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Speaking of Epistemic Injustice: A Reply
Marieke Janne Hopman,*,  Guleid Ahmed Jama,* Olga Zvonareva,* 
Artūrs Hoļavins,* and Anonymous*

Abstract 
In this article, we reply to ‘Ethics and Epistemic Injustice in the Global South’ (Kaur et al. 2023), a 
response to the original article ‘Covert Qualitative Research as a Method to Study Human Rights Under 
Authoritarian Regimes’ (Hopman 2022). Our reply is written by authors who have expertise and direct 
experience with the issues at stake (authoritarianism, Global North/Global South relations, covert 
research methods, epistemic injustice). We show that while there are some interesting points raised 
in the response article, in general, it does not do justice to the arguments presented in the original 
article. Instead it constructs a ‘straw man’ by misrepresenting claims in the original article, attributing 
to it assumptions that were not there, and lumping together notions such as authoritarian zones and 
Global South, that were not equated in the original article. After providing arguments for this position 
and discussing the main topics of the critique, we present two new elements: first, a contribution by 
someone from Moroccan controlled Western Sahara (MCWS), who experienced covert research as 
a research participant. Second, an overview of lessons learned from this exchange. These include: 1) 
instead of authoritarian zones, ‘authoritarian situations’ is a more appropriate concept; 2) projects using 
covert research should strive to include overt and participatory elements; 3) a response article alleging 
epistemic injustice should create space for the people concerned to speak for themselves.
Keywords: authoritarian situations; covert research; epistemic injustice; Global North; Global South

1.  Introduction
In February 2022, this journal published the article ‘Covert Qualitative Research as a 
Method to Study Human Rights under Authoritarian Regimes’ (Hopman 2022) (hereafter: 
‘the original article’). This article had two purposes: first, to ‘contribute to a longer standing 
debate on the ethical acceptability of covert research methods’; second, ‘to provide practi-
cal guidance to researchers (both academic and non-academic) who are considering using 
this method to study human rights violations’ (ibid, abstract). To illustrate the ethical and 
practical dilemmas inherent to covert qualitative research, the author discussed examples 
from her study on the rights of children living in the part of Western Sahara that is under 
Moroccan control (MCWS). In the original article, the second purpose (practical guidance 
for researchers) was the more important one, which took up most space (about 75 per 
cent), compared to a discussion of the ethical considerations. This choice was made for 
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Speaking of Epistemic Injustice 375

several reasons, including word limitation, gaps in existing literature, and an estimation of 
what might be relevant to the readers of the Journal of Human Rights Practice.

In May 2023, this journal published a response article, written by a group of researchers 
from Tilburg University, the Netherlands (Kaur et al. 2023, hereafter ‘the response arti-
cle’). The response article focuses on the first purpose of the original article: the ethical 
discussion related to covert research methods. In particular, the article comments on the 
three conditions proposed by the original article, under which covert qualitative research 
in authoritarian zones would be ethically acceptable: 1) the research aims to contribute to 
the protection of human rights, 2) research subjects remain anonymous, and 3) there is no 
other, overt way to obtain the necessary data (Hopman 2022: 562). The response article 
formulates many objections to this idea, including that this test ‘exacerbates structural 
inequalities between the Global North and Global South by reinforcing unequal power 
relations’ (Kaur et al. 2023, abstract). In this article, we will reply to the critique in the 
response article.

The response article makes many claims regarding epistemic injustice resulting from 
the work of the author of the original article (Marieke Hopman). Marieke therefore 
sought to discuss both articles with others who had expertise and direct experience 
with the relevant topics (authoritarianism, Global North/Global South relations, covert 
research method, epistemic injustice). As a result, this reply was written by the following 
authors:

•	 Guleid Ahmed Jama is a Somaliland national who lives and works in Somaliland. 
He was born, raised and educated in Somaliland, where he finished his bachelor’s 
degree and master’s degree. After completing the law degree from the University of 
Hargeisa, he started practising law and founded the Human Rights Centre Somaliland, 
a local human rights advocacy organization. He has been involved in several national 
and regional civil society organizations. He is currently an external PhD candidate 
at Maastricht University, Faculty of Law, where he researches children’s rights in 
Somaliland. He is based in Hargeisa, the capital of Somaliland.

•	 Olga Zvonareva is a science, technology and society scholar at Maastricht University. 
Her research focuses on public engagement in health and biomedical knowledge pro-
duction. She is especially invested in studying instances of participation in situations 
when members of the public are discouraged from doing so. Olga has Russian nation-
ality and conducts most of her research in post-Soviet settings or on topics connected 
to the post-Soviet space. Her research in and on Russia currently presents an extensive 
array of difficulties with regards to adequately protecting research participants and 
researchers.

•	 Artūrs Hoļavins (Artur Holiavin) is a Latvian citizen who lives in the Netherlands. 
He was born in Riga, then Latvian SSR, into a Russian family. He lived in authori-
tarian states, like Russia and Kazakhstan, but also worked in and around authoritar-
ian settings, like some top-down ruled NGOs and governmental institutions. He has 
studied post-Soviet civil society and social policies for more than ten years, witness-
ing a gradually worsening situation for doing research outside of the authoritarian 
regime-approved frameworks. He was conducting his fieldwork and living with family 
in Moscow when the Russo-Ukrainian war started. ‘Covert’ elements in his research 
were inevitable even before that, but have become normatively and practically una-
voidable and necessary elements since.

•	 Anonymous is a young Sahrawi adult who lives and works in the part of Western 
Sahara that is under Moroccan occupation (MCWS). As a tourist guide, he met the 
author of the original article in MCWS, and he was interviewed for the purpose of 
her research without his knowledge or permission. Anonymous and the researcher 
stayed in touch, and when the results of the study were published, she explained 
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376 Marieke Janne Hopman et al.

her true identity, and the true purpose of her visit to MCWS. More recently, the 
researcher shared the original article and response article published in this journal 
with Anonymous, and invited him to share his views. She provided him with a list 
of questions as a guideline. The written contribution by Anonymous is limited exclu-
sively to section 7 of this article.

•	 Marieke Hopman is a children’s rights researcher at Maastricht University, and the 
author of the original article. She has Dutch nationality, and lives and works in the 
Netherlands. Her experience includes empirical research as part of several case stud-
ies: four in Europe, one in Asia, five in Africa, and two in the Middle-East. Epistemic 
agency of research participants, and children in particular, is a central element to her 
work (for example Hopman 2021a; Maastricht Platform for Community-Engaged 
Research (https://mpcer.maastrichtuniversity.nl/)).

2.  A first impression
We welcome the opportunity for academic debate, in particular one that sparks reflection 
on research ethics in general, and one’s own empirical research in particular. The response 
article brought us together as a group of authors who otherwise might not have worked 
together, and triggered interesting discussions. It also gave us the unique opportunity to 
engage in a dialogue with someone who experienced the covert research method as an 
unknowing research subject, and discuss both the original article and response article with 
him. We believe his perspective is unique in academia, a valuable example of testimonial 
justice (see section 7).

