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During the last two decades, the Open Science movement has swept across

academia, with massive repercussions for research and publishing. Starting in the

natural sciences and engineering, it has brought wide-ranging promises of better

science – more transparent, more reliable, more reproducible, more replicable,

more efficient, more accountable, more relevant. A basic requirement to make all

this possible, the argument goes, is the opening and managing of research data.

While the social sciences and humanities have been slower to embrace the Open

Data paradigm – not least because the category of data itself is controversial –

the increasing call for Research Data Management (RDM) and open access to re-

search data has become a major concern in all scientific fields (see Allianz 2010),

epistemological and methodological differences notwithstanding. The debate on

researchers’ responsibilities in producing, handling, and sharing their data, under

such headings as Open Research Data or FAIR Data (FORCE11 n.d.), has also been

taken up in Social and Cultural Anthropology and related disciplines that use qual-

itative methodologies such as ethnographic research (see, e.g., Imeri 2017; 2019;

Mosconi et al. 2019; Pels 2018). In striking contrast to the optimism outlined above,

researchers in these fields often perceive the call for Open Data as intrusive, en-

forced by research policies and funding agencies but difficult to reconcile with re-

search practices based on relations of trust and, often, confidentiality.

Social and Cultural Anthropology is the discipline in which these reservations

arguably are most acute, for several reasons. One is a history connected to Euro-

pean expansion and colonialism which has given rise to a heightened awareness

of the ethical dimension of the relation between researchers and the people they

study. Another is related to its defining methodology, ethnography, whose practi-

tioners consider those being researched not as objects of study but rather as active

collaborators in the construction of knowledge. As a major consequence of this,

the understanding of research data in ethnography is very different from the one

dominating much of the Open Data discourse (see Pels 2018).

Many ethnographers are deeply skeptical about handing over their data to oth-

ers, and with good reasons (Imeri 2017; 2019, 49 f.). They fear that submitting to
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the increasing demand for Open Data may have a damaging impact because it

risks undermining the social relations between researchers and research subjects

that form the basis of ethnographic research. They also fear that it may compro-

mise the ethical standards they aim to uphold in research and publishing. Giving

away data means giving up control about what is done with them, while many re-

searchers feel they can never relinquish the responsibility for the ways in which

their data are used.

We argue that the skepticism of many ethnographers and qualitative re-

searchers in the social sciences about data management and sharing is best

understood as a result of a series of contradictions that have been discussed

extensively in recent years but nevertheless remain underappreciated in much of

the RDM policy discourse. A clear contradiction exists between Open Data and

data protection (with the usual mitigating strategy being pseudonymization).

However, the fact that ethnographic data are best when they are context-rich

clashes with the ideal of avoiding personal identification, since pseudonymization

only works if data are stripped of context information, or not at all. Furthermore,

if ethnography is understood as a collaborative production of knowledge, it is

contradictory that only one of the two sides involved – the researchers, but not the

research subjects – should have control of the data and decide how they are to be

managed.

To a large extent these and other contradictions discussed below remain under-

appreciated because, just like any field of social interaction, academia too is perme-

ated by inequalities of power. One aspect of this fact is that some disciplinary areas

have more power to define agendas such as Open Data, and the policies adopted in

their interest: natural sciencesmore than the social sciences and humanities, quan-

titative methodologies more than qualitative, and so on. To put it bluntly: ranking

low in the hierarchy of disciplines, the qualitative social sciences so far have not had

much of a say in the Open Science debates. It is therefore of vital importance that

their professional associations make themselves heard by formulating and com-

municating clear positions in the debate on data management and sharing (see,

e.g., DGSKA 2019; DGS 2019; EASA n.d.; see also Boog et al. 2018). Furthermore,

researchers should discuss and clarify their principles, practices and experiences

concerning these issues. The present chapter is meant as a contribution to this

rapidly growing body of literature.

The position we take is that, while indeed much of the skepticism is well

founded, there is a lot to be gained from preserving and sharing ethnographic

research data, if for different reasons and with different priorities than the ones

usually invoked in the Open Data discourse. Based on this conviction, we started in

2017 to set up a digital data archive at the University of Vienna, the Ethnographic

Data Archive (eda), with the aim of developing strategies and competences for the

long-term preservation of ethnographic data and for data management in ongoing
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research.1 In this chapter we will comment on the issues raised above and discuss

our guiding principles and the insights and experiences we gained in the process.

While being a small initiative with limited work capacity, we feel that we are doing

important, and in the German-speaking world even pioneering, work, but much

of it is still provisional and remains in progress (Eberhard and Kraus 2018, 49 f.).

What are Research Data?

