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This article explores the value of ethnographic methods in
identifying and addressing ethical issues in qualitative research on
stigmatized populations. Examples come from two anthropological
projects carried out in populations where stigmatized and illicit activities
are prevalent: tobacco farmers in the USA and brand pirates in
Guatemala. In both cases preliminary ethnographic research proved
essential to understanding potential ethical dilemmas and tailoring
research practice to avoid stigmatization. Cultural competency is
discussed as a useful concept for approaching ethical issues in the study
of stigmatized populations, especially when complemented by
ethnographic attention to moral experience, the values, meanings, and
relationships that are at stake within a given population. Complicating
the professional meaning and application of approaches to research
ethics, including cultural competency, that privilege formal research
techniques and formal ethical guidelines, our case studies describe
ethnography as a process involving interpersonal skills, learning through
participation, and situational ethics. Critical reflection on ethnography
as process is relevant to debates about institutional review and research
ethics and points to the need for enriched professional training and
ethical reflection on the social skills amenable to effective and responsible
field research.
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This article explores the value of ethnographic methods in identifying ethical
issues and problems in social research on stigmatized populations. Research
with vulnerable populations often demands careful consideration of such perennial issues for qualitative research as research preparedness, institutional
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review, consent, and rapport building. Methodological and ethical dilemmas
that arise in such contexts can be useful for broader reflection on research ethics as they apply to a range of social research settings (Mitchell and Irvine,
2008: 32–3). The focus here is a pair of anthropological projects carried out
in populations where stigmatized and illicit activities are prevalent – one in the
USA, one in Guatemala. In each case ethnographic methods used in preliminary research stages proved essential to acquiring cultural competency,
understanding potential ethical dilemmas, designing research methods to
avoid stigmatization, and gaining the trust of informants. The practice of
ethnography requires that researchers bracket their own cultural and ethical
understanding about a particular phenomenon, a methodological stance that
we argue is essential to the design and implementation of ethical forms of
research. Interactions and interviews, for example, should be based on complex moral understandings of sensitive issues. Appreciating who informants
are as people and the particular circumstances that surround their behavior is
essential to formulating a research program that does not contribute to stigmatization or harm. In addition to addressing methodological considerations
in research on stigmatized populations, this article also speaks to a need to
complicate the professional meaning and application of approaches to research
ethics such as cultural competency. Ethnography is more than a set of formal
research techniques and ethical guidelines. More than cultural competency, it
is a process involving interpersonal skills, learning through participation, and
situational ethics. Critical reflection on the principles and practices of fieldwork,
which has been underway for decades within cultural anthropology (Clifford
and Marcus, 1986), is relevant to debates about institutional review and research
ethics. We point to the need for enriched professional training and substantive
ethical reflection on the social skills amenable to effective and responsible
field research.

Ethnography and moral experience
The turn to evidence-based ethics in fields such as bioethics has been praised
for taking into account both the specificity of individual cases and the diversity
of social situations in which ethical quandaries arise. In short, knowing about
local situations and conditions is helpful for thinking about what is right and
wrong, and for devising appropriate social interventions to address problems.
There have also been concerns about how to implement a more empirical
approach. For instance, evidence-based methodology runs the risk of replacing
normative models with statistical models that are assumed to be more ‘neutral.’
This may lead to the problematic disqualification of ‘non-verifiable considerations like moral claims and judgments,’ perhaps even those arising in the
empirical populations affected or under investigation (Goldenberg, 2005: 11).
Ethnography provides the kind of contextual evidence that can be useful in
shaping ethical orientations and policy approaches, while avoiding reductionism
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and a lack of dynamism, the potential pitfalls of narrowly objectivist approaches
in evidence-based ethics. Rather than using empirical data to make complex
ethical dilemmas into manageable technical problems, ethnographic approaches
draw on emic, or subjective insider, perspectives to interrogate the starting
points and assumptions of ethical inquiry (Parker, 2007). Ethnography is an
experience-near approach that seeks to grasp how a particular phenomenon
looks from inside a cultural context, which is commonly described as the
‘native’s point of view’ (Geertz, 1973). Such a perspective often demonstrates
that the meanings given to values like rights and health in globalized political
and ethical frameworks are not universal and that vernacular understandings
of important values and problems must be taken into account when thinking
about the ethics of a particular phenomenon. Anthropological fieldwork
enriches the kind of material available to evidence-based ethics, but also
entails, as part of its fundamental orientation, a critical purview on how policy
approaches and ethical guidelines can become irrelevant or even harmful
amidst changing empirical realities.
Arthur Kleinman (1999a: 70), a psychiatrist and cultural anthropologist,
argues that ethnography is an appropriate way of reconciling ‘the clearly
immense differences in the social and personal realities of moral life with the
need to apply a universal standard.’ In the case of stigmatized and illicit behaviors, sensitive ethnography contributes empirical data on local understandings
of what is right and wrong, richly informed accounts of why people participate
in such activities, and knowledge about the complex societal and structural
realities that commonly surround them. ‘Ethnography is a method of knowledge production,’ Kleinman writes, where ‘the ethnographer enters into the
ordinary, everyday space of moral processes in a local world’ (1999a: 77).
