And a lot of the people 
I am working with have worked very hard to reclaim that voice, and they 
want to be named. (author’s feld notes, March 21, 2010) 

Framing thE DilEmma: 
intErviEWs arE rElational, risk is PErsonal 

Applying for ethics review is in many ways the diametric opposite of the 
experience of doing qualitative research. Te ethics review is important 
and essential; it forces researchers to think through the nitty gritty of a 
variety of ethical conundrums: Will we endanger our participants by 
speaking with them; who will beneft from our research; where will we 
store the data; who will have access to it? But in contrast with interview-
based research, which can be highly personal and nuanced, ethics appli-
cations tend to be a process that values certainty and that treats people 
as though they have universal desires and risks. It rightfully places respon-
sibility on the researcher to protect participants, but in doing so does not 
always provide ample space for participant agency and voice and can 
implicitly make paternalistic assumptions. 

Protection is and should be a central component of research ethics 
(CIHR, NSERC, and SSHRC 2018, 10.4; Kaiser 2009). Much of the in-
tellectual history of research ethics builds itself in contravention of studies 
that placed participants at signifcant harm, ofen without their know-
ledge or consent (see Resnick n.d.; Rhodes 2010). In many of these early 
studies, research subjects were clearly seen as less important than research 
outputs – they were, to put it frankly, seen as means to an end. When 
refecting on the history of research ethics it is important to note, also, 
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that these egregious historical examples relate primarily to medical re-
search, where harm and beneft have ofen been quite concrete – the 
experimental treatment cures you or makes you ill, for example (see 
Rhodes 2010). 

Social science and humanities research draws on the same framework 
in much muddier terrain and is far more open to diverse interpretations 
(McCormack et al. 2012). As a social science researcher working on 
questions related to health, I am ofen required to submit my application 
for ethics review to a medical- or health-related ethics review board.4 

Tis means I am asked whether I will take blood or tissue samples and 
whether there is a risk of death, the loss of limbs, or blindness as a result 
of participation in my study. I could answer these, with reference to my 
interview-based research on HIV activism, with some confdence. No, I 
would not take any biological samples, and, no, there should be no physical 
risk from the interview itself. 

But an interview is not exactly a procedure that one is subject to. It is 
an interaction that two (or more) people participate in. It may be situational 
and time limited, but on a micro scale it has many of the elements of a 
relationship – there is the process of introductions, getting to know each 
other, and ofen the discovery of common interests. An interview with rich, 
honest data depends on rapport between the interviewer and interviewee 
– trust built or assumed through factors as various as personality, tone of 
voice, and assumed intentions, as well as the ability of interviewee to place 
the interviewer into an existing web of connections. 

In the semi-structured style of interviews I used in my thesis research 
(see Longhurst 2003), I had the leeway to allow each interview to fow 
into its own unique shape. To reveal this shape I probed for detail, pulled 
on intriguing threads, sought examples, followed breadcrumbs, skipped 
redundancies, and altered the order of questions to ft the fow of each 
conversation. As I noted in my thesis: 

People’s views may shift from day to day and their expression of 
them ofen varies by context, including who is doing the interviewing. 
Interview content and depth may be afected by mood, time of day, work 
schedule, previous interaction, gender, or perceptions about the other 
person (for both the interviewee and interviewer). Interviews are nu-
anced communication interactions where individuals respond to subtle 
cues both verbal and non-verbal as well as setting, clothing, vocabulary 
and intonation. As an example, in one instance I unexpectedly gained 
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respect for having walked to an interview from a village 3 kilometres 
away. Tis may have had an impact on the lengthy and fruitful interview 
that followed, along with a meal. On another occasion, when I uncon-
sciously cracked my neck, in the process jerking my head slightly to 
one side, the person I was interviewing mirrored the action. He then 
responded as though I had expressed doubt or surprise in relation to 
what he had just said, elaborating on his last comments as a result. 
(Kenyon 2013, 101) 

Interviews are intricate, fuid, and intimate dances of interpersonal com-
munication. Nothing about them is static. Tey are rarely replicable. As 
complex acts of relational co-creation, in many ways interviews are them-
selves living things. 

Te beauty and irreplicable relationality of interviews does not mean 
that they are without risks. As I ofen say to potential participants (and in 
my consent forms), there is a risk that you may fnd some questions up-
setting, or they may remind you of unpleasant experiences. You may worry 
about upsetting colleagues if you are identifed, or you may have concerns 
about how donors or partners may react. I have begun adding, as I intro-
duce the consent form, that risk is personal. A question that may be neutral 
or positive to one person can be upsetting to another. I started adding 
this comment afer a woman I was speaking to burst into tears partway 
through an interview. I had not asked an invasive question or prompted 
her to recall something difcult or painful. It was not anything that I, or 
the ethics board, anticipated being particularly triggering or upsetting. I 
was asking a conceptual question about how she understood human rights 
and was using a series of photos to help spark the conversation. I showed 
her an image of an older man using a wheelchair. Unbeknownst to me, 
she was caring for her ailing father and had recently learned he was dying. 
Te photo reminded her of her father. We stopped the interview, found 
some Kleenex, and talked about her dad. 

Some harm is predictable and generic. But in an interview, harm is 
ofen personal and specifc. I could not have known that particular image 
would upset that interviewee. I did not know her life story and her family 
history. I now ofen say, “You know yourself and your situation best. You 
are the best judge of your own safety and well-being,” while reminding 
participants they can skip any questions they choose or stop the interview 
at any time. Tis is not to abdicate responsibility, but to highlight agency 
and self-knowledge. Meaningful protection requires knowledge. 
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unPacking vulnEraBility 

I had to prove to the ethics board that I would not be asking invasive 
questions (and I am not), and yet, people have been very open about 
sharing personal stories and heartache with me. I do not know if it is 
because they think that is what I expect, or because that is the starting 
point, the endpoint, the everything point for them when it comes to this 
issue. A lot of stories of death, lost husbands and wives, and children. 
Also, very honest, unpretentious, and unprotected (and unsolicited) 
sharing of personal experiences of self-stigma, internal struggles, and 
support structures. I have been ... I guess the word is impressed by the 
way people are open in saying “Tis is what I need.” It is an admission 
of both strength and vulnerability in ways that I do not encounter ofen, 
especially from people I have only just met. When meeting a participant 
for the frst time at her home, for example, she pointed out her brother 
and said, “He’s an important part of my support network.” (author’s feld 
notes, March 21, 2010) 

Two years spent working in HIV advocacy in Botswana taught me some 
of the complexities of publicly identifying as HIV-positive. Some people 
were very open, proud, and in some cases even known for their HIV status 
and related activism. Many others kept it a guarded secret. Confdential-
ity was a right. Tere were still people who faced horrible consequences 
from their status being disclosed – including abuse, isolation from family, 
losing their housing and jobs, and, in a few horrifc instances, losing their 
lives. As I put together my ethics application, I wanted to be very clear 
– under no circumstances would I ask anyone their HIV status. I was 
interviewing people working in HIV advocacy about their work. 

And yet, the reason people undertake this work is ofen very personal; 
in places with some of the world’s highest prevalence rates it is almost 
impossible for it not to be. Te ofen quoted slogan “If you’re not infected 
you’re afected” is true. Every family, every workplace, every community 
is directly afected. Even though my research was organization-focused 
and institutional, I gradually realized it was also necessarily personal. 

intErviEWEr: I think I just have one last question. Why do you think that 
people join TAC? 

intErviEWEE: Right. Let me talk about myself frst. I didn’t know that I’m 
living with HIV at frst. But my sister was living with HIV. (TAC em-
ployee in Ekurhuleni, interview, August 12, 2010) 
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Even though it had not been my intention, for many people I was efectively 
interviewing them on their own lives – because the professional and the 
personal were so closely intertwined. 

Many people became involved in HIV advocacy because they had been 
personally afected. My work included groups with strong grassroots 
components where, in many cases, women living with HIV, living in pov-
erty, with relatively low levels of formal education (but a wealth of life 
experience) became involved afer learning their status. I also conducted 
some more global policy–level interviews with United Nations agencies, 
where the people I talked to were typically highly educated career bureau-
crats, some with personal connections to HIV, and some without. I also 
interviewed many people whose life experience and education fell some-
where in the middle of these two groups, including highly educated people 
living with HIV. 

Tese frst two groups would ofen be classifed quite diferently in 
terms of vulnerability. Te former would be considered a population with 
a particular need for protection due to their HIV status, their gender, their 
poverty, and their “lack” of education. Tis vulnerability could be increased 
in some cases if that woman was also a sex worker, identifed as gay or 
lesbian, or had sex with women. All of these features and facets of identity 
and life entail real tangible risks to health, safety, and well-being within 
and beyond participation in research. And yet, it is a UN employee in 
Geneva who insists that her interview be used only as “deep background,” 
with no attribution or quotation because of worries about job security, 
and an HIV-positive woman in Ekurhuleni who insists that her name be 
used because it is her story. Each woman had the strength and wherewithal 
to challenge the options provided on the consent form and make requests 
that better suited her needs. One of these women, however, had the option 
she desired removed from the list of choices on the consent form at the 
request of her country’s ethics board in order to protect her. 

In the interview with Nontyatyambo, the woman who wanted her 
name to be known, I found myself saying, “It really strikes me when you’re 
speaking that you sound so strong” (K. Kenyon, interview with N. Maka-
pela, August 10, 2010). She explained, for example, when I asked about 
the meaning of human rights in HIV activism: 

As a woman who is living with HIV, who knows a little bit about our 
constitution, for me it mustn’t be something which is written there. It 
must be something that refects on a daily basis. For me, rights are all 
about human rights for a woman who is living with HIV, for a woman 
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who is negative, for a woman who is sleeping with another woman. All 
these things that our constitution addresses – non-discrimination to 
race, sexual orientation and so forth – it mustn’t be something that we 
just read. It must be practicsed. (N. Makapela, interview, August 10, 2010) 

She goes on to talk about how the government is sometimes intimidated 
by Treatment Action Campaign’s (TAC) “HIV POSITIVE” T-shirts, and 
that TAC works on building relationships toward positive change with 
health services, all the while conducting education on human rights and 
treatment literacy in informal settlements. She is informed, convincing, 
experienced, capable, independent, a leader. Tese are not traits that are 
typically associated with the word “vulnerable.” 

What does it mean to be vulnerable? Te emphasis on vulnerability 
comes again from a history of egregious research practices. Its inclusion 
as a critical consideration in research “signals mindfulness for researchers 
and research ethics boards to the possibility that some participants may 
be at higher risk of harm or wrong” (Bracken-Roche et al. 2017). Rather 
than being precisely defned, however, it seems to be a word that falls into 
“I know it when I see it” territory. A detailed analysis of national and 
international research ethics policies and guidelines “exploring their dis-
cussions of the defnition, application, normative justifcation and impli-
cations of vulnerability” found that “[f]ew policies and guidelines explicitly 
defned vulnerability, instead relying on implicit assumptions and the 
delineation of vulnerable groups and sources of vulnerability” (Bracken-
Roche et al. 2017). Te Canadian TriCouncil Policy Statement on Ethics 
(CIHR, NSERC, and SSHRC 2018) follows this trend. Te document pays 
great attention to vulnerability, including consideration of risk, gender, 
decision-making ability, age, appropriate and inappropriate exclusion, and 
a wealth of contextual and circumstantial factors. Te document does not, 
however, defne the term. Tis is reasonable as vulnerability is necessarily 
contextual. In social science research, we are talking primarily of personal, 
emotional, and social risks, and each of these is difcult, even inappro-
priate, to generalize. Without defnition, however, vulnerability can easily 
be couched in “implicit assumptions.” Tese assumptions can be damaging 
and can impede the agency and impugn the dignity of research participants 
deemed vulnerable. 

In common parlance, vulnerability is ofen referred to in two ways. 
First, it is used as a way of describing precarity or weakness (being “vul-
nerable to infection” ofen suggests that the body’s defences are weakened 
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and less able to handle a threat). Second, it is used to speak of the emotional 
openness needed to forge meaningful, close personal relationships. Te 
latter is typically described as an example of strength and maturity, though 
it can sometimes fall into the gendered binary wherein showing emotion 
is seen as female and weak, and reliance on rationality is seen as strong, 
professional, and male. 

How does this apply to interviewing HIV activists, some of whom 
were living with HIV? Te TriCouncil Policy Statement on Ethics speaks 
of “individuals, groups and communities whose situation or circumstances 
make them vulnerable in the context of a specifc research project” (CIHR, 
NSERC, and SSHRC 2018, Chapter 4, Introduction). Tis describes many 
participants in my research, and yet their situations and circumstances 
do more than make them vulnerable. Some of these factors are also what 
made the people I spoke to authoritative, knowledgeable, and powerful. 
One of the things that struck me was the ways in which vulnerability and 
strength were intertwined. In many interviews, the (mostly women) inter-
viewees that I spoke to were frank about their journeys, their pain and 
loss, and the web of support they had built and continued to reinforce. 
Tis frankness, this openness, this “vulnerability” enabled them to estab-
lish meaningful connections, to fnd new purpose in their lives, and to 
embody a bruised but resilient strength. I was in awe of the bare honesty 
of these accounts and the matter-of-fact way people spoke about support 
as a necessity to give and receive, a part of being human and afrming 
humanity. I am ofen asked if my research is depressing. I struggle to ex-
plain the energy, vitality, and commitment of the activists I speak to. Te 
work they do is devastatingly hard, as are many dimensions of their lives. 
But there is also real, palpable, ferce, proud, and hard-fought joy along-
side a furious desire for change. 

To speak of the activists I interviewed as vulnerable is not inaccurate, 
but it is insufcient and misleading. Many of the people I interview face 
very real risks. But words like vulnerable can obscure strength, capacity, 
and agency. Tey can reduce and simplify people who, like each of us, are 
multifaceted and complex. To say that Nontyatyambo faces risks because 
of her gender, health status, socio-economic status is true. To say that 
she is not capable of understanding her risks and making decisions for 
herself is not. Like many women with HIV, she has profound lived experi-
ence of negotiating and navigating risk and making difcult decisions. 
Tis is where the problem lies – that vulnerability was used to constrict 
her agency. She wanted her name used and she knew very well that there 
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were risks involved in being identifed (see also Krystalli 2021, 134, for a 
related discussion). She made this choice anyway. In Geneva, another 
woman evaluated her own risks and made a diferent choice. 

What is ProtEction anD Who gEts to DEFinE it? 

I attended the Treatment Action Campaign’s Gauteng Provincial Con-
gress in the old Johannesburg city hall. An old ornate room with high 
ceilings and a balcony, full to the brim with (mostly women) in light 
blue shirts saying “HIV POSITIVE” in the largest possible letters. I’ve 
never been to a meeting with so much singing – at fve minute intervals, 
afer every presentation, one person would start and then the entire room 
was on its feet, singing, in harmony, in call and answer, until singing was 
no longer enough, and the room began to dance, frst toyi-toying (a step 
side to side, and forward and back, traditional protest dance), then groups 
moving to the front to stomp, until the foor, the chairs, the tables and 
everything on them was vibrating, jiggling, dancing along. (author’s feld 
notes, August 29, 2010) 

In interview-based research, “protection” is ofen understood as obscuring 
the identity of participants. Tis structure of protection is built on particular 
ways of thinking about harm. Te assumption here is that if you are not 
named, and identifying details are not revealed, you will be kept safe. Harm 
is assumed to be social and due to identifcation, connection, and openness 
(see Kaiser 2009). Are these assumptions about harm meaningful to par-
ticipants in my research? Can structures of protection be sources of harm? 

Ubuntu is a sociocentric concept in much of Africa, known by various 
names in diferent languages (Kagame 1976; Kamwangamalu 1999, 24–25), 
that is ofen explained through the aphorism “I am because we are and 
since we are, therefore I am” (Mbiti 1990, 16; see also Gade 2011). It is 
the idea that we create, refect, and recognize our own and each other’s 
humanity through our interactions (see Mmolai 2007, xi; Mmualefe 
2007, 1). Although there is no universal story of HIV, for many people 
living with the virus, especially for many women, being diagnosed results 
in the severing of social and familial ties. One woman in Ghana, now a 
vocal activist, stated simply, “Because of this I don’t have a family.” She re-
calls thinking to herself, “I am no longer a human being” (Women United 
against AIDS Ghana employee, February 10, 2010; see also Kenyon 2017). 
For her and many others, involvement in support and advocacy groups 
flled crucial human needs for connection and recognition. She is now 
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active in a group called Women United against AIDS Ghana (WUAAG), 
where every meeting begins with a call and response chant of “UNITED – 
We Stand!” She says “WUAAG is my family” and through this connection 
describes herself as “bec[oming] bold” (WUAAG employee, February 10, 
2010; see also Kenyon 2017). Tis story was echoed through organizations 
in other places I studied, with heartfelt descriptions of fnding and building 
a family to replace the one they had lost. Alongside this reconstruction 
there was ofen a story of moving from shame and silence about their HIV 
status to a place of strength and pride as they learned about their condi-
tion, helped educate and support others, and advocated for change. Con-
nection and openness were ofen part of the “cure” to the social isolation, 
shame, and stigma, which many described as worse than the virus itself. 
In Botswana there even became a “Miss HIV Stigma Free” (Curtiss 2016) 
beauty and advocacy pageant, with extensive media coverage, where all 
participants were HIV-positive. For some, but certainly not all, the ability 
to be open, to tell their own stories in their own words and with their own 
names became an important act of reclaiming identity, voice, self-worth, 
and power. 

What if it is silence and isolation rather than identifcation that is 
harmful? What if not being able to tell your story and claim it in your own 
name reminds you of the shame you felt while hiding your HIV status? 
What if not being able to make choices reminds you of the loss of control 
you felt when you were diagnosed and the lonely clinical experience of 
the medical system? In these cases protection can feel like oppression, 
another instance of being told it is “not a good idea” to tell other people 
about your life, or for people to know what you have lived through. It can 
be a way of once again being silenced, once again being stigmatized, and 
once again being separated from family, this time a found family of shared 
experience. 

Tis is not a type of harm that is akin to a side efect in a drug trial. It 
is highly dependent on the details of an individual’s life: their relation-
ships, their personality, the stability of their employment and housing, 
their sense of safety, and even these factors in relation to those close to 
them who might be identifed by proxy. Te more I spent time with women 
living their activism, the more I realized the danger in assuming that 
anonymity always means protection. People need to be respected as ex-
perts on their own lives. Te idea that I, a foreign researcher, or even an 
ethics board in Pretoria, is better equipped to assess risk in someone else’s 
daily life is problematic. I have not walked in others’ shoes, and I do not 
have to live the consequences with the same depth as those whose lives I 
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write about. Tey are honouring me with their trust; I need to honour 
them and respect their agency. 

comPlications anD comPlExitiEs 

It’s March 2010 and I’m headed to conduct interviews with an LGBTI 
group that does HIV advocacy in Kampala. When I arrive there’s some-
one no one recognizes fddling with the lock on the gate. I go in and start 
an interview. A piece of legislation known as the “Kill the Gays Bill”5 is 
before [P]arliament, which proposes the death penalty for same-sex 
sexual activity. I spend extra time on consent and make a point of re-
cording our conversation about attribution. Te person I speak to tells 
me about holding a conference on LGBTI issues and the police starting 
to arrest people before the frst speech is done. He says he wants his name 
used in my research; “Let them come and arrest me,” he says laughing. 

In October 2010 Rolling Stone, a newspaper in Uganda, published 
gay activist David Kato’s photo on the front page alongside others with 
the headline, “Hang Tem.” He is brutally murdered in January 2011. In 
October 2019 gay activist and HIV educator Brian Wasswa is killed. Te 
news is devastating and unsettling. 

I did not interview either of them. I know the man I spoke to faces 
the same risks. I am not naming him. (author’s feld notes summary) 

I believe strongly in the autonomy and capacity of the people that I inter-
view. I consider limiting or overriding their choices to be patronizing 
and disrespectful. I am a human rights researcher, and respecting the 
dignity and autonomy of research participants, particularly those who 
have already experienced such disrespect and marginalization, is of para-
mount importance. But what if those who participate in my research are 
willing to take risks with their lives that I am not? And what if risk changes 
with time? 

Tese are terrifying questions, so terrifying, in fact, that I did not in-
clude this in the mass email I sent to friends and family while conducting 
feldwork in Uganda. Te interviews I did with LGBTI activists6 in Uganda 
did not appear in my thesis or subsequent book. While their exclusion 
from my book can be explained by a situation of too many case studies, I 
could have written an article from the data I collected. If I had, I have no 
doubt that I would not have included any individual’s name. 

How do I navigate this glaring contradiction? Is this not precisely an 
example of the paternalism I have been arguing against? Is it a situation 
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of “autonomy to a point, until I think that I know better than you”? Te 
activists I spoke to were utterly cognizant of the risks they faced, so much 
so that they mentioned them in interviews. Teir activism was an act of 
defance, solidarity, and celebration in the midst of ongoing risk. Like 
the women I spoke to in South Africa, the LGBTI activists in Uganda that 
I met with built a vibrant, welcoming community in their organization. 
Some of them revelled in being out and open. But while some of them 
were willing to take on serious risks to their freedom, safety, and lives, 
ultimately, I was not willing to risk their safety7 even if they were willing 
to risk their own. It was not a level of risk that I could live with. Tis reveals 
another level of complexity. While an interview is largely the story of the 
interviewee, it is, as stated earlier, a dynamic co-creation. I, too, am a par-
ticipant and creator. As a co-creator I, too, have a voice and a say in how 
this creation is represented. In this instance, I choose to exercise a veto 
on identifcation. I am simultaneously at peace with and unsettled by this 
decision. It feels like a contradiction, but it is the only decision that feels 
safe. Tis in itself is troubling. Ultimately, in these precarious circum-
stances, it comes down to my comfort, my moral compass, and my level 
of risk tolerance or aversion. I would have chosen not to reveal the names 
of people for whom I feared identifcation could lead to serious harm, 
even death, even if those same people, knowing those risks, would have 
made a diferent choice. Tis raises a number of critical questions that I 
cannot quite answer. Does it matter if that person has already identifed 
themselves (or been identifed) in local media? What is the threshold of 
risk that justifes overriding the preference of research participants? What 
biases shape the way I think about risk? How does access to information 
shape perceptions of risk? Am I more likely, for example, to perceive risk 
where violence is sanctioned by the state and receives media coverage 
than, for example, where it is within families or relationships? And is 
this risk assessment specifc to risks from participation in my research, 
which may be difcult to separate from other forms of communication 
and advocacy? 

If interviews are dynamic, living co-creations, another serious com-
plication is that we represent this dynamic creation in a static, immutable 
form. Academic outputs consist almost entirely of written publications, 
which are essentially unalterable once published. Once something has 
been on the Internet, even if corrected or removed, it leaves a trail that 
is nearly impossible to erase. In comparison with this permanent record, 
risk is contextual and ever changing. Changes in the political climate 
(elections, new laws, rising populism, new social movements) afect risk, 
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as do individual circumstances like a new job, relationship, or a move to 
a new town or country. How can I anticipate, not what is dangerous now, 
but what might be dangerous is one year, or fve, or ten? Should I invoke 
anonymity in research as a safeguard against not yet known future harm? 
Tis, too, is a struggle. To me, as a researcher, this seems the safest way 
forward. But safe for whom? As measured and defned by whom? In ex-
pressing dynamic lives in static outputs, all I can do is be informed by 
current and past events and trust in the self-knowledge of interview 
participants. I cannot muzzle the present in fear of the future. 

conclusion 
It has been ten years, and this dilemma is still one I return to regularly. It 
remains a complex navigation of autonomy, agency, dignity, overlaid 
with ofen external perceptions of vulnerability, limited mechanisms of 
protection, and very real risk. It is an uneasy triad between research 
participants, ethics boards, and researchers. I have to believe that those 
who participate in my research are the best placed to assess their risk and 
understand what protection and harm mean in their circumstances. Par-
ticularly when studying activists who make a point of vocal and ofen 
controversial public expression, it is reasonable to accept that they have 
a nuanced understanding of their own political and social context. In a 
small number of cases I will be unwilling to tolerate that specifc level of 
potential harm. 

Te aspects of this journey that I continue to carry with me are four-
fold. First, there are human rights and values in the fne print and the 
technical details. In these small black and white spaces we show what we 
believe; we proclaim the rights of research participants; we express our 
ideological approaches; and we announce who we are. 

Second, human rights research inevitably involves risk, now and in the 
future, for everyone involved. Some risks are small and some are horrifc. 
Risk cannot be eliminated and that is unsettling, frightening, and uncom-
fortable. Risk should never be taken lightly, and we must do everything 
we can to understand and address it, but we cannot use the possibility of 
generic risk as a blanket trump card. I need to accept that to do human 
rights work means being uncomfortable and scared at times but also 
striving for the real rewards it brings. 

Tird, human connection is at the centre of human rights work. 
Gradually I have learned that long chats with tea and biscuits are not 
distractions from the work – they are the process of building a critical 
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foundation. We need time to get to know and trust each other. Relation-
ships are what makes work possible and meaningful. Interviews can be 
powerful spaces of recognition and expression. It is important to take the 
time, sip the tea, walk the three kilometres, eat the biscuits, come back 
the next day, eat a third lunch, and do the things that help build a rela-
tionship. Tese casual interactions help us relate as people and enable the 
deeper conversations about risk, harm, and beneft that will enable me to 
better understand and meet the needs of the generous people who par-
ticipate in my research. To protect each other we need to know each other. 

And, fnally, there is no generic harm or beneft in human rights re-
search, because there are no generic humans. Each of us is particular, and 
a meaningful assessment of risks, benefts, vulnerabilities, and protections 
needs to engage with these particularities. 

notEs 
1 Once a piece is published, it is technically possible to submit retractions or correc-

tions, typically in the case of inaccuracies or misrepresentations. However, even in 
these limited windows of permitted change, given that most academic publications 
will be online, it is virtually impossible to “erase” original versions. For all intents 
and purposes, publications are static and permanent. By contrast, personal risk as-
sessments are inherently contextual and fuid. Risk may intensify or subside with 
shifs in political currents, family circumstances, and employment, for example. 

2 Every process was diferent, but despite some logistical challenges (i.e., applications 
sent by mail being returned unopened months later and applications sent by email 
being “lost”) or unexpected adventures (needing to travel to a hairstyling products 
distributor to meet an honorary consul general, or by boda boda [motorbike taxi] 
to an outlying ofce), most approval applications were constructive, interesting, and 
useful dialogues. Te Uganda Virus Research Institute particularly stands out in this 
regard – it was a pleasure to have detailed in-person discussions about my research 
plans with such interested and interesting people. Te main structural challenge to 
ethics review for social science research on health continues to be decisions about 
which ministry or agency is best suited to review such applications. In some instances, 
interview-based work with health activists by a graduate student is placed in the 
same category as multiyear pharmaceutical trials by multinational corporations. 

3 In this instance the board referenced the “possible negative reaction from donors” 
that I had listed as a possible risk in my ethics application (alongside possible fa-
vourable reactions from donors that I had also listed as a potential beneft). Tere 
are, of course, other risks, particularly to identifable individuals. 

4 Tis was the case for this research in Uganda and Botswana. 
5 Te Uganda Anti-Homosexuality Act was introduced as a private members bill by 

MP David Bahati in 2009. Same-sex sexual activity was already criminalized in Uganda, 
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as in many former British colonies, with a penalty of up to fourteen years in prison. 
Te original draf of the act included provisions for the death penalty for same-sex 
relations, but this was amended to life in prison. It was signed into law in February 
2014. In August 2014 the act was ruled invalid by the Ugandan Constitutional Court. 
Tere have been periodic reintroductions of similar acts, most recently the 2023 
Anti-Homosexuality Bill which passed third reading in March 2023 but was not 
signed into law by President Museveni, who instead returned it to parliament for 
further consideration in April 2023 (see Okiror 2023). 

6 Here, I am using the dominant terminology of the groups I worked with in Uganda, 
South Africa, and Botswana. I was not able to meet with LGBTI activists in Ghana. 

7 I am acknowledging here that the risk of inclusion in a thesis or academic text is not 
comparable to the risk of being local front page news. 
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8 
Your Mandates Aren’t Ours 

Katsi’tsí:io Splicer, Cougar Kirby, and Sarah Fraser 

social Positioning 
Cougar Shakaien’kwarahton (He Clears the Smoke) Kirby – I am a Coast 
Salish and Nuu Chah Nulth Native from Tsawout, BC, on my mother’s 
side. My father is Kanien’kehá:ka from Kahnawà:ke, and I represent both 
sides of my family proudly. Te Creator’s game, lacrosse, has been a sig-
nifcant aspect of Haudenosaunee culture for centuries – I value the game 
and its traditions. Te skills have been instilled in me from birth, and 
at ffeen years old, I was chosen to play at IMG Academy in Florida for 
my fnal years of high school, then selected for the NCAA Division 1 
Lacrosse Program at the University at Albany, which fnished in the top 
four in 2018. Lacrosse has let me grow into the passionate, hard-working 
man I am today. I am honoured and grateful to say I am a full-time student 
at McGill University and obtaining my bachelor of arts in sociology and 
Indigenous studies. I am a member of the men’s varsity lacrosse team in 
Montreal and a research assistant for Indigenous Youth Empowerment. 
I am deeply interested in my cultural background and love to explore 
Turtle Island and the many cultures people have to share. I hope to con-
tinue studying, along with my wife, in the Kanien’kéha Ratiwennahní:rats 
Language Immersion Program, to revitalize our language and create a frst
language–speaking household for our two-year-old daughter SEMSEMÍYE 
(Bumblebee). I am a caring man and passionate about every person and 
their individual stories. I am a young father, and I am deeply honoured 
to say I would not have all of these opportunities if it were not for my 
grandparents, Douglass Lafortune and Kathleen Horne. 

