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ABSTRACT

This article reflects on some ethical dilemmas presented by an ethno-
graphic study of prostitution that I conducted in the 1990s. The study
drew one research subject into a long and very close relationship with
me, and though she was an active and fully consenting participant in the
research, she was also objectified within both the field relationship and
the textual products it generated. This kind of contradiction has been
recognized and discussed as a more general problem for ethnography
by feminist and critical ethnographers. In this article it is considered
specifically in relation to informed consent as an ethical issue. If an
ethnographer secures the free and informed consent of a research subject,
does this necessarily make the intimacy of their subsequent relationship
ethical? Is it possible for anyone to genuinely consent to being objec-
tified through the research process?
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INTRODUCTION

In 1993, I embarked on my first piece of research on the sex trade, an ethno-
graphic study of a private brothel run by Desiree, a British sex worker, in a
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residential street in a small town in the Midlands. This study (also my subse-
quent research on sex commerce) led me to think a good deal about the nature
and meaning of the term ‘consent’, for questions about consent are at the
heart of much contemporary Euro-American feminist debate on prostitution
(O’Connell Davidson, 1998, 2002, 2005). On the one hand, there are feminist
abolitionists who argue that prostitution, like slavery, is a market in which
human beings are reduced to objects and traded as such, and that it is imposs-
ible for a woman to give meaningful consent to this kind of objectification.
If she appears to say ‘Yes’ to prostitution, it is because she is subject to
violence by third parties or else coerced in the sense that prostitution is ‘the
only means of economic existence available’ to her (Barry, 1995: 196). Other
feminists, however, hold that the provision of sexual services is no different
from other forms of service work, and that it is perfectly possible for adults
to freely and willingly consent to work in prostitution (Nagle, 1997, Bindman,
1997). From this perspective, it infantilizes women to suggest that they lack
the capacity to consent to prostitution contracts, or any other contract.

This debate reproduces many of the long-standing tensions within liberal
political thought regarding consent. Contractual consent has always been
both central to, and problematic for, liberal theory. It is taken as the corner-
stone of political and economic relations in a liberal democratic society, and
yet there is debate both about the kind of contracts that a person can legiti-
mately consent to and the type and degree of coercion or pressure that can
legitimately be applied to extract a person’s consent. Furthermore, because
liberal thinkers link the capacity for consent to autonomy and rationality, it
is also often argued that certain categories of person are not qualified to
either grant or withhold their consent to political, social, economic or sexual
arrangements, and consent must therefore be given or refused on their behalf
by caretakers. This case is today most commonly made in relation to children
and to adults suffering from mental illness or disability, but it has historically
also been made in relation to women, the poor, colonized peoples, and racial
and ethnic minority groups (Pateman, 1988; Parekh, 1995; Lister, 1997).

Questions about consent are also central to debates on the ethics of research
involving human subjects. Revelations about cases in which people were
either forced or deceived into participating in medical and biological research
that seriously harmed, even killed, them have led to a heavy emphasis on
informed consent in ethical guidelines for medical and biological researchers,
as well as on the responsibility of the researcher to strenuously avoid causing
any harm to research subjects (Homan, 1991). And yet even here, there is
continuing debate over risks that people can be invited to consent to, and the
kind of financial and other inducements that can ethically be offered to secure
their consent.

So far as the social sciences are concerned, there are still more complex
debates over whether it is necessary, desirable or possible to establish universal
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ethical principles to guide researchers. Certainly, there is no real consensus
regarding the principle of informed consent. Some scholars strongly believe
that covert methods can, under certain circumstances, ‘also have an ethical
value’ (Homan, 1991: 73). Indeed, the weight of such arguments means that
although there is general agreement that social science research should
normally be guided by this principle of free and informed consent, ethical
guidelines for social researchers do not always completely proscribe the use
of covert methods. So, for example, the British Sociological Association
(BSA) guidelines on ethical practice state that ‘As far as possible participation
in sociological research should be based on the freely given informed consent
of those studied’ (emphasis added).

Despite this tacit acceptance that there are some (albeit limited) situations
in which it may be both necessary and morally defensible for sociologists to
act covertly in the sense of failing to actively seek the informed consent of
research subjects, there are no circumstances in which it would be considered
acceptable to bully, deceive or cajole someone into participating in a piece of
research after she or he had explicitly refused to give consent to participate.
If researchers are working in a context that requires them to secure the
consent of research participants, then they are expected to understand that
‘No’ definitely means ‘No’ if they meet with refusal. But if someone does
give informed consent to participate in research, especially in research that
interrogates the intimate details of her or his life, experience and emotions,
should we accept that ‘Yes’ means ‘Yes’?

