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Abstract 
This article reflects on the unforeseen dynamics revealed as we presented written consent forms 
to be signed by our interlocutors during fieldwork in Djibouti and Namibia. Throughout the 
article we analyse how the consent form (in its legalistic form and format) seemed to instil 
distrust and suspicion, instead of its intended purpose of ensuring safety and inclusion. With 
these accounts we argue that instead of relying on written consent as documentation for ethi-
cal conduct, we as ethnographers working on the African continent should be encouraged to 
explore alternative avenues based on processual negotiations, together with our interlocutors, 
to ensure that our research is aligned with the moral and ethical values governing our field sites. 
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Paradoxes of consent forms: 
Tensions between formalistic ideals 
and ethnographic practice 
The consent form is a strange phenomenon in 
academia. These documents are bureaucratic 
writings, but are produced by researchers, 
not lawyers or administrators. Increasingly 
standardized, these documents are expected 
to cater to research conducted in various set-
tings across the world. In this way, they cross 
continents but are based on European ideals 
about individual rights. They aim to ensure 
‘informed’ consent, meaning they should 
translate our research purposes into layman’s 
terms, while at the same time relying on 
highly specialized as well as legalistic jargon. 
Intended to establish a seemingly simple pre-
condition for ethical research, they complicate 
(at least ethnographic) research relations and 
practices. 

While it is commonly accepted that 
researchers can never fully inform the par-
ticipant about the research (Delamont and 
Atkinson 2018), we are experiencing an in-
creasing emphasis on the signature rather than 
the process. Consent forms are heavily en-
forced by universities, funding agencies, and 
journals to prove that the interlocutors have 
indeed understood and agreed to the terms 
of their research participation. These docu-
ments are manifestations of longer debates 
on how to ‘protect’ interlocutors. In this way 
they are also manifestations of an increased 
awareness of the decades of exploitation that 
surround disciplines such as Anthropology 
and African Studies. Using buzzwords, if not 
fuzzwords (Cornwall 2007), these documents 
alluringly promise respect, transparency, and 
some power to the participant by the signing 
of a document, the binding of an agreement, 
and by this ritual make research ‘ethical’ in an 
unjust and asymmetrical world. Yet consent 
forms are produced, and potentially reviewed, 
in university halls far away from ‘the field’. 
They make promises to our interlocutors in 
‘the field’ that somewhere ‘over there’ a person 

or institution whom they will never see will 
sanction us if we do not safeguard their in-
formation, while disregarding how far away 
research administrations in Europe can be for 
someone in, for example, Djibouti or Namibia. 
It is likewise rarely discussed how, in most 
cases, consent forms inevitably become the 
responsibility of the individual researcher and 
are rarely checked up upon by institutional 
authorities. Even if they were checked, we fear 
it would be by lawyers, not researchers, who 
look for signatures rather than the unwritten 
promises behind them. For these reasons, 
many scholars are critical towards the consent 
form and GDPR requirements. We have both 
witnessed the creative steps researchers take 
to negotiate, if not to dismiss, these require-
ments and their interpretation. Yet, for many 
early stage researchers these documents are 
not something we can risk ignoring. Ignoring 
these documents comes with fears of losing 
your job, being rejected by journals, not to 
mention the unspoken social sanctions that 
would follow if one’s research were deemed 
unethical. Assumingly, these documents then 
also function to put peer pressure on research-
ers, including those who formerly considered 
their research to have “no ‘ethical challenges’” 
(Campbell 2010), into acknowledging what 
the rest of us have known for years – that we 
are also part of, and responsible for, the insti-
tutionally backed power that academic writing 
carries and the powerful effects it can have on 
the world around us (Mosse 2015). Consent 
forms are therefore also in intricate ways in-
forming and deterring actions – the question 
is just of what sort? And for whose benefit? 

Interestingly, we find that this special doc-
ument and its paradoxes have received very lit-
tle ‘in situ’ attention within the qualitative and 
ethnographic disciplines. Scholars have been 
vocal about its limitations in practice (Balkin 
et al. 2023; Huber and Imeri 2021; Bell 2014). 
African colleagues (Griese 2022; Appiah 2021; 
Visagie et al. 2019) have been instrumental in 
asking how legal and moral forms created in 
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the North are able to nourish partnerships, 
transparency, respect, and ‘ethical’ research 
in the South. However, only a limited amount 
of scholarly work addresses the rituals behind 
these forms and their application based on 
concrete ethnographic case studies. We find 
that if we are to critically engage with the para-
doxes of the consent form, we must talk about 
what happens in the muddy intersection be-
tween the university and the world(s) it seeks 
to understand, and how consent forms as bu-
reaucratic documents interact with participant 
communities, their histories and futures, and 
the broader epistemic research community.