Katsi’tsí:io Splicer – I am a Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) woman from 
Kahnawà:ke; however, I grew up in Brooklyn, New York, and moved 
back to Kahnawà:ke afer fnishing my Western education. Tere is a 
long tradition of Kanien’kehá:ka men ironworking in New York City, 
and my father was one of them. Most Kanien’kehá:ka ironworkers, such 
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as my grandpa, would work during the week and drive back to Kahnawà:ke 
on the weekends. My parents decided they didn’t want this type of life-
style, so we stayed in Brooklyn full-time and visited Kahnawà:ke during 
school breaks. I grew up in an Italian American neighbourhood, and all 
my friends were white. Since I don’t look like the traditional “Indian” you 
see in movies, I grew up with a lot of white privilege. When people would 
ask about my heritage they would say I looked “exotic.” I grew up learning 
white, Brooklyn, Western culture. I knew a few words in my own language, 
Kanien’kéha, and barely anything about my own culture besides what 
I learned about the “pilgrims and Indians” when we covered Iroquois in 
third grade. I never felt like I belonged in Brooklyn, and I always felt like 
I was so diferent when I would visit Kahnawà:ke. Once I got older, I 
realized I had “identity issues.” I did not have a full understanding of my 
own culture and therefore of myself as a person. It wasn’t until I was 
working at the American Indian Community House1 that I learned about 
colonization and all of the horrors that my ancestors experienced. Tis 
experience made me realize the importance of my culture and history, 
and so I began my journey to rediscover my identity as an Onkwehón:we 
woman. Since one of the only measures of success I knew at this age was 
to achieve higher education, I went on to achieve two master’s degrees 
with the intent of moving back to Kahnawà:ke to help in whatever capacity 
I could. Shortly afer I moved back, I was gifed with the greatest role I 
will ever hold, being a mother. As I write this, my daughter just turned 
four. Because of her, I am even more motivated to learn about my identity, 
namely language, culture, and tradition, so that she will grow up not having 
to wonder who she is. Since then, I have been on a journey of decolonizing 
and re-indigenizing my being. 

Sarah Fraser – I am a colonial settler born in Montreal, Quebec. My 
ancestors travelled from France and Scotland and settled in the regions 
of Dundee and the Eastern Townships, in Quebec. Te log cabin built by 
the frst settlers of my family tree on my father’s side is still standing as a 
reminder of their journey to what I now know is called Tsi:karistisere. For 
the frst twenty years or so of my life I hadn’t grasped what this story of 
resettlement meant other than for myself. During my childhood, my 
grandfather would take my family to Akwesasne for lunch and treats. 
Akwesasne is one of three sister Kanien’kehá:ka territories in the region 
of Quebec. It felt special and important. I knew I was an outsider but did 
not know why. My education about First Nations and colonization was 
severely limited as our history classes are, to this day, devoid of such 
knowledge and facts. Years later, when I passed an internship interview 
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in Kahnawà:ke, the director of the institution explained to me sternly, 
“Never forget, you leave to go back to your home every evening, but this 
is our home, we don’t leave.” Te words mark me to this day. Tey are 
a reminder that my words and actions impact humans and the land 
both when I am present and when I am absent. Ultimately, as a colonial 
settler working with First Nations, the everyday realities of people of 
Kahnawà:ke will never impact me the way they impact the community. 
Fifeen years have passed since that interview. I am now a researcher in 
the feld of Indigenous health, well-being, and self-determination. With 
all the reading, the discussions, the relationships that I may have accumu-
lated in my heart and memory, I still feel that the space between myself 
and the people I work with is always “unresolved” in the sense that it 
constantly needs to be watched, heard, worked on, respected, and trans-
formed. Te ways in which we choose to work together is an ethical terrain 
of possibilities. Our roles and relationships transform over time based on 
context. Tese roles and relationships can have positive repercussions 
and negative ones simultaneously. And for this reason, ethics (the space 
of questioning what may be appropriate and respectful ways of being and 
doing) is the core of who I am and how I interact with others. My inter-
actions are forging who I am as a person, a soul, a partner, a mother, a 
friend, and a researcher. 

BackgrounD 
Te project described in this chapter takes place in Kahnawà:ke (By the 
Rapids). Kahnawà:ke is Kanien’kehá:ka territory on the south shore of 
what is known as Montreal. Te Kanien’kehá:ka are Rotinonshon:ni 
(People of the Longhouse) and their original territories were in what is 
now known as upstate New York. Due to colonization, Kanien’kehá:ka 
were pushed to a Jesuit mission, Kahnawà:ke. 

Te history of research in Onkwehón:we (Kahniekaha word meaning 
original people) communities is a dark one. Research has been a contested 
space and activity throughout the history of Onkwehón:we since contact 
with colonial institutions. As will be discussed in this chapter, while the 
reasoning for ensuring that outside researchers conduct research ethically 
is important, it may be inconvenient and potentially harmful to have 
community members conducting research and applying the same stringent 
ethics guidelines that were initially developed and imposed by Western 
institutions. In the following pages we discuss the ways that we experienced 
ethics and how our research practices evolved over the course of our pro-
ject to honour and protect the dignity and well-being of the individuals 
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we worked with in this youth-led and youth-developed project we have 
come to call Teiethihsnitie Ahonata’kariteke Tsi Ronatehiarontie (Nur-
turing Health Growth). We begin by describing the project, and then we 
discuss the ethical questions and dilemmas we encountered that ultimately 
underlined the points of tension between Kanien’kehá:ka ways of know-
ing and doing and more academic ways of conducting research. 

(cougar) Te objective of sharing our story is to support and encourage 
ongoing refection and practices related to ethics in Onkwehón:we re-
search, as well as to support the self-governance of Onkwehón:we research 
by highlighting the practices that would best ft our conduct of research 
with our own community members while respectfully representing the 
opinions of youth we would work with. To avoid misrepresentation or 
fears of a Western researcher coming into our community and sending 
false information to the public, we felt it was right to conduct research by 
community members, for community members, so that their voices were 
properly heard and translated to the contemporary settler colonial vo-
cabulary to better understand our current situation in terms of youth 
engagement and their needs to survive today. It is through this process 
that we have come to reclaim Kanien’kehá:ka ways of doing research. 

thE ProJEct 
(sarah) Te project started in 2018 with a government call for proposals 
for a research network on youth, with a subsection on Onkwehón:we 
youth. Our small academic research team composed of fve settler women 
not only felt uncomfortable proposing to lead the project as settlers, but 
also felt that Onkwehón:we youth would have much to teach us about 
ways of viewing the entire project. We wanted to hear from Onkwehón:we 
youth. We were interested in knowing how youth conceptualize well-being, 
how they might imagine research governance, and what would be ways of 
meaningfully supporting youth. In collaboration with Kahnawà:ke Schools 
Diabetes Prevention Program, a long-term partner specialized in com-
munity mobilization research and Onkwehón:we governance of research, 
we posted two part-time job applications for youth of Kahnawà:ke. Inter-
views were co-led by myself and our amazing colleagues Alex McComber 
and Elder Amelie McGregor. Te hope was to encounter youth who were 
curious about, and interested in hearing from, fellow youth from the 
community and to then collectively build a way of working together that 
would feel right to youth. Two beautiful people were invited to take on 
this role: Katsi’tsí:io Splicer and Lily Deer. 
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(katsi’tsí:io) Once Lily and I were hired as youth representatives, we began 
our work thinking about how we could engage youth. We had numerous 
discussions and turned to the literature to fgure out how to begin. We 
came up with diferent ideas about how we could start engaging youth, 
and one idea became the turning point of our thought process. An initial 
thought was to create a youth council, a forum where youth could be 
heard. We asked ourselves, How would we get youth to join the youth 
council? and realized that many youth may not want to participate in 
such a group. It may be too formal of a process and might not allow us 
to hear a diversity of voices from the community. Trough more critical 
thought processes, we realized that we needed to take many steps back-
wards before contacting youth and having them all come together. We felt 
that before asking them to come to a one-of meeting they needed to know 
who we were, and we needed to hear who they were. 

Holding discussions and breaking down our thoughts led us to realize 
that we needed to ask youth what they wanted and how they wanted to 
be engaged. We then began to rethink the term “engagement,” and we 
realized we didn’t know what this meant for ourselves. I eventually began 
to defne it for myself as “an activity that you are interested in and partici-
pate in, in some way.” From here we decided that we needed to have 
discussions with youth in our community about what they spend their 
time doing, what they want to be doing, and what they want to see in the 
community to better support youth like themselves. We recognized that 
youth aren’t asked what programs and activities they want to participate 
in. On the contrary, programs are most ofen developed using a top-down 
approach. Adults are deciding and creating what projects they think would 
beneft youth, without consulting youth. Our objective was to give a space 
and platform for youth to express what they want and need. Te population 
that we wanted to reach was youth from Kahnawà:ke who are between 
the ages of fourteen and thirty-fve. 

(all) Once we realized that we wanted to explore youths’ interests with 
them, we needed to develop the research methods we would use. We 
wanted to have casual conversations with other youth in Kahnawà:ke. 
Although the scope of what we wanted to do was simple, the process to 
decide on our methods was more complicated. As with any research 
project that is supported by a university, the project needed to be approved 
by the university ethics review board. Kahnawà:ke also has their own 
research review board, Onkwata’karitáhtshera Health and Social Services 
Research Council, which oversees health and social science research in 



Your Mandates Aren’t Ours

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  155 2023-06-22  3:45:44 PM

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 

  
 

  

   
 

  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

155 

the community. Te project was also supported by the Kahnawà:ke Schools 
Diabetes Prevention Program, which has their own ethics protocol. Tus, 
to begin the project we applied to three diferent ethics review boards. Te 
process was time consuming; however, as described below, it gave us space 
to understand that the university ethics committees had diferent ways of 
assessing the project and diferent concerns with regard to what is ethical 
and what may not be. Trough our research process, and our discussions 
with youth, we experienced multiple points where the protocol “didn’t 
feel right” or situations where we realized we needed to question the initial 
ethical paradigms that guided decision making related to the research 
protocol and then modify our approach to ways of doing that were more 
congruent with what felt ethical. Te following presents the various eth-
ical dilemmas that we encountered while enforcing Western-developed 
ethics mandates and carrying out an Onkwehón:we youth–developed 
and –led research project. Tis process allowed us to refne and reclaim 
our own ethical guidelines and paradigms. 

rElationshiPs anD rEsPonsiBility as a FounDation: 
Ethics oF rEcruitmEnt 

(all) Te frst ethical dilemma we encountered was around our recruitment 
strategy. Our initial strategy was to use snowball sampling: inviting the 
youth in our own environments and soliciting community youth organ-
izations to invite us to their events and meet with youth in groups. Trough 
these exchanges with youth, we hoped to foster a certain connection and 
then to invite them to research group events and to ofer youth participants 
the option of being members of the research team by participating in a 
short research training that would allow them to conduct interviews. 

Te ethics committee of the university had some initial concerns with 
the proposed methods of recruitment. First, they were concerned about 
direct solicitation of youth. Tey were worried that the youth might feel 
obligated to participate in a project if they were being solicited by young 
adults they knew from the community (the research team). In order to 
ensure that the youth participated of their own free will, the Institutional 
Research Ethics Board wanted the potential participants to receive the 
informative pamphlets and consent forms and have approximately one 
week to think over their interest in participating. Te youth would then 
contact the research team to confrm their interest. Additionally, the ethics 
committee requested that fyers be placed on the walls of public spaces to 
invite a greater audience to participate in the project and to ensure that 
the solicitation be passive. 
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Te ethics committee’s concerns were well-intentioned. How do we 
ensure that people can freely choose to participate? How do we ensure 
that youth do not participate only to please an older youth or another 
person they know? On the other hand, we felt that youth would not pro-
actively inquire about a research project if they were not directly invited 
to do so. Tis would make it difcult to recruit youth. We felt that not 
hearing from youth at all would also be an ethical issue, considering the 
importance of hearing directly from them and making decisions based 
on their experiences and knowledge. 

(katsi’tsí:io) Being youth ourselves (Katsi’tsí:io, Lily, and Cougar) and 
from speaking with other youth, we knew that the best method of en-
gaging youth and asking them to contribute to the project would be to 
meet with them and talk about the project in person. A great deal of self-
refection contributed to determining the best way to approach youth. We 
refected on our own experiences of speaking with others in various scen-
arios and unpacking situations when we felt comfortable versus when we 
didn’t. We asked each other what conditions would make us feel comfort-
able and motivated to have a personal discussion, such as having a con-
versation versus an interview, having food and cofee available, and being 
in a physically comfortable environment. We also considered the count-
less diferent personalities and experiences that each youth carries with 
them, and how these factors could afect how they would want to be ap-
proached and in what way they would feel comfortable contributing. 

When trying to connect with youth and ask them to participate in the 
project, we found it easiest for us to reach out to people that we knew and 
had existing relationships with. We did this for a while and had continu-
ous discussions about how we could reach other youth that we didn’t al-
ready know. Initially, we thought that reaching out to youth we knew was 
unethical or biased. Afer much dialogue and rumination, I had the real-
ization that our situation was normal, and that I was problematizing our 
recruitment methods because I was thinking from my Western, colonized, 
academic mind frame. Academic research ethics and the caring professions 
tell us that we shouldn’t hold relationships with research participants. Tis 
is difcult to achieve when conducting research in one’s community be-
cause we have a relationship of some type with so many people. I came to 
the conclusion that it is natural to reach out to people you know to have 
discussions. 

In fact, for most it is probably more natural and comfortable to have 
a deep conversation with someone you know and are comfortable talking 
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to. On the contrary, it’s unnatural and uncomfortable to sit down with 
someone you’ve never spoken with before and ask them a list of questions 
about their personal feelings and beliefs. We did create a list of interview 
questions, but we knew we wanted to avoid asking a list of questions one 
by one. Our goal was to have casual conversations with other youth about 
their hobbies and interests and what they wanted to see in the community. 
Tus, we continued to connect with youth we knew, while also deliber-
ating on how we could reach youth that were outside of our circles. We 
decided to teach other youth how to have these discussions with youth 
they know. Tis method would help build trust among youth and in re-
search. We would teach them about conducting research, specifcally 
community-based participatory research, provide support with inter-
viewing skills, provide a job opportunity, and develop relationships. 

(cougar) Another method of reaching youth was to be present in environ-
ments that they frequented. At the beginning stages of the project, a new 
café opened in a central location of town. We started having team meetings 
at Tóta Ma’s Café and noticed the fow of youth coming in afer school. 
Since it was in a central location of the community, we decided it was a 
good place to try and create connections with youth. Te café was new, 
had no history or stigmatization as to “who hangs out there,” and was a 
friendly, modish environment with great roots trying to incorporate as-
pects of Kanien’kéha (Mohawk language) in their facility. Tis, along with 
the free rental space for community projects, made it a great space to hold 
our discussions as it was a relaxed and comfortable environment for youth. 

Ultimately, as we discussed these diferent questions and emotions 
around recruitment and ethics, we realized that it boiled down to trust 
and engagement. What is the mechanism that encourages youth to engage 
in research (or in any activity, for that matter)? We believe it is trust – 
feeling comfortable and confdent enough that the discussion is respectful 
of one’s own story and knowledge. What are the elements that will foster 
a feeling of trust in the activity they are invited to participate in? We believe 
it is through relationships: prior experiences of respect and reciprocity 
between two people that allow the individual to feel a certain degree of 
confdence in the other. 

BuilDing on agEncy: Ethics oF inFormED consEnt 
(sarah) All research projects that pass through a university ethics com-
mittee will have consent forms. In a Western context, the written contract 
is a mechanism to protect the participant from the researcher and from 
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the institutions behind the research. It is a way of ensuring that the par-
ticipant knows what they are getting into and of defning the obligations 
of the researcher. Certain committees will allow or encourage the possi-
bility of verbal consent rather than written. Committees might also accept 
or encourage that forms be simplifed and rendered visually easy and 
interesting to read. In our case the committee felt comfortable with both 
of these adaptations of the more traditional formal consent forms. How-
ever, they asked that a few sentences be removed from the consent form. 
We had initially written “if you agree to help us” but were invited to write 
“if you agree to participate.” By writing “if you agree to help us,” the ethics 
committee felt that we were subtly encouraging youth to participate in 
the project, ultimately creating a bias in the “informed” component of 
consent. Te logic here is that if youth are told that by doing research 
they are helping, they may feel as if they need to participate in order to be 
helpful. 

(katsi’tsí:io) Tis situation is an example of the diferences between 
Onkwehón:we and colonized ways of knowing and doing. For us, the 
word “help” simply acknowledges the fact that participants would be 
helping us in the process. It is an acknowledgment of the existence of a 
helping relationship and reciprocity. Contrarily, the Institutional Research 
Ethics Board understood this word to persuade or infuence youth to par-
ticipate. We felt it was important for youth to know that they were helping, 
as it would empower them in the process. In a context where research has 
historically, and to this day, been experienced as a practice that is done 
on people rather than with them and that has taken rather than given, the 
notion of using research to give to community is an ethical standard. 
Indeed, youth we spoke with wanted to know that they were helping 
their community. Tey wanted to ensure that the research was not “just” 
for research but was going to ofer something concrete to the community. 
Moreover, for many Onkwehón:we youth, contributing to community 
may be the only reason for participating in a project. In order to honour 
this promise that youth are helping their community through research we 
needed to speak honestly about our intentions and limitations, and to 
involve youth in the project beyond the initial discussion. Indeed, being 
a youth-led project, it was constantly evolving based on what youth would 
share in the discussions. Terefore, questions about what would be done 
with the research data or what it was for were relatively unknown. We 
explained to youth that they didn’t have to talk about anything they didn’t 
want to, and they could end the conversations at any point. We explained 
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what we foresaw happening with the data from the conversations but also 
explained that we wanted youth to guide the project and help decide what 
would be done with the information. Tis was discussed and understood 
by the ethics boards. 

On another note, from our experience with research in community 
and with consent forms, we understand that most people don’t want to 
read a lengthy document, and some might not feel comfortable signing a 
document. We fnalized a fve-page consent document that we initially 
were proud of, as we felt it was simple and as clear as possible. However, 
when we actually started the research process and began handing the 
consent form to youth, it felt uncomfortable. Te formality of the docu-
ment and the process went against the values we wished to put forth. We 
explained that because the discussion we would have is part of a research 
project, we had to receive consent to have the discussion. We then ofered 
to read it to them or for them to read it themselves. Tis process felt awk-
ward for numerous reasons. First, the term “research” can be intimidating 
to non-academics because they may not understand what research is, or 
that it seems too “smart” or “boring.” Te procedure was tedious and felt 
overly formal. 

(cougar) “Ethical” forms of research felt very robotic and unnatural. Our 
intent in the project was to make the process as natural and comfortable 
as possible, and handing over a consent form in order to start a conver-
sation did not feel natural. Indeed, pulling out large documents that needed 
to be reviewed before the interview automatically created a rif. Te large 
volume of documentation and the signing felt like overkill for ninth grad-
ers. Conversations meant to create fuidity and honesty and to derive from 
a passion to create thoughtful interest for the community had to begin 
with a very onerous process. When sitting with a group of youth in the 
early days of our research, we started with the recitation of the main points 
of our ethics document, followed by a solemn silence while they signed 
the document in order for the process to begin. Within months, we decided 
it would be much more comfortable to begin the process with traditional 
approaches, like providing a meal to thank the youth for their support 
and to reassure them about their participation and how the research would 
be used. So with the latter process, our ethical problem would be solved 
by beginning with meals and proposing activities or prizes that would 
incentivize the youth to begin conversations and speak about what they 
enjoy and would like to see in the community in order to better their 
future. Tey could then later determine whether or not they wanted this 
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information to be used, and how they wanted it to be shared (in scientifc 
journals, only in the community, anonymized or not). Tis approach 
focuses on notions of agency and autonomy by giving options to youth 
only once they have a clear idea of what they have shared and who they 
are sharing it with. We discussed this with the university ethics board, 
and they understood the challenges and felt comfortable with the proposed 
approach. 

(sarah) Passive recruitment strategies and formal processes for consent 
make sense when the meeting between a researcher and a participant is 
punctual, when the relationship that exists between the researcher and 
the participant is hierarchical. Te consent form allows the participant a 
form of protection. But youth-led community-based research is far from 
being punctual; it is far from being just a researcher-participant relation-
ship. People will maintain relationships over decades. Te responsibility 
of the researcher does not rest on the formal consent form; it is practised 
through relationships and by honouring what was said and shared. Does 
this mean that consent forms are not useful? Tat they should be elimin-
ated? I don’t presume to know. Te fundamental values behind the passive 
recruitment strategies and consent forms are fundamental: protecting 
individuals from participating in something that they did not wish to par-
ticipate in, and reducing the potential negative impacts of research and 
dissemination of research on participants. Te mere development of the 
research protocol and the consent form is a way to ensure that these no-
tions are refected upon and that measures are taken to protect youth and 
their dignity. 

acknoWlEDging rEciProcity as a FunDamEntal valuE: 
Ethics oF communication 

(katsi’tsí:io) Self-disclosure was one aspect that we were challenged with 
throughout the project. Having come from a clinical and Western research 
background, I was under the impression that self-disclosure might be 
considered unethical. I was used to seeing protocols where researchers 
ask questions and participants answer. I didn’t feel comfortable just asking 
questions (retrieving answers from people) without giving some of my-
self. I ofen felt the desire to reciprocate and share my experiences and 
feelings when it seemed right; however I was ofen hypervigilant about 
doing so. I was nervous that individuals wouldn’t want me to share or 
would be bored by my story, or that I was imposing some type of bias. 
Afer sitting with this for a while, I concluded that healthy communication 
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and conversation consists of reciprocity. Being that we were actively trying 
to have conversations, as opposed to interviews, I embraced this concept 
and allowed myself to share when I felt it was relevant. I felt that in order 
to foster a sense of connection and trust, I needed to share my story and 
experiences. I wanted the individuals I was connecting with to know that 
I could relate to them and that I understood them. 

We tried to gear away from “research” terminology as much as we could. 
We did this because we didn’t want to sound intimidating and because, 
in reality, what we were having were conversations, not structured inter-
views. Also, when working in community, it is important to use language 
that people will understand and can relate to. It is important to remember, 
as academics we are taught a diferent language. It can seem pretentious 
and intimidating to use this language with those who don’t speak it. It 
creates and maintains power dynamics between people based on their 
education and career orientations. Our responsibility as researchers is to 
consistently check our ego and remember that frst and foremost, we are 
community members. Instead of using the term “interview,” we used “con-
versations” or “discussions.” 

(cougar) Tese tweaks helped resolve some of the tensions of using a 
formal process to hold one-on-one conversations, but also made the pro-
cess feel more comfortable. “Interviews” made us feel like we were in 
charge and created this feeling of hierarchy between the interviewee and 
the interviewer. In reality we, as community members and youth, felt like 
equals. Many of the youth were family or friends. Transforming the vo-
cabulary had a profound change on the way we felt about our project, spe-
cifcally about presenting it and interacting with youth through it. Te 
vocabulary was more congruent with our understanding of research as a 
process of learning through reciprocity and dialogue. Tese conversations 
are not for us to beneft individually from research, but to better the overall 
understanding of youth engagement in the community and to address the 
needs of the youth through our fndings. 

Ethics oF conDucting community-lED rEsEarch 
For social changE 

(sarah) Youth conducting research with youth in their own community 
brings layers of considerations. As described above, youth participate in 
research in order to see social changes for their community. Terefore, 
the ultimate “contract” that binds us, as researchers, and youth, as partici-
pants, is using the data for social change. Tis is also the foundation of 
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Participatory Action Research. Our work highlights two major consider-
ations that directly impact the process toward social change. 

Te frst consideration for us was fnding a balance between conducting 
the work efciently in order to produce impactful results that could be 
shared, and also going at a slow enough rhythm to be able to truly integrate 
youth within the research process, but fast enough that our own well-
being was being nurtured and respected. We felt that if we wanted to see 
social change within organizations and in the community, we had to also 
participate in our own change. We felt we needed to be learning from 
youth and from the Onkwehón:we literature we were reading. We were 
compelled by questions surrounding decolonization and Indigenization, 
and we needed time to contemplate. If we wanted to be making recom-
mendations to youth and organizations about engagement and wellness, 
we needed to be sure we were engaged in activities we love and that help 
us to maintain wellness. Part of the research process included interviewing 
ourselves, taking time for ourselves, and participating in activities that 
would help our growth and passions. On the one hand, we took the time 
we needed to fourish in our own identities as parents, athletes, artists, and 
language learners. Engaging in activities such as basket making or gar-
dening, and having our kids present in our activities and meetings allowed 
us the space to ensure we were honouring all roles we have as well as 
nourishing our identities and well-being. On the other hand, we wished 
to give back concrete, fnished products to organizations, to ensure that 
the messages youth were ofering through words were being heard and 
integrated by adults within the community. 

Te research process takes time. Meaningfully listening to the discus-
sions and truly learning from youth takes time; honouring our respon-
sibilities as parents, family members, partners, community members takes 
time. Each step evokes thoughts and emotions. Doing research “in a good 
way” means constantly rethinking our actions and words, asking ourselves 
if we are doing things a certain way because of what we have been taught 
through formal institutions and dominant norms. Are there other ways 
of doing that might be and feel more ethical? Tis constant questioning 
was a process of decolonizing our own minds, and it is time consuming. 

(cougar) Not only did we take time to decolonize our minds, we also took 
time to learn to work with youth diferently and to decolonize research 
activities. Youth asked to learn certain things, such as creating their own 
medicine bags, taking a cold winter walk to fnd the available medicines 
of the season, or ice fshing, for example. Developing activities for youth 
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and leading gatherings was a new experience for us. Once again, taking 
time, working as a team, recognizing our interdependence and our 
strengths and those of others helped us gain confdence. 

conclusion 
(cougar) Some of the ethical dilemmas with conducting youth research 
within our local community was also related to the diaspora of our origins. 
Katsi’tsí:io and I would reference our heritage and connect our stories 
about living of of the reserve and back to the community throughout the 
conversations we had. Striving for trust through interdependence was no 
easy feat. Maintaining a relationship with youth would have been frowned 
upon by Western research ideology and connecting with the “subjects” 
noted as an unethical form of research. But when it came to the youth in 
our community, seeing as we had our own connection to their needs, we 
felt untied from such boundaries, as we are all bound together in some 
relation or another. As a youth myself, it was not just a point of extracting 
information for self-determination, but also simultaneously collaborating 
and recording for the betterment of what we could fabricate together. Tis 
is, in a sense, our form of community building through research: combining 
traditional ideologies of community nexus with contemporary research 
practices. 

Troughout the process we did make changes to our original ethics 
applications and communicated this to the Institutional Research Ethics 
Board, which was very understanding and open to our changes. Te pro-
cess that we experienced through this project provided us the time and 
space to think critically about the ethics process. Being aware of our in-
tuition, questioning our feelings and thoughts, and challenging the process 
that we had in place led us to relearn and reconnect with our own 
Kanien’kehá:ka ways of conducting research. Moving forward we will be 
able to develop an ethics application with the concepts and design that we 
know to be true to our own ways of doing, being, and understanding. 

Onkwehón:we communities should be supported and empowered to 
learn and do research in ways that align with their values and belief sys-
tems. Te research process should be guided by relationship and con-
nection with the self, participants, and the knowledge itself. While we 
appreciate the application of ethics in its intention of protecting research 
participants, we as community members have experienced at frst hand 
the consequences of imposing a Western framework of research ethics 
in community. We advocate for the notion of research ethics to be an 
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adaptable process, where the level of rigour is based on context. For ex-
ample, there may be diferent requirements necessary for commun-
ity-based researchers versus outside researchers going into community. 
Tese requirements should be thoroughly explored with the intent of, frst 
and foremost, preserving and promoting the knowledge and ways of 
Onkwehón:we. 

notE 
1 Te American Indian Community House is a not-for-proft organization serving 

the needs of Native Americans residing in New York City. 
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9 
When Life Isn’t a Moment 

PARTICIPATORY PHOTOGRAPHY, PHOTOJOURNALISM, 

AND DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY 

Myrto Papadopoulos and Shayna Plaut 

Myrto Papadopoulos is a documentary photographer and flmmaker spe
cializing in intimate longform projects that ofen involve human rights and 
social justice, particularly as it relates to people who are too ofen rendered 
marginal or invisible.1 Originally from Athens, Greece, she worked and 
studied abroad for many years and returned to Greece in 2009, where she 
began to work intensely for international media. 

It was a dark time. Te fnancial crisis was escalating, as was an increase 
in migration – including refugees and those seeking asylum – from Syria, 
Afghanistan, and subSaharan Africa. Tere was also a dramatic increase 
in HIV rates.2 Tese ingredients created a toxic cocktail of nationalism, 
xenophobia, and a search for blame among those on the margins. At the 
same time, the sex industry that had always existed and was previously 
fairly lowkey, was growing, and becoming more and more multilayered and 
transnational. 