A presupposition of the RDM discourse is that all research is data-based. Clearly,

this is a matter both of definition and epistemology. In the humanities the rele-

vance of the research data concept is frequently called into question, at least the

way it is understood in the natural sciences (e.g., Andorfer 2015; Drucker 2011; Hügi

and Schneider 2013). Peter Pels (2018) similarly argues that in anthropology research

materials only become data once they are commodified, and warns that “reduction-

ist definitions of research data may erase the variability of scientific perspectives

and research paradigms” (2018, 3).

An additional difficulty is that the term “data” often implicitly refers to digital

data only (e.g., Schöch 2013; FU Berlin n.d.). In the most basic logic of research the

format of information – say, of an interview recording – is irrelevant.Nevertheless,

many of the possibilities and challenges ofmanaging research data being discussed

have to do with their digital format and what might be called, their computability.

The problemwith the narrow understanding of research data as digital is, however,

that by definition all digital information consists of data. Therefore, the category

of research data runs the risk of becoming meaningless except as a reference to

format, and to a field of methodological practices and possibilities (e.g., the Digital

Humanities).

This raises the question of how research data in general are defined. Given

the diversity of disciplinary practices, RDM policy statements often resort to mere

listings of forms of data being used in various fields (e.g., DFG 2015). Such an

approach results in a circular argument when treated as a definition (e.g., Allianz

n.d.): research data are defined by their role in the research process, while research

itself is defined through the systematic use of data.

Real definitions, by making statements about what research data are supposed

to be, tend to give more away than these uncommitted formulations. An often-

quoted definition originating from the United States Office of Management and

Budget reads: “Research data is defined as the recorded factual material commonly

accepted in the scientific community as necessary to validate research findings …”

1 See https://eda.univie.ac.at/.
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(OMB 1999, our emphasis). A slightly expanded version has been picked up by sev-

eral UK institutions (see, e.g., ESPRC n.d., itself quoted by other institutions). An-

other influential statement defines research data as “Data that are descriptive of the

research object, or are the object itself” (University of Bath 2011, our emphasis).

We argue that such an understanding of research data is based on an insuffi-

cient model of the research process. On the epistemological level, this model as-

sumes that the main characteristic of research data is their ability to document

aspects of the real world in a factual or, at least, descriptive sense, independently

of the specific research context that has produced them.2 Although due consid-

eration is sometimes given to disciplinary specificities and differences, the basic

model is often that of the natural sciences and rests on data as quantifiable infor-

mation. If data reflect the real world independently of their research context, then

they are unproblematic to reuse in a different context.

Another assumption in the RDM and Open Data discourse combines episte-

mology with accountability: access to research data may serve “to reproduce and

verify the results” of research, as Austria’s main funding institution for basic re-

search states in the context of its Open Access Policy (FWF n.d.). The third and

related element is the economic rationale: once public money is invested to fund

research, the results must be made openly accessible. “Taxpayer-funded research”

is an important buzzword here, and one that raises interesting questions concern-

ing the role of national boundaries with regard to access to knowledge (see, e.g.,

the US Alliance for Taxpayer Access,3 or the Foreword in UKRI 2016, 2 for a British

example). By the same logic, the data collected during research become assets that

cannot be owned by researchers. Rather, they must be shared and the public (in-

cluding other researchers) has a right to access and re-use them.

Taken together, these assumptions imply two sets of ideas that sit rather un-

comfortably with the practice and self-understanding of ethnographic research:

first, ideals of objectivity and replicability of research, as well as a sharp discontinu-

ity between everyday knowledge/experience and research-based knowledge, both

of which we consider epistemologically mistaken; and second, principles of cost

efficiency and accountability about whose neoliberal thrust we have serious reser-

vations. Moreover, we argue that ethnographic research concerns a significant cat-

egory of others, the research subjects, who are absent from this model of research

except when being conceptualized in a paternalistic manner as those whose privacy

and rights must be protected.

2 It is true that the FAIR principles include “a requirement to openly and richly describe the

context within which those data were generated,” but this mainly serves “to enable evalua-

tion of its [sic] utility” for secondary use (Mons et al. 2017, 52). We use the term context in a

wider, social sense and invoke other arguments for its indispensability (see below).

3 https://www.taxpayeraccess.org/.
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Characteristics of Ethnography

In order to put the assumptions just outlined into perspective, let us consider

the main characteristics and assumptions of ethnographic research. Ethnographic

methods are now being employed across a wide range of disciplines andmaymean

vastly different things (e.g., Kazubowski-Houston and Magnat 2018). We are here

primarily referring to the methodological approach that is mainstream in present-

day anthropology, but much of our discussion applies to all forms of ethnography

and is relevant for other primarily qualitative methods as well.

