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Ethics – Or Politics?

A couple of years ago, when one of us (Don) was chair of the Geography Department at Syracuse, a quite talented, politically committed student defended her Masters degree thesis.  Researching the politics and geography of abortion, this student had conducted in-depth interviews with abortion providers, support personnel, and others deeply knowledgeable about the geography of abortion in a particular city and region. Following a protocol laid out in her “human subjects” review, and which was approved by the University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
, the student gave each interviewee a written release form, on which they could declare whether they wished their names to remain confidential or waive their right to confidentiality.  Each of the interviewees was interviewed in the context of her or his professional capacity (e.g., clinic director, doctor, abortion rights activist).  All the interviewees save one waived their right to confidentiality for themselves and their organizations.  Moreover, several told the student that they wanted their names used because they thought it important to resist the politics of cloaking that shrouds so much debate in the US on abortion.  Since they regarded abortion as a legitimate medical procedure, they thought the light of publicity was a crucial ingredient in maintaining it as such.

The student wrote what her committee agrees is an excellent and important thesis.  But none of the names and affiliations of the interviewees appear in it, despite their wish to be publicly named.  At the defense, the student’s advisor, who was an untenured assistant professor, objected to the inclusion of names.  The professor thought it put the informants unnecessarily at risk, should the thesis, or an article derived from it, come to the attention of violent anti-abortionists.  The professor further argued that, as the official signatory of the human subjects protocol, she was ethically responsible for the safety of the informants in the study: she had an obligation to protect them, and indeed the student, as much as possible.  The student was adamant about her own ethical and political responsibility to name names.  She thought it was vital to give her informants what she thought of as the right of their political voice.  Don agreed with the student (though not vocally during the defense itself).  The other member of the committee (a tenured full professor) agreed with the advisor.  During the committee’s in-camera discussions at the end of the defense, the three committee members agreed that the student should strip all identifying materials out of her thesis.  Don supported the decision – despite his own personal views – not only because he was on the losing side (as it were), but also because he was aware of the power relations at stake.  Don was the chair of the department and a tenured professor.  The advisor was untenured.  It was vital that the assistant professor’s authority with the student, the students’ peers, and the advisors own faculty colleagues not be undermined.

These are the sorts of ethical dilemmas with which anyone who does social research is familiar.  Raised during this defense, and in the course of doing the research on the thesis, were thorny questions of power (between student and advisor; advisor and department chair; among committee members; researcher and researched); of professional position and responsibility (the director of a clinic speaking “for” the clinic; informants using their official positions to promote particular political agendas; researchers having to determine whether and how to relay those agendas; advisors and committee members deciding whether and how a student-researcher’s own politics can or should be relayed); and of personal danger (the possibility, however remote, that information in a research project could be used to endanger the informants or those to whom they have a professional responsibility).  These are the sorts of issues that review processes and IRBs – however flawed – are designed to address.  Informed consent forms, data protection procedures, and all the rest, as cumbersome as they often are, are designed to anticipate many of the issues that arose in this defense.  They are meant to both protect human research subjects,
 and to hand at least some degree of power over to them so they may help determine how the information derived from their participation is and is not used.  Interestingly, in this regard, at Syracuse University, as at many other institutions, “public” individuals, speaking in their official capacity are not considered “human subjects.” While the Institutional Review Board (IRB) still insists on vetting all research projects,
 most of the informants in our student’s research were not, in fact, covered by IRB rules.  The advisor, however, felt that it was important to provide maximum protection for all those involved in this research.

What the IRB process was not equipped to deal with, and indeed is not designed to deal with, is exactly the political issue – which is also an ethical issue – that arose in the defense: to what degree does protecting the “safety” of informants trump their own political desire to be heard and to be identified?  The advisor’s overall position is that in ethnographic research, informants should never be identified.  The student’s argument is that sometimes they must be in order that their political interests ought to prevail.  But what if you do not know their political interests?  Or what if they are not consonant with your own?  This is an issue that the IRB process does not address well.