Consequently, ethnography can attend to the ways that prevailing discourses
in science and ethics may embody tacit moral values that might contradict,
occlude, or menace the empirical conditions of people involved in stigmatized
and illicit behaviors. Clearly, the social implications of a more appreciative
understanding of the worldview of stigmatized populations must be weighed
against the greater opportunities for social control. While this is not a question
we explore in this article, anthropologists are beginning to demonstrate that
there may be more potential for harm in the uncritical application of esoteric
ethical models (Das, 1999; Kleinman, 1999a) or the dilution and formalization
of ethnographic impulses in new research and professional orientations such
as cultural competency (Fassin, 2000; Fassin and Rechtman, 2009; Sargent
and Larchanche, 2007, 2009).
The anthropological concept of ‘moral experience’ is essential to thinking
about local contexts and ethical considerations in qualitative research. This
concept refers to ‘what is locally at stake’ for a given population, including
such values as ‘status, relationships, resources, ultimate meanings, [and]
one’s being-in-the-world’ (Kleinman, 1999b: 360–2). Important values, relationships, and ways of being may often be wrapped up with illicit and stigmatized
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behaviors, despite the negativity and risk that is also present. Ethnography is a
powerful way to apprehend subjective experiences of being or participating in
stigmatized or otherwise problematized activities. Anthropological research
can also contribute to policy development by illuminating the complex local
moral conditions in which stigmatized and illicit behaviors subsist and the
need to take into account what people stand to gain or lose from efforts that
seek to modify or govern them. We argue that this contribution goes beyond
the kind of knowledge and skill set usually referred to as cultural competency.
The two case studies discussed here involve anthropological research on
populations that participate in a stigmatized vocation, in the first case, and in
illicit behavior, in the second case. We begin with a discussion of methodological and ethical issues that arose in fieldwork among tobacco farmers in
rural North Carolina. Despite participating in the world’s most harmful industry,
tobacco farmers see themselves as decent people and legitimate, hardworking
citizens. The main dilemma that arose involved accessing a social group known
for being defensive about their livelihood while also maintaining a critical
stance toward the tobacco industry. The case study addresses specific methodological strategies having to do with rapport and interview style, and points
to the processual aspects of why researcher disposition is more complex than
textbook competency.
The second case deals with brand pirates in the Guatemalan highlands.
Indigenous Maya apparel manufacturers who pilfer the logos of global brands
make a living by participating in an illegal activity and are vilified in the
national media. Manufacturers often have a limited understanding of the
intellectual property rights encoded in international trade agreements, and
regional apparel markets embed distinctive cultural conceptions of ownership
and the morality of imitation. This case study reveals the value of ethnography
in understanding local perspectives on who owns and who can legitimately
copy what, which provides a substantial critique of the ostensible universality
of western legal concepts. The main dilemma that arose during this project
involved recruiting informants whose businesses are oftentimes hidden to
avoid state surveillance and criminalization while acknowledging and maintaining the value of privacy among apparel producers. The case study addresses
specific methodological strategies having to do with privacy, trust, and subject
recruitment. It also emphasizes our core argument that the process of developing interpersonal relations in a field setting characterized by complex ethical
issues is an important consideration in debates about research ethics and
research training.

Not ticking off tobacco farmers [PB]
Tobacco farmer Frank Warren was skeptical of my motives for wanting to
interview him. Over the phone, I introduced myself as an anthropologist interested in learning about tobacco agriculture in North Carolina. ‘Too busy,’ he
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replied, ‘find somebody else.’ Later I met Frank at a wintertime farm meeting.
Another grower who I already knew introduced us. Doing his friend a favor,
Frank agreed to meet with me for five minutes, ‘but five minutes only,’ he
insisted.
When I arrived at Frank’s modest house, he was finishing his morning
coffee. A clock on the wall with a Philip Morris logo indicated that Frank sells
his tobacco to that company. After 30 minutes, we were conversing about the
changing tobacco economy. Neighboring farmers have gone out of business
and Frank struggles amidst declining prices and stiffened regional and global
competition. His farm business, passed down to him by his parents and grandparents, is now increasingly unstable. After more than an hour, our interview
finished. Frank admitted: ‘That five-minute rule was a bluff. I was expecting a
journalist. They just care about smoking. The interview begins: “Do you
smoke?” Question two is: “Do you want your kids to smoke?” When you say
“nope” each time, they get around to it: “Well, isn’t that hypocritical”?’
Most of what the public knows about tobacco has to do with smoking risks.