Although sex work has been legal in Greece since 1999, within this in
creasingly hostile and suspicious environment, political leaders publicly 
blamed and shamed sex workers on more than one occasion, for everything 
from increased HIV rates (although there was no correlation), to being 
foreign (although many, if not all, were Greek themselves), to being evidence 
of – and contributing to – general societal decline.3 

It is within this context that Myrto began working on a photographic 
project documenting the booming sex industry in Greece.4 

A few years later, in the summer of 2013, while working on an assignment 
to cover the fnancial crisis in [the Greek part of] Cyprus, Myrto was walking 
around and unexpectedly came across a “sex workers hub” (a small redlight 
district). 
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She was looking around, with her camera around her neck, when she 
was called over by a man who was “in charge” of the women working in this 
small, confned courtyard (piazza). While talking briefy with the self
confessed trafcker, Myrto became increasingly interested in speaking with 
the women themselves. It was in this tensionflled space that Myrto’s ethical 
dilemma emerged: How does a photographer ethically create, and sustain, a 
shared and evolving narrative between camera, photographer, and “subjects” 
in politically, culturally, and socially complex environments? 

Although the National Press Photographers Association calls for photog
raphers to “treat all subjects with respect and dignity,” 5 how this manifests 
difers for each photographer. It is fairly rare for a photojournalist to seek 
permission to take a picture. Te photojournalist’s frst instinct is to shoot 
the picture and maybe ask later, because once a moment is gone it cannot 
be recaptured. Myrto is diferent. Before taking a picture, Myrto almost al
ways asks for permission from the person, “the subject.” Usually, the people 
appreciate being asked and they agree. 

Tis time, Myrto was told “No” by one of the sex workers with whom 
she had developed a good rapport. Te fact that she was told no, and the 
subsequent conversation, forced Myrto to rethink her entire approach to 
photojournalism: her methods, her reasons, and her voice. It has been a 
powerful and, at times, lonely shif – professionally and personally. 

True to her commitment to shared narrative, Myrto chose to refect on 
her journey from “capturing” a good portrait to participatory photography 
in conversation with Shayna Plaut, one of the editors of this book who works 
at the intersections of journalism, academia, and activism. In the spirit of 
full – dare we say, ethical – disclosure, it is worth noting that Myrto and 
Shayna worked together previously. 

sEtting thE scEnE: 
a summEr’s night in cyPrus 

myrto (intErviEWEE): In the summer of 2013 I was in Cyprus. I was there 
[on a diferent assignment] to record the fnancial crisis. I had already 
been working on a project exploring the sex industry in Greece for a 
couple of years, but I did not seek out their work this time, I just kind 
of bumped into a situation that caught my attention. 

shayna (intErviEWEr): And if I understood you correctly, in Cyprus sex 
work is not as open, but this was like a red-light district. 

myrto: Right. Te model in Cyprus is diferent than the one in Greece. 
Te sex industry in Cyprus was and is currently unregulated.6 Te 
actual pay at the time was much better, and usually sex work took place 
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indoors rather than on the street. Sex workers would work either in 
apartments or the so-called “studios,” which are basically modern 
brothels. 

shayna: Okay. So, take me to that night in Cyprus. 
myrto: I was wandering about photographing and I found myself in this 

small square. It was late afernoon. I was quite tired. It was a nice 
summer weather. And I immediately saw all these neon lights and 
these girls – you didn’t see many men around there. Te bars were 
quite empty. It was a quiet situation. And I think the fact that it was a 
quiet situation kind of helped me focus, and it brought out a curiosity 
in others – to take that slow pace and understand what was happening 
around me. 

And so I saw this man looking at me, middle-aged man around 
ffy-something, a bit chubby. I remember he didn’t have lots of hair. 

And he called out to me and he said, and he asked – because he 
saw my camera hanging of my neck – “What are you doing here?” 

I was very honest. “I’m here in Cyprus. I’m a photographer. And 
I’m covering the fnancial crisis ... But I’m also very interested in what 
is happening here.” And he invited me for a drink. 

He started talking and I asked him very politely, “What’s happen-
ing here? What are you doing?” One thing my work has taught me is 
to listen. So I think I kind of have the face of someone that can be 
trusted, someone you can talk to. 

He basically told me that he was the one responsible for all these 
girls that I was looking at in the bars. He also told me he had been 
doing this for a long time and that he had spent time in prison for 
trafcking. 

Troughout this entire conversation, it is important to know that 
the girls were [physically] very close to us – we could almost touch them. 

Te girls were looking at me in quite an aggressive way, which was 
understandable. Tere was a lot of tension and suspicion. “Who is she? 
Why is she here? What does she want? What are they doing?” I let him 
talk but I didn’t spend much time with him. I wanted to approach and 
to talk to these women. 

I was trying to balance those two worlds: this trafcker and the 
women. 

I was particularly struck by this [one] girl – she was Bulgarian, as 
she later told me. She was very young, early twenties. I thought she 
was just so pretty. I could not stop looking at her. She looked extremely 
fragile to my eyes, and somehow she kind of shared her vulnerability 
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with me. I, too, can choose to be vulnerable. I think it’s important to 
be open; being vulnerable helps us to connect, to share experiences, 
and a way to create relationships and start a dialogue. It felt as if she 
wanted to connect. 

thE Ethical DilEmma 
myrto: We started talking. She told me about her life in Bulgaria, that her 

family had moved to Athens, that she had a son, a baby boy. 
While we were talking, it felt as if something was not right; I needed 

a bit of time and space to understand the energies around me and of 
the other girls. 

I recognized their hostility was not me, but by the fact that right 
behind me was, again, their pimp – the trafcker. So the situation didn’t 
feel clean. It felt controlled. I wasn’t in their space. I was in his space. 

However, we kept talking, and at some point I asked her if I could 
take a picture of her. I said, “Could I please take a portrait [photograph] 
of you?” 

shayna: And why did you ask her that? 
myrto: I just felt we had connected and that she was beautiful. I just 

thought ... I just wanted a portrait of this woman. She had something 
... that vulnerability ... that fragility spoke to me. I felt she had something 
that I was personally connected to. And I wanted to capture that feeling, 
that narrative, that moment. Remember: I am a photographer. 

To be clear, I would never intend to exploit her or anyone. It’s just, 
there are those moments when you look and connect with some people. 
She was one of them. 

So this is why I requested permission to take a portrait. And she 
stopped, and she looked at me, and I froze. And she looked at me, and 
she said, “If I let you take a picture of me, this is how you will portray 
me. You will create an identity of me, which I don’t want to be a part 
of.” And she told me aferwards, in a very exasperated and frustrated 
way that, “I really don’t want to do this. Fuck. I really don’t want to 
do this shit. I have a young boy. I’m here alone, but I just have to 
do this.” 

And that was it. Her words felt like a knife through my heart as I 
would never exploit the identity and reality of a person. I never want 
to portray someone in a way that they do not identify with. She didn’t 
want to be identifed like that – like a one-dimensional sex-worker. 
Like a victim. 
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Over the years in documenting sex workers, I met and spoke with 
a number of women, and ofen they didn’t want to describe or identify 
themselves as victims, even if they were victimized in certain situations. 
It is important to me to never portray people in a way they don’t want 
to be portrayed. 

I wanted to show them as women, as individuals, with their dreams 
and aspirations and, of course, to report on their very difcult realities. 
Tey are not only their struggles or circumstances. 

I have been taking photographs for over sixteen years, and when 
I am part of a story that represents someone else’s life I would never 
carelessly photograph someone to increase their pain. I never want to 
take away their voice. Never. 

But in this situation, she thought that by taking her portrait that is 
exactly what would happen. 

And from there on, my approach around the project and photog-
raphy as a whole changed completely. By being told “No,” my own role 
as a photographer became much clearer. 

At the beginning of this project, I was very focused on the women. 
And while I was getting more involved, I felt as if I was being very 
one-sided and not being an actual researcher. I cannot talk about 
the women if I don’t know of the role of the client nor the role of the 
pimp. Tey, too, are part of the story.7 Tis is an industry. It moves. It’s 
dynamic. 

shayna: What brought about that shif to you? 
myrto: I had the chance to meet with clients who viewed themselves as 

victims of their own circumstances. So I thought that if I wanted to 
understand the sex industry, then as uncomfortable as it might be I 
really needed to understand those voices, too. 

thE raDical PoWEr oF EmPathy – 
or – What Doors oPEnED WhEn i Was tolD “no” 

myrto: I went quite deep into this project. 
And I understood I wasn’t only in this project as a photographer. I 

was part of it. I was part of this narrative. Afer working on it for years, 
this project also became personal. I was trying to explore a part of my 
own understanding of sexual morality, the role of women and sexuality. 
Women and sex. Women and violence. Women and sexual assault ... 

shayna: I’m just wondering, when she said, “No, you cannot take my 
photo,” what did you learn about yourself? You said you were stopped 
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in your tracks. Why? Why did you react that way? What did you learn 
about yourself? 

myrto: One thing I learned and realized about myself was that I want to 
go deep. To go deeper with my narratives and with those whom I meet. 
To go beyond the one-dimensional layer of a story. To search for more 
than one truth. To push myself and to be more of a thinker and, in 
turn, to be more accepting of diferent, sometimes conficting, truths 
– even or especially – within one person. 

Also my interaction – both with the trafcker and with the Bul-
garian woman – defnitely helped me to be more empathetic. 

Tere’s much more to learn and to see and to accept, even – or 
maybe especially – if you don’t like it. You can work to accept it. 
Acceptance is a powerful thing. Empathy is a powerful thing. 

I also realized that when this woman said “No” that she was reacting 
to our power to represent and to misrepresent. We – photographers 
– can have a massive impact in our society, and it takes a signifcant 
level of responsibility from our part to represent someone else’s life, 
culture, and country. Photographs bring attention: “Photographs of 
an atrocity may give rise to opposing responses. A call for peace,” as 
Susan Sontag [2003] described it in Regarding the Pain of Others, but 
they can also cause great harm. 

How can the beneft or harm be measured? I don’t know. But visual 
journalists should continuously study and refect on their craf and the 
ethics that guide it. Tis is what I am always trying to do; however it 
is a process and not an easy one. 

shayna: Now, I’m assuming ... I’m assuming that you already thought of 
yourself as an accepting and empathetic person. So what is new here? 
What changed for you? Did this situation make you more accepting 
and empathetic or ... ? 

myrto: I can see the pain in people. However, as I mentioned earlier, I 
would never carelessly take a picture that would increase someone 
else’s pain. I saw this woman’s pain – she shared it with me but she 
didn’t want to share it with anyone else. And I could only respect that, 
respect the situation she was in. 

Previously, I thought asking permission before taking a picture 
was enough. To get permission to tell someone’s story was enough. But 
this interaction – being told “No” and being told why this was not 
something she wanted – caused me to realize that, one, asking per-
mission is not enough and, two, I want my photography to do more 



When Life Isn’t a Moment

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  171 2023-06-22  3:45:44 PM

 

 

 
   

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
  

  
 

171 

Myself in front of a window | Photo: Myrto Papadopoulos 

than that. I want it to change the power imbalance. To raise questions. 
To bring about more justice. 

So if I did learn something about myself, [it] was that I want to 
approach my storytelling in a very specifc way. 

shayna: So one of the things you learned was your own professional method? 
myrto: Yes, but it wasn’t just about my professional method. It was also 

about recognizing my voice, my values. Te fact that this woman told 
me, “Please, no, I do not want you to take my picture; I do not want 
myself pictured like this,” made me understand the importance of my 
role as a storyteller and the importance of my voice as a woman. We 
both played a vital role within the same narrative. 

And it is here where my approach to the project and narrative 
changed. I let it guide me. I became more free both with myself and 
storytelling. 

What ParticiPatory PhotograPhy mEans in PracticE: 
FinDing anD Working With anD Playing 

With PartnErs/collaBorators/ParticiPants 
myrto: I also recognized that these women did not have only one specifc 

angle to their realities. For example, some of these women who would 
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describe themselves as victims of trafcking would also refect on their 
situation as if they somehow accepted it. But there was also a sadness 
within that acceptance. Was it a way of protecting oneself? A survival 
mechanism? I don’t know – it was nuanced but it was there: the sadness 
and the acceptance. 

Some of these women said, “Compared to where I come from, I 
may be a bit better now. So, therefore, I’m okay.” 

Tese moments and stories reminded me once again [of] the 
complexity of humans and that my personal interest in storytelling 
is to take a broad approach to understanding the many diferent as-
pects of the human experience. 

Method + Practice + Myrto 
myrto: To be able to better understand the stories, the larger narratives, 

I frst put myself to experience various situations in the sex industry. 
Te reason for this was to understand how the systems and methods 
worked on the ground – on the streets, in the brothels, in the strip 
clubs, in the studios [modern brothels]. I had to talk with the madams 
all over Greece who were running the houses and so on ... 

At frst I began to capture these various truths in quite of an or-
ganic way, as I met women and men that didn’t want to be visually 
portrayed – mainly for their safety – but wanted to share their stories 
with me. So I started collecting handwritten stories, quotes, sounds, 
and images of the environments, to structure the multilayered reality 
that I was living. 

As I moved forward I decided to become more specifc with my 
methods – my participatory methods8 – and to interact even more 
with my subjects using Literacy through Photography techniques.9 

Tis type of interaction is always presented in the narrative, and it 
allows more than one voice to coexist in the same narrative. 

shayna: Well, it’s a joint narrative then, right? I mean, in academic spheres 
we would call it co-constructed. You’re both constructing the story. 

myrto: Exactly. You basically ask for the subject to participate, right? Te 
interaction itself creates a very diferent dynamic between photog-
rapher – participant. Photography provides an accessible way to de-
scribe realities, communicate perspectives, and raise awareness of 
social and global issues to diferent audiences. It encourages sharing, 
facilitating dialogue and discussion. Jim Goldberg’s photography in 
Rich and Poor [1985] and Raised by Wolves [1995] and Michael Moore’s 
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A story that some people hide | Photo: Myrto Papadopoulos 

flms such as Fahrenheit 9/11 [2004] are great examples of the partici
patory methodology in documentary photography and flmmaking. 

shayna: But it’s also risky, right? Because it may not go the way you 
want it. 

myrto: Tat’s the idea. We could maybe say that the participant becomes 
a co-director when engaging in this process. You don’t want the process 
to be performative. You want it to be participatory. To add that other 
truth – that other voice, that other identity – that cannot be seen nor 
heard otherwise. 

Afer having structured my ideas and methodology for this project, 
I had the need to search for collaborators and to focus on the social 
impact of this project. Not to give answers but, rather, raise questions. 

Finding and Working with Partners in the Project 
shayna: And by collaborators, do you mean collaborators who were in 

some way or another involved in the sex trade? 
myrto: No. I was looking to collaborate with social workers, NGOs 

[non-governmental organizations] that were working hands-on, on 
the ground with sex workers.10 Not “rescuing them” or trying to convert 
them but working with them. It took me a really long time to discover 
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those that I was actually able to work with, without them trying to 
reshape my identity – or the identities of the women. 

From my experience, most NGOs follow their own rules and ways 
of working, which I respect and understand. However, for this project 
this couldn’t be the case. Tere was no prescription – no one way. Te 
NGOs could not set the stage. Te women were the focus and the nar-
ratives themselves had many layers; it was very complex. Te stories, 
the realities were all diferent. Terefore, I was very selective with 
whom I worked with. 

One of the frst organizations that I reached and fnally collaborated 
with, which I highly admire, is Positive Voice, an NGO that “defends 
the rights of people living with HIV in Greece and to respond to the 
spread of the virus.”11 Teir work focuses on populations who are 
vulnerable toward HIV, and at the time they were at their frst steps in 
creating a program especially for sex workers. 

Another NGO that could partner and did partner with me on the 
project was the Salvation Army. But although they were founded as a 
religious institution, they were not trying to convert anyone. And 
fnally, as I was also in search for funds for the creation of a participa-
tory photography workshop, I collaborated with the NGO Amaka that 
specializes in art therapy workshops with people who are often 
marginalized.12 

We fnally got a grant – in collaboration with Amaka – and we 
began to work in one of the most difcult areas in the city of Athens, 
near Omonoia Square. It was a hub of prostitution, drug dealing, 
homeless refugees, and police – a surreal microcosm in the heart of 
the city. It ofen felt like I was part of a Fellini movie. 

thE Program in thE largEr ProJEct 
Te program that was designed especially for women [cisgender and trans] 
sex workers lasted for six months. It was operating once or twice week in 
an old building that was mainly used by the Salvation Army. 

So every week I would meet with Maria, Alexia, Christina, Foteini, as 
well as with other women. I would pick them up from the nearby hotels 
and bars where they worked, to go to this “safe space” that we had all 
created. At the beginning it wasn’t easy. Tere were times we were bullied 
by men in the area. I don’t know who these men were, but we assumed 
they were those who controlled the streets, these women. 

So afer a few months, our idea had begun to take form, and for all 
it became some kind of a collaboration. For example, while we were 
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operating our workshops in the building, in another space Positive Voice 
was distributing condoms and raising awareness of HIV and other sexual 
transmitted diseases, particularly how these afect women. 

We all tried to create a safe space for these women where they could 
be themselves outside their harsh realities. We didn’t always succeed, but 
that was part of the process – it was a reality. 

Ofen there were days where we were there only to listen, to discuss, 
and sit with a cup of tea while painting our nails. Moving forward, when 
we gained the trust of the women we began to think on joint initiatives. 
An example is when Positive Voice invited a makeup artist to the space 
– to do the makeup of the women – and we on our part created a photo 
booth for whoever wished to participate – for a self-portrait session. 

Tis project lasted for six months, and by the end I was no longer 
simply the photographer. It became something bigger than me and my 
photography. It became more about the women, their voice, and, concur-
rently, my own self-awareness process. 

sharing thE camEra anD making it PuBlic 
In one of our fnal lessons afer months of being together, the women in-
volved became the directors, the photographers. Using Polaroid cameras, 
they walked around the streets where they worked to capture moments 
that refected their realities. Te next step was to write their thoughts and 
feelings on their images. 

And in 2016 we created a public exhibition of their work. 
At the beginning, I believe it seemed unreal, not for us but for the 

public that was invited to an area that it would never visit. 
Te night was moving; it was a rare moment where people from all 

sorts of social backgrounds and realities coexisted, spoke, and respected 
each other. Tese women saw themselves under a diferent context in this 
exhibition and saw their creations – their portraits, their writings, their 
Polaroids, their poems, their drawings – being admired and loved. Tey 
were touched, themselves. Tis space gave them more attention and respect 
than they were used to. 

Teir pictures together with their narratives were very powerful. It 
became a multidisciplinary project that had my voice and their voices 
intertwined. 
shayna: What did the project turn into? 
myrto: I really wanted to question, and also humanize, the idea of “the 

victim.” She is a human. She is a mother. Just like you. She goes to the 
supermarket, just like you. She cooks, just like you. It’s not that they 
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A perfect time for me | Photo: Myrto Papadopoulos 

are only identifed with the world of sex. Tat is not the only place 
they exist! But she will show you all the ways that she is a human, not 
me. Tese are her stories and she will choose if, and how, and when to 
tell them. 

making sPacE For many voicEs 
myrto: Te diference is that at the beginning, maybe, I was not as focused 

on the larger agenda of making sure it was their voice telling the story. 
Tis is the extra layer in my narrative, the layer of someone telling me, 
“No. If you photograph me, that’s how I will be identifed. I will choose 
how and when to show the parts of myself that I want to share, and 
the story, the stories, will change!” 

I changed my focus ... yes, and methods. Tose participatory tools 
helped me to capture those stories. I began to really recognize that 
the way a narrative is constructed is itself very powerful in regards to 
the actual context and subject matter. 

shayna: Whose stories? 
myrto: Teir stories. 
shayna: Who is doing the capturing? 
myrto: Tey are doing the capturing. 
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It’s their voice; they control the narrative. 
In one of the Polaroid images, it shows a pack of condoms that has 

been thrown on the street. Te caption writes, “My whole life.” Tis 
image, for example, together with this woman’s words became more 
important to me and the narrative. Tat is why I included the photo-
graphs and captions here, with our interview. It is their telling of their 
stories. 

Teir captions were really amazing. Some of the ones really stand 
out to me, such as “Te cafes with the trans and Moroccan pimps”; “I 
am looking for a true love. Does it exist?”; “A happy time for myself,” 
are all images and words that have been created by the protagonists 
of this project. Tese images were more important than any picture 
I took of them. 

conclusion or nEW BEginnings? 
shayna: I want to go back to something you said. Te Cyprus situation 

in 2013 re-shifed your project. Te project originally began because 
you wanted to stop the ongoing exploitation of the victim or the 
one-dimensional portrayal of these women as victims only, but what 
ended up happening in Cyprus was that it seemed that you recog-
nized that to do this, actually, you needed to change your methods. 
Te goal was the same, but to actually achieve that goal you had to 
radically change your methods. 

myrto: Yes, exactly. It’s like you’re reinforcing, again, you’re recycling a 
narrative that is simple and has been seen as we’ve seen it our whole 
lives. But this is my very personal perspective. I’m the person who 
dislikes the anti-domestic violence poster that shows the woman with 
the punched, bruised eye. It bothers me. I don’t believe that the re-
peated, one-dimensional linear narrative that we all know – that we 
are all familiar with – is the only way to talk about victimization. To 
always portray the victim only as a victim. Why not show this woman 
under a diferent context? How can we create campaigns that matter, 
that can have an impact?13 

I understand that we need these type of narratives in our societies. 
But in my personal work, I choose not to repeat the “classic” one, not 
the cliché one. 

shayna: So let me ask you two very clear questions on this. Knowing this 
now, if you were back in Cyprus in 2013, and you’re back in that hub, 
what, if anything, would you have done diferently? 
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I am looking for a true love. Does it exist? | Photo: Myrto Papadopoulos 

myrto: I defnitely wouldn’t have asked for a portrait. 
I would just go deeper in a more human way ... I would just listen 

more. I would focus on the process, not the end result. Tis is where 
I am at today. 

In terms of the result of this project, I got more out of it as a person 
than as an actual photographer. I love it. It’s a project that I’m going 
back to. It’s a project that I feel now that I want to go back to and add 
more layers to it, somehow. 

shayna: Just going back to make sure that something is clear, what it 
sounds to me, like what you learned when the Bulgarian woman said 
“No” and how that really caused you to refect and shif your methods, 
is that something that you’ve also taken now into all of your 
projects? 

myrto: Absolutely. 
Photography can be very psychoanalytical as a medium and espe-

cially documentary photography. And I think this is what I’m enjoying, 
and this is what I’m using. I understand more of my tools now to [be] 
able to ... I defnitely have learned to use my tools better and my voice. 
But it is the people who have taught me – the actual stories of people, 
the actual narratives, the actual situations, not books or tradition. 
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shayna: Right. It just, it makes me think back to what you said in terms 
of empathy. And it makes me think back in terms of what you said – it’s 
not just you being empathetic as a photographer, or you being empa-
thetic as somebody who’s working with narratives. It seems like what 
you’re saying is you’re trying to use your photography and the process 
to generate empathy. Tat’s what I heard you say. 

myrto: Absolutely. Te methods create the story told – the narrative – and 
the story is shaped by the methods, the “subjects,” and the audience(s). 
Too ofen the narratives have become recycled, predictable. Overused. 
Tired. 

I want my work to raise questions, not provide an answer. I want 
to expose the extra layers. For me, it is in the questions that one fnds 
the most complete truth. 

shayna: I’m going to ask this last question: What was the ethical dilemma? 
What was that messy ethical dilemma where you made a decision or 
you chose not to make a decision? What was it? 

myrto: If what I’m doing is actually the right way, my way, if it’s actually 
... if I’m actually portraying the people I photograph as they want to 
be portrayed. 

shayna: So then what are you wrestling with? Is this new approach work-
ing? Is this new approach actually accomplishing what you want? Is 
that the ethical dilemma? 

myrto: Well, it’s the approach that allows me to go to sleep at night. 

notEs 
1 Myrto’s current and past work can be found on her website (available in English) 

http://www.myrtopapadopoulos.com/. 
2 Between 2011 and 2015, HIV infections increased 200 percent in Greece (Reid 2015). 

In April 2012, afer the HIV rate had increased 60 percent in one year, the authorities 
in Athens arrested many drug addicts and prostitutes; and conducted compulsory 
testing for HIV on these individuals. Te media were complicit in the crackdown 
and published names and photographs of those who were HIV positive (Reid 2015; 
Baboulias, 2013). Tis action made sex workers wary of getting tested in case their 
names were published if they tested positive. 

3 For more information, please see Reid (2015) and Baboulias (2013). 
4 Although there are men working in the sex industry in Greece, Myrto worked pri-

marily with cisgendered women and trans women and thus she uses the term 
“women” throughout this interview. 

5 In 2012, the National Press Photographers Association revised its code of ethics 
(one of the few that is specifc to visual journalists), noting that photographers 

http://www.myrtopapadopoulos.com/
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should “treat all subjects with respect and dignity. Give special consideration to 
vulnerable subjects and compassion to victims of crime or tragedy. Intrude on 
private moments of grief only when the public has an overriding and justifable need 
to see” (https://nppa.org/code-ethics). 

6 Prostitution in Cyprus is not illegal, but operating brothels, organizing prostitution 
rings, living of the profts of prostitution, encouraging prostitution, or forcing a 
person to engage in prostitution are illegal activities. 

7 Please see Plaut’s piece in this volume regarding the need to speak with people you 
may not agree with, or where it may feel very uncomfortable, in order to get a more 
complete understanding of a dynamic/situation. 

8 Documentary mode is a conceptual scheme developed by American documentary 
theorist Bill Nichols. In participatory mode, “the flmmaker does interact with his 
or her subjects rather than unobtrusively observe them” (Nichols [1991] 2001, 179). 
Tis interaction is present within the flm; the flm makes explicit that meaning is 
created by the collaboration or confrontation between flmmaker and contributor. 
Jean Rouch’s (1960) Chronicle of a Summer is an early manifestation of participa-
tory flmmaking. At its simplest this can mean that the voice of the flmmaker(s) 
is heard within the flm. As Nichols explains, “What happens in front of the camera 
becomes an index of the nature of interaction between flmmaker and subject” 
(1991/2001, 179). 

9 According to Duke University’s Center for Documentary Studies website, “Literacy 
through Photography is a teaching philosophy and methodology that encourages 
children to explore their world as they photograph scenes from their own lives and 
to use their images as catalysts for verbal and written expression.” 

10 I had already been working closely from the beginning of this project with aca-
demics and the National Rapporteur on Trafcking, Heracles Moskof, but at this 
point my main goal was to strive toward awareness-raising, and I recognized I no 
longer wanted to do it alone. 

11 Translation by author. For more information on Positive Voice, view their website 
at https://positivevoice.gr/ (website in Greek). 

12 For more information on Amaka’s projects see their website (English): https://www. 
amaka.gr/en/. 

13 A good and powerful example of the kinds of campaigns that question and shif 
social norms in an unconventional and provocative manner is Amplifer. See their 
website: https://amplifer.org/campaigns/. 
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10 
“But Don’t Believe Me, Believe Sex Workers” 

AMPLIFYING VOICES, SPEAKING OUT OF TURN, 

AND KNOWING YOUR PLACE 

Claudyne Chevrier 

Popular portrayals of sex workers as well as large portions of the academic 
literature are plagued by simplistic narratives ofen ignoring and erasing 
the complex reality of people involved in the sex trade. Tey are shown 
as blameless victims or “victim-criminals” (Majic 2014), as mindless prey 
to systemic oppression or as perpetrators of exploitation, as inherently 
innocent or guilty. Only rarely are these portrayals informed by the ex-
periences of sex workers, let alone presented by sex workers or experiential 
people. 

For the past decade, much of my life has focused on doing my best to 
be an ally to sex workers in both my academic and activist worlds. Since 
2010, I have done research with, for, and about sex work and sex workers 
on the topics of access to and experiences with health and social services, 
on sex work activism, community-based service provision, stigma, rep-
resentation in media, self-representation, and sexual and reproductive 
health in Canada and India and for global organizations. 

In all of my work, I am careful to “pass the mic” as ofen as possible, 
hoping to move beyond “giving a voice” to a community that is well 
equipped to speak for themselves – as long as people are willing to listen. 
As problematized by scholar Linda Martín Alcof (2009, 118), while there 
is a strong current in feminism that holds that “speaking for others – even 
for other women – is arrogant, vain, unethical, and politically illegitimate,” 
“moving over and getting out of the way” (119) does not always reconcile 
easily with the political responsibility to speak out against oppression. 
Without robust evaluation of the power relations and discursive efects 
at play in specifc situations, is keeping silent to avoid speaking for others 
always the most politically efective strategy? As with many researchers 
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committed to social justice and working with and for marginalized popu-
lations, the uncomfortable limits of refexivity and musings on position-
ality are ofen made painfully evident to me. How do we both ensure the 
safety and confdentiality of our colleagues and, in some cases, partici-
pants, and also challenge the long history of researchers and other 
self-proclaimed experts speaking on behalf of sex workers, ofen reinfor-
cing the very oppressions they claim to be fghting against? When is it 
appropriate to speak out of turn, if ever? How can we centre the experi-
ences of groups historically silenced by stigma and violence when we do 
speak up? 

Grounded in over fve years of ethnographic feldwork and activism 
in the medium-sized, conservative city of Winnipeg, on Treaty 1 territory 
in the Canadian Prairies, this chapter explores the intricate dilemmas 
emerging from not only witnessing and documenting but also actively 
participating in the complex socio-political processes surrounding sex 
work. Crowned in recent years as the “most racist” place in Canada 
(Macdonald 2015), Winnipeg is a place where the spectacular seasonal 
contrasts in temperature – even by Canadian standards – are rivalled only 
by the contrasts between the poverty line of its neighbourhoods (Silver 
2016). Like the rest of Canada, Winnipeg is built on lands stolen from 
Indigenous groups, in this case the Anishinaabeg, Anishininewuk, Dakota 
Oyate, Denesuline, and Nehethowuk. It is also the heart of the birthplace 
of the Métis Nation. 

