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A Research on Soc1a1 Practice: -

some ethlcal consideratlons on research in the Third World
G.Huizer

The Ethical Qnestion;r

It would be 1nterest1ng to study why, in the last few years, the ethlcal
implications of Western soc1olog1ca1 and anthropologlcal research in
underdeveloped countries have recelved increasing attention. Partlcularly

in the USA where the debate on ethics started, anthropology has developed
rapidly since the Second World War (partlcularly as to the number of people
involved. It might be that the "Establishment" which financed this relatively
innocent ivory tower, in the end wanted something in return, research to.serve
the maintenance of the,Establlshment, 1nclud1ng counter-lnsurgency research.

Although in Western countrles a subserv1ent anthropology formerly exlsted

at Royal Institutes for Colonies or Trop1cs, this was so self-evident. 1n
those days that it did not arouse debate on profe581onal ethics. The un~
expectedly strong. resistance of Vietnamese peasants to the Establlshment,
whichresulted in e escalation of the Vietnam War, has helped to bring the
issue of subservience of anthropology acutely to the foreground. To under—
stand and cope with the resistance, anthropologlcal studies were used in ,
psychologlcal warfare. More and more anthropologists discovered that their
work was. (mls)used for such purposes. One could almost say that in addltlonﬂ
to food and some hlstoryumaklng revolutlons, we are at least partly in- '
debted to the peasantry for this new ethical concern; and also to students
and some younger anthropologists in our own countries who drew attention

to the involvement of _anthropologists in the Vletnam.War at meetlngs of

the American Anthropologlcal A55001at10n. However, it is doubtful whether "
the students would ever have galned sufficient attention 1f the resistance
movement in Indo—Chlna had not been so unexpectedly strong - or, for that
matter, 1f the Latln Amerlcans had not made such a fuss about the Camelot
project in Chlle., ‘

Anyway, it 1s becomlng 1ncrea31ngly clear that the 1vory tower of soc1a1
science is also a mere pawn in the. chess—game of vested interests and powers.
In the service of whom and of what does anthropology really functlon7 What ,
is its purpose? What is its usefulness7 '

Why research?

The way in whlch SOClal research progects are frequently 1n1t1ated should
be analysed briefly to help answer this question. Generally the Soc1al
research worker himself proposes . the problem he wants to study. For. some
reason, frequentlymra:mml and - sentimental, he is interestedin some specific,
more or less exotic, country, area or ethnic group. He reads about it,
gains 1ns1ght and possibly goes there for some time. His 1nterest increases
and he applies for funds from some foundation or from his university for
an investigation of certain aspects,chosen by himself, of the life of
those whom he happens to be interested in. The project should appear to
mean a contribution to Science and glve more 1n51ght and knowledge to -the
SpEClallStS, who already know a great deal about the subject. These
specialists judge the research project; if it is accepted, the research
can start. It all looks rather detached and one. could speak 1ndeed of
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hobby-ism. It seems as if the most immediate purpose of the research is to
satisfy the rather arbitrary curiosity (or urge for knowledge) of the so-
cial researcher. The satisfaction of this urge, according to the rules of
the game of scientific effort and the passing-on of the knowledge gained
to others, determines the career and promotion of the research worker.

If he plays things correctly, he &entually gets a highly lucrative post
as professor. There are some common characteristics with the system of
free enterprise. In the freedom of research (and choice of subject), the
problems of society are not the main concern or even reckoned with:" Pre-
dominant are the desires of the research worker or-for that matter - the
entrepreneur: more knowledge or more profits (economlc power) Is thlS a
suff1c1ent1y ethlcal or soc1al Justlflcatlon7 ‘

KnOwledge is Power ,

A question whidh easily arises in this context is whether there is a
relationship between knowledge and power. The popular saying, "knowledge
is power", suggests that there may be something more behind the gatherlng
of knowledge than mere satisfaction of curiosity and other urges of the.
research worker. Can the research and the research worker be used? Durlng
the years that T worked with United Nations in Latin America I knew
several social research workers with a hobby for peasant soc1et1es, ‘who
were hlghly surprlsed and sometimes even 1nd1gnant when, in 1967, ‘the

New York Times (iollow1ng Ramgarts) publlshed 1ists of researchers and
foundations which were directly or 1nd1rect1y financed by the CIA, partl— 2
cularly when they found ‘their own name or that of their sponsor. Some

were honestly unaware of this p0851b111ty and went through a crisis of
conscience.

