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Accounting for Ethos or Programmes for Conduct: the Brave New World of Research Ethic Committees

Commentators have already emphasised how the research landscape in the UK, and indeed in many other countries, is currently marked by the proliferation of particular regimes of management control.  These management control technologies include teaching and research audit (e.g. Shore and Wright 2000), and financial control mechanisms exercised through bodies such as the higher education funding councils (Nedeva and Boden 2006). A further significant aspect of such control is the burgeoning machinery of ‘research ethics’. Specifically, we are witnessing a transition from the notion of professional, philosophically grounded ethics arising from a personal or research community ethos, to one in which rules and codes are increasingly being sedimented in centralised policies and bureaucratic procedures and processes.  In academic contexts such as those in the UK and North America, this transition has been occurring quite dramatically, and is of particular significance given their respective historical traditions of academic freedom and discretion. With a few exceptions, and despite the potential for serious if unintended consequences, this shift has been the subject of very little reflexive consideration from within the academic community.
In this paper we draw upon an examination of recent policy and regulatory developments, and our own and our students’ experiences, to consider the possible impacts and consequences of these new modes of research regulation.  Given this, we focus on the practices of critical ethnographic and qualitative research as these constitute the traditions in which we and our students work.
Specifically, we examine how the bureaucratisation of research regulation has been legitimated in UK universities, and what it consists of in terms of processes and procedures.  While contemporary rhetorics justify the need to manage research ethics by invoking the protection of individuals from the risk of harm, we demonstrate that the new management of ethics constitutes a regime of control that may have deep implications for both the constitution of knowledge and for what counts as knowledge.  Further, we suggest that as regimes of truth, these new regulatory mechanisms risk reconstructing the everyday lived experience of being and ‘doing’ (Garfinkel 1967) academic in ways that may be deeply problematic.
The paper is organised into four sections. First we outline the historical development of these new regimes of control in the UK. Following that we explore and problematise the operation of these new bureaucracies. This is followed by an exploration of possible responses and consequences. In our concluding discussing we explore how these new regimes do not just change the ways in which people be and do academic, but may actually change the conditions of possibility for the constitution of knowledge, and even what counts as knowledge.
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