My work as a founding member of the Sex Workers of Winnipeg 
Action Coalition (SWWAC)1 – the frst and only advocacy group in 2015 
challenging the notion that sex work is inherently exploitative – has forced 
me to explore ethical questions without fnding clear answers. Tis chapter 
presents some partial answers to when – if ever – it is appropriate to 
speak up for others as an ally and engaged researcher. I use as a starting 
point one ethically important moment where, afer years of vocally com-
mitting to refrain from presenting myself as a “sex work expert,” I ended 
up participating in a TEDx talk on sex work as the sole presenter. 

My knees are trembling and my hands are so sweaty that I am actually 

thankful that speakers are not allowed notes, and that presenters were 

given fancy clip mics. Afer months of debates, weeks of preparations, 

countless 2 a.m. mental battles between the activist and the researcher in 

my head, I am presenting today in the 2015 TEDxUniversityofWinnipeg 

on sex work, rights and stigma, on behalf of the Sex Workers of Winnipeg 

Action Coalition (SWWAC). 
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When the event organizer Hazim Ismail2 originally approached me to 

speak, on the referral of a feminist community organizer I met 

while planning the annual International Women’s Day march, I refused. 

I thought that it would be best to get a sex worker to speak about sex 

work. I suggested co-presenting with a SWWAC member or supporting 

one to present, should any of them be interested. I brought the invitation 

to SWWAC, and Anlina Sheng, founding SWWAC member and long-time 

activist, expressed their interest in presenting with me, and possibly 

sharing their experience as a sex worker. SWWAC was so new that Hazim 

and other organizers hadn’t heard about it yet, and they were very sup-

portive and met with us to discuss what we could talk about and what 

we would need to feel safe. It seemed obvious that, while the TEDx 

platform seeks to “uncover new ideas and to share the latest research 

in their local areas” (TEDx, n.d., line 3), the organizers were also inter-

ested in showcasing knowledges that come from community directly. 

At the time, Anlina was involved in global advocacy for sex workers’ 

rights with the prestigious Global Network for Sex Work Projects, and 

I felt confdent that their personal experience, years of advocacy, and 

strong presentation skills would carry us through, no matter how the 

presentation went. In 2015 in Winnipeg, talking about sex work as work, 

in a perspective that was grounded in a labour perspective, was not at 

all common. Nor was it safe. Perspectives that viewed all sex work as 

inherently exploitative were the norm, and anyone challenging these 

ideas would see their reputation and credibility questioned, if not at-

tacked. Just a few weeks before the TEDx talk, SWWAC (then known 

as the Winnipeg Working Group for Sex Workers’ Rights) was banned 

from using space at the community health centre Klinic because we 

were, in their words, “pro-prostitution.” 

I feel the weight of these considerations as I listen to Hazim intro-

duce me, and I walk to the centre of the stage. I scan the audience for 

familiar faces, trying to assess if there are known anti–sex work activists, 

if SWWAC members and other allies are there. I start my presentation, 

with the carefully scripted text I practised. 

As I move through the slides, I point to the empty chair placed at the 

centre of the stage and explain to the audience that it represents the 

voices and people missing from this talk, that I am not doing it alone, de-

spite being the sole presenter. When Anlina learned that they would not 

be able to join me on stage for the presentation because of scheduling 

conficts, we asked all SWWAC members, and every sex workers’ rights 

activist in the city if any of them would join me at Anlina’s place. No one 
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was able or willing to take the risk of outing themselves on such a public 

platform. At that point, I wanted to back out, and I tried to. SWWAC 

members made it clear to me that this opportunity was too important 

to pass up, and they worried about who else would talk about sex work, 

and what they would say, if we didn’t do it. SWWAC member Craig Ross 

suggested that we use a chair to signify who was missing, and how, 

despite really wanting to have these things said publicly, no sex worker 

could speak about it. 

Later in the presentation, I play a recording where Anlina explains 

what whorephobia feels like to them: “The frst time I spoke publicly 

about being a sex worker felt like stepping of a clif,” they say (Chevrier 

and SWWAC 2016, [00:05:43–00:05:47]). “Don’t believe me, don’t be-

lieve the research,” I tell the audience in various ways throughout 

the talk. “Believe sex workers” (Chevrier and SWWAC 2016, [00:19: 

43–00:19:44].) Don’t let my credentials and the research I present fool 

you into thinking I’m an expert, I tell them. 

My knees trembled throughout the presentation. 

Despite the discussions, the writing and re-writing with SWWAC 

members and other allies, I worry how it looks for SWWAC to have a 

non–sex worker speaking on their behalf. Am I just giving ammunition 

to our detractors who maintain that SWWAC is led by well-meaning 

but misguided white people who have no experience with the sex 

trade, pawns of the “pimp lobby” and of ongoing colonization? How am 

I contributing to the timeless tradition of self-proclaimed experts and 

researchers speaking in the place of sex workers? Because there is no 

doubt that I am. 

Before the TEDx talk, SWWAC was unceremoniously forbidden to 
use space at Klinic, a progressive and feminist community health centre. 
As described elsewhere (Chevrier 2020; Sheng and Chevrier 2019), they 
disagreed with SWWAC’s position that sex work is not inherently exploit-
ative and with SWWAC’s advocacy for decriminalization, and were furious 
that we had been using their space for meetings. Tey stated that they 
took “their leadership from Aboriginal women” when it came to the sex 
trade and refused to let SWWAC further meet there. In Winnipeg, where 
progressive community centres are not numerous, this was a very worri-
some moment for sex workers, many of whom were clients/patients at 
Klinic who felt that they could no longer count on being safe there. While 
SWWAC advocated strongly in the years that followed and managed to 
get a formal apology and currently has a working relationship with Klinic, 
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this event is representative of the constant fear that sex workers and sex 
workers’ rights activists felt in 2015 – and to some degree today. If speaking 
of sex workers’ rights in private, in a basement room of a feminist com-
munity centre, was risky, how could outing oneself on a public platform 
that would be flmed and available online in perpetuity be safe? Alter-
natively, what would it mean for SWWAC’s message and reputation to 
have a non–sex working white researcher present on such a public plat-
form? And if this opportunity was passed on, would it be taken up by 
someone painting the entirety of sex work as inherently and solely violent? 
Which option would be the least damaging to SWWAC’s stated mission 
and reputation? What would it mean for my professional credibility as a 
student researcher to take a strong political stance publicly? 

What is at stakE 
My decision to participate in the TEDx talk, and the ways I chose to frame 
my talk, were informed by concerns around disputed expertise, consider-
ations of the particular political situation in Winnipeg at the time around 
sex work, and the importance of representation. 

Delivery of a public presentation on sex workers’ rights and health is, 
of course, something that is aligned with my role and responsibilities as 
a critical researcher and something that I am trained and qualifed to do. 
What complicates it is my relationship with both SWWAC and its par-
ticular social and political positioning on Treaty 1 territory and my com-
mitment to SWWAC’s mission and values. In other words, my dual roles 
as a researcher and activist are at odds in this moment, as they so ofen 
are for critical researchers engaging with communities they work with 
and advocate for. As a sex workers’ rights activist, and as a member of 
SWWAC, speaking at the TEDx event was a crucial opportunity that 
allowed the perspective of our sex-working members to be heard and 
defended. As a researcher, taking a position publicly on this issue made 
me, to borrow from scholar and activist Chris Bruckert, a “suspect scholar 
whose commitment to research rigor is open to question” (Bruckert 2014, 
310). As she discusses, the involvement of a researcher with activist goals 
is ofen used to discredit their work, as if commitment to a social justice 
goal was necessarily self-involved and self-serving.3 

Language: A Field of Contestation 
Te language that surrounds the sex trade and everyone who participates 
in it is highly controversial, and it might not be possible to understand 
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some of what was at stake in the situation described in the vignette above 
without some clarifcations. 

Generations of experts, academics, physicians, feminists, journalists, 
flmmakers, and other artists have dominated the portrayals of people in 
the sex trade and almost unanimously cast them in roles that fail to refect 
the vast diversity of people and experiences. From “sinners” to “entrepre-
neurs,” and from “bad girls” to “exploited/prostituted women” and even 
victims of “self-exploitation,” the moralizing language used provides a 
glimpse of the surprisingly high-stakes nature of these conversations. In-
deed, the exchange of sex for commodities or currency is a highly contro-
versial issue in academic and policy arenas, refected in highly dichotomized 
and reifed sex workers’ rights versus abolitionist positions. 

Positions ofen defended by some are regrouped under the term “pro-
hibitionist” or “abolitionist”4 to refer to their belief that “prostitution is 
inherently exploitative, violent and akin to slavery” and thus “seek to 
eliminate prostitution through various regulations and prohibitions in-
cluding a legislative model they call ‘end demand’” (Bruckert et al. 2013, 
1). Te proponents of this position describe themselves as abolitionists 
with reference to the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century movements to 
abolish slavery. However, many sex workers, especially sex workers of 
colour, fnd the reference to the abolition of slavery ofensive and inaccur-
ate in its application to sex work both because many sex workers do not 
see their work as akin to slavery but also because many argue that using 
the term “slavery” trivializes the experiences of those who have and do 
endure slavery (Bruckert et al. 2013; Maynard 2010, 2012). Correspond-
ingly, and following the leadership of sex workers’ rights activists in 
SWWAC and elsewhere, I use the term prohibitionist to refer to a theor-
etical framework, a social movement, and organizations that seek to 
abolish all forms of prostitution. 

Nahanni Fontaine, a member of the Legislative Assembly for the New 
Democratic Party and long-time advocate of Indigenous women’s rights 
and justice for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 
(MMIWG), speaks publicly regularly on the topic of prostitution and 
describes its tie with colonization. In a public presentation at the Univer-
sity of Manitoba on the legalization of the sex trade in Canada in October 
2014, Fontaine described her views this way: 

When discussing prostitution, we begin from the twisted and insulting 
premise of prostitution as the world’s oldest profession, positioning 
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prostitution as a legitimate and longstanding human – or male – right 
and experience, consequently justifying patriarchy’s violence against, 
and claim over, the bodies, minds, and spirits of women, men, boys, and 
girls all over the world. Let me be unequivocally clear: in these lands, 
these Indigenous lands, prostitution did not exist within our territories 
prior to contact ... Te narrative of “choice” circumvents women’s and 
girls’ lack of choice and the push-and-pull factors from which their ex-
ploitation derives itself. Te only people who exercise choice are the 
predators, ofenders, and pedophiles who make a conscious, methodical, 
and strategic choice to prey upon and sexually assault or rape the most 
marginalized, disadvantaged, and oppressed within our society, all the 
while justifying to himself with the ridiculous mythologies on why these 
women and girls are prostituting themselves. (Fontaine 2014) 

MLA Fontaine’s perspective echoes the perspective of many Indigenous 
community organizers and activists on Treaty 1 and all over so-called 
Canada. 

Te analysis of the sex trade in terms of labour and human rights is 
diferent from prohibitionist or abolitionist analysis in many ways. Perhaps 
most importantly, it does not consider the consensual selling of sex as a 
problem that needs policies, laws, or social programs dedicated to acting 
upon it. Rather, it views the selling of sex as a form of labour that should 
have the same safeguards against exploitation as other felds of work, such 
as the possibility to unionize and to report abuse or exploitative practices. 

Terms like “sexual exploitation” and “human trafcking” are always 
looming in conversations around sex work, even though they refer to dif-
ferent realities. Teir defnitions are not directly relevant to the current 
discussion, and I will limit myself to highlighting that while there is ever 
growing attention and resources devoted to fghting these realities, the 
estimates regarding how many people are afected by it continue to be 
bitterly debated (Hunt 2015; Maynard 2015).5 

sWWac’s uniquE Position 
Since its inception in 2014, SWWAC is the frst and most vocal supporter 
of full decriminalization of sex work on Treaty 1 territory (UM Today 
2019). In fact, SWWAC came together as a chapter of the Canadian 
Alliance for Sex Work Law Reform fghting against Bill C-36, the Protection 
of Communities and Exploited Persons Act that would eventually be passed 
into law in 2014. 
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As will be discussed later, the specifc local context in 2015 made the 
high-stakes decisions about participating in the TEDx talk and who would 
present even higher. SWWAC members and I worried that if we did not 
take this opportunity to speak, it might be taken up by others who would 
reinforce dominant narratives equating sex work with exploitation and 
violence. Tis meant that SWWAC might miss out on an opportunity to 
fulfll its mission to confront this narrative. Additionally, SWWAC, as an 
organization, and myself, as an individual, also worried about how having 
a non–sex working person present for our group would play into harmful 
dynamics that place expertise on sex work solely outside of people with 
experience in it. 

Whose Expertise? 
Te group of sex workers, researchers, healthcare people, and other allies 
that make up SWWAC came together in the spring of 2014 and quickly 
established our mission as challenging the notion that sex work is inher-
ently exploitative.6 I have been involved with SWWAC since it started, and 
although it became the “site” of my dissertation, my relationship with the 
organization goes far beyond that of an “ethnographic feld site” and a 
“research project.” In other words, my ethnographic research practice was 
deliberately a site of intense political engagement and participation, rather 
than the more classical and removed methodology known as “participant 
observation” (Robertson and Boyle 1984). In addition to my work with 
SWWAC, I also attended and closely followed public discussions regarding 
sex work, sexual exploitation, and human trafcking in the media. I spoke 
and wrote publicly many times on behalf of SWWAC as a researcher 
(Blaquiere 2015; Botelho-Urbanski 2018; Zoratti 2015), including on 
February 11, 2022, as a witness in the review by the House of Commons 
Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights of the Protection of 
Communities and Exploited Persons Act. I supported SWWAC’s tireless 
eforts to push back against the prevailing narrative in Winnipeg at the 
time, which stripped sex workers of all agency. In doing so, I was always 
careful to occupy only the necessary space and spotlight, and to position 
myself as someone trying to act as an ally to sex workers and who does 
research on sex work. In other words, I was careful to not be perceived as 
speaking out of turn and to not present myself as an expert on sex work. 

Te slogan “Nothing about us without us,” coming from disability 
activism in the 1990s, resonates loud and clear in rallies and in the sex 
work “Twittersphere” (Grant 2014; van der Meulen 2012; van der Meulen, 
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Durisin, and Love 2013). Te slogan’s spirit is also reiterated in everyday 
life with vigorous demands for representation in public discussions. As a 
push back against centuries of experts speaking for and about sex workers, 
it is very important for the expertise and voices of sex workers’ rights ac-
tivists to be at the forefront of advocacy. Tis is part of the current in other 
feminist movements, mentioned in my introduction, where speaking for 
others is widely discouraged, if not deemed “politically illegitimate.” Te 
danger lies in the possibility that someone leveraging their privilege to 
speak for others, however close that someone may be, can reinforce the 
oppression of the group being spoken for or focus the attention on the 
speaker rather than on the issue (Alcof 2009). 

Of course, speaking openly about one’s experience in sex work is also 
dangerous in general, and particularly in Winnipeg in 2015. As Anlina 
said in the TEDx talk, outing oneself as a current sex worker is akin to 
“stepping of a clif ” in terms of risks and unpredictable consequences. 
Stereotypes around sex work include assumptions of victimization, dis-
ease, drug addiction, and lack of agency (Ferris 2015; Jefrey 2006). Indeed, 
the stigma that is attached to sex work, ofen referred to as whorephobia 
or whore stigma, and with it the constant threat of its manifestation as 
direct physical, psychological, verbal, and economic violence, can act as 
a powerful controlling mechanism for sex workers (for discussions of 
how it afects individuals, see, for example, Bahri 2019; Bruckert 2014). 
It is rooted in social beliefs about the impurity of mixing commerce with 
intimate acts in specifc ways that challenge the heteronormative ideology 
and procreative norm of womanhood (Bahri 2017; Pheterson 1993). Tis 
stigma has permanence across space – afecting sex workers on a personal 
level as opposed to other occupational stigmas – and across time, where 
being an “ex–sex worker” is an ascribed identity that endures (Bruckert 
2014). Of course, this complicates my positionality, as I have spoken 
publicly about sex work in an efort to give visibility to positions that 
cannot be represented by sex workers because they cannot say publicly 
that they are currently selling or trading sex. 

Long-time sex workers’ rights activist Amy Lebovitch reminds us in 
the preface of the 2015 publication Street Sex Work and Canadian Cities: 
Resisting a Dangerous Order (Ferris 2015) – and is quoted during the TEDx 
talk – of another layer of complications when it comes to who gets to speak 
for sex workers: despite what “those who speak for [sex workers] want 
you to believe, there are no ‘representative’ sex workers” (quoted in Ferris 
2015, ix). Indeed, not all experiences in sex work are considered to be the 
same, equivalent, or “representative,” especially in relation to the diferent 
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felds of sex work (outdoors, in-call, massage parlours, cam workers, for 
example) but also to class, race, and gender identity. In Winnipeg, a large 
proportion of workers,7 and the majority of experiential people who 
spoke publicly about their experiences in 2015, are Indigenous and share 
the position that all sex work is exploitative. Tis makes the question of 
who speaks a painful point of contention, with groups claiming that other 
groups cannot be representative if they do not have a person with certain 
experiences or characteristics speaking on their behalf. Alternatively, as 
will be addressed later, this requirement can be used to silence certain 
voices because of the immense difculty in fnding a diversity of people 
willing to publicly identify themselves as sex workers (Kaye 2017). 

Specifc Situation in Winnipeg 
In Winnipeg, at the time of the creation of SWWAC and the event I started 
this chapter with, all programs catering to people in the sex trade adhered 
strictly to a narrative that reduces all involvement in the sex trade to ex-
ploitation, if not human trafcking. Trough the work of people like 
then-member of Parliament Joy Smith, who is a vocal anti–sex work ac-
tivist, the idea that all sex work is exploitation dominated the discourse 
in Manitoba and underpinned the approach taken to all sex trade workers 
and sex work. Underlying this approach is the fact that Indigenous women 
are over-represented in the poorest parts of the sex trade (Bruckert and 
Chabot 2010; Canadian Public Health Association 2014), a reality for which 
a variety of activist, political, and policy responses have emerged all over 
the country. Until quite recently, on Treaty 1 territory, those responses 
have not been focused on harm reduction – as they have in other places 
(see, for example, Muree Martin and Walia 2019; Sterling and van de 
Meulen 2018) – but on prohibitionist approaches to the sex trade, seeking 
to eliminate it entirely. 

Critical anti-trafcking studies scholar Julie Kaye, in her research on 
the response to human trafcking in Canada (2017), reported that while 
the confation of sex work and human trafcking happened in each of the 
three cities she focused on8 – and, indeed, at the national level – it went a 
bit further in Winnipeg, where all experiences of children, youth, and 
adults were confated under the banner of “human trafcking.” Te level 
of disciplining and silencing happening to those deviating from the dom-
inant anti-trafcking narrative was unique to Winnipeg, where her par-
ticipants reported feeling like they “can’t speak openly.” Furthermore, it 
was apparent that the strength of the dominant discourse and the single 
narrative it projected was such that “the actual voices of experiential 
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workers and trafcked persons are silenced, whether directly or out of 
fear of such disciplining” (Kaye 2017, 152). 

It is impossible to talk about sex work in Canada without addressing 
the ways in which the forces of white supremacy and ongoing colonization 
shape the distribution of violence and rights within the sex industry. Te 
distribution of violence and vulnerability is undeniably impacted by race, 
class, gender, and legacies of violence such as colonialism. Indigenous 
women are over-policed and under-protected (Razack 2000), and the 
violence against them is dismissed, ignored, and minimized (Hugill 2010), 
as the abysmal treatment of MMIWG in the media and in political life 
attests. Critical race scholar Sherene Razack (2000), in her analysis of the 
1996 murder of Pamela George, a Saulteaux woman, in Regina, Sas-
katchewan, by two middle-class white men, articulates the way interactions 
between certain raced, classed, and gendered bodies within these urban 
spaces, particularly in the context of prostitution, ofen shed light on 
historically violent and deeply racist, colonial, and patriarchal power 
structures. She highlights how George’s ancestors were displaced from 
their land and confned in reserves. She writes, 

Pamela George’s own geographies begin here. Colonization has con-
tinued apace. Forced to migrate in search of work and housing, urban 
Aboriginal peoples in cities like Regina quickly fnd themselves in places 
like the Stroll. Over-policed and incarcerated at one of the highest rates 
in the world, their encounters with white settlers have principally re-
mained encounters in prostitution, policing and the criminal justice 
system. (Razack 2000, 127) 

Razack argues that the over-representation of Indigenous women in 
outdoor sex work is a testament to the legacy and power of colonialism. 
She also argues that any universalized position on sex work privileges the 
voices of white women over racialized women, thus reinforcing the race 
privilege and, ultimately, patriarchy. Razack’s position echoes Nahanni 
Fontaine, quoted above, and feminists and Indigenous activists and schol-
ars who consider prostitution to be inevitably linked with violence and 
racial hierarchies. 

currEnts oF DissEnsion 
Te last decade has seen a growing body of voices from experiential women 
stressing the ways in which sex work can and does resist and challenge 
hegemonic masculinity, and these voices do include Indigenous scholars 
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and activists. For example, Naomi Sayers, Colleen Hele, and Jessica Wood 
have been active in discussing the harmful effects of mainstream 
Indigenous organizations and settler Canadian organizations confating 
human trafcking, sexual exploitation, and sex work (Wood, Hele, and 
Sayers 2015). Tey describe the legacy of residential schools, the sixties 
scoop, and continued overrepresentation of Indigenous children in the 
child welfare system as a practice of human trafcking (Wood, Hele, and 
Sayers 2015). Te continued reliance on those systems maintains the 
trafcking and violence against Indigenous women. Te ongoing crimin-
alization of sex work and ever broadening defnitions of human trafcking 
and sexual exploitation can then contribute to the violence against sex 
workers and other people involved in the sex trade. Tese overly broad 
defnitions also feed into the white-saviour complex, which legitimizes 
colonial institutions and their practices of “saving” Indigenous women 
and girls. Most dangerously, when the colonial state views all prostitution 
as human trafcking, these overly broad defnitions contribute to the 
forced removal of Indigenous women and girls from their communities, 
all in the name of “saving” and “protecting” them. Tis is reminiscent of 
what scholar Gayatri Spivak (1988) phrased as “white men saving brown 
women from brown men” in processes that absolve them from any com-
plicity in violence against those same women. 

In 2015, a group of Indigenous sex workers and allies published a 
statement under the name Indigenous Sex Sovereignty Collective, calling 
for “centering the voices of people who trade or sell sex in Indigenous 
anti-violence organizing” (Indigenous Sex Sovereignty Collective 2015, 
homepage) and for recognizing the diversity of experiences and voices 
in the sex trade: 

Te Indigenous Sex Sovereignty Collective represents a diversity of 
voices and we acknowledge that there is no one singular voice for In-
digenous peoples, especially Indigenous two-spirits, trans* people, and 
women. We must begin to acknowledge the diversity in our experiences 
and acknowledge that organizations that unequivocally support colonial 
policies do not adequately represent the interests of all Indigenous 
peoples, especially those who trade or sell sex in sex industries or street 
economies. Turning away from colonial policies, we must instead value, 
respect and center the diverse voices of Indigenous people with experi-
ence trading or selling sex. Without these voices and perspectives, any 
eforts to reduce violence in our communities only contribute to the 
ongoing marginalization of sex workers – this, we say, is unacceptable. 
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Te strong focus on experiences of exploitation in the sex trade was re-
fected in the services ofered in Winnipeg in 2015 for people in the sex 
trade, where services focused almost entirely on people wishing to “exit 
the trade” and assumed that everyone’s experience was one of exclusive 
exploitation (Chevrier 2020). 

sPEaking out oF turn 
My experience of conducting research on a topic which I am greatly in-
vested in in other aspects of my life was guided by the refections of gen-
erations of anthropologists and other researchers who have sought not 
only to produce knowledge but also to leverage that knowledge in order 
to participate in processes of social change. The thoughts of Alex 
McClelland (2017) on what he defnes as the role of the “critical researcher” 
(building on the work of Andrew Sayer 2009) resonate particularly with 
my approach. McClelland, who works with people living with HIV who 
are criminalized, highlights that a critical researcher must “undertake 
work that can be in the service of challenging oppression and injustice of 
marginalized and criminalized peoples” by paying attention “to systems 
of oppression, and the resulting sufering of social actors, with the aim of 
making people contend with that sufering as an act supporting eforts 
toward forms of emancipation” (McClelland 2017). 

In truth, the decision for me to speak for SWWAC at the TEDx con-
ference was not my own, but that of SWWAC as a coalition of sex workers 
and allies. Tis opportunity was important for SWWAC in 2015; it was 
one of the frst times that we were approached as a group with expertise 
on sex work, a group that deserved to have a public platform to talk 
about our work. My concerns about the space I was taking up, about 
speaking out of turn, were evidently superseded by the pragmatic need 
of SWWAC and its mission. SWWAC members asked me to act on my 
allyship, to be an accomplice in the broader goal of challenging the dom-
inant narrative that sex workers are mindless victims and that sex work 
is inherently exploitative. Tey asked me to amplify their voices by speak-
ing for them, and with them, to carve out space for their experiences, 
even though it was impossible for them to convey those experiences in 
person. 

Alcof (2009) ofers a useful set of interrogatory practices to help guide 
the decision to speak for others, which include (a) analyze the need to 
speak (or fght against it, or both), (b) interrogate the bearing of our lo-
cation and context, (c) fully accept responsibility and accountability for 
what is said, and (d) analyze the probable and actual efects of the words 
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on the discursive and material context. I fnd this set of practices useful 
when thinking back to what guided the decision to participate in the 
TEDx event. Since the frst practice was extensively discussed in the pages 
describing what led to the decision, I will focus on the three remaining 
practices in next section. 

Interrogating Speaking Up and Knowing My Place 
With the decision made, I settled into my discomfort, pushed back both 
the concerns this contributed to the legacy of “experts” speaking for sex 
workers and the accusations of SWWAC’s detractors, and started plan-
ning the talk. In this moment, I considered my position and the context, 
my “specifed, embodied location,” to make clear that I was speaking 
“without pretense to a transcendental truth” (Alcof 2009, 129), to borrow 
from Alcof ’s second interrogatory strategy. I was wary of falling into the 
common trap of declaring one’s autobiographical details “as a disclaimer 
against one’s ignorance or errors” (Alcof 2009, 129). Along with other 
SWWAC members, I looked for ways to reorient the talk, to focus less 
on issues regarding health, stigma, and rights, and to have at its heart the 
problematic issue of representation and the danger for sex workers to 
speak for themselves. We came up with several strategies to amplify the 
voices of sex workers while also marking their problematic absence from 
the presentation, such as the empty chair, which reminded us of those 
who should be speaking, and the audio statement from Anlina. I was 
careful to plan the presentation so I would repeatedly circle back to the 
words, the voice, the experiences of sex workers and remind the audience 
to believe workers before they believe me, at one point stating, “Te most 
radical thing that you can do is probably to seek your information about 
sex work from sex workers, listen to what they have to say and believe 
them. If that happens, maybe disconnected academics like me won’t have 
to take up their time and space” (Chevrier 2016, [00:19:34- 00:19:52]). 

Alcof, in her third strategy, suggests that in order for speaking for 
others to be justifable, the speaker must commit to remain open to criti-
cism and to accept responsibility for what is said. In the context of the TEDx 
talk, I considered the responsibility for the content, format, and delivery 
of the presentation to be entirely mine – following the guidance of my 
colleagues – and attempted to be accountable to SWWAC sex-working 
members who entrusted me with this task. Of course, I prepared to be 
challenged and to have potentially difcult conversations with other pre-
senters or audience members, although I was relieved to be met only with 
curious and respectful comments and feedback. 
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Alcof ’s fourth strategy is for the speaker to analyze the efects of the 
words on the discursive and material context. SWWAC’s decision was 
made by carefully weighing the options and evaluating which option 
would be more damaging to SWWAC’s mission: having yet another re-
searcher speak for sex workers, or leaving a spot open that would surely 
be taken up by someone painting the entirety of sex work as inherently 
and solely violent. While it was a very clear possibility that my speaking 
could be seen exclusively as a non–sex working white researcher pre-
senting a skewed, naive view of sex work, the strategies that we put in 
place were our attempt to mitigate this risk. I view the decision that was 
made by SWWAC as a pragmatic evaluation of what might be more bene-
fcial to the group and to sex workers. Following the work of medical 
anthropologists Margaret Lock and Pat Kaufert (1998), I look at this 
decision through the lens of pragmatism based on a careful and continual 
analysis, balancing the need to protect SWWAC’s sex-working members 
and the risk of reinforcing harmful narratives about the coalition and 
sex-working communities. 