There are also significant social and health problems associated with tobacco
agriculture, including pesticide exposure among farmers and farmworkers
(Arcury and Quandt, 2006; Benson, 2008b). I have studied the linkage
between the problems that affect tobacco farmers and farmworkers and the
industry’s reorganization in an era of antismoking fervor (Benson, 2008a,
2008b). Here, I briefly explore two themes related to ethics and policy development that come out of my ethnographic engagement with tobacco farmers. This research has consisted of extensive archival research in North
Carolina newspapers, approximately 200 interviews with tobacco farmers,
family members, and farmworkers, and months of direct observation on
tobacco farms.
First, undertaking preliminary or reconnaissance research prior to lunging
into the larger-scale research project increases the researcher’s ‘understanding of complex contexts, assists as a repositioning tool in asking questions
during research, and helps gain deeper access to the lived experiences of others’ (Caine et al., 2009: 493). It is crucial for assessing sensitive issues and
learning to appreciate responses. As part of preliminary research, which was
not limited to my main field site, I conducted unstructured interviews with
farmers and found that when prompted about smoking they tend to become
closed. When prompted with a more benign probe, such as a question about
the weather or ‘farming these days,’ they respond in much more open ways.
Approaching them in this way permitted extended contact with informants
and access to their personal contacts, which I then used in snowball sampling.
Beginning interviews seemingly a million miles from smoking often led to
conversations that directly addressed questions about smoking and responsibility. The emergence of farmer attitudes out of broader conversations may
have enhanced the validity of the data. My first handful of interviews probed
smoking much too early, and informants responded with curt, somewhat
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predictable, although interesting responses. ‘It’s a legal product and it’s an
adult choice, that’s all I have to say about that,’ one tobacco farmer responded.
Every tobacco farmer I interviewed offered this kind of response as a justification. But over time, as I learned to let farmers lead me into conversations
about smoking, the quality of their reflections became layered. Unstructured
interviews showed me that farmers use the phrase ‘the health aspect’ when
talking about smoking as a public health issue. The subsequent use of this
phrase in interviews was less threatening and permitted more openness from
informants. I also learned that farmers often brought up sensitive questions
about health and responsibility without needing to be asked. Here is a
response to a question that I asked about church life in the rural area.
Being a Christian, I want to be a righteous person in whatever way. But I grow
tobacco. Does that make me un-Christian? Would Jesus grow tobacco? Would he
vilify me for growing tobacco? I don’t know. I know, I know, it’s a legal product and
an individual choice. That’s basically my position. If you smoke, sip liquor, it’s up
to you. But it still nags at me. I can’t quit tobacco because I’ve got a family, and at
my age, there are not other options.

Fuller responses may come with time and suggest that patience and tempo are
important elements of research practice. Textbooks on qualitative research
methods extensively discuss specific methods, but they devote less time to the
affects and dispositions that are just as important to the project, the pros and
cons of particular research styles, and the techniques for developing something like patience as a social skill (Benson and O’Neill, 2007; Cerwonka and
Malkki, 2007). I found early on that patience, built on techniques such as
maintaining a pause after brief responses and asking about other topics, usually
led farmers to open up about smoking. This knowledge informed my research
instruments, such as the language used in interviews, their tempo, and the
various probes.
My field experience speaks to the need for fuller methodological debates
about the subjective life of researchers, what might be called ‘researcher dispositions.’ What kind of disposition, what sort of manner and demeanor, works
best in a particular research environment to enhance both data collection and
the quality of the human relationships in a field site? Other tactics were also
used to establish rapport, especially at the community level, such as attending
church services and key family events when invited, whether birthday parties
or funerals. These acts were important ways to show the people who live on
and around tobacco farms that I was sincere about getting to know how
tobacco livelihoods look from inside that world. And during interviews I tried
to modestly exhibit the technical knowledge of the production process that I
was developing in the field, often using emic terms to refer to equipment or
farm tasks, or asking about timely problems, such as plant disease. These acts
further demonstrated that my interest in tobacco went beyond the narrow
scope of health ethics and that I regarded becoming a participant observer as
essential to my project.
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The second key theme of this case study involves the contribution of
research on tobacco farms to the development of public health policies. In the
USA, tobacco scholarship and advocacy have predominantly focused on
consumer health issues and increasingly seek to control tobacco through the
regulation of consumption. Policymakers and health professionals have historically paid little attention to tobacco farmers and lacked cultural knowledge
about their communities (Altman et al., 1998: 381). Public health groups
have often sought partnerships with farmer groups and promoted policies to
facilitate crop diversification or alternative sources of economic development.
