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Thearticles in this symposium underscore at least
three common points about understanding and
combatting sexual harassment in the context of
social science fieldwork:

• (1) This problem draws our attention to research as a matrix
of social relationships in which we are obligated to under-
stand the ethics of these relationships. As Carole Mershon
pointedly asks: “What are the ethical responsibilities that we
as researchers have not only to the people who we study but
also to other scholars and to ourselves as scholars?”

• (2) We cannot effectively understand this matrix of social
relationships without considering the multiple and overlap-
ping power relationships within them. Sexual harassment
draws our attention to gender-based power, but these arti-
cles rightly underscore some of the other—and intersec-
tional—power relationships based on class, race,
nationality, and standing within the profession that is itself
a marker of status and power.

• (3)We cannot leaveunderstanding the harms of these dynam-
ics—and we certainly must not leave identifying prevention
and amelioration solutions—to the individual insights of
those involved. These insights must be integrated manifestly
and systematically into normal professional training and
resources available to those involved in research fieldwork.

A MATRIX OF SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND POWER

Fieldwork is created by a matrix of social relationships. At the
most basic level—and most traditionally and conventionally
understood—there are people who engage in observation and
interpretation (as well as communication about the observa-
tion and interpretation) and those who are observed. Here,
“observing” does not mean the common dictionary definition
of watching but rather the full range of methods we use to see
to understand human behavior and the workings of their
institutions, communities, cultures, and societies. I purposely
use the phrase “to see to understand”; fieldwork is an empirical
framework for research that we can pursue through an array of
different particular methods and techniques, but they all
involve observing or seeing before we think we can
understand.

There is a substantial literature on the ethics of the rela-
tionship between the observing and the observed that I neither
fully summarize nor cite here. However, two strands are
variously well known. The strand that already should be
familiar to any veteran of methodology courses—or, certainly,
any experienced researcher—is the set of issues raised by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) process. By the 1970s, the
work of the “Nazi doctors” had become infamous (Annas and
Grodin 1992). However, also infamous was a wide range of
other abuses committed under the guise of American medical
and social science research, from the Tuskegee syphilis study
to the involvement of researchers in CIA-sponsored studies to
a wide range of studies in other social science areas. This
growing awareness of the human harm created by the unethi-
cal pursuit of medical and behavioral research led to the
creation of a National Commission for the Protection of
Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research
through the National Research Act of 1974.

The National Commission’s Belmont Report (1979) out-
lined three fundamental ethical principles that should struc-
ture the process of research:

• (1) Respect for Persons, entailing both “the requirement to
acknowledge autonomy and the requirement to protect
those with diminished autonomy.” The latter requirement
underlays special attention and requirements for research
on children and incarcerated or otherwise institutionalized
people.

• (2) Beneficence, interpreted as both “respecting their deci-
sions and protecting them from harm but also by making
efforts to secure their well-being.” In other words, beneficent
actions state that we should “do no harm” and “maximize
possible benefits and minimize possible harms.”

• (3) The principle of Justice, by which was meant a fair and
equal (or, probably better, equitable) distribution of the
burdens and benefits of the research. The report pointed
to both the Nazi research and the Tuskegee syphilis study as
prime examples of unjust research. It concluded that “when-
ever research supported by public funds leads to the devel-
opment of therapeutic devices and procedures, justice
demands both that these not provide advantages only to

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of American
Political Science Association. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0),
which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original
article is properly cited.310 PS • April 2024 doi:10.1017/S1049096523000999

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096523000999 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096523000999
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096523000999


those who can afford them and that such research should
not unduly involve persons from groups unlikely to be
among the beneficiaries of subsequent applications of the
research.”

TheNational Research Act also invented the IRBs—that is,
committees at research-producing institutions to review pro-
posals to determine whether they meet the standards of
protection of research subjects (or, later, “participants”)
through an ever-increasing array of specific requirements.
The process at all levels was driven largely by medical science
and experts inmedical science such that much of the execution
of the policy often was done primarily by people with little
social science familiarity. These practices provoked consider-
able complaint and action, not because of the basic principles
of respect, beneficence, and justice but instead because of the
application1 (Schrag 2010).