Desiree did give very active and fully informed consent to participate in
the ethnographic study I conducted. However, reflecting on the study with
the benefit of hindsight, I can see some uncomfortable parallels between
debates about consent in relation to research and debates about consent in
relation to prostitution. If an ethnographer secures the free and informed
consent of a research subject, does it make the intimacy of their subsequent
relationship ethical? Is it possible for anyone to genuinely consent to being
objectified through the research process?

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF PROSTITUTION

Desiree worked from a house that she herself owned and she ran what was
effectively a fairly lucrative small business (it had a turnover of over £90,000
per annum in 1993) providing clients with a range of services, including
‘straight sex’ and domination services. My research with Desiree began by
chance rather than design. Following some undergraduate lectures I had given
on sexuality, a student who worked as a receptionist for Desiree approached
me and asked if I would like her to arrange an interview with Desiree as she
thought I would find her interesting. I said yes, and conducted an interview
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that focused on questions about prostitution as a form of work (at that time,
my research interests were informed by debates in the sociology of work and
employment). Desiree and I got on well at this first meeting, and enjoyed
talking to one another. She then asked me if I would like to come back and
do more research, and it struck me that a small participant observation study
working as a receptionist at her brothel would allow me to explore a number
of issues I was interested in, such as the following, what exactly is it that is
being exchanged in the prostitute–client transaction? What does the prosti-
tute sell, and what does the client buy? What is it like to work in a brothel
like this? In what senses does it resemble other forms of employment? And
what motivates men to pay for commercial sexual services?

I embarked on the research, and employed a number of different data-
gathering techniques during the course of the study: participant observation
as a receptionist in Desiree’s ‘brothel’ (which involved working every Friday
taking phone calls, taking coffee to and making small talk with waiting clients,
and generally supporting Desiree); in-depth, unstructured qualitative inter-
views with some of her regular clients and with her other receptionists; a
survey of the ‘services’ requested by 150 of Desiree’s clients; textual analysis
of clients’ letters to Desiree as well as of transcripts of Desiree’s sessions with
clients, which Desiree offered to tape-record for me. But I also learned a great
deal about the research questions I was interested in through the innumer-
able informal conversations I had with Desiree about her life and her work,
conversations that not only took place during the nine months that I was
formally conducting the ethnography (i.e. working one day a week as a recep-
tionist), but also in the course of a 5-years-long, very close friendship that
developed between us, during which time I was involved in various other
research projects on prostitution in Britain and abroad.

I hope that had we met under different circumstances, Desiree and I would
still have become good friends, because I liked her very much. But it is also
the case that the research method I employed quickly propelled us into quite
an intense and close emotional relationship. To conduct an ethnographic study
in such a claustrophobically small context (all the action took place in one
small house, from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m., with a very small cast of characters –
Desiree and three other receptionists, a handful of hangers-on, and clients
passing in and out) is a method that necessarily creates intimacy between the
researcher and researched. Indeed, if intimacy were not quickly established,
it would spell an end to the research.

Desiree was always hyped-up, restless and anxious when working, and
this, combined with extreme boredom during the hours spent waiting for a
client to show up, generated an emotionally charged atmosphere in the
brothel. There was always much laughter, for Desiree had a keen sense of
humour and was also very fond of practical jokes. But the anxiety and bore-
dom also gave rise to a good deal of tension and more negative emotions, and
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Desiree’s hysterical amusement could easily and quickly tip over into fits of
anger or episodes of depression or distress. Part of the role played by the
receptionist on duty was to keep Desiree amused and to calm her down when
she became angry or upset. Indeed, Desiree could be described as something
of a prima donna when at work, and receptionists who failed to find a way
of handling her as such were not employed for long. Working in the brothel
one day a week thus implied establishing a kind of emotional intimacy with
Desiree. There was in addition a degree of physical intimacy involved in the
work of the receptionist – the day was spent chatting to Desiree in various
states of undress, sometimes helping her to dress, being called upstairs to
fetch and carry when she had clients with her, and so on.