The inteests of those who supply research funds has hardly been subject
to scientific investigation, although more has been done in this respect
in USA than in Europe. That scientific research pollcles have somethlng

to do with power and polltlcs w1ll no 1onger be denied. What exactly "
scientific research policy has to do with polltlcs should now be taken
from the field of ethical speculation and concretely 1nvest1gated It is
1nterest1ng to know, for example, that the Council for Pure Scientific"
Research in the Netherlands includes three official representatives of
multlnatlonal enterprlses (Unllever, AKZ0 and Phlllps) In addition,
‘several professors, members of the CounC1l are consultants to such enter-
prises. How "pure' is "pure science"? How are dec131ons about flnan01al :
allocations made? :

An example of research into interests behind scientific research and
related act1v1t1es in Latin America is the work that has been going on

for more than five years by the North Amerlcan Congress on Latin Amerlca '
(NACLA) . A group of young social s01entlsts of various dlSClpllnes ‘with
very few resources, is studylng and publlshlng ‘material about the influence
of their country (USA) in Latin Amerlca Their publlcatlons contain a great
deal of material about the "1nfluence structures of economic and political

elites", a subJect only very recently 1nvest1gated in the Netherlands
and Germany

In 1969 NACLA published the NACLA Research Methodology Guide which indicates
how the power structure can be most fruitfully investigated. In 1970 the
booklet Subliminal Warfare: The Role of Latin American Studies, was issued,
describing the relationship between the Industrial-Military Complex and

the scholarly centres for Latin American studies.




As regards Asia, a similar group works in USA which issues the Bulletin

of Concerned Asian Scholars. This bulletin has dedicated a special issue

to analysing and publicising the operations of the Center for Vietnamese
Studles at Southern I1linois Unlver31ty, as part of the Vletnam War effort.

Regardlng ‘the ‘role of soc1a1 research that serves Amerlcan interests 1n
Africa, the Africa Research Group published a report in 1970, African
Studies in America: the Extended Family (A tribal analysis of U.S. Afrlcanlsts'

Who they are; Why to fight them), with a wealth of material including a
short case-study of a refusal to publish research data on American finan-
cial interests in Africa by several scholarly journals, 1nclud1ng Human
- Organization and Economic Development and Cultural Change.

It is clear that concerned scholars in USA are far ahead of those in Europe.
I wonder how many ethically concerned European research workers even know
the material of their American Colleagues and in how many university
libraries it is available. An even bigger question is how many European
research workers pose themselves serious questions regarding the background
of their own grants or regardlng sub81d1z1ng as such the sc1ent1f1c research
pollcy and its background

The . Interests of Those to be Investlgated

If llttle attentlon has been given to the interests behind sc1ent1f1c
social research, even less is given to the interests of the people who are
being investigated. The interests or needs of the objects of research are.
at the most seen as an interesting aspect of the subject. That the research
could possibly serve the interests of the people investigated or even
remedy their distress, hardly occurs to most social scientists. Such a
thing might occur by chance, but generally the interference w1th the
realities under investigation is seen as dlsturblng or dangerous for the
s01ent1flc quality of the research o

The Ethlcal Code of the Amerlcan Society of Applied Anthropology, wrltten
before 1940, emphasized that it was not desirable that anthropologists
participate in the change processes of the groups they study. Only during
the Second World War was there considerable deviation from this view, but
after the war the old pomnt of view predominated again. This point of view
was, as Richard Adams noted; determlned by the laissez faire ideology.

If we examine the conditions of exploltatlon and poverty in which many of
the people studied by anthropologists live, it appears just - at least
according to common-sense human ethics -~ to disqualify the laissez faire
type of research which does not care about the awkward conditions of its
object, as asocial, not to say simply immoral.

Is Snooping,Allowed?

The :Dutch anthropologlst Andre K&bben, remarked in a paper on the
relatlonshlp between ethics and anthropology that it happens that social
researchers are refused admittance because people do not want the "snooper".
(and this is what he is basically) to be around, since there are too many
things which they prefer to remaln undiscovered.

With th1s remark Kbbben_poses implicitly the ethical'problem at times/put
forward by distrustful peasants or slumdwellers. Instead of the term




"snooper" one could also use a term from psychopathology: "voyeurism'. The:"
ethical dilemmé'Which‘arisesfiS' Is this allowed at all’ il

Durlng my 12~year perlod in varlous so—called developlng oountrles, I ‘was:
confronted several times very concretely with this dilemma. For example:

At an agricultural extension meetlng in Western Sicily the participating
peasants bluntly refused to meet any longer when the:chief of the regional
research and- development pro ject of which these meetings were part, Danilo .
“ Dolci, wanted to make a tape—recording of our session. Their argument was:
We don't want him to make - another book or article showing the whole world
how backward and'stupld we are. In former years Dolci had widely publicised -
the backwardness and poverty of Western SlClly, as a result of which the .=
project had been initiated.

