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The most important “class” I took during my time 
as a graduate student was not an official seminar. 
Rather, the one-on-one tutorials I received from 

Lee Ann Fujii covered much of  what I most needed to 
know: about the ethics of  fieldwork; professional norms 
in the discipline; how to stand up for myself  as a young 
(ish) woman in this discipline. To say that Lee Ann Fujii 
changed the way I understand the ethics and practice of  
social science research would be an understatement. Over 
cups of  tea in my living room or animated conversations 
on the phone or through email, Lee Ann challenged me 
to rethink my understanding of  the field, especially by 
examining the ways power affects the discipline itself, the 
questions we ask , and how we go about answering them. 
Lee Ann loved a good discussion on research ethics and 
reflexivity, and I would like to continue this conversation 
by reflecting on a couple of  the many questions I have 
wanted to ask her since her passing and questions I hope 
we continue to grapple with as a field.  

Structural Power and Privilege
“The most fundamental privilege that all 
researchers enjoy is gaining entrée into people’s 
worlds. Choosing what to do with that privilege is 
an issue no researcher should take lightly. Some 
scholars will take the time to ponder such thorny 
questions as whose priorities—the researcher’s or 
the participant’s—should take precedence in a 
given moment or over time” (Fujii 2017, 16).

This spring, two months after Lee Ann’s passing, 
I entered my first refugee camp. The United States  
Agency for International Development’s (USAID) 
Office of  Food for Peace sent me to run focus groups 
with women to discuss food security concerns. I was 
on an American Association for the Advancement of  
Science (AAAS) fellowship during the 2017–2018 year 
and by this point had been on several international trips 
with my USAID colleagues. 

Refugee camps present serious ethical and practical 
challenges to researchers (Pittaway, Bartolomei, and 
Hugman 2010); my arrival with a US government 
team added to these challenges. I spent significant time 
leading up to my visit worrying about what voluntary 

consent could even mean in this context, given the 
power differentials at play. I struggled with how to 
engage with protection concerns in the camps, reaching 
out to practitioners and academics to see if  I might 
be overlooking risks to participants with the way my 
questions were worded. What I had put considerably 
less time into considering was how I might engage with 
disagreements during the focus groups on what topics 
ought to be discussed in the first place.  

Repeatedly in the context of  running focus groups, 
it became clear that what I believed was important to 
discuss was not always what the women in the group 
believed we needed to talk about. In one focus group, 
during a set of  questions about power in the camps, 
two women interjected that we needed to talk about 
immigration and livelihoods. In another focus group 
during a set of  questions about places in the camp that 
were safe and unsafe for women, women interjected 
that healthcare was the problem. There had not been a 
doctor in the camp for over a year. A woman disrobed to 
show a tumor on her abdomen that had not been treated. 
Another explained there was a woman whose uterus had 
prolapsed and she carried it wrapped in a piece of  cloth 
attached to her hip, under her clothing so it would not 
get dusty. There was no doctor, they explained, to put it 
back in her body.   

Because I had been sent as a part of  a USAID 
team to investigate specific concerns, I was very explicit 
in the beginning of  the focus group about why I was 
there, what work my office did, and how the information 
they provided would be used. I had explained that my 
office worked only with food assistance, and not health. 
Admittedly, this example is extreme—the disagreement 
about what really should be spoken about in these 
moments reflected serious and immediate needs that 
might not be as apparent in the course of  other research.  

But perhaps because of  the extreme nature of  this 
interaction, it has stayed with me as I have considered 
how we, as political scientists, decide what is really 
worth studying and how we decide, prior to entering 
our research sites, what topics and questions we will be 
investigating. On one level, this is necessary, as doing so 
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allows our interview questions and research protocol to 
be vetted through Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) 
and colleagues and allows us time to consider risks and 
sensitivities carefully before interacting with participants.   

One thing Fujii’s concept of  “relational interviewing” 
does, however, is to challenge researchers to examine the 
power that allows them to feel entitled to decide what 
really ought to be addressed with research participants 
outside of  dialogue with participants about what sorts 
of  questions they think are important to address.1 Fujii’s 
practice of  “relational interviewing” challenges us to more 
fully consider what it means to understand “interviewees 
[as] agents in their own right and hence partners in the 
interaction, rather than passive ‘subjects.’” (Fujii 2017, 
71). How then, might “relational interviewing” change 
not only the way we interview, but what we examine?

Critically and Collectively Evaluating 
Costs and Benefits

“None of  these potential harms is a reason to 
avoid certain communities or research sites entirely 
for that would constitute another kind of  harm—
that of  systematic neglect by researchers. Neither 
does it mean avoiding certain topics altogether” 
(Fujii 2017, 23).

Knowing under what conditions a researcher should 
avoid a topic of  conversation and when she should 
engage it is a challenge Fujii grappled with throughout 
her scholarship (on avoiding the discussion of  sexual 
violence, see Fujii 2010, 238). In conducting “relational 

1  See also MacLean (2013).

interviewing” it is important to be reflexive about 
potential risks to participants in research (and react 
accordingly) but yet not to close the door on entire 
topics or communities resulting in “systematic neglect by 
researchers” (Fujii 2017, 23). Working hard to find ways 
to mitigate risk instead of  simply avoiding research areas 
that are “too challenging” is important.

And yet, it is generally the researcher (and their 
academic community and IRB) who has the power to 
make the decision of  how much risk is too much risk, 
of  what questions are safe, and whether benefits of  the 
research outweigh the risk. When you are interviewing 
middle class aid workers sitting in Washington, D.C., this 
trade off  does not seem particularly problematic. When 
dealing with situations of  extreme vulnerability, such 
as life in refugee camps, however, the calculus is more 
fraught. When is it appropriate to ask people to trade 
their emotional energy and time to provide no benefit 
to themselves but perhaps to others in a distant future 
down the line? And are there more meaningful ways 
to give back to communities than those that have been 
normalized in the discipline? If  we think of  interviewees 
as “partners in the interaction” (Fujii 2017, 71), does this 
change how we understand what we “owe” our partners? 
Fujii grapples with this question when she interacts with 
the “man with the black notebook,” (Fujii 2017, 94–95) 
but I am not sure she left with a clear answer. My hope is 
that her important work pushes the discipline to continue 
this conversation.    
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