If there had not been sympathy between us, a willingness to engage with
each other emotionally and intellectually, and some shared sense of humour,
then Desiree certainly would not have continued to accept my presence as a
researcher in the brothel. And as we became friends, Desiree started to come
round to my house after work more and more frequently, so that, gradually,
visiting me for a drink after she had finished work became part of her routine
and also part of my routine. We became part of each other’s friendship circles,
and our lives came to overlap in the way that lends itself to the easy flow of
conversation, gossip and long-running esoteric jokes that create a strong sense
of intimacy between two people. For four years running, Desiree spent Christ-
mas and birthdays with my family and me. We became, in short, best mates.

But if the friendship was an almost inevitable outcome of the research, there
was also a tension between the friendship and the research. It is widely recog-
nized that to achieve an interpretative understanding of a given social practice,
subculture or culture, the researcher must get ‘close’ to her or his research
subjects. In this sense, interpretative research is always and necessarily about
transcending the boundaries that separate researcher and researched, and to
this extent it could be said that the friendship and the research goals were
compatible. At the same time, however, the very fact of being engaged in
research implies distance. To systematically investigate and document social
action is to set oneself apart from it, and so to draw a boundary between
researcher and researched. Looking back, I would say that in the early days
of our relationship, there was a struggle between Desiree and I over control
of these boundaries. She appeared to find it amusing to try to get me closer
to the subject of my research than I wanted to be. For example, knowing that
I am of a squeamish disposition and yet also knowing that when working as
her receptionist I felt obliged to do as she asked, she would sometimes call
me upstairs when she had a domination client naked except for a dog collar
and ask me to hold the dog leash while she whipped him, or even tell me to
whip him myself.

The tension between the friendship and the research was most pronounced
in relation to questions about what could and could not be treated as ‘research
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data’. As time went on, I acquired a great deal of information and knowledge
about Desiree’s life and work through conversations that took place in the
context of our friendship, as well as through participant observation and more
formal interviews. This presented me with many ethical dilemmas, not least
because ‘facts’ that Desiree reported to me in formal interviews early on in
the research were subsequently entirely contradicted by things she confided
in me as a friend. Often, the knowledge I acquired as a friend was significant
for various aspects of the analysis of prostitution that I was developing, but
I felt it would be a betrayal of our friendship to record and publish it, and
so I did not. Conversely, as a researcher, I observed things about her business
practice and her attitudes that in some cases conflicted with the version of
herself that she chose to present to friends. Again, I felt that to write about
these things would appear to her as a betrayal and so I never did.

Though such boundary problems were a feature of our relationship, for
the purposes of this article, the point is that I always stuck closely to the spirit
of the BSA guidelines on informed consent, the key elements of which read
as follows:

(16) As far as possible participation in sociological research should be
based on the freely given informed consent of those studied. This implies
a responsibility on the sociologist to explain in appropriate detail, and
in terms meaningful to participants, what the research is about, who is
undertaking and financing it, why it is being undertaken, and how it is
to be disseminated and used . . .

(25) It should also be borne in mind that in some research contexts,
especially those involving field research, it may be necessary for the
obtaining of consent to be regarded, not as a once-and-for-all prior
event, but as a process, subject to renegotiation over time. In addition,
particular care may need to be taken during periods of prolonged field-
work where it is easy for research participants to forget that they are
being studied.

(26) It is, therefore, incumbent upon members to be aware of the possible
consequences of their work. Wherever possible they should attempt to
anticipate, and to guard against, consequences for research participants
that can be predicted to be harmful. Members are not absolved from
this responsibility by the consent given by research participants.

The nature and purpose of the research, and how it would be disseminated
and used, were all discussed in great detail with Desiree throughout the
course of the research. Indeed, Desiree was extremely supportive of the
research and involved in it to the extent of suggesting some of the data-
gathering techniques (it was she who came up with the idea of tape-recording
her sessions with clients, and who started collecting clients’ letters to give me
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to analyse, for example), and helping to pilot and refine the questionnaire for
the survey of the ‘services’ requested by her clients. She also read prolifically
on the subject of prostitution (the sociological and feminist literature as
well as more popular and journalistic treatments), and so had input into the
research in terms of debating the theoretical and political questions it
addressed. I never regarded Desiree’s consent to the research as a once-and-
for-all prior event, but rather viewed it as a process. It was something that
was discussed and renegotiated over time. As regards guarding against the
possible consequences of the research, we agreed very early on that I would
show Desiree everything I wrote about her prior to publishing it, and that I
would cut anything that she felt misrepresented her or that she found too
intrusive. This I did and more, for as noted above, I censored myself and did
not write up data that I anticipated Desiree would experience as hurtful.

