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Chapter 4

Against Collaboration
The Ethics of Studying Corporate Management

Felix Stein

ollaboration has become a firmly established virtue in anthropo-

logical thought and practice. As anthropologists we are regularly
encouraged to collaborate with researchers from other disciplines and
subdisciplines, with the organisations that finance and assess our work,
with staff and students at our research institutions, and with partner
institutions in project-based research. Most importantly, anthropologists
are meant to collaborate with the people and communities they study
by conducting ‘collaborative ethnography’ — that is, ‘the collaboration
of researchers and subjects in the production of ethnographic texts, both
[in] fieldwork and writing’ (Lassiter 2005a: 83; see also Boyer and Marcus
2020).

Research participants in these instances are no longer considered
‘informants’ or ‘research subjects” but ‘collaborators’, people who, whilst
being studied, ‘participate in the research design, execution, publication
and outcomes potentially related to community or individual improve-
ment of well-being’ (Fluehr-Lobban 2008: 175). Collaborative research is
so popular that it has become equated with “ethically conscious’ research,
preferable on epistemic, political and moral grounds to ‘the older, more
hierarchical model of research planned, executed, and published by
the anthropologist alone’ (ibid.). Indeed, researchers who do not show
enough enthusiasm for collaborative work stand accused of overly cel-
ebrating their individual achievements, possibly according to gendered
or culturally inflected norms (Gottlieb 1995).

Contemporary calls for more and deeper collaboration with research
participants draw on several long-standing debates in anthropology
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(Lassiter 2005a). They build on challenges to academic authority by the
Writing Culture school (Clifford and Marcus 1986), which argued that
ethnographic knowledge is inherently partial, and has always been pro-
duced in a collaborative fashion. As a result, anthropology is held to
require ‘an alternate textual strategy, a utopia of plural authorship that
accords to collaborators not merely the status of independent enuncia-
tors, but that of writers’ (Clifford 1983: 140; see also Marcus and Fischer
1996).

Current calls to collaborate also draw on feminist insights that
research inevitably includes frequently exploitative power hierarchies,
that researcher positionality matters, that particularly in ethnographic
research our private and professional lives are enmeshed, and that it is
difficult to write for multiple audiences at the same time (Haraway 1988;
Stacey 1988; Abu-Lughod 1990). Attempts at valorising and adequately
representing research participants led to demands for ‘much greater
respect for and power to one’s research “subjects” who, some feminists
propose, can and should become full collaborators in feminist research’
(Stacey 1988: 22).

As well, calls for collaboration draw on long-standing attempts to
decolonise research, to foreground anthropology’s past and present role
in imperial and colonial dominance and exploitation along ethnic, cul-
tural and national lines (Asad 1973; D’ Amico-Samuels 1997; Harrison
1997; Smith 1999). Collaboration, notably with activist groups and com-
munity organisations, has been suggested as one of the means to improve
research and make it reflect and be relevant to the concerns of colonised
and marginalised groups (D’Amico-Samuels 1997; Cervone 2015). This
suggestion is increasingly taken on by Euro-American research councils,
which now tend to make collaboration with policymakers and partner
organisations a prerogative for obtaining research funding.

Most recently, calls for collaboration also have been made to deal with
the major ecological challenges of our time (Mathews 2020). In the face
of climate change, mass species extinction and planetary pollution, some
scholars advocate greater collaboration with non-human beings. This can
take the form of trying to mimic their sociality to define research strate-
gies or thinking about knowledge production in new and unforeseen
ways (Inoue 2009).

Interestingly, the growth of collaboration as a guiding virtue for
anthropological research echoes its rise in the corporate world. In recent
years, a whole ‘collaboration economy’ has been celebrating collective
work that transcends traditional institutional structures and economic
relationships (Rajak 2011; Riles 2015). Collaboration is now a ubiquitous
virtue in business, legal and policy circles, where it has accompanied
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advances in communication and audit technology, the rise of the platform
economy, and a loss of faith in the power of public- and private-sector
institutions to work separately (Riles 2015; Petropoulos 2017). It may
thus be unsurprising to learn that anthropologists in and of management
also have called for greater collaboration between managers and scholars
(Stewart and Aldrich 2015; Tett 2021; Maurer and Mainwaring 2022).

