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1

Introduction:  
Unravelling Research

Teresa Macías

The authors in this volume responded to an invitation to contribute to 
the scholarly literature on research ethics and the politics of knowl-

edge production in the social sciences. I invited the authors to pick at 
the threads in the fabric of their own research, to let their research work 
unravel and, in the process reveal, render bare and, therefore thinka-
ble, the very labour associated with knowledge production. Thus, the 
invitation was not to write conventional chapters on research ethics or 
methodology, nor to provide a guide for researchers seeking answers to 
the ethical and methodological challenges they confront. Rather, I asked 
the contributors to reflect on the thinking processes associated with the 
different stages of research work: the interpretative practices, the strate-
gic negotiations, the methodological pitfalls, the theoretical voices, and 
even the mundane tasks associated with research. I encouraged the con-
tributors to think of this work of unravelling research as an exercise in 
ethics, as well as a point of entry into a critical reflection on the ethics 
and politics of knowledge production informing and framing research 
work. I hoped that this process of unravelling research would reveal fis-
sures, cracks, difficulties, dilemmas, challenges and lessons associated 
with the work of knowledge production within the social sciences.

This invitation was, foremost, a challenge to the authors to unsettle 
their own claims to knowledge, to expertise and to certainty. I asked 
them to dig, in a sort of archeological fashion (Agamben 2009), through 
the different layers of their research work in order to uncover those mo-
ments in which claims to knowing were the most precarious as well as 
those moments in which their commitment to ethical practices succeed-
ed and/or failed. Though I did not name it as such, this was an invitation 
to engage in the kind of archeological vigilance that Agamben associates 
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with inquiry in the social sciences and that he defines as a process of 
tracing research’s “own trajectory back to the point where something re-
mains obscure and unthematized” (2009, 8). Ultimately, I invited the au-
thors to trace the histories of their own research: the moments in which 
curiosity led to questions and questions led to processes of enquiry, de-
cisions about methodologies, methods, analytical frameworks, process-
es of dissemination, etc. In short, I asked the contributors to reveal the 
paradigms that inform their research: the “disciplinary matrixes” (Kuhn 
1970) within which their studies are located, and within which certain 
questions and research practices become possible while others remain 
an impossibility.

The contributors’ answers to my invitation do not disappoint. The 
chapters centre the authors’ own research work as material foundation 
for analyses that stress the indivisibility of ethics, epistemology, meth-
odology and politics. They situate themselves and their research work 
within historical and ongoing social power relations, and account for 
their positions as both members of the academy and of the communities 
on whom, and with whom, they do research. In doing so, the scholars 
in this book demonstrate a keen awareness of the colonial, historical, 
political, and institutional conditions that inform their work and that 
complicate their research labour. As Sherene Razack’s Afterword ob-
serves, the contributors “make it their mission to find an ethical place to 
stand in social science research even as they acknowledge its impossibil-
ity and never stop worrying.” Through the difficult labour of unravelling 
their own research, the authors offer bold paths towards ethical schol-
arly practice, as well as honest reflections on their misgivings about how 
research is practiced in dominant and mainstream research traditions, 
disciplines and institutions. Most importantly, the chapters enrich the 
field of research ethics by illuminating the challenges and negotiations 
that confront scholars and researchers who, due to race, gender, class, 
geographical origin, institutional location, labour precarity and histo-
ries of marginalization, labour at the margins of their disciplines and 
are often ignored in the mainstream research literature. In this way, the 
authors make timely contributions to the scholarly literature on epis-
temology, research methodology, and the ethics and politics of knowl-
edge production at a time in which Canadian universities are contend-
ing with the many historical inequities that impact research and shape 
academic work.

2 Unravelling research

Exc
erp

t



Introduction: Unravelling Research  3 

It is important to recognize that my invitation to the authors carried a 
dangerous proposition. Unravelling research is risky for academics and 
researchers who labour at the margins of our disciplines, and who occu-
py precarious positions within historical global, racial, and transnational 
power relations. Despite recent efforts by Canadian universities to address 
racism and colonialism — through, for example, targeted hiring practices 
and the appointment of equity and diversity administrators — many of 
us continue to operate within hostile and structurally inequitable institu-
tional, professional, disciplinary and political climates, and within materi-
ally problematic academic labour structures (see for example Canaan & 
Shumar 2008; Gill 2010; Giroux 2002). Within these contexts, our com-
mitment to troubling conventional ways of knowing, and to unravelling 
our own research work can further unsettle our already precarious claims 
to disciplinary belonging and to academic respectability.