I think it can truthfully be said that Desiree freely gave her informed
consent to participate in the research process and to the publication of the
research data. However, the passage of time has drawn my attention to an
ethical dilemma that is not really addressed in ethical guidelines for social
researchers, and that is rarely discussed in the literature on research ethics.

CONSENT, OBJECTIFICATION AND THE PASSAGE
OF TIME

The simultaneous effort to immerse oneself in the world of the research subject
and to set oneself apart from it requires the ethnographer to be either an insider
out or outsider in, to somehow manage to be both ‘Here’ and ‘There’:

. . . you are able to write the research report because you’ve been ‘There’;
we are able to read, quote, understand and criticize you because you’re
‘Here’. Being an ethnographer is to be in two places at the same time.
(Pearson, 1993: viii–ix)

If you have developed genuinely intimate relations with one or more people
‘There’, then this requirement to be simultaneously ‘Here’ and ‘There’
potentially leads to all kinds of trouble. This is partly because in reality, it is
not just the ethnographer who must exist in two places at the same time,
but also her or his research subjects. The ethnographer’s research subjects
continue to exist ‘There’ (unless, of course, she or he waits until after they
are dead to do anything with her research data), but she also gives them an
existence ‘Here’ on the pages of her research reports, articles and books, an
existence that is framed entirely by the ethnographer’s academic – perhaps
also political – concerns. Writing up the research means objectifying the
subjects of the research (Acker, Barry and Esseveld, 1983), and thereby
reifying certain aspects of their experience or identity. When I wrote up data
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from my research with Desiree, I turned her into ‘a prostitute’ on the pages
of the academic books and journals to which I contributed. Even though I
always attempted to portray her respectfully as a subject and agent, she does
not appear in these texts as a whole person, of interest and worth in her own
right. She appears as ‘a prostitute’ or ‘a sex worker’, a foil against which to
discuss and evaluate theories of prostitution.

There are parallels between this and Desiree’s objectification by clients.
They also fixed her as ‘a prostitute’ rather than relating to her as a full human
subject. Indeed, one client I interviewed began the interview by (quite un-
necessarily) asking me to promise that I would not tell him anything at all
about Desiree’s ‘real’ life, stating he did not want to know anything about
her as a person as this would ‘spoil the fantasy’. In general for clients, the point
was not that they believed Desiree was really nothing but a sexual object
(hence the client interviewee’s wish to guard himself from knowledge about
her as a human subject), but rather that the prostitution contract allowed them
to temporarily treat her as such, and thereby pursue their own ends without
reference to Desiree’s emotions or desires as a subject.

And in fact, where clients only fixed Desiree temporarily as ‘a prostitute’,
by writing up data from the research I positioned her as such permanently.
Episodes from her working life, aspects of her own subjective experience,
things she once said in passing about prostitution or clients, and emotions
she once reported having about her work are all now for ever impaled and
frozen on the pages of books and journals. Moreover, the freeze-frame version
of Desiree the Prostitute I created can be used by others for their own
purposes, and I now encounter her being used to illustrate or dispute particu-
lar claims about prostitution in other academic works, as well as in student
essays, on the topic.

When social researchers, especially those who undertake small-scale,
ethnographic studies such as my study with Desiree, seek free and informed
consent from research participants, they are actually asking them to agree to
have their lives and experience very publicly dissected, and so, in effect, to
consent to their own objectification. What does it mean to say ‘Yes’ to such
a request? There is now a well-established literature that calls on social
researchers to be reflexive about their own research and research practice. In
particular, this literature has drawn attention to the ways in which what
researchers see and what they know may be affected by their own gender,
class, racialized, national and sexual identity. Such reflexivity has also led
ethnographers to critically reappraise the powers they have traditionally
exercised: for instance, the power to define and mark off ‘a field’, the power
to enter that field as an ‘outsider’ and interrogate the experience of ‘insiders’,
and the power to then appropriate that experience and represent it in another
space (see Katz, 1994: 68; Skeggs, 1995). Feminist ethnographers in particular
have expressed discomfort with orthodox methodological injunctions to
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simultaneously ‘penetrate’ and remain distant from the ‘field’, and have been
critical of orthodox ethnographic practices that involve ‘colonizing, appro-
priating, and fetishizing the “voices” of marginalized others’ (Nast, 1994: 58).