In reply to the response article, to begin with, there are a few things that we totally agree 
with:

1.	 The original article does not provide an in-depth discussion of the ethical dimensions of 
covert research. As stated in the introduction, this was not the intention. The response 
article correctly points out that ‘[qualitative covert research method] has a long history 
across disciplines such as sociology, psychology, and investigative journalism, to name 
a few [list of publications]’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 9). However, there is a lack of literature 
available ‘on how to do qualitative covert research in general, and in authoritarian 
zones in particular’ (Hopman 2022: 549, emphasis added). All these articles mentioned 
in the response article discuss the ethical issues of covert research. A discussion of the 
practical application of the method is either completely absent, or very limited. This is 
the gap the original article aimed to address.

2.	 When engaging in covert research (and, in our view, in any study that includes research 
participants), it is important to ask ‘how scholars can ethically engage with the dignity, 
knowledge-production, agency, and voice of the participants’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2). 
Epistemic injustice should be avoided.

3.	 Informed consent is not exclusively an information/data protection right. Instead, it 
includes the right to decide on whether or not to participate in a research project (Kaur 
et al. 2023: 14, 22). The reference to the concept of ‘information right’ was ill chosen.

4.	 Reflexivity, and particularly reflecting on positionality, are important elements of good 
research practice, and should be integrated into every stage of the research process. 
Cross-cultural dialogue, reflexivity, and reciprocity are good ethical principles for aca-
demic empirical research with participants. However, we do have to keep in mind that 
if an article doesn’t include a verbatim report of this reflexive process, that does not 
mean it never took place.

5.	 Authoritarian zones should be understood from a multifaceted perspective, rather than 
through a state-centred, geographically and spatially limited, perspective.
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6.	 The original paper would have benefited from clear definitions of ‘authoritarian zone’ 
and ‘covert research method’. Instead of ‘authoritarian zone’, ‘authoritarian situation’ 
would have been a more appropriate concept (see section 5).

At the same time, we find that the response paper does not do justice to the arguments and 
materials presented in the original paper. Instead it constructs what can be called a ‘straw 
man’ by 1) misrepresenting claims in the original paper; 2) attributing assumptions to the 
original paper that were not there, and 3) lumping together notions such as authoritarian 
zones and Global South that certainly were not equated in the original paper. The response 
paper then attacks the resulting ‘straw man’ that bears little resemblance to the original paper.

When examining the content of the response paper in more detail, it is challenging to 
identify its main points. The paper is at times convoluted, and sometimes contradicts itself 
(for example, ‘This response article does not aim to adjudicate on whether or not the field 
research Hopman references in her article was ethical’ compared to ‘we describe the aspects 
of epistemic injustice in relation to her fieldwork in the Western Sahara as a Global North-
situated researcher carrying out research in the Global South’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2, 11)). 
As mentioned above, at times it seems that the arguments made in the response article are 
points of critique aimed at something else entirely than the content of the original article 
(examples will be presented throughout this reply). In general, we feel that the response 
creates unnecessary confusion for three main reasons. First, many concepts and arguments 
are unjustly equated or connected. Such as:

•	 Authoritarian zone—authoritarian state
•	 Authoritarian zone—Global South
•	 Epistemic justice—informed consent
•	 Human rights—Western norms

Second, the response article presents certain incorrect statements that do not represent 
the arguments made in the original article. Among those are:

•	 ‘[Hopman] argues [her research project] is ethical because it was approved by an ethics 
committee’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 5).

•	 ‘Hopman conceptualizes research as a form of data extraction that is divorced from 
participants’ subjectivities of being and knowing’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 4).

•	 ‘Hopman’s test effectively divides the world into two territorial spaces—non-author-
itarian (liberal/democratic) and authoritarian (illiberal/undemocratic)’ (Kaur et al. 
2023: 5).

•	 ‘Hopman “Orientalizes” (Said 1978) her research context through its depiction as a 
site that is unknown or unknowable from the perception of western researchers’ (Kaur 
et al. 2023: 6).

•	 ‘Hopman … treats covert research as a binary (covert versus overt) venture’ (Kaur et 
al. 2023: 9).

In this reply we will demonstrate the invalidity of these statements.
The third source of confusion is the level of analysis: is the critique aimed at the ethical argu-
ments made in the original article (‘covert qualitative research can be ethically permissible 
in authoritarian zones, under certain conditions’), or at Global North-situated researchers 
doing qualitative research in the Global South, or at covert qualitative research as a method, 
or at the particular case study that used covert qualitative research as a method in MCWS?

In this article, we discuss some of the main arguments of the response article. Where 
applicable, we will clearly differentiate between the different levels of analysis mentioned 
above.
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3.  Global North/Global South
The original article does not mention Global North/Global South. Nevertheless, the 
response article locates the original article in the Global North/Global South discourse. 
It seems that this is done for two reasons: first, the case study described in the original 
article is in the ‘Global South’ (which is defined by the response article as ‘the regions of 
Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Oceania’), and the researcher is a ‘Global North-situated 
researcher’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2, 6). Second, the ethical test presented in the original article 
would ‘most likely’ be applied in the Global South, because the test applies to authoritarian 
zones, and because ‘states [in the Global South] ... have a greater chance of being seen as 
authoritarian’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2, 6). Based on this reframing, many arguments follow, for 
example regarding how Global North-situated researchers should (not) conduct research in 
the Global South (Kaur et al. 2023: 3).

We see this categorization of the original article as being about Global North/Global 
South relations as problematic, and a misrepresentation of the original article. The original 
article is not about how to conduct covert research in the Global South. As the response 
article says, the original article ‘contributes to the academic debate around the ethicality of 
covert research methods, but in the context of authoritarian regimes’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2). 
The response article continues to add criticism, built upon the Global North/Global South 
framing:

Hopman does not suggest that any unique ethical issues may arise from researchers—
including Global North-situated researchers—doing research in the Global South. 
Hopman’s own case study is that of a Global North-situated researcher carrying out 
research in the Global South in a politically contested site. Her article does not reflect on 
the unequal power relationship between the researcher and the ‘researched’, and does not 
reflect upon the ‘authoritarian’ site she has chosen, placing it within its broader historical 
context (Kaur et al. 2023: 6).

Locating the original article in the Global North/Global South discourse does not match the 
content, intention and methodology of the original article. Authoritarianism is not particu-
lar to the South, nor was that ever implied in the original article. The existence of epistemic 
injustice in knowledge production is not disputed in this reply. Also, the power imbalance 
in global systems is not contested here. However, we argue that the original article has 
nothing to do with the perpetuation of epistemic injustice in Global North/Global South 
relations, nor does it assume ‘that academic knowledge production is value neutral’ (Kaur 
et al. 2023: 2). Any debate about the acceptability and ethicality of covert research should 
be about that, because that is what it is. It is not about the Global North/Global South 
debate. Below, we will give three arguments why this framing is inappropriate in relation to 
the original article. The relation between authoritarianism and Global North/Global South 
will be further discussed in section 5.

First, if our objective is to prevent epistemic injustice being imposed by academic 
researchers, instead of the researcher’s geographical location or whether their method is 
overt or covert, we should focus on their philosophical position. Taking a consent form or 
explaining the objective of the research does not automatically prevent epistemic injustice. 
Neither does being situated in the Global South. None of these factors compensates for 
when a researcher is intentionally engaged in distorting information. Early ‘explorers’ and 
‘researchers’ of the colonial rule conducted activities in Africa for and on behalf of the colo-
nial powers. Their goal was to study the local communities in order to maximize colonial 
dominance. Some of these explorers and researchers used to bypass consent, and others 
were explicit about their activities in overt research. Yet, the consent of the participants did 
not change the outcome because the outlook of these researchers was based on assumptions 
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that treated the participants as inferior. At the same time, some of its strongest critics were 
academics from the Global North.