Unravelling research requires us to question the foundations of the 
disciplines to which we already precariously belong, and to think, speak 
and write against the grain of established conventions, practices, politics 
and conceptions of ethics. It also requires writing dangerously and sub-
versively, to be un-disciplined (Mignolo 2015), to speak against what is 
unquestionably accepted, and to unsettle the very ground on which we 
already precariously stand. As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, 
the work of unravelling research leads to the troubling of knowledge 
claims, to the disruption of traditional approaches to studying social 
phenomena, to the historization and politization of methodology and 
knowledge, and to an exploration of the conditions that make knowl-
edge possible (Agamben 2009, 93). Unravelling research also involves 
revealing what Mignolo (2009, 162) calls the “apparatus of enunciation,” 
which determine what counts as knowledge and what knowledge counts 
within established geo-historical and geopolitical systems of knowledge 
production. Furthermore, unravelling research means engaging in a 
process of interrogation which aims, as Foucault (2005, xxiii) observes, 
to discover

on what basis knowledge and theory [become] possible; within 
what space of order knowledge [is] constituted; on the basis of 
what historical a priori, and in the element of what positivity, 
ideas [can] appear, science be established, experiences be re-
flected in philosophies, rationalities be formed, only, perhaps, 
to dissolve and vanish soon afterwards.
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The chapters included in this volume are multidisciplinary in na-
ture. The authors tackle the challenge of unravelling research from di-
verse methodological, theoretical and conceptual frameworks includ-
ing Latinx and Chicana Studies (Sztainbok & Gajardo, Ch. 2), archival 
research (Macías, Ch. 3), ethnology (Angod, Ch. 4), narrative research 
(Badwall, Ch. 5; Janzen & Strega, Ch. 8), Mad methodologies (LeFrançois 
& Voronka, Ch. 6), community-based participatory research (Janes, Ch. 
7), and big digital data (O’Connell, Ch. 9). The authors incorporate a 
diversity of theoretical voices into their research including critical race 
theory, critical social theory, decoloniality, postcolonialism, Indigenous 
epistemologies, transnational feminism, post-structuralism, etc. In the 
process, they probe the ethicality of these methodological and theoreti-
cal frameworks and situate them, as well as their research, within the so-
ciopolitical and historical contexts influencing and shaping their work. 
The authors delve into issues such as the constitution and regulation of 
research subjects and participants through, for example, practices of col-
lecting big digital data (O’Connell, Ch. 9) and the recruitment of com-
munity participants to assist in research work (Janes, Ch. 7). They reveal 
ethical dilemmas and political implications associated with practices of 
representation, writing and reporting on, for example, racialized social 
workers’ experiences of white dominance (Badwall, Ch. 5), testimonies 
by street sex workers (Janzen and Strega, Ch. 8), racialized encounters in 
international humanitarian work (Angod, Ch. 4), stories of violence col-
lected in archives (Macías, Ch. 3) and practices of research and writing 
about the Global South within contemporary geopolitical power struc-
tures (Sztainbok & Gajardo, Ch. 2).

Despite the diversity of these research endeavours, one central thread 
links the chapters: questions of research ethics are always and simulta-
neously questions of methodology and politics. In other words, research 
ethics cannot be disentangled from issues related to politics, theory and 
practice, and, as a result, any proposal for ethical practice in research 
must remain cognizant of the entanglement of methodology and politics. 
Furthermore, questions of ethics, methodology and politics are them-
selves also questions of subjectivity. That is, they are questions raised, not 
by a researcher that exists a priori and independent from the research, 
but by a subject-researcher that is called into being through the research: 
through the encounter with an Other whose life, and sometimes death, 
the research seeks to capture and bring into existence as knowledge, and 

4 Unravelling research
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Introduction: Unravelling Research  5 

through the ongoing search for ethical practice. In this way, the chapters 
unsettle commonly accepted ideas that an impartial, rational and unen-
cumbered researcher exists and can somehow outline an ethical practice 
in advance of the application of any methodology, independent of the 
context within which the research exists. Instead, within the chapters, the 
work of knowledge production emerges as an activity that is ultimately en-
meshed in issues of methodology, politics and subjectivity; and it is from 
within these entanglements that authors propose possible, yet always im-
perfect, ambiguous and trepidatious ethical directions for scholars, stu-
dents and researchers seeking possible ways forward.