To avoid being misconstrued, we wish to make it clear that we are not arguing

for a separate epistemology for ethnographic research. Rather, we contend that its

example serves to highlight the shortcomings of a positivist model of research that

underlies much of the RDM and Open Data discourse (Eberhard and Kraus 2018,

48). It does so by providing an extreme case of how research is always embedded

in social relations, and therefore always has a context that needs to be taken into

account – something that is increasingly being understood in other fields too. As

a medical statistician remarks: “The very production of data is … always relevant to

its interpretation” (Barrowman 2018).

In anthropology ethnographic research is typically done over extended periods

of time in close contact, collaboration, and exchange with research subjects. It is

based on communicative relations with those being researched and sees them as

active participants rather than passive objects of study.This and the fact that ethno-

graphic research often deals with personal lifeworlds implies important issues of

trust and responsibility.

Ethnography is an open-ended methodology relying on a flexible combination

of tools. Hence, ethnographers tend to produce varied and multiple forms and for-

mats of data. Whether in analog or in digital formats, ethnographic data tend to

be technically diverse. In order to make sense, the various kinds of data produced

must be interpreted in relation to each other and to the overall research context

and experience. With the establishment of new digital tools, media, and ways of

disseminating and sharing ethnographic knowledge, this characteristic has come

to be discussed as “multimodal anthropology” (e.g., Collins and Durington 2018) in

recent years.

The predominant understanding and practice of ethnographic research as

based on collaborative relations between researchers and the people they work

with has several fundamental implications for the understanding of research data

and for RDM:

(1) Data are not simply “found” or “collected.” They are co-constructed in a pro-

cess of dialog between researchers and research subjects.They do not merely docu-

ment facts “out there” but are representations that contain the voices and perspec-

tives of both sides involved.
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(2) Therefore, ethnographic data cannot simply be owned by researchers (and

even less by their institutions). They also belong to the research subjects and their

communities, who may have their own interest in the data.

(3) There are no raw, uninterpreted data in ethnography. The dialogic process

of making data is by necessity a process of interpretation.

(4) As products of social relations and dialog, ethnographic data are neither ob-

jective nor subjective. Both of these notions are predicated on amodel of knowledge

presuming a clear distinction between the observer and the observed object, a dis-

tinction that is neither meaningful nor possible in ethnographic research. There-

fore, ethnographic data are never simply “descriptive of the research object” (Uni-

versity of Bath 2011); their primary referent is the ethnographic relation between

researchers and research subjects.

(5) Both sides involved are embedded in specific social and cultural circum-

stances, bringing these into the ethnographic encounter. There is a gradual differ-

ence but no discontinuity between ethnographic knowledge and everyday knowl-

edge and experience. Tearing down this positivist division also opens up the path

to incorporating multiple and diverse ways of knowing, as in the debate on Indige-

nous methodologies (e.g., van Meijl 2019).

(6) Ethical considerations take precedence over considerations of efficiency in

ethnographic research. The heightened ethical awareness is a consequence of the

historical context in which the ethnographic methodology emerged and the re-

sponsibility that comes with its practice. However, the “primary ethical obligation

shared by anthropologists… to do no harm” (AAA 2012) does not result from a poten-

tially paternalistic and condescending attitude of researchers knowing what may

be harmful for research participants. Instead, it is a concomitant of the fact that

ethnographers require their research subjects to engage with them in the collabo-

rative production of knowledge.4

Our notion that the common distinction between “raw” and “processed” or in-

terpreted data makes no sense for ethnographic data5 might appear to contradict

the position Pels takes when stating: “Anthropologists should … insist on making

an epistemological distinction between ‘raw’ and ‘processed data’” (Pels 2018, 4).

However, Pels uses these terms in a different and atypical sense. By “processing” he

does not refer to the predominant meaning of making data usable for analysis but

rather to the task of preparing them for reuse by others – in the sense of stripping

4 It is instructive to compare the ethics declaration of the German Anthropological Association

with its sociological counterpart. While the former (Hahn et al. 2008) stresses responsibility

and reciprocity, the latter (DGS 2017) gives priority to objectivity.

5 Also see Barrowman (2018) who argues that even in quantitative science there is no such

thing as raw data.
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them of information that might be critical or sensitive in the hands of secondary

users.

We agree that in many cases “[e]xtensive processing of raw materials (beyond

mere anonymization) becomes inevitable if others are to reuse them” (Pels 2018,

4). However, we do not agree with Pels’ argument that sharing data as a matter

of principle cannot be reconciled with the research subject’s “rightful claims to

knowledge shared with researchers” (Pels 2018, 4). It can, provided that research

subjects are explicitly conceptualized as forming part of the audience for whose

access and reuse data should be prepared and archived. Ideally, they should also be

included in the process of selecting data objects for archiving, assigning metadata

and meaning to them, and defining access regulations.