This is a question we face frequently in our research on homelessness and other topics.  For example, several years ago we conducted research in San Diego on changing urban property regimes and their effects on homeless people’s spaces in the city (Mitchell and Staeheli 2006; Staeheli and Mitchell 2008, chapter 3).  We had the occasion to speak with (among many others) a public relations person employed by an association of property owners in what had recently been renamed “East Village” – a gentrifying area to the east of downtown.  Over an expensive lunch in the long-since gentrified Gaslamp Quarter, this representative commented, on tape, that the large St. Vincent de Paul campus and other surrounding services for homeless and street people had to be pushed entirely out of downtown if its redevelopment was ever going to be successful.  Defending this position, the representative commented that while such a move might mean that some homeless people would die, that was not an overriding concern as “they are going to die anyway.”  We always gave our interviewees the option of signing the consent form before or after the interview; if they signed before and waived their right to confidentiality for themselves and the organizations they represented, we gave them the option of changing their mind after the interview.  This respondent signed after the interview, with the comment that nothing was said that would be a problem for the property owners in the area.  Later, as was our practice, we sent transcripts of the interview to each of our interviewees.  We asked them to make any corrections they wished and to strike anything they wanted excised, and we invited them to revisit their consent and decide whether they wanted to change their waiver of confidentiality (or visa versa).  The respondent never returned the transcript and never indicated that we should maintain confidentiality.  By the rules of the IRB, and we would argue by any ethical standard, it would be perfectly reasonable for us to name this individual, identify the organization, and use the words from the interview to represent a particular view of homelessness in the city.

But, in our published accounts of San Diego’s property and homeless geographies, we have not done so.  We have downplayed the consultant’s comments.  This has been a political decision as well as an ethical one.  Politically, the point the PR person was making – that homeless people just need to be disappeared out of downtown to make room for redevelopment and gentrification – is not the most effective way to highlight the effects of redevelopment on homeless people; they were the crude, and we believed easily dismissed, comments of a public relations consultant.  Rather, the effect of redevelopment practices is more compellingly made by specific actions at work in the city.  These actions included legal struggles over conditional use permits for shelters, the creation of an army of “Clean and Safe Ambassadors” (who, as the director of the program told us “get in the face” of the homeless), and the monetary donations from property and business owners to build shelters and provide services – as long as they are located in another part of town.  Ethically, we judged that no matter the interviewee’s naïveté in both making the comments and waving confidentiality, those who were being represented would object to the comments.  While they may have reflected a real truth about the desire on the part of some powerful interests to rid the city of homeless people, the businesses and property owners who hired the consultant would perhaps be quite appalled by the mode of representation.

In essence, on a combination of political and ethical grounds, we made a judgment about the interests of one of our interviewees that was substantively no different than that made by my assistant professor colleague in her dispute with her student over naming names in a thesis.  We assumed that our interviewee was naïve (as we just put it above) and that the comments did not necessarily represent the opinions of those who were being spoken for. In many ways, therefore, we silenced our respondents, and we did so in our interests, in terms of our own politics.  Admittedly, the respondent was not as upfront about political interests as were the informants of the student in the abortion study. But what right do we have to not give the respondent’s stated position its due?  Similarly, what right did Don’s colleague have to insist that all names be removed from her student’s thesis, thereby undermining the state political aims of the informants?

Ethics – of Politics

To phrase the question that way is, perhaps, to phrase it wrongly.  It is not simply a question of what right we – as researchers, writers, and teachers – have to undertake such political interventions; rather such political interventions are unavoidable.  We have no choice but to make them, for that is the nature of doing socially relevant research or research rooted in advocacy.


This is a volume about the ethics of advocacy as it relates to homeless people.  To raise the issue of advocacy is already to stake out a political position.  It is already to assume a goal, whether that goal is to find a way for homeless peoples’ own voices and desires to be better heard, or whether the goal is some form of direct action or intervention.
  Other chapters in this book delve into the knotty ethical issues at stake in such interventions in giving voice to homeless people and sparking direct action.  Our goal is something different.  In this chapter we will examine the ethical-political issues in research and writing that advocates a certain political position.  We want to be clear:  our research is motivated by concerns over the kind of public sphere that is created through urban redevelopment, raising questions about who belongs in a place and under what terms.  We are thus motivated by political and ethical commitments to social justice.  Our focus on homelessness reflects our beliefs that the treatment of homeless people is a particularly clear indication of the kind of public sphere that is constructed in a place.  This is a rather different sense of ethical commitment, raising different concerns about ethical practice, than those involved in ethics procedures or the practical dilemmas that are confronted in research that advocates for homeless people.  