In order to investigate this idea of collaborative ethnography in man-
agement contexts, this chapter will draw on my attempts in 2012 to obtain
permission to do research in the Berlin-based global strategy consultancy
company where I was employed at the time. My attempts at gaining
research permission took place in a corporate context, where I had two
main managerial tasks: I was a consultant for managers of other compa-
nies and I helped senior consultants to manage our own projects. The
ethnographic material I present will indicate a series of complications
that are not satisfactorily addressed, and often are even worsened, by
insisting on ever closer collaboration. The epistemic, political and moral
incompatibilities that arose as part of my ethnographic work stem from
management’s specific way of exerting power and from operating in a
corporate context.

I argue that anthropologists should not try to paper over the short-
comings of collaboration when studying managers or studying corporate
forms. Rather than pretending that a full harmony of means and ends
between our research and the work of corporate management is possible
or desirable, we should be much more open about the political, epis-
temic and moral dimensions that distinguish anthropological research
from the work of corporate management. By implication, we should
be honest as well about persisting differences between our research, in
which we describe and theorise people’s lives, and the activities of most
of the people and non-human agents we study. Once we know and state
what these differences are, they open up a panoply of possible relations
with our research subjects. Importantly, they show that the decision to
collaborate with other people depends to a large degree on the nature
of the activities in which they engage, as collaboration is not a virtue in
and of itself.

Why Collaborate?

Collaboration can broadly be defined as working together (Lassiter 2005b:
15). More precisely, we can understand it as a set of activities that are
structured, outcome-oriented and productive (the ‘working’ part) (Harris
2007; Spittler 2016), in which several different entities purposefully pursue
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broadly similar goals and means (the ‘together” part). Consequently, the
statement that ‘ethnography is, by definition, collaborative’ (Lassiter
2005b: 16) applies in at least three ways.

Firstly, all participant observation requires some degree of consent by
research participants as to the goals and means of our research. While the
degree of consent is variable and contested, to the extent that it may con-
stitute little more than acquiescence, fully covert ethnographic research
is not permitted. The American Anthropological Association (2012), for
example, holds that ‘clandestine or secretive research that manipulates
or deceives research participants about the sponsorship, purpose, goals
or implications of the research, do[es] not satisfy ethical requirements for
openness, honesty, transparency and fully informed consent’. In a weak
sense, then, people who let anthropologists study them could be seen to
collaborate with them to at least a minimal degree.

Secondly, participant observation often relies on creating personal
relationships with research participants (e.g. Howell 2018). This inevi-
tably entails many moments of working together, for example when
sharing domestic chores, engaging in care, preparing ritual festivities, or
attending and contributing to community or neighbourhood meetings.
Such moments of practical collaboration are unavoidable in long-term
fieldwork, and they often provide us with the detailed kind of knowledge
that sets ethnography apart from other qualitative research methods.

Third, participant observation tends to require at least a minimum of
theoretical collaboration, in that anthropologists base their work on the
epistemic help of others. In defining a research site and making initial
sense of it, anthropologists tend to rely on the assessments and opinions
of first contacts, teachers and gatekeepers, including translators, language
experts, informed individuals and other researchers. Their knowledge
and views necessarily guide our inquiry, especially in the early stages of
research, when almost everything we do is marked by a lot of ignorance.

While a minimal degree of collaboration is thus present in all ethno-
graphic fieldwork, the kinds of work involved in it tend to be unequally
distributed. Research participants may focus more on the tasks that
govern their daily lives, while researchers and translators tend to be
more heavily involved in following an additional set of ethnographic
purposes, linked to description and theory building.

All that said, anthropologists in favour of collaboration as a research
virtue want to go beyond this bare collaborative minimum that enables
and conditions our research (e.g. Holmes and Marcus 2008). They want
instead to deliberately and explicitly emphasise collaboration at every
point in the ethnographic process (Lassiter 2005a, 2005b). Collaboration
in this strong sense is meant to attenuate an assumed power differential
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between authoritative researchers and largely powerless research sub-
jects. This power differential must be nuanced, as anthropologists are
often quite powerless during fieldwork, and anthropological writing is
rarely the most direct or effective tool for political engagement (Carrier
2019). However, broadly speaking, power differentials between profes-
sional researchers and most research participants still hold, given the
researchers’ general access to education, academic jobs, research funds,
passports, international networks and at times even social elites who
wield power in much more tangible and observable ways. Whenever
such power differentials prevail, making an effort to co-produce reports,
articles or maybe even entire monographs with research participants,
and to participate in their political efforts ‘beyond the text’, reflects
anthropologists’ deep involvement in other people’s lives (Hale 2006;
Kirsch 2018).