Towards an Ethnographic Archive

The idea of setting up an archive for ethnographic data at the University of Vienna

first occurred to us when we realized that the Department of Social and Cultural

Anthropology was heading towards a major generational transition, with several

colleagues bound to retire over the next years. When reflecting on this develop-

ment, it seemed to make sense to preserve the ethnographic material they had

gathered during their research careers, involving them in the process while they

were still available. These considerations did not come up in reaction to the in-

creasing call for RDM and open access to research data. Instead, they grew out of

our own research experiences and focused on existing data from earlier research

projects, mostly in analog formats, that were to be digitally preserved and made

accessible for reuse. The insight that it was also necessary to support ongoing re-

search and provide data management expertise followed later from our experience

of working with historical ethnographic materials and from our engagement with

the Open Research Data debates. Our initiative thus is not representative of the

“‘top down’ policy push” that Mosconi et al. identify as a characteristic of Open Sci-

ence, but rather of what they refer to as the “collegial desire to share data” (Mosconi

et al. 2019, 756).

It took several initiatives and a couple of years until the data archive we had

in mind was put into practice, first as a collaborative two-year pilot project of the

Vienna University Library and the anthropology department. After the successful

pilot phase it was made permanent, albeit with still limited staff resources: Igor

Eberhard in a part-time position as archive manager and Jasmin Hilbert as a stu-

dent assistant, with Birgit Kramreither, the head of the Social and Cultural An-

thropology Library, functioning as coordinator and Wolfgang Kraus as scientific

leader.
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While the main assumptions of (mainstream) ethnographic research as out-

lined above are probably uncontroversial for most anthropologists, our archival ac-

tivities and the strategies we devised are based on additional assumptions. Our

basic premise is that ethnographic data are of intrinsic interest beyond the pri-

mary research context, for two main reasons. First, they are complex and rich in

ways which are hardly ever fully exploited in the original analysis. This is often a

matter not only of complexity but also of sheer quantity (as both present authors

have experienced in their own research). Second, since ethnographic data come

out of encounters situated in time and space, they are historical by nature. As a

consequence of transformation and change over time, they may become interest-

ing and relevant in unforeseeable ways, not only for researchers and their scientific

communities, but also for those being researched. Both reasons, we argue, provide

good grounds for preserving ethnographic data and for making them accessible

and reusable beyond the original research context, and these are entirely unrelated

to the rationale of the Open Research Data discourse.

A further – and for qualitative social researchers perhaps obvious – assump-

tion is that data are meaningless without context. From this widely shared con-

viction, radically different conclusions can be drawn. Hirschauer (2014), for in-

stance, invokes the context-dependence of data such as interview statements to

argue against the call for archiving and reusing qualitative social science data. We

take the opposite position (even if we agree about the practical challenges involved,

and that data archiving must be a matter of responsible choice rather than man-

date). Contrary to Hirschauer, we maintain that it is possible to retain enough

context in the archiving process to make data relevant for future uses, and have

defined strategies to do so.

The notion of context is a key concept in the qualitative social sciences, and

particularly so in present-day anthropology. As Dilley states, “stress on context in

interpretation is one of [anthropology’s] distinguishing features; and it is relied

upon as an indispensable part of anthropological method” (2002, 438). Especially

after the discipline’s shift to midrange theorizing, contextualization has become an

important part of anthropological explanation/understanding, based on the “view

that context is generated and negotiated in the course of social interaction and

exchange” (Dilley 2002, 439). This is not the place to attempt to clarify the general

understanding of context in anthropology, except to note that it forms the indis-

pensable background for a more narrow and tangible notion of context, that of

research context, which is essential to our approach to archiving.

Ethnographic knowledge is embedded in social relations and in complex corpo-

real experience. Specific data objects cannot represent this context by themselves,

but must be linked back to it in order to make sense and be interpretable. More-

over, ethnographic data tend to be diverse, and different kinds and formats of data

must be interpreted in relation to each other and to the overall research context. A
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guiding principle for our archival activities is therefore that the link between spe-

cific data and their research context must be retained and documented as richly as

possible. We will outline below how we are trying to achieve this.

The Ethnographic Data Archive (eda):
Objectives and Strategic Considerations

The eda pilot project started in early 2017 and was made permanent in 2019.6 Be-

yond creating and maintaining a digital archive of ethnographic data, eda aims to

develop best-practice models for preserving ethnographic data for reuse. Our work

addresses a wide range of challenges such as: (1) Defining archival and metadata

strategies and standards adapted to the specificities of ethnographic research; (2)

testing and defining best practice digitization workflows; (3) networking and ex-

change with other data management and archival initiatives in related fields;7 and

(4) identifying the ethical and legal issues involved and proposing solutions. While

our current emphasis is on archiving historical ethnographic materials, mostly in

analog formats, we aim to develop a comprehensive research data management

strategy for anthropology and related fields in the medium to long term future.