But reflecting critically on the powers they exercise in the field does not
actually allow researchers to transcend or sidestep the fundamental acts of
appropriation and objectification implied by research. Unless we were to
invite our research subjects to design, conduct and write up the research
themselves without any intervention on our part (in which case, it would cease
to be academic research), then we must necessarily appropriate their voices
and experience and objectify them. No matter how reflexive, non-hierarchical
and ethically sensitive the researcher, ultimately her or his task is to transform
research subjects into objects, to fix them in texts (or photographs or film) that
will be exposed to the gaze of, and consumed by, other people. This remains
the case even for those researchers who state that their aim is merely to ‘give
voice’ to their research subjects by collecting and presenting narratives.

Is it possible for a person to genuinely consent to this type of objectifica-
tion? Here again, there are parallels with prostitution. Though feminist aboli-
tionists describe prostitution as a form of male sexual violence against women
and make no distinction between clients and rapists (Barry, 1995; Jeffreys,
1997), my own research with clients suggests that the idea of consent is
actually very important to the vast majority of men who pay for sex. Where
a rapist might say that ‘No means yes’, or be indifferent to or excited by the
victim’s lack of consent, sex workers’ clients typically value the fact that the
prostitute agrees to contractually exchange a sexual service for cash, and most
of them respect the boundaries to the exchange set by the sex-worker. They
make enquiries about the details of the services offered by individual workers,
and if a woman like Desiree says, for example, that she does not French kiss,
or that she will not have anal sex, then, in general, clients accept that ‘No’ means
‘No’. However, when sex workers say ‘Yes’, clients rarely consider what lies
behind their consent. In my work on men who buy sex, I have been extremely
critical of their easy assumption that ‘Yes’ means ‘Yes’, especially when the
person saying ‘Yes’ is very young, and/or when the client is an affluent western
tourist or expatriate paying for sex with poor women, men or children in the
developing world (O’Connell Davidson, 1995, 1997, 1998, 2001).

Ethical guidelines for social researchers also warn against the automatic
assumption that ‘Yes’ means ‘Yes’ as regards research subjects who are young
or in some way vulnerable. The BSA guidelines, for instance, observe that:

(29) Special care should be taken where research participants are particu-
larly vulnerable by virtue of factors such as age, disability, their physical
or mental health. Researchers will need to take into account the legal
and ethical complexities involved in those circumstances where there
are particular difficulties in eliciting fully informed consent. In some
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situations proxies may need to be used in order to gather data. Where
proxies are used, care should be taken not to intrude on the personal
space of the person to whom the data ultimately refer, or to disturb
the relationship between this person and the proxy. Where it can be
inferred that the person about whom data are sought would object to
supplying certain kinds of information, that material should not be
sought from the proxy.

(30) Research involving children requires particular care. The consent of
the child should be sought in addition to that of the parent. Researchers
should use their skills to provide information that could be understood
by the child, and their judgement to decide on the child’s capacity to
understand what is being proposed. Specialist advice and expertise
should be sought where relevant. Researchers should have regard for
issues of child protection and make provision for the potential disclosure
of abuse.

Desiree was in her 30s when I started the research. Though there were aspects
of her life and work that made it important she should remain anonymous
and unidentifiable in all published material in which she featured (the facts
that her neighbours, family and some friends and acquaintances did not know
she worked in prostitution, and that she did not pay tax on all her income,
were her main concerns), she certainly did not regard herself as vulnerable
simply because she was a sex worker. Indeed, she always strongly asserted
that she had made a free and informed choice to work as a prostitute, and was
extremely critical of feminist abolitionists and others who failed to differenti-
ate between free-choice adult sex work, and prostitution involving children or
people made vulnerable by drug addiction, homelessness, poverty, domestic
violence, mental health problems and so on. She would have found the
suggestion that she lacked the capacity to consent to take part in the research
quite as patronizing as the suggestion that she lacked the capacity to consent
to the prostitution contracts she entered into with clients.

And though I was aware of complexities surrounding consent (both in
relation to prostitution and to participation in research), and also of the many
and difficult ethical questions surrounding the writing up of research on
stigmatized and marginalized populations, I was not initially particularly
angst-ridden about objectifying Desiree in the research outputs. This was
partly because I had committed only to publish text that Desiree had read
and approved, but also because I reasoned that as we were close friends and
as Desiree was so intelligent, analytical and well informed, it was possible for
us to discuss in great detail the content of publications and potential conse-
quences of this kind of objectification, and therefore to avoid the harms that
might otherwise arise from it. To this I should add that Desiree, who was an
exhibitionist in all areas of her life, quite actively wanted to be written about
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and was always delighted to see herself in print. Indeed, we should not ignore
or underestimate the many and varied satisfactions that can be derived from
being the object of a researcher’s attention and interest (see also Brooks-
Gordon, 2006: 249–50).