However, these policies usually do not account for the fact that growers are
extremely defensive about public health and often regard advocates as a threat
to their businesses, attitudes induced by decades of tobacco industry propaganda, or that farmers have a great deal at stake in maintaining their tobacco
businesses. Why active tobacco farmers cling to and defend tobacco amidst
thinning profits and thickening clouds of ethical suspicion reflects more than
a strict financial calculation. Documenting the intricate relationship between
economic and cultural factors that make it difficult for North Carolina farmers
to simply relinquish the business has been a main objective of my scholarship
(see Benson, n.d.). Resistance to diversification away from tobacco farming,
which is widely documented in tobacco producing states, has to do with the
fact that exiting tobacco production implies wrongdoing. Diversification
among active farmers is often socially interpreted as implying that tobacco
farming and those who continue in the business are sinful, whereas farmers
who are pushed out of business because of market forces are said to have been
bad farmers. My research led to the development of local insights that shed
light on policy implementation issues. Implementation must go beyond the
esoteric ethical position that involvement in the tobacco industry is unequivocally wrong to account for the complex realities of how tobacco is valued in
this local world. Policies that seek to promote alternative livelihoods must take
into account cultural dynamics and involve effective means of connecting
with tobacco farmers in terms of their lives and subjective experiences (see also
Griffith, 2009).
Anthropological research on tobacco farms is essential for building partnerships in rural communities to counter-balance the political influence of the
tobacco industry, promoting collaborative efforts to develop alternative sources
of livelihood, and articulating public health and farmer concerns with farm
labor struggles. As is beginning to happen in some parts of the world, the traditional public health focus on the regulation of smoking behavior finds a useful complement in research and advocacy concerning labor conditions and
farm livelihoods. Attention to these issues enables a critique of the structural
foundations and capitalist dynamics of the tobacco industry and must be a
central part of a comprehensive tobacco control agenda in the new millennium.
Anthropological research on tobacco farms is crucial for documenting the
occupational health and safety problems that are related to industrialized
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tobacco production and the problem of farm livelihood loss seen among many
farmers. Anthropologists are well-positioned to document and analyze the role
of corporations in causing harms, in this case important public health issues
that lie upstream from smoking. It is important that such research be undertaken with the kind of disposition that builds trust among farmers. Efforts that
seek to improve farm labor conditions and make farmers the allies of public
health will be most effective when they do not also imply that farmers are
blameworthy for smoking disease or migrant health problems. My ethnographic
research leads me to believe that the antagonism tobacco farmers exhibit
toward public health and farm labor advocates is partly a face-saving response
to the multiple kinds of blame they themselves face and declining economic
fortunes on farms (Benson, 2008a, 2008b).
The World Health Organization (2008) has acknowledged that the promotion of alternative livelihoods is one of the most important strategies in tobacco
control. Uprooting the political influence of tobacco companies in rural constituencies facilitates the passage of anti-tobacco laws. The take home message
of this case study is that a comprehensive policy approach must provide a
foundation for the development and implementation of economic diversification programs. Given the sheer magnitude of tobacco’s burden of disease, public health advocates may want to think about or treat farmers with contempt
or confusion because they are often resistant to such programs. Anthropological
and historical research emphasizes a need to also think about the influence of
industry on local attitudes and to recognize that a narrow view of tobacco that
emphasizes the ‘health aspect’ does not fit with how farmers see or talk about
tobacco, and it can turn them off during interactions. The implementation of
programs to promote economic diversification demands the adoption of a
particular kind of disposition in public health coalition building involving an
appreciation for patience and the fact that farmers have a great deal riding on
the tobacco business.

Building trust with brand pirates [KT]
At the end of an hour-long interview with a clothing manufacturer in highland Guatemala, part of a year-long ethnographic study, I was asked,
You know that you are lucky that I am talking to you, don’t you? There was
another foreigner here a few years ago, asking questions about our businesses, and
when we found out that she was telling the government everything that we were
doing – where the factories were, who wasn’t paying taxes, who sells the popular
brands – everyone got together and threw her out.

The gist of this warning probably sounds familiar to many researchers whose
investigations touch on illicit practices. At the time, it was unsettling and a bit
confusing. I thought I had followed procedures to mitigate the negative implications of my research and avoid this kind of response. On this occasion, I had
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asked a close informant and neighbor of this producer to arrange the interview
and make introductions. I opened the conversation with a set of rehearsed
assurances regarding confidentiality and anonymity. Yet, this person still
offered up the thinly-veiled threat, and not just on his own behalf but on
behalf of ‘everyone,’ all those whose ability to earn a living and participate in
a valued form of work might be threatened if the wrong information ended up
in the wrong hands.
These threats followed on the heels of a quick set of questions I posed about
the use of Abercrombie & Fitch logos on the sweatshirts manufactured in this
producer’s factory. I also asked to take a few photographs of the final products.
Brand piracy, the unauthorized reproduction of trademarked brand names
and logos, is a sensitive issue among apparel manufacturers in Guatemala. In
the national media, pirates who hawk unauthorized reproductions of copyrightand trademark-protected materials are portrayed as law-breakers – ‘mercenaries
of illegality,’ as one national newspaper calls them (Menocal, 2005). They are
viewed as participants in an underground market that threatens the ostensibly
more legitimate business interests of multinational corporations, the integrity
of Guatemala’s economy, and the state’s modernist aspirations. In a country
characterized by low rates of formal sector participation, pirates are also
targeted and blamed for informal business practices, including tax evasion.