Politics aside, collaboration can be a useful epistemic technique as
well. The people we study do not just provide us with factual informa-
tion, they also enable us to learn about the blind spots, incoherencies
and unspoken assumptions of our own analyses. Acknowledging their
expertise and points of view enriches social analysis, to the extent that
collaboration can include co-theorisation, the collective production
of concepts, theories and research approaches, grounded not only in
anthropological theory but also in the modes and systems of thought of
our interlocutors (Rappaport 2008). This provides an alternative to being
focused exclusively on existing academic debates and methods. It also
foregrounds the sophistication of the people we study, and makes the
heterogeneity, ambivalences and dynamism of their lives and thought
visible to us (ibid.). In these instances, collaboration serves as an intel-
lectual stimulus and as an antidote to essentialising others. Moreover,
in a context where researchers represent not only themselves but also
their discipline or maybe even the social sciences at large, collaboration
may facilitate field access for future researchers, serving as a research
technique that stretches beyond individual projects.

Lastly, collaboration is seen by many of its proponents as a moral
prerogative. The inequality, exploitation and dehumanisation that mark
the lives of many of our research participants, whether compared to
outside researchers or compared to other, more privileged members of
their own social groups, push many of the anthropologists who learn
about these issues to act on them. They are ‘a function of our primary
intersubjectivity as live beings’ (Pina-Cabral 2020: 51). Thus, in a strong
sense, collaboration features in moral appeals for “public anthropology’
(Osterweil 2013), ‘engaged anthropology’ (Kirsch 2018) and ‘activist
research’ (Hale 2006).
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A second, and I believe more complicated, form of moral reasoning
equally makes the case for collaboration. It is the conviction of some
anthropologists that their ethics should correspond, at least to a degree,
to the moral convictions of the people they study. Social groups that are
themselves egalitarian may thus exert moral pressure on the researcher
to use egalitarian methods, simply because the latter feels compelled
to establish not just conceptual correspondence with them, but also a
minimal degree of moral correspondence (Walker 2020).

When it comes to studying corporate management, arguments for col-
laboration are mostly made on epistemic grounds. The corporate form
is by now such an important social institution that it must take a central
place in anthropological scholarship (Nader 1972; Welker, Partridge and
Hardin 2011). At the same time, public and private corporations often
enable their members, particularly their managers, to lead sheltered
lives, hidden away behind the turnstiles, receptionists and badge-locked
doors that protect office towers, airport lounges, hotels, bars, restaurants
and gated neighbourhoods (Stein 2017). Accessing these powerful but
hidden groups may not just require ‘institutional kinship’, such as links
with elite universities (Ho 2009) or personal ties (Zaloom 2006; Holmes
2013), but may also require agreeing to collaborate with them, via formal
employment, for example as a back-office worker (Chong 2018).

Beyond issues of research access, some hold that collaborating with
corporate managers brings additional epistemic advantages. Given that
managerial work is carried out in increasingly abstract social settings, it
can be considered hard to study based on experience alone (Holmes and
Marcus 2006; Stein 2017). As managers have become knowledge workers
in ‘soft-capitalism’ and ‘surveillance capitalism’, where information is
increasingly important (Thrift 1997; Zuboff 2019), they tend to be aca-
demically trained and have a great amount of factual knowledge. They
also increasingly engage in para-ethnography, relying on narratives,
intuition and anecdotes to make sense of their jobs and of the economy
in a self-reflexive manner (Holmes and Marcus 2006). Collaborating with
managers and other people in corporate settings is thus no longer based
on the idea that any way of thinking that is radically different from that
of anthropologists can be intellectually stimulating (Lévi-Strauss 2021).
Instead, we are meant to harness the specific intellectual prowess, factual
knowledge and critical capabilities of our managerial interlocutors.

An ethnographic example may help us to critically assess these
arguments for collaboration with corporate management, and point us
towards an alternative.
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Research Permission in a Management Consultancy

In September 2011, I began working as a management consultant in
Berlin. I had been in a PhD programme in social anthropology at the
University of Cambridge, but a major scholarship fell through. I was
facing a five-digit student debt and could no longer afford to conduct
PhD research. Instead, I applied for various jobs, mostly with non-profit
development organisations but also in the for-profit sector, seizing the
first opportunity I got. This was a job in management consulting, for
which I moved to Berlin right after the first year of my PhD. There I
bought suits and a carry-on suitcase, and I soon learned that my new
colleagues and I would specialise in ‘strategic’ managerial advice, mean-
ing that we would mostly provide middle and upper management with
market and organisational analyses (Stein 2017). At times, we drew up
blueprints for organisational change and oversaw how it was carried out;
at others, we simply supported upper management in an ad hoc way
with whatever tasks they needed to get done.