Discussions of a basic framework for ethical principles
reached back to both Kant and the Nuremburg trials, among
other sources of ethics theory and practice. However, a newer
strand of the literature on the ethics of the relationship
between the observing and the observed—especially relevant
to the problem of sexual harassment in field research—was a
rich body of feminist epistemology and theory of knowledge
developed in the 1980s. This literature also is too extensive to
summarize fully, but much of it revolved around what then
was called standpoint theory, derived from long-standingHege-
lian and Marxian theoretical traditions. Standpoint theory
argued that our observations and knowledge—regardless of
particular methodologies—are situated in our historical and
social locations, shaped by where we stand in the matrices of
structural social relationships (Haraway 1988; Harding 2004;
Hartsock 2019). As feminist theories, these theories focused
especially on social relationships of gender, sexuality, and
reproduction.

These studies led to powerful critiques of research liter-
ature across the social science and biological disciplines for
their standpoints in male experience—especially white,
middle-class, American male experience. However, feminist
scholars also drew from them questions and guidance about
how they should carry out their own research and the
dangers of ignoring their own standpoints in observation
and interpretation. Considering the social matrix in which
researchers and research subjects existed, feminist scholars
criticized traditional understanding of the separation of
researcher and research subject, the assumed superiority of
knowledge and knowledge-gathering expertise of profession-
ally trained researchers, the exclusion of research subjects
from the active process of knowledge creation, and the
knowledge created by the research. Feminist methodologies
of research and teaching attuned to situated knowledge are
preoccupied with avoiding the impacts of their own parochi-
alisms and privilege.

Early feminist standpoint theories, epistemologies, and
methodological guides did not focus only on gender as an
independent category of social relationship. This literature
emerged partly from Marxist and Marxian theory; therefore,

it was established in dialogue with questions of class. More-
over, most of the scholars in this field worked to understand
the impact of the larger matrix of standpoints, including
especially race and being American and American-trained.
The contributions of scholars who were women of color—
especially African American women scholars—were particu-
larly important in this regard. One of their major contribu-
tions was developing powerful theories of intersectionalities,
or the interrelationships among identities and standpoints
embedded in all of us that shape our perspectives (Collins
1986; Collins and Bilge 2016; Crenshaw 1989; Hull, Bell-
Scott, and Smith 1982). By invoking this term, it is important
to note that several streams of standpoint theories developed
continuously over the decades, with interactions among
different emphases. As Collins and Bilge (2016, 53–54)
observed:

Many contemporary scholars either ignore or remain unaware
of this period, assuming that intersectionality did not exist
prior to its naming in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Instead,
they point to African American legal scholar Kimberlé Cren-
shaw’s “coining” of the term as a foundational moment for
intersectionality. Crenshaw’s work is very important. Yet we
take issue with this view that intersectionality began when it
was named. Choosing this particular point of origin erases the
synergy of intersectionality’s critical inquiry and critical
praxis, and recasts intersectionality as just another academic
field.

Those intersectionalities, often ignored by American-
focused American scholars, include the impact of nationality
—especially the privileges of coming from one of the world’s
most powerful nations (Collins and Bilge 2016; Harcourt et al.
2022).

An intersectional understanding of power and domination
moves well beyond identifying some people categorically as
dominators and some categorically as subordinated because of
their race or their gender or their sexuality or their class, for
example. Intersectional understandings of domination also
should be self-reflexive, pointing out the variety of positions
any one of us occupies, rendering each of us liable to dominate
and/or be subordinated depending on the context. In her
essay, the great Black feminist writer bell hooks (1989, 20–
21) stated this powerfully:

I understand that in many places in the world oppressed and
oppressor share the same color. Right now as I speak, a man
who is himself victimized, hurt by racism and class exploitation,
is actively dominating awoman in his life—that even as I speak,
womenwho are ourselves exploited, victimized, are dominating
children.

As researchers and teachers, context matters and has a
shape-shifting impact on academics as we move through our
situations and lives. Kondo (1990) observed this as an anthro-
pologist of her own life and, as a Japanese American scholar,
she undertook her fieldwork on gender, work, and identity.
After some time working in Japan, she caught a glimpse of
herself in a mirror and was shocked to see that she was self-
presenting not as a Japanese American woman but rather as a
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Japanese woman, and she concluded that it was time to
go home.