This article engages with the consent 
form as a mediator of social relationships that 
inform the identities, morals, and practices of 
documentation (Hull 2012). It takes two au-
toethnographic accounts, one from Namibia 
and one from Djibouti, into conversation with 
two bodies of literature: one on the life of bu-
reaucratic documents and one on research po-
sitionalities and questions of trust and mistrust 
in ethnographic research. The time of both our 
PhD research coincided with the ratification 
period of the EU’s General Data Protection 
Regulation at European Universities. The 
ratification period characterized a rupture of 
the ‘old ways’ into the new modes of doing 
(and maybe most importantly, documenting) 
research ethics. This involved formalized re-
quirements for documentable written consent. 
Yet, back then, no best practices had been for-
mulated. Many questions were still being pro-
cessed in the legal departments, which later led 
to the examples and standard forms we see to-
day. Today, five years later, the paradoxes of the 
consent form continue. We thus find it timely 
to discuss the implications of this legalistic 
formalization of research practices based on 
empirical experiences, before consent forms 
become an ingrained and perhaps less visible 
(Star and Ruhleder 1996) part of the everyday 
infrastructure of doing research. Taking our 
experiences of introducing the consent form 
in our own PhD research as our starting point, 

we address the following question: How does 
the consent form impact the research encoun-
ter? Only by having more experience-based 
and empirically driven conversations can we 
critically engage with the increasing docu-
mentary demands of our research community 
and the various ways these practices influence 
both research relations and outputs. In doing 
this we also recognize the exposed position 
we may place ourselves in. However, it is our 
conviction that only by addressing the issues 
brought along with the increased formaliza-
tion of ethnographic research can we think 
of ways to safeguard the very traits that make 
ethnographic research stand out from other 
forms of research, namely its desire to record 
and convey the fine-meshed intricacies of eve-
ryday human life, through close and trusting 
research relations – often established over long 
periods of continued engagement. 

The form, format, and forms 
of ethics bureaucracy

Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021) remind 
us that “For those who have been oppressed 
by colonization, research is a dirty word. The 
hyphenated form of this word strips away the 
naïve connotation that research is merely an 
innocent pursuit of knowledge.” Similarly, eth-
nographers have engaged critically in different 
ways with the issues of ‘universal’ research con-
sent forms and their bureaucratic systems, ide-
als, and practices, criticizing how the consent 
form is based on (western) liberal individual-
ist and neoliberal assumptions (Murphy and 
Dingwall 2007; Bhattacharya 2014; see also 
the introduction to this volume for a discus-
sion of consent within African studies), which 
cannot capture the processual nature of con-
sent (Huber and Imeri 2021), nor reflect and/
or document the actual research relationships 
(Appiah 2021; Knowlton 2006). Others show 
how these forms may be culturally, histori-
cally, or legally inappropriate (Dilger 2017) – 
and, in some cases, may even risk endangering 



Nordic Journal of African Studies – Vol 34 No 2 (2025) 92 

Form, Formats, and Forms of Informed Consent
Rune Larsen & Amanda Møller Rasmussen

 

people who take part in the research project 
(Dilger 2017). Pels et al. (2018) further note 
that researchers are increasingly feeling anxi-
ety and pressure from universities and fund-
ing agencies in terms of their requirements 
on data management. Others, like Wilson and 
Hodgson (2012), raise the concern that ethical 
review boards may worry more about the uni-
versity’s reputation than about research par-
ticipants. Similarly, Knowlton (2006) argues 
that informed consent documents are tools for 
reproducing and legitimizing ideologies in the 
“theater of review”, so that powerful institu-
tions are legally protected rather than trying 
to deal with the messy realities of ethnography. 

The hesitation towards the use of consent 
forms within social science disciplines leaves 
a paradox: Why does signing consent forms 
continue to be the standard mode of making 
and documenting ‘ethical research’ despite 
ample evidence that a signed consent form 
neither documents nor materializes ethical 
research practices or relationships? We are not 
the first to be intrigued by this paradox. Wynn 
and Israel (2018) argue that the standardiza-
tion and dominance of written consent dates 
to American 1950s and 60s bioethics research. 
Over the years, the preferences of ethics re-
view bureaucracies coupled with the rituals 
surrounding written consent forms have made 
written consent ‘the default norm’ and a series 
of consent fetishes have developed: the writ-
ten form, the university and funding agency 
logos, and the act of signing. According to 
Wynn and Israel (2018), this reflects “cultur-
ally specific views of paper, writing, signatures 
and contracts grounded in Western legalistic 
culture and particular historical imaginations 
of the authenticity of the signature that can be 
glimpsed in everything from the history of art 
to the history of currency” (Wynn and Israel 
2018, 797). Whilst insightful, we suggest that 
other parts of the story must be told if we are 
to understand the dynamics through which 
the consent form has received its status as a 
best practice management tool. One is the 

role documents play in sustaining epistemic 
communities. If Africanist scholars have long 
questioned whether ‘the universal nature’ of 
ethics governance and practices fabricated in 
Europe are applicable in an African research 
context (Griese 2022; Appiah 2021; Visagie et 
al. 2019), why do universities, funding agen-
cies, and journals insist on these documentary 
practices? Why do researchers continue to 
produce them? Why do people continue to 
sign them – and to what effect?