A Note on Pragmatism 
Pragmatism has been used to break away from simplistic analyses of de-
cision making by sex workers regarding their reproductive choices (du 
Plessis et al. 2020), and I fnd it a useful tool to highlight how SWWAC 
and I reached the decision to participate in the TEDx conference. Scholar 
Elsabé du Plessis and colleagues (2020) describe how Indian sex workers 
carefully weighed the possibilities ofered to them by their context – the 
pressures made on them by their social networks and families – and en-
acted an “engaged form of resignation to the possibilities ofered in the 
specifc social situations in which they fnd themselves” (du Plessis et al. 
2020, 1187). Tey were not passive victims of unfortunate life situations; 
they actively made the best decision for themselves. Similarly, SWWAC 
members assessed the possibilities ofered to them in a context where sex 
workers who do not identify their experience as exploitative or violent 
(although they may face instances of exploitation and violence) are sys-
tematically silenced, and where opportunities to take up space were lim-
ited. Just like the Indian sex workers, SWWAC “both capitulates to and 
circumvents the wider power arrangements that surrounds” them (du 
Plessis et al. 2020, 1187) to carve out space for their reality to be repre-
sented, albeit imperfectly, by a non–sex working advocate. Far from simply 
giving up, this decision was deliberate and calculated. It aimed to reach 
an audience that would not otherwise hear SWWAC’s perspective and to 
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take up space that had, until then, been so difcult to claim. As an indi-
vidual wrestling with my dual roles of researcher and activist seeking to 
work in allyship with sex workers, pragmatism is also what guides many 
of my decisions. 

oPEning uP sPacE 
In the recording that ended the presentation, Anlina said that sex workers 
need us “to create space for our voices so we can advocate for ourselves 
without risking everything.” In this sense, my “out of place” participation 
in the TEDx talk contributed to carving out space and safety for sex work-
ers to be able to speak publicly without fear. It also amplifed voices and 
experiences that were (and still are) actively being silenced from denoun-
cing a system that oppresses them. 

Until I started to work on this piece, I had never watched the recording 
of the TEDx presentation, although I promoted it extensively along with 
SWWAC’s social media page, and I hope I never have to watch it again. 
SWWAC received good feedback on it both locally and nationally. 
Since 2015, SWWAC has given dozens of presentations to students, service 
providers, activists, and the general public. It has grown to be a well-
respected, published advocacy group (Mexico, Sheng, and Chevrier 2017; 
Sheng and Chevrier 2019; SWWAC 2022) that collaborates with many 
other grassroot organizations locally and nationally. In 2016, the Winnipeg 
Regional Health Authority published a position statement on harm reduc-
tion that endorses an approach of “full decriminalization of adult sex 
work” (Winnipeg Regional Health Authority 2016), which opened the 
door – given the nature of the public health care system in Canada – for 
SWWAC to have diferent conversations with service providers about 
their position on sex work. A plethora of factors and events have contrib-
uted to SWWAC’s success and the changes in local conversations around 
sex work, including every opportunity where SWWAC’s recognition of 
the diversity of experiences in the sex trade was showcased. 

notEs 
1 Te mission of Sex Workers of Winnipeg Action Coalition (SWWAC) at the time of 

the TEDx talk I participated in was to challenge the idea that sex work is inherently 
exploitative and represent the diversity of experiences in the sex trade (SWWAC, 
n.d.). SWWAC members worked to carve out space for their realities to be heard 
alongside those of people who have experienced exploitation and violence in the sex 
trade and who maintain that this is the only possible experience in it. Tis was done 
through public education, by holding discussions on the new laws once they were 
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passed, establishing a strong social media presence, engaging with media about issues 
relating to sex work, reaching out to journalists, organizations, and politicians to 
urge them to use exact language when discussing the sex trade, and encouraging 
service-providing organizations to clarify their commitment to the safety of sex 
workers, among other activities. SWWAC’s sex-working members also led the de-
velopment of workshops and presentations that are ofered to students and organ-
izations regarding health, human rights, decriminalization, and the history of the 
Canadian sex workers rights movement. Starting in 2015, SWWAC led an extensive 
community needs assessment for the updating of Winnipeg’s Bad Date List system 
(Mexico, Sheng, and Chevrier 2017), which is now an online database supported by 
many local organizations. All of these activities were led by the desire to centre and 
honour sex workers’ experiences, expertise, and rights. 

2 Community organizer Hazim Ismail was a wonderful source of support, and we ex-
changed references on sex workers’ rights, migrants’ rights, and other topics in helping 
us develop the presentation. 

3 Bruckert (2014) also describes how, in her 2010 decision, Supreme Court of On-
tario Justice Himel gave higher credibility to academic expert witnesses who are not 
activists and who she seemed to assume were more objective. 

4 Other terms used to describe the abolitionist position by people holding it include 
radical feminists, fundamentalist feminists, or second wave feminists. Sex workers 
ofen use the terms prohibitionist feminists, anti–sex work, or anti–sex worker’s 
rights feminists to describe them. 

5 Sexual exploitation in its legal defnition occurs when the exchange of sex or sexual-
ized intimacy is not based on mutually informed and transparent consent, or when 
one of the individuals involved in the transaction has not reached eighteen years of 
age (Canadian Public Health Association 2014). Te term “human trafcking” comes 
from a distinct set of laws, laid out most clearly in the Palermo Protocol (United 
Nations General Assembly 2000), which Canada became a party to in 2002. Trafcking 
generally refers to situations when an individual is forcibly moved or coerced, some-
times –but not always – across borders for the purpose of forced labour, including 
that of sexual exploitation (Kaye 2017). 

6 For a description of the beginning of SWWAC, please see the chapter “Changing 
the Conversation: Te Sex Workers of Winnipeg Action Coalition” (Sheng and 
Chevrier 2019) in Sex Work Activism in Canada: Speaking Out, Standing Up 
(Lebovitch and Ferris 2019). 

7 Tere are no defnitive numbers available regarding the overall number of people 
involved in the sex trade, their demographic information, or in what feld of sex work 
participants work. However, research consistently reports an over-representation of 
Indigenous women in outdoor sex work (Canadian Public Health Association 2014). 

8 Kaye (2017) conducted ffy-six one-on-one interviews in Vancouver, Calgary, 
and Winnipeg in 2010–11 with representatives involved in various levels of anti-
trafcking, including front-line workers, representatives of non-governmental 
organizations, sex workers and sex workers’ rights advocates, policy-makers, polit-
icians, immigration ofcials, judiciary, government ofcials, law enforcement, and 
some formerly trafcked persons. 
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11 
Breaching My Contract to Uphold 

My Responsibility 

Nick Catalano 

I am an educator at a national museum focusing specifcally on human 
rights. As such I am bound by the same restrictions and obligations as 
other public servants – the most signifcant for the stories I explore in this 
chapter is a commitment to non-partisanship. In efect I am unable to 
criticize or support the politics or policies of the major political parties 
in Canada, whether federal, provincial, or municipal. Balancing non-
partisanship and the moral obligation to advocate for and support the 
advancements of human rights is at the centre of the dilemmas I explore 
with you here. 

Since starting this chapter in early 2020, several events occurred that 
exacerbated the challenges I initially wrote about in the earliest draf. Te 
most prominent is the renewed movement for racial justice that swept the 
United States and the world in the summer of 2020, referred to by most 
as the Black Lives Matter movement, which has been ongoing since 2013. 
Contrary to popularly held opinions in Canada, police violence against 
Indigenous, Black, and People of Colour populations is a severe problem 
in Canada, alongside systemic racism, and highlights an ongoing sys-
tem of oppression. Te legacy and current reality of colonial violence is 
ultimately at the heart of many of the challenges and experiences I will 
outline below. 

My workplace was rightfully called out during the summer of 2020 
in light of the Black Lives Matter movement. Several former and current 
employees have spoken up publicly about experiences of racism, systemic 
discrimination, homophobia, as well as a policy of hiding 2SLGBTQIA++ 
stories. Te museum’s concrete actions and responses are still developing 
and ongoing at the time of writing. My response as an individual to these 
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situations, as well as my professional response, are also ongoing, starting 
by asking myself, “Should I work here?” As someone living paycheque to 
paycheque, able to pay only the majority of my bills with student loans, 
the answer is clearly yes, however COVID-19 has made that decision 
increasingly complex. One factor I see shaping my response is how reform 
and change are undertaken in this institution as we move forward. My 
own identity and positionality, that is to say, being a white, queer, disabled 
person, also plays a signifcant role in that decision and will be unpacked 
in this chapter in more detail. 

Tis chapter explores the implications of federal human rights work 
and some of the challenges therein. First, I present a dilemma that illus-
trates many of the challenges and, second, I explore my identity and the 
additional layer of complexity that identity brings to human rights work. 
Tird, I analyze the strictures of being a public servant in the human rights 
sector in Canada, including the artifcial delineation of human rights and 
social justice. Finally, I focus on the four largest groups of people I interact 
with regularly (public, donors, students, Indigenous groups) and the par-
ticular manifestations of the ethical issues outlined in the initial story 
within the context of those four groups’ divergent wants and needs. 

huDBay anD thE q’Eqchi’ maya 
Being a public servant brings with it numerous contractual stipulations, 
including non-partisanship. While that can be read as simply not endorsing 
or condemning any political party over another, in practice it means not 
making comments on anything considered “political,” with no clear def-
inition of where those boundaries lie. Within my institution are further 
stipulations beyond what an ordinary public servant is bound by, notably 
that I am not able to present my workplace in any kind of negative light. 
Last, my workplace has determined that anything construed as “social 
justice” is political and thus outside the scope of what I can easily discuss. 
Keep in mind that in light of all this, and maybe paradoxically, I work as 
a human rights educator. 

As a museum interpreter, and one who has been in this role for several 
years, I ofen deliver content to donors and stakeholders. It is my job not 
only to explore the subject of human rights with them, but also to engage 
and educate them. Ideally, while they may not leave their visit happy, they 
should not be upset with me or the museum but, rather, with the content 
we explored. 

One donor I delivered content to in 2016, which was about a year 
into my position as an interpreter, was HudBay, the international Canadian 
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mining company that operates primarily in South America. I was told 
about this tour three hours before delivering it, and very little context was 
provided as to whom I would be speaking with. Had I been given more 
notice, I might have been able to research who and what I would be talk-
ing about and come better prepared to handle the challenge in a way I 
felt appropriate, rather than needing to assess the situation on the fy. It 
was policy to provide far more notice to the interpreter, but it was incon-
sistently applied, so short-notice tours like this have been fairly common, 
though rarely with such high stakes. In the next section I will also detail 
some of the crucial context I would have appreciated having at the outset 
of the tour. 

In 2011, eleven women from the Q’eqchi’ Mayan community that had 
been forcibly evicted at the request of Skye Resources Inc. (which later 
merged with HudBay Minerals) fled a lawsuit in Ontario alleging that 
security personnel contracted by Skye Resources Inc. raped the eleven 
women. Tey further allege that “Skye Resources was negligent in request-
ing and authorizing the forced eviction of Lote Ocho without taking 
adequate and reasonable steps to guard against the use of violence by 
company security personnel during this eviction.”1 

Tose same women submitted materials referencing this claim to the 
museum when a call for submissions went out to the public for a tempor-
ary exhibit. Te submission was explicitly related to environmental rights 
but also made reference to the lawsuit and the allegations. Te submission 
was successful, with the text making reference to the alleged sexual assault, 
the ongoing lawsuit, and the forced displacement. 

HudBay was less than pleased with this inclusion in our gallery and 
sent a representative, whom I referred to previously as “the donor,” to 
evaluate the situation. Tis was someone relatively high up in the com-
pany, and I learned only a few minutes before the start of the tour that I 
was meant to somehow defuse the situation with my tour. One of my 
executives explained to me that the representative was quite upset about 
some of our content and that they were being ofered the tour in part so 
that they would not pull funding support from the museum. While I was 
unaware of this at the time, my task was to smooth over the relationship 
and highlight the value of the museum. I thus spent quite some time with 
the representative one-on-one. We spoke at length about many aspects of 
human rights, including Indigenous rights, land rights, migrant labour 
rights, and the right to cultural autonomy. 

We discussed the responsibility of resource extraction companies in 
the face of increased public scrutiny and the demand to respect human 
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rights, both in a Canadian context and with a broader international 
lens, alongside a discussion regarding the urgency of climate change. Te 
representative felt that resource extraction companies were unfairly ma-
ligned by outdated characterizations and policies being used as the measure 
by which public opinion was formed, and I responded by talking about 
the impossibility of ahistoricism and the lingering impact of those same 
policies, despite their discontinuation in many cases. 

Tis discussion, or what was ofcially designated a tour, was an ethical 
minefeld and highlighted the main dilemma in federally mandated hu-
man rights work: balancing public service neutrality and the inability to 
be neutral on the subject of human rights. Tis can be best viewed as the 
balance I must hold between my contractual neutrality and my mandate 
as a human rights educator. I was caught between my responsibility to 
advocate for and support the rights of the Q’eqchi’ women who, regardless 
of the results of the allegations in the lawsuit, certainly had their rights 
violated by the forced relocation, and the need directed by my employer 
to maintain a positive relationship with these stakeholders. Advocating 
too strongly or directly would also probably result in a violation of my 
contract. As a public servant, I have been sternly warned that failure to 
uphold this obligation could result in a visitor taking my words as repre-
senting the view of the government, my employer emphasizing that I 
cannot choose which Canadians to serve in this role – meaning I should 
not determine which opinions are valid and which are not, regardless of 
the content of those opinions. 

Ultimately, afer this exchange I felt relieved because I managed to 
navigate the interaction without seriously violating my contract and thus 
jeopardizing my job. I also had a generative conversation with the repre-
sentative, who told me that I had managed to change their mind on some 
things and had given them a great deal to think about. I was troubled 
because I had had to face the choice of potentially risking my job to uphold 
my values. Further, I had had to navigate between what I feel is the re-
sponsibility of a human rights educator (with my level of perceived priv-
ilege) to deliver a message I believe in and prioritizing my safety and 
stability at the expense of an opportunity to have a meaningful conversa-
tion with someone in the resource extraction industry. Given my skill level 
at the time, I did the best I think I could have, but I will always wonder if 
I did enough, or if I should have pushed more. 

I found out aferward that one of the vice-presidents of the museum, 
as well as members of the fundraising arm, had been aware of the contro-
versy surrounding the situation, and while no one informed me about it, 
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they all monitored the situation intently. I was never spoken to by the 
vice-president, but I became trusted by most others to handle the most 
challenging tours at my workplace, at least until I developed a reputation 
of being more “outspoken” some years later. 

iDEntity 
No conversation about ethics can take place without assessing one’s own 
position and the power it afords. In my case I have two separate positions, 
which are informed by the ethical challenges detailed above. Professionally, 
I am known to be a straight, cisgendered, white male and am able-bodied. 
Of that list the only identities that are uncomplicatedly true are that I am 
white and male. I am otherwise queer and living with several mostly 
“invisible” disabilities. Tus, the next section must be an unpacking of 
both my professional and my personal identities and the reasons why they 
are distinct. 

Te archetypal straight cis white male is highlighted as a locus of 
power, possessing incredible levels of privilege, ofen unexamined but 
jealously guarded. Assumptions of authority, knowledgeability, and ex-
pertise all follow. It is little wonder that I would cling to those privileges 
at the cost of my identity. It makes my job signifcantly easier; I do not 
have to spend the frst portion of a talk convincing my audience that I 
have the expertise to be speaking. I can rage against institutional racism 
and discrimination without being dismissed as angry, emotional, or other 
demeaning and harmful phrases applied to my colleagues possessing 
various intersections of identities. I can denounce patriarchy and visibly 
declare myself a feminist without being labelled irrational, a “man-hater,” 
or any number of other insults and slurs. I am also as insulated as possible 
from reprimand for violating my contract because of this positionality, 
making the delicate balance of violating my contract to fulfll my mandate 
a little easier. 

Te assumed authority does bring in a diferent complicated ethical 
dilemma, one that is encountered ofen by postmodern ethnographers: 
What should I say or do? I can speak on almost any topic, but there are 
many that I am patently unsuited to based on my identity, where my ap-
proach needs to be specifcally conscious of my position as an outsider. 
Much of the issue rests on whether I should occupy the space I do as an 
interpreter, whether I am amplifying marginalized voices or speaking 
over them. Tis ofen comes down to an ideal versus a practical approach 
to the subject. For example, I am one of the more knowledgeable people 
in my workplace about the Inuit, as I am from an Inuit community and 
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spent my childhood in that community. While I am not Indigenous, I hold 
a lived experience that, while incredibly privileged and complicated, is 
not ofen understood in southern Canada. I am ofen relied upon for 
answers regarding questions about the Inuit due to the lack of Inuit staf 
in the museum. Tis is far from ideal; a white person should never be the 
go-to person. Ideally, we would have someone on staf with both knowledge 
and lived experience who is Inuk and is hired to provide that kind of 
knowledge to staf rather than being tokenized. Lacking that institutional 
shif to value such an investment, however, my choice becomes using my 
privileged access to education, French language education, and a job in 
the south that gives me this platform to advocate for Inuit rights or keep 
silent so as to not self-aggrandize or proft professionally from the gener-
osity that my community showed me in my youth. 

I believe the ethical decision is to mobilize my privilege. I also recognize 
that I am walking a dangerous line that requires constant reassessment. I 
get dangerously close to “speaking for” the Inuit, rather than about, along-
side, or with them. Tis also evokes another problematic aspect in mu-
seums: Inuit are not exhibits; they are people. Te danger of speaking 
about them in the third person, as some vague monolith, runs the risk of 
dehumanizing them, similar to the way they are dehumanized to remove 
their rights. I must question a number of dilemmas, including if I am 
providing useful and nuanced information to ofset the potential legitim-
ization of a romanticized view of Inuit that my visitors may carry. I have 
yet to resolve this tension in myself. I suspect, if I am being responsibly 
refexive, that I will never fnd resolution to that tension. I am also aware 
that the larger political climate will cause the ethical tension to evolve over 
time and force me to re-engage with it continuously. Similarly, with the 
Q’eqchi’ Maya, I must balance my access to education and privileged spaces 
with the space that I am taking up and why, as well as specifcally to my 
own relationship to the colonization of knowledge. 

Te other aspect of my identity that causes me ethical difculty is the 
diference between my public and professional identities. I believe, in the 
current state of the world, that I am more efective presenting in my more 
privileged form, thus allowing me to convince and discuss both through 
speech and example that other privileged people have a responsibility 
to address their privilege. I cannot do so as efectively should I present as 
a visible member of any of the marginalized communities I am part of. 
Setting aside questions of whether it is my responsibility to convince 
people to treat marginalized people with more than nominal humanity, 
my question becomes whether speaking about or alongside “them” is more 
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efective than speaking of “us” – the privileged, academic view or the 
displayed humanity. I am clearly conficted, and I imagine my own position 
on this will change numerous times before publication of this book, but 
I highlight this issue not so much to speak exclusively of myself but to 
show through example that everyone who works for human rights in 
some capacity (paid or not) must continuously wrestle with the implica-
tions of their identity and resulting positionality. Te complicated mess 
of relational power that identity illuminates is one of the foundations of 
human rights awareness, but it is also one of the most complicated aspects 
of human rights work. 

In light of the Black Lives Matter movement and the other events 
ongoing at my workplace, my professional identity has become an even 
more pressing issue: Are my experiences of marginalization going to 
be addressed if I cannot tell my story freely? What will the impact be in 
terms of giving up clout by surrendering the title of “straight cis white 
male,” specifcally on those who have asked me to utilize my privilege to 
advocate for them? 

Ultimately, I will need to wait for things to play out more before I can 
decide the appropriate course of action. It does highlight how severe the 
clash between contract and mandate can be. Erasing my own identity to 
breach my contract and provide quality education is not a dilemma anyone 
should have to face, yet the structure of my federally mandated human 
rights work requires it. 

rEPrEsEnting thE FEDEral govErnmEnt 
anD thE rolE oF a PuBlic sErvant 

While my workplace status as an “arms length” organization means that 
the government, regardless of the party in power, should not be able to 
interfere in our operations, the infuence of the federal government in 
the museum’s early years was painfully obvious to many. 

During my initial training, in 2014, I was instructed not to assert the 
rights of the 2SLGBTQIA++ community beyond what was protected by 
law, once again putting me in the difcult position of needing to silence 
my own identity and experiences to be able to teach people efectively, in 
this case being able to teach people at all. At the same training, I was told 
not to discuss abortion beyond the Morgentaler case, which is featured in 
our galleries. Te most egregious issue at the time was the failure to ac-
knowledge the Indian Residential Schools system and its ongoing legacy 
as genocide. While this omission has since been rectifed, it was a chal-
lenging topic simply because honestly discussing it was not only in violation 
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of my contract, but also in contradiction to the position of the federal 
government. Tis tension between the institution’s eventual acknowledg-
ment of the genocide in this country and the lack of support from the 
federal government further complicates commenting on something like 
the occupation of Indigenous Lands. In almost every interaction, I had 
to consider these issues: Who is the visitor, what is the quick assessment 
of their political views, how secure is my position, and what is my rela-
tionship and responsibility to the marginalized group in question? Much 
like with HudBay, this assessment ofen needed to happen on the fy. 

While I could list many individual topics that I would like to publicly 
criticize, it is more succinct to say my contract contradicts my morals 
and education. Intellectual honesty, advocacy, and a search for justice are 
values that I have learned throughout my time at university. When those 
values inevitably bring me into confict with a government that is rooted 
in the colonial endeavours of the British and French empires, I am faced 
with the ethical challenge of honouring the human rights abuses I have 
learned about and the people I try to support with my advocacy or bowing 
to the needs of that government. Fortunately, there is a way to navigate 
these dilemmas: by utilizing the “facts” of human rights. For most of the 
issues I come across, I can typically point to something in either the Can-
adian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, a supporting document, provincial 
human rights codes, or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to 
justify my stance. All of these documents are featured in our galleries and 
thus give staf a sort of protection, wherein we can explain that we were 
simply interpreting content that our workplace endorses. 

Tis same notion of being uncritical also applies directly to my mu-
seum workplace via the Code of Business Ethics. It states, among other 
things, that I cannot present my workplace in a negative light. Tis limit-
ing of self-refection creates a situation where any legitimate criticism that 
staf may make becomes a punishable ofence, and it shelters the organ-
ization even further from necessary dialogue to help it grow. On a personal 
level, refexivity is fundamental to my practice, and this directive pre-
vents that process. It is difficult, at best, to engage in meaningful dia-
logue about human rights if I need to deliberately obfuscate when it comes 
to the museum that is enabling me to do that very work. Once again, the 
very best of my work can only come from a violation of my contractual 
obligations. 

Tese two broad guiding statements get applied unevenly, typically 
along hierarchies of privilege across the organization, and require signif-
cant nuance and practice to navigate properly. Learning how to navigate 
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this complicated invisible web is one of the critical steps in learning to 
facilitate quality human rights education. Fortunately, due to my profes-
sional identity, as long as I keep my wits about me and understand the 
context I am in, I can typically lean into my education, work around my 
contractual limitations, and produce the best work I am capable of – which 
would hopefully have a larger impact on my audience. Of course, this 
does not deal with the issue of my workplace itself not hearing criticism, 
but the process for that kind of feedback is being revised at time of writing 
due to the reckoning of 2020. It also leaves out the obvious question of 
how to navigate that dilemma for staf who do not hold the same level of 
privilege. 

social JusticE anD human rights 
Social justice is defned by the Oxford Dictionary as: “the objective of 
creating a fair and equal society in which each individual matters, their 
rights are recognized and protected, and decisions are made in ways that 
are fair and honest” (Oxford Reference 2021), and human rights are de-
fned as “the basic rights and freedoms that belong to every person in the 
world, from birth until death” (EHRC 2019). Government bureaucracy 
ofen necessitates the difcult task of separating these two concepts. While 
it is not clear from the defnitions, the commonly accepted diference, 
at least in my corner of the world, is that social justice implies actively 
participating in and advocating for human rights, while the neutral noun 
“human rights” implies a more passive agreement, a frst-generation under-
standing that not all rights need to always be supported by legislation and 
that people deserve to have access to certain rights or removal of threats 
guaranteed but not enshrined. 

I draw attention to the diference because my federally mandated human 
rights work demands that I support human rights, without engaging in social 
justice activity. Tere is fear that advocacy would alienate potential part-
ners, community members, stakeholders, donors, and visitors. Social 
justice ofen involves taking a critical lens to institutions, including gov-
ernments and their corporate relationships, which, as discussed previ-
ously, has its own ethical challenges. When brought to this high-level 
understanding, however, we can see new challenges emerging, not just on 
an interpersonal interpretive interaction, but on a state level. 

Te ethical challenge of my position, though staggering, is clear: I can-
not speak poorly of the federal government due to my position as a public 
servant, as doing so could be construed as partisan. Nevertheless, many 
of the actions taken by various government bodies, both historically and 
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contemporarily, are negligent or in clear violation of human rights. Visitors 
look to me and my colleagues for answers on how to understand the actions 
taken by various government bodies, yet we are ofen unable to fully ar-
ticulate the reality of those situations. 

Tat, ultimately, is the source of nearly every ethical challenge I face 
in my work: balancing comments and education on the “facts” of human 
rights with advocacy, struggling to support the advancement of those 
rights and ideas. Tis obligation to separate the two also directly opposes 
my education. I was hired into the role of interpreter due to my education 
in the field of human rights and my passion about the subject. However, 
now in the role I am not allowed to utilize the portion of my education 
that requires us to act to support the struggle for human rights. 

Anthropology takes a holistic approach to any given question, includ-
ing that of human rights. While the discussion is still somewhat ongoing, 
I fall frmly in the majority group, wherein it is the professional and per-
sonal responsibility of anyone privileged enough to receive an education 
in anthropology (or anything else) to utilize that privilege to advocate for 
and amplify the voices of people who do not necessarily have that same 
access. In that sense “social justice” and “human rights” cannot be separ-
ated, which makes this directive of separation much more difcult to 
follow than it otherwise might be. 

intErPrEtation anD EDucation 
In my role as an interpreter at a human rights museum, I interpret history, 
personal stories, legal implications, and any number of other aspects of 
human rights to diferent members of the public. Because of the breadth 
of a subject like human rights, there is very little that is “of the table,” so 
to speak. Notably, I deliver to the public (usually adults), and to donors 
(and special interest groups and stakeholders), students (ranging from 
kindergarten to university), and, fnally, Indigenous groups. Interacting 
with each of these groups highlights a diferent aspect of the ethical chal-
lenges outlined in the HudBay story above. As such I will be exploring 
the intricacies of each of the four groups to provide some more context 
in the overall issues present in federal human rights work. 

Public Visitors 
Te “public” are easily the most varied group. Teir visits tend to be the 
most politically contentious encounters, with groups ranging the breadth 
of the political spectrum in Canada. International visitors, too, bring their 
own views and political beliefs into the conversation, such as when a visitor 
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from Turkey angrily spoke with me about the content regarding the 
Armenian Genocide, or when visitors from Russia debated the reality of 
the Holodomor, or when American visitors defended the travel ban tar-
geting the Muslim population that was enacted by Donald Trump. Tere 
have also been numerous interactions wherein Japanese visitors question 
the portrayal of the “comfort women” system. Perhaps unexpectedly, the 
only topic of those listed above I fnd difcult to navigate from an ethical 
standpoint is the US travel ban on Muslim-majority countries, and broadly 
anything relating to the United States. While the Canadian government 
has made its stance explicit regarding the other topics, they seem bound 
to try to not rufe our relationship with the US too much. Tus, some 
things about the actions of the United States government are not explicitly 
condemned, which makes broaching the subject while respecting some 
of the restrictions I mentioned difcult. Tere is also an expectation from 
some visitors to engage in dialogue about any ongoing political situations 
globally, which leads to a similarly challenging place. 

Te ethical challenge of considering both Canada’s political relation-
ship with these various nations and the need for justice and rights can be 
severe. Part of the challenge is due to my lack of knowledge about the 
visitor: I have had numerous interactions wherein someone asks me some-
thing seemingly innocuous, I answer in a vague or non-committal way, 
and they then reveal that they are afliated with a foreign government. I 
found out that three men I was speaking with about the policies of the 
government of Bangladesh during the Rohingya crisis (as it was known 
at the time) were, in fact, ministers in that government. I have encountered 
numerous members of the US State Department and of the Canadian 
Parliament. I have spoken about companies who were involved in the 
production of items used in the Holocaust, in front of someone invested 
in one of those companies, who then reported me, trying to censor me. 

Tis all emphasizes the dilemma between total honesty, abiding by my 
contractual obligations, and protecting my own employment. Tere is an 
inherent right to education that means the Rohingya should receive edu-
cational support from the Bangladesh government. But is it my place to 
voice that to these ofcials? When I was frst confronted with this di-
lemma, Canada had not said much at the time about education, so there 
was little I could fall back on as a federal employee. As such, if the 
Bangladeshi ministers had decided to contact my employer, I could 
have been found to be in violation of our policies and risked my employ-
ment. On the other hand, I think it is important that they (and other 
politicians) hear from ordinary citizens, and I am aware that my personal 
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privilege can aford me the opportunity to be a voice to amplify the 
Rohingya people’s calls for justice. In the end I approached the discussion 
with the three of them through the lens of the humanity of the Rohingya, 
foregrounding the idea that the lives of the Rohingya exist beyond the 
scope of the genocide and that it is important they be enabled to engage 
in as fulflling a life as possible. Tis was a political middle ground; I felt 
that stating explicitly that the Rohingya need educational resources may 
be judged as being too much of an agenda but that speaking to their 
well-being generally encompassed education. As with the other stories 
herein, I am stuck wondering if I did enough, or if the conversation had 
any meaningful impact. 

Special Interest Groups, Donors, and Stakeholders 
Te next major group is special interest groups, donors, and stakeholders. 
Te story about HudBay is an example of some of the challenges that exist 
in this context. Te most infamous challenge, however, is discussing Israel 
and Palestine. Te International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, from 
whom the Canadian Government has adopted their defnition of anti-
semitism, does make the distinction that policies of Israel may be critiqued 
but the right to Jewish self-determination cannot be (International Holo-
caust Remembrance Alliance, n.d.). Under this defnition engaging in 
critique through an anti-Zionist lens is thus understood as antisemitism, 
which can be difcult for many to navigate. 