Manufacturers who are fully integrated into the contemporary global economy
and work with advanced technologies of mass reproduction are said to be
antithetical to Guatemala’s legitimate participation in the international
community, as defined according to an official globalized view of economic
development and progress (Portes and Schauffler, 2004). The state and
military have flexed their muscles through sporadic, well-reported crackdowns
on piracy, confiscating illegal name-brand clothing, compact discs, and DVDs
sold in the capital city streets (Mauricio Martínez, 2004).
International trade agreements, the Guatemalan state, and the national
media characterize piracy as a serious crime. Research on brand piracy could
easily start from this premise as well, with the research program built around
questions and hypotheses having to do with the ‘problem’ of piracy and how
actual pirates respond. Such a project would begin with a narrow view of
pirates as law-breakers and then investigate why deviance is prevalent within
this particular population of Maya entrepreneurs. Many studies of consumer
behavior have been carried out in this manner, asking consumers if and why
they might be inclined to purchase a pirated product rather than an authorized
original (Albers-Miller, 1999). Ethnography pushes the researcher to approach
illicit behaviors from a different perspective, however. Bracketing social science
explanations regarding the significance of brands and the importance of
strong intellectual property rights, I approached apparel manufacturing in
Guatemala with open-ended questions about how brands are used, what they
signify, and how branding figures into a broader context of commercial and
social life.
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Sensitive questions about the illicit nature of these activities were brought
up only after extended interaction with a given informant. For most manufacturers, the illicit nature of brand piracy is basically an afterthought, at this
point not an issue that directly impacts them, though there is a general sense
that copying a Tommy Hilfiger logo could get one in some kind of financial or
legal trouble.1 Open sales of apparel featuring pirated brands in municipal
markets and city streets contradict the notion that piracy is an underground
practice that the state must somehow root out. Manufacturers are much more
concerned about keeping up with local competition and watching market
trends, including what brands are gaining in popularity, and, in spite of the
media stereotypes, they do not see themselves as people who live shadowed
lives because of participation in a stigmatized behavior. In this case, then,
there is a notable contrast to tobacco farmers, who participate in an entirely
lawful livelihood, yet can often be defensive because of the blame they feel for
large-scale social and health problems.
Admittedly, apparel factories and workshops in the department of
Chimaltenango, where I conducted the bulk of my research, are not easy to
spot. Despite their numbers – local estimates place the number of apparel
workshops and factories in the department at around 600 – they are generally
tucked away out of sight. Knitting and sewing machines are often housed in a
back room of the workshop owner’s home. Employees either walk to work or
ride a bicycle, which is parked out of sight in the home’s central courtyard or
patio. There are no signs advertising that a home is also a clothing workshop.
Publicity takes the form of handshakes and design samples traded during
face-to-face meetings in municipal markets and apparel stores throughout the
country. The few factories that are registered with the state tax and commerce
agencies and that have the name of the business painted on an outside wall are
exceptions to the general rules of secrecy and informality.2 Upon arrival at a
workshop without an introduction from a close friend or relative of the producer, I was commonly asked if I was an agent of the state tax administration
or a representative of Nike (or some other multinational apparel company)
tracking down pirates.
Secrecy is motivated not only by desires to avoid interference from state
agencies, police, and other authorities. Business owners in the apparel and
other sectors safeguard the locations and activities of their enterprises to protect themselves and family members from crime. In recent years, all types of
criminal activity and especially violent crime have dramatically increased in
Guatemala (O’Neill and Thomas, n.d.; USAID, 2006). One type of crime that
especially plagues business owners is extortion, in which demands for onetime or regular payments are accompanied by the threat of harm to one’s
family members. Such threats are made over the phone or in person by individuals claiming to be part of gangs or organized crime rings. For some apparel
producers, contemporary forms of extortion look a lot like the threats and
violence that characterized Guatemala’s lengthy internal armed conflict. In
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the 1980s, indigenous business owners who were gaining economic and
political power through their entrepreneurial activities were commonly targeted by the military as potential threats to the established order, and many
were dragged from their homes and never seen again.
Historical and contemporary contexts of mistrust, threat, and violence conspire to create a context in which secrecy is an important value among Maya
apparel producers, although not one that reflects either a simple response to
the criminalization of piracy or a defining cultural trait. My research reveals a
complicated tension between desires to keep business practices secret to protect
personal and community interests and an ethic of open exchange that has
driven the commercial success of the region’s apparel industry. There are
important trade secrets that workshop owners strive to protect. There are also
commitments to community development that push entrepreneurs to share
knowledge and resources among family members, neighbors, and employees
looking to start their own workshops or build their businesses.