Somaliland is among the African countries extensively affected by colonial ‘researchers’ 
and ‘explorers’. One of them was Richard F. Burton. He wrote a book in the 19th century, 
First Footsteps in East Africa (Burton 1987 [1894]). This book details a journey that started 
from Eden, Yemen, where he and his team landed at the coastal city of Saylac, Somaliland, 
in 1854. They undertook a land journey to enter and spy on, in the name of exploration, 
the city of Harar. Throughout his journey, he documented in detail his encounters with 
the people and the land, using derogatory and racist terms (for example ‘savages’, ‘infe-
rior’, and ‘beggars’ (1987: 21, 78)). The book served as an important tool of information 
for ‘researchers’ and colonial administrators who came to Somaliland three decades later. 
These activities—which we can hardly call research—were covert, and strongly motivated 
by racism and a strong belief of superiority of the ‘explorer’, who looked down on the peo-
ple he visited, on their land, and the Somalis who were with him on the voyage. Another 
similar example is I. M. Lewis who was a seminal author on Somali history and anthropol-
ogy in the mid-19th and early 20th century. Contrary to Burton, Lewis was explicit about 
his research with his participants. He wrote one of his most prominent studies, the Pastoral 
Democracy (Lewis 1999), during colonial rule (Kapteijns 2010, Samatar 1992). The study 
contained many incorrect assumptions about Somali society, such as that Somali people 
could easily be divided and understood when categorized according to clan/ethnic lines. 
Interestingly, the problematic content of Lewis’s work was analysed and brought to the 
fore as such, by another researcher situated in the Global North (the Netherlands): Lidwien 
Kapteijns. The work of Kapteijns showed that Lewis’s scholarship developed ‘a way of 
thinking about Somali society’ that emphasized clan and clannism, and how ‘a very narrow 
construction of clanship’ had ‘gained such epistemological prominence’ (Kapteijns 2010: 
3). Burton and Lewis are prime examples of epistemic injustice and the colonial influence 
of knowledge production that continues to persist today and still dominates a certain dis-
course. By contrast, the empirical work of Kapteijns is well respected by Somali scholars 
(Samatar 2011: 44).

These examples serve to illustrate that epistemic injustice should be judged in relation to 
the attitude of the researcher and the outcome of the study, rather than their geographical 
location or method. The response article does the opposite: instead of looking at whether 
the information presented in the original article (which hardly serves as suitable material 
for this type of judgment anyway, since it did not include any information on how data was 
analysed), the response article attacks its method for being covert, and the author for being 
situated in the Global North. We see that as an oversimplification.

Second, the fact that the North has a ‘hegemonic position of power’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 
3) and how this relates to a research project, is something that has to be measured case 
by case. The place of work and the colour of the researcher does not determine if the 
researcher lacks critical reflexivity. Researchers in the Global North and those in the Global 
South can (equally) commit epistemic injustice. A researcher situated and educated in the 
Global South can employ questionable research methodology that perpetuates epistemic 
injustice, and a Global North situated researcher can be critical towards the epistemic injus-
tice (as shown above). There are critical thinkers situated in the North who are pioneers 
in the field. A research project cannot be labelled epistemically unjust simply because it 
concerns a Global North situated researcher who conducts empirical research in the Global 
South. Therefore, we cannot agree with the response article’s attack on the original article 
on the basis that the author is based in the Global North and has conducted research in the 
Global South.

Third, if we do use this framing, it is not straightforward to define who is a Global North-
situated researcher. According to the response article, ‘when Global North researchers con-
duct research in the Global South, they can unfairly privilege “dominant” (the researcher) 
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epistemic agendas over those of the “subaltern” (the researched), thus reproducing inequal-
ity’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 3). The question is, does this apply always and to every researcher 
from the Global North? How do we define the Global North-situated researchers? Do we 
include researchers who are citizens from Global South countries but are educated, based 
at, and funded by Global North institutions? How do you approach the Global South 
based researcher who employs a problematic research methodology contributing to epis-
temic injustice?

Kapteijns, who is very critical of Lewis—in the above example—is a Global North-
situated scholar. Her scholarship and critique of Lewis demonstrate that a strict delineation 
of North and South based on the place of work of the researcher does not explain epistemic 
injustice. The authors cited in the response article who are critical of the epistemic injustice 
include researchers based in the Global North. This illustrates that the issue is not about the 
researcher’s physical address but about their philosophical outlook.

4.  Human rights
The original article discussed the conditions under which it could be ethical to do covert 
research in authoritarian zones. One of the criteria is that ‘the research aims to contribute 
to the protection of human rights’ (Hopman 2022: 559). How do we know if the research 
serves human rights protection? The original article underscores the ‘lack of an absolutely 
certain answer to the question of right and wrong’, then suggests ‘turning to the standards 
that at least most political representatives of the peoples of the world agree on’, namely: 
international human rights law (ibid.).

In regard to the mention of international human rights law, the response article argues 
that this ‘ethical test requires researchers to translate participants’ testimonies and situated 
knowledge into a doctrinal human rights framework, which comes with certain onto-epis-
temological assumptions which may not be shared by participants’ (Kaur et al. 2023, 
abstract). This argument has two problematic aspects. First, it centres on data analysis 
and translation of participants’ testimonies, which was not discussed in the original arti-
cle. International human rights law was included in the original article only as a criterion, 
one among several, to determine whether an intended research project could possibly use 
a covert research method. It had nothing to do with ‘translating participants’ testimonies 
and situated knowledge into a doctrinal human rights framework’. Second, the response 
article assumes that international human rights law includes only Global North (Western) 
norms, which are alien to the populations in the Global South. The response even states so 
explicitly:

there is a formal legal character and presupposed ‘apolitical’ framing of Hopman’s vision 
of human rights, which obscures a political and normative prioritization of Western ideol-
ogies over non-hegemonic conceptualizations of rights (Kaur et al. 2023: 15).

This framing of international human rights law as Western ideology overlooks that human 
rights treaties are primarily consent based, and many political representations of Global 
South peoples have consented to the rights and obligations formulated in those treaties. It 
also completely overlooks the contributions of the Global South on a wide range of inter-
national human rights law. For example, the Global South states were the driving force 
behind the adoption of the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights. The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which is ratified by all 
UN Member States except the US, has been ratified by all Global South UN Member States. 
This means these states intentionally consented to abide by the legal obligation emanating 
from the CRC. As a consequence, the CRC is applicable to Somalia (a Global South state) 
and is not applicable to the US (a Global North state). The 1969 American Convention on 
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Human Rights and the 1986 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights both cite the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

There are numerous examples of the express consent of states to abide by international 
human rights law. We do not consider it appropriate to imply that the African, Asian, 
South American, and Oceanian leaders and peoples who subscribe to the Charter and the 
Convention lacked agency, or were somehow forced to adopt it. This does not mean that 
the debate about the universality and cultural relativity of human rights is rested. In fact, 
it is a debate worth continuing because it has considerable contributions to make to our 
understanding of the value dimension of human rights. But neither the universalists nor cul-
tural relativists discard the existence of international human rights law. Research showed 
that South America, Sub Saharan Africa (Global South states), and Eastern Europe have the 
highest score of inclusion of UDHR rights in their constitutions and that ‘North America, 
Western Europe, and the British Commonwealth have relatively lower scores’ (Beck et al. 
2019: 92).