But in retrospect, I see that Desiree’s agency, our equality and the inti-
macy of our relations did not and could not fully resolve the ethical problems
surrounding consent. The trouble is that even if researchers scrupulously
follow the BSA guidelines on longer-term studies and treat consent as a
process, the publication of the research marks a definite end point. There is
no going back to renegotiate what is now in print and so in the public
domain. What was once an ongoing process of consent becomes, with the fact
of publication and the passage of time, a once-and-for-all prior event. And that
earlier process took place in a specific context. What happens if that context
changes over time?

The story of my friendship with Desiree ends unhappily. After a huge
personal crisis she decided to give up sex work. This was an extremely diffi-
cult move for her to make for many reasons, and she found it necessary to
sever all ties to her past, including the friendship that had developed between
us over the years, in order to make the change. (Of course, this is my version
of events and Desiree herself might state that she ended our friendship for
other reasons, or even that she was not the one who chose to end the friend-
ship.) Desiree now runs a drop-in centre providing services for drug-addicted
street sex workers, and in the one meeting that we have had since we broke
friendship, she told me that she has revised some of her views on prostitu-
tion, including her reading of her own experience as a sex worker.

At a personal level, I felt and continue to feel a great sense of loss at the
ending of our relationship, but it also had implications at a professional level.
I still have many unpublished data from the period when Desiree and I were
friends but now feel uncertain about the ethics of writing it up, for although
Desiree gave free and informed consent at the time I collected the data, I am
not in a position to ask whether she is still willing to consent to its publica-
tion. Perhaps more importantly, I have no way of knowing that she still feels
comfortable about her objectified presence in texts that, in the past, she
actively consented to my publishing. In fact, I can imagine that rereading or
thinking about the continuing existence of ‘Desiree the Prostitute’ might be
unpleasant and discomforting for the real, live human subject who has moved
on from the work, life and friendship in which that figure was constructed.

This problem is not confined to data from intimate ethnographic research
relationships. I have, for example, interviewed many other women and girls
working in prostitution over the past 14 years who, at the time of interview,
gave what would generally be accepted as free and informed consent to
participate in the research. As I have not maintained contact with these women
and girls, I do not know whether and how their lives have changed, but for
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all I know, they may now look back with regret on the fact that they ever
confided the intimate details of their lives to a researcher. Indeed, the data I
hold might now appear to them – if and when they remember the interview
– as a permanent record of a period in their life they would rather deny or
forget, in rather the same way that people talk about children who have been
sexually abused in the production of pornography feeling distressed by the
idea that the photos of their abuse are still circulating ‘out there’.

CONSENT, CARE AND OBLIGATION

When people consent to the kind of research intimacies implied by an ethno-
graphic study such as that I conducted with Desiree, they consent to a
relationship that is inevitably time-limited and that ultimately leads to their
own objectification. What does it mean to consent to such an arrangement?
In contemporary western societies, the dominant conceptual framework used
to define and understand consent is still powerfully shaped by a tradition of
liberal political thought that dates back some 300 years, a tradition that
imagines a sharp divide between public and private realms, and that accords
a fundamental role to contract and contractual relations in the management
of our public political and economic lives (Pateman, 1988; MacInnes, 1998).
In the public sphere, the individual subject is constructed as a ‘sovereign self’,
an autonomous being who, when provided with all the necessary and relevant
information, is able to make a rational decision as to whether or not to consent
to any given arrangement or contract. To question whether ‘Yes’ really means
‘Yes’ would be, in effect, to question the consenting individual’s rationality,
and so to insult her or him. Furthermore, having entered into any form of
exchange or interaction voluntarily and with full knowledge as to the nature
and consequences of so doing, the individual is regarded as responsible for
the outcome, be it for good or ill.