Through preliminary research, it became apparent to me that apart from
assurances of anonymity and confidentiality I needed to work within my existing network to build contacts with apparel manufacturers during the extended
research phase. When I could not secure an introduction from a close friend or
family member of an apparel manufacturer, I relied on contacts who were not
involved in the apparel industry, but who were well-known and well-connected
in the region. It was important that I worked with indigenous men and women
to make contacts, since the history of discrimination and unequal access to
resources in highland Guatemala often pits indigenous people against their
ladino (non-indigenous) neighbors. One of my research assistants who
assisted with locating factories and introducing me to owners and employees
was the daughter of a retired school teacher, whose Maya family names were
immediately recognizable to many people in the town where I was based. Her
family’s reputation and the fact that they were not involved in apparel manufacturing, which made it less likely that she would be working with me to
gather secrets to help out other manufacturers, worked in our favor in meeting
producers and gaining their trust.
In the course of talking with manufacturers about their lives and work, the
types of questions that I asked mattered greatly in sustaining trust. Whereas
asking direct questions about the use of pirated brand names could spark
suspicion, asking open-ended questions about the design process proved much
more successful in eliciting viewpoints on brands, property, and imitation
practices. Producers are comfortable talking about the use of designs copied
from imported sweaters or jackets, such as those manufactured in Mexico or
Taiwan. They are also comfortable discussing the morality of copying designs
(which often includes the use of particular brand names) created by a neighbor or a competitor from another town and acknowledge that the creative
process depends heavily on borrowing ideas from other manufacturers. This
practice becomes suspect only in particular cases, as when a manufacturer
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reproduces a competitor’s design more or less exactly and then charges a lower
price for the garment. This discourse is based on some of the same principles
that underlie intellectual property law, including the acknowledgement that
invention is an investment of time, energy, and capital, an investment that
cannot easily be recouped without some guarantee of exclusivity.
Conversations regarding the design process allowed for a discussion of intellectual property and permitted access to producers’ perspectives on international trade, relationships to state authorities, and other topics integral to the
research project. Precisely because I avoided asking specific questions related to
the law or invoking a discourse of criminality or deviance, the research project
was successful in terms of gaining access to a population engaged in illicit
behavior and documenting the social and moral context of brand piracy in
highland Guatemala. This is not to say that simply asking indirect questions
rather than direct questions related to a stigmatized or illicit behavior is a surer
method for building rapport and gaining access. On the contrary, asking a set
of indirect questions related to piracy, especially questions that implied illegality, without addressing the law directly, could have heightened suspicion
among the research subjects. Indeed, this was the case in my conversation with
the manufacturer mentioned in the beginning of this section. I had attempted
to use indirect questions to get at whether or not he saw his use of trademarked
brand names as legal or legitimate. His response reflected the fact that these
questions had come too soon in our relationship, the timing was wrong, and
what he and others have at stake in the apparel business is valuable whether or
not it was legitimate in the eyes of the state and other authorities.
Ethnographic research among piracy producers is essential for understanding the vernacular context of intellectual property rights and why policies that
seek to root out informal activities and trademark infringement are not always
successful.3 In this case, a long history of state violence and ongoing problems
of political and juridical legitimacy in Guatemala make the law seem like a
suspicious vehicle for the protection of outside and elite interests (Sieder,
2003). At the same time, apparel manufacturers who participate in piracy are
viewed as hard-working entrepreneurs, participants in a vibrant regional
tradition of commercial enterprise, and people whose creativity, which often
involves practices of imitation and combination, is essential to their success.
Participation in a valued form of work as well as problems related to economic
and physical security are much more pressing concerns for people involved in
the apparel market than are questions of legality. A business ethics or international policy perspective narrowly focused on the protection of global intellectual property rights misses these broader social conditions in which brand
piracy occurs. My research suggests that a policy approach that does not
address issues of insecurity and uneven access to political, legal, and economic
resources in a country like Guatemala will have little impact on piracy markets, apart from contributing to dangerous processes of criminalization and
stigmatization.
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After cultural competency
Focused on specific methodological issues, these case studies are more broadly
relevant to the strengths and limitations of research ethics. Debates over
Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) and issues of prior regulation are clearly
relevant. How do you stipulate consent procedures and a research design in
order to establish IRB approval when an essential aspect of the classical ethnographic method centers on personal attributes of the researcher rather than
the research project, especially openness to change and flexibility in the midst
of a dynamic social setting? This is obviously a can of worms, and we hope to
contribute in a small way through reflection on the case studies.