The term ‘strategic’ had several connotations in this setting, linked to
the term’s original military use (Freedman 2013). Firstly, it referred to the
rationalistic aspirations and assumed medium- and long-term timescales
of our work. Secondly, it was an indicator of hierarchy, pointing out the
fact that we desired to work with company chief executive officers (CEOs)
and upper layers of management. In an influential article on strategy that
we learned about as part of our consulting training, strategic work was
held to be concerned with the entirety of a firm’s activities (Porter 1996).
The article’s author, Michael Porter, also made his conviction clear that
‘managers at lower levels lack the perspective and the confidence to
maintain a strategy” (ibid.: 53), so the term denoted topics that concerned
the higher echelons of managerial rule.

As well, the term ‘strategy” had the important feature that it did not
refer to any specific kind of work. This was one of the aspects of our job
that surprised my colleagues and me the most: one day we would write
plans about how to render the staff of an insurance company healthier
and happier, yet on another we would contribute to the management of
a struggling energy company in laying off tens of thousands of employ-
ees. Our employer would sometimes support hospitals in their attempts
to improve healthcare provision, but would also enable weapons and
tobacco manufacturers to sell more of their products in whatever ways
they could. We would back German ministries, trying to improve their
work of day-to-day governance, as much as clients explicitly trying to
undercut national legislation in the pursuit of profit. Generally speaking,
therefore, the term ‘strategy’ revealed a nihilistic functionalism in our
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work, according to which anything would get done, as long as it was
legal, paid our salaries, and made some sense from the client’s business
perspective.

Mirroring this process-oriented disposition of management consult-
ing, our work ethics were, broadly speaking, not so much concerned
with what we did but with how skilled we were at doing it. In this
context, important markers of professionalism were linked to knowing
and supporting intra-corporate hierarchies, keeping up with the intense
temporal rhythms of work, and emulating an outcome-focused rheto-
ric that marked our daily lives (Stein 2018b). A final important marker
for ethical behaviour was whether we respected corporate desires for
secrecy, expressed as ‘client confidentiality’. Because the business model
of consultancy firms is based on obtaining access to detailed information
regarding their clients’ current activities and plans for the future, con-
sultancy companies fear that if this information were to be made public
it would compromise the trust that clients have in them, thereby risk-
ing a loss of potential contracts. Newly hired management consultants
everywhere are taught this lesson, usually through speeches, training
sessions, obligatory online courses, technological barriers to information
exchange, on-the-job reminders from colleagues, and threatening texts at
the bottom of corporate emails.

In my case, guidelines concerning confidentiality were communicated
through all of these channels. In lectures and online courses, I was taught
that buying and selling stock in the companies for whom we were con-
sulting was illegal. On the job, colleagues reminded me to password-lock
my computer and pack away my notes whenever I left my desk. When
talking about work in taxis or restaurants, colleagues and I would lower
our voices and refer to clients with names such as ‘the red ones’ or ‘the
green ones’, depending on the colour of their brand logo. We thereby
ensured confidentiality, but we also turned ostensibly public spaces into
‘spaces of discretion’, creating a sense of complicity that tied us together
(Mahmud 2014). Much of this behaviour was based on threatening
rumours of people who had been speaking badly about their clients in a
public space, only to learn the next day that they were now without a job
as the CEO of the client company had overheard them.

Apart from personal conduct, technology was crucial for defining and
ensuring secrecy and information control. Shredders and locked bins for
confidential documents were as much part of our daily surroundings as
posters above photocopying machines warning us never to talk about
work with friends or family. Special USB sticks allowed us to transfer
information between certified computers only, and calls with IT support
revealed on a regular basis that our laptops were not private, as remote IT
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staff could take control of the cursor on our machines in a matter of min-
utes. Furthermore, rumours circulated among friends of mine working
for other consultancy companies of how people who had downloaded
too many internal documents from their company intranet had been
approached by IT staff, asking them why they had done so.

In this environment of totalitarian corporate information control, about
a year into my job I asked for permission to study my employer. There
were many reasons for this, but three are worth mentioning. Firstly, I was
not aware of any anthropologist having had research access to manage-
ment consultants before, so I thought that this study could be interesting
in and of itself. Secondly, the abstract nature of the kind of work that we
carried out (Stein 2017), its internal contradictions and the vast amounts
that were being paid for it had an alienating effect on me, and studying
this work environment was one way of dealing with this. Lastly, I felt
that I could not continue working as a consultant, because the nihilistic
ethics outlined above, which were primarily based on following client
desires within the limits of managerial business sense, appeared morally
dubious to me.