ETHICS AND THE MATRIX OF SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS
AND POWER IN THE CONTEXT OF FIELDWORK

TheBelmont Report’s three fundamental principles of ethics in
research (and, I would add, teaching) have not become stale in
the past 45 years. Respect for Persons, Beneficence, and Justice
continue to provide guidance as values for shaping research
and teaching. However, historical change is bound to reshape
how we apply these values to our work. Women, people of
color, LGBTQ people, and others previously excluded or virtu-
ally silenced in the profession are more present and voluble
than we were even at the time of the Belmont Report. This
presence and decades of critical scholarly work have increased
our understanding of the dynamics of systems of domination.
This, in turn, changes—or should change—how we under-
stand and apply the values of Respect for Persons, Beneficence,
and Justice. Sexual harassment is a prime example.2

Sexual harassment has existed forever, as has rape, but it is
worth noting that, by all accounts, the term sexual harassment
was coined only in 1974, when the National Commission for
the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behav-
ioral Research was launched. No one involved in that project
would have heard of sexual harassment. A phenomenon that
has no name would not be one to which they would—or could
—pay attention. The Belmont Report was published in 1979,
the same year that MacKinnon published her book that

arguably did the most to launch the legal and political study
of sexual harassment and, ultimately, the creation of public
policy (MacKinnon 1979).

Like other forms of harassment embedded in categorical
systems of domination, sexual harassment is a fundamental
violation of ethical principles, including the principles so
widely accepted but not equally applied. It is an abuse of
human dignity based on gender. However, systematic reports
reveal that it remains common in our profession and discipline
(Sapiro and Campbell 2018) including, as the contributors to
this symposium underscore, in the context of fieldwork. Like-
wise, abuse of human dignity on the basis of race or sexuality
(or other social group identities) violates research and teach-
ing ethics. It is a challenge for those undertaking research in
the field and, as in all common research challenges, we must
train people in how they might avoid participating or being
victimized and how to address it when it does happen.

The context of fieldwork provides special opportunities for
abuse as well as challenges for those who participate.Wherever

scholars go, they are subject to the structural inequalities based
on gender and other hierarchies, although these inequalities
vary in how they operate in different contexts. In addition,
scholars in the field face other vulnerabilities that can interact
with those structural inequalities. They have left behind their
everyday supports and usually are in settings where—even
with years of study—they lack full language and cultural
fluency, including norms and expectations based on gender,
race, sexuality, and other bases of domination. Working alone
can render researchers vulnerable to those who may harm
them. The fact that political scientists often engage elites as
subjects and informants, or that they study violence and terror,
places them in especially vulnerable positions. Furthermore,
the issue is not only scholars alone in the field. In our study of
sexual harassment at American Political Science Association
meetings, we learned of systematic and forceful evidence about
colleagues who seem to assume that the usual ethical and
professional principles do not apply when they are away from
home. Traveling with colleagues and mentors has its own
challenges, sometimes from where it is least expected.

However, the problems of sexual harassment in the field
must account fully for the matrix of social relationships in
which any individual scholar or teacher is situated, as well as
the contextual or shape-shifting nature of the relationships
among power, domination, and social relationships. Some of
the articles in this symposium offer suggestions for resources.
Nevertheless, our education for research and teaching should
embed these aspects of professional experience inwhat is, after

all, for social scientists a clear and explicable framework of
understanding social relationships, power, and ethics. There
always will be calls for new forms, new rules, new checklists,
and new bureaucracy. Surely social scientists—especially
political scientists—should be able to understand the power
dynamics and ethics of research and teaching relationships
and address them as part of the basic framework of our
professional training and activities.
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NOTES

1. An example of the uninformed impact of IRBs: at my institution, as well as
others, IRBs tried to block social scientists from using archived survey data
(e.g., the American National Election Studies and the General Social Surveys)
because the researchers did not have “informed consent” from all of the
research participants.

There always will be calls for new forms, new rules, new checklists, and new
bureaucracy. Surely social scientists—especially political scientists—should be able to
understand the power dynamics and ethics of research and teaching relationships and
address them as part of the basic framework of our professional training and
activities.
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2. This brief discussion on ethical principles and sexual harassment draws onmy
earlier discussion (Sapiro 2018), in which I stated my opinions on the subject.
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