This basic model of consent is often qualified in various ways. It is gener-
ally viewed as morally wrong to invite people to enter contracts that will harm
them, for example, and the law may even deem consent to be irrelevant in
relation to entirely uncoerced and mutually desired forms of sexual inter-
action. It is also widely accepted that if the interaction or exchange is not
instantaneous, consent must be ongoing for its duration – both parties must
enjoy the freedom to retract from any given contract or arrangement (although
penalties, agreed at the time of contract, may be attached to the withdrawal of
consent). But there is also broad agreement that once a legally valid exchange
or interaction is complete, consent cannot be retrospectively withdrawn. The
sale of an item does not become theft because weeks after its conclusion the
seller regrets having sold it at such a low price (nor does consensual sex become
rape because, days later, one party regrets having agreed to it).
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This is a model of consent that implies that although we must take other
people’s wishes into account during the exchange/interaction itself (in parti-
cular, we should always respect ‘No’ as meaning ‘No’), we are not morally
obliged to concern ourselves with any subsequent feelings of disappointment,
regret, shame, chagrin and so on, that they may have about having said ‘Yes’.
Applied to the question of whether or not people can genuinely consent to
be objectified through the research process, it suggests that, providing the
individual concerned is an adult, is in possession of all his or her mental facul-
ties, and is fully informed about the nature and purpose of the research, he
or she can say ‘Yes’ and mean it. The same case is made by liberal feminists
in relation to prostitution.

In liberal thought, contractual consent allows autonomous, self-interested,
atomized individuals to make connections with each other that are mutually
self-serving, but to retain the power to sever those connections once the
contract has been executed and/or the relationship is no longer instrumental
to their interests. In this sense, it is incompatible with caring, which, as Joan
Tronto (1989: 173) has observed, ‘implies some kind of on-going responsi-
bility and commitment. This notion accords with the original meaning of
“care” in English, where care meant a burden; to care is to assume a burden’.
Care is also incompatible with the liberal model of contractual consent in the
sense that liberal theory presupposes that ‘no one knows your own interests
as well as you yourself do’ whereas from the standpoint of caring, there may
not be a perfect correspondence between ‘what the cared-for thinks he or
she wants and his or her true interests and needs’ (Tronto, 1989: 177). For
example, Tronto (ibid.) continues, a hospital patient who refuses to get up
may be forced to do so by her carers (‘No’ does not necessarily have to be
respected as meaning ‘No’ in the context of a caring relationship), and a ‘child
who wishes to eat junk food may be disappointed by parents’ reluctance to
meet this wish’ (‘Yes’ does not have to be respected as meaning ‘Yes’). Simi-
larly, radical feminists would argue that the harm caused by prostitution is
so great that even when women do apparently actively consent to it, we
should not respect ‘Yes’ as meaning ‘Yes’.

The polarization of consent and care set up by liberalism is also evidenced
by the fact that certain categories of person are deemed incapable of consent-
ing. There is an imagined opposition between on the one hand, rational,
autonomous, independent individuals who can dispassionately assess infor-
mation and who know their own best interests, and on the other, irrational
or immature and dependent beings who lack the capacity to consent and
stand in need of protection. The dominant conceptual framework for under-
standing relations of power and dependency in liberal democratic societies
thus provides us with two very different possibilities in terms of imagining
the relationship between researcher and researched. We could take contrac-
tual consent as the model and assume our (adult, mentally healthy) research
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subjects to be fully rational, autonomous individuals. Our main moral obli-
gation would then be to ensure that they have all the information necessary
to be able to make a rational decision as to whether or not to participate in
research. Or we could take care as the model and assume that researchers
always occupy a position of moral authority in relation to their research
subjects and therefore always have a duty of care towards them.

Ethical guidelines for researchers on informed consent, such as those
provided by the BSA which were cited above, seem to oscillate between the
two. On the one hand, they are framed as reminders to researchers that they
have a moral responsibility to look after their research subjects, to anticipate,
and to guard against, harmful consequences for them, to try to predict how
they may feel in the future about having participated in the research – in short,
to question whether ‘Yes’ really does (or should) mean ‘Yes’. And yet on the
other hand, securing informed consent allows researchers to set a time limit
on their responsibility and commitment towards research subjects. Once the
research process is over and the findings are published, no ethical guidelines
suggest that the researcher continues to have a duty of care towards the people
who made the research possible. As with contractual consent, retrospectively,
the fact that the research subjects originally said ‘Yes’ is what matters. No
matter how unhappy Desiree were now to feel about the continuing existence
of ‘Desiree the Prostitute’ in print, for example, she cannot withdraw her
informed consent and accuse me of unethical professional practice or demand
that I never write anything more about her. In this sense, we can say that
when researchers secure informed consent from their research subjects, they
are taking care of themselves as much as, perhaps more than, of the people
they research. Securing informed consent allows them to eventually stop
looking after their research subjects without compromising their career or
professional reputation.