Describing international human rights law as a Western value also has practical risks. 
When the government of Somaliland closed down a newspaper critical to the government, 
the local journalists association and local human rights activists appealed to the right to 
freedom of expression, to demand the lifting of the ban. The newspaper writes in Somali 
language for a Somaliland audience, and is funded by the paper’s readers. It has no ties to 
the Global North. If we assume that freedom of expression is a Western value, the doctrinal 
basis of the advocacy for the newspaper suddenly becomes alien. To argue that interna-
tional human rights law is Western ideology, is such a broad claim that silences local voices 
and assumes lack of agency, even though activists and journalists are deliberately and con-
sciously engaged in advocacy at the national level to improve the human rights situation in 
their (Global South) country. Moreover, dictators who silence and suppress citizens justify 
their actions by arguing that human rights, including the right to assembly and freedom of 
expression, are Western values. In this manner, they justify repressive measures that are not 
approved by the population.

In this reply, we do not discuss the source, the history, or the value dimension of human 
rights (which would merit another article at least). In line with the original article, we only 
focus on the globally agreed international human rights law, as codified in treaties volun-
tarily ratified by states. Human rights treaties include those open for all states irrespective 
of geography (for example the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) and regional 
human rights instruments such as the American Convention on Human Rights, the African 
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights. 
We do not view these doctrinal human rights laws as Western or Global North owned legal 
norms.

5.  Covert research in authoritarian situations
As indicated in section 2, we agree with the suggestion in the response article that the orig-
inal article would have benefitted from including definitions of both ‘authoritarian zone’ 
and ‘covert research’. With these lacking, the response article makes certain assumptions 
about what the original article meant when using these concepts, which we would like 
to correct below. After establishing what was meant by these concepts (and adding one 
improvement), we will further discuss whether or not the classification of a certain situa-
tion as authoritarian can be an essential factor in determining whether employing a covert 
research method may be ethically acceptable.

Let us start with the concept of ‘authoritarian zone’. In the original article, ‘authoritar-
ian zones’ are described as ‘areas under the control of authoritarian regimes’ (Hopman 
2022: 548). What ‘authoritarian’ entails exactly is only hinted at: there may be limited 
access to data, information control, censorship, and security risk for both researchers and 
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participants (ibid.: 548–49). Certain authoritarian regimes ‘achieve some level of impunity 
since most of their actions, including human rights violations, are not well documented 
and studied’ (ibid.: 549). MCWS is identified as an example of an authoritarian zone, one 
that is ‘overseen by a semi-authoritarian government’ (ibid.: 549). These zones ‘inherently 
carry the risk of human rights violations going unnoticed, due to the limitation of personal 
freedoms, including freedom of expression, imposed by authoritarian regimes’ (ibid.: 562).

We agree with the response article that authoritarian zones should be understood from a 
multifaceted perspective, rather than through a state-centred, geographically and spatially 
limited, perspective. This is why the original article refers to ‘authoritarian zones’ rather 
than ‘authoritarian states’, and the MCWS example is a non-state example. The framing 
in the response article, that the original article views ‘the geography of areas like Western 
Sahara as authoritarian states in need of research’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 16), is a mistake. The 
response article’s lengthy arguments to counter traditional political science ‘state-centric’ 
approaches to authoritarianism are, actually, not against the position taken in the original 
article. In fact, we think that we should go beyond the criticism of the response article and 
replace the concept of ‘authoritarian zone’ with ‘authoritarian situation’. The notion of 
situation is more ‘localising and more open-ended than the notion of setting’ or of zone 
(Birkbak and Papazu 2022: 20–21), and allows us to account for a dynamic character of 
any political arrangement.

Nowadays, one can indeed rarely encounter a piece of scholarship claiming that while 
democracy exists uniformly within the boundaries of one state, several kilometres further 
it ceases to exist entirely within the boundaries of another state. We know that pockets of 
exclusion exist within well-established democracies and participatory openings may occur 
in otherwise rather oppressive circumstances (Chilvers and Kearnes 2020; Laurent 2011; 
Czada 2015; Jasanoff 2005). Furthermore, democracy and authoritarianism are always 
in-the-making, being practiced, expressed, and reshuffled continuously. This means that 
both can change quite quickly, for example transforming a situation that looked quite dem-
ocratic into something else. This also means that some oppressive and inclusive practices 
can become entrenched, solidify, and become much more difficult to shift in their stability. 
When these are practices of oppression that become solidified, we may be speaking of 
authoritarian situations which, again, are not necessarily ‘territorial’ as such. In our defini-
tion of authoritarian situations, we draw on two bodies of scholarship. First is the schol-
arship on a practice-oriented approach to understanding authoritarianism, which stresses 
the need to move beyond analytically locating authoritarianism at the level of the state. 
Scholars working in this vein propose, instead, to focus on practices as patterns of actions, 
embedded in organized contexts (Glasius 2018). This focus allows us to zoom into actors 
and their behaviours instead of state structures and elections, while taking account of con-
texts where certain understandings and ways of doing things are prevalent and legitimized. 
Second is the political anthropology scholarship on authoritarianism. While exact defini-
tions of authoritarianism given by political anthropologists diverge, they mostly share three 
elements: 1) an uneven distribution of power, 2) coercion used to maintain this distribution, 
and to 3) keep publics (selectively) disengaged and demobilized (Davey and Koch 2021; 
Stroup and Goode 2023). We, thus, view authoritarian situations as constituted by practices 
of coercion used to maintain an uneven distribution of power and tight control over certain 
actors, to keep them disengaged and demobilized.

On the concept of ‘covert research’, the response article argues that the original article 
wrongly ‘treats covert research as a binary (covert versus overt) venture’, while in fact it is 
‘inclusive of wide-ranging sets of practices within which the object and scope of a research 
project are embedded ... Not all covert research is done by concealing the object of the 
research and the role of researcher from participants, nor bypassing consent entirely’ (Kaur 
et al. 2023: 9). By contrast, it is argued, ‘Hopman’s conception of covert research antici-
pates active deceit: “actively and purposefully lying to … research participants when asked 
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why you are there” (Hopman 2022: 559)’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 8–9). In fact, the original 
article states:

[S]ome form of covertness is usually present in qualitative research. During qualitative 
interviews, researchers are rarely completely transparent ... Of course, much research 
in authoritarian zones is already ‘covert’ in the sense that often official permission for 
research is not obtained with the relevant authorities … However, in this [MCWS] case 
‘covert’ refers to pretending to visit the country as anything other than a researcher, not 
only in relation to authorities, but in relation to everyone encountered in the field. It means 
actively and purposefully lying to both authorities and (potential) research subjects when 
asked why you are there (Hopman 2022: 559, emphasis added).