I came to this conclusion during my first year of work when carrying
out a short-term ‘diagnostic’ for the management of a Polish paper mill
(Stein 2018Db). I realised then that my participation in this project as a
young, extremely well-paid German who knew very little about paper
production and who flew business class could potentially lead to the
layoff of Polish factory workers, who were much older than me, who
knew quite a lot about their work and who were, in my eyes, poorly paid.
While these layoffs may have been inevitable from a managerial perspec-
tive, I did not have clarity on this matter myself, and decided there and
then that I desired a job that was a little less militaristic and in which ethi-
cal decision-making would not be so fully subordinated to market logics. I
therefore resolved either to quit my job or to turn it into a research project.

As a result, I sent a draft of a PhD proposal to the senior consultant
who led the office to which I was affiliated, whom I shall call ‘the Office
Director’. My proposal was entitled ‘Conceptions of value among busi-
ness consultants’. The Office Director told me via email that it was not
up to him to decide upon this matter, as my project concerned the entire
company rather than just our office. Therefore, it had to be dealt with
by the Head of Communications (HoC) for all of Germany. The latter
responded to my request a few days later, stating briefly via email that he
had seen my proposal and that unfortunately he could not support it as it
threatened ‘client confidentiality’.

Frustrated, I approached another senior consultant, who served as my
career advisor within our firm. He found my research proposal interesting
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but he also saw it with a critical eye. He advised me to find a respected
member of our firm who would be willing to support me and to talk to
both the Office Director and the HoC once more. Notably, he himself did
not offer to provide the kind of support that I would have needed. At a
loss about who to approach for assistance, I decided to send my research
proposal to the global CEO of our company, whom I had heard speak
only a few days earlier. He had struck me as a charismatic and liberal
man, whose international upbringing and frequent travel promised some
open-mindedness. His secretary kindly agreed to print my message and
research proposal, and to put them on his desk. He responded several
days later via email, saying that he thought my research was a ‘great
idea” as long as I ‘stuck to confidentiality rules’, and he was ‘looking
forward to seeing the results’.

With this email in hand, I returned to the Office Director.
Unfortunately, he had already heard about my exchange with the CEO,
and felt both betrayed and infuriated. After all, I had not copied him into
the exchange with the CEO and I had not mentioned the HoC’s prior
refusal in it. After a sincere apology from my side, the Office Director
explained in a much more supportive manner that such decisions really
lay with the HoC and with the managers of our projects, known as
‘Partners’, who would be involved in my research. He illustrated this by
means of an anecdote about how he had once wanted to start a new kind
of charitable consulting project, which had been met with significant
scepticism by many of his colleagues. However, by sticking to his idea
and by convincing a Partner to support him, he had eventually carried
it out successfully.

Motivated by this meeting, I scheduled a phone call with the HoC. I
asked him whether research permission had to be obtained from him or
from many different Partners. He told me that contacting other Partners
was certainly my right, but that his view was that the company had
‘absolutely no institutional interest’ in seeing my research realised, and
that he would consider it his duty to work against it “with all his might'.
He considered our consultants to be operating in a “Habermasian dis-
cursive situation’, where ‘whenever the topic of value came up in public
discussion’” he had to ‘fight with all his power to push it back down
again’. Regardless of whether I would argue that consultants create a lot
of economic value or whether I would develop a critical perspective, the
mere fact that this issue would become a topic of public conversation was
a big enough threat for him to veto my project. I understood his concern
only later in my research, when I realised how polarised public opinion
was regarding the work and social position of management consultants
in Germany (Stein 2017).
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This was the moment when my frustration peaked: I had angered the
Office Director, the HoC had overtly threatened to become my enemy,
and the thought of having to ask further Partners for permission only
promised to lead to additional conflict. Therefore, I assured the HoC
that I had no intention of causing power struggles between him and his
senior colleagues, and that as an anthropologist I could not carry out the
research without official company permission. In a corporation as large
and heterogeneous as a global consultancy company, ethical approval
relied to a significant extent on the willingness of powerful individuals to
speak for the company as a whole. I made clear to the HoC that I needed
the company to speak with one voice on this matter, and that in this case
it seemed that the voice had to be his.