Another example: In an area of the Coqulmbo province in Chile, peasants
were reticent or even hostile towards some Chilean sociologists(guided by
an Engllshman from United Natlons) until the local leaders had been convinced
that the yesearch would be useful in relatlon to. the land reform needed in
the area. : ‘

In order to really understand the problem of snooping we should on the ‘one
hand try to see it through the eyes of peasants in a developing country;
on the other hand, we could try to imagine a similar situation in which’
people from the out31de world come to 1nvest1gate us. How would we react
if an anthropologist from China came to investigate the internal policies!
of our anthropology or s001al research institute, posing questions
regarding how decisions are made concerning the programme, the research
being done, the nomlnatlon of professors or assistants, the ranking of staff
members, etc. One can imagine, knowing the secrecy whlch is maintained
about such petty rivalries and grudges in our institutes, that snoopers
would not be too welcome, maybe even bluntly unwelcome. Are the patronage
systems and factlonal strife in village communities abroad not basically
more important to the people involved than is the management of our institute
to us? Not to mention such a loaded subject as internal power struggle. I
specifically took the example of a Chinese researcher since Ktbben in his
paper frowned on certain restrletlons encountered in China by the Swedish
researcher/Journallst Jan Myrdal. I can imagine that investigators from
China would not be allowed at all into our Western countries. Our under-
standlng of the sensibilities of people in the Third World would increase
if we would be more reallstlc about our own and we would - consequently-
become more modest in our role as snooper in developing countrles.
Ba51cally, it is surprlslng that we are allowed there at all

Ethically one could- focus the whole dllemma more sharply and ask where an-"
thropologlsts find the courage to go snooping in countries where their
compatriots in past and present have brought underdevelopment and exploitation.
In earlier years but even today, some anthropologists have served the
colonial regimes or their inheritors and were well paid for their services.
But apart from that: are the interesting books which result from the
snooping, fronthe point of view of ‘the people in the underdeveloped countries
not just another way of exp101tatlon. authors trying to become famous and
, (eventually) well-to-do at the cost of their ignorance....? It is a some-
what demagogical question, but not completely misplaced and in any case a
question which the objects of research sometimes pose. What do they benefit
from the dissertations, articles, books etc.written in a language forelgn
to them and hldden 1n academic libraries? -

One could probably say that the faet that so manyhsnoopers are still allowed




and even kindly received by people in underdeveloped countrles is often a
consequence of the "culture of repression" in which these people still live.
They are accustomed to submit to all that comes from above or from outs1de,
although they may show some resistance, e.g. in giving incorrect answers or
by saying wht they think outsiders want to hear. Perhaps the fact that
peasants and slumdwellers in some countries start to show more open reluc~
tance towards snoopers is a sign of thelr emanc1patlon and their increasing .
sense of dignity and resistance against the culture of repression. Maybe
anthropologists who are really concerned with those whom they want to

study, : -and who value highly consc1entlsat10n and emancipation of the people,
should be glad of signs of distrust or resistance shown ‘towards them by
their objects. :

When'eanfsnooping be Justified?

Although on the whole it appears dlfflcult to Justlfy the usual forms of
snooping by Western social researchers in underdeveloped countries, there
may be some reasons which would make certain forms of social research not
only acceptable but even desirable. In my opinion, these reasons are
related to the serving function of the research. At present. most laissez .
faire research serves mainly the academic careers of persons in the highly
developed countries, not to mention the research that directly serves the
maintenance of the established order and Western interests. Very few cases
are known of social research in underdeveloped countrieés which serve more
or less directly the interests of those who are the object of the research,
such as peasants, slumdwellers, a mlnorlty group, or the women (that for—
gotten group) 0f course, one can argue that it is. 1mp0551ble for us to
determine what serves the interests of_ people in underdeveloped. countrles.
This difficulty can be. overcome if we try. serlously to identify with their
way of living and thlnklng and - together with them.—~focus on those elements
whlch are 1mportant for conscientisation and emanc1pat10n._ :

