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Abstract
The anthropologist’s encounter with the other has been a topic for discussion for 
decades as anthropology has grappled with its collusion in the colonial project and 
addressed the critiques of post-modernism. In this article I look at my relationships 
with the people with whom I have worked during my career as an anthropologist and 
how I have attempted to behave both ethically and morally in my interactions with 
them, collaborating in endeavours in which we have shared political and personal 
interests. I suggest that while there are power relations and hierarchies that structure 
relationships, personal interactions are often able to subvert these structures and that 
ultimately the response to questions of ethics in particular is to behave morally.
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A number of years ago I was at a dinner party, answering dinner-party questions 
about anthropology, when the woman sitting next to me said something like, 
“Pray tell, how does it feel to know that what you do is of absolutely no use to 
anyone?” She put it more bluntly than most would, but this is a question that 
most anthropologists have faced at some point in their career, although more 
often from research participants: the “what’s in it for me?” response to a request 
for information of some sort. And it is a valid question: from a purely 
professional perspective the path to success is paved with a long list of 
publications in (ideally high-ranked) academic journals, destined to be read by 
perhaps a few dozen colleagues, some of whom we hope will cite us. Not much 
there for research participants, bystanders or the general public. Like most 
anthropologists, my response is generally to try and justify the academic articles 
that no-one reads but that are essential to the advancement of my career of 
inutility, all while explaining that I do try to make what I write accessible to the 
people with whom I work and, more generally, to do something that is indeed 
useful to them. Sometimes I succeed, sometimes I don’t.

The character of the anthropologist’s encounter with the people who are to 
be(come) the subjects/”objects” of a research project raises a variety of personal, 
moral, ethical and technical questions. Even the very terminology we use poses 
problems. Do we work with subjects, people who are in a dependent relationship 
with us? Or do we work with the “objects” of our study, with all the 
objectification of the other that such a term implies? Do we have “informants”, 
who will (politely and cooperatively, we hope) give us the information we need? 
Or “interlocutors”, people who have conversations with us? Surely there is more 
to what we do than conversations? I would like to suggest here that, by analogy 
with “subject” and “object”, but neither one nor the other, we use the term 
“conject”, from the Latin con, together, and jacere, throw, for the people with 
whom we are thrown together and with whom we interact in a multitude of 
different ways that vary with time and place, and from person to person. 

People – conjects – encountered in a fieldsite immediately become linked to the 
researcher in relationships that are often – certainly initially – hierarchically 
ambiguous, and that shift with time as the researcher (ideally) becomes 
increasingly embedded within the field and involved with those within it. This is 
of course true of any encounter, but in the particular case of an anthropologist 
from a different socio-cultural background these relationships are founded upon 
a mutual othering that is determined not only by the socio-cultural distance 
between researcher and field but also by the fact that the anthropologist is there 
to study “you” (and make money doing it). They evolve as strangers, become 
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friends, advisors become colleagues, bystanders become collaborators; or as 
colleagues become competitors, collaborators become adversaries, friends 
become strangers. All these relationships come with rights and obligations, for 
both parties, injunctions for moral behaviour.

In what follows I would like to explore the ways my relationships with my 
conjects – colleagues, research partners, friends, the general public – have 
evolved over the years, particularly given that I do enjoy the power that 
(sometimes) comes with being a white male academic, an anthropologist and a 
researcher who, for at least part of his career, “came from” what is probably the 
world’s most prestigious university, the University of Oxford. I do this using, as 
points of articulation for a discussion, several publications and a failed research 
proposal, all of which, in different ways, tried to reach beyond academia and 
render my work accessible to those most directly concerned. This endeavour is 
underpinned by the character of the relationships that I have with people “in the 
field”, which vary with time but which, I suggest, are fundamentally personal – 
as all relationships must be – even if also professional. This in turn suggests that 
an anthropologist’s relationships with “people in the field” should be governed 
by moral codes for behaviour as much as by ethical ones.

Zaffer Pe Sanze: the anthropologist steps out

It is clear that relations of power frame the fieldwork project, and in the latter 
part of the twentieth century the concerns that were being expressed within the 
discipline about the relationships that anthropologists developed in the field 
were valid ones. Indeed, they became so acute towards the end of the century 
that there developed an influential current of thought that rejected altogether the 
possibility of carrying out fieldwork, and therefore research, in a society other 
than one’s own – that is, a society potentially in a relationship of dependence 
with one’s own since anthropologists were generally assumed to come from the 
more developed countries of Europe, North America and Australasia.1 However, 
these concerns were only just emerging as I received my undergraduate training 
and I’m sure (with hindsight) that the lure of the exotic was stronger than any 
moral imperatives to stay at home. So it was that in the boreal spring of 1985 I 
boarded a plane at London’s Heathrow airport bound for Mauritius, my first 
fieldwork experience. Undergraduate fieldwork was unusual in the 1980s and 
the Social Anthropology program at the University of Edinburgh was apparently 

1 See, for example, Asad (1973), Clifford/ Marcus (1986), Fabian (1983), Marcus/ Fischer (1986) for reflections 
on these issues, Peirano (1998) for a retrospective overview.
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the only one in the UK that permitted, nay, encouraged students to carry out 
fieldwork abroad. A sign of the times, perhaps, but we didn’t really get much 
preparation (Oh, you’re off, are you? Have a good time, see you in October!), 
and while we had certainly discussed the nature of the anthropological 
endeavour, anthropology’s relationship with colonialism and so on, we were 
probably more concerned with trying to remember the differences between Crow 
and Omaha kinship systems, or decide whether we were formalists or 
substantivists.