That is to say, our political position does not necessarily begin from the interests of homeless people; nor does it begin from a direct interest in homeless people’s modes of survival in urban space; nor does it begin, directly from an argument that homelessness must be abolished if we are to construct a more truly just society.  We do, of course, think all of these issues are important and are relevant to our task.  We also share the same normative commitment to addressing injustice.  But our research begins from a concern with how the rights to urban space – the “right to the city” – are structured and how the rights of some people are thwarted (Lefebvre 1996).  Though our San Diego research is certainly concerned with the fate of homeless people in the redeveloped city, it is even more concerned with using the fate of homeless people to assess the role of the transformation of public space in the construction of public spheres.  Homeless people, to be as honest as we can, are something we use to push forward our own arguments about the contemporary city, to shape political agendas, to advocate for particular ways of reshaping urban space and urban life. Neither of us works directly with homeless people.  Neither of us works directly with providers of services to homeless people.
  Neither of us works directly to advance homeless people’s own political aims.  We do not advocate on their behalf – at least not directly.


In this regard, we tend to treat homeless people as an “indicator” in a way quite homologous with the way those we politically disagree with treat them.  For many on the urban right, the homeless are diagnostic of the ill-health of the city – not of the political economy, but of the spaces of the city itself.  Like an invasive weed or a broken window, they indicate the need for cleaning out and cleaning up, the need to rationalize and order public space so that the health of the city may be restored.  In an analysis of this discourse, Don once wrote:

In such a discourse, “the homeless” are presented as a homogenous mass, with few if any characteristics to distinguish them – in essence denying homeless people’s individuality and humanity.  This discourse operates simultaneously with another that seeks to particularize the homeless, showing that this one is an alcoholic, that one a drug addict, still another is mentally ill, and a fourth is all three.  The strategy here is to particularize the homeless so as to deny what is common among them: namely, that they are without personal shelter of their own.  I take on this latter discourse [in my work]; but … I also engage in my own essentialization of “the homeless.”  This is purely a political choice on my part: it is a means to focus on the political processes and struggles that shape and define the homeless as a class with a set of common interests rather than as pathological individuals needing treatment or other forms of paternalistic intervention (Mitchell 2003, 158, n.21).

While recognizing – and in some ways appreciating – the logic, Lynn in fact disagrees with this tactic.  Thus our joint writing always involves a negotiation of the different political stances we take and the implications – political and ethical – of representational tactics.  

Politics matter in many ways.  And in Don’s writing homeless people remain indicators of something else just as they do in so much political academic debate; they stand for some other political, social, or economic imperative.  Homeless people are dehumanized; they are denied their “individuality and humanity.”  Homeless people are a means to an end.  They become the homeless, an undifferentiated mass.  Research along these lines (from either the right or the left) does not speak with or for homeless people or homeless individuals so much as draw on the figure of the homeless so that a position may be advocated.  In some cases, this might not be a problem.  In a methodological discussion on studying homeless people, Cloke et al (2000, 140) write that “our experience was that many of the homeless people we met were, in fact less troubled by the idea of one-sided contact than we were: it was enough that their story might contribute something towards somebody, somewhere, sometime.”

Ethics – and Politics

We argue, however, that pragmatics aside, there are ethical issues in such an approach; they are simply not the ethical issues raised by proponents of more participatory forms of research.  In the process of abstracting from their lives, homeless people are only present by their absence; their interests are rarely to be found, except insofar as they may incidentally or accidentally be incorporated into the political projects of the advocates.  In most respects, our projects are in accordance with geographer Paul Cloke’s (2002, 597-598) call for an “ethical” study of homelessness and other issues that “sponsor[s] imaginations of power that recognize ‘evil’ in various forms.”  By this, he intends both the malevolent evil of intentional harm and what he calls the “ordinary evil” of “the lack of thought about the unanticipated/invisible/ distant  effects our actions may have on others, just because our actions are simply fitting in with the prevailing norms of socio-economic life.”  But we want to do more than just imagine power and recognize evil.  We want to name that power and its associated practices, and we want to analyze it so that it can be acted upon.  Our research nevertheless also goes against a growing ethos in geographical research on marginalized populations that seeks to put “empowering research strategies into practice” (Valentine 2003, 375) and to make the practices of research directly affect reality through the research process itself (Pain and Francis, 2003).