Research, Power and Politics
Following on the footsteps of critical social theorists, and post-structur-
al and decolonial thinkers, the contributors to this volume stress the im-
portance of situating research and its related ethical negotiations within 
social power relations such as geopolitical, imperial and colonial power 
structures and systems of knowledge; white supremacy and processes 
of racialization; transnational politics of knowledge production and 
their associated politics of representation; neoliberal governmentality; 
biomedical and psychiatric systems of regulation of knowledge and re-
search; colonial and imperial civilizational discourses and their manifes-
tation in professional narratives of helping and benevolence; and politics 
of memory and witnessing.

For instance, Sztainbok and Gajardo (Ch. 2) argue that research is 
situated within geopolitical, imperial, colonial and transnational con-
texts that influence the constitution of certain knowledge as science 
while other knowledge becomes culture, anecdote and experience (see 
also Mignolo 2007; 2011; Quijano 2007). These geopolitics of knowl-
edge production, as Sztainbok and Gajardo observe, create conditions 
in which subjects and knowledge emerging from the real and imagi-
nary space called the Global South — including the knowledge pro-
duced by subalternized researchers in the Global North — are always 
already known, always already located within specific parameters of in-
telligibility, always “heard through the accent.” In a similar vein, Janzen 
and Strega (Ch. 8) argue that these geopolitical, imperial and colonial 
contexts determine how the stories shared by participants — especially 
participants who are marginalized by gender, colonialism, racialization, 
poverty, etc. — are taken up, heard and/or unheard in research.
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In her reflection on the difficulties of writing about racialized encoun-
ters within international humanitarian work, Angod (Ch. 4) exposes the 
methodological challenges of producing knowledge about practices of 
racialization within imperial and global social power relations. This re-
flection leads her to argue for a politics of accounting for the distinct 
positionalities of researchers and participants and for the ways in which 
researchers — including racialized researchers — share historical re-
sponsibilities for global and colonial racial and epistemic structures. 
Similarly, in her discussion of the ethics of reporting on the experiences 
of racialized social workers within white supremacy, Badwall (Ch. 5) 
cautions racialized researchers against assuming similarity, or an insider 
position, in relation to research participants based solely on shared ra-
cial identity. Unproblematic assumptions of sameness, she argues, can 
result in the effacement of the complex histories of racism and the mul-
tiple social and political conditions that shape how race is experienced 
and lived by racialized communities.

LeFrançois and Voronka’s (Ch. 6) critique of biomedical and psy re-
search in mental health highlights the way in which these research fields 
both continue to sustain the subjugation and disciplining of people con-
stituted as mad, and remain rooted in histories of scientific racism, co-
lonial power structures and their historically constituted taxonomies of 
difference. Biomedical epistemologies and the psy system, they argue, 
not only ignore the complex experiences of madpeople, but also subju-
gate mad epistemologies, denying legitimacy to mad ways of knowing 
and being in the world.

In Chapter 3, I engage in an exploration of the ethical challenges as-
sociated with archival research, and I unsettle the notion that archival 
research — as work done on data that is in the public domain — is some-
how free from the ethical challenges that may affect research involving 
“live” participants. In the process, I delve into the nature of archives as 
devices with complex historical and social functions, situated within 
historical and political contexts, and implicated in turning certain ex-
periences, documents, stories, etc. into archival records. I argue that 
archives are not neutral depositories of records; rather, they produce 
records through the complex interplay of power and knowledge. As a 
result, archival research can never be free of the power-knowledge re-
gimes that shape the archive and that regulate knowledge production. 
In the case of archives containing testimonies of state-sponsored terror 

6 Unravelling research
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Introduction: Unravelling Research  7 

practices in Chile, which is the case that concerns me, my work in the 
archives, as well as the work of representation associated with research, 
are entwined in the same politics of truth that determine what stories 
of terror are allowed to exist in the archive. Therefore, archival research 
on these records must take into consideration the social power relations 
that shape the archive if we are to conduct ethical, or less unethical, ar-
chival research.

In her analysis of the practices of collecting big digital data, O’Connell 
(Ch. 9) also delves into the political issues associated with the produc-
tion of digital archives and its related practices of collecting digital infor-
mation. O’Connell situates the ever-expanding collection of digital data 
within what she calls “informational capitalism” and its related “digital 
empire.” Digital research and the collection and management of big data, 
she argues, not only bypass conventional — though arguably limited — 
academic ethics review processes; they also reconstitute knowledge-pro-
ducing labour, privatize data and reformulate issues such as consent and 
privacy to fit within neoliberal, individualistic discourses and systems of 
governance and surveillance. While digital data is commonly assumed 
to be “public” and “neutral,” O’Connell reveals how this data is in fact the 
property and product of private corporations with ever-increasing roles 
in the surveillance and securitization of vulnerable populations and the 
public in general.