Similarly to anthropological engage-
ments with bureaucratic documents (Hull 
2012; Mathur 2015; Riles 2006; Gupta 2012), 
we too do not consider documents merely as 
‘transporters’ of meaning. Instead, we engage 
with them as mediators who inform the infor-
mation and relationships they mediate (Hull 
2012). As Gupta (2012) notes, we should not 
just treat documents as a byproduct to bureau-
cratic action, but rather as action itself. These 
works remind us to look for how documents 
constitute bureaucracies and states. Similarly 
to how Mathur (2015) explains that state doc-
uments receive their status through competi-
tion with other writings, actors, and interests, 
we too are interested in how consent forms 
become hegemonic to other modes of ethics. 
Hull (2012) illuminates the productive nature 
of following files, maps, building data, letters, 
signatures, and how they are produced, circu-
lated, and enacted as a medium to explore the 
complicated trajectories of files, offices, and 
people that make up the unequal and oppres-
sive world of bureaucracy. Similarly, we wish 
to take the consent form as a lens to illuminate 
the complicated and multi-sided trajectories 
that make up the unequal world of academia. 
Taking documents as mediators, this perspec-
tive allows us to appreciate the very complex 
processes wherein the distinction between 
‘ethical’ and ‘non-ethical’ research is ‘made’ 
and connects a wide array of transnational ac-
tors. As integral part and ‘fetish’ (Wynn and 
Israel 2018) of the new sorts of ‘audit cultures’ 
(Strathern 2000; introduction to this special 
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issue) that animate funding-institution-re-
searcher landscapes post-GDPR, consent prac-
tices may have been criticized for decades, but 
researchers are still expected to perform them 
in some way. It is almost impossible to critique 
the format – after all, it seems that there ex-
ists a ubiquitous consensus, which accepts 
consent forms as a bureaucratic ‘good research 
practice’ and means to assess research quality. 
At the same time, the fuzzy quality (Cornwall 
2007) of the consent form puts much of the 
responsibility on the researcher to interpret 
and produce a proper consent form based on 
unclear university guidelines, European legal 
regulations, and morals in the field. This, we 
believe, explains why not many researchers tell 
of their own experiences, particularly those 
that do not live up to a standard requirement. 
After all, you risk opening yourself up to harsh 
critique. Yet more work on the actual life of 
documents is necessary if we are to understand 
how consent forms impact research. By look-
ing at and through documents (Hull 2012) and 
their form (e.g., material, shape, colour, letter 
types, logos, language, and symbols), format 
(e.g., the arrangement of the document, digital 
versus print, audio versus paper), and forms 
(ways of asking, signing, and other documen-
tary practices related to the consent form), we 
can explore what written consent practices and 
their morphology tell us about the negotiation 
of informed consent and research ethics in 
practice. 

Contesting consent forms and 
visibility requirements in Windhoek, 
Namibia (by author RL)

I will now tell a story based on an uncomfort-
able yet eye-opening experience that occurred 
during my PhD fieldwork in Windhoek, 
Namibia in 2019. My fieldwork focused on 
young peoples’ politics in urban Namibia. 
As this article testifies, it also enrolled me in 
unforeseen politics and political contestations.

As my PhD formed part of an EU-funded 
project, I was subject to a visibility require-
ment on all material produced as part of the 
project. This included my consent forms. 
Among other information, these had to feature 
an official EU logo – a general requirement of 
all recipients of EU financing. As stated on the 
European Commission’s website: “All recipi-
ents of EU funding have a general obligation 
to acknowledge the origin and ensure the vis-
ibility of any EU funding received” (European 
Commission 2023). 

Likewise, it was strongly emphasized that 
written consent was a requirement for all data 
obtained in the field, and only under very lim-
ited circumstances could oral consent be an 
option, governed by equally rigid documen-
tary requirements.

On the surface, this may seem perfectly 
reasonable, as our research participants, of 
course, need to have full insight into both 
the purpose of, and the funding behind, the 
research they participate in. That said, this 
tale from the field shows how rigid consent, 
and especially visibility requirements from 
funders, can bring about uncomfortable mis-
understandings, with resonance in a traumatic 
history of colonial exploitation. Moreover, 
rather than giving me, as the researcher, the 
ability to convey this information in a manner 
appropriate to the given situation, this story 
also reveals how legalistic research parapher-
nalia alters the research relationship, to a point 
that at times instils mistrust from the onset.

The day started off like many others. I 
called my research assistant, who had facili-
tated an interview with one of his friends. We 
agreed that he would pick me up, as he had 
secured a vehicle for the day’s mission. On the 
way to our interview my research assistant was 
cheerful and excited about the interview we 
were about to have. “I think this will be great 
for the project. This guy is the perfect person 
for you to talk to!” Equally excited, I started 
getting my camera and audio recorder ready, 
while joyfully singing along to the reggae 
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rhythms blasting from the car’s speakers. In no 
time, we were at the agreed-upon location for 
the interview, where we met our contact.

At first the introduction was light, and we 
were all joking back and forth with each other, 
as our contact led us behind a corrugated iron 
house to the location he had prepared for our 
interview. We sat down and I started explain-
ing the purpose of the interview and my re-
search more generally. Our contact seemed 
excited and explained that he had participated 
in many similar interviews before. He stressed 
that he wanted to get his story out to the world.

This was where the situation took an un-
comfortable turn. I took out the consent form 
from my backpack (an exercise I had already 
come to dread) and explained that for us to 
continue, I would just have to ask him to read 
the explanation of the research and allow me 
to use the interview for research purposes, by 
signing the bottom of the form. Suddenly, the 
situation went from light and joyful to tense 
and anxious, as my interlocutor took a scepti-
cal glance at the piece of paper handed to him. 
He then looked at me and asked:

Why is this [EU] symbol there, 
what are they going to use this for? 
I don’t want to sign anything for 
those imperialists! You can inter-
view me, but I am not going to sign 
something that they can use for 
their political purposes. I have done 
interviews before, and I never had 
to sign anything!