In defining covert research, we propose to follow Spicker: ‘Covert research is research which 
is not disclosed to the subject – where the researcher does not reveal that research is taking 
place’ (Spicker 2011: 119). This definition, like the original article, goes beyond a binary 
understanding of covert research in that all types of research practices are considered covert 
if the research is not disclosed to the subject, while the overall research project can include 
different levels of covert/overtness. As Spicker writes,

it is covert research, for example, if a researcher simply stands and watches what people 
are doing, like checking whether motorists are using mobile phones ... Walker et al. 2006. 
It is covert research when a researcher attends a public event, like a trial, a football match 
or a political meeting, and writes about it. It is covert research if a researcher accumulates 
information about subjects who do not know it ... Deception, by contrast, occurs where 
the nature of a researcher’s action is misrepresented to the research subject. This can be 
done at the same time as covert work, but deception is not necessarily, or even usually, 
done in the form of covert research (ibid.).

The question in the original article was twofold: first, whether certain types of covert qual-
itative research in authoritarian situations could be ethically permissible in general, because 
of the nature of authoritarian situations (that is, unchecked coercive power potentially 
exercised against individuals deemed a threat to the authoritarian powerholders). Second, 
whether a deceitful type of covert research as employed in the MCWS case study could be 
ethically permissible in certain authoritarian situations. The distinction between these two, 
related, questions should have been made more explicit in the original article.

The response article is ambivalent regarding whether covert research can be or should be 
employed in authoritarian situations. On the one hand, it states:

We recognize that authoritarian contexts can require specific measures for the protection 
and reduction of harm to the researcher and participants. These measures may under spe-
cific circumstances require a certain degree of ‘covertness’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 2 (footnote)).

At the same time, it states:

We reject Hopman’s assertion that the classification of a particular geography as an author-
itarian zone can or should be an essential factor in determining the level of ethical safe-
guards a research project should abide by and wholly reject her claim that authoritarianism 
makes her particular brand of radical covert research necessary (Kaur et al. 2023: 15).

Leaving behind a dichotomous and state-centric understanding of authoritarianism does 
not mean that we as researchers can take lightly the risks associated with research in 
authoritarian situations. Oppressive practices that constitute such situations often make 
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conduct of and participation in research dangerous for researchers and research partici-
pants. In many authoritarian situations, powerholding actors pose a quite direct threat to 
both researchers and research participants, with possible consequences including public 
shaming, imprisonment and physical harm. Overtness of research practices through ide-
al-type written consent forms with names and signatures, even if protected by encrypted 
data storage facilities (which are never completely safe), can become hard ‘evidence’ against 
research participants in the eyes of violent powerholders. Hence, completely overt research, 
in particular the one involving ‘official permission’, might be dangerous. In the fieldwork 
in Russia by two authors of this article, openly going to gatekeepers with a description of 
the research project would have alerted the authorities and pro-regime activists to activities 
they are likely to interpret as either espionage or as politically hostile action funded by the 
‘unfriendly collective West’. As a result, years of effort to build trust with the state by organ-
izations participating in the research could have been compromised. In the worst case sce-
nario, the researchers and some research participants might even have fallen under scrutiny 
of security services, been arrested, or targeted with physical attacks by pro-regime thugs.

To be clear, not all situations with authoritarian characteristics are equally and similarly 
dangerous for researchers and participants. An illustrative example here could be the oper-
ation of the multinational pharmaceutical industry globally. This operation is characterized, 
among others, by radical power imbalances, meagre transparency, and quite tangible possibil-
ities of exploitation of people involved in testing of new medicines. Not all research into the 
operation of the multinational pharmaceutical industry, though, is likely to lead to detention, 
imprisonment or physical harm to researchers or research participants with the same cer-
tainty as research that is being conducted, say, in present-day Russia on a topic that concerns 
or even loosely relates to the Russian attack on Ukraine. Research covertness may well serve 
as one of the elements of protection in the latter situation. This distinction between different 
authoritarian situations and their consequent need for covert research (or lack thereof), was 
captured by the third criterion of the ethical test for covert research in authoritarian situa-
tions, as formulated in the original article: covert research in authoritarian situations is per-
missible only if there is no other, overt way to obtain the necessary data (Hopman 2022: 561).

In relation to the MCWS case study, we believe that the original article presents the case, 
in which the author correctly identified risks for her research participants, herself, and oth-
ers entangled in the research from the authoritarian situation’s powerholding actors. She 
made a tough but righteous decision to do research covertly. Making such an assessment 
and decision were both ethical and—in terms of protecting research participants—admin-
istratively appropriate. Therefore, we also believe that radical or ethically unambiguous 
statements like ‘wholly reject her claim that authoritarianism makes her particular brand 
of radical covert research necessary’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 15), are simply detached from the 
realities of doing research in authoritarian situations. Real research practice is never easy, 
or simple; it never has definitive methodological and ethical answers ready. If overt research 
is completely forbidden by authorities and other gatekeepers; if saying ‘I am a researcher 
and I study …’ will get you arrested; if being overt will risk your research participants get-
ting beaten, imprisoned, tortured, or killed; if your research can be interpreted as a hostile 
action by the enemy state, leading to adoption of new restrictive legislation or escalation of 
an armed conflict; covert research methods might well be appropriate.

What the original article did, was to present the details of a specific methodology as it 
was applied in a specific case and to suggest that this methodology may be useful to others. 
No totalizing claims were or actually can be made with regards to always using this meth-
odology in all authoritarian situations for reasons delineated above. We suggest treating a 
covert research methodology as any other methodology, that is as something that can be 
used, misused and abused. We, therefore, stress that the decision to use covertness should 
never be an automatic decision determined by any single characteristic of a research situa-
tion, be it authoritarianism or anything else.
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6.  Epistemic injustice
As stated in section 2, we agree with the response article that epistemic injustice should 
be avoided as much as possible, and that even though ‘research is always an extractive 
process [to a certain extent], harms caused by it can and should be mitigated’ (Kaur et al. 
2023: 15). However, the response article also presents three categories of arguments why 
epistemic injustice has been/is not sufficiently avoided: first, in relation to the MCWS case 
study, second, in relation to covert research, and third, during data analysis. We will discuss 
all three categories below.

6.1  Epistemic injustice in the MCWS case study
According to the response article, in the MCWS case study, two forms of epistemic injustice 
occurred: testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice. The main arguments are:

1.	 Orientalization: the original article claims that ‘there is currently hardly any (relia-
ble) information available on the children’s rights situation in [MCWS]’. Thereby, the 
research context is orientalized ‘through its depiction as a site that is unknown or 
unknowable from the perception of western researchers’.

2.	 Data extraction: knowledge is produced by researchers outside of its context, experts 
speak on behalf of the research subjects, and then share this knowledge through inac-
cessible academic publications.

3.	 Hermeneutical injustice: the researcher forces their own, dominant framework of 
understanding onto those of research participants, and misrepresents their experience 
in the research output.

While the risks of orientalization, data extraction and hermeneutical injustice are all inher-
ent in doing qualitative research, we do not feel that it applies particularly to the MCWS 
case study. As described in the original article, the decision to apply covert research was 
based in part on discussions with indigenous (NGO) actors living abroad (Hopman 2022: 
551, 560). These actors all agreed on the lack of information currently available to all 
researchers, on the children’s rights situation in MCWS. This was confirmed—although 
not described in detail in the original article—by our online search of different sources 
in English, Spanish, French and Arabic (Hopman et al. 2021b: 587). The original article 
further explains that:

After our return [from MCWS], we engaged in online interviews with human rights 
defenders from both sides [Sahrawi and Moroccan] via online contact methods. We also 
published a draft report of our findings and shared this widely, both online and offline (via 
post), asking for feedback from different actors (2022: 554).