Finally, in her critique of community-based participatory research 
(cbpr), Janes (Ch. 7) unpacks and politicizes concepts such as collabora-
tion and participation, concepts that cbpr continues to hold dear, but 
that remain steeped in unequal structures of epistemic governance as 
well as in neoliberal and capitalist politics of knowledge extraction. Using 
Foucault’s concept of governmentality, Janes reveals how community col-
laboration is regulated, disciplined and ultimately reconstituted to fit 
within neoliberal notions of knowledge accumulation, commodification 
and dissemination. Practices of inclusion and strategies to promote com-
munity participation, she shows, can also operate as forms of epistemic 
governance and dominance grounded on insidious and far-reaching neo-
liberal politics of extraction. cbpr operates as “a technique of inclusion” 
that ultimately responsibilizes communities for their social problems 
while appropriating and managing their labour and knowledge.

The contributors draw on their subject positionality to theorize the 
ethical and political implications of contemporary research practices. As 
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they grapple with the complex ethical dilemmas that can both under-
mine and enrich social science research, they also recognize, acknowl-
edge and critically engage with conditions of complicity that implicate 
us in practices of knowledge extraction and in the production of knowl-
edge about “Others.” Angod (Ch. 4), for instance, interrogates her role as 
a racialized researcher extracting data and producing knowledge about 
racialized encounters in the context of North-South unequal power re-
lations. In Chapter 3, I also reflect on my own complicity in practices 
of reporting and representation of terror stories captured in official ar-
chives, at the same time that I trouble any claim to innocence and cer-
tainty in the representational work associated with knowledge produc-
tion. Janzen and Strega (Ch. 8), on their part, reflect on the challenges 
they confront when collecting street sex workers’ testimonies of violence 
within the context of colonial histories and their interlocking relation-
ship to patriarchy. Colonialism and patriarchy, they argue, continue to 
make marginalized women, specifically Indigenous women, into easy 
targets of research. Janzen and Strega identify the challenges of having 
to adhere to ethical conventions that require that the data be “‘scrubbed 
clean’ of identity,” severing the subject from her own story in the ex-
tractive process of research and knowledge production. Such scrubbing, 
they propose, constitutes a form of epistemic violence that implicates 
researchers in critical ways.

The contributors scrutinize conceptions of research that are com-
monly unspoken, assumed unquestionable and invisible in their taken-
for-granted-ness. Most critically, they stress that power is unescapable 
because researchers are always situated within practices and traditions 
that rely on the desire to “know.” Yet, as Sztainbok and Gajardo (Ch. 2) 
observe, for example, power can, at times, be exercised in productive 
ways. Sometimes categories are needed and borders need to be named 
and evoked for the purpose of justice. Building on Gloria Anzaldúa’s in-
fluential work, Sztainbok and Gajardo argue that racialized and Southern 
scholars exist entremundos (between worlds), a positionality that is not 
always limiting. Rather, existing entremundos has its advantages because 
within it, “normative scripts can be transformed to produce multiple 
inhabited selves.” As I also propose in Chapter 3, practices of representa-
tion in research can take the form of political action, an action that is 
necessary, at the same time that it is situated within political, histori-
cal and social contexts. And, as Janzen and Strega (Ch. 8) suggest, it is 

8 Unravelling research
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Introduction: Unravelling Research  9 

possible for researchers to become witnesses to the stories of street sex 
workers, and to the ways in which, through their demand for narrative 
sovereignty, street sex workers exercise their “will and drive to live,” in 
spite of the social, political and historical forces bent on bringing about 
their death.

By scrutinizing the ethicality of their own research projects, the au-
thors unsettle the very ground on which they stand, and in the process, 
they destabilize their and other researchers’ claims to ethical certainty 
at the same time that they challenge institutional conceptions of eth-
ics that, as Janzen and Strega (Ch. 8) argue, “are long on legalities, but 
short on justice.” Thus, it is critical to reemphasize that the authors do 
more than provide important critiques of the methodologies that inform 
their research and of the practices associated with the contextual and 
politically significant work of producing knowledge. They also present 
us with discussions in which ethics becomes a question of methodology 
and politics. That is, ethics are not prior to methodology and politics are 
not external to research. Rather, ethics and politics are intrinsic parts of 
every aspect of research.