The IRB is premised on a procedural division between formal research
activities and activities that fall outside the purview of a given research project,
even though they might occur within a field site, such as travel and informal
conversation (Benson and O’Neill, 2007; Castañeda, 2006a, 2006b). Both of
our studies came out of travel experiences and any number of informal conversations with people who would eventually become research subjects. The institutional review framework is concerned with fieldwork as a process in a largely
formal and impersonal sense, emphasizing the project’s overarching research
objectives, data collection methods, and ethical guidelines. Ethnographers,
however, must rely for data on the relationships that are forged in the midst of
fieldwork and often find it difficult to start with the kinds of fixed hypotheses
and research objectives that drive other methodologies (Bosk and de Vries,
2004: 253). In our cases, the primary research objectives and proposed field
and data collection methods did not change over the course of preliminary and
longer-term field work. Neither did the potential risks and benefits for the
research subjects. The IRB was helpful in pushing us to be more sensitive to all
kinds of ethical issues. Yet, as we have illustrated, many practices and contexts
shaped by changing personal sensibilities and skills over the course of fieldwork
are important for the objectives and methods governed by formal ethical
oversight. Formal approval represents only one aspect of ethics as it relates
to ethnographic field work. The critical self-reflection that is at the heart of
ethnography is itself an ethical orientation, although not one required by
institutional review, orienting the researcher to the concerns of a local world.
This may come at the expense of pregiven research objectives, although ideally
to the enrichment of cultural understanding.
Like all ethnographers, we got better at doing fieldwork, learning how and
when to ask questions in ways that were local and relevant and to listen in
ways that made complex problems and potential ethical responses apparent.
Understanding that at the institutional level, a universal and impersonal set of
standards is essential, it is nonetheless crucial to discuss ethnography as involving a mix of technical and interpersonal skills. Perhaps these qualities are not
part of the formal institutional approval process because the vocabulary for
talking about them and formal models for measuring them in researchers or
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research contexts are currently lacking. Methodology handbooks commonly
emphasize design principles and technical instructions with less attention to
the social aspects of undertaking fieldwork. Our case studies call for an ongoing
conversation and richer interrogation of these complementary issues, whether
in text books, classrooms, field schools, or academic journals.
This conversation is somewhat evident in the area of cultural competency
training and clinical medical practice. Cultural competency interests us
because this concept reflects a specific professional effort to enhance the quality of interpersonal interactions in diverse settings governed by institutional
ethical standards. Cultural competency refers to ‘a set of congruent behaviors,
attitudes, and policies that [enable…] professionals to work effectively in cross
cultural situations’ (Cross et al., 1989: iv). This approach has become fashionable for clinicians and researchers in medical fields (Tsai et al., 2004). It is clear
that culture does matter in the clinic. Cultural factors are crucial to diagnosis,
treatment, and care. They shape health-related beliefs, behaviors, and values
(Kleinman, 1981). Yet a major problem with the idea of cultural competency
is that it suggests culture can be reduced to a technical skill for which clinicians and researchers can be trained to develop expertise (DelVecchio Good,
1985). This problem stems from how culture is commonly defined in medicine,
the social sciences, and public health, which contrasts strikingly with its current
use in anthropology, the field in which the concept of culture originated
(Fox, 1991; Stocking, 1996). Culture is often made synonymous with ethnicity, nationality, and language. For example, patients of a certain ethnicity are
assumed to have a core set of beliefs about illness owing to fixed ethnic traits.
Cultural competency becomes a series of ‘do’s and don’ts’ that define how to
treat a person of a given ethnic background (Betancourt, 2004). The idea of
isolated societies with shared cultural meanings would be rejected by anthropologists today, since it leads to dangerous stereotyping, as if entire societies or
ethnic groups could be described by simple traits (Kleinman and Benson, 2006).
Another problem with the concept is that ‘culture’ has historically been
assumed to belong to the patient or research subject and ‘competency’ to the
clinician or researcher. But we can also talk about the cultural background of
researchers and their assumptions about ethical principles. The culture of biomedicine is now seen as key to the transmission of stigma, the incorporation
and maintenance of racial bias in institutions, and the development of health
disparities across minority groups (Keusch et al., 2006; United States
Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). Recognizing the assumptions about ethics and social norms that comprise the worldview of the researcher
is crucial to an orientation that seeks to ensure that research with stigmatized
populations does not contribute to stigmatization.
Using culturally appropriate terms in research on stigmatized populations
is a starting point. It is also important to understand what to ask and how to
ask it in a way that is sensitive to local moral understandings. Ethnographic
research is an ideal means of getting at the important linguistic markers
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and cultural factors that frame how participants in stigmatized and illicit
behaviors understand them. Awareness of cultural factors facilitates rapport building and an ability to probe sensitive topics during ethnographic
interviews. Understanding that a streak of defensiveness is common among
tobacco farmers is a kind of cultural competency that arose in preliminary
ethnographic research and was essential to the research project, where
interviews were strategically constructed to use a focus on agricultural
issues as an entry into more sensitive ethical topics. The knowledge that
Maya apparel producers find less discomfort with the theme of imitation in
relation to the local marketplace than in relation to national and international law is also a kind of cultural competency that proved essential to how
interviews with them were conducted.