He agreed on the last point, and told me that his main concern lay
with the topic of my research proposal. Regarding my question of what
could be done to make any kind of research project possible, he replied
that if I was to write about a matter other than value creation, he would
reconsider the idea. Here, I must confess that I had remembered and
consciously applied a clunky rhetorical technique that I had been taught
in one of several consulting training camps. It was called ‘putting the
monkey on someone else’s back’, and it consisted of asking interlocutors
in a moment of conflict to provide a solution for you. Knowing that
ethnographic research tends to evolve over time, I reluctantly agreed,
and two weeks later sent him a second proposal on the subject of “The
nature of advice in the new economy’. He replied via email that he ‘much
prefer[ed] this proposal and that he [did] ... not want to stand in its
way’, upon which my career advisor congratulated me over the phone,
adding that ‘persistence had eventually paid off’. He thereby framed my
attempts at corporate ethnography as exhibiting the company values of
entrepreneurialism and perseverance.

From there onwards, I started taking notes while at work, mention-
ing my ongoing ethnographic research to all my colleagues and clients
whenever possible. My email exchange with the company CEO inspired
awe among some of my peers, and was soon turned into a reference for
jokes of all sorts. After ending my job, I interviewed consultants from
comparable companies in Berlin, so as to write more about the industry
and less about an individual company. In my written work I anonymised
all research subjects and corporate entities, to the point that I changed
the gender of some of the people I describe, as well as the nature of some
of the firms that I wrote about. To reduce the risk of misrepresenting my
colleagues, I asked several of them to comment on drafts of my work. I
was relieved to see over the course of my research that I was not able to
gather much data on the topic of value creation after all.
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The Limits of Collaboration

My tiring and confused quest for research access could easily be framed
as supporting collaboration as a virtue of anthropological research. After
being initially confused about how to ask for research permission, I even-
tually came to identify the right people, and pushed them to speak with
one voice. I tapped into corporate values of entrepreneurialism, persever-
ance and senior support, and thereby managed to turn a research project
that was initially not in line with company interests into one that the
HoC accepted and that the company CEO himself was actually looking
forward to. Maybe both of them would eventually read my analysis and
think about their work in a new way, turning this research project into
another successful example of collaborating with corporate managers.

Unfortunately, this is not at all the whole story. My quest for research
access also highlights some of the fundamental epistemic, political and
moral problems, which seem characteristic of ethnographic research with
corporate managers, and which clash with the virtue of collaboration.
On an epistemic level, the above-mentioned potential benefits of work-
ing with management were outweighed by the fact that anthropological
modes of thought were mostly useless at work. Ethnographic writing
requires more-than-utilitarian thinking, a liking for serendipity, para-
doxes and inconsistencies, slow temporalities, embodied knowledge and
largely unconstrained intellectual exchange (Eriksen 2016; Howell 2018;
Stein 2018a). This stood in stark contrast to the epistemic demands of my
colleagues and clients, who wanted me to think about how they could
fulfil their short-term goals, generally aiming at increasing corporate
profit and in turn making work processes more effective or efficient. My
research did not do that; it did not improve my clients” day-to-day work,
or ameliorate our consulting activities in any obvious way. Neither did
it promise new project acquisitions. On the contrary, carrying out ethno-
graphic research meant that my mind was sometimes only half engaged
in my consulting work, as I was also trying to analyse what was happen-
ing from a social science perspective. This is not what I had been hired
for. Indeed, my work contract had stipulated, with only some hyperbole,
that I was expected to “dedicate all of my labour power [Arbeitskraft] and
capabilities to my employer’.

The short-term uselessness of social science research was also a prob-
lem for those colleagues who found my research interesting and would
have liked to contribute to it but could not. Often, they simply did not
have the time or energy to give me an interview, because our work
was physically and mentally too demanding and time-consuming, and
because many more pressing tasks needed to be prioritised (see, e.g.,
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Boyer and Hannerz 2006; Stein 2018b). Several interviewees ended up
giving me largely distracted and hard-to-understand interviews whilst
driving, or when moving from one meeting to another. Moreover, in
the strongly hierarchical environment of a corporate partnership, the
fact that I was a junior consultant meant that my project was of a low
institutional priority, simply because it did not come from or directly
benefit the people at the top.

On a political level, my research was also not in the institutional inter-
est of the corporations that I studied. Some of this tension stemmed from
the political nature of management itself. Managers have been shown
to be in a somewhat fragile social position in so far as they are meant
to exert detailed control over the work of others, without necessarily
being able to master the work themselves (Spittler 2016; see Carrier,
‘Management’s Hidden Realm’ this volume). This is all the truer for top
corporate managers, who oversee the work of thousands or tens of thou-
sands of employees, and it is paramount for management consultants
who occupy a liminal position as they analyse and interact with several
industries at once (Stein 2017: 80). Unrestricted research about managers
risked undermining this fragile managerial authority, especially if the
research were to uncover that managerial behaviour was poorly justified
or did not conform to its professed values.