My museum workplace has a number of donors who have, during 
various encounters, made known their support of Israel and the expan-
sion of settlements at the expense of a dialogue about Palestinian rights. 
Tis makes discussing the violations of the rights of Palestinians in the 
occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, and other settlements extremely dif-
fcult. When engaging in dialogue with the donors who hold these views, 
it becomes extremely difcult to vocalize any concern for Palestinians 
without risking immediate shutdown and potential reports to manage-
ment, due to a confation of advocacy for the rights of Palestinians and 
the antisemitism that sometimes happens in this sort of discourse. Having 
said that, there are very serious human rights violations taking place in 
the Occupied Territories, such as the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem. 
If our mandate is to engage in education and dialogue then it is important 
that they be talked about, particularly by someone who is, again, positioned 
as an expert on human rights. As with the Q’eqchi’ Mayan women who 
fled a lawsuit against HudBay, this is a situation where a group of people 
are only slowly gaining a voice within a human rights institution and, in 
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the interim, rely on me and many others to provide accurate information, 
which is inhibited by the interests of stakeholders. 

Once again, the valid need to maintain positive relationships with 
stakeholders and donors, the requirement for federal employees to be 
neutral, especially regarding a state that the government does not ofcially 
recognize, and the authentic need for dialogue are clashing in a way that 
can threaten my livelihood. Tere is no clear answer: leaning in any of 
these directions is a valid decision, and I have gone both ways during my 
employment, but none lef me feeling as though I had taken a clearly 
ethical route. Most ofen I try to draw a parallel to other events and pos-
ition the occupation as similar in practice to less controversial events 
without condemning the Israeli state as motivated by ethnicity in any way. 

Student Visitors 
Te third major group I deliver to is students. Tere are, of course, diferent 
considerations depending on age, but with any minors there are many 
more concerns that come into play. My responsibilities as an educator are 
tested when the subject veers of the planned path, as it ofen does with 
young people. A moment that has stuck with me is when, while delivering 
a school program, a young girl of seven or eight who, when I casually 
mentioned transgender people, exclaimed in shock, “God says that’s 
wrong!” Immediately I needed to assess how to best respond by balancing 
the need to respect the authority of parents and not overstep as a govern-
ment employee with ensuring she understood that transgender people have 
the right to exist free of discrimination. I looked to the teacher for support, 
but I was met with a steely gaze that informed me I would also be fghting 
the teacher if I disagreed with the assertion. Particularly considering my 
institution’s policy at the time of omitting 2SLGBTQIA++ stories for re-
ligiously afliated school programs (which this was), the risk of censorship 
and punishment was quite high for me. If I said nothing, however, I would 
feel like I was shirking my responsibility as an educator and community 
member, not only toward the student but also the rest of her class, par-
ticularly if any of the students were members of the 2SLGBTQIA++ 
community. It would be important for them to see someone in a position 
of authority gently disagree with the moral judgments made about people’s 
identities. I decided to say that some people believe diferent things about 
what God thinks about trans people and went on from there, ultimately 
linking it with the subject at hand. Te student did not seem to think too 
much about my statement and continued with the lesson. While I stopped 
short of denouncing religiously motivated transphobia, not only because 
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I did not have enough time to have a nuanced conversation with her, but 
also because of the probability of retribution from the teacher and, con-
sequently, my employer, I did try to complicate the issue so that the kids 
lef with the idea that there are diferent ways of interpreting scripture. In 
retrospect and in consideration of my own identity, I do not believe I was 
pointed enough, but that was my compromise at the time. If I had the 
opportunity to redo this conversation I would be much more direct, how-
ever I also recognize that trans visibility and awareness has increased 
dramatically since this exchange happened in 2018. 

Tere have been students who made assertions about vaccination 
causing autism, which ultimately is ableist and untrue, who made hateful 
comments about Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour populations, 
about women, Muslims, and a number of other identities that are discussed 
within media. If the child is stating something they believe or that they 
are hearing from the adults in their lives, there is always a momentary 
lurch wherein I must quickly judge how progressive the teacher is and 
how strong a correction I think I can “get away with.” I have worked to 
learn how to navigate these moments in ways that enable me to counter 
harmful views, but it is never done without some concern about potential 
reprisal and a worry that I did not do enough. 

Indigenous Visitors 
Te last group is the least challenging from an ethical sense: people spe-
cifcally seeking information on colonization and Indigenous peoples. 
More ofen than not, groups of Indigenous peoples use the museum as a 
cultural and informational resource, rather than to gain “new” information. 
It is with other groups looking for this information that I have the clear-
est guidelines that match the ethical needs of the circumstances: with the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission reports, the United Nations Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the Report of the National 
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls and Sup
plementary Report: A Legal Analysis of Genocide, there is a strong ability 
to make clear condemnations of the Residential School System and of 
ongoing colonization as a whole, including a recognition of Canada’s 
genocidal policy. Te only real ethical challenges I face with this content 
are linked to my own identity, my relationship with the Inuit, and my 
relationship with colonization and my own whiteness. Should I be the one 
teaching about these topics, given my privileged position? 
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conclusion 
All federally related human rights work and, really, any institutionally 
related human rights work, academic institutions included, face these 
kinds of politically charged ethical challenges in any number of given 
situations. My experiences are not unique, and while the details change, 
many of my colleagues have similar stories within the museum, and many 
of my classmates have similar challenges outside the classroom. It is over-
whelmingly probable that these kinds of ethical issues will not be solved 
or, perhaps, are not even solvable. However, giving them real thought, 
even if no solution is reached, can only galvanize us to do better human 
rights work, although while there is an insistence on the artifcial separ-
ation of human rights and social justice, this progress will be inhibited 
and, ultimately, will limit the impact that institutional advocacy work can 
have. Until there is more willingness to recognize that human rights are 
tied to justice, and that that requires some level of admission of culpabil-
ity and responsibility from institutional actors, the challenges my col-
leagues and I face in situations like the HudBay stories (as well as others 
I talked about here) will not be resolved. Until these challenges are ad-
dressed, the Catch-22 of institutions both providing the platform and 
inhibiting the content will exist, and it will always be up to the smaller 
actors like myself to do their best to skirt the rules in order to be as efective 
as possible within the bounds of our roles. At this point it seems like a 
reckoning of some kind is inevitable, but whether this will make things 
less or more ethically challenging remains to be seen. 

Since I wrote my frst draf in early 2020 many things have happened. 
As it currently stands, donor tours are still not generally assigned to guides. 
Tis would sidestep some of the issues in a situation like HudBay, which 
I presented, though this mostly performative shif certainly does not 
address the deeper institutional and personal challenges I outlined here. 
Time will tell how these changes play out. 

notE 
1 Choc v Hudbay Materials Inc, 2011 ONSC 4490 (Amended Statement of Claim, 6 

February 2012), online: Choc v. HudBay Minerals Inc. & Caal v. Hudbay Minerals 
Inc., http://www.chocversushudbay.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/Amended-
Statement-of-Claim-Caal-v.-HudBay-FILED.pdf. See also https://www.chocversus-
hudbay.com/legal-documents/. 
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12 
The Oral Defence 

SPEAKING BACK TO THE COMMUNITY 

Yuriko Cowper-Smith 

Te Rohingya Canadian movement is a diaspora-led social movement 
working toward resolving the Rohingya genocide in Myanmar and the 
humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. From December 2017 to December 
2019, I used a community-engaged scholarship (CES)1 approach to work 
within, and contribute to, the movement.2 Tis chapter focuses on an 
ethical dilemma that arose during the fnal stages of my PhD. I frst describe 
the ethical tension that arose. Ten I explain my methodological approach 
to this chapter. Finally, I conclude with ideas on how the living principles 
adopted during this work can be incorporated more formally in future 
research. 

thE vignEttE: 
Why DiD thE DEFEncE WEigh so hEavily 

on thE rEsEarchEr’s minD? 
My defence preparation crystallized two connected dilemmas around 
authorship and evaluation. To appreciate these dilemmas, I frst describe 
the debate in the literature about co-production of knowledge, the meth-
odology behind my dissertation, and the defence format. 

Tere is a growing body of literature that explores the co-production 
of knowledge and community-engaged scholarship in forced migration 
studies, among other disciplines. Defned by Cerian Gibbes and Emily 
Skop (2020, 278–80), “co-production of knowledge is a methodological 
process that foregrounds the construction of knowledge and focuses on 
the contributions of and negotiations between key actors in producing 
science ... ideally the process complicates traditional research participation 
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structures and the archetypal binary of the all-powerful researcher and 
the all-powerless subject.” 

Similarly, CES can be defned as a radical politics of solidarity, coalition, 
and co-resistance in active social justice struggles. Shirley Suet-ling Tang 
(2008, 248) writes on the goals of CES: 

For me to be accountable to community struggles over self-representation 
and self-advocacy means, in part, using my academic privilege to clear 
away potential obstacles that might discourage community practitioners 
from taking on the challenge of community knowledge production. 
Needless to say, as empowered, knowledgeable participants, community 
practitioners also advocated for themselves, so my role was to mobilize 
attention to their demands. 

Related to CES, Clark-Kazak et al. (2017, 12) highlight that among 
the four ethical principles for working in situations of forced migration, 
partnership entails developing “appropriate protocols and mechanisms to 
ensure full participation of relevant partners,” promoting “co-ownership 
of the research,” and “respectfully acknowledg[ing] each partner’s contri-
butions.” Co-production is essentially about admitting that the academy 
should not – does not – have a monopoly over the development of know-
ledge. It has always been a collaborative or multiple-sited endeavour de-
spite boundary drawing and gatekeeping attempts (Gibbes and Skop 2020). 
Yet co-production is not without faws. It must also grapple with the 
contextual power relations found within each research partnership, which 
may yield unforeseen challenges and complexity. In summary, the literature 
both praises the potentially radical and valuable aspects of co-production, 
in which power-sharing and mutuality are goals, but also holds that co-
production can be messy and, troublingly, can be co-opted to serve the 
goals of the dominant power structures that the approach sets out to 
undermine (Gibbes and Skop 2020). 

Explaining the CES aspects of the PhD research process underlines 
my immersion in the Rohingya social movement and the way community 
involvement played a substantial role during the information-gathering 
phase. During the research process, for me, reciprocity and accountability 
meant being receptive and answerable to the community’s needs. In addi-
tion, reciprocity and accountability encapsulated responsibility toward 
partnership and self-determination, which is to “respect and support the 
right of people in contexts of forced migration to make their own decisions 
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about their lives and the degree of participation in research processes” 
(Clark-Kazak et al. 2017, 12). 

My process of building a long-term relationship based on reciprocity 
and accountability with members of the Rohingya community in Canada 
and abroad, and with other supporters, overlapped with the emergence 
of the Rohingya social movement afer state- and military-led violence 
catapulted the Rohingyas’ plight to public and political prominence. As I 
started my data collection only a few months afer the violence of August 
2017 (a pivotal point in the history of the movement), I witnessed cen-
tral aspects of the movement’s growth in real time. Bearing these CES 
principles in mind, I undertook a lengthier process of developing rela-
tionships with people in the movement, an experience that was drawn 
out over two years. 

I conducted open-ended interviews to generate rich data by drawing 
on participants’ perspectives, expertise, and experiences regarding their 
involvement in the social movement. I started by interviewing four diferent 
participants: a Bangladeshi professor who has worked with the Rohingya 
community in Bangladesh for his entire career; a lawyer who was a part 
of the Burmese democracy movement in Canada in the 1980s; a photo-
journalist who worked with the Rohingya community in Kitchener-
Waterloo in 2015; and a group of representatives from Burma Task Force, 
an advocacy organization that has been working from Canada to address 
the Rohingya genocide since 2016. Ten I asked one of I Am Rohingya’s 
producers and directors, with whom I became friends, to connect me with 
the Rohingya community members he knew. Tese early interviews and 
the support from the director helped me situate my work more appropri-
ately in the dynamics of the movement and become more sensitively at-
tuned to the types of discussions to have. Tis slow process eventually led 
to conversations with Rohingya activists; federal, provincial, and munici-
pal politicians; senators; lawyers; academics; leaders; and movement allies 
from across Canada. 

In parallel with interviews, I conducted participant observation. In 
the two-year period of the research process, the documentary I Am 
Rohingya, co-produced by a media company run by two young flm-
makers and Rohingya youth, was showcased across Ontario. I attended 
the documentary’s screenings, acting as a participant-observer for fve 
screenings and as an organizer/panellist for three. Attending eight screen-
ings of I Am Rohingya was, in part, what drove my increasing participation 
in movement events. Seeing how the Rohingya youth developed the initial 
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I Am Rohingya play and subsequent documentary3 and observing their 
passionate advocacy led me to get to know the actors personally and learn 
about additional events. I also became involved in conferences, meetings, 
panels, and photography exhibits, respectively depicting the Rohingya 
communities in Winnipeg and Kitchener-Waterloo. In April 2019, two 
Rohingya peers and I organized a roundtable discussion at the University 
of Toronto. I additionally volunteered at three related organizations: the 
Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative, the Canadian Centre on State-
lessness, and the Sentinel Project for Genocide Prevention. Researching 
during this period also meant that I could be present for signifcant gov-
ernment announcements such as the stripping of Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
honorary citizenship in 2018; the unanimous vote in the House of 
Commons and Senate, in 2018, on supporting the fndings of the Inter-
national Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar report, which called the crisis 
a genocide; the commitments of aid to Bangladesh and Myanmar in 2018; 
and the Senate motion on the Genocide Convention in 2019. 

Afer I completed my interviews and participant observation, I con-
ducted a qualitative thematic analysis. Troughout this phase, I stayed in 
touch with multiple research participants to continue personal friendships, 
support the movement and its goals, and refne my study’s fndings. More 
specifcally, beyond mutual interest in maintaining relationships, the 
communication kept me abreast of movement dynamics and develop-
ments and allowed me to give back time and energy into the movement’s 
activities afer the completion of my research. It served the further purpose 
of revising my conceptual framework as I incorporated both direct and 
informal feedback from participants. Going back to the principles of reci-
procity and accountability, by incorporating reactions, responses, and new 
ideas, the back-and-forth feedback process allowed for a rich explanation 
of the social movement’s intellectual activities. 

I now turn to the quandary. 
Te defence structure varies across disciplines and universities. Tere 

is also variation in the defence’s signifcance or weight across universi-
ties in Canada and other countries. At the University of Guelph, in the 
Department of Political Science the defence is an oral examination of 
the student by their PhD thesis examining committee. It is presided by the 
chair of the department. Te thesis examining committee comprises the 
student’s supervisor, a thesis committee member, an internal-external 
examiner, and an external examiner. Te internal-external examiner is a 
faculty member of the department. Te external examiner is a faculty 
member of a diferent university, chosen broadly based on their discipline 
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and knowledge of the research area. Te student is expected not to have 
an existing professional relationship with the external examiner and does 
not contact the examiner during the examination period. 

Usually, the defence is performed in a classroom for a total of two or 
three hours.4 Te student frst presents their dissertation orally to their 
examining committee. Te presentation is usually between twenty and 
thirty minutes, focusing on the work’s main contributions. Te student 
usually presents the fundamental components of the dissertation, which 
include the design, methodology, conceptual framework, results, contri-
butions, and conclusions. Two rounds of questioning follow the presenta-
tion. Te chair generally gives priority to questions from members of the 
examining committee. At the University of Guelph, in the Department of 
Political Science the external examiner is given the frst opportunity to 
ask questions, followed by the internal-external examiner. Ten the com-
mittee member asks their questions, fnally followed by the supervisor. 
Te second round follows in the same manner. Following these two rounds 
of questioning, the student leaves the classroom while the committee 
deliberates. Te student is then summoned back into the room to hear the 
committee’s decision on if they have passed the oral defence. 

Te defence is an opportunity to formally accord legitimacy to the 
PhD student. In the design of a conventional social science PhD in the 
Global North, completing the degree is the process by which a student 
becomes a scholar capable of undertaking an independent research project. 
Authorship is ofen a requirement of the PhD. In the world of peer-
reviewed research, recognition of who deserves authorship is a signif-
cant ethical issue. Publishing is also a currency used to evaluate research-
ers, and it is also about value, recognition, and reputation. Sole authorship 
is ofen viewed as the most prized currency. Te order of authorship takes 
into conscious consideration which one made the most substantial intel-
lectual and labour-intensive contributions. For this reason, in this case 
– the fnal output of a PhD – the dissertation is usually deemed to be 
written by a single author. 

Furthermore, the defence can be described as a culminating ceremonial 
performance where, if successful, the student becomes an authority on a 
given topic.5 Te defence allows the student to demonstrate their mastery 
of the study area while also presenting them with an opportunity to be 
subject to scholarly questioning and criticism by the academic community 
in their discipline. Trough the process of defending the dissertation, the 
student demonstrates their ability to engage in a high-calibre scholarly 
debate. Trough the defence structure, the student is accountable and 
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evaluated by the other experts in the room, the established scholars from 
the same discipline, and the external examiner from the same feld and a 
recognized authority on the topic. 

Te defence as a ceremony enshrines a particular scholastic and elite 
culture that is in tension with the principles of CES that I incorporated 
earlier in the research. In particular, these principles are challenged by 
both the requirement of sole authorship and the evaluative component of 
the PhD by non-members of the community. 

First, when my dissertation was sent for examination and I was pre-
paring for the oral defence, it felt like the project became more individ-
ualized and independent, almost wholly detached from the activist reality 
that I came to know so well. Troughout my work, participants’ perspec-
tives had been central during the analysis and writing phase; I constantly 
thought about how to acknowledge and recognize the community who 
granted me access and who shared their thoughts, knowledge, and ideas 
with me. However, sole authorship is a requirement of the PhD, which 
contrasts with the collaborative nature in earlier work stages. Since I had 
primarily been preparing alone, especially during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, this point was made even more palpable when isolated in my home 
ofce. Te realization of the structure of the academic process of author-
ship truly dawned on me as I prepared for the defence. 

Second, I had been steeped in the movement’s activities for two years. 
It seemed logical, if I was to be scrutinized by academic experts, that I 
should also be scrutinized by those people I was claiming to represent. If 
the defence’s central goal is for the student to speak to the academy, when 
does the student speak back to the research participants? Where do the 
ethics of accountability ft into this room of experts whom the research is 
not about? Who holds evaluative power? Still, when I was meant to defend 
my fndings, the defence’s conventional structure meant that I would be 
more accountable to the examining committee than to the community. 

Tese related quandaries made me refect deeply on how I could make 
the defence a more equitable and inclusive experience that continues 
to respect reciprocity and accountability. Te inclusion of community 
voices in the last stage of my PhD, the oral defence, was of paramount 
importance. 

hoW this chaPtEr camE togEthEr 
Tis piece is based on the PhD research process, the defence, and discus-
sions between three former research participants – Jaivet Ealom, Saifullah 
Muhammad, and Yusuf Zine – and the researcher. To develop this chapter, 
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the author and contributors had a debriefng session afer the defence and 
subsequent conversations about what the defence and the research meant 
to their activism more broadly. Tese discussions also revealed that the 
act of co-writing reinforces the challenges that someone who is not an 
academic may confront. Te benefts of being involved in writing may 
not be apparent or even serve contributors’ personal and professional 
goals. Te contributors to this chapter come from various backgrounds, 
and writing is an addition to their already busy lives as activists and 
professionals in other sectors. As such, this chapter is also the product of 
a compromise. 

Tus, the layout of the chapter refects the available time that could 
be committed to the chapter, and the content illuminates what can be 
publicly said about allies involved in the same cause. As a PhD researcher, 
I am familiar with academic writing and professionally stand to beneft 
more directly from the writing process. And, as an ally, it is the researcher’s 
responsibility to make room for the voices that they contend are at the 
centre of their research. Te onus is on them to engage in a meaningful 
and non-tokenistic way with the community. Tis idea goes back to the 
point on sole authorship that I could not avoid in the dissertation, but 
which I intentionally sought to dispel in other publications such as this 
one. Yet, also due to the author’s position as an academic and ally, the 
power relations make it so that, because the work is useful as a political 
tool, criticisms of the work may not be elaborated upon. And to achieve 
specifc goals, it may be politically strategic to focus on the more positive 
qualities of the work and leave criticisms unsaid. Although this may not 
be the main reason why my actions are described positively by the con-
tributors, it remains important to be transparent about these possible 
reasons and the power relations embedded within this chapter. Tis section 
thus underscores the chapter’s methodology while also explaining the 
types of pressures that occur when navigating whose voices are included 
in writing. 

aDDrEssing thE quanDary: 
authorshiP anD Evaluation 

Although procedural and standardized research ethics required by uni-
versities usually only cover the information-gathering and analysis phase, 
ethics are not neatly and linearly resolved afer the conclusion of these 
phases. Tey are ongoing, perhaps particularly in research where the 
object of study is geared toward social justice ends, and the researcher is 
also social justice–oriented. So I knew that I would need to continue to 
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engage with the principles of reciprocity and accountability, to chart the 
path forward. I took a few deliberate steps to ensure that ethics were in-
cluded until the last stage of my PhD, the oral defence. I wanted to build 
a mechanism by which there was reciprocity toward and dual account-
ability for both measures of scholarly research and the people involved. 
Te rest of the section describes the steps I took to make the defence 
more responsive to these principles that are in tension with the structure 
of the PhD. 

Authorship 
To establish continued reciprocity and accountability to participants, I 
attempted to settle the frst tension on authorship. I invited many former 
participants who I was still in communication with to the defence. It was 
much easier for former participants who would otherwise have had to 
travel to join as it was a virtual defence. I also asked my supervisor if com-
munity members would be allowed to ask questions, similarly to how 
the examining committee would ask me questions. She agreed and asked 
the chair, who also built time into the defence for this purpose. I reached 
out again to the activists I was closest with and asked them if they were 
interested in attending the defence while clarifying that they could pose 
questions if they wanted to. Another step I took was to send my presenta-
tion to a Rohingya friend (a former research participant) and practice 
my defence in front of a group of Rohingya friends (also former research 
participants). Tis step served a triple purpose. First, I could practice my 
presentation in preparation for the defence. Second, I could fne-tune 
points and highlight aspects that were important to them based on their 
feedback. Tird, doing a mock defence and then explaining the process 
about the defence to them also meant that the research participants would 
know what to expect and be prepared for the experience. I also asked re-
search participants who would be present if I could attribute quotes from 
my dissertation to them in the presentation, to acknowledge their pres-
ence and contributions.6 

Tree former participants refected on what the research project and 
inclusion in the defence signifed to them. First, Saifullah Muhammad, 
one of the founders of the Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative, 
spoke to the relationship built throughout the years: 

Being a Rohingya, I feel delighted with her work, and on behalf of our 
entire community, I would like to thank her for choosing this topic. I 



The Oral Defence

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  227 2023-06-22  3:45:46 PM

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

227 

have worked with Yuriko for three years. I can proudly say she is one of 
the few non-Rohingya researchers who personally knows Rohingya 
people, their leadership, the up-to-date situation, and the community’s 
internal issues – more so than anyone else. She has dedicated her time 
to help Rohingya people in Canada, Bangladesh, and the refugee camps. 
She helped to establish the foundation of the Rohingya advocacy organ-
ization, the Canadian Rohingya Development Initiative. She still sup-
ports the initiative even afer her PhD is complete. Most of the Rohingya 
leaders worldwide respect her and invite her to participate in differ-
ent academic conferences. Tere is very little academic research on 
Rohingya. We look forward to working with Yuriko in the future, as her 
bold research will undoubtedly invite future collaboration and bring 
more awareness about our people. May she continue to inspire and enrich 
her future. 

Second, Yusuf Zine, one of I Am Rohingya’s director-producers, noted 
the following: 

Tere are few other scholars I have come across who can successfully 
immerse themselves in the community that they are studying, like Yuriko 
– so much so that we, the Canadian Rohingya community, called her 
an honorary Rohingya. While Yuriko has successfully flled a knowledge 
gap with her research, which we hope many others will fnd helpful, I 
believe that it will not be the last. I can easily picture Yuriko connecting 
dots and making sense of academically untouched areas. I am eager to 
see more of her work in the near future. 

Tis inclusionary process allowed the examining committee and the 
audience to witness the relationship that former participants had with me. 
Although there were only about twenty-fve people among the total of 
seventy participants, and it was over the Microsof Teams video, it was 
still an occasion for the examining committee to understand who was a 
part of the research and with whom I had built relationships, which pro-
vided insight into knowledge (co)production. 

Evaluation 
To continue with reciprocity and accountability, I then attempted to 
address the tension of evaluation. Te defence was also a window of 
opportunity for community members to voice their approval or disap-
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proval of my approach and the content of my presentation. Te defence 
was a fairly standard procedure until the question period. I delivered a 
twenty-fve-minute presentation to the audience. Te three Rohingya 
participants who asked me questions had the chance to comment and to 
share information that they deemed critical to highlight that I either did 
not know, missed, or did not have time to broach. Another former par-
ticipant, a key fgure in Rohingya youth’s early organizing eforts in Can-
ada, also posed a question. Te questions they asked were highly relevant 
and provided the group with more nuanced detail about the movement. 
Tey pointed out work that the movement had conducted that I had not 
mentioned in my presentation, and they raised points about the dynam-
ics of the movement that I had not touched upon. And, the remaining 
twenty-one audience members were witnesses to the way I formulated my 
responses. Yusuf spoke to this point on the dynamic in the defence: 

It was an incredibly fulflling experience to be in attendance at Yuriko’s 
defence. Having witnessed her dogged research over the past few years 
and seeing it culminate into a powerful body of work was a joy. Her ability 
to refect on every question asked during the defence demonstrated her 
carefulness, sensitivity, and in-depth analysis. We’ve spent a lot of time 
together discussing the nuances of this kind of work, and I can confdently 
say she has taught me a lot. I’m so glad her research exists to fll a gap in 
the academic literature relating to the Rohingya crisis. 

Saifullah also shared his perspectives on the defence: 

I was extremely pleased to be invited to Yuriko Cowper-Smith’s dis-
sertation defence. Te worst part about the virtual defence was that we 
weren’t able to truly celebrate together. It was my frst time attending 
such a dissertation defence. I felt like it was almost exactly the same as 
attending an academic talk. Pursuing a PhD is difcult, but I feel proud 
that her presentation was accurate with reliable information and brought 
up the Rohingya people’s real situation. 

Jaivet Ealom, another member of the Canadian Rohingya Develop-
ment Initiative, noted his perspective: 

I had the privilege to witness Yuriko’s work: collecting data from remote 
members of the Rohingya community and cleaning and making sense 
of them – in a spontaneous manner – while the crisis was ongoing. Yet 
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it was a truly unique experience to watch her bring all the loose ends 
together and connect the dots and defend her work in front of some of 
the most respected scholars in the feld. 

Te defence also supported some members of the community to appreciate 
a diferent view of their activism, as remarked on by Jaivet: 

While we are in the feld – or the valley – of activism, we tend to miss 
the broader picture of our work. Yuriko’s dissertation was a zoomed out, 
eagle-eye view of the whole movement. Her research helps us to see a 
more comprehensive picture. During the defence, the discussions pro-
vided some constructive criticism of some of the things we might have 
missed, could do better, or not looked at from her perspectives. We 
continue to refect on what her fndings mean for our work and what is 
useful to absorb for our goals. 

Former participants asking me questions was an avenue of direct ac-
countability to them and a way to address evaluation in at least two ways. 
First, having representatives of the movement in the room was deference 
to their mastery of the subject area, which is an argument that I make in 
the body of the dissertation. Tis is a central claim of my dissertation, but 
the writing is no replacement for their life’s work, and their expertise and 
enthusiasm were evident through their presence in the meeting. Teir 
being able to “test” me by asking questions and feeding the rest of the 
audience more information reinforced their position of authority on the 
topic of discussion – the Rohingya Canadian social movement. Second, 
the inclusion of community voices also allowed the examining committee 
and others to acknowledge the appraisal ofered by the people represented 
in the dissertation. 

Expect the Unexpected: Navigating Reciprocity and 
Accountability within PhD Parameters 
Tere were several dynamics that I did not sufciently anticipate. I did 
not fully brace myself, or the invited participants, for how the questions 
asked by the examining committee might make them feel. Te questions 
were obviously valid scholarly questions. Still, it was also possible that how 
I answered the questions could have been upsetting and deeply personal 
for those participants in the room. As Clark-Kazak et al. (2017, 12) discuss 
under the principle of self-determination, research should “uphold the 
dignity of our respondents in our portrayal of them – individually and 
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collectively.” I wanted to ensure that I answered the questions to satisfy 
both academic requirements, including scholarly ethics,7 and sensitivity 
to the power dynamics in the room. Tis consideration should always 
be the rule, but having former participants in the same room as the 
researcher heightened that requirement. If I were not careful, I could have 
tapped into very intimate intrapersonal dynamics based on gender, age, 
and political afliations that former participants are a part of, and would 
implicate individual people in the room in my responses.8 Tis self-
imposed structure of the community-as-witness/participant defence made 
it so that I had to adhere to reciprocity and accountability to the people 
whom my research was about – yet fulflling this requirement of author-
ship and evaluation compelled me to answer in some manner. 