To be more precise: hard copies of the draft report, including a letter explaining the research 
and requesting feedback, were shared with 86 schools, 10 government institutes, and eight 
human rights organizations active in MCWS by post; and 34 schools, 35 human rights 
organizations/activists, 11 government institutes, 24 media outlets, and four researchers 
active in MCWS by email. The documents were also shared via social media (Twitter, 
Facebook) and on the research website (www.childrensrightsresearch.com). The request for 
feedback included a phone number available for sending anonymous feedback messages 
via Telegram.

Although data analysis and research output were not discussed in the original article, 
it may be good to mention that output of this research project consisted exclusively of 
open-access publications:

•	 Two academic journal articles (Hopman 2021b; Hopman 2022).
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•	 A popular scientific report, in Arabic and English, published first as a draft report for 
feedback, then as a final version (Hopman et al. 2021a; 2021b).

•	 Several blogs and vlogs (Children’s Rights Research, no date).
•	 A shadow UPR report to the UN Human Rights Committee (Children’s Rights 

Research et al. 2022).

6.2  Epistemic injustice in covert research methods
A stronger case might be made when it is argued that a research project that relies exclu-
sively on covert research methodology (and does not add any other forms of participation 
in knowledge production for local actors, as we did in the MCWS case study) necessarily 
leads to epistemic injustice.

The original article in this respect only considered the pre-field research phase and the 
field research phase. In relation to the former, it argued that an analysis of potential risks 
and benefits of the study, including the decision whether or not to use a covert research 
method, would be done ideally with ‘not only academics, but also people who are able to 
speak for the potential research subjects, such as NGOs who have worked with the target 
group and/or former members of the target group (for example, former political activists 
now living abroad)’ (Hopman 2022: 560). This would mitigate the concern regarding epis-
temic injustice in this phase.

When applying covert research methods during the field research phase, it seems inev-
itable that some form of epistemic injustice occurs, in the sense that the research subjects 
have no knowledge of, and therefore no control over, the fact that what they share is going 
to be used as research data (provided we define a ‘covert research method’ as a method 
whereby the research subject is not aware that they are in some form included in a research 
project). In part, this is a serious ethical issue for any covert research method, and there-
fore a reason not to use the method lightly. However, the original article also provides two 
reasons why the graveness of this epistemic injustice should not be overstated: first, in 
authoritarian zones where freedom of expression is limited by authorities, ‘people know 
that speaking [their] mind can have negative consequences, and self-censorship has become 
second nature’ (Hopman 2022: 561). As the response article points out:

Indeed, it could be argued, from Hopman’s brief descriptions of conversations (Hopman 
2022: 8–9), that the informants engaged in hermeneutical resistance (see Medina 2012). 
For instance, she illustrates that there were moments where participants engaged in awk-
ward silence, changing the topic, or ... ‘pretending not to hear or not to understand ques-
tions they did not want to answer’ (Hopman 2022: 8). Arguably, such modes of strategic 
silence could be active demonstrations of a lack of consent ... (Kaur et al. 2023: 14).

We agree that this demonstrates that research subjects can and do still display epistemic 
agency, and are able to ‘speak’ and engage in knowledge production (another example 
would be when the researcher checks whether s/he has understood the research subject 
well, and is corrected (see Hopman 2022: 555)), even when they do not know that they are 
‘participating’ in a research project.

Second, one could argue that people living in authoritarian zones where research on 
human rights topics is not allowed, are thereby subjected to a form of epistemic injustice. 
This argument is made in the original article, although the concept of ‘epistemic justice’ is 
not used (Hopman 2022: 549, 551, 562). The response article fails to grasp why covert 
research is in some cases ethically required to avoid an authoritarian situation from ‘drop-
ping of the research map’ (Hopman 2022: 562). In these situations, the only accessible 
sources of information become those that are allowed by the regime: human rights docu-
mentation that tells the story favoured by the authoritarian regime. In the case of MCWS, 
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in the words of the response article, the ‘colonized populations’ are ‘silenced’ by the ‘colo-
nial hierarchy of power’. Therefore, covert research, in situations such as in MCWS, does 
not produce epistemic injustice. In fact, the method can be pivotal for the empowerment 
of the people and securing at least some level of epistemic justice. And that is exactly why 
covert research may sometimes be necessary.

6.3  Epistemic injustice in data analysis
Many arguments in the response article concern epistemic injustice that occurs during data 
analysis. For example, ‘hermeneutical injustice bypasses meaningful recognition of research 
participants in the research process by misrepresenting their experiences in the research 
output’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 12), and ‘Hopman’s article never clarifies why the human rights 
paradigm is deemed as exceptional over alternate normative orders and she does not dis-
cuss the ethical implications of a priori choosing of a human rights framework as the basis 
for her data analysis’ (Kaur et al. 2023: 13).

This unfortunately goes completely beyond the scope of the original article, since neither 
data analysis in general, nor the research findings in the MCWS case study,1 were discussed.

7 Testimonial justice: contribution by Anonymous
As described above, the main criticism in the response article is that epistemic injustice is 
done to people who are the subjects of covert research in general (especially those in the 
Global South), and in particular in the MCWS case study. We thought it would be a good 
opportunity to invite someone who experienced covert research in the MCWS case study, 
to allow them to speak on their own behalf. While this anonymous author cannot represent 
all people in MCWS, let alone all people in authoritarian situations or the Global South, 
at least he can give us a unique view from someone who has personally experienced covert 
research. Anonymous is a young Sahrawi adult who lives and works in MCWS. He read the 
original article and the response article, and per his request we provided questions to guide 
his reply. We only edited his input for clarity, with his permission.

Marieke Hopman (hereafter MH): Thank you for agreeing to write a reply. To be clear: 
you can share your honest opinion, and nothing will be adjusted without your consent. You 
can share everything that you thought was wrong with the research project. Feel free to be 
very critical.

Anonymous (hereafter A): OK.

MH: OK, let’s start. When we spoke when I was in [city in MCWS] and you didn’t know 
I was a researcher, how was your experience?

A: In general, it was a good encounter. We had some discussion, we talked about philos-
ophy, religion, laws in Morocco.

MH: Did you feel that I didn’t listen to you, that I was a typical person from the Global 
North who had already decided what it is like to live in Western Sahara (hereafter: WS)?

A: No. Because first of all it was my job as a tour guide to show you around [city] and 
explain the culture, the differences, what does make that place unique, a bit of the region, 
history. And when afterwards you told me that you were making a paper about children’s 
rights in WS, I was personally motivated to answer all of your questions, because I was 

1  Except for a brief reference to the results of the case study, to illustrate the type of qualitative data that we 
were and were not able to obtain by using this method (Hopman 2022: 557–58).
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there, first I was a child in WS and I know the feeling of being one in that region, second 
of all I appreciate that you’ve said WS not Morocco because it’s a common misconception 
that a lot of foreigners have.

MH: When you learned later that I was actually a researcher, how did you feel?

A: I felt excited at the beginning, it wasn’t something that you would expect. I was actu-
ally happy that somewhere else in this world there are people who still care.