As Gill Valentine (2003, 376) writes in a review of recent work on the geography of disability (which is closely aligned with, although not identical to, research on homelessness), many geographers argue that “it is not enough for researchers to disseminate this knowledge through academic publications and conference papers.  Rather, they argue that researchers also have a moral responsibility to contribute to the political struggles of disabled people against social injustice outside the academy.”  Brendon Gleeson (2000) calls such work “enabling geography” since it seeks to enable people to work and struggle in their own interests.  Valentine (2003, 377) thus comments that “researchers committed to an ‘enabling geography’ approach have sought to define new ways of establishing genuinely collaborative research partnerships with disabled people.”  The point can be extended, of course, to other forms of marginalization.


It is a point that is – or ought to be – deeply familiar.   The calls to committed, activist research are rooted in now two generations of feminist activism, theorizing, and research practice, and they are tethered to emancipatory pedagogic practices such as those developed by Paolo Freire and his followers.   They have been codified in many fields as participatory action research with an explicit goal of “democratizing” knowledge by altering the relations of knowledge production and distribution such that people who might have once been termed “research subjects” become co-producers of knowledge and the primary (if not the only) beneficiaries of the work done.  The range of ethical considerations operating at a lower level of abstraction than the primary one of a political commitment to a certain kind of enabling practice are, of course, immense.


But at both levels of abstraction – the level of political commitment and the level of research practice – “enabling” research carries with it a double, and too often unexamined, assumption: first, that such enabling research is necessarily good, and second, that it is politically efficacious. Whether or not either assumption is true (and in many circumstances, they may be), they do point to certain limits and problems with such research.  In our research in San Diego, we interviewed a range of actors involved in addressing and regulating homelessness: social service providers, the director of the Property-Based Business Improvement District that ran the “Clean and Safe” private policing program; a public defender; a representative of the Chamber of Commerce and more.  While our political commitment was certainly to understanding how homeless lives were structured in the city, and thus how they could be made better, we did not conceive this as an “enabling” project.  Rather, we wanted to understand the production of particular social relations and structures of social life and governance that condition the quality of democracy and the public sphere.  For that aim, a participatory action project would have been unsuitable.  We needed to understand the actions and ideas not of the marginalized, but of the (more or less) powerful: redevelopment authorities, social service providers, police, and so forth.  Many of those whom we interviewed expounded positions and engaged in activities that we politically opposed.  We did not want to empower them, or enable them, or (further) emancipate them.  Just the opposite.  Indeed, while we endeavored at all times during the interviews and in our writing to treat our “subjects” with respect, we had no interest whatsoever in working with many of them to co-produce our knowledge.  Rather, we have adopted, if implicitly, an adversarial relationship with some of our research subjects that comes through our writing, in our teaching, and in our discussions about redevelopment.  This was, in fact, a necessary part of our research: we had to examine those against whom we hoped to make a difference, not only those for whom we hope to make a difference.  Therefore, we thought it was more politically efficacious to expose how actions and ideologies – intended or not, malevolent or ordinary (to use Cloke’s terms) – affected the life-chances of homeless people in the city than to understand in detail the actual nature of those life-chances.


When researching homelessness – as when researching disability, the geographies of sexual minorities, or the landscapes of immigrants – an ethical concern with empowerment and therefore a project oriented around that may open up certain political avenues, but it necessarily closes off others.  If, as some writers on ethnographic research seem to imply, we only engage in research that is empowering or enabling, then we have no possibility of undertaking what can be politically powerful adversarial research.  The very closeness and direct exchange between researcher and researched that empowering research requires may preclude the very distance that “speaking truth to power” demands.  The powerful, too, are the subjects of our research – or at least they might be for those who are concerned with the plight of homeless people in the contemporary city.


Such an adversarial and distanced stance, which is a stance that we believe answers Cloke’s (2002, 591) call for an ethical commitment “for the other,”
 is every bit as vital to attacking contemporary homelessness as is participatory action research or directly relevant social research (on, say, appropriate sites for intervention into homeless people’s lives).  And it requires, for reasons of political effect, that homeless people are sometimes homogenized into “the homeless” and abstracted into a condition labeled “homelessness.”  It requires that the figure of the homeless be allowed to stand for the multiplicity of states that force people to live at least part of their lives on the streets, in shelters, in insecure housing, and so forth.  It requires, sometimes, that we understand “the homeless” to be “something of an ‘indicator species.’” Such a position can create real problems.  It is in some ways an infantilizing tactic that demeans homeless people’s capabilities, and in particular, their abilities to analyze and describe the structural reasons for their lack of shelter.  By not listening to them, our analysis might be dreadfully – and fatefully – wrong.  And we cannot control the way or argument is received or diffused.  It is quite possible, for instance, that people might read our work and believe that it gives license to a range of actions to remove homeless people from the precincts of citizenship, the public, and urban space.  At the same time, however, and for very similar reasons, it also licenses a set of actions that those of us who seek to advocate for the rights of homeless people to public space as part of the public (as well as to shelter, decent health care, bodily security, and so forth) might find quite progressive.  That is to say, to maintain some distance from homeless people themselves (their concerns, their immediate needs, their views of the world and the forces that structure it), or to homogenize people experiencing homelessness as “the homeless” is not necessarily ethically bad.  Whether it is good, bad, or a more complex mixture is not a question that is easily susceptible to abstract ethical reasoning and not at all capable of being assessed through institutionalized ethics review procedures.  Rather, the moral value of such distancing is best addressed through ethical analysis that is also political. 