So when queries arose that implicated the dynamics of the people in the 
room, I had to make on-the-spot decisions about how to answer, to not 
raise any personal sensitivities. Indeed, for example, I was questioned about 
the “messiness” or “interpersonal” dynamics that occur during movement-
building by my examining committee. I had not foreseen these questions, 
and any critical perspective of the movement would have directly impacted 
people in the room. So I answered the questions by pointing to generalized 
examples that, I hope, were broad enough not to cause embarrassment, 
annoyance, or harm, yet detailed enough to meet the examiner’s expecta-
tion. If I sensed that the question would be impossible to answer without 
causing any of these feelings, I explained why I could not go further into 
the issue. For example, on a question related to age, because there were 
generations of activists in the room I did not want to be critical of either 
older or younger generations, or intimately discuss the dynamics between 
age groups. In this case, in my answer, I said that I could not go further. 

Tis type of fumbling or awkwardness that I felt when answering the 
questions resulted from trying to bridge the tensions between reciprocity 
and accountability, and authorship and evaluation in perhaps a messy 
manner. And despite the above laudatory comments, in retrospect, when 
I sought to address authorship and evaluation by integrating former par-
ticipants into the defence, there was little genuine inclusion. Te former 
participants could ask questions and were witnesses but, ultimately, they 
had little weight in the formal evaluation. At best, I was able to achieve a 
tacit acknowledgment of their expertise and contributions and a simul-
taneous evaluation: the scholarly community conducting a conventional 
evaluation and some members of the community evaluating me through 
their questions, the presentation, and their witnessing of my handling of 
community questions. 
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consiDErations For thE FuturE? 
In this chapter, we see that the principles of reciprocity and accountability 
are strained by the conventional academic structure of the PhD defence, 
namely in respect to authorship and evaluation. In an attempt to overcome 
these tensions, I tried to reconcile both the academy’s requirements and 
the community’s needs, which produced both positive and some un-
intended efects. Nevertheless, even in the culminating end performance, 
where students become “experts” and perform “their expertise” and are 
judged based on the merit of other scholars, it is possible for considerations 
of community-engaged scholarship to be included. In hindsight, I wish I 
had revisited the broader literature on CES research ethics in more depth 
to answer my dilemma and to ofer me robust guidance in the moment of 
the defence. Although I revisited my methodology chapter, talked with my 
supervisor, and continued living the principles of reciprocity and account-
ability until the defence stage, I did not wholly map out what that process 
entailed with concerted intention. To attend to these principles and the 
built-in sensitivities in forced migration research, I propose that future 
CES studies include a CES component at the end of the research project. 
Upon this refection, I now draw on Suet-ling Tang’s (2008) work with 
Khmer (Cambodian) American communities in Massachusetts and the 
principles outlined by Clark-Kazak et al. (2017) to guide future practice. 

What would such a scenario look like in the future? When reciprocity, 
accountability, authorship, and evaluation collide, there are several ways 
the research design can be built deliberately to serve both academic and 
community goals. Suet-ling Tang (2008) discusses sites of discussion and 
how they can be embedded in the research design. For Suet-ling Tang 
(2008, 243) “at the core of this theory/practice is the enabling of people 
from communities of struggle to have direct control and full power over 
how to explore and use their knowledge, skills, and capacities to imagine 
and build community.” She continues: 

While some community practitioners already have the “tools” to engage 
in the critical analysis of social relations and the theoretical exploration 
of the work they do – perhaps in collaboration with scholar-activists who 
are seeking new forms of knowledge to advance their academic work – 
others do not have or prefer such tools. Tose without such tools need 
to create, develop, and refine methodologies for promoting their 
Indigenous knowledge systems and for becoming better positioned and 
empowered to represent and advocate for their communities. (Suet-ling 
Tang 2008, 243) 
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Suet-ling Tang (2008) points out that creating opportunities – or sites – for 
dialogue and discussion with community members is a way not only to 
document, analyze, or present the needs/problems of the community but 
also to initiate conversation and further refections to deepen their col-
lective awareness of how to make progress. For instance, her story-sharing 
process “produced critical evidence about deeper, unresolved contra-
dictions within the community, refecting the larger cultural-historical 
context by which Khmer self-defnitions as ‘refugees’ are intersecting with 
and challenging those of ‘citizens,’ ‘minorities,’ and ‘Americans.’ Tese multi-
faceted identities and self-representations complicate the evidence yielded 
about evolving communities” (Suet-ling Tang 2008, 255). 

Tese sites are ever more critical for Suet-ling Tang due to community 
activists’ personal and professional constraints; they are opportunities 
for participants to continue building capacity in their work. She shows 
that it is possible to create methodologies that can serve community pur-
poses, and the process of research can be used creatively for the goals of 
a social movement. As Suet-ling Tang (2008, 261) concludes, 

I have always felt that the most intellectually stimulating and challen-
ging place to carry out my publicly engaged work is not at the center of 
dominant academic and public discourses but rather in those in between 
spaces of nepantla9 and constant transformation. In continually cross-
ing disciplinary boundaries and connecting academia and wider publics, 
nepantla itself is a bridge, an always-in-transition space, a place where 
diferent sides and multiple perspectives can be simultaneously seen 
and heard. 

Perhaps, as Suet-ling Tang (2008) proposes, the defence can become 
a site where activists could visualize and contemplate their years of work 
from diferent angles and other points brought up during the questioning. 
Te defence can become, for a community, a moment “not only to uncover 
and articulate the knowledge that they [community members] possess but 
also to make their knowledge accessible to others” (Suet-ling Tang 2008, 
245). It can become a planned site of conversation that serves as space to 
“develop, articulate, and assert their own critical, cultural, and analytical 
perspectives so that resources and strategies can be developed and allocated 
more fairly and creatively” (244). Te defence, as a site, would ofer oppor-
tunities for building “skills of collecting, validating, interpreting, and 
translating community data ... while making central and visible their 
own on-the-ground experiences and capacities as bilingual/bicultural 
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leaders” (244). For Suet-ling Tang, there is a broader reach beyond said 
site’s boundaries. By embedding this site into the research design, the study 
itself “emphasizes the goal of producing knowledge individually and in-
stitutionally across multiple arenas, including research, public policy, 
philanthropy, and, most importantly, communities at the grassroots 
level – all of which have important roles to play in the course of long-term 
community development” (245). 

What are some other benefts of such an approach? In light of these 
views, broadly, including a CES component at the end of the research 
project will enhance reciprocity and accountability and get to these ten-
sions of authorship and evaluation in several other ways. First, it becomes 
impossible to talk about a community, and their thoughts and perspec-
tives, in an abstract, detached, and perhaps disingenuous manner when 
they are present in the same room as the researcher. Tis practice recentres 
the priorities to be more equitable toward research participants, as this 
requirement heightens the researcher’s obligation to act with the safety of 
the participants in mind while also attending to the constraints and goals 
of the academy. Second, related to authorship, the approach places com-
munity representatives in a position of authority on the topic of discussion; 
having former participants in the room humbles the student and their 
peers by showing that the participants are also those with mastery of the 
subject area. Tird, the inclusion of highly relevant and timely information 
and questions about the topic at hand ofers another angle by which to 
evaluate the student. Tis may be the frst opportunity for the student’s 
supervisor and other faculty members to meet the people in the research. 
By virtue of former participants listening and asking questions, the evalu-
ation committee would know if the researcher actually worked with the 
community they purported to represent and vice versa; community mem-
bers would have insight into if the researcher was portraying the infor-
mation given to them respectfully and in an accurate manner. 

How would this play out in reality? Te defence as a site of discussion 
would require that the researcher – and the university – consider the fol-
lowing, for example: 

■ Practising the presentation with community members and incorporat-
ing their feedback 

■ Formally acknowledging their contributions at the beginning of the 
defence 

■ Having a second external examiner who is of the community in the 
research 
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■ Including a community member representative on the formal evalua-
tion committee 

■ Inviting other community members as witnesses, and for them to ask 
questions 

■ Allowing for a formal discussion period afer the student’s examination 
■ Planning for sensitivities by recognizing the types of power relations 

within the room 

Tis is by no means an exhaustive list and these are just examples of the 
way the process can be more formalized. It will be interesting to document 
how the defence evolves over time in the academy. 

conclusion: WhEn Do Ethics EnD? 
In this chapter, I use the case of the defence to demonstrate one research-
er’s attempts to reconcile the requirements of authorship and evaluation 
embedded within the conventional academic structure of the PhD defence 
with the CES-based principles of reciprocity and accountability. Perhaps 
even more importantly in research geared toward serving social justice 
ends, the researcher’s prerogative is to refect carefully on questions such 
as “When do ethics end in academic research?”; “Who holds evaluative 
power?”; and “Whom is the researcher accountable to?” I argue that the 
researcher’s responsibility toward ethics of care exists until – at least – the 
end of the PhD project and does not stop afer data have been collected 
and written about. Formally including community needs and priorities 
into the last stage serves to increase reciprocity and accountability to the 
people represented in the research and attends to other ethical principles 
inherent in research with people who have experienced forced migration. 
Tough highly imperfect, it is possible, and future projects can continue 
to explore this tension. 

notEs 
1 Clark-Kazak et al. (2017) point out that information-gathering with people who have 

experienced traumatic experiences, including forced migration, is laden with sensi-
tivities that might not occur in other types of research. Clark-Kazak et al. (2017, 12) 
highlight the importance of four principles: equity, right to self-determination, 
competence, and partnership. 

2 In my dissertation, I argue that the Rohingya Canadian social movement has de-
veloped four types of knowledge-practices (Casas-Cortés, Osterweil, and Powell 
2008; della Porta and Pavan 2017) necessary to contend with the genocide in 
Myanmar and the refugee crisis in Bangladesh. Te movement has established an 
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ethos and its political visions based on collective responsibility, awareness, and resolve. 
Te movement has also fgured out how to seize political opportunities and build 
coalitions with diverse sectors. Further, participants have presented policy options 
to the Canadian government. Finally, the movement has cultivated its transmission 
techniques based on afective solidarity to increase engagement (Johnson 2020). In 
other words, the movement is writing its “how-to” manual for resolving the genocide 
and refugee crises. Te Rohingya Canadian social movement is building the intel-
lectual foundations necessary to build and fuel their cause; they have the “tools to 
engage in the critical analysis of social relations and the theoretical exploration of 
the work they do” (Suet-ling Tang 2008, 243). 

3 A play and documentary of the same name. 
4 In 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, defences were performed over Micro-

sof Teams. 
5 Te defence is an exam, but the extent to which the defence is ceremonial or an as-

sessment is contextual and depends on the student, their work, and the institution. 
6 Although all of the research participants confrmed that this approach was fne, 

ultimately, I did not incorporate this information because I did not want to make 
anyone feel uncomfortable or risk the possibility of someone accidentally attributing 
quotes to them afer the defence. Te only quotes that I attributed were those that 
had already been made public. 

7 A scholarly ethic is that one cannot falsify or suppress data. 
8 I could have potentially broken their trust, which Clark-Kazak et al. (2017, 12) state 

is a key part of treating participants equitably. 
9 As Suet-Ling (2008, 237) notes, “Nepantla, the space in between, is a dynamic place 

of transformation within which American studies and ethnic studies scholars have 
increasingly positioned themselves.” 
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13 
“But Where Is the Violence?” 

REFLECTIONS ON HONOURING RELATIONSHIPS 

AND TROUBLING ACADEMIA 

Lara Rosenof Gauvin 

(a collEction oF actual communications 
anD FEEDBack From scholars anD intErnational 

non-govErnmEntal organization WorkErs) 

But where is the violence? Where is the violence? 
How can you say that violence is unimportant? 
Surely, this community is not as organized as you say? 

As YOU say? 
Or if they are ... they are surely the exception ... exceptional ... 

exceptionally organized ... 
You mean, communal land rights 
LAND 
RIGHTS land rights land rights land rights 
are important to postwar social reconstruction? 
Oh, so maybe USAID shouldn’t be having privateproperty 

workshops right now? 
I believe that the community is as organized and as rational 

as YOU SAY ... but that is incredible, as there are also 
witch burnings happening only three hours away ... 

BURNINGS, INFIGHTING, MURDER ... 
BUT ... WHERE IS THE VIOLENCE in your article? 
WHERE 
IS 
THE 



Lara Rosenoff Gauvin

Plaut_final_06-22-2023.indd  238 2023-06-22  3:45:46 PM

  

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

238 

VIOLENCE in the community? 
BUT 
BUT 
BUT 
WHERE 
IS 
THE 
VIOLENCE 
You can’t tell me that people don’t get into fghts when 

drinking sometimes, can you? 
? 
? 
? 
How can you say that violence is unimportant? 

introDuction 
I have worked with an extended family (clan) in Northern Uganda for 
over ffeen years. I met members of Kaka Pabwoc (Pabwoc clan) while 
they were internally displaced in Padibe Internally Displaced Persons’ 
(IDP) camp as a result of the war between the Ugandan government and 
the Lord’s Resistance Army. Between 2004 and 2008, I was able to make 
annual visits to the IDP camp and then visited them back on their an-
cestral lands for the frst time in 2010. In 2012, I conducted eight months 
of research on their ancestral lands of Pabwoc and continued, in 2015 and 
2018, to work with this same community. As an anthropologist who pri-
oritizes community-driven research, I strove at that time to highlight Acoli 
Indigenous concepts and practices of justice and social repair, in order to 
both support and understand how one rural-based extended family sought 
to rebuild their lives, homes, and community afer two decades of forced 
displacement and intracommunity violence. 

Tis chapter dwells in the spaces between research, relationships, and 
responsibilities. Specifcally, I focus on why my research should amplify 
community aspirations of reconciliation and ribbe kaka (clan unity), rather 
than expose any clan disagreements. I take the opportunity, too, to delve 
into the dilemmas that arose from other academics’ reactions to my choices 
and their feelings of being “troubled” by my personal and activist position 
as a working and living academic. I then take a moment to examine and 
refect on some of the violence of the academy through a penchant for 
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erasure – of my own research relationships and familial knowledge and 
relationships – and refect on whether my idea and practice of “research” 
conforms to anthropological academic standards as a result of the choices 
I have made. 

somE BackgrounD 
In 2012 I conducted eight months of feldwork in Pabwoc village, Northern 
Uganda, with people who self-identify as Acoli. I had known some of the 
residents of Pabwoc – members of Kaka Pabwoc (Pabwoc clan) – since 
2004, when they were still living, displaced, in Padibe IDP camp, about 
eight kilometres from their ancestral lands. Te extended family was frst 
displaced from their lands in 1999, when the Lord’s Resistance Army began 
attacks close by. Most of the families in Pabwoc went to the closest town 
of Kitgum and were hosted in tents in a primary school, but when cholera 
broke out and the fghting between the Lord’s Resistance Army and the 
Ugandan government got more intense in their district, the government 
opened more IDP camps closer to rural villages, in their home subcounties. 
Newly displaced communities and those who had already fed to the 
town were guided to their local IDP camp (or so-called protected villa-
ges), in this case in Padibe subcounty. While some returned to their an-
cestral lands for some time in 2003, fghting and Ugandan government 
mandates forced them back into Padibe IDP camp afer a few months. 

Te IDP camps in those years of intense fghting have been described 
by Chris Dolan (2009) as purposeful “social torture” by government due 
to a lack of funding and neglect that resulted in hunger and unsanitary 
conditions leading to massive amounts of disease. Life in the IDP camps 
also undermined Acoli Indigenous sustenance (economic), governance, 
and legal structures (Branch 2011), and “people from diferent clans were 
just all mixed up and squeezed together, away from their lands, relying 
on NGOS to survive” (Beatrice, personal communication 2008). Te 
Ugandan Ministry of Health (2005) reported an excess mortality rate in 
the IDP camps of one thousand people per week. 

Aside from these desperate, inhumane conditions, the Lord’s Resist-
ance Army would also abduct Acoli youth and force them to violence, 
ofen against their own families. Te Ugandan military would also recruit 
other Acoli youth to fght the formerly abducted youth. Tis resulted in 
twenty years of what Acoli scholar Opiyo Oloya has called a time of “un-
precedented Acoli on Acoli violence” (2013, 7). 

When I fnally arrived in Acoliland – the Ugandan districts primarily 
inhabited by people who self-identify as Acoli (Kitgum, Pader, Lamwo, 
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Gulu, Agago, Amuru, Nwoya, Omoro districts) – on my seventh visit, afer 
all this, during peacetime, and with residents back home on their ancestral 
lands, most people were still trying to rebuild old huts and granaries, clear 
and plant new felds to feed their families, and pick up the pieces afer 
about twenty years of the forced intracommunal war and, in many instan-
ces, forced intraclan violence. I was interested in what that looked like on 
the ground and was particularly interested – following the interests of the 
community – in the roles that intergenerational Indigenous knowledge 
played in these complex everyday processes (see Rosenof Gauvin 2013 
as to why). I was interested in this particularly, and in working with com-
munities, because I was hearing a singular and very narrow discussion of 
“traditional justice” versus “transitional justice” in national and inter-
national academic and policy circles that I found excluded some of the 
very voices, and actions, of the people at the heart of the issues. 

Although I engaged with community questions of youth being “out of 
culture” as a result of the war, I did not ask many specifc questions about 
the war or the violence during my eight-month time in Pabwoc in 2012. 
My grandparents survived the Holocaust during the Second World War, 
and my own research is greatly informed by my location as (1) a grand-
daughter of survivors of mass violence and (2) a settler scholar in what is 
now known as Canada. 

From the frst location, growing up with my grandmother (my grand-
father died when I was two), who experienced the murder of her family 
and who witnessed ever more horrifying violence, I learned that knowledge 
about these kinds of experiences is shared mostly in particular circum-
stances that cannot, and should not, be readily provoked by outside ques-
tions. Perhaps it is what some call a “trauma-informed” approach, but for 
me it was just navigating my somewhat intimidating and serious mater-
nal grandmother. From her, I learned that stories are shared when and if 
people are ready to share and also that stories of survival and repair are 
sometimes more valued than those of violence and destruction. 

Te second location that infuences my research is that of being a settler 
scholar in what is now known as Canada. Despite attending a Jewish day 
school that highlighted genocide and cultural survival, we never learned 
about the genocide of the Indigenous Peoples of Turtle Island and be-
yond. I only began later in life to consider my own complicity in the on-
going violence experienced by Indigenous peoples and examining my 
academic work and research in light of that complicity – as a white priv-
ileged woman enjoying the fruits of settler colonialism in Canada and of 
continuing imperialism globally – to actively strive to respectful and 
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collaborative purposes, approaches, epistemologies, and methodologies 
in my work. Furthermore, an acknowledgment that my family was able 
to accrue wealth because of reparation payments from the German gov-
ernment (my grandmother worked in a garment factory and my grand-
father died young), which allowed for my formal education, is also 
paramount to understanding my positionality. When thinking of my own 
understanding of my familial histories of violence, I also ponder how most 
people acknowledged the reality of the Second World War’s holocaust 
while I was growing up, as opposed to rampant denial about the genocide 
of Indigenous people. 

Upon refection, these two stances are essential factors in my ongoing 
grappling with what it means, for me, to conduct ethical anthropological 
research, specifcally, what research about violence should or could be and 
what it should not and cannot be. 

WhErE is thE violEncE? 
I had returned from my PhD feldwork and in 2013 met with some pro-
fessors at my university to talk about the time I spent in Pabwoc and my 
plans for writing it up. I remember presenting work that privileged the 
idea of ribbe kaka (clan unity) and explored diferent methods of Acoli 
Indigenous intergenerational knowledge transmission that were being 
used to rebuild life and community afer the war. I took the professors 
through some chapter ideas that explored these practices of social repair 
– detailing Pabwoc’s clan history and everyday life three years afer their 
return to their ancestral lands. 

Tinking with my host community’s wants and needs in mind and 
heeding contemporary Ugandan scholars (for example, Nakayi 2011; 
J.J. Oloya 2015; O. Oloya 2013), it made sense to tell this story of ongoing 
eforts to rebuild home and community afer twenty years of forced war 
and displacement and, thus, be part of those eforts, even if just in some 
small way through my methodologies and writings. I was particularly 
struck by the ideas and practices embedded in Acoli Indigenous law 
and governance and in the newly written clan constitutions I learned about 
while I was writing (see Bobi-Pabwoc Foundation 2014, as an example). 
Embedding these explorations of Acoli concepts of roco wat (restoring 
social relations or social repair) in dialogue with post-confict ideas about 
transitional justice, I also found generative teachings in the work of Acoli 
scholar and poet Okot p’Bitek (1963, 1973, 1986, 2011), who wrote about 
Acoli oral tradition, cultural philosophy, and decolonizing perspectives. 

Needless to say ... I received some pushback in that initial meeting. 
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But SURELY not EVERYONE feels this way, that clan unity 
is to be sought? 

What about the youth? 
Do they all AGREE? 
What happens when people drink at night? 
What do people argue about? 
What are the histories of confict and disagreement? 
Don’t some want to own their land privately, rather than 

communally? 
And what about the women? 
Do they agree? 
WHAT ABOUT WOMEN’S RIGHTS? 

Feeling fustered ... and a little angry – I remember thinking that I’m 
no tabloid reporter! – I answered honestly. Yes, there are disagreements, 
as all communities have. And yes, various people within the clan are 
fghting for what they believe in, which can be at odds with the majority, 
as everywhere. But the reason there is a functioning legal-political-
economic system – at least from what I can see and learned in Pabwoc – is 
because enough residents believe in ribbe kaka (clan unity) and their 
accompanying Indigenous legal order (Napoleon 2007) that it has, in 
reality, helped restore stability afer two decades of forced displacement 
and war. To be sure, the reasons for this belief are varied, but ribbe kaka, 
as I wrote, is not simply some utopian or spiritual ideal of togetherness 
and forgiveness. Rather, it is rooted in human-land relations and the ne-
cessity of clan unity in order for people to access land and be a part of a 
community that can help assure survival and that aspires to well-being 
on those lands. As John Jaramogi Oloya explains (2015), clans and sub-
clans as “kin-based communal governance organizations” have always 
served these purposes in Acoli society, and so it is not at all unfathomable, 
unbelievable, or romantic, even, to acknowledge that they would aspire 
to the same afer two decades of war and displacement. 

Participating in the daily life of Pabwoc village (as much as I was able), 
I learned that an integral part of life at that time – or in rebuilding their 
lives, or social reconstruction, or social repair – was to somehow decentre 
the experienced forced wartime violence, to almost bracket it away, as 
much as humanly possible, from their everyday “post-war” lives. It was 
not to deny or ignore the violence per se, but to refuse (Simpson 2016) 
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to be defned by the wartime’s forced violences and the radical attack on 
self, home, community, and Indigenous governance and law that the war 
provoked. 

I wrote about this refusal – what I learned from members of Pabwoc 
and from Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson – and modelled my PhD 
thesis and articles to also, in solidarity, refuse singular descriptions of 
“war-afected” communities. Consistently, however, I would get com-
ments like those above questioning both the veracity and value of research 
that pointed to a resurgence in Indigenous governance and law upon a 
return to ancestral lands. I was even asked by a diferent university’s 
committee on a grant application to be more skeptical or to point out the 
negative potentials of Indigenous governance, and I was asked to make 
detailed notes of what may go wrong within these forms of Indigenous 
sovereignties(!). 

In the rest of this chapter, I would like to explore this odd, infuriat-
ing, dilemma in my research practice, examine what other work helped 
guide and assist me in naming the main issues and, fnally, consider how 
the dilemma ultimately impacted the way I conceive of myself as a re-
searcher today. 

rEsEarch as honouring rElationshiPs 
I held frm in not exposing and delving into wounds in my host community 
for several reasons, but the instinct was, at frst, grounded not in ethics 
or ethos per se, but in the facts of “participant observation,” the method 
upon which anthropology is based and in which I was trained. And those 
facts clearly show that the disagreements, ruptures, arguments, and fghts, 
although present in Pabwoc over the eight months that I lived there (and 
which are, of course, present in any family or community), were not, in 
fact, very frequent or signifcant and did not detract from the overall eforts 
and everyday activities that served to bring the community together to 
rebuild, live, and perform social repair. In fact, the postwar and post-
displacement, newly resurgent Indigenous governance structures have 
always been there to serve the community in this way and others: to re-
spond to disagreement and confict as all governance and legal orders 
aspire to do. Highlighting only disagreement and confict never occurred 
to me, and my decision to explore and examine aspects of Indigenous 
knowledge, governance, and intergenerational relationships was not, at 
the outset, a result of any ethical considerations at all but of classic ethno-
graphic methods. 
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However, the more I began to explore Indigenous and Afrocentric 
scholarship about methodologies (for example, Mkabela 2005; Parent 
2011), coupled with the bewilderment I encountered in academia, the 
more I began to understand that my research practice, and any story-
telling associated with it, was perhaps not the traditional academic 
norm that focused on violence and confict on the African continent at 
that time. 

When fellow academics ask incredulously, “Well, how can that be?” I 
am not quite sure what to answer. Why is it unbelievable for a community 
recovering from violence and upheaval to call for unity and to practise 
that unity through Indigenous governance? I do not think anyone would 
put the question that way. But if the description is of a rural patrilineal 
clan in post-war Northern Uganda emerging from twenty years of forced 
intracommunity war with the widespread use of child soldiers ... well, 
reactions have tended to be diferent. I can say that to speak of Indigen-
ous governance and resurgence on the African continent and, generally, 
conversations of social repair (Shaw 2007) perhaps diverges from current 
anthropological concerns or general theoretical trends, or perhaps smacks 
of naive romanticism to some, but I also think that structural and theor-
etical racism play a role as well. 

In response, I usually just point to my time living in Pabwoc as a 
participant-learner and speak about what people actually did in their 
day-to-day lives. Although interviews are important tools, and I did do 
many throughout the course of eight months and over the past ffeen 
years, it was, indeed, the relational day-to-day living and practices and 
casual conversations that formed the strongest, or most rooted, knowledge 
that was shared with me. Tis was the hallmark of anthropology, I had 
thought. Tis seems like an odd thing to defend in my chosen feld. I 
further tallied the topics of casual conversations in my feld notes, reviewed 
clan meeting notes, correlated answers from a village-wide survey, and 
corroborated time spent on everyday activities to prove or back up these 
teachings – as was requested of me by a university examiner. Indeed, I 
communicated the full “data” or knowledge I acquired through people’s 
generosity and co-creation to back up these “bewildering” claims – as I 
was asked to do, and as I was made to doubt what I had been taught by 
my experiences with my host community. 

But how could that be? 
Surely “your” village is exceptional, then. 
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What about the women? 
Te youth? 
Surely they cannot all agree? 
Where is the discord? Where are the arguments? 
Maybe they are hiding it from you? 
??? 
Where is the violence? 

I am going to recount here two conversations I had with people in 
Uganda as I was leaving Pabwoc afer my main period of post-confict 
feldwork in 2012. Te frst was with a non-governmental organization 
worker in Kitgum town – a Dutch academic I met, who was coordinating 
eforts of a Ugandan-based advocacy and research group. Tis man, who 
had been working in Northern Uganda for a few years, asked me about 
my work and about village life. When I told him about Kaka Pabwoc and 
the degree of communal Indigenous governance and law practised – from 
land allotment to dispute resolution – and the way I, preliminarily at that 
point, understood social repair to be functioning within, he exclaimed 
that Pabwoc must be very “unique” in Acoliland. He had never heard of 
“that level” of governance and organization in rural communities despite 
the fact that he ofen worked with “traditional leaders” in addition to local 
government representatives. 

Te second conversation took place at Makerere University, in Kam-
pala. I sat down for some tea in the university café with Professor Okello 
Ogwang, who self-identifes as Lango and was my supervisor when I was 
a research associate at the Makerere Institute for Social Research. He asked 
me, afer all this time in Pabwoc, what my impressions were. I described 
that, primarily, I had learned how active and important Indigenous gov-
ernance (the clans, sub-clans, and chiefdoms) was in moving on afer the 
war, and in everyday life in general. Upon the residents’ return to ancestral 
lands and the system of customary communal land tenure, these kin-
networks – Indigenous governance – had quickly sprung back afer their 
suppression in the IDP camps to organize daily life and provide relative 
social, economic, legal, and political order and stability. Unlike the Dutch 
academic, Ogwang showed little surprise. He replied that made a lot of 
sense. “Afer all, Lara, people project themselves onto and manage the land 
and themselves in ways that they know how to and in ways that they have 
done for centuries.” 
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I wonder how outsiders, originally including myself, could not know 
(or have known) about the strength and range and persistence of 
Indigenous governance in Acoliland. I wonder how much these “invisibil-
ities” may point to my (our) own cultural biases and, yes, theoretical racism 
regarding a supposed vacuum of capable governance, or Indigenous sover-
eignties, on what is now known as the African continent. And I wonder 
how much these biases are tied to enduring grand narratives, like terra 
nullius (as explored by Abbink et al. 2014; Makki 2014), the doctrine of 
discovery, and even “transitional justice,” that perpetuate the continuing 
domination of the Majority World by the Minority World. I wonder to 
what degree the “fctions” of truth, named justice, serve to uphold the 
powers and narratives that actually work to dominate (Clarke 2009) and, 
important to my own research, to also dominate the role of knowledge 
production (and the researcher) therein. 

Te bewilderment and sometimes outright anger that I have encoun-
tered from many academics speaks, perhaps, to this racism and paternalism 
or, perhaps, even to the colonizing impacts and sometimes invisible or 
subconscious legacies of academic theoretical engagements. While the 
bias and racism of academia has been well documented (Smith 1999 is 
but one example) and the problem with damage-centred research insight-
fully detailed (Tuck 2009), pervasive, deep, arguably liberal forms of 
academic and institutional racism prevail. 