MH: When you read the result of the study, did you feel that the findings accurately 
described the lived experience by people living in the WS?

A: Sadly I totally agree, and the limitations on freedom of expression become worse once 
you become an adult as we all know the reputation of the Moroccan authoritarian regime, 
even for Moroccans.

MH: What do you think of the article I published (original paper)?

A: Well I totally agree there is no other effective way to obtain data in this part of the 
world. It’s just playing by the rules here.

MH: What do you think of the response paper?

A: If you walk around [city in MCWS] and you tell everyone on the first meeting that 
you are a researcher or an activist, you will be deported in two, three days. You know, there 
are incidents when some human rights activists from Spain and some European countries 
got deported, back from the airport. They didn’t even land their feet on [city in MCWS], 
their plane just took back off. So actually it’s not practical to play by some rules that your 
opponent doesn’t play with. I mean, you will always lose. Even when the Moroccan regime 
tried to present this shiny image on the human rights subject, when they let some human 
rights activist, some people from the UN, visit WS, they keep them surrounded with police. 
You can’t even talk to them. So how can you communicate? It’s not practical at all. They 
just take a turn in the city and write some report. The report, I don’t know, how can they 
tell what’s going on, really?

Plus another thing, the way I see it, one research could not give us the whole truth. Could 
not give us the whole angles of the situation, the whole aspects. I mean, it does take so 
many research over the years, so much hard work, so many projects. In general, the current 
situation, on any human rights situation. I’m talking about human rights. And researches 
about human sciences in general.

Plus in the response paper, it talks about the difference between the culture and the ethics, 
the morals, between the South and the North. I think it’s true. It’s better to bring someone 
who is specialized in the zone that you are going to research. If you’re going to research WS, 
it’s better to find maybe a native Sahrawi. In this complex situation, a native Sahrawi who 
is on the Sahrawi side and another one on the Moroccan side. Or at least someone who is, 
no matter which nationality he is, specialised in that matter.

MH: Should a researcher who does research on WS, be from WS?

A: There are some people who are specialised, politically talk about it, they have expe-
rienced it. Like some human rights activists. I don’t mean that you [MH] shouldn’t do 
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the research. I just mean that it would be better if you have someone to look through it. 
Someone familiar with the context, the Eastern context, Arabic cultures. It’s a different part 
of the world right here. So, it seems rational. Like a specialist in Arabic affairs, something 
like that. Because believe me when I say it’s a huge difference between this part of the world 
and the West.

MH: Do you think I shouldn’t have done the study?

A: Your research is a good thing, it’s a good research also. Even if someone doesn’t agree 
to this, they will need to make another research and prove it wrong. So more people will 
know about this region and about the struggle. It’s like a snowballing effect.

MH: So any research on WS is good?

A: Actually yes, any research on WS is good. But actually, I read your whole research, 
it was good actually. There’s a tendency to misunderstand these informations, for people 
who don’t know. Almost all of the audience doesn’t know the laws and the logic in this 
region, like these crazy laws we have out here. Like, you shouldn’t mock the King, you 
shouldn’t mock the God. The freedom of expression. These are laws here. I think people 
in the West don’t think that this is even possible. But things like that are totally illegal 
here.

MH: Anything else on the response paper?

A: Part three: testimonial injustice. I think the response is trying to say that you are using 
your speakers as evidence, so you are trying to prove some points or something, like you 
were narrow in the discussion. And basically, guiding somewhere. Actually that was not the 
case in my case. We had an open discussion. We talked about so many things like religion, 
politics, maybe a little of ethics, Western Sahara in general, children’s rights. A lot of differ-
ent topics actually.

And this quote from you:

There were several reasons not to alert anyone to our upcoming visit, the most important 
being that in this conflict both sides are eager to control the narrative. Therefore, inform-
ing either side of our visit beforehand carried the risk of one or several parties trying to 
influence our field experience, for example, by alerting the secret police. By not having 
chosen the easier path, we can now be relatively sure that our independently obtained data 
remained as objective as possible [Hopman 2022: 554].

Well, I totally agree. Not totally, but I agree on this matter. It would influence the research, 
the part that would influence the research is Morocco, because currently the WS is occupied 
by Morocco. You can’t even raise a Sahrawi Democratic Republic flag there, or you will 
face jail time. So not both sides will manipulate the outcome of the research. There is only 
one side. The occupier.

My general idea is, it’s unpractical to play by ethical and morals, when a regime doesn’t 
even play by these rules. I would even think that this is dangerous.

MH: Do you agree with the respondents that in this case, I as a researcher ‘extracted data 
that was divorced from participants’ subjectivities of being and knowing, thereby devaluat-
ing participants’ agency and capacity as rightful knowers?’
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A: No I don’t agree with that, it does sound a bit fanatic, but on the other hand I think 
that it would be nice to put the conversation that you had with the participants, not the 
whole thing of course, but just a bit longer. I think it would be nice to add a full testimony 
on the research project. Like a full audio testimony. It could be edited for safety reasons, 
but it would be nice to be heard.

MH: Do you think that international human rights, like in the children’s rights conven-
tion (for example right to freedom of expression), are rights that Western people made 
up, and that are not really rights thought important/appreciated by local communities in 
Western Sahara? That maybe they (you) have other ideas of rights?

A: Of course not, human rights are universal and everybody has the same rights. They 
guarantee a person rights and dignity and I think that children’s rights are more vital 
because children are the future.

MH: What do you think about the claim that ‘there is currently hardly any (reliable) infor-
mation available on the children’s rights situation in the [Western Sahara under Moroccan 
control]?’ (the respondents argue that this is orientalizing the research context as a site that 
is unknown or unknowable from the perception of western researchers).

A: That’s not the first time that I hear this. Morocco has blacked-out information about 
WS. They don’t let human rights activists and researchers enter the occupied region and if 
they let them, they stay under the police eyes and don’t let them interact with locals.

MH: Do you feel that by applying this method, the epistemic agency of people in the 
Western Sahara was completely violated?

A: No.

MH: In any of the following: my original paper, our research report, our conversations 
(between you and me), the response paper by the four authors—did you ever feel ‘other-
ized’, and/or did you feel that people of the Western Sahara were ‘otherized?’

A: No.

MH: Looking back, all things considered, do you think that we should have done the 
research differently, or was it a good decision to use this covert research method?

A: Your method let you have a real contact with real and random participants, so I think 
it was a good method to obtain fresh information.

MH: Do you think other researchers in similar circumstances, whether from the Global 
North or the Global South, can or should use this same method?

A: Yes.

8.  Lessons learned
In our view, three lessons can be discerned from the current exchange. The first concerns 
improvements to the original article, the second concerns issues in the response article, and 
third is a lesson on how to engage in constructive dialogue during rebuttals. We will elabo-
rate on these three points below.
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8.1  Improvements to the original article
As stated in section 2, the response article offers a couple of interesting ideas that are poten-
tially valuable—although not new—for researchers engaged in empirical research. Among 
these are the importance of ethically engaging with dignity, knowledge-production, agency 
and voice of the participants, and the application of reflexivity, cross-cultural dialogue and 
reciprocity.