The greatest political risks, however, were linked to the public dis-
course about management consultants. The fact that my career advisor
and the Office Director ultimately referred me to the HoC, despite overall
support from our company’s CEO, makes this clear. The HoC’s trepi-
dation about my research topic reflected an institutional fear of public
critical thinking, which might compromise future project acquisition and
recruiting. He considered this to be so dangerous that even individual
concepts such as ‘value” were simply taboo. I thus had to agree to censor
my initial research topic in the light of corporate aspirations to determine
the public discourse. In addition, the HoC and other colleagues anxiously
monitored press releases, immediately judging them as to whether they
were ‘for’ or ‘against’ my employer. This is why I eventually decided not
to approach Germany’s popular press to diffuse my research findings.

The frequently expressed and legally enforced value of corporate
secrecy or confidentiality reflected and enshrined this fear of public
critical thinking further, as most training sessions about confidentiality
taught us not to bring knowledge from the inside of our company or
our client companies to the outside. Most confidentiality technologies
also aimed to prevent such information leakage. Even legal measures
were in place, and in theory my research made many of my interview-
ees or interlocutors, as well as myself, liable for breach of contract. It



Against Collaboration 111

therefore strikes me as an unfortunate coincidence of our time that calls
for evermore collaboration in corporate settings coincide with the rise of
confidentiality as general corporate policy.

Lastly, some moral friction also limited collaboration between the
consultants, client managers and myself. As mentioned above, the values
that dominated consultancy work were rationalism, respect for hierarchy,
profit-oriented nihilism and the importance of form over content (see
also Bogdanich and Forsythe 2022; Mazzucato and Collington 2023). Our
knowledge work was also engaged in forms of market-based abstraction
that ultimately facilitated decisions in which individual and public con-
cerns were more easily subordinated to corporate ones (Stein 2017: 129).

These values of consulting stood in some contrast with those devel-
oped as part of anthropological research, as the latter tends to focus on
the truthful description and appropriate theorisation of sociocultural life,
as well as care for our research subjects and the public. Anthropology’s
descriptive and intellectual goals are thereby more abstract than those
of corporate managers. When anthropologists feel compelled to take a
more specific moral stance, they often try to err on the side of the power-
less and the marginalised (e.g. Hale 2006; Dullo 2016). Changing roles
from consultant to anthropological researcher made this moral difference
obvious. It enabled me, partially, to remove myself morally from consult-
ing as I now got to follow an alternative set of goals and values that could
more easily be aligned with my personal convictions.

The importance of these epistemic, political and moral difficulties of
studying corporate management is made evident by the fact that I had
established myself as a company insider long before I asked for research
permission. Even so, senior colleagues hesitated to allow my research to
go ahead. Similarly, interview partners from different consultancy firms
were eager to ensure that they be anonymised during interviews, and
sometimes repeatedly asked how exactly I was going to use their answers.
One, who had just started a family, eventually decided halfway through
a particularly careful interview that he was in fact too busy to participate
in my study. Research participants thus often feared for the good of their
own company and of client companies, as well as for their own careers
and the financial well-being of their families (see Mosse 2006).

Calls for more collaboration do not sufficiently address these epis-
temic, political and moral differences between researcher and corpo-
rate manager. My research participants were surely highly educated,
reflexive and critical, to the point of teaching me how to gain research
permission and mentioning Habermas in the process. However, their
para-ethnographic critical faculties did not go so far as to supersede
their more immediate institutional obligations. Anthropological modes
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of thought were often unwanted as they did not subordinate critique to
business activity but dared to subject the fundamentals of business activ-
ity to critique (Stein 2017: 177).

For all those reasons, less collaboration was called for. I had been col-
laborating as fully as possible with my employer when I had been work-
ing for them, behaving in accordance with their key concepts, values and
objectives. Establishing a research project was a means to epistemically,
politically and morally distance myself from the institution. My research
project reduced collaboration as it ended the near-perfect harmony of
means and ends between my employer and myself. It was an act of con-
cretely actualised alienation or partial detachment (Candea et al. 2015),
which allowed me to add objectives, values, methods and concepts to
my daily round beyond those of my colleagues. Ethnographic research
thus came with extra-managerial and extra-corporate epistemic, political
and moral goals. The fact that anthropologists frequently find themselves
accused of being spies (Verdery 2018), and their history of actually being
so on numerous occasions (Price and Kilman 2022), indicate that the ends
of fieldwork systematically exceed those of the people we study. These
differences of means and ends between the work of anthropologists and
many of their research subjects are particularly stark when studying cor-
porate management, so much so that reference to mere ‘frictions’ that
arise in all collaborative work does not do justice to them.