When speaklng about people in underdeveloped countrles, a clear dlstlnctlon
should be made between those who are. generally the obJect of 1nvest1gat10n,
the poor strata of society, and those who are -powerful in those countrles.,
It is increasingly clear that the latter category, although they also
accuse the Western social scientists of academic colonialism, are often
themselves parasites on the majority of their compatriots. The term,
internal colonialism, has been 1ntroduced in Latin America to indicate

this problem,10 Often the influential groups in underdeveloped countrles
are more or less direct accomplices of Western 1nterests.,

Generally it is not difficult to observe or discover the situatlon of
exploitation or repression in which the majority of people in underdeveloped
countries live, a thing which is’ 1mportant for the ethical position~finding
of the Western researcher. Is it not ethlcally reprehen31ble to .remain
neutral when you see that there are victims as a_ consequence of a. situation
for which one, as a Westerner, is also responsible? Victims not only in the
statistics of infant mortality and undernourlshment, but also in the. llttle
known statistics of assassinated. peasant and trade union leaders.

Self-education of the Researcher

One of the most 1mportant and hlghlv needed ways to gain knowledge about
human beings in our own and other societies is to gain self-lknowledge and
to recognize our own feelings, de31res, grievances, reactions in those:.




-6~

whiom we are “studying. Phenomenolon1ca1 methods, identification, empathv,"“
Flnfuhlung, dre the professional terms for this way of gaining knowledge.
It could also be smmply called SOJLanItY To try to see the reality of

the other persons through their own eyes... 1nc]uding hunger, repre331on,
exploltatlon, resentment, resistance and other phenomena which exist on a
large scale" in countries’ where anthropologlsts prefer to do their research.
The effort to understand such phenomena through empathy would contribute
con31derab1y to the self-education of many" ‘social scientists. It is
surprising how much middle-class intellectuals can learn as human' beings
and gain in common sense, by 11v1ng in and effectlvely sharlng the llfe of '
a village or a slum area (or a factory, for that matter) “

 The benefits of such efforts would become even greater if the researcher ,
would act according to the nhew understanding he is'gaining and would effec-
tively try to support the people he is living with in overcoming their
awkward conditions. "Partlc%gant observation" may naturally lead to
"part1c1pant intervention'. It can even become full commitment to the
emancipatory effort in Whlch those peogle are or may become involved,

the role of "militant cum observer". Thus the 1alssez falre anthropology*
can become'"liberation anthropology". : ‘

The 501ent1f1c Value of ACthB Commltment 'ff

A common obJectlon ralsed agalnst actlve 1nvolvement of 3001a1 scientists
in the processes or situations they are studylng 1s ‘that this approach E
distorts thé research results and diminishes their scientific value.
Against this obJectlon I would argue, from some of my own field experience,
that the opposite seems to be the case. Active involvement in the life of
the people amongst whom one is- worklng not only may bring some benefits:

to those people, but also quite valuable scientific insights. At times
even insights which are more scientific (or s1mp1y truer) than the
insights gained through mere observation, snooping, pure research. Objectivity,
as claimed by pure researchers,ls not so much a question of detachment
from what one studles, but rather the distance or detachment which the '
researcher can take from himself and his personal and cultural blases
while he 1s in the fleld or wrltlng hlS opus

The kind of obJect1v1ty generally strlven for by social researchers in all‘
kinds of situations, nut putting themselves into the game and remaining
emotionally aloof or outside at all costs, seems ‘an illusion. It is one of
the forms of alienation of which many people in our Western societies seem
to suffer. It is also a bad thing for gaining true and relevant scientific
insights. Time and again; ‘we see how’ anthropology remains a Western intel-
lectual effort, and therefore subJectlve Some classical examples of blased
and typlcally Western research: arelgome of the works of Charles Erasmus,
George Foster ‘and"Edward ‘Banfield. The way in which Erasmus and’ ‘Banfield
discuss - or consplcuously neglect - the socialist or communlst~or1ented
actions of ‘peasants in the areas they studied (Northern Mexico and Southern
Italy respectively), indicates clka rly their own polltlcal bias and deter-
mines to a 1ar%g extent how their work served the Establishment to which
they belonged.