There is also the important question of timing. Timing is a cultural issue
insofar as when people will want to talk about a sensitive topic depends on the
social setting and what is going on there. Researchers need to know when and
when not to raise particular topics during interviews. Ethnographic research
is a good way to develop this skill, but not in terms of a simple question of
‘culture’ or a checklist approach to ‘competency.’ Timing transcends culture in
a way that is notable, as with many other aspects of social life. Knowing when
to ask a question is as much a feeling, and a deeply contextual one at that, as
a technique to be learned. The German philosopher Georg Hegel (1991[1830])
noted that it is impossible to learn how to swim simply by reading a textbook,
an argument to counterbalance the formalism of Kantian epistemology and
ethics. It may be the case that timing strategies for interviews cannot easily be
taught in a classroom or learned apart from participant observation. For this
reason, it is only more important that methodological discussions involve
reflection by experienced researchers, teachers, and students on existential
and practical components of field research.
In the case of research on stigmatized and illicit populations, there are
ethical implications for having a conversation about research styles. As a
complement to the cultural competency framework, which requires further
evaluative research to comprehend its efficacy and utility, we believe that the
quality of human interaction in clinical settings as much as in academic field
research is influenced by a much less tangible or teachable skill and knowledge set. Concepts of ethical literacy or methodological relativism (Di
Leonardo, 1998) get at something like the empathetic disposition, ability to
meet people where they are, and contextual awareness that we are describing. New approaches in cultural competency emphasize a ‘transformative
learning process’ (Taylor, 1996) and encourage the researcher and clinician
to ‘develop an awareness of his or her existence, sensations, thoughts, and
environment’ (Purnell, 2002: 193; see also Cross et al., 1989; Orlandi,
1995; Tirado, 1996). Yet, in even the most comprehensive reviews of the
merits and limitations of cultural competency as a category for clinical
research and care, culture is described in terms of traits and competency in
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terms of knowledge acquisition and relevant techniques (cf. Brach and
Fraser, 2000; Tervalon and Murray-Garcia, 1998). Although members of a
population may share common experiences and behaviors, they are also
individuals, and individuals for whom identity and an existential sense of
who one is and where one is heading are informed by multiple relationships
and contexts. The ethics of not imparting stigma in the course of studying
stigmatization and illicit behavior requires constant acknowledgement, on
the part of the researcher, that individuals can respond in unexpected ways.
This demands that the researcher working with a cultural understanding
also engage the research subject as someone with unique experiences that
shape his or her regard for sensitive topics and something personal to gain or
lose by participating in the research project.
The very idea that individuals belong to a group may itself be threatening.
This is certainly the case with tobacco farmers, who feel that they are narrowly understood as part of a homogenous group that does nothing but contribute to smoking disease. When the interview focuses narrowly on health
issues, rather than on the particularities of a farm operation and farm family,
then the interview risks contributing to the social stigma they feel and closes
down possibilities for understanding their work in richly informed ways.
Tobacco farmers will lead you into a conversation about smoking issues, but
when they are barraged from the beginning with this issue they shut down
and the research suffers in the process of contributing to negative labeling. In
stigmatized populations, it may be helpful to make a direct and immediate
appeal to the person as an individual, not as a representative of a group. This
is not simply a data collection issue, but a matter of professional, even personal, ethics.
Maya apparel manufacturers admit that their ability to succeed in the
market depends on imitating popular styles and copying brand names. But
questions that imply that ‘imitation’ is an activity lacking creativity, reflecting negatively on the producer’s skill, put research subjects on the defensive
or offend them. Research in this social context depends on an understanding that illegal activity is actually not a sensitive matter in the way that one
might expect and also awareness that in the local view imitation is not seen
as stealing. Beneath this cultural awareness is the ethnographic understanding that managerial skill and entrepreneurship in business are deeply
at stake for apparel producers, definitive of moral worthiness in the local
world. This kind of understanding is not a technical skill and the funda
mental value of this kind of social interaction is not exclusively scientific. It
is an elective affinity to other people that becomes part of the researcher’s
sense of self and ethical orientation to research subjects. Even though the
subjective and social aspects of field study may ultimately confound efforts
to formalize research ethics or professional development, they can be part of
broader ethical and methodological debates and deserve a more robust
vocabulary.
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notes

1. There is a moral discourse against piracy evident among a certain population of
producers – primarily those who do not pirate brands and have formalized their
businesses (see Thomas, 2009).
2. Factories that advertise, whether via a painted sign on the side of their home/
workshop, a van with the business name on the side, a local sponsorship, or a highway billboard (I have documented a handful of cases representing each of these
forms of publicity), are generally the oldest and most established apparel businesses,
and were registered with the state decades ago. Their owners commonly complain
about the unfair competition within the industry due to tax evasion.
3. On the consumption side, ethnographic investigations such as Elizabeth F. Vann’s
(2006) study of counterfeit and piracy markets in Vietnam have made important
contributions to these debates.
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