Alternative Relations

What this example demonstrates is that collaboration is not a virtue in
and of itself. This is especially relevant when studying corporate manag-
ers, whose job is often to engage in work that is so abstract and formal-
istic that it can have all kinds of content. Corporate management can be
socially useful or pointless (Graeber 2018), life enhancing or a force of
necro-economics (e.g. Bogdanich and Forsythe 2022), helping the natural
environment or destroying it. So it is hard to justify an inherent ethical or
political imperative to collaborate with corporate managers (or to stigma-
tise them; see Prentice this volume).

Instead, the pursuit of knowledge, and for many anthropologists the
pursuit of social justice, engenders a great diversity of research relations
beyond collaboration, which may be favoured on epistemic, political and
moral grounds. While it may at times be desirable to collaborate with
managers, it is often preferable to keep our relations with them some-
what detached, living and working alongside them without getting too
involved. Such detachment can be marked by respect or mere tolerance. It
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may also become outright provocative in nature if anthropologists decide
to make epistemic, political or moral alternatives explicit. Building lasting
research relations may sometimes even be downright impossible, par-
ticularly if managers ask for too much control over our research results or
if they are engaged in politically or morally questionable activity.

One way to create appropriate epistemic, political and moral rela-
tions with corporate managers beyond collaboration is to remember that
anthropologists need to balance their ethical obligations to research par-
ticipants with those towards colleagues and wider society (Gough 1968).
In Europe, where much of my consulting activity took place, people
from various backgrounds and walks of life continue to be affected every
day by the work of management consultants. Consultancy projects were
involved in job creation, in laying off thousands of people and in sub-
stantially changing their work routines. In all of these situations, the
lives of their family members, friends and business partners may equally
be transformed. Moreover, management consultants in Germany have
long been shaping public policy, thereby affecting the lives of millions of
citizens in yet other ways.

Given such widespread influence of managers, ethnographic work
may require us to make our stance towards our research subjects less
collaborative, working more with benefits for the public in mind. In these
instances, anthropological research ethics may approach those of journal-
ists, who are less driven by long-term ties with or care for their inform-
ants, and more by the pursuit of factually accurate and enlightening
stories. Reorienting research in this way, and being clear about when and
how it diverges from the established interests and modes of work of our
interlocutors, must of course never involve harming them in the name of
a vaguely defined public or scientific principle. However, it may often
involve relationships that are far from collaborative.

Conclusion

Collaboration will always be part of social research. It is an unavoid-
able aspect of participant observation, ensuring not just our individual
access to specific research settings but equally that of future research-
ers. Moreover, several strong epistemic, political and moral arguments
exist that support collaborative activity when studying largely powerless
groups or groups with whose goals and values we closely align. However,
the study of corporate managers shows that collaboration is not a virtue
in and of itself. Instead, the structural differences and conflicts that exist
between researcher and researched constantly force us to look for other
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kinds of potentially appropriate relations. These differences and conflicts
should not be swept under the carpet as part of post hoc attempts to
create the impression of harmony between researcher and researched
(Davis 2016). They go so far as to challenge the doxic status of collabora-
tion itself.

If anthropologists studying corporate managers do not acknowledge
that their relations with research participants may often be so difficult
as to preclude collaboration, they may risk being accused of complic-
ity (Weiss 2016) or ‘collaborationism’, which carries the connotation of
desiring to cooperate with powerful social groups that have morally
questionable intentions and effects (Hoffmann 1968). Anthropology has a
long history of warning us against collaborationism of this kind, not just
because it fosters subjectivist fears of selling out (Tett 2021), but because
in times of high inequality, imperial domination and ecological destruc-
tion, collaborating with public- and private-sector organisations is mor-
ally risky (e.g. Gough 1968). Instead, fully acknowledging the frequently
detached and at times even provocative nature of social research may
enable us to be explicit about our ethical choices, and allow us to work
towards a more coherent ethical framework for anthropology as a whole,
regardless of whether we study up or down, abroad or at home. Whether
and how this diversity of relations to our research subjects affects access
to future field sites remains to be seen.
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