One of our guiding principles is that collaboration with researchers makes

more sense than the mere administration of legacies. This is confirmed by experi-

ences we made working with materials existing in the departmental ethnographic

collection, with often insufficient metadata and context information. More impor-

tantly, this conviction is based on our holistic understanding of ethnographic data

objects as representing an interactive research process rather than separate aspects

of an independent reality.Therefore, all datamust be linked to the research settings

and the researchers’ biographies, thus enabling archive users to take this context

into account. Researchers themselves are in a privileged position to accomplish

the task of contextualizing and interlinking the data objects in a comprehensive

manner. This also includes explication of theoretical and epistemological assump-

tions and the political context of research, something which is more obvious when

dealing with historical data (e.g.,material manifesting colonial involvement and/or

racist assumptions), but is relevant with all kinds of data.

6 The edawebsite (https://eda.univie.ac.at/) gives an overview of the team, activities and coop-

erations; the eda team can be contacted at: eda.ksa@univie.ac.at.

7 Our national and international partners include CIRDIS/University of Vienna, Institute for

Social Anthropology/Austrian Academy of Sciences, Phonogrammarchiv/Austrian Academy

of Sciences, Department of Folk Music Research and Ethnomusicology/MDW, Fachinforma-

tionsdienst Sozial- und Kulturanthropologie, Qualiservice/University of Bremen.
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Another guiding principle is the respect and support for legitimate interests of

research subjects and source communities in the data, their protection from harm,

and reciprocity. Here again, researchers are better positioned than archivists or fu-

ture users to assess the interests and risks involved with specific data sets. As Pels

notes, it is their “ethical duty to control how research materials ‘go public’” (Pels

2018, 5). In a collaborative and dialogic understanding of ethnographic research, re-

search subjects or their descendants and communities should be included in these

decisions as far as possible (something we have not yet been able to accomplish).

On the practical level, we aim at sustainability through optimized workflows,

the use of appropriate (open) file formats, standardized procedures and metadata,

and ongoing quality control. Devising best practice digitization workflows requires

a balancing of conflicting demands.The amount of work and cost involved and the

required storage space should be kept low, while the technical quality of a digital

copy should be such that it can be expected to be taken as an adequate represen-

tation of the analogue original even several decades from now. This requirement,

together with a high level of technical autonomy (in the sense of not having to hand

over materials to external service providers), is the guiding principle in our digiti-

zation strategy. Finally, in line with the considerations above, we leave the decision

of what to archive to the researchers, while offering our advice (e.g., concerning

ethical or legal issues) when being asked for it.

Data Objects

Eda’s data objects are archived using PHAIDRA, the “repository for the permanent

secure storage of digital assets at the University of Vienna.”8 As noted above, ethno-

graphic data come inmultiple formats. In our archiving activities the main focus is

on text (e.g., field notes, transcripts and diaries), images (e.g., diapositives, black-

and-white negatives and photo prints) and audio recordings (e.g., interviews, nar-

rations, recitations,music). So far,most of thematerial has been in analog formats,

but some has been digital too, sometimes in obsolete file formats that need to be

converted to archival formats. Preferred file formats are PDF/A for text, TIFF for

images and AIFF or FLAC for audio material; sometimes it makes sense to also

archive the original files. We have not yet started working with film and video due

8 See: https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/. Our close cooperation with the PHAIDRA team has proven

to be highly productive and a most pleasant experience. Several people have substantially

contributed to establishing and developing eda, most important among them: Maria Seissl,

Susanne Blumesberger, Raman Ganguly, Rastislav Hudak and Claudia Feigl. We are deeply

indebted to them for their ongoing support.
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to the multiplicity of file formats, the need for data compression, and our lack of

technical expertise in this field.9

We did extensive tests with various digitization approaches and defined best

practices and workflows for various kinds of material. It should be understood that

digitization often is not merely a technical procedure but includes a judgement

about the relevant aspects of an object. When copying a faded photograph, for

instance, we must decide if we are mainly interested in its current appearance –

the result of an aging process – or the original information that can be restored by

proper illumination and by digital editing, or both. In each case, the optimal digital

copy or copies will be different. Once again, the researchers can help to make such

decisions.

Our digitizing and archiving workflows are also based on considerations of the

relation between analog objects as potential carriers of knowledge and their digital

representations, and the transformation from one state to the other. The example

of the faded image shows how a conception of what constitutes the data object

in relation to the research context must guide the digital representation. Another

example is a Compact Cassette containing several field recordings. Is the single

isolated recording the object we are interested in, or is it the cassette as an entity

representing a specific time span in the field? We have opted for the second as our

predominant perspective. As a consequence, we devised a new object category for

the PHAIDRA repository, the “container object,” which allows us to retain context

by retaining the integrity of the analog object.