Ethics – is politics

Indeed, the ethical and the political cannot be easily separated, since ethics involves the assertion of moral values and orders.  Using research about homelessness to better understand the structuring of urban social relations and spaces, and therefore perhaps to advocate for their radical transformation, sheds a rather different light on typical ethical questions and procedures.  In anticipation of our research on San Diego (which was part of a larger project on public space in the United States), we had to complete IRB reviews at our respective universities.
 The basic premise of such reviews is “do no harm,” which, in some ways, is unassailable – but in other ways not.  One of the goals of our research was to make it, at least in some way, harder for some people – for example, those who worked to make public space open only to those with money or standing – to do their work.  Especially as we learned more about it, we wanted the designers of San Diego’s Clean and Safe program to be troubled, not validated, by what we made of what they told us in interviews.  We wanted – and have – stayed true to what they told us, but to do so posed a particular dilemma.  We described the problem this way:

In any given project, one is likely to come across people with whom one disagrees, but those people are still important to talk with and to engage.  The difficulty is that they will often ask for – and sometimes expect – assistance with their political missions.
  In other instances, people are not so interested in mutuality in the research process and the democratization of knowledge production so much as they are in having their story told on their own terms….  Were we obliged to do this when we believed [an informant] was seriously distorting the situation? ….  In most projects, it is helpful and important to consider the arguments of people with whom one does not agree, to study the ‘opposition,’ as it were.  If we have an obligation to the people we study, however, it is not clear what the nature of that obligation is, and whether it differs according to the degree of agreement with the political position a respondent takes (Staeheli and Mitchell 2008, 161).

A second premise of IRB reviews is that research subjects should not be exploited, which also seems unassailable, until we read that requirement in light of the above passage.  Isn’t taking the arguments of an individual, arguments made to us in good faith in the process of a research interview, and then turning those arguments against that person’s own interests (or at least the interest of that person’s role as, e.g. a director of a specific program or a Vice President of a Chamber of Commerce), the very definition of exploitation?  Does it make it any less exploitative that the person occupies a position of relative power and influence?


The question is worth repeating: does our obligation to those we engage in our research change according to political orientation?  This is a question that is not directly addressed in a wide-ranging, and very useful discussion of ethical issues that arise when conducting research with and on homeless people by a team of researchers in Britain (Cloke et al 2000).  They are concerned with that close, asymmetrical relationship that develops between researcher and marginalized other that is the focus of so much writing on ethics in the social sciences.  But they make an argument that bears thinking about in the context we are raising here.  “The practice of research can never be a neutral exercise,” they write (Cloke et al 2000, 151):

For good or ill, the very act of entering the worlds of other people means that the research and the researcher become part co-constituents of that world.  Therefore we cannot but have impact on those with whom we come in contact, and indeed on those with whom we have not had contact, but who belong in the social worlds of those we have talked to.  Much of this impact is, frankly, unknown.  For every visible occurrence of distress or other harm, there are hundreds of invisible impacts amongst networked actors.  Ultimately, such matters are entwined with the need to avoid exploitation of research subjects, and to give something back to them through the research process.

What does “giving back” look like when the goal of the research might precisely be instead to take away – to take away, for example, the very taken-for-grantedness of the kind of “broken windows” ideology that governs Clean and Safe-like programs?  What sort of “invisible” impacts and harms should we worry about?  Should we care if our use of an interviewee’s freely given comments, made in the context of her professional role might conceivably imperil her job (as with our public relations representative in San Diego)?


Choosing sides is a sine qua non of socially-engaged research, and yet discussions of the ethics of research often do not seem to recognize this.  There are starting assumptions that research subjects are necessarily vulnerable, and rules are written in light of that assumption.  This leads to counterintuitive results.  In a footnote in the introduction to her book on the “myth of disposable women” in the global economy, a book that is very clear as to the author’s political positions, Melissa Wright (2006, 171, n.9) writes, “In compliance with human subject review requirements, I use pseudonyms for all my informants and for all companies.”  Her informants are managers of assembly plants in northern Mexico and southern China.  The companies are, apparently, both large multinationals and smaller subcontractors.  The main argument of the book is that the myth of disposability licenses highly exploitative – and sometimes deadly – labor and social practices that differentially affect women workers.  Such practices, she argues are integral to the global manufacturing economy as it is now structured; they are now a necessary part of capital accumulation.  In compliance with the rules of her university’s IRB, she does not name names – not even corporate ones.  An argument can be made that the ethics review process led to an ethically compromised research.  While naming names might mean that Wright would lose access to her research sites, it might also help expose, and put an end to, abusive and exploitative practices.  The uproar that ensued when the labor practices of subcontractors making the Kathy Lee Gifford line of Wal-Mart clothing was exposed by the National Labor Committee was a function of being able to link particular manufacturers to a particular product (see Bowden 2003).  Whatever their longstanding merits, the sorts of reforms that then followed – codes of conduct, for example – were likewise in part a function of naming names.  The ethics regulations to which Wright is subject, however, seem to have no room for that kind of calculus, that kind of weighing political and ethical costs and benefits.   For as Wright so clearly demonstrates, there are ethical costs associated with the practices of the manufacturing companies.  Yet the ethics procedures protected the firms and managers, rather than the women who were exploited in the manufacturing process.   


Similarly, rules of ethics that require blanket anonymity can have a scholarly cost – or more grandly, a cost to “truth” – as well.  Using pseudonyms for companies, or as sociologists and anthropologists frequently do (and as geographers are increasingly doing), using pseudonyms for places as well, can, in some circumstances a make impossible a full analysis.  It can close off, for example, access to key public data sources such as news reports, company filings, tax records, planning documents, and so forth, if there is a chance that these might identify the company or the place.  In an intriguing and important book on community policing, for example, Steve Herbert’s (2006) decision not to name the (relatively large) area of Seattle he was researching meant that the very political decisions and debates that he constantly reflected on in the book were never actually described.  In the book, it is difficult to tell, for example, exactly why some community factions argued one way or another, because none of the contextual social history and geography is provided.  Readers can only understand that they did argue in a particular way, not, exactly, why they argued that way, or what was at stake.  There is only limited contextual discussion of the local issues driving how the subjects of the research were framing, for example, their understanding of homeless people, other “outsiders,” and the fate of their neighborhoods.  Such context was likely available in local newspaper articles and letters, planning and strategy documents, and through a historical geographic discussion of the neighborhoods themselves and their evolution as urban places.  While making a research site anonymous may have certain benefits, it can also have costs.


In both of these examples, the procedures mandated through institutional review served to cloak the stakes involved in the research topic in ways that closed off some ways in which the research could be used to the benefit of socially, politically and economically marginalized groups – groups that the authors had hoped would benefit from the research, thereby addressing the researcher’s ethical obligations.  This is an issue with which we also struggled in our research in San Diego.  For Wright and Herbert, it is clear that their research has in fact raised awareness, and the discussion of the political and moral implications of the research has moved beyond the academy.  We remain (somewhat) confident that we followed the correct strategy in not naming the consultant in San Diego.  But a nagging question remains:  What if, in the political judgment of the researcher, the best way to “contribute something” – to act ethically as a researcher – is by naming names?

Ethics/Politics/Policies? 
The goal of this essay is modest in many ways.  We have merely attempted to recognize some of the limits of contemporary debate and practice on ethics in homelessness research, advocacy, and beyond.  But recognizing those limitations, we argue, leads us to address what we think are crucial questions – questions of ethico-political practice – can be more fully examined.  It might very well be the case that the advisor of the thesis on abortion access at Syracuse University was right in her judgment, but it was a judgment in which ethics and politics were fully conjoined, not at all somehow separate as current human subjects requirements seem to expect.  It might be that our own ethical responsibility to those we interviewed in our research on homelessness in San Diego or in other work requires us to toe their political line (though we do not think so), but this too is something that neither current ethical discussions about advocacy and contemporary rules of research practice has much debated.  We think such debate is urgently needed, however.  Since ethics and politics are fully conjoined and cannot be severed, it is important to expand the range of ethical considerations.  We hope this essay is helpful in this regard.  Even more, however, we hope that discussions over ethical practice embrace the ineluctably political nature of research.  Indeed, we have argued that we need to move beyond discussions that seem to distinguish ethics and politics in research.   