The Subject-Researcher
The socio-political and historical contexts of research situate and impli-
cate the researcher as a subject that is constituted and takes on the role of 
researcher in the minutia associated with research work, as well as in the 
relationships between researcher and subjects/objects of study. Several 
of the authors problematize the decision-making practices of research-
ers, challenging ideas of neutrality and objectivity in decisions regarding 
methodologies, recruitment, reporting, writing, representation, etc. By 
so doing, the authors politicize decision-making practices in research 
regarding, for example, how racialized resistance and experiences of rac-
ism, sexual violence, street sex work, and stories of violence are con-
stituted as the data that is then fragmented, interpreted, analyzed, and 
finally written in and/or out of research reports. These decisions are not 
made by a self-contained, independent, and unencumbered researcher. 
Rather, they are constitutive of the researcher and their relationship to 
their topic and research subjects. In other words, the researcher is not 
as a pre-existing character, but rather emerges in the very performa-
tive work of research (see for instance, Macías Ch. 3). Furthermore, the 
researcher-subject is always situated and regulated within regimes of 
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truth, geopolitics of knowing, social structures, scholarly practices, poli-
tics related to publication and research funding, labour practices within 
the academe, etc. (Gill 2010; Mignolo 2009; Moore 2010).

As they unpack the self-constituting aspect of research, the authors 
model a form of reflexivity that departs from what is commonly un-
derstood as critical self-reflection. While it has become a common and 
advisable practice in social science research (see for example Gallagher 
2000; Harding 1992; Haraway 1988), critical reflexivity has also come un-
der scrutiny. At best, it is considered a form of self-indulgence (Sanchez 
Tylor & O’Connell Davidson 2010); at worst, it is seen as another way 
of re-inscribing, through practices of confession, white dominance and 
the moral superiority of white western subjects (see for example Badwall 
2016).

Instead, the form of critical reflexivity that the authors in this col-
lection model is one that shares a commitment to unsettle any claims 
for the stability of the subject-researcher, and, as a result, it cannot eas-
ily be deemed self-indulgent or confessional. As I suggest in Chapter 
3, for instance, an ethical practice of reflection requires that we render 
the subjectivity of both the researcher and the researched precarious, 
always-in-progress, yet permanently situated within sociopolitical and 
historical contexts. This precarity is not meant to imply that the re-
searcher is powerless or vulnerable, but rather that her very constitu-
tion as a researcher is always in process, a project in the making and 
always historical and political. As Badwall (Ch. 4) proposes, conducting 
research as a racialized researcher with racialized participants requires 
an attitude of vigilance and a commitment to resist the impulse to find 
commonality in narratives about experiences of racism. The subject-
researcher, in Badwall’s reflection, is one that resists the desire to both 
separate her own experience from that of her participants at the same 
time that she resists the impulse to unproblematically assume a com-
mon ground. This subject-researcher is one that also understands that 
her subjectivity and multiple subject positions are always present in the 
research. Badwall’s commitment is to practices of intersubjectivity and 
reflexivity that can lead to more complex and fundamentally anti-essen-
tialist analyses of racism.

On their part, Sztainbok and Gajardo (Ch. 2) as well as Angod (Ch. 
4) argue for practices of reflexivity that render the positionality of the 
researcher “opaque” while renouncing any claim to universal impartial-
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ity, rationality and ethical certainty. Janzen and Strega (Ch. 8) engage in 
a practice of reflexivity that is situated in the intersubjective relationship 
between the researcher and the participant in which participants issue 
a demand for “narrative sovereignty,” a demand that calls the researcher 
to become a witness to the participants’ mnemonic labour. While they 
do not call it critical reflexivity, Janzen and Strega model a form of re-
flection in which they remain aware of the challenges of manoeuvring 
institutional demands, historical conditions and social power relations 
as they answer the participants’ demands.

It is important to stress that the form of reflexivity performed by the 
authors is not meant to re-centre the researcher as a subject capable of 
independent decision making and controlling all aspects of the research, 
nor as a practitioner capable of determining ethical practice outside so-
cio-political and historical contexts. Rather, the forms of reflexivity that 
the authors propose is one that is always in dialogue with others. That is, 
reflexivity is not an individual process but rather a collective one, always 
taking place within social, historical and political contexts. As a result, 
reflexivity emerges as a form of social responsibility, a form of political 
action, and a commitment to give up the search for any form of authen-
ticity and certainty. Reflexivity is ultimately a process of interrogation 
and questioning the conditions under which research leads to knowl-
edge. Furthermore, reflexivity is a collaborative process, a process that 
takes place in dialogue with others, both through an engagement with 
the work of critical thinkers, or, as in the case of Sztainbok and Gajardo 
(Ch. 2), in the meetings of critical minds willing to challenge one anoth-
er. Most importantly, reflexivity in the chapters in this book is a form of 
unapologetic labour and an activity that resists the kind of unproductive 
confessional practices that characterize self-reflective statements.