The container object is a data object consisting of several files that represent the

same analog object. In the case of the Compact Cassette just mentioned, the format

of the container object makes it possible to retain the original connection between

the recordings. In addition, a cassette often comes with more or less consistent

metadata in the form of notes written on it or the cardboard insert in the box.

In that case, the container object consists of several audio files and photos of the

two cassette faces and the insert.10 Other container objects, for instance, represent

photographs from the ethnographic collection of the department with extensive

captions on the verso.

9 For those objects that have already been ingested, see https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/search#?o

wner=ethnograpp95.

10 E.g., https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/o:953026.
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Metadata

Descriptive information is rarely neutral. Seemingly innocent labels such as estab-

lished names attached to collectivities or technical terms could carry problematic

perspectives, ethnocentric assumptions, or obsolete theory. For these and related

reasons we gave a lot of consideration to metadata-related questions. Our guid-

ing principle in this process was a conception of research data as situated in the

particulars of time and space and in the social encounter of fieldwork. The main

consequences for our metadata approach are, first, attention to the research and

social context of specific data objects, and second, the obligation to include the

research subjects and source communities in our potential audience.

For metadata the PHAIDRA repository relies on a linked-data approach com-

bining several establishedmetadata standards, includingDublin Core, BIBFRAME,

SKOS and others. We suggested several additional metadata fields that we consid-

ered useful, which were then mapped to existing categories. The PHAIDRA team

proved extremely flexible and supportive in helping us to develop an eda-specific

metadata scheme and submit form.11The submit form is relatively self-explanatory

in order to enable researchers, after a short introduction, to upload their own data

and metadata. This option is further facilitated by the possibility to create project-

specific metadata templates. However, regardless of how it is done, providing rich

metadata for their data objects requires a considerable effort and time investment

by researchers.

Given the complexity of many data objects, we introduced a clear distinction

within metadata between several object categories, some of which might coincide

in the case of a given object. We refer to them as (1) born-digital object, (2) digital

copy, (3) first-order analog object, and (4) second-order analog object.

What is meant with these categories can be illustrated with a musical record-

ing. An audio file from a digital recorder is a born-digital object. A tape recording

on a Compact Cassette, once digitized, is the digital copy of the audio content of

a first-order analog object, the cassette. When the recording is considered a rep-

resentation of a specific instrument being played, the instrument is the second-

order analog object. Each of these categories, as far as they can be distinguished

in a given object, requires its own metadata. An analog object in the second sense

may also exist in the case of a born-digital object. The edametadata scheme lets us

follow this approach, even if a consistent terminology – not necessarily using our

working terms, which could be improved – has not yet been implemented.

11 For examples of objects with fairly complete metadata, see https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/o:10

69269; https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/o:1048725.
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A second innovation is the notion of “context data.”12 While access to objects

in PHAIDRA can be restricted or blocked (an indispensable feature for eda), a basic

given of metadata in PHAIDRA is that they are always public and open, without

access restrictions or authorial responsibility and rights. Our interest in making

the research context transparent and tangible turned out to be in potential conflict

with this policy. Personal information that helps to contextualize data may not be

fit for public access. Background information may be too extensive for metadata

and require a research effort that needs to be credited, and so on.

What we refer to as context data provides a pragmatic workaround for these

issues. Context data are data objects – often in text format (PDF/A) – providing

information on other objects that is not suitable for metadata because it is too

complex, needs being protected, or requires authorship and copyright because it is

based on personal research, interpretation, and opinion. As separate data objects,

context data can have access restrictions; they are referenced in themetadata of the

objects they help to contextualize. A significant category of context data is informa-

tion on research projects and ethnographers’ biographies and research trajectories,

e.g., the biographical interviews that Eberhard conducted with Elke Mader, now

retired professor at the Vienna Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology.13

Pseudonymizing and Informed Consent

When sharing data, there is a clear contradiction between the interest in retain-

ing as much context as possible in order to keep data meaningful, and the need to

protect research subjects’ privacy and identity (see, e.g., Cliggett 2016, 243–245).

An ethnographer’s main ethical responsibility is to protect research subjects from

harm and to respect relations of trust and confidentiality established during re-

search. Personal identifiability is in conflict with these obligations inmany research

contexts.

