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Research codes and contracts among hunter-gatherers      
Tuesday 28th June 2022; 14.00-16.00. 

Room: F.102 

Chairs: Stasja Koot (Wageningen University); Julie Grant (University of Johannesburg); R. Fleming 

Puckett (Kalahari Peoples Fund) 

Emails: kootwork@gmail.com; juliegrant70@hotmail.com; fleming.puckett@outlook.com  

Abstract: Research among hunter-gatherers has often been exploitative, based on neo-colonial 

and/or contemporary socio-economic power imbalances. Consequently, research codes and contracts 

have been created with the important goal of empowering communities, and such instruments – and 

efforts to control access to community lands – seem to be on the rise globally. However, these 

instruments do not necessarily always empower and might even further subjugate research 

participants. In this Roundtable session, we introduce our collective experiences to address the 

increasing importance of codes and contracts among hunter gatherers. The aim is to contribute to 

debates on such formalizing instruments. Questions to be addressed include: 

- Do codes and contracts work as empowering instruments? If so, how and why? 

- What are their limitations, practical and ideological? 

- What is the role of those who create and use the codes and contracts and what does this say 

about power relations? 

- How specific do codes and contracts need to be regarding, e.g. specific types of research, the 

differentiation between media and research? 

- Are there any negative consequences to codes and contracts? If so, what are they? 

- How should codes and contracts be applied and by whom? 

- How can communities be represented through such instruments without falling into the trap 

of homogenizing communities and reducing individual agency? 

We invite people to provide a brief elaboration in writing of their experiences with such instruments. 

From this we will invite participants to elaborate on their experiences with such instruments for the 

benefit of workshop participants. 
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Research codes and contracts among hunter-gatherers    

Introduction to session 
Authors: Stasja Koot (Wageningen University) kootwork@gmail.com; Julie Grant (University of 

Johannesburg) juliegrant70@hotmail.com; Stephanie Hobbis (Wageningen University) 

stephanie.hobbis@wur.nl; Geoff Hobbis (Groningen University) g.g.a.hobbis@rug.nl; Robert Gordon - 

Robert.Gordon@uvm.edu 

 

Abstract: In this Introduction several speakers present their experiences with codes and contracts in 

a variety of global settings. These are meant to raise questions for the discussion. First, Stasja Koot 

will address how codes and contracts can also become obstacles to ethnographic research among the 
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southern African San, while much fundamental ethnographic and ethno-historical research has also 

contributed to improvements for these people. Second, Julie Grant will speak specifically in relation 

to the ‡Khomani San in South Africa. She will consider the legitimacy of the active “gatekeeping” 

bodies, the potential benefits they provide while exploring the tensions between such bodies and 

community members. Third, Robert Gordon will elaborate on his experiences in drawing up such 

regulations in Papua New Guinea in 1977, as well the issue of research permits in South West Africa 

and later Namibia. Fourth, Geoff Hobbis introduces digital platforms, and how these impose particular 

codes on their users that follow capitalist, industrialist values and priorities of those who create them. 

Drawing on long-term ethnographic research with the Lau of Malaita, Solomon Islands, he asks how 

hunter-gatherers and horticulturalists respond to these codes and to what extent they resist the 

economic value system these codes represent. Fifth, Stephanie Hobbis explains how research 

institutions increasingly push data management protocols (DMPs) on fieldworkers that are ostensibly 

designed for research participants but, in practice, are rarely designed with the communities. DMPs 

function as codes imposed on the Lau-speakers of Malaita. 
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