THE LIMITS OF INFORMED CONSENT

The relationship between researcher and researched in an ethnography such
as that I conducted with Desiree (and perhaps to a lesser extent in all quali-
tative research) is an unusual one – it can resemble but also differs from social
relations with which we are more familiar, including friendship, therapist–
client, employer–employee, service provider–customer. When Desiree agreed
to participate in the research, she was not consenting to a contract that would
result in her financial gain or material advantage, such as a prostitution
contract, or the lease of a car. Nor was she agreeing to undergo a process ulti-
mately designed to help her (as, for example, when people give consent for
a medical intervention of some kind, or agree to a relationship with a psycho-
analyst). Instead, she was agreeing to help me by entering into a relationship
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with me – a research relationship but also, inevitably, a social and emotional
relationship.

This, I think, should immediately complicate our understanding of ‘informed
consent’, for nobody can fully predict at the outset all the possible outcomes
of engaging in a social and emotional relationship with another human being,
and nobody can completely control the way in which such a relationship
develops. Whether the researcher approached her or his research subjects as
fully rational, autonomous individuals or viewed them as vulnerable and in
need of care, it follows that she or he could never be in a position either to
inform them of, or to anticipate on their behalf, all the consequences of
consenting to participate in the research. Informed consent to participate in
an intimate ethnography is thus always incomplete.

It is also worth reflecting on the fact that Desiree’s willingness to be
researched was in effect a gift to me, and a gift that turned out to be of immense
value for my subsequent career. I do not think that my research with Desiree
was unique in this – much ethnographic research directly benefits the
researcher but has no direct or immediate benefit for the research subjects.
Again, neither the language of contractual consent nor that of care seems to
adequately capture the moral terrain of the relationship between researcher
and researched. In other contexts, if we ask for someone’s assistance and she
or he agrees to help us, we do not normally think in terms of ‘informed
consent’ but rather in terms of gratitude and obligation (although we may
think in terms of care if somebody frail or vulnerable offers us a form of assist-
ance that we fear it may harm him or her to give us). And it is precisely because
gift-giving can take us into a symbolic domain that is non-contractual, where
people are more permanently connected in a complex web of mutual depen-
dency and obligation, that in normal life we are usually careful about whom
we ask to help us. To conduct social research, however, it is often necessary to
ask for help more indiscriminately, or indeed, to ask for help from those from
whom we would not usually accept gifts – perhaps because we perceive them
as too vulnerable, but also sometimes because we find them morally, politi-
cally or personally objectionable and so would wish to avoid a sense of on-
going obligation to them (or both, as, for example, was the case in my
research on sex tourism which involved interview work with both male sex
tourists and young women and teenagers involved in tourist-related prosti-
tution; see O’Connell Davidson, 1998; O’Connell Davidson and Sánchez
Taylor, 2001).

And yet if the research process was framed as the receipt of gifts, and this
was understood to ethically oblige the researcher to engage in long-term,
diffuse and reciprocal relationships with the research subjects, it would spell
an end to most social research. It would make it impossible for researchers
to study those whose views and behaviours they object to (racists or rapists,
for example; see Fielding, 1981; Scully, 1990), but even if they stuck to research
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with more ‘lovable’ research subjects, they would be incapable of honouring
the extensive obligations they would incur over the course of a career. And
this kind of ethical obligation would also be unworkable because not everyone
who agrees to participate in research would welcome the burden of such an
ongoing relationship.

These reflections lead me to the following conclusions. I do believe that
researchers who wish to conduct an intimate ethnography should follow the
BSA guidelines on consent, including the advice in relation to attempting to
anticipate potential harms to the research subjects that may result from their
participation. However, I do not believe that following these guidelines gives
researchers any grounds for complacency about their own ethicality. As well
as recognizing that our research subjects’ consent is necessarily incompletely
informed, we should recognize that we have asked them to consent to an
extremely intimate relationship within which they are to be used as objects.
In this, researchers have something in common with sex workers’ clients, and
leaving aside the question of whether it is actually immoral to ask someone
to consent to be objectified, it can hardly be described as a morally principled
request to make per se. Nor can the research process, which is fundamentally
a process of objectification and appropriation, be justified self-referentially
(objectifying people does not become ethical simply because it is done by
researchers, following rules and guidelines agreed among researchers). Perhaps
the best that can be said is that, to the extent that all of us – whether researchers
or researched – have an interest in the kind of rational and open debate that
is made possible by empirical research, the ends sometimes justify the means.
If this is so, then another criterion by which to judge the ethicality of research
is whether or not it is relevant to the moral, political and policy debates that
impact on people’s lived experience.
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