Can you believe that these children are beaten? 
BEATEN by their aunts when they return from the bush? 
Te stigma the women face 
STIGMA from their OWN communities 
force them into ever more precarious positions. 
Women do not even have the right to own land! 

While the preceding observations are indeed correct – some children 
did face enormous stigma and hardship when returning to their com-
munities afer escaping abduction, and unmarried mothers do face hard-
ships, as examples – there are many, many, many more examples of both 
children and unmarried mothers who were helped by their families and 
extended kin-networks, and who themselves set up support networks 
and sometimes more formal civil society organizations to assist. For ex-
ample, in the village-wide survey I conducted in Pabwoc in 2012, over one-
third of the homesteads were occupied by adult daughters of Pabwoc, or 
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maternal grandchildren of Pabwoc (Rosenof Gauvin 2016). Tis means 
that though many of the actual residents of Pabwoc (these daughters 
and children of daughters) do not “strictly” have access to land (or “land 
rights”) through so-called customary patrilineal land tenure practices, the 
lived reality of what one Western academic has even called “fundamentalist 
patrilineal ideology” (Whyte 2012) is a wholly inaccurate description of 
the living fuid systems of Acoli Indigenous governance and law. And so, 
while it is important to document those children and women who do fall 
through the cracks of “patrilineal” and “patrilocal” practices, should one 
not also document how kin-networks and Indigenous governance actually 
work to support the vast majority of their own people? 

I make this point here because it is very common in so-called activist 
human rights research to document the difculties faced by marginalized 
and precarious individuals and communities. And it is arguably important 
to do so. Yet Unangax̂ scholar Eve Tuck’s warning about damage-centred 
research (2009) and key Afrocentric scholar Ama Mazama’s work on Afro-
centric theory (2001) both ask about the short- and long-term consequen-
ces of a singular focus on damage and oppression. Tuck further asserts 
that this type of documentation is actually founded on a false theory of 
change rooted in Western litigation. 

I learn much from these incredible women and relate their work to a 
critical engagement with terra nullius, the doctrine of discovery, and other 
colonial and neo-colonial domination projects. If scholarship itself 
highlights only a lack of governance, a lack of social support, a lack of 
organization, a lack of knowledge, and a lack of compassion; if scholar-
ship only highlights “a lack of ” or “absence of ” in other people’s commun-
ities – the bread of some so-called activist human rights research – then 
the space described, the community, the ofen-Indigenous or marginalized 
or precarious community space is lef open, “begging” to be controlled, 
or intervened in, and even researched by outsiders. 

But I want to be clear here, too, and bring questions of ethical and 
community-led research back to the researcher themself and to an ethical 
reckoning with that role. What is the role of the researcher within all 
these nuances and textures of violence, domination, racism, resurgence, 
and repair? Which stories does the researcher tell, in what places, and for 
what purposes? 

in conclusion, my granDmothEr 
When I was writing up my PhD, I situated myself, my positionality, like I 
did here, so that the reader could better understand the story I was telling 
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about Pabwoc and my ethical grappling with doing research with individ-
uals and a community who have experienced extreme violence. I devoted 
a chapter in my thesis to “methods” in this way, detailing at the outset of 
the chapter my own familial history with violence, the wisdom passed 
down from my grandmother, Mania Singer, and how my own life history 
intertwined with my host family’s and others in Pabwoc and Northern 
Uganda in the thirteen years I had been engaged there. My own upbringing 
infuenced everything from how I ended up in Uganda in the frst place, 
and the kinds of questions posed to me as a Jew for whom “religion and 
culture are still one” (Angelo, spoken personal communication, April 
2012), to the knowledge I valued and the methods I ultimately used. 

I was told by a representative of my PhD committee that I had to take 
the pages that detailed my experiences as the granddaughter of Holocaust 
survivors out of my fnal thesis. Te reason given was that it was hard for 
the reader to consider the Holocaust alongside the violence and social 
repair I described in Northern Uganda. 

What? 
Well, I am very sorry for the poor dear reader ... but how could I fully 

and honestly grapple with forming relationships and learning about 
people’s experiences of violence without explaining these formative ex-
periences – how I encountered, understood, and approached relationships 
around mass violence and social repair in my own family and life? Indeed, 
these experiences were always shared with my host community and teach-
ers in Uganda. 

When I steadfastly refused in the editing period, the same committee 
member, afer my defence, indicated that I would not be passed with it 
included (it was the revision they requested). My grandmother, and the 
efect of the Holocaust on her, her family, and me by extension, became a 
one-line footnote in one chapter of the story I had to tell about my rela-
tionships and experiences in Northern Uganda. 

Aside from feeling awful, I wonder what the forceful erasure of my 
grandmother’s experience has to do with sound academic research? And 
what else, consequently, is silenced into oblivion when academic practice 
and storytelling denies or de-values what your relationships– with both 
research participants and your own familial relations alike – teach you? 

Tis is all. And this is not all. 
Tese questions and other ethical questions continue. Who am I as a 

researcher, as a translator of experience, and as a storyteller engaged with 
violence and social repair? I know my responsibilities lie always with the 
people who share their experience and knowledge with me. But what really 
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is my role in this translation and engagement, and in human rights work 
generally? 

I am still working on it but am most grateful to and honoured by all 
my relations, and relationships, for the opportunity to learn from them 
and to ask these questions. 
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Conclusion 
MANY QUESTIONS, FEW ANSWERS 

Christina Clark-Kazak, Shayna Plaut, Neil Bilotta, 

Lara Rosenof Gauvin, and Maritza Felices-Luna 

Rather than ofering a defnitive conclusion to this book, we as editors 
wanted to return to some key questions that we asked ourselves throughout 
the writing and editing process. Tis book is about key dilemmas in human 
rights work. For many of the contributors, these dilemmas generated more 
questions than answers. In contrast to many books about methods, ethics, 
and human rights, we do not attempt to “resolve” these questions; rather, 
we fnd the process of questioning both productive and generative. Feeling 
unsettled, although uncomfortable, can be helpful when refecting on 
ethics in our work and our relationships. 

We wrote this conclusion collaboratively in response to the questions 
that emerged throughout the book. Te dialogical style is intended to 
invite others – including you, as readers – into these conversations. It is 
ftting that Lara’s last contribution to this section ends with a series of 
questions. We see this book as a starting point for many more discussions 
about ethics and human rights – a continuing process of refection, learn-
ing, and questioning. So our concluding questions are not an endpoint 
but, rather, a beginning. 

What drew us in to want to not only write this book, but to also seek out 
others’ stories and experiences? 

maritza: It has been over a couple of years that I am going through an 
“ethical crisis.” I am uncomfortable with the traditional way of re-
searching and teaching socio-political phenomena that produce 
sufering and harm to individuals and collectivities. I do not know 
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how to engage in knowledge production and knowledge sharing that 
is non-exploitative, non-voyeuristic, and non-colonialist and that has 
a positive impact on those experiencing the harms I work on (and 
make my living out of). I am uncertain about everything, I question 
everything, and I doubt everything except for my commitment to 
engage ethically in human rights work. For me, this book is a way to 
create a space where we can open up about our uncertainties and 
unease, to share them with others, to listen to those of others, to sit in 
the unknown with others. It is also a space to challenge and question 
ourselves while simultaneously building an intangible fellowship with 
others striving through the tribulations of engaging in ethical human 
rights work. Afer reading the book, I am grateful to our contributors 
for being so candid in opening themselves up to us and sharing with 
us their own uncertainties. 

shayna: Over the years, in both my professional and personal life and 
in that messy space in-between, I have found that if you want to learn 
something, you have to make mistakes. As a journalist, academic 
(teacher and researcher), activist, colleague, partner, and mother, I 
have made A LOT of mistakes. Put bluntly, I have really fucked up. But 
this is generative because I found that the learning comes in the re-
fecting of those mistakes – particularly when you refect with others. 
Tat said, although I have had many tear-flled and laughter-flled chats 
with friends and colleagues and students about my mistakes, I have 
rarely read about it in book form. 

Tere are a few – Taking Sides: Ethics, Politics and Fieldwork in 
Anthropology (Armbruster and Laerke 2010) and some chapters in 
Qualitative Research Methods in International Relations (Klotz and 
Prakash 2008). Although these are excellent resources, it is rare to 
fnd a peer-reviewed text that ofers candid refections. And yet this is 
how I learn: to have an idea, to try it, to fuck up, to think about how I 
fucked up, to talk to others about how I fucked up, and to learn that 
they fucked up, too. In this space we then think through new possi-
bilities: of doing things, imagining things, funding things, et cetera. 
Tis, to me, is where change comes from. 

All this is to say, afer working with the editors and contributors of 
this book on a variety of other projects (workshops, soliciting and 
editing articles, public presentations), I found that we had created a 
space of productive vulnerability and refection where we could invite 
others – to share, to grow, and to create. It seemed like a needed and 
necessary space. And, not least importantly, the process itself would 
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be fun – something that is, unfortunately, ofen very undervalued in 
academia. 

lara: Like Maritza, I also have been working in a space of critical uncer-
tainty regarding how to work on, and advocate for, human rights in 
an equitable, respectful way that does not commit more violence 
in-process. Also, I have experienced parts of academia that are un-
deniably violent, and the privilege aforded to me as a white Jewish 
woman makes me very aware that many scholars experience much 
more regular and systematic forms of everyday violence. Add to this 
the relationships between participant-individuals and communities 
to ourselves as scholars, and to our institutions, professional organiz-
ations, funders, and others outlined in various chapters here, and, well, 
there are just a whole lot of difcult serious issues that are not usually 
engaged with publicly by academics and practitioners alike. Research 
and advocacy must grapple with these issues in a real way, and I believe 
that sharing these uncertainties, these lessons, these really problematic 
dilemmas that may be unresolvable is a very generative way to foster 
brave spaces and places for learning. Also, it is true that we learn from 
messing up, as Shayna unabashedly explained. But unless you have a 
very close relationship with a supervisor or mentor who is willing to 
share these complex and fraught moments, there is no real space to 
learn before your actions have real consequences for yourselves and 
your collaborators. I really think it important to learn as much as we 
can from each other’s mistakes and dilemmas, and I am also grateful 
for the vulnerabilities shared here in hopes of better, more equitable, 
and more just human rights work. 

christina: Having taught research methods courses since 2007 and in my 
more recent experience developing ethical frameworks for research-
ing forced migration, I have become increasingly unsettled by the ways 
in which ethics is framed in most standard textbooks and procedural 
ethics documents. Ethics are presented as, at best, a checklist, and, at 
worst, a barrier to doing research by requiring approvals and documen-
tation. I was drawn to this book by its focus on practical dilemmas. By 
foregrounding “mistakes” and ethics-in-practice, the contributors help 
me to better understand messy relationships that resonate with my 
own research experiences. It is refreshing and cathartic to acknowledge 
that ethical praxis in human rights work is ongoing and refexive. 

nEil: Troughout my social work education and career, I was fascinated 
by the number of culturally inappropriate conversations and “inter-
ventions” I engaged with, specifcally with refugee young people. I 
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yearned to learn more about the ways in which those who face sub-
stantial marginalization make sense of “us” (e.g., “professionals” and 
formal support systems). Why do I and those with similar identities 
and positionalities do the work we do? What happens if we make 
“mistakes”? Is all of our work a mistake? Who determines what is a 
mistake? How do others who work on issues related to injustice “act” 
when doing their work? Is there a “correct” way to work in contexts 
of “human rights”? Meeting this group of engaged and interesting 
scholars, activists, artists, educators forced me to think about how this 
work is extremely convoluted and ethically fraught. It is inspiring to 
know others are thinking about these difcult topics. 

What is the role of emotion in working with human rights? What is the role 
of emotion when thinking/feeling/working through ethics of human rights? 

shayna: Emotions and I have a long and complicated history. I used to 
be scared of them. I used to pretend I did not have them because I 
thought it was a sign of weakness. I even (gasp – confession time) 
used to believe in the binary of emotional and intellectual and believed 
that intellectual equalled rational. 

Life (and various critical theories – post/anti-colonial, feminist, 
queer) taught me otherwise: emotions can be very wise but they can 
also be very deceptive. So ofen emotions are what draw us to an issue, 
a cause, and are also what keep us in the work. But I still do not know 
where the (appropriate?) SPACE for emotion exists in academia. Is it 
context? Methods? Findings? Analysis? I have no answers for this, but 
I know that emotions are a strong motivator. As Alison Brysk (2013) 
and others have explained in the concept of “narrative politics,” and 
as coined by students in my 2015 Framing of Social Justice course at 
Simon Fraser University, “the politics of empathy” are a powerful tool 
in engaging with others to make change. 

lara: Hmmm ... this is an interesting one. To me, human rights work is 
supremely interconnected with emotions, and what it means to be 
human. Indeed, what is more emotional than holding a young woman’s 
hand to comfort her in the hospital afer she had been shot by govern-
ment soldiers ... or soothing a baby while his mother tells you of her 
experience of abductions and abuse at the hands of the rebels? But, 
phew ... emotions are also complex and changing as we experience, 
learn, and live in the world. 
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All this is to say, I think it is not at all useful, and rather impos-
sible, to separate “emotions” from other intellectual or practical aspects 
of our beings. We are wholes, and if we do not engage with all aspects 
of ourselves with a critical, and compassionate, lens we can never hope 
for honest or, indeed, ethical engagement – whatever that may mean 
in situ and in relationship – in human rights work. 

christina: I agree with Lara that many people working with human rights 
are motivated by a deeply emotional – ofen visceral – response to 
injustice. We are angered by repression and human rights abuses. We 
fear for the safety, dignity, livelihoods, and security of ourselves or 
others. Care ethics validate these emotions, suggesting that they are 
indicators of normative values. However, researchers are sometimes 
penalized for transgressing norms of objective science, while those 
with direct experience of human rights abuses may be accused of 
bias. Te contributors to this book help to disrupt these anti-emotion 
impulses by demonstrating that the ethical dilemmas usually emerged 
from a feeling that something was not right. 

maritza: I totally agree with Christina. Professional codes of conduct and 
other ethical codes make us believe that through reason we can de-
termine the correct or ethical course of action. Many of the chapters 
show that on the contrary, following those codes without questioning 
them can be the source of ethically questionable actions or of ethical 
dilemmas. Codes have been built through a colonial view of the world, 
and common practices within those codes can (re)produce relations 
of exploitation and domination despite their “ethical” grounding. 
Contributors’ experiences reveal that the only way to escape that col-
onial worldview is by opening up to our emotions and to the emotions 
of others, not to rationalize them but to listen to them and explore 
them afectively rather than rationally. 

nEil: Do emotions not subsume all of our being? Yet, even in the feld of 
social work, the notion of “emotions” is debated, particularly for re-
searchers. When is it “okay” to share emotions with “Others”? When 
is it unacceptable? Who determines that? What if we, as scholars, al-
lowed ourselves to tap into our emotions and feel them, without giving 
pejorative meaning to them, as we navigated our work? 

Critical theories, especially feminist and post/anticolonial theories, place a 
strong emphasis on the importance of context; given that, what are some 
ways we can think through ethical guidelines when we are teaching? 
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Mentoring? Organizing? Allocating, or denying funds or other aspects of 
leadership? And second, to that point do you think that “ethics” of human 
rights work can be codifed as is the case in medical ethics or social work 
ethics? Do you think they should be? Why or why not? 

nEil: Te notion of universal or codifed ethics must be understood and 
interpreted with critical analysis. As I am learning, most “universal” 
or codifed frameworks, guidelines, and protocols, are developed by 
those in positions of power who have very little connection or lived 
experiences with those we are “researching on” (let’s be honest) or 
“working on” as medical professionals. Codifying ethics suggests that 
constructs such as “respect,” “harm,” and “justice” are universally cul-
turally syntonic. Clearly, these terms vary across socio-political and 
historical contexts, culture, and values. Tis is not to suggest that I 
disagree with ethical frameworks, but what if “we” (as academics, 
doctors and social workers) discussed ethics with those we work with 
(participants and patients)? Would a collaborative process or more 
participatory approach to determining context-specifc ethical codes 
not align more with anti-colonial and anti-hegemonic ideology? 

christina: I share Neil’s skepticism of “universal” norms, but I do think 
there is some utility in highlighting principles of ethical research. Tere 
is an analogy here to the universal-cultural relativism debate within 
human rights more broadly. For example, I fnd helpful the “universal” 
belief in the inherent dignity of each human being that is at the heart 
of many human rights norms, but interpretations of what dignity means 
can vary by context. Similarly, I think it is helpful to frame ethics in 
principles – such as respect, relationships, and reciprocity – that can be 
the basis for a common point of departure when engaging in human 
rights work. But how these will be used and interpreted will vary. 

maritza: I am uneasy with codifcation for two reasons. First, I fnd that 
either codes are too specifc and dictate practices that take place in a 
variety of contexts and situations without being capable of taking into 
account those contexts or situations OR they are principles that can 
be interpreted in such varied (and sometimes even incompatible) ways 
that we can end up justifying opposing actions through the same 
principle. Te second reason is that the existence of a code serves as a 
way to narrow our ethical gaze. If it is not dealt with by the code, then 
we tend to think of it as not an ethical question; or we assume that 
doing what the code says is enough and there is nothing else to worry 
about or to consider. Having said that, I would not oppose the existence 
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of guidelines accompanied by resources (mentors, documents, mem-
bers of communities) that have contextual and situational understand-
ings and experiences that would be there to advise us through our 
work. Also, we would need to be trained to think about and to chal-
lenge codes, to not be limited in our thinking by the scope or the frame 
of the existing code. One of the highlights of the book for me is pre-
cisely the fact that contributors demonstrate what it means and how 
to go about critically engaging with ethics and ethical codes in human 
rights work. 

shayna: I have worked in the feld of human rights since 1998, and in that 
time I have seen the increasing “professionalization” of human rights. 
What started of as a feld of passion and experience increasingly be-
came codifed and reifed, requiring specifc certifcates and degrees. 
Tis was partially based on the fact that there were ofen a lot of mis-
takes made: in bookkeeping/fnancing, in media relations, in policy 
making, and technology – all things that require particular skills and 
all things that can be taught. And so the early 2000s saw an increase in 
the codifcation of human rights as a feld. MAs and then BAs began 
to emerge. Book publishers started to have a “human rights series.” 

I used to think this was a bad thing – a means of excluding people 
with lived experience for those with book learning. Now I am not so 
sure. I think there is a place for both to learn from one another. Tere 
is some basic human rights language, tools, and background that can 
provide a foor for people to start from – but that knowledge must, 
frst, be accessible and, second, constantly evolve and shif based on 
the changing realities of real lives. And those with lived experiences 
(as activists, “victims,” and even perpetrators) must be part of shaping 
this dynamic “canon” of human rights. Tis is one of my main goals 
of this book. 

Te same can be said for codifying ethical guidelines when en-
gaging in human rights work. Tere is a place for checklists that can 
help people as they are thinking through a research or activist or artistic 
project that would aim to highlight, confront or demand account-
ability for human rights abuses. Tis can be very helpful in enabling 
the researcher/activist/journalist/artist to think through their own 
motivations, methods, and measures of success. Tat said, such guide-
lines and refections should not be a static checklist but rather a dy-
namic and responsive starting point. 

lara: I agree with my thoughtful colleagues. I think something like 
“codifcation” can occur in diferent ways. I have seen Indigenous 
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constitutions that have been written down for the frst time, but with 
an emphasis on process, values, and ethos, rather than on specifc rules 
and actions. Many chapters here speak to these values and processes, 
and as Christina and Neil point out, it is important to understand not 
only what a specifc value means to you, but also what it means to the 
people you work with in situ. Negotiating these meanings, establishing 
understanding, AND a way to work together with these shared mean-
ings, this is the goal, I think. With attention to process, without stipu-
lating exact actions, this can be a good thing and a guide to work 
through with the people you are working with. A shared human rights 
ethics vision perhaps? 

Given the diversity of submissions to this volume – in terms of content, 
location, profession – what are some commonalities that you see in terms of 
how people recognize they are in an ethical dilemma? What experiences 
did they draw on to make decisions? What are some of the diferences? 

lara: I think discomfort is key here. And not simply disregarding the 
discomfort, but sitting with it, talking about it, analyzing it, dwelling 
in it ... this is it. Unsettling, in a way, as former research director for 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Paulette Regan 
(2010) puts it. In academia, as an example, we are not trained to deal 
with uncertainty or discomfort in this way. Everything must have an 
answer, a theory that explains, but the danger in always having an 
answer is to buy into ideas of progress, certainty, and the narrative of 
the forward accumulation of knowledge. Dwelling in discomfort in-
terrupts this so-called experts’ stance, ofers humility, and admits that 
we are all still, and always, learners in this vital work. 

nEil: Reading through the material presented in this edited volume, I am 
drawn to the ubiquity of “ethical” struggles faced by researchers and 
practitioners. Tese deeply intriguing, powerful, and convoluted situ-
ations illustrate the depth and dearth of academic attention attending 
to ethical concerns. While many of our ethical dilemmas were not 
“solved” in the drafing of the chapters, perhaps fnding answers or 
solutions was not our goal. Instead, ofering a space where contribu-
tors were forced to critically refect upon their experiences in ethical 
situations of precarity is a launching pad to engage in broader conver-
sation with those on both sides of human rights discourse and experi-
ence. In other words, how will refecting on these issues impact our 
next ethical dilemma? 
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christina: One commonality that I see throughout the chapters is a com-
mitment to deep refection and humility. Each contributor has shown 
great courage to admit that they do not have the answers, especially 
in a professional context where doing so may discredit their authority 
and expertise. However, the ways in which people were able to respond 
to the dilemmas they faced varied greatly depending on their position-
ality within power relations. For me, this is a key diference across the 
contributions and reinforces my own sense of privilege as a white settler 
academic in a permanent job in the Global North. 

shayna: I fnd it interesting that many people in this volume are refecting 
on the dance they feel when engaging with communities that are “not 
their own.” Only one or two – namely Splicer et al.’s – refect on the 
messy ethics of doing human rights work within one’s own community. 
It reminds me of esteemed Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s piece, 
“On Tricky Ground” (2005), and I would urge those of us who do work 
with communities for whom we do not identify (and I include myself 
here) to refect on what we would do with(in) “our own.” I do not know, 
but I do believe I would have much more visceral emotion, and that 
would make me more uncomfortable. 

Whom do you see as an expert regarding the doing of human rights? What 
about the ethics of human rights? Whom do you consult? To whom, if any
one, do you defer? 

christina: I am uncomfortable with the idea of “expert” as all of us are 
continuously learning. I am especially uncomfortable with the notion 
of outside “experts” on other people’s lives. Tis book shows that ex-
pertise is a constellation of experiences and positionalities, starting 
with people most afected by human rights violations. Ultimately, 
ethical human rights work will centre their experiences. 

nEil: Te term “expert” is one that troubles me, too. I relate it to the con-
struction of “cultural competence.” To me, expert and “competent” imply 
a level of completion or one who fully and comprehensively under-
stands a phenomenon, and, therefore, minimal efort for continued 
learning is required. Surely, as a white male academic from North 
America who studies forced migration and social work, I could and 
should never be referred to as an expert. Personally, I feel it is a dis-
service, an insult to those who experience forced migration, and a 
perpetuation of colonial and imperialist mainstream values of the 
world. Finally, similar to other areas of academia, I think this question 
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is most applicable to those who have lived experiences of human 
injustices. 

maritza: Aside from the points raised by Christina, my discomfort builds 
from Neil’s point that the notion of expert is anchored on the notion 
of knowing something fully. To me, that is an impossibility and a lure 
that closes the door on diferent forms of knowing, diferent knowers, 
and diferent knowings. By expanding the notion of the expert or by 
fipping the script on who the expert is, we are still reinforcing the 
notion that someone can know (somehow) something fully. I prefer 
the notion of wisdom because it is about process (how to know, how 
to learn) instead of content (what you know); it carries with it the ex-
pectation of being consequential between our thoughts and our actions; 
it relies on emotions, reason, experience as well as on emotions, rea-
sons, experiences of others. When we open ourselves up, we can beneft 
from the wisdom of so many diferent beings. Up to now, I have been 
too arrogant, too self-reliant, too closed-of to truly seek advice from 
others. I am working on that. 

lara: I also think that the term expert is extremely problematic. I like 
deep learners! All knowledge is co-created in some way, in some form. 
For too long, this co-creation, this learning and teaching, was not readily 
acknowledged. I hope this is changing. With regards to ethics in human 
rights work, I look to the people with whom I work. What is an ethical 
relationship to them? What is unethical to them? What does everyday 
responsibility to relationships look like, and how can I learn, honour, 
and respect this in the work? 

“What are some of the benefts of working with/engaging with people with 
whom we may not share, and even have opposite, values? What are some of 
the strategies of working in these situations? Is there ever a time when we 
should walk away/cease working in this situation? If so, how do we know? 
How do we handle this?” 

shayna: One of the most fascinating and informative conversations I have 
ever had was with a neo-Nazi in southwest Ohio when I was nineteen 
years old. I am a queer Jew. Our frst meeting was very random and 
we agreed to meet again to better understand each other’s perspectives. 
By defnition he should see me as the enemy and vice versa. Te goal 
was not to change each other’s mind or to argue but, rather, to under-
stand where each of us was coming from ... What is the logic driving 
this fear and hate? Why do you hate me for who I am? As I drove up 
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to the cofee house to meet him, I was shaking. I brought a friend with 
me as reinforcement. But in the end it was a fascinating, eye-opening, 
terrifying three-hour conversation that really shaped my way of en-
gaging with the world. 

If I want to contribute to changing the world, to make it a better, 
more just, more equitable, beautiful place, I need to better understand 
its dark underbellies. I need to understand the things that make me 
cringe, the things that disgust me, the things that I fear. For one, it will 
better clarify the things I fnd beautiful, vibrant, and essential. Tis 
knowledge will help encourage me to keep seeking and creating that 
elusive just world; for another it will help me better understand why 
not everyone agrees with me and thus help me devise strategies to 
either change or mitigate the impacts of their opinions. Tere is truth 
in the saying from Te Godfather, “Keep your friends close and your 
enemies closer,” but I do not want to become my enemy. 

lara: Tis is a tricky question but an important one. When I teach my 
Intro to Cultural Anthropology class, I stress the value of shifing the 
centre from which we view issues. Tis does not mean only shifing to 
understanding realities that you are already sympathetic to. Tat being 
said, it is extremely difcult to remain engaged with people long term, 
in dialogue, empathy, and research, if their viewpoints continue to 
aggressively target your own being, both existentially and physically. 
I think frm boundaries in these cases are really important, particularly 
a refection on the length of time and intimacy of research methods 
used. Regular check-ins with your own mental health, and coming to 
terms with your priorities in doing research, would therefore be very 
important. 

maritza: I believe the only way I can work with someone who holds 
opposing values is if we are able to agree on a short-term common 
goal or if I see it as an opportunity to push for things I deem important 
that I would not be able to achieve otherwise. I do not think, however, 
that working with people who do not share my core values is sustain-
able in the long term. Tis is not a normative stand. It is not a matter 
of “One should not”; it is a matter of “I cannot.” I do not know how to, 
and I am not sure I actually want to work with those who see me as 
less than human because of who I am. My ability to choose to work or 
not with those whose values are contrary to mine is certainly a mani-
festation of structural privilege (most do not have the power, possi-
bility, or opportunity to make that choice). My choice to avoid as much 
as possible working with people with opposing values does not mean 
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that I do not engage with them. I agree with Shayna and Lara on talking 
with people we disagree with as a means to understand where they are 
coming from. In order to understand, we must be willing to listen, but 
how can we listen to thoughts, ideas, and emotions that dehumanize 
others, particularly when that other is me? Is dialogue even possible 
when one party is engaging in the conversation in order to be seen as 
human, to be recognized as human, to be allowed to exist, while the 
other is deciding on whether to grant that recognition or not? How 
can we navigate through apparently cordial and polite conversations 
where our counterpart takes for granted their own humanity but ex-
pects us to make a case for ours? 

christina: Confict makes me uncomfortable. When confronted by people 
whose views are fundamentally opposed to mine, my frst inclination 
is to disengage. As Lara points out, frm boundaries are important, 
and sometimes “muting” harmful and disrespectful views is an act of 
self-preservation and self-care. However, I agree with Shayna that I 
need to understand opposing views, and this requires listening to them, 
however difcult. I also acknowledge my privileged positionality and 
my responsibility, as Maritza notes, to speak out against dehumanizing 
discourses. For me, the challenge is to use my emotions productively. 
How do I channel my discomfort into taking a principled stand while 
still fnding the humility to actually listen? Tese difcult conversations 
are still an area of learning for me. I fnd them particularly difcult 
in classroom settings, where, as the instructor, I need to honour the 
dignity of each person and allow for debate and disagreement, but also 
set clear guidelines on what is and is not acceptable. Tese are ongoing 
conversations. 

nEil: As one who holds all of the privileged identities (white, male, edu-
cated, able-bodied), I feel that I have a heightened responsibility to 
lean into the challenging and uncomfortable conversations with those 
whose identities and positions misalign with my own. As I can never 
experience the pain caused by an identity that is subjugated, I have to 
remain rooted in difcult discourse. While, sure, I need to be aware 
of physical harm, my privileged identities allow me to walk away from 
any and all situations without feeling dehumanized due to a part or 
all of my being. As Christina mentions, these are ongoing conversa-
tions. And I fnd myself consistently navigating ongoing conversations 
with myself around issues of identity, power, positionality, privilege, 
and oppression. 
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