I tried to explain that the main purpose of 
the form was for him to have recourse if I did 
something with the material that I was not 
supposed to, and that the forms would be kept 
solely by me and not by the EU. But little did 
this help. My research assistant tried to inter-
vene and explain that he should just read what 
the form said, but this didn’t help either, as our 
contact objected (directly to my research assis-
tant): “You know how these people are! They 

come here and make us sign papers and then 
use it against us afterwards!”

Feeling uncomfortable with the situation, 
and questioning my own ethical and moral 
stance toward the predicament I had put my-
self in, I tried to avoid further confrontation 
and said: “It’s okay, I understand, I can’t do the 
interview without proof of your consent, so 
let’s just cancel the interview and chill…” Our 
contact once again objected, “But why do you 
need me to sign, I have never signed anything 
for interviews before”. I responded that this 
was a requirement and that I could get into big 
trouble if I did not follow it. My assistant got 
visibly agitated with the situation, and tried to 
explain that he had also signed one, “… it’s not 
that scary – it’s not a big deal…” In general, the 
situation was far from the trustful atmosphere 
that I would have hoped for.

At that second, I recalled a clause in my 
ethics clearance pertaining to oral consent, 
namely that oral consent could be obtained, 
if recorded through video, with proof of the 
interlocutor’s understanding of the purpose of 
the research, but strictly if written informed 
consent was impossible. To avoid further con-
frontation, I proposed that we could make a 
pre-recording, where our interlocutor could 
specify his role and participation in the re-
search, while keeping an unsigned copy of the 
form for contact details and information on 
the project.

While this solved the immediate prob-
lem, the interview was from then on highly 
tainted by the mistrustful atmosphere brought 
about by the consent form with its EU logo 
and highly formalized legalistic presentation.

This situation has haunted me ever since 
its occurrence more than four years ago. This 
is not because it was uniquely challenging, but 
because it stands as the epitome of what hap-
pens when the highly formalized consent form 
enters the organic and dynamic ethnographic 
relation. Most people I presented this form 
to showed more respectful indifference than 
direct confrontation to this process. However, 
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very few expressed the experience of what had 
been sold to me as the desired purpose of this 
form, namely, the safeguarding of interlocu-
tors from exploitation in research relations. 
Many would even go to the extent of explain-
ing that it was due to their trust in me, and not 
the form, that they were willing to participate. 

Consent forms, (mis)trust, and paper 
trails halfway between Djibouti 
and Denmark (by author AMR)

“How should we reach you in Denmark? How 
should we even know what you are doing? 
It’s so far away. We do not know anyone over 
there. You could do anything [with our data],” 
Mohammed, a 50-year-old fisherman, inter-
vened. We were sitting together with his fish-
ing crew at Djibouti’s main fishing port, Port 
de Pêche in 2019. Mohammed had told a story 
about another researcher who had come to 
Port de Pêche. “I have met someone like you 
before. A few times white people have come 
and asked a lot of questions about fish, about 
life. They walk around and look at everything 
we are doing. They write down everything, 
just like you. Then they leave. Without a word, 
without nothing. They never came back,” 
Mohamed recalled. When I showed signs of 
being outraged, one of the other crew mates 
chipped in with a story of how a European 
NGO had come to the port to observe. “Then 
they walk around and take pictures, no one 
ever asks us permission or anything…” He was 
clearly annoyed, but kept a light tone when he 
looked at me and teasingly asked, “Is this how 
‘your tribe’ does?” Before I could comment on 
the story, another comment was made about 
tourists coming for whale shark excursions, 
once again taking pictures without permis-
sion. The fishermen even claimed that some 
of the foreign navies have done it too, albeit 
for different purposes. Rather bleak, one of 
the fishermen shrugged his shoulders and 
said: “But what shall we do? Who should we 
complain to?” There was silence for a couple 

of long seconds before another of the fisher-
men made a joke, “We must all be famous ‘over 
there.’” They all laughed.

I remember feeling challenged by these 
stories. Not only did I feel angry on behalf 
of the fishermen. I also felt the need to prove 
that I was different from these researchers and 
tourists with whom, although I did not like it, 
the fishermen compared me. At that moment 
I felt happier about myself and my consent 
forms than I had done for weeks. As I will 
soon come back to, hesitation, frustration, and 
mistrust often followed when I introduced the 
consent form. Yet, in this moment, I felt that 
the fishermen’s stories justified why I had sub-
jected each of these fishermen to my five min-
utes long rehearsed informed consent speech. 
Had the very introduction of a consent form 
not proven that I was different from those who 
took pictures and asked questions without 
permission? That I cared about protecting the 
fishermen?

That was, until Mohammed made his in-
tervention. He argued that it was unlikely that 
they would have any control over their data 
once I left. My heart fell to my stomach within 
seconds. I had worked hard to translate the 
consent form into a format that made some 
sense along Djibouti’s coast without losing 
the legal elements I needed for my university 
in Denmark. Before my arrival I had printed 
nearly 100 forms that explained my research 
project and how to revoke consent in practice. 
The signing of the consent form, however, 
proved to be a headache. People told me that 
they were scared to sign the document. I have 
had many talks with people who felt con-
strained on the one hand by wishing to talk 
to me, and on the other hand by the fear of 
signing the document. During the time I con-
ducted my research in Djibouti there did not, 
at least not to my knowledge, exist similar data 
protection laws there. According to friends 
and interlocutors I had been ‘the first’ to ask 
about consent and to speak about ‘the rights’ 
of my informants. As my friend and translator, 
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who worked together with me during the field-
work, later told me when I presented him with 
my draft of this autoethnography: “They never 
got anyone like you with this attitude who ex-
plained to them why they need this consent 
about this information. Sometimes journalist 
come for example during elections and inter-
view people, but they never talk about consent, 
they just record you and ask your name. And 
suddenly you are on the television,” he laughed. 
Yet the question of ‘consent’ and ‘data manage-
ment’ in this legally binding format was not at 
all familiar and did not in any way evoke trust. 
The EU GDPR rules – no matter how hard I 
worked to explain them – did not resonate or 
bear the same meaning to my interlocutors. In 
the words of my translator, “It made them feel 
weird. People are scared here when it is about 
signed documents.” To understand his point 
better, let me take you to another conversation.

“You know it could get me in trouble,” 
Abdikarim said during dinner. I had invited 
him out to eat for an interview and was now 
going over the consent form. Abdikarim was 
a well off and well-connected man in Djibouti 
who had invested in a couple of fishing boats. 
He was also critical of current fishing develop-
ments in Djibouti. He laughed. He was right. 
Tensions were running high under the calm 
surface in Port de Peche. A new company had 
arrived as the concessionaire of the port simul-
taneously with me. This had led to growing ten-
sion over resources and profit. People feared 
being ‘connected’ (for example by participat-
ing in the same research project) to those who 
were critical of the current political situation 
in Djibouti’s fishery sector. People explained 
that they feared that, if their interviews ever 
ended in the wrong hands, they could get into 
bad standing with the private company that 
had taken over important spaces and infra-
structure, including the provision of resources 
such as water, fuel, and ice. They feared that 
the consent forms could later be mobilized 
against them if I wrote something critical. The 
very real stakes of participating in my research 

became particularly clear to me when certain 
information was given to me in passing on mo-
torbikes, in cars, and so forth. They feared that 
the company’s political connections could get 
them thrown into prison. “If you make these 
complaints, you get arrested. And if you go to 
prison, no one will take care of my family. Our 
silence is our solution – it’s this or jail,” a group 
of fishermen once told me. Whether that could 
happen, I do not know, but just the thought of 
potentially endangering a research participant 
(and friend) was frightening. Leaving a paper 
trail – even if it was on a PhD student’s re-
corder – was scary to many of my informants. 

Obtaining oral consent was not always 
easier, but I felt that people were more open to 
it. Instead of signing a formal-looking docu-
ment, which meant a loss of control, they could 
look me and my assistant in the eyes as we 
tried to explain my research in layman’s terms. 
I should have asked why people preferred to 
give consent orally rather than in writing, but 
I never thought about it. I just had a gut feel-
ing that this format was seen as being closer 
to the ‘informal’ ways of making deals along 
Djibouti’s coast. Through my growing network 
I had been vouched for – and the more people 
who agreed to do the consent form, and told 
others about it, the more the consent form too 
was somewhat vouched for. Perhaps it could 
also be because the oral format allowed for in-
terventions to be recorded. One man said, for 
example, “I am telling her about fishing life, 
but I do not want to talk about politics. If she 
is okay with that, she can record.” At least the 
recording of oral consent allowed more room 
for recorded objections and negotiations of the 
consent format. 

It often went like this. In the beginning 
people would intervene to ask why we were 
repeating our agreement. Why did I need to 
record them saying I was allowed to use it? 
“I’m telling you my story on record, is that not 
enough?” Their scepticism was not uncalled 
for. Most dealings in Djibouti’s vibrant urban 
day to day life happens through an ‘informal 
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economy’. People do not use formal documents 
but locate you within a wider web of clan obliga-
tions. If you run from an agreement, they find 
your family who, in fear of being considered as 
untrustworthy, will either force you to honour 
your agreement or compensate on your behalf. 
As in the rest of the region, ‘enforced trust’ and 
‘trusting’ are an essential part of how trade 
and exchanges of anything works (Carrier and 
Elliott 2023). In Nairobi’s Eastleigh neighbour-
hood, Carrier and Elliott (2023) explain that 
Somalis use informal dealings, registers, and 
trust to enforce and sanction behaviour. In this 
context, if someone tries to introduce ‘formal 
documents’, they are indirectly saying that one 
of the parties cannot be trusted. In a similar 
vein, my request to formalize our agreement 
was weird, if not offensive, to many. I noticed 
how people would go from happy to uncom-
fortable within a second. Mind you, this was 
after we had already agreed to these terms. Yet 
as soon as I introduced the formal recording of 
consent, I also instilled a sense of mistrust in 
whatever sort of agreement we had just estab-
lished prior to this event. 

It happened so many times that my good 
friend and translator became quick to explain 
to people in advance that this was a ‘Danish 
thing’ and that my university apparently 
wanted it. “If you had been alone, it would have 
been a little bit hard. If I had not been here 
with you and explained them… Most of us we 
know each other here in Djibouti, from the 
neighbourhoods, there was some kind trusting 
me – and your consent form through me – it 
is something I noticed since we started work-
ing together,” my friend argued. According to 
him most people accepted this explanation 
and decided to ‘accept’ my consent form since 
they knew and trusted him. At least most then 
proceeded to look bored and gestured to move 
things along, nodding and saying “Fine, fine, 
fine.” I went on to say that the consent form 
was a way of protecting them, their rights, 
their data, and well-meaningly I said, “That 
way you can reach my boss, my university, 

you can get me in trouble if I do not respect 
our agreement.” Understanding that people 
were signing the document as a favour and 
through trust in other people around me, I 
tried introducing a final step to my consent 
process. I tried locating myself within the webs 
of obligation and (enforced) trust (Carrier and 
Elliott 2023) that informed informal dealings 
along the Djibouti coast. I would explain who 
knew me, whether it was a union boss, their 
captain, a fishing elder, and always my trans-
lator, and how they could go through them 
to make me delete their information. “That 
way you are protected,” I told them. I told the 
same to Mohammed that afternoon in Port de 
Pêche, but he just looked at me with kind eyes. 
“Protecting me? Or you?”

The poetics and politics of consent forms

It has long been argued that ethnographic writ-
ing inhabits a special niche within our scientific 
and philosophical traditions. Ethnography as 
both a method and an analytical orientation 
blurs and breaks the boundaries between the 
researcher, the researched, and the audience 
(Jaarsma and Rohatynskyj 2000 ). Accordingly, 
the ethnographer holds a slippery role, where 
the subjective interests of both ethnographer 
and interlocutors, but also home institutions 
and funding entities (and whoever else may 
have a vested interest in the research), shape 
the processes, dynamics, and outcomes of the 
ethnographic engagement. It is thus impor-
tant to reflect critically on the effects of new 
measures to ensure ethical ethnographic con-
duct based on ongoing evaluations of previous 
fieldwork experiences – particularly in places 
like Namibia, where ethnographers have his-
torically been at the forefront of settler coloni-
alism and even genocide (Faber-Jonker 2020), 
or Djibouti, where documents are historically 
entangled with the dispossession experienced 
during both colonial and postcolonial times 
(Bezabeh 2011; Dini 2018).
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The stories above highlight the murki-
ness of ethnographic fieldwork, which involves 
constant shifts in positionalities. In these 
cases, this shift was enacted by an artefact, the 
consent form. Riles (2006) asserts that “docu-
ments are paradigmatic artifacts of modern 
knowledge practices” (Riles 2006, 2). In this 
sense, the formalization of informed consent, 
in the form of a legalistic document, spells 
out a dissonance between the realities of the 
university, research funders, and the outside 
world which ethnographers must navigate in 
search of understanding. 

Given the symbolic representation of the 
European Union (EU) on RL’s consent form, 
and the response it generated, he realized his 
own implication in a political apparatus much 
larger than himself. First, he tried to reconcile 
this realization with the EU, for better or for 
worse, as representing the state he is from, 
and the research thus being financed by tax 
money. However, this is not necessarily what 
the EU represents in the broader world. As 
became evident in his experience above, the 
EU – through its symbolic presence across the 
African continent – has also come to repre-
sent a postcolonial reality, which has failed to 
deliver on its promise of lessening global in-
equality, dependence, and exploitation. AMR’s 
experience in Djibouti similarly reminds us 
that we also need to reflect on what sort of legal 
documents our informed consent forms actu-
ally are. They may look like official documents 
and elude certain connotations, but what sort 
of ‘protection’ do they really offer? Since docu-
ments are not merely passive objects that carry 
content, but mediators that mediate between 
ideas, people, and relationships, while trans-
forming them in the process (Hull 2012), they 
ultimately do things – although not always the 
things they promised to do.

Neither the political actors RL talked to 
in Namibia, nor the fishermen who helped 
AMR in Djibouti, are passive research partici-
pants. Clearly, as demonstrated in both stories, 
we both worked with reflecting and critical 

people during our PhD fieldwork. Since in-
formed consent forms and recordings are not 
seen by our interlocutors as ‘protection’, but 
are done as ‘favours’, the stories allude to the 
hidden dynamics we researchers are embed-
ded in. RL’s interlocutor’s hesitation speaks 
directly to the risk, experienced by people in 
the global margins, that their consent to one 
thing may be wrongly mobilized through the 
manipulation and malintent of a politically 
potent entity, such as the EU. What happens 
to the researcher-informant relationship when 
a consent form is signed – if it does not en-
hance trust? For RL it sparked a suspicious 
atmosphere that, to take a productive spin, 
did reveal how the macro-dynamics of a post-
apartheid and postcolonial society play out in 
the micro-interactions between interlocutor(s) 
and ethnographer(s), who are both impli-
cated in complex histories of domination and 
exploitation. 

That said, the signing of an untrusted 
form may in other cases signal a process of 
generating a trustful social relation between 
the individuals agreeing to trust each other 
enough to engage in untrusted procedures. 
In their work on trust as an infrastructure in 
Somali trade, Carrier and Elliot (2023) suggest 
that rather than seeing trust as a prerequisite 
of trusting behaviours, acts of trusting can by 
themselves be generative of trust and produce 
trust over time (Carrier and Elliot 2023, 37). 
Was the favour of the fishermen signing AMR’s 
document an example of how Carey (2017) 
suggests hospitality to be “a mechanism for 
holding this being [the stranger] in abeyance” 
(Carey 2017, 8)? Did the act of trusting and 
signing the consent document neutralize the 
untrustworthiness of the ethnographer (and 
the institutions this character represents) and 
make this character more trustworthy by ‘con-
trolling’ our actions in the future through the 
anchoring of researchers within broader social 
networks of obligations and trust? For AMR at 
least, the document’s ‘untrustworthy’ position 
became gradually less as people found ways of 
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navigating and anchoring the signing of the 
documents within their social networks, plac-
ing her within a wider web of obligations of 
people they knew and trusted. 

While it would be speculative to defini-
tively draw such a conclusion, these reflections 
are important, as many people, in many parts 
of the world (including almost all of Africa), 
do not put much trust in the state and its insti-
tutions (see, e.g. Olivier de Sardan 2005). This 
general sense of distrust does not decrease as 
these institutions become even larger than the 
nation-state and represent inter-state interests, 
as exemplified in RL’s case above. Instead, 
people often rely on informal networks and 
specific significant others for trust (see, 
e.g., Bürge 2021). The attention to trust and  
(mis)trust are therefore of great importance 
when we discuss how to ethically deal with the 
fact that our research relies on people entrust-
ing us (and those we represent) with their in-
formation both now and in the future. Indeed, 
by accepting the financing of our research 
from entities with a direct political impact 
upon the world, we (and our research) are also 
positioned within broader realities and im-
aginations of the state in both its benign and 
malign manifestations. 

In the above ways our two experiences 
reiterate an aged, but nonetheless important, 
definition of ethnography as “a constructive 
negotiation involving at least two, and usually 
more, conscious, politically significant sub-
jects” (Clifford 1983, 133). However, they also 
reveal how some of the politically significant 
subjects implicit in ethnography operate from 
a non-physical presence. This has a direct im-
pact on research relations, and thus findings. 
The ethnographer as a political subject has 
received much attention since the crisis of 
representation debate (Okely 2012). However, 
the politics we are enrolled in as researchers, 
through the financing of the academic enter-
prise, is less discussed. This spells a tension, 
when thinking of free and independent re-
search in a contemporary context. Of course, 

this has different (but all significant) implica-
tions for different disciplines. As ethnogra-
phers and Africanists, we are called to think 
of the extent to which we represent funding 
entities, the university, ourselves, the public, 
or our interlocutors when entering ‘the field’. 
An important question to ask is whether our 
research practice is co-opted by a political ap-
paratus with investments in the very places 
where we do our research? Do consent forms 
and ideals of protection based in the North-
dominated epistemic research community 
necessarily ensure ethical research? And if this 
is a precondition that we are forced to accept, 
what then happens to the subjective politics of 
the ethnographer and our human values?

Coming back to Wynn and Israel (2018), 
they point towards the “reproduction of par-
ticular cultural imaginations of paper, ink, 
signatures and contracts – and, in the process, 
obfuscating different ways of imaging the 
consent process, risk, ‘protection’ and the rela-
tionships between researcher and participant” 
(2018, 804). We suggest that this ‘fantasy’ also 
has another function. Our stories above, and 
the ethnographic proxy artefact that is the con-
sent form, did lead to interesting insights into 
the shifting ontological status of the consent 
form as it travels from European universities 
to field sites across Africa. Uncannily resonat-
ing with Stoler’s (2009) analysis of the poetics 
of the colonial archive, we see how documents 
have effects and poetics – including beyond 
their written contents. Wittingly or not, such 
artefacts mobilize us as ethnographers as bolts 
and screws within a larger global political ap-
paratus, about which we need to be equally as 
reflexive as we are about our own positionality. 
Similarly to how others working on (state) bu-
reaucratic documents, like Gupta (2012), argue 
that documents are central to the production 
of ‘eligible’ citizens, governance, and the state 
itself, we too find that these documents also 
have another purpose: they not only medi-
ate difference, they mediate the relationship 
between researcher-researched, North-South, 
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and make it one of formal legal obligations. 
Similarly to Knowlton (2006), who argues that 
“formal rationality generally works to the ben-
efit of elites who can dominate its arcane func-
tioning and methods” (Knowlton 2006, 36), 
we find that consent forms primarily benefit 
Academia itself, as ‘ethical’ document-prac-
tices are part of legitimizing the continuation 
of hierarchies of knowledge and morals based 
on Northern elitist thinking, while claiming 
legitimacy through Southern participation. 

Our two cases both reveal aspects of 
this life trajectory and show how instead of 
ensuring trusting relations and a sense of au-
thenticated safety, the legalistic formalization 
of research relations has a tendency to foster 
mistrust and increase feelings of exposure to 
an abstract (often political) apparatus. Mosse 
(2011) reminds us how documents may better 
be seen as a set of complex relations through 
which the epistemic development communi-
ties produce and maintain ‘expertise’ through 
negotiating ‘regimes of truth’ wherein profes-
sional identities, development ‘success’, and 
the dynamic yet often skewed relationship be-
tween ‘expert knowledge’ and local conditions 
are cemented.

Coupling these points from ethnogra-
phies of development with the scholarship 
on bureaucratic documents, we suggest that 
the documentary life surrounding consent 
forms – when universities continue to demand 
them, researchers continue to produce them 
and convince people in ‘the field’ to sign them, 
and journals increasingly ask for them – cre-
ate ‘consent fetishes’ (Wynn and Israel 2018). 
These consent fetishes generate and promote 
a ‘hierarchy of protection’ in academia where 
ideas of protection based on Northern le-
galistic ideals are universally accepted and 
thus seen as ‘better’ than practices and log-
ics of ‘protection’ based in other cultural and 
epistemic contexts. This is done by making a 
signed consent form equate with Ethics, while 
dismissing other forms of knowledge and cul-
tural practices with their own distinct ethics, 

morals, and consent procedures. Accordingly, 
when researchers reproduce the practice of 
obtaining consent through forms (a practice 
based in western and elitist notions of partner-
ships), they also reproduce and inform the un-
equal power relations and knowledge practices 
that historically have constituted academia. 
Accordingly, researchers must reflect on how 
these documents do not end up ‘mastering’ our 
research, in the way that Balkin et al. (2023) 
describe nursing home documents as ending 
up ‘mastering’ patients. They show how docu-
ments drive staff to listen to the document in 
relation to patients’ needs rather than listening 
to what the patient tells them. In the debate be-
tween patient and file, the patient’s voice was 
often drowned out. How can we ensure this 
does not happen in our prioritization between 
bureaucratic paraphernalia and the people 
we work with? How should we as researchers 
navigate these conflicting ideals and systems 
of protection, which evidently instil a perma-
nent sense of ambiguity in our work? 