Ethics and Methodology
The search for a common conception of ethics was never the purpose 
of this book and, in fact, the authors put forward a diversity of ethical 
proposals that include conceptions of ethics as performative, ambigu-
ous, undomesticated, undisciplined and accountable. The authors also 
conceptualize ethical practice as being fundamentally intersubjective, 
possible only in the constitutive relationship between the researcher and 
the subjects of research in which research subjects issue a demand that 
the researcher must answer (Janzen & Strega, Ch. 8). This intersubjec-
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tive relationship is also one in which the researcher’s desire for com-
mon ground needs to be interrogated (Badwall, Ch. 5). Further, in this 
intersubjective relationship, as Janes (Ch. 7) proposes, the researcher is 
required to negotiate both the oppressive and liberatory aspects of any 
methodology and live with both the impossibility and the necessity for 
equitable practices of knowledge production.

In the same way that decisions about methodology cannot be sepa-
rated from the political context within which research takes place, ethics 
appear in the chapters as always negotiated within, and impacted by, the 
political. The authors propose that ethics are never separate from both 
methodological decisions and the political context within which their 
research endeavours are situated. That is, ethical practice is neither pos-
sible a priori of decisions of methodology, nor independent from histor-
ical, social and political contexts and are, in fact, negotiated — in ways 
that are always uncertain and messy — in the entanglements of politics, 
power and practice. As a result, rather than offering satisfactory resolu-
tion to the ethical dilemmas they confront, the contributors to this col-
lection offer glimpses of their ongoing and always unresolved processes 
of ethical reflection and questioning.

For instance, as a I reflect on the ethical challenges associated with 
researching stories of state-sponsored terror recorded in archives (Ch. 
3), I propose that any ethical practice in research must be negotiated in 
the very narrow and politically relevant space between the records of 
violence found in archives and the practices of representation in which 
researchers engage. I propose that this narrow space is significant be-
cause in it the subject researcher, and the research itself, is constituted 
through the quotidian labour associated with transforming records into 
data. That is, the researcher is called into being through the work of col-
lecting, organizing, fragmenting and reporting on the records. Ethics, 
I propose, is the performative and always un-realized and perilous ac-
tion through which researchers come into being through the work they 
perform within the narrow space between violence and its representa-
tion. As performative, this form of ethics renders the subject precarious 
in ways that opens up multiple opportunities for transformative action. 
This way of understanding ethics stands in contrast to traditional con-
ceptions of ethics as rules and codes of conduct negotiated by a stable 
subject that is independent of the research. In fact, this understanding of 
ethics as both performative and precarious render the subject–research-
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er and the research work uncertain, always a project in the making in the 
constantly shifting and political work of knowledge production.

Sztainbok and Gajardo (Ch. 2) propose an ethics of ambiguity when 
engaging in research within the geopolitical structures that continue to 
rely on the establishment and perpetuation of global, racial, imperial po-
litical orders, systems of inequality and regimes of knowledge. This eth-
ics of ambiguity requires that researchers from the Global South, as well 
as subalternized researchers in the Global North, commit to inhabit a 
space Sztainbok and Gajardo define as a borderland: a place in between 
worlds, as well as a place in which different worlds, cultures and people 
edge one another. In the borderlands, researchers can both resist the im-
pulse to know at the same time that they recognize that some knowledge 
is needed for justice. In the borderlands, researchers can engage in the 
difficult work of revealing and naming racism, imperialism and white su-
premacy while negotiating their own uncertain roles as knowledge pro-
ducers with and about the Other. Finally, in the borderlands, racialized 
and marginalized researchers can adopt an ethics of ambiguity, charac-
terized by a commitment to be undomesticated and undisciplined, to 
speak against racism while revealing its modus operandi, to remain part 
of their communities yet resist the impulse to become native informants, 
and to unsettle and hopefully dismantle commonly accepted notions of 
impartiality as well as knower-known binaries. Ambiguity, Sztainbok 
and Gajardo argue, is not the same as ambivalence — understood as 
the balancing of opposing perspectives — but rather, a commitment to 
transformational politics, to unsettle, and to revealing power, epistemi-
cide, racism, etc. Ethical practice is, according to Sztainbok and Gajardo, 
a commitment to continuous questioning, and is fundamentally a politi-
cal project. Finally, this ethics of ambiguity is characterized by a com-
mitment to both humility and un-domestication: humility required to 
do away with the desire to ever know everything, and un-domestication 
understood as a refusal to unproblematically accept any claims to stable 
subject positions and universal stories or narratives.