With regard to personal information only aggregate data can by anonymous in

the strict sense. When aggregation is not intended or does not make sense, as in

ethnography and other qualitative methodologies, only pseudonymizing is possi-

ble, and is routinely practiced. However, in typically small-scale ethnographic re-

search settings it is not enough to suppress or replace names because just about

any information can provide identification cues. Trying to remove all of this in-

formation means a radical thinning of data and risks making them useless (see

Eberhard and Kraus 2018, 45 f.).

12 See Eberhard 2020a, 173 f.

13 See https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/search#?collection=o:1146526.
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An established instrument to handle such conflicts is informed consent. This

notion itself, however, needs to be adapted to the logic of ethnographic research

and to specific research settings. Originating from and modelled on a biomedical

research logic, it carries assumptions whose universality must be questioned, such

as a deeply individualistic and ethnocentric conception of risk and consent. Even

though granting consent is in most cases a personal process, the underlying de-

cision-making is often strongly socially embedded. This can be observed not only

in small Indigenous communities but also in nearby and familiar settings such as

rural Austria (Kraus and Seiser 2022, 104 f.). Paying attention to these processes

makes it clear that in a given context people may value social visibility in a specific

community as much as or higher than the more abstract interest in anonymity.

How to balance these contradictory values is often a difficult question, and one

that can only be answered satisfactorily in dialog with research subjects.

A second assumption is that consent is given beforehand, once and for all,

something whichmay be better suited to protect institutions (universities, funding

agencies, repositories, etc.) than those being researched. If research and the social

relations enabling it only unfold in the process, how can we give the information

in advance to make informed consent possible at all? Hence the notion of “proces-

sual consent” (e.g., Rosenblatt 1995, 148 f.) which is however more demanding to

implement and difficult to document than the established model, and grants re-

search subjects rights (e.g., revoking consent) that they are often expected to sign

away otherwise. If taken seriously, processual consent means that research sub-

jects must also be included in the data management and archiving process as far

as possible (see DGSKA 2019, 2).

When archiving existing data, a further problem arises: they often come from

research contexts where documenting consent was not yet expected. In such cases

researchers may help to disentangle the processual aspects of research and the ex-

pectations of research subjects concerning the use of data. Even where consent has

been documented, there is a high chance that the online sharing of data was not

considered as an option (Zeitlyn 2012, 471). There are no abstract general solutions

for these problems; viable compromises must be found for each single case. They

may include the necessity of restricting or postponing access to data analogous

to archival closure periods. As far as possible, research subjects and/or their com-

munities or descendants should be included in these decisions. Researchers them-

selves may also have an interest in protecting their privacy, with consequences for

access to data.14

14 On the issues discussed in this section, see, e.g., Cliggett 2016; Eberhard 2020a; 2020b; Eber-

hard and Kraus 2018; Imeri 2017; 2018; 2019; Lederman 2016; Zeitlyn 2012).
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Perspectives for Further Development

In order to manage these and other challenges in archiving and sharing ethno-

graphic data, solutions, instruments and perspectives still need to be worked out.

At this point, we can only briefly mention three of the most pressing problem areas

that must be addressed in the future development of eda.

One is the need for graded access to data for various categories of users. A

considerable part of ethnographic data is not suitable for open access. In order to

avoid the necessity of defensively precluding access to all sensitive material – an

option that would defeat the short to mid-term purpose of the archive – several

graded levels of access to data must be defined and managed. Models of how this

can be done have already been developed (e.g., Imeri and Sterzer 2018; Sterzer et

al. 2018) and implemented (e.g., at the Qualiservice research data center15). In eda’s

case, this will have to be done at the level of the PHAIDRA repository which does not

yet offer the necessary functionality. In addition, it will also require some amount

of staff resources to manage access. But this will be an important and necessary

step to increase the relevance of the archive.

The second problem concerns the need for standardization of metadata, and

particularly the lack of controlled vocabularies, such as thesauri.This is now widely

perceived as a pressing issue with major ethical implications, given that estab-

lished terms, categories and names often stem from colonial situations, contain

assumptions of cultural stability that fail to reflect dynamic processes of change

and redefinition, or even carry racist and pejorative connotations. Activities to im-

prove this situation are taking place in various contexts, e.g., in the project GND

for Cultural Data (GND4C) (DNB 2019). We are in touch with some of these activi-

ties, e.g., a project currently under way at the Fachinformationsdienst Sozial- und

Kulturanthropologie.16We are also planning a compact model project concerning a

subcollection of annotated photographs from the departmental ethnographic col-

lection made by Friedrich Dörbeck during the Hydrographic Expedition to Siberia

(1902–12).17 Taking this material as an example, we intend to evaluate metadata,

descriptive terms, ethnonyms etc. and compare them with existing thesauri and

technical terminology in collaboration with partners in the region.