I don’t recall in any detail how the rest of my cohort chose their topics, or their 
field sites – it wasn’t always clear which came first, some had a fairly clear idea 
of their research topic, others chose a fieldsite because they had contacts there, 
friends or family, still others were drawn by particular places, not necessarily 
even for anthropological reasons: I know the mountaineers headed for Nepal 
and Peru. My own interests were already coalescing around questions of 
ethnicity and identity: I had had an interest in Mauritius since a family vacation 
there in the 1970s and I had a copy of John Madeley’s Minority Rights Group 
report on the plight of the Chagossians (or Ilois, as they were known at the 
time), deported en masse from their homes in the Chagos Archipelago to 
Mauritius to make way for a military base (Madeley 1982; see also Jeffery 2011, 
Vine 2011, Evers/ Kooy 2011). The story was a shocking one, and as a young, 
politically active student I felt that an investigation of ethnicity and identity 
among Chagossians as they negotiated life in Mauritius could be of interest, 
perhaps even of use. I don’t think I really gave a lot of thought as to how I might 
have been embedded in post-colonial hierarchies, although perhaps I 
underestimate my younger self. 

With surprising insouciance, I headed to Mauritius assuming that fieldwork 
would not be a problem. I had made no contact with any Chagossians prior to 
leaving the UK – such things were admittedly less straightforward pre-Internet – 
although John Madeley had given me a couple of names, including that of 
Kishore Mundil, an activist and founder of the KMLI,2 a support group that 
worked closely with the Chagossians and in their case against the British 
government. Mundil in turn introduced me to a number of Chagossians, all 
politically engaged, one way or another: Olivier Bancoult, a couple of years 
younger than me and very committed to the Chagossian cause then as now, 
Lisette (Aurelie) Talate and Charlesia Alexis among others. I say the 
Chagossians I met were all politically engaged, but it rapidly became clear that 

2 The Komite Moris Losean Indien, Mauritius Indian Ocean Committee.
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this was the default position, as it were: I had entered a highly politicised arena. 
Bancoult was initially guarded - as indeed I would almost certainly have been if 
someone from the country that had expelled my family from our homeland 
showed up and started asking questions - but I think I convinced him that I was 
“on their side”, even if “their side” was not entirely united, and his approbation, 
indeed, his help, certainly made things easier for me within the community. At 
the same time, however, it was clear to me that the hierarchies of power in this 
particular context saw me being granted a status that I did not in fact enjoy, and 
there were many in the community who were convinced that I was there in some 
sort of official capacity and therefore to be treated with circumspect.

I recall in particular one rumour that circulated during the visit of a US naval 
vessel to Port Louis, the Mauritian capital, to the effect that I had been to visit the 
commander and instructed him to tell President Reagan not to give in to any of 
the Chagossians’ demands. I’m not sure what concerned me more - the fact that 
people should have thought I was taking a stance against them, or the fact that 
there was clearly a misunderstanding of who exactly I was: a young 
undergraduate probably (if truth be told) a bit out of his depth and who had 
very little influence with American presidents. I am sure I was the subject of 
further gossip that failed to reach my ears, but I think the fact that I had been 
welcomed by (some of) the leaders of the community eventually worked in my 
favour. My curiosity about (and concern for) their predicament and my interest 
in their culture - particularly the music - seemed to assuage most concerns.3 
This latter interest seems to have had a more lasting effect on the community 
than my relationship with Ronald Reagan, for my desire to see a Chagossian sega 
- a customary musical performance which, largely for practical reasons, hadn’t 
been performed for a number of years - appears to have sparked a rediscovery of 
their musical heritage such that twenty years later Chagossians could claim 
that “the sega was their most central tradition” (Johannessen 2014: 91, cf. Walker 
1986: 43). Prompted by my interest a group of musicians - including Aurelie 
Talate, Charlesia Alexis and Olivier Bancoult - recorded a cassette tape, 
produced by members of the KMLI, the first of a number of recordings by these 
and other Chagossian musicians. 

I spent five months in Mauritius and returned to Edinburgh to write and submit 
my master’s dissertation. Entitled Zaffer Pe Sanze (“things are changing” in 

3 My support for the Chagossian struggle while I was in Mauritius required some discretion, and I know my 
presence had attracted the attention of the government. At one event, the funeral of a young woman who had 
committed suicide, I was approached by a man who was clearly not a Chagossian (in a colder climate he 
would have been wearing a belted raincoat and a trilby pulled down over his eyes), who wanted to know what 
I was doing there.
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Kreol), it was also published by the KMLI (Walker 1986): largely a political 
decision, this was part of the KMLI strategy of publicising the plight of the 
Chagossians and informing a wider public; the dissertation itself was the subject 
of a lengthy two-part review article in the Mauritian newspaper L’Express in 
April and May 1986 which was reproduced in the published version of the 
dissertation.4 I was reasonably satisfied with the text. Anthropologically I think it 
was fairly average, but having graduated (and at the time not intending to 
pursue a career in academia) I was more interested in what today we would call 
the outreach aspects: the contribution I could make to the Chagossian cause as I 
continued to support their political case in the UK. 

The point I wish to make here is that my place in whichever hierarchies may 
have been relevant was, if not ambiguous, then certainly contextual, and upon 
reflection I think the Chagossian belief that I wielded some influence in the wider 
world might have had some truth to it. In Mauritius, as an Australian citizen, I 
challenged the Australian High Commissioner regarding Australia’s support for 
the US presence in the Indian Ocean, and upon my return to the UK I engaged in 
a correspondence with the British Foreign Office regarding the plight of the 
Chagossians. Whether my interventions had any effect, I don’t know, but, as is 
true of all political action, it is the cumulative effect that counts. So while there 
were Chagossians who were suspicious of me, the years of political struggle 
meant that many were well-equipped to deal with me, and on their own terms: 
in their hierarchies, I did not necessarily have higher status; and while I certainly 
would not claim that I shared their struggle – the trauma was not something that 
could be shared – I was involved as someone who had something to contribute, 
and my status as a foreign researcher allowed me to speak with a different voice, 
and to a different audience. And if my interest in their sega – an interest which 
was more personal than professional since I am not an ethnomusicologist – 
helped to encourage a cultural revival, then this also affords me a certain 
satisfaction.