Angod (Ch. 4) builds on the work of Sherene Razack, a Canadian 
critical race scholar, and proposes an ethics of accountability defined as 
a commitment to recognize not only how racialized researchers are sub-
ordinated but also how they contribute to the subordination of others, 
of the people with whom, on whom and/or about whom their knowl-
edge-producing work is performed. This commitment to accountability 
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requires that researchers recognize that they both shape and are shaped 
by their encounter with their research subjects. This ethics of account-
ability, Angod proposes, imply an obligation to reveal what is invisible 
to, and unseen by, the colonializing gaze, while avoiding sliding into po-
sitions of innocence. Angod illustrates what an ethics of accountability 
make possible in her own ethnographic work, in which she attempts to 
denaturalize some of the normative stories told about racialized children 
by elite white volunteers doing work in South Africa. Readers may find 
her discussion of how she engaged in practice of observation and analy-
sis instructive of the ethical commitment she puts forward.

As teachers of research, we commonly ask students/researchers under 
our supervision to reflect on why they want to do research, and many 
times we advise them to choose research topics or issues to which they 
feel a close connection, or communities with which they share a com-
mon experience or history. We assume that having shared experiences 
can lead to more ethical research practices, or that insider research can 
help advance social justice. Yet, Badwall (Ch. 5) cautions racialized re-
searchers against unquestioned assumptions of insider-researcher posi-
tions when doing research on racism. She urges us to resist the impulse 
to assume sameness because such an assumption creates the illusion of 
the existence of one authentic universal voice that can tell one story of 
racism. Yet, she does not adhere to unproblematic assumptions of out-
sider-ness either; for racialized researchers do have their own embodied 
knowledge of racism that inform their work. Instead, Badwall proposes 
that we situate ourselves in what she calls a “third space”: space that is 
neither inside nor completely outside the communities and experiences 
of racialized people. In this third space, researchers can resist reading 
their own experience into the narratives offered by participants and can 
avoid producing a single essentialized story of racism. From this third 
space, researchers can tell complex stories of how racism operates in 
ways that both reveal the connections that exist between diverse narra-
tives of racism while honouring the complexity, diversity and contextual 
character of people’s experiences. It is important to mention that Badwall 
does not claim that in this third space, we may find an all-knowing, ob-
jective or impartial subject-researcher, a researcher unburdened by as-
sumptions of commonality or difference. Rather, the researcher situated 
in this third space is a subject that labours with full awareness of how 
her own experience influences her work while remaining attentive to the 
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complex ways in which racism and racial injustice systematically oper-
ates in people’s lives. Through this commitment to complexity, Badwall 
proposes, the researcher can allow for other voices and other stories to 
emerge and speak through the data.

As they reflect on the politics of knowledge production concerning 
people historically labelled as mad, LeFrançois and Voronka (Ch. 6) 
argue for the maddening of both research and of ethics. In the process, 
they show how ethics, epistemology and methodology are inseparable 
and must always be considered together. Building on Derrida’s work, 
LeFrançois and Voronka argue that ethics requires a commitment to 
remain in a suspended moment prior to action, a moment in which 
justice is perhaps still possible, and in which researchers live with the 
tensions associated with every research decision without attempting to 
resolve them. Ethical actions in this moment are fundamentally “recal-
citrant, unruly, uncontainable, disorderly, unstable, ungovernable.” Yet, 
researchers need to remain committed to defying and eschewing domi-
nant, colonial, racist and positivist systems of knowledge production. 
In order to realize this ethics of unruliness, LeFrançois and Voronka 
argue for the maddening of research. That is, for the development and 
advancement of mad epistemologies, mad theories and mad method-
ologies as strategies to decentre and resist dominant biomedical, psy, 
and sanist systems of knowledge production. A mad epistemology cen-
tres the ways of knowing and being of madpeople at the same time that 
it unsettles and decolonizes scientific knowledge. Most importantly, a 
mad methodology creates possibilities for transformative processes of 
mad subjectification while creating knowledge from the standpoint of 
madpeople, and revealing the political context within which research 
is situated.

Janzen and Strega (Ch. 8) centre the issue of intersubjective relation-
ality when reflecting on their research work with women transitioning 
out of street sex work, many of whom were Indigenous and racialized, 
and who, as part of the research, shared their testimonies of violence and 
trauma. Decisions about methodology also emerge as closely linked to 
ethics and politics in this chapter, and this link is reflected, for instance, 
in the decision to shift methodological approaches — from grounded 
theory to narrative research — in order to both respond to the ethical 
demand for narrative sovereignty issued by participants and account for 
how narratives are embedded in social, political and historical contexts. 
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Responding to participants’ ethical demands, Janzen and Strega suggest, 
requires recognition of the unequal and uneven labour associated with 
the work of memory as work that is still carried out by Indigenous, ra-
cialized and poor women. Yet, despite this unevenness, memory work 
can also constitute acts of resistance and insurgence to which research-
ers must bear witness.

Janzen and Strega and their research team began their research with 
the assumption that, as researchers who shared lived experiences with 
their participants, they were better suited to conduct the work than re-
searchers who did not share the same experiences. Yet, they soon rec-
ognized that there remains a measure of distance between researchers 
and participants, a distance that cannot be easily bridged. This distance, 
Janzen and Strega propose, constitutes a “ethically trepidatious zone,” a 
zone that while troubling notions of commonality, still presents impor-
tant possibilities for ethical action. This zone is also a place where an 
intersubjective and dialogic relationship between speaker and listener 
can be forged and in which researcher and participant negotiate their 
subjectivities. That is, neither the speaker nor the listener comes into 
this relationship as fully formed subjects, but rather emerge as subjects 
within the space that both separates and connects them. While uncer-
tain and “ethically trepidatious,” this space between participants and re-
searcher is also a space in which it is possible for researchers to adopt 
an “ethics of witnessing,” understood as a form of witnessing that takes 
place within an “intersubjective present” where the researcher bears wit-
ness to the labour of memory, the “performance of testimony,” and the 
participants’ “will and drive to live.”

The entanglement of ethics, methodology and politics is also a central 
theme in Janes’ chapter on cbpr (Ch. 7). Although Janes challenges and 
ultimately demystifies claims that cbpr is a more just, and thus more 
ethical, approach to research, she does not propose the complete elimi-
nation of cbpr. Rather, she remains committed to searching for possible 
opportunities for ethical practice in cbpr; for ways of “not being gov-
erned quite so much,” for chances to think differently about commu-
nity participation and for opportunities to practice more transformative 
forms of community engagement. Janes is committed to remain in the 
space between the oppressive and liberatory effects of cbpr in order to 
recognize both the impossibility and the necessity of equitable knowl-
edge production. In this space, Janes suggests, it is possible for research-
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ers and communities to resist the desire for proximity and to decentre 
the academe as the sole site for knowledge production. Finally, in this 
space, it is possible for communities and researchers to imagine trans-
formative practices of knowledge production that can ultimately chal-
lenge hegemonic neoliberal conceptions of knowledge.

O’Connell (Ch. 9) turns her attention to the ethical challenges posed 
by intensifying practices of digital data gathering, management and 
control. She is particularly concerned with how corporate practices of 
digital data management intersect with academic research in ways that 
sidestep ethical institutional safeguards and rules related to confiden-
tiality, risk and informed consent. She warns academics not to assume 
that digital data is “in the public domain.” Rather, she reveals how digital 
data is, in fact, owned and controlled by transnational corporations that 
do not have to comply with the same practices that regulate academic 
research. Furthermore, O’Connell argues that practices of digital data 
collection are not only contributing to the constitution of a corporate 
digital empire but are also reconfiguring and reformulating concepts 
such as privacy, private-public distinctions, consent, confidentiality and, 
ultimately, knowledge. While accepting the limitations of traditional 
concepts of informed consent, confidentiality and risk — notions closely 
linked to institutional ethics review processes and firmly grounded on 
western, scientific, colonial and racist conceptions of the subject in re-
search — she alerts us to the importance of reconceptualizing and, at 
times defending, these traditional conceptions of ethics especially in the 
era of big digital data.

It has been a tremendous honour and privilege for me to read the 
chapters in their different iterations and to engage the authors in en-
riching discussions and collaborative processes of thinking and reflec-
tion about research, ethics and politics. The multidisciplinary charac-
ter of the chapters is bound to contribute to politically relevant debates 
concerning the production of knowledge in the social sciences and to 
reflections on the challenges of producing ethical knowledge. Thus, I 
hope this book will enrich the thinking and reflection of those search-
ing for more nuanced, complex and critical engagements with ques-
tions related to the ethics and politics of knowledge production in so-
cial science research.
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