It is unlikely that the issues and questions we have raised will ever be “resolved” or “fixed.”  Decisions that make sense in one context are unlikely to make sense in other contexts.  As we noted, we decided that not reporting a respondent’s answer fed into our representational strategy and into our political goals.  Yet we readily raised questions about similar decisions that other people have taken.  Situationalism and relativism seem unavoidable in socially engaged research.  


There is, however, a more intractable problem if we take seriously the tight, co-constitutive relationship between ethics and politics:  institutional review procedures.  As Blake (2007) has argued the relationship between researcher and researched is, in the ideal, based on trust; ethics procedures are a poor substitute.  But we have argued that there are situations – such as in research where there is an adversarial relationship or when researchers “use” their subjects – that building a relationship of trust would not be ethical.  These are cases in which one might assume that ethics procedures might work well, or at least might be reworked in order to do so.  We do not believe that is the case, however, because such an assumption is based on a view that ethics can be separated from politics.  We have argued against that view, and believe that the political-ethical relationship cannot be managed by fiddling with bureaucratic practices.  The issues are simply not amenable to bureaucratic resolution.  Or more accurately, perhaps, we do not believe that bureaucratic resolution is apt to be a resolution that adequately addresses the questions at stake.  It seems, then, that research on homelessness is agonistic at several levels, reflecting the structures, practices, and power relationships that consistently leave some people without shelter as well as  the complex interweaving of ethics and politics.  
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� “Institutional Review Board” is a generic label for research ethics committees that operate at the university level in the United States.  Almost all universities that received federal funds for research have them.  In other countries, such as the United Kingdom, the procedures for ethics review are less instutionalized and are often devolved to Schools and Departments, rather than the University. 


� Universities also include review boards for treatment of animals.  Less common are ethical procedures related to the environment, although these issues are incorporated into the ethics guidelines for many disciplines. 


� An IRB administrator at Syracuse University once tried to force Don to submit a human subjects application for historical, archival research.  Neither the fact that he was using publicly available documents in libraries, nor that dead people cannot give consent seemed to mollify this administrator who felt that all research receiving federal funds had to be reviewed.  The reason reflects the power of certain research funding organizations in the United States.  The National Institutes of Health (the organization that funded the infamous study of syphilis in which African-American men at Tuskeegee University were infected with the disease as part of the study) now insists that a university’s commitment to ethical research extends to all research.  Universities must agree to review all research—from the smallest study by an undergraduate writing a senior thesis to archival studies such as Don’s to large scale pharmaceutical trials—as the entry price for applications for NIH funds.  


� The somewhat tortured language in this discussion reflects our continuing unease about identifying the respondent.  It would be so much easier to use personal pronouns that would identify the person as a man or a woman, but that would also make identification of the person much easier. 


� So too is it already a political intervention to conduct research to assess, say, the role of “civility” or “order” in creating a “successful” urban landscape or an enjoyable urban life (cf. Tier 1998); to conduct research on the siting of shelters or other services (cf. Dear and Wolch 1987); or to conduct research that seeks to understand the everyday lives and paths of homeless men and women (cf. Rowe and Wolch 1990).  These are already political because they require an answer to a previous, often unstated question: what is “success”? what are the contours of order and in whose interest are they shaped? for whom shall life be enjoyable? are shelters necessary? is there some reason one must know how those we deem homeless live their daily lives?  Answers to such questions are sometimes explicit, but more frequently implicit, in the very establishment of a research project.


� While Lynn has worked with a variety of social service organizations that assist homeless people, her goals have been to understand the ways in which these organizations help to structure the public sphere. 


� The part of the sentence after the colon is from a journal kept by a member of the research team.


� Although it also pushes it in another direction than Cloke does.  For him, such a commitment for the other demands a Christian attitude of love, charity, and faith.  It can also demand a strongly-developed sense of outrage and anger.


� At the time, Lynn was a member of the Institute of Behavioral Science and the Department of Geography at the University of Colorado.


� This was, of course, what the informants on the Master’s thesis on abortion at Syracuse, were expecting, although in that case, the researcher was on their side.