A cultural guide to the Comoros
Following my undergraduate studies I spent a number of years outside 
academia and when in the mid-1990s I returned to embark on my doctorate at 
the University of Sydney anthropology was in full post-modern swing. I, along 

4 This was swift work on Mundil’s part – the ink on the dissertation was barely dry and the degree was yet to 
be awarded. Surprisingly, I managed to sell Zaffer Pe Sanze to several large bookshops in London although we 
did not, as far as I know, manage to get any airplay for the cassette in Europe.
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with my cohort, were grappling with the ethical and philosophical questions 
regarding our own status, the relationships we might establish with our conjects 
in the field, even the very possibility of knowing anything at all. These ethical 
reflections underpinned my interest in the anthropology of development, as I 
questioned the ethical basis to the development project – as opposed to 
development projects – itself.5 I chose as a field site the Comorian island of 
Ngazidja, where the confrontation of “custom” and “modernity” seemed 
particularly interesting, and my original research proposal was a study of the 
articulation of custom and modernity with specific reference to externally-
funded development projects on the island. I went into the field already 
somewhat cynical about the development industry, and wanted not only to 
contribute to the debates within academia, but have some sort of impact on the 
ground.6 

This desire, and the prosaic fact that for a doctoral student with a family to 
support Ngazidja was an expensive place to live, meant that two of the first three 
publications to emerge from my doctoral research were the result of paid 
consultancies, and both were intended to be for the consumption of the 
development industry. The first was quite specifically targeted, a working paper 
produced for the local UNDP office that attempted to counter the widely-held 
opinion that the extravagant customary marriages for which the island was 
famous were economically entirely negative in their effects and should be 
abolished (Walker 1998a, published as Walker 2002).7 The second was a 
“cultural guide”, something of a user’s manual for the Comoros also intended to 
be read by the expatriate community and that I hoped would fill a gap between 
the tourist guidebooks and the academic texts, as well as being accessible in a 
physical sense, since it was sold locally, as well as in a literary one (Walker 
1998b).8 Both these texts were of course in French, as indeed was the third of my 
fieldwork publications, an article on the early history of the island that appeared 
in Ya Mkobe, a journal published by the CNDRS, the Comorian national research 
centre and which I also hoped would be locally accessible (Walker 2000).

5 Influential texts at the time included Escobar 1995, Ferguson 1990, Gardner and Lewis 1996.
6 In the Comoros I found the entire spectrum of perspectives on development, from the career aid-worker 
nearing retirement who could barely remember which country he was in, through the “this is what the natives 
need” project manager, to the more culturally aware projects which, well-informed and well-intentioned, 
nevertheless also often failed (Walker 2012a).
7 The Comorian ritual marriage, particularly on Ngazidja, is a life-cycle event that grants men the status of 
elder, and with it political power both in the local community and across the island more generally. See Walker 
(2010).
8 Some of the observations from the expatriate community regarding the Comoros were quite extraordinary. 
The wife of one development worker assured me (not long after I had arrived on the island) that “there’s no 
culture here.”
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The Guide culturel was financed by the EU-funded Programme Culturel Régional 
Bantu.9 My original intention was that this text be a collaborative work, co-
authored with a Comorian colleague, and I approached a locally-based 
academic. Although we agreed on a collaboration, in the event the co-authorship 
did not materialise. I have no idea why this should have been so: was I too junior 
(a doctoral student) to be an appropriate co-author for a more senior academic? 
Did I not give enough guidance on what was expected? Was there some 
resentment of the fact that as a foreigner, and a student, I had been given the 
project? Perhaps my potential co-author felt ambivalent about collaborating with 
a foreign anthropologist, or did not want to be a co-author, or was perhaps just 
too busy and had only agreed to collaborate out of politeness. I probed gently 
before finally producing the text, if not on my own – I had input of various 
kinds, from assistance with the research to assistance with the text itself, from 
both Comorians and foreigners – then at least as the sole author. This sort of 
episode is almost banal and could have occurred anywhere, but the fact that it 
was the product of a specific type of encounter in the field gives it a particular 
acuity, particularly since all the possible reasons for the failure to collaborate that 
I could think of should not have been obstacles at all but could have been a 
product of the particular hierarchies inherent in relationships in the field. In any 
event, the text was completed, illustrated by drawings commissioned from local 
artists, a 52-page booklet was produced and printed locally – I refused to have it 
printed abroad – and sold through local outlets.

To my great surprise, and almost 30 years later, I realise that, of all my writings, 
this text is the one that seems to have had the greatest impact, at least in the 
Comoros. An initial print run of 500 copies sold out fairly swiftly, and after a 
number of years out of print a second edition was published in 2009, this time by 
a Comorian publisher, KomEdit, reprinted in 2015, and followed by a third 
edition in 2020, a total of 1100 copies, and although I have no breakdown of sales 
figures, the feedback I receive is that the market is largely Comorian. Of course, I 
say to my great surprise, but (and to my regret) it is one of very few texts I have 
published in French – few Comorians read English – and the only one that is 
accessible to the general public. But over the years I have met people who have 
said “Oh, you’re Iain Walker, you wrote the Guide culturel!”, and had feedback 
on it, most flatteringly from Comorians who tell me that they had learned things 
they didn’t know about their own culture. However, this also is not particularly 
remarkable, and I think surprises my readers more than it does me: the entire 

9 Itself operated by the Centre international des civilisations bantu, founded in 1983 and based in Libreville, 
Gabon, https://www.cicibabantu.org/
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anthropological endeavour is a product of the external gaze, the encounter with 
alterity, and often reveals the familiar. As a result the Guide culturel is probably 
the most satisfying of my texts, more so than many of the articles I have 
published in the academic domain, insofar as it has been of use to Comorians: 
my conjects, my collaborators, my friends and complete strangers. I would also 
like to think that a few foreigners read it too.

My other texts on the Comoros have largely been single-authored articles and 
chapters (or books) for the academic market. Two, however, were co-authored 
with Comorian colleagues and both were in English, deliberately so in order to 
make texts on the Comoros more accessible to Anglophone academia. This is not 
to suggest that it would be better for my Comorian colleagues if they were to 
publish in English, rather that it would be better for non-French-reading scholars 
of East Africa if they were to be able to benefit from their knowledge. The 
literature on the Comoros, which is reasonably extensive, was, certainly until the 
turn of the century, almost exclusively in French. There were of course 
exceptions, and some very competent ones,10 but in academia as in other spheres 
the Comoros were seen as French territory. Damir Ben Ali has been publishing 
historical and sociological texts for almost half a century now but nothing in 
English until (or since) “Attempts at fusion of the Comorian educational 
systems” (Damir/ Walker 2017). This article was based on a paper he gave at a 
conference I organised in Oxford in December 2010 that I translated into English 
and framed according to the appropriate conventions for publication in an edited 
collection that (slightly belatedly) brought the conference output together in a 
single volume (Walker 2017). The other text was “Two fishermen’s songs” 
(Walker/ Said Ahmed 2011), a short article for the journal Wasafiri that drew on 
my co-author’s expertise in Comorian oral tradition and, likewise, I hope might 
have attracted attention to the rest of his work.

My desire to draw the Comoros into an anglophone world was not limited to 
making texts accessible in the rarefied atmosphere of academia, it also included 
encouraging colleagues to collaborate with partners in East Africa, including 
attending conferences, rather unsuccessfully, unfortunately, since most feared 
not being able to communicate – “we won’t understand anything” was a fairly 
standard reply.11 Although not an explicit strategy on my part, these endeavours 

10 This is not the place for an overview of the anglophone literature on the Comoros, but amongst the best 
known works are those of the historian Malyn Newitt (e.g. 1984) and the anthropologists Gillian Shepherd 
(e.g. 1977), Françoise Le Guennec-Coppens (e.g. 1994), Martin and Harriet Ottenheimer (e.g. 1985) and of 
course Michael Lambek (from 1981 to 2025).
11 In the early 2000s few Comorians spoke English, and although some speak Swahili international academic 
collaboration is East Africa is largely in English.
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and my own writings in English took precedence over efforts to communicate 
my own work to Comorians in French. Nevertheless, I realised that I also had a 
more political intention, an attempt to direct the Comorian gaze away from 
France. If perhaps attenuated somewhat today, for many years post-
independence the neo-colonial relationship between the Comoros and France 
was all-pervasive to the point that it sometimes seemed as if the country had 
never acquired independence at all, and although the Comoros received 
economic assistance from a number of Arab states, France remained the 
provider, symbolically, if not always literally.12 I came to the Comoros from the 
francophone Indian Ocean and with a particularly French-orientated view of the 
world, and although during my fieldwork I found it slightly irritating that 
people assumed I was French, I initially accepted that the Comoros were part of 
this world. However, as I came to realise that the islands were embedded in 
wider Indian Ocean networks with links to places such as Zanzibar, Hadramawt 
and Gujarat, I began to reassess Franco-Comorian identity and the strategies 
underpinning it (Walker 2005). 

In 2011 – by which time I was at the University of Oxford – I received a grant of 
some £50,000 from the British Library’s Endangered Archives Programme to 
digitise the sound archives held by the CNDRS.13 I decided to do without French 
collaboration, as far as this was possible, because I wanted to emphasise that 
there were other possibilities out there: this was a British project, and I 
deliberately approached the Swiss National Sound Archives rather than a French 
body to provide the technical support and train the local team. Nevertheless, 
sidelining France is no easy task, and the French embassy’s Service de 
Coopération et d'Action Culturelle managed to become involved, funding the 
purchase of an air-conditioner and the painting of the room intended to hold the 
equipment. At the project’s inaugural ceremony at the CNDRS in October 2011, 
the French embassy’s cultural attaché stood centre-stage and was thanked for his 
funding of the project while the two Swiss sound engineers and I waited quietly 
in the wings. Although I have no details of the experiences of other non-French 
foreign donors, this sort of intervention was quite unsurprising, and it is 
illustrative of the reciprocal character of Franco-Comorian relations: the 
Comorian government and its institutions express their dependency upon France 

12 A perspective encouraged by France, some of whose ambassadors behaved as if they were governors.
13 The archives were in a lamentable state, and I was prompted to seek funding when, one day in 2005, I asked 
if I could listen to some of the recordings, only to be informed that the archives had no tape recorder. The 
project website is https://eap.bl.uk/project/EAP433.
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by soliciting France’s collaboration, while French government agencies affirm the 
dependent nature of the relationship through their largesse.14

Blogging through Arabia
Following my doctoral work I had returned to Sydney, where, realising that 
expertise in the Comoros was unlikely to land me a job anywhere, never mind in 
Australia, I secured an ARC postdoctoral fellowship on the wider topic of 
African Arab identities. This project would require fieldwork amongst 
Comorians, Hadramis, and various permutations thereof in East Africa and the 
Arabian peninsula, drawing me into a very different world from the French 
Indian Ocean which, slightly ironically, is rather insular in a metaphorical sense 
as well as a literal one. 

My doctoral fieldwork in Ngazidja was focussed on the marriage system and its 
wider ramifications – the political and economic aspects as well as the ritual and 
social -, and my interests in the articulation of the customary and the foreign 
soon extended to the encounter between Ngazidja and the outside world. 
Zanzibaris (who, in Zanzibar, would be revealed to be Comorians) showed up 
to weddings while friends headed for Madagascar or Dubai to do business. Some 
of my neighbours were family of the Comorian religious elite, influential 
throughout East Africa. These families were of Hadrami origin and generally 
preferred endogamous marriages, particularly if they were mazarifu, descendants 
of the Prophet. It was common for these families to seek husbands in the 
homeland, thereby maintaining links with Hadramawt over the generations. 
These links intrigued me, and so in late 1999, on a visit to Ngazidja, I collected a 
shopping bag full of gifts from my neighbour and flew off to give it to her sons in 
the town of Inat, in Wadi Hadramawt in eastern Yemen. This was the beginning 
of 15 years’ fieldwork among the Hadrami diaspora in the western Indian Ocean, 
and beyond, and drew me into very different social networks, indeed, into very 
different social worlds, but networks which were nevertheless articulated and 
which some people negotiated with skill and ease (Walker 2008, 2011, 2012b). 

My research with Hadramis began in earnest in 2005, and my fieldwork 
methodology was essentially based on departing for a field site armed with a list 
of names provided by contacts in previous destinations. This “strategy” seemed 

14 A Comorian minister of foreign affairs once related to me how he had asked the US ambassador to 
Madagascar, also accredited to the Comoros, why the US had closed their embassy in Moroni (in 1993). The 
ambassador replied that that the US was constantly frustrated in their attempts at implementing development 
projects in the Comoros since every proposition to the Comorian government met with the response, “We 
need to discuss this with the French first”.
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to me to be the only way to carry out multi-sited fieldwork and the method itself 
provided me with insights into the plurilocal character of networks (that I 
characterised as “Comorian” and “Hadrami” but which of course are not at all 
bounded). Armed therefore with lists of names and phone numbers gleaned in 
Ngazidja, Zanzibar, Lamu and Jeddah, I headed for Dar es Salaam, Muscat, 
Ajman and Mukalla. Or vice versa.15 I met all sorts of people in all sorts of places, 
and they were almost all close friends or family of people I had met elsewhere; 
some of these latter were close friends of mine (particularly those in the 
Comoros), others were people I only met once, and who said something like, Oh, 
if you’re going to Mombasa, you must look up so-and-so, we were at school 
together. But the networks all seemed to be well integrated.16 Multi-sited 
fieldwork is an interesting exercise, and the details – of mine at least – are often 
very personal. I would fly from Dar es Salaam to Mukalla to meet the father, or 
the brother, or an old schoolfriend of a friend, and invariably be welcomed with 
all the hospitality that my contact could offer. This methodology did on occasion 
cause me to reflect on ethical questions, but the stories, reminiscences, even the 
nostalgia I elicited were I think, and despite my status as a foreign academic, 
more the product of an encounter between two people than one between 
researcher and conject. The man I met in Huswayn, father of a friend in 
Zanzibar, was, I think, genuinely pleased to meet someone who knew his son 
(bringing news, in the age of the internet, is no longer an essential element of the 
encounter), happy to chat with me and show me the town. 

Hadramis also migrated northwards. There are many people of Hadrami origin 
in the Gulf states, and these links provide potential opportunities for both 
Hadramis from East Africa and Hadramis in Hadramawt, particularly since 
some of the wealthiest people in the Gulf are of Hadrami origin. One family, the 
Bugshan of Wadi Duan, has long been instrumental in the development and 
maintenance of links between Hadramawt and Saudi Arabia, in particular by 
facilitating the acquisition of the necessary papers by Hadramis seeking to enter 
Saudi Arabia, and this over many decades (Walker 2015). I first heard of 
Abdullah Bugshan in Hadramawt long before I visited Saudi Arabia. People 
would tell me of a Saudi billionaire who funded a variety of projects – hospitals, 

15 While most of my contacts were personal, on my first extended stay in Hadramawt I bore a list, gleaned 
from the archives in Zanzibar, of about 130 people who, in 1943, had petitioned the British administration in 
Zanzibar to be allowed to return to Hadramawt. Armed with their names and those of their home villages, I 
criss-crossed the wadi looking for these people or, as was more likely, 60 years on, their descendants. It was an 
extremely productive exercise, prompting as it did narratives and memories of parents, friends or family who 
had set off to Africa, some of whom had returned, others who were never heard from again.
16 Although I occasionally wondered, see my 2013 COMPAS blog entry, The uncertainties of diaspora research, 
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/article/the-uncertainties-of-diaspora-research
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schools, roads and so on – in Hadramawt, and his generosity, and the positive 
effects of his interventions, was widely recognised; but there was also some 
resentment towards him: who is this Saudi who thinks he belongs here and can 
buy his way into Hadramawt? This was interesting, both the fact that he was 
considered to be a Saudi and that there was hostility. Admittedly Hadramis have 
an ambivalent perspective on members of the diaspora, known as muwalladin –
“they say [in Hadramawt] that if you see a snake and you see a muwallad, kill the 
muwallad. It is more dangerous than the snake” (Walker 2012b: 435; cf Ho 1997) – 
but his activities all seemed to be quite beneficial in what was a very poor 
country.

When I finally arranged to meet Abdullah Bugshan in Jeddah in 2012, I was 
slightly apprehensive about an encounter with this somewhat arrogant Saudi 
billionaire; but Bugshan turned out to be one of the most charming and, for a 
billionaire, humblest men I have ever had the good fortune to meet. He was both 
interested in and cooperative with my research, introducing me to other 
Hadramis, arranging meetings with them in his office as well as inviting me to 
join him for brunch with them in one of Jeddah’s five star hotels. His activities 
with the Hadrami diaspora were fascinating and he was instrumental in the 
maintenance of Hadrami diasporic identity in Saudi Arabia, and even beyond, 
since amongst his other activities he funded an international scholarship 
program for students, most of Hadrami origin and most from Southeast Asia 
(Walker 2015). I wrote a blog entry about him for COMPAS, the migration 
research centre at Oxford where I was based at the time (Walker 2012c), and 
then started getting emails from other Saudi Hadramis who wanted to meet me. 
Curious to hear how they had heard about me, they said they had been reading 
my articles and, probing further (since I hadn’t yet published on Saudi Arabia, 
not even in English), I realised that my blog entries were being translated into 
Arabic and being circulated and commented upon in Hadrami social media.17 
Once again, my most influential writings were the informal ones, and they, as 
well as articles that occasionally appeared on me in the Yemeni printed press, 
were the ones that seemed to be having the most impact – not only prompting 
discussion but bringing me into contact with other Hadramis. And once again I 
found this most satisfying: it was my conjects who were appreciating my work, 
and much of my enthusiasm for my research among the Hadrami diaspora was 
underpinned by the enthusiasm that many Hadramis have themselves for the 
study of their diaspora.

17 Unfortunately I no longer have the urls for these translations.
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Unethical ethics
I maintained this method of multi-sited research between the Comoros in the 
south and the Gulf states in the north, as well as meeting people in Europe -  
mostly the UK and France – for the best part of a decade. However, with time it 
became clear to me that I could not continue this sort of fieldwork. Prosaically, 
there were logistical constraints.18 My linguistic competences gave out when 
confronted with the need to converse in Arabic, particularly in Saudi Arabia, and 
although I managed with interpreters this is not a satisfactory way of 
proceeding. Meanwhile civil unrest put an end to my fieldwork in Hadramawt. 
Mukalla had become increasingly unsafe following the 2011 uprising in Yemen 
and I was becoming uncomfortable with the stress I might have been causing 
others, those concerned for my well-being, whether colleagues from the 
university who refused to allow me to take taxis and arranged for me to be 
picked up and dropped off at meetings, or the desk staff at my hotel who would 
stand anxiously at the window watching me as I ran to the shop next door. I felt I 
could no longer cause them to worry on my behalf, and so in 2015 I accepted a 
fellowship at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle, 
abandoned my fieldwork in Hadramawt and returned to my home ground, the 
Comoros.19 Even here, however, I faced problems. My multi-sited research 
meant that I had been spending very little time in the Comoros, losing touch 
with people there (I didn’t even have phone numbers for most of them, my 
doctoral research was pre-mobile phone) and, more disconcerting, losing my 
language skills: I could no longer chat to my friends. Certainly many of my 
friends spoke French, but not all -  particularly the older women. This was 
embarrassing, frustrating and saddening.

For a number of years I had been talking with an archaeologist colleague at the 
University of Oxford, Nicole Boivin, about collaborating on an ancestral DNA 
survey in the Comoros – we thought this would be an excellent opportunity to 
engage people in discussions about identities and ancestry, and the collection of 
DNA would allow participants to contribute to the history of the region and its 
migrations. As coincidence would have it, as I arrived in Halle Boivin was 
appointed director at the new Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human 
History in Jena, barely an hour away. We decided to finally proceed with the 
project, and I approached my own director to see if he had any objections. Since 
my research was on identities and diasporas in the Comoros, and this would 

18 On a personal level I was also stretching myself very thin, physically as well as intellectually— see Hage 2005 
on the anthropologist and jet lag. 
19 In any case, by 2015 Al Qaeda had taken control of Mukalla and I would not have been able to visit.
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fund a research visit to the Comoros, I assumed this would be a simple formality, 
and I was astonished when he stated in no uncertain terms that I could not 
possibly participate in a project involving genetic analysis while employed in an 
anthropology department: he even forbade me from using vacation time to carry 
out the research. I had not been long in Germany, and had not understood that, 
for obvious political and historical reasons, for German anthropologists, or at 
least for an older generation, anthropology and genetics were still incompatible.

Ostensibly, my role in the project was to find “real” Comorians, which effectively 
meant that drawing on my ethnographic expertise we could avoid sampling 
individuals whose ancestors had arrived in the archipelago in the 19th century, 
whether as slaves from the African mainland or traders from Hadramawt. 
Between contracts in Halle I was therefore employed by the MPI-SHH in Jena 
and we received clearance for the project from Friedrich Schiller University’s 
ethical review board (ERB), with the proviso that the whole process be entirely 
anonymised. This was slightly frustrating, and became more so in the field as 
several participants asked why they couldn’t have the results of their tests. I had 
to explain that a number of very learned scholars sitting in a room in Germany 
had decided that it was not in their best interests; but from an ethical perspective 
I was, ironically, uncomfortable with my responses, feeling that to deny 
individuals the responses they sought was not particularly ethical: this is, once 
again, the “what’s in it for me?” question with which I began, and more than one 
potential participant walked away after our explanation of the project, clearly 
feeling – and rightly so – that if they were not to benefit from our project, then 
why should we, a scholarly institution in Europe, benefit from their genetic data? 
Nevertheless, many participants were happy to contribute to a deeper 
understanding of Comorian history – the fact that my Comorian colleague was 
enthusiastic about the project certainly helped – and the project was reasonably 
successful, although for reasons unrelated to the project itself the results were 
never published.20

The ethical questions raised by this project were revisited in 2019 when I applied 
for funding for a project on identities in Mayotte. The proposal included a 
similar ancestral DNA analysis, but this time with the discussions not only prior 
to testing but continuing following the communication of results to participants. 
This exercise had been done before (e.g. Santos et al. 2009, Scully et al. 2016; cf. 

20 Nicole Boivin was, controversially, dismissed from her directorship in Jena, see “Max Planck Institute 
demotes noted archaeologist,” Science, 28 Oct 2021, doi: 10.1126/science.acx9493, https://www.science.org/
content/article/max-planck-institute-demotes-noted-archaeologist, and “Max Planck archaeology director 
removed after alleged bullying,” Science, 1 Apr 2022 doi: 10.1126/science.abq3381, https://www.science.org/
content/article/max-planck-archaeology-director-removed-after-alleged-bullying.
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Roth/ Ivemark 2018) and I had spoken to several people in Mayotte who were 
most enthusiastic about participating: the offer of a genome-wide analysis, which 
would have cost hundreds of euros to have done privately, with the added 
assurance of full anonymity and confidentiality of data, was very attractive. In 
Mayotte as elsewhere, genealogical research was all the rage and one of my 
colleagues was deeply involved in exploring his family tree. However, the 
proposal was rejected: the assessors, both apparently German,21 and presumably 
anthropologists, were horrified that an anthropologist should be proposing 
genetics-based research. The fact that the basis for the conversations would be 
“initiated” by the researcher gave the project an “experimental” character that 
was reminiscent of the natural sciences. The results would “originate from the 
echo chamber of their own experimental setting”, the implication being that 
anthropologists should not interfere with the people they are studying.22 
Furthermore, despite ethic-oriented reflections based on my previous 
experiences on the earlier project in the other islands, the nature of discussions 
about ancestry and identity in the Comoros generally, my conversations with 
potential participants in Mayotte, as well as on the extant literature, the assessors 
felt that participants should be protected from themselves.

From an ethical perspective these objections appeared to me to be quite 
unethical. The first, that anthropologists should not intervene in the lives of their 
subjects is quite simply absurd: how can I live in a community for months, years 
even, and not have any effect on that community? Were it even possible, to 
remain aloof, refusing to interfere, would be to expose oneself to the criticism of 
treating one’s “subjects” as the “objects” of an experiment in a Kafkaesque loop: 
one shouldn’t interfere, but at the same time, one should not view “subjects” as 
“objects”. The question seems to be, “To what extent should anthropologists 
become involved in, and possibly alter, the experiences of the people among 
whom they conduct participant observation?”, and it is a nonsensical one. We all 
“interfere” in the societies we study: we ask irksome questions about kinship 
terminology, we prompt cultural revivals by expressing an interest in music, we 
piss people off, we make people happy, we provide commentary for the press, 
advice to international organisations or foreign governments (although rarely to 

21 This is admittedly an assumption based on the fact that both reports were written in German, but the use of 
genetics by anthropology still meets resistance in the German academy. Scully encountered no such resistance 
in the UK or in Ireland (Scully, pers. comm.). Rather ironically, the ERB in Halle who would have had 
oversight of the project (but none of whom were anthropologists) had no objections: from their perspective 
the project respected all the relevant guidelines.  
22 Citations are from the assessors’ reports and both their identities and that of the funding body must 
remain anonymous.
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presidents), our articles are invoked to make points in political debates, we make 
friends and we make enemies (hopefully few of the latter): we participate as 
well as observe, we live moral lives. This seems commonplace and I had 
assumed (obviously incorrectly) that the postmodern debates concerning the 
relationship between anthropologists and their conjects, between “us” and 
“them”, between observing and participating, had largely been resolved. 

The second objection was far more worrying, and if the assessors thought they 
were showing concern for the subjects of my experiment, it seemed to me that 
they were simply reproducing (neo-)colonial attitudes that denied agency to an 
exotic other. Rereading my proposal, I admit that perhaps I hadn’t devoted 
sufficient attention to this, largely because I had assumed that it would not be a 
concern. I could have made arguments about how many people sign up to 
23andMe, or how our project provided far more security of data, and so on, but 
these are merely details: the issue is a wider one here, of allowing that my 
conjects (“subjects”, “participants”) are individuals who should be permitted to 
make informed choices themselves, and not be “protected” by that handful of 
academics sitting in their offices in universities somewhere who know better, 
and are protecting the – the what? — uneducated? unintelligent? – native. Some 
of those I spoke to, participants, whether actual or potential, in the testing itself, 
or at the dissemination events that followed the 2016 exercise, as well as those in 
Mayotte who were interested in participating in a future project, were as well 
informed as I was about the advantages and pitfalls of genetic ancestry testing. 
Some were university lecturers with doctorates. I doubt they felt they needed to 
be protected (from themselves?) by strangers on another continent. Ethics often 
objectifies the subject, and while “do no harm” is an essential tenet of the 
ethnographic endeavour, “do nothing” is not the alternative. It was unethical to 
deny participants in these projects the right to make their own choices.

Morals, politics, ethics
Ethical concerns are generally based on the assumption of a power relationship 
in which the researcher wields the upper hand: we don’t (usually) suggest that 
the people with who we work should behave ethically toward us. But ethics is a 
two-way street, or perhaps more accurately, embedded in relationships, “rooted 
in the face-to-face bonds of everyday sociality” (Gardiner 1996: 132); this is not 
an attempt to shirk ethical responsibility, quite the opposite, our (the academy’s) 
ethical concerns can be as much as part of the problem as a solution. Much has 
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been written about ethics,23 and here I would like just to consider the personal 
aspects of the ethics of interaction, the rights and responsibilities we have when 
we go somewhere, study other people and write about them: the morals of 
ethics. “Somewhere” could of course refer to the next street, but the concerns are 
more usually with people a bit further afield, and particularly those in former 
colonial possessions, suggesting that we do not have the right to impose 
ourselves upon them. This question encompasses questions of hierarchies and 
power and harks back to its own complicity in the colonial project that 
anthropology has had to confront, but it also raises interesting political questions 
about equality and basic human rights. If I contest my home country’s treatment 
of migrants (as I do), insisting on the right of all people to freedom of 
movement, to come and live here, then should that not also extend to me? Why 
should I insist on the rights of Comorians to live here, in Europe, but accept that 
I do not have the moral right to live in the Comoros? The answer of course is that 
there are hierarchies of power, but it seems that it is only through challenging 
these hierarchies that we can dismantle them.

The encounter with the other has a political (and ethical) character that 
establishes the power relations inherent in the encounter and determines how 
the power that each party holds is used. It was certainly my privileged 
background as a young student at a Scottish university, with the means, both 
financial and logistic, that allowed me to travel to Mauritius and carry out the 
fieldwork that I did, and the assumption by some people that I was there in some 
sort of official capacity, despite my denials, might have muted opposition to my 
presence. Likewise, my entry into a new fieldsite in Ngazidja ten years later was 
also made possible by my personal status – indeed, I was rather counting on it.24 
But this does not necessarily imply that I continued to draw on my position in 
global hierarchies once in the field. In fact, quite the contrary, upon settling in a 
town near Moroni, the Comorian capital, I entered my fieldsite with some 
trepidation, and in some awe of elders dressed as the sultan of Zanzibar who 
seemed to wield absolute (if shared) power over the local community. I had no 
contacts in the town before arriving and entered from the bottom, as it were, 

23 For discussions there have been numerous texts over the years, from Pels (1999) and Oslington (2003) to 
Bell/ Wynn (2023), Herzfeld (2023) and articles in the thematic issue of Anthropology Today, 40 (2), April 
2024.
24 I am certainly aware that, as a result of hierarchies of power, my arrival in the Comoros was far easier than a 
similar attempt on the part of a Comorian anthropologist wanting to carry out fieldwork in Australia would 
have been. I arrived in the Comoros without a visa (a product of the post-colonial structural hierarchies 
whereby it is often easier to enter the territory of a former colony than that of the former colonial power) and 
then obtained, through the contacts I rapidly made once there, a courtesy visa valid for a year that was 
subsequently extended – a product of a more personal character but none the less dependent upon my status.
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making friends with low-status fishermen before meeting any elders. This is not 
to say that global hierarchies were irrelevant: I found, after a period in the field, 
that quite a few of the people who had impressed me had been equally 
impressed by me, although not all of them.25