The tragical thing is that the research of these and numerous other scholars
contains some unscientific and simply wrong conclusions, which create a
great deal of mlsunderstandlng about the outlook and attitudes of the poor
peasants in the world. The persistency with which such misunderstandings
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of the peasants and their potential for change of society remain en vogue
can probably be explained by the detached and static way in which the -
peasant population is generally approached by anthropologists. To me it
seems that this approach is part of the bias that scientific research
cannot coincide with active partlclpatlon in the change processes which
occur in some peasant societies. From my own experience I would say that
active involvement in the change processes in peasant societies, and
partlclpatlon in small or large experiments or large experiments or
occurrences, tend to give a clearer understanding of the potential of
peasants for change than mere lalssez falre partlczpant observatlon.1

It seems that in addition to being - hopefully - helpful to the emanc1pat10n
or conscientisation of the people in underdeveloped ‘countries, 18 and of
oneself, actlve 1nvolvement can even serve the cause of science as such

Reorientatlon of Research Towards the OVerall Power Structure

One aspect of the self-education which may follow from active involvement
and consequently a deeper understanding of the problems of people in ,
underdeveloped countries, has considerable bearing on the whole issue of
the ethics of snooping, presently under discussion. The understanding one
gets of the obstacles faced by the people and the culture of repres31on

or 1nterna1 ‘colonialism of Wthh these obstacles are merely an expression,
gives one almost automatically a better insight into the power structure
prevalent in the underdeveloped countriés. It is then only a continuation
of the lines which show the involvement of our own highly developed coun-
tries in the maintenance of this structure. This latter insight may increase
the sense of respon31b111ty of any Western social scientist for the state -
of affairs in his home country, as it relates to that of the people abroad
whom he is studying and with whom he sympathlzes.

As a Dutchman, it is easy to see such links when studying e.g. peasant
settlements in Venezuela in the neighbourhood of Maracaibo. The villages
contrast strlklngly with the neat "concentration camps" of bungalows of
the forelgn personnel of the oil companies, in casu Royal Ditch Shell.
Widely publicised figures of profits give further perspective (Shell made
3 billion Dutch guilders in 1971, of which one-third accrues to Dutch
shareholders, more than the whole Netherlands Foreign Aid Programme).

The only relevant ethical consequence to be drawn from this knowledge about
the inter-dependence of developed and underdeveloped countries, is to get
a better understanding of ( and eventually control over?) the power elite
at home on which the power elite in the underdeveloped countries partly
depends. Snooping may thus find another justification if it concerns

itself with the power structure which ties the home country of the
researcher to that of his interest. This seems to be a field particularly
suited for investigation by ethically-concerned social scientists— a field
which has been until now too conspicuously neglected.

Richard Adams indicated that the neglect of studying the power structure
abroad, in Latin America, found its reason in the ethocentric bias of the
Euro-American tradition and is "related to the fact that the very
strangeness of the phenomenon has led interpreters to regard it as in-
explicable or irrational and as characteristic of a structure that is
thought to be immature or underdeveloped.!" 20




But. why then are the mature and highly developed power structures of our
rich countrles not taken into. account’ Was th1s mere naiveté (or a mlddle-

of some: klnd of self—censorshlp (to av01d touchy subJects), or was it a
question of overall scientific research policy (chanelllng 6f funds -see -
above)? As regards the latter p01nt, coq801ent10us social sc1ent1sts who 5
want to probe into the power structure which, in the end, also domlnates;l
their own life, may well find that the Fstabllshment at home as well as in
the country of study will no longer collaborate with them in the pursuit

of their urge for knowledge.kFreedom of scientlflc research, however, is
as yet sufficiently guaranteed.in our countries to make an investigation
of the overall power structure, particularly the multinational corporatlons,
feasible for those who are willing to gain such needed knowledge even

when they do not get ample funds from established sources. The NACLA
effort, mentioned above, is an example So is the book which reveals for
the flrst time in a systematlc way at least some of the most striking
aspects of :Dutch power in the Third World. 21 If the results of such
research are fed back to those in the underdeveloped countries who, for
reasons of struggle for eman01pat10n, are interested in them, snooplng

may become an ethically highly Justlflable effort.

Moreover, partlclpatlon in such efforts can give the exc1tement of
detective work to scientific research in addition to the satisfaction of
ethically justified commltment One wonders why so many social scientists
are still following the rule of- -remaining outsiders to the change processes
of the societies they. study,whether their own or others. Have not some

of the greatest breakthroughs of social science been brought about by

Marx and Freud, scholars who were both in a very pract1cal way related to
their field of study, and who consciously merged theory with prax1s? This
cannot be valid only for the greatest of the social sc1entlsts. The time
seems to. have come when social scientists should leave their ivory tower,
‘as many of them did during the Second World War 22 in order to contribute

to the rescue of the occupied countries. Problems in the underdeveloped
countries appear of similar magnitude as those faced by the ‘highly
developed countries in those Years. The only way to prevent that social
research;. partlcularly abroad, remains asocial, is to strive for a merger B
-of theory and prax1s at the service of those who are subJected '
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