Conclusion: Consenting for whom? 

As Africanists, our training has taught us to 
always follow predispositions with the ques-
tion: for whom? We hope that this question will 
be at the heart of future debates on informed 
consent. Our ethnographic examples have 
shown that current ideals of consent fall far 
from instilling the sense of safety and protec-
tion in our interlocutors that we were told it 
would. Instead, our interlocutors seemed to 
see such legal paraphernalia as a protection of 
the university (and its financiers), or at least 
questioned how it would benefit them. Others 
reflected on the risk of leaving a paper trail that 
may be frightening in many settings – a point 
also relevant outside Africa. In recognizing the 
critical analytical skills of our participants, we 
are inclined to agree with these observations. 

We still believe that we must find a way 
to convince researchers of the moral and ethi-
cal obligations that follow when conducting 
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qualitative research, including obtaining 
proper informed consent. Since most research-
ers do not have the privilege of spending 
months in their research locations, consent 
forms may foster important conversations. 
Take for instance how Inhorn (2004) described 
the consent form as a method for ‘breaking the 
ice’ and as a trust-enhancing mechanism, as 
her interlocutors felt their ‘secret is safe’ when 
talking about IVF treatments in Egypt and 
Lebanon (Inhorn 2004). Similarly, Thomson 
(2013) describes how her experience of getting 
approval from her university’s ethics board 
did indeed equip her to deal with her experi-
ence of being pressured by the post-genocide 
Rwandian government to hand over the names 
of the prisoners she interviewed for her doc-
toral thesis. We too recognize that dealings 
with ethics bureaucracy may enlighten re-
searchers on areas of risks they may not have 
thought about before. We continue to hear sto-
ries of how journalists and researchers forget 
to obtain the proper consent – which in the 
worst case scenario can put people in prison 
or in danger. In this way we do not quarrel 
with the increased interest from universities, 
funding agencies, and journals in ensuring in-
formed consent. Yet the current formal forms 
and formats of obtaining consent by signing a 
consent form or orally accepting ‘the terms of 
participating in the research project’ – we can 
already hear it in the legal jargon – is not about 
our informants and should stop being treated 
as such. At least in Djibouti and Namibia, both 
parties found it weird, annoying, and a strain 
on our relationships in the field. For a few it 
was even potentially dangerous if their words 
were misunderstood. People instead did it as 
a favour and trusted us (sometimes through 
the people we knew), and for that we will be 
forever grateful. That said, if we truly value the 
safety and wellbeing of our interlocutors, we 
must also question the aspects of our practice 
that make them weary. This article was an at-
tempt at doing exactly this. 

We propose that the way forward must 
focus on quality rather than format. A quick 
Google search suggests that many research 
governing entities already acknowledge that 
informed consent is an ongoing process. Yet 
signatures continue to be the ‘default norm’, 
even if they do not prove anything (Wynn and 
Israel 2018). The insistence on written con-
sent rather reminds us of how Gupta (2012) 
notes that paper logics reproduce themselves 
by insisting on their own quality: without a 
signature, consent never really happened. We 
fear that if the current ethical bureaucracy 
developing at European universities is allowed 
to grow, we risk erasing other ways to obtain 
consent – even if they qualitatively cater better 
to the situation at hand. For us it is important 
for researchers to engage with state and fund-
ing agencies and universities to show creative 
and caring ways of allowing people to consent. 
African studies as a discipline must take part in 
ensuring that social science research in Africa, 
and with African partners, continues to criti-
cally and forcefully examine its methods and 
challenge practices rooted in a (neo)colonial 
history. Ethics, including questions of consent, 
need to take centre-stage. This starts with more 
teaching and sparring on the matter. This leads 
us to a second point. Since standardized ethical 
requirements are ill-equipped to deal with the 
very real ethical implications of ethnographic 
research, we wish that researchers, lecturers, 
journals, funding agencies, and universities 
would be more open to engaging with non-
standardized (and sometimes non-written) 
forms of consent. This may even grant some 
of us the option of including our interlocu-
tors directly in developing the consent format. 
Trial and error may not be perfect, but it is 
better than continuing to reproduce the un-
equal knowledge practices currently inherent 
in the European GDPR framework. An eas-
ily implementable way forward could be that 
journals, funding agencies, and universities 
in the future prioritize ‘deep descriptions’ of 
consent procedures by requiring a minimum 
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of words allocated to describing methods re-
lating to consent procedures, just as they do 
with other parts of an article or proposal, such 
as allocating 200 words for an abstract. What 

is required is that researchers should be given 
the freedom to negotiate consent procedures 
directly with both peers, institutions, and the 
field they operate within.
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