Over the years of course my status evolved, as did my relationships with people 
in the Comoros. The elision of the distinction between researcher and conject, or 
perhaps more accurately, the recognition of how the relationships we maintain 
with our conjects evolve, is a natural, indeed, inevitable outcome of a long 
engagement with the field. In the forty years since my first visit to the Comoros I 
have lived in seven different countries (eight, if you include the Comoros) and 
been employed by eight different universities or research institutions. As I have 
moved, I have lost some friends, kept up with others, but I keep returning to 
Ngazidja, one of the few constants in my somewhat peripatetic life. Some of my 
closest friends live in Ngazidja, and I have long-term professional relationships 
with Comorian scholars. I certainly feel a greater attachment to Ngazidja than I 
do to the town in which I now live, and a greater friendship with my friends in 
Ngazidja than with anyone I know locally. Naturally the character of my 
emplacement in Ngazidja has changed over the years: in particular, as already 
noted, I am no longer embedded as I once was. 

There are, unsurprisingly, people with whom I was close in the mid-1990s who I 
no longer see very often, and there are people whom I have met since then who 
have become good friends: a life trajectory that is so typical it is almost banal, 
and to call any of these people “informants”, “subjects” or even “interlocutors” 
would be to completely misrepresent our relationships: we are embedded, to 
varying degrees, in a variety of social relationships, and power structures: it is 
not as simple as “dominant European/subaltern Comorian”. Certainly the fact 
that I have a well-paid job in Europe allows me to pay the school fees for the 
sons of one of my closest friends in Ngazidja, but to reduce this to some sort of 
neo-colonial relationship of dependence is, frankly, insulting to both of us. In a 
Foucauldian sense power inheres in all relationships and (in a Bourdieusian 
sense) in a variety of fields: constantly in flux, constantly being (re)negotiated. 
The relations of power are very ambiguous, and I would suggest that often the 
advantage lies with the conject. This is particularly true of “studying up”, a 
description which characterised much of my fieldwork in Saudi Arabia – I was 
talking to people with far more power and influence that I will ever have and the 
idea that I might have had some sort of advantage over them seems absurd – but 

25 It’s also relevant that in many of my fieldsites I am a kafir, a non-believer, and therefore automatically of 
low status.
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it is also true of people who are “at home” in the fieldsite and who are owners of 
the knowledge that they share and, it must be said, often choose how to share it. 

This leads to my final point, which concerns confidentiality and, when it comes 
to the production of texts, anonymity. Although this is commonly viewed as 
essential good practice – indeed, barely questioned by anthropologists as well as 
other researchers (see McGranahan/ Weiss 2021) – there are several problems 
with the practice of blanket anonymisation. My doctoral thesis avoided the 
question of pseudonyms by saying things such as “one man said...”, which was 
perhaps a somewhat cowardly way of avoiding the issue, but as I prepared the 
text for publication I realised that this was not acceptable, partly because there 
were no people in the text – writing “one person said...” several times without 
making it clear that this is the same person removes an important part of 
understanding people as individuals – and partly because I felt that my friends 
deserved to be named. So my monograph referred to people by name, some of 
these names – people from whom I had obtained permission – were real names, 
others – those whom I hadn’t asked because I’d lost touch, or because I felt they 
should probably remain anonymous – were not. This, obviously, did not always 
conceal their identities. By this time I was publishing articles which included 
personal narratives and life stories, and having taken the trouble to anonymise 
one of them I was slightly bemused when, almost as soon as it was published, I 
started receiving emails saying things like, “Salim, that’s Ahmed, isn’t it? And 
Fatima is really Khadidja.” My attempts at anonymisation had failed miserably.

I began to have serious doubts about the policy of blanket anonymisation about 
the time I started working in Saudi Arabia. For one, it would have been 
impossible to conceal the identity of Abdullah Bugshan without rendering my 
texts completely nonsensical. I also decided that to impose anonymisation upon 
others was a decision that wasn’t mine to make (Weiss 2021, cf Simpson 2016, 
Vorhölter 2021) – why, and by what right do I conceal the identities of 
acquaintances, friends even, when they had taken the trouble to talk to me, often 
at great length, about themselves, their lives, their worlds? Once again, why 
should a group of knowing academics on another continent have the final call 
here? Of course I am “fortunate” in that I don’t do research with terrorists or 
thieves or dissidents and so I (usually) don’t have to grapple with the 
quandaries of revealing identities of people who might thereby be embarrassed 
or endangered. Certainly I know things about people that they would rather 
keep private, but since these things generally don’t have much impact on my 
analysis, I don’t reveal them, and I have no qualms about providing names. I 
have not anonymised anyone in this article – not only would it make no sense to 
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do so, since they are all people who have been, one way or another, important, 
not only to me and my research, but in their own environments, it would be 
disrespectful, indeed, disempowering (cf Weiss 2021).26 Naming my conjects is 
inclusive, denying their identities is very much not so.

Anonymity should therefore be a tool that is employed contextually. There are 
situations where anonymity is certainly essential, others in which it is not only 
an imposition but a denial of the agency and the identity of the other, failing to 
recognise the intersubjectivity of the encounter: A blanket imposition of 
anonymity simply reproduces the hierarchies of power and the objectification of 
the other that we have been trying to shake off for a generation or more. 

This exploration of the moralities of a career has of course been selective. There 
have certainly been occasions when I did something I should probably not have 
done (although I think such occasions are few and the effects minor), and there 
were also moments when I did not do something I probably should have done 
(likewise: hopefully not too often, and with relatively inconsequential effects). 
This is almost certainly true of all of us, anthropologists or not, but we hope that 
ultimately the positive outcomes of the encounter with the others with whom we 
work will outweigh any negative ones. It is through our personal interactions 
that we endeavour to subvert the power relations and hierarchies that structure 
relationships and it is only through the encounter with the other that we can 
understand, not only the other, but also ourselves: this is the very nature of the 
anthropological endeavour (cf. Howell 2017). It should of course be the nature of 
all encounters, the basis for political action, guided by moral principles, for 
ultimately the response to questions of ethics is to behave morally.
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