One potentially fruitful idea that was sparked by the response article, although not sug-
gested by it, is that it may be beneficial to add a fourth criterion to the ethical test presented 
in the original article. Another was that instead of ‘authoritarian zone’, the more appropri-
ate concept would be ‘authoritarian situation’. With these additions, we could argue that 
covert qualitative research in authoritarian situations is ethically acceptable, and sometimes 
even necessary, under four conditions:

1)	 the research aims to contribute to the protection of human rights;
2)	 research subjects remain anonymous;
3)	 there is no other, overt way to obtain the necessary data,
4)	 the research includes overt and participatory methodological approaches in different 

phases of the research project as much as possible (for example by sharing draft pres-
entations of findings and offering the option for anonymous (online) feedback—as was 
done in the MCWS case study, or by adding direct audio testimonies, as suggested by 
the anonymous author of this reply).

8.2  Main issues in the response article
Aside from these improvements to the original article, for the most part, we have shown 
that much presented in the response article is not really a response to the original article. 
Instead, the response article constructed what can be called a ‘straw man’ by misrepre-
senting and deforming ideas presented in the original article. This is harmful for at least two 
reasons. First, it harms the principles of scientific integrity. It is good practice to disagree 
with an academic argument and to respond critically. But it is not good practice to misrep-
resent the arguments in the original article for the purpose of furthering one’s own agenda. 
For example it is argued in the response article that

This [MCWS case study] was ethical, as Hopman argues, because it
was approved beforehand by our universities’ ethical committee, which applies Western 
ethical standards … In fact, even while complying with the ethical standards, we were 
able to conduct a study that was sufficiently flexible to arrive at the best ethical approach, 
based on our ‘good judgment’ (Hopman 2022: 561). (Kaur et al. 2023: 7).

The same quote in its proper context, however, conveys a totally different message:

[T]he fact that our study, including the covert research methodology, was approved before-
hand by our universities’ ethical committee, which applies Western ethical standards, sug-
gests that even these standardized rules do not necessarily have to ‘smother what is often 
so valuable about these [research] encounters: the sense of being there and interacting … 
in ways that must be relatively unpredictable in order to have any value’ (Thrift 2003: 
119). In fact, even while complying with the ethical standards, we were able to conduct 
a study that was sufficiently flexible to arrive at the best ethical approach, based on our 
‘good judgment’ (Hopman 2022: 561).

The misguided argument in the response article (‘Hopman argues that her research project 
was ethical because it was approved by an ethics committee’) is repeated several times in 
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the response article (Kaur et al. 2023: 5, 7, 21). This is only one example of several such 
instances of misrepresentation, as shown throughout this reply. While the response article 
seems to have the intention to stand up against epistemic injustice, in particular when com-
mitted against people in the Global South—in itself an admirable intention—the original 
article as target for this critique is completely misplaced.

Second, and even worse, is the fact that in writing this critique, the response article seems 
to make the same mistake it alleges the original article made: namely, its authors speak on 
behalf of the marginalized people living in authoritarian situations, and in particular, the 
people living in MCWS. They do not create space for these people to speak for themselves 
as rightful knowers. As far as we can tell, no one from MCWS was asked for their views—
let alone invited as a co-author, nor were any other potential speakers who are situated in 
authoritarian situations.

In fact, when listening to people from MCWS and other speakers (recently) situated 
in authoritarian situations (including three authors of this article), a completely different 
picture emerges. Not one person from MCWS who responded to the draft findings of the 
MCWS case study, nor the participants to the online interviews, argued against the cov-
ert method used. Not one person (academic or other) situated in an authoritarian situa-
tion responded negatively to the original article. The original article claimed that a covert 
research method, while it should be avoided where possible, can and should sometimes be 
used in authoritarian situations, if the alternative is that human rights violations in these 
situations are not researched at all. This view is also supported by our author from MCWS 
(section 7): instead of being upset at being interviewed without his permission and knowl-
edge, Anonymous felt ‘actually happy that somewhere else in this world there are people 
who still care’.

8.3  A personal note—by Marieke Hopman
A response to a journal article may serve different purposes, among which are 1) academic 
debate in order to come closer to truthful, just and insightful knowledge and understand-
ing through dialectic process; 2) a personal attack on the researcher. While I welcome and 
enthusiastically engage in the former, I believe the latter should be avoided where possible. 
Surely, the authors of the response article never intended to attack anyone at a personal 
level, and were interested exclusively in the former. However, I do think that even the sem-
blance of personal discreditation of the researcher, as a person, can and should be avoided 
even more. In this case, the response mentions my name an impressive 141 times, includ-
ing in the title. Many of its remarks contain unnecessary personal elements, and could be 
phrased much more respectfully. For example, where the respondents write

Hopman’s superficial engagement with the literature is evidenced by the fact that she treats 
covert research as a binary (covert versus overt) venture. This way, she fails to appreciate 
the full spectrum of practises that are described in the literature on covert research.

I believe no part of the argument would have been lost if the response had stated

The article’s limited engagement with the literature is evidenced by the fact that covert 
research is treated as a binary (overt versus covert) venture. This approach does not appre-
ciate the full spectrum of practises that are described in the literature on covert research.

I realise that this style of academic rebuttal is more common in academic work. In fact, I 
even published an article, based on the back-and-forth debate between Kelsen and Ehrlich 
in the early twentieth century (Hopman 2021c). At the time, I enjoyed reading the thinly 
veiled insults going back and forth between the two great professors. In hindsight, I feel 
embarrassed for enjoying the tone of the debate. The response to my article, while much 
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milder than the exchanges between Kelsen and Ehrlich, moved me greatly on a personal 
level. It was very confronting to see my name on so many pages, almost exclusively in a 
negative context. As a researcher whose aim has always and exclusively been to improve 
the human rights situation of children anywhere in the world, who attaches great impor-
tance to foregrounding the voices of children themselves, it was difficult to be portrayed 
as a researcher from the Global North who maliciously extracts data from people in the 
Global South. As a consequence, in future publications I am likely to self-censor, withhold-
ing content that could have been valuable to others. Other academics reading this exchange 
may feel the same. To me, and hopefully to others (in particular respondents and editors), 
this experience has taught a valuable lesson. Namely, that when dealing with rebuttals, the 
language should be edited so that its focus is solely on the content of the argument, and 
all unnecessary elements of personal attack on the researcher should be taken out. This 
will make the academic debate more pleasant and, more importantly, this will stimulate 
academic freedom.

9.  Conclusion
In this reply, we have debated the criticisms presented in the response article on the origi-
nal article. We have shown that while there were some useful lessons learned, overall, the 
response is not really a response to the original article. Rather, the response article created 
a ‘straw man’ that bears little resemblance to the original article, and then attacked this 
resulting ‘straw man’.

To the question of whether covert qualitative research should be ethically acceptable 
in authoritarian situations, we feel we can repeat the conclusion of the original article, 
which we believe still stands: authoritarian situations inherently carry the risk of human 
rights violations going unnoticed, due to the limitation of personal freedoms, including 
freedom of expression, imposed by authoritarian regimes. When human rights violations 
drop off the research map this creates a culture of impunity, with a potential increase of 
human rights violations. Excluding a certain authoritarian situation from research severely 
limits the potential for victims to get access to justice, and it ensures that intervention and 
development that is evidence-based is made impossible. Therefore, if there are authoritarian 
situations where research on human rights violations is not possible other than through 
covert research, hopefully there will be researchers willing to engage in covert qualitative 
research (Hopman 2022: 562).
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