This project will allow us to demonstrate existing issues in specific detail and

suggest solutions. It will also serve as an exercise in trying to involve research sub-

jects or their descendants, regional experts and others close to the field in the pro-

cesses of describing and contextualizing data objects – an important aim for our

future activities, as recommended by Corsín Jiménez (2018, 4) and others.

15 See note 12.

16 https://www.evifa.de/de/ueber-uns/fid-projekte/gemeinsame-normendatei-gnd.

17 https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/detail/o:1165511.
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As a logical extension of the ethnographic approach, the use of collaborative

methods of knowledge production in order to make sense of objects and informa-

tion items have increasingly been put into practice in recent years (for a museum-

based example, see Scholz 2017a; 2017b). The question of re-contextualizing data

and objects through collaboration and of what might be termed Indigenous meta-

data bring up a third problem area with even more far-reaching challenges than

those just mentioned. It is related to the insight in anthropology and beyond that

there is no pure, non-situated knowledge. All knowledge is socially and culturally

positioned and serves specific interests. Positionalities and interests are diverse

and embedded in relations of power and, often, injustice. Based on such a per-

spective, Indigenous communities have increasingly begun to claim control over

knowledge relating to themselves. Much of this debate revolves around the notion

of Indigenous Data Sovereignty (IDS) (Kukutai and Taylor 2016; Walter et al. 2021),

i.e. “the right of Indigenous peoples to govern the collection, ownership, and ap-

plication of data about Indigenous communities, peoples, lands, and resources”

(Rainie et al. 2019, 301).

The IDS advocacy and activism movement recently proposed the “CARE Prin-

ciples for Indigenous Data Governance” to complement the FAIR Principles (RDA

IG 2019; Carroll et al. 2020). They aim to exploit the momentum of the Open Data

movement to further IDS while simultaneously addressing some of its issues as

seen from Indigenous perspectives. CARE stands for “Collective Benefit, Authority

to Control, Responsibility, and Ethics” (RDA IG 2019). While Open Data agendas,

including the FAIR Principles, typically argue in terms of abstract advantages for

science and society in the singular, the CARE Principles stress interests of and

benefits for specific communities, acknowledging the “power differentials and his-

torical contexts” that are ignored in the Open Data discourse (RDA IG 2019).

With its focus on communities, collective benefit and diversity, the IDS move-

ment provides a significant and important corrective to the individualist assump-

tions dominating much of the debate on Open Data and Research Data Manage-

ment, e.g., its understanding of ethics. At the same time, however, the simplis-

tic dichotomy of “Indigenous” and “mainstream” principles or values employed by

some of its main proponents (e.g., Carroll et al. 2020) risks reproducing modernist

dualisms, glossing over the diversity within and between Indigenous communities

which may manifest itself in equally diverse interests.

Nevertheless, these and other forms of claims to control over knowledge by

those being researched18 are important and productive from an ethnographic per-

spective. The questions they raise are not only challenging but also enriching for

18 E.g., the “Traditional Knowledge Labels” aiming to define “attribution, access, and use rights

for Indigenous cultural heritage” according to community-specific understanding and values

(https://localcontexts.org/), which cannot be discussed here for reasons of space.
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initiatives such as eda when it comes to elaborating and defining the categories of

data ownership, control, access, and licensing.

Conclusion

The main assumption underlying eda’s activities is that ethnographic data consti-

tute historically situated representations of aspects of a world in flux. As such they

do have a value beyond the primary research context and should be preserved and

shared. However, the dialogic character of ethnography and the access ethnogra-

phers gain to personal life-worlds raise important issues around confidentiality,

privacy, and reciprocity.

The management and archiving of ethnographic research data is a highly dy-

namic field with many challenges and contradictions. Such contradictions cannot

be resolved on the level of principles. Nevertheless, it is possible to find pragmatic

but ethically sound compromises that enable us to archive and share (with vari-

ous forms of restrictions) ethnographic data without harming our research sub-

jects. After all, the situation is not unlike the challenges that arise in the process

of ethnographic writing and publishing – challenges for which we routinely find

pragmatic single-case solutions.

However, these inherent tensions require additionalmeasures that edawill have

to deal with in the future, and before archiving more sensitive data. In order to

strengthen the collaborative aspect of data management, we need models of, and

experiences with, the integration of research subjects into all steps of the archiving

process. Finally, in order to attain our goal of developing a comprehensive research

data management strategy for anthropology and related fields, we must engage

with current data practices in research. All of this is difficult to accomplish with

the current limited staff. Nevertheless, as a small initiative and in a field where the

questions still clearly outweigh the solutions, we feel that we have already achieved

a lot.

Peter Pels suggests there is more than one “reason to consider social science

data as indigenous or global heritage” (Pels 2018, 3). In this perspective the preser-

vation and sharing of ethnographic data is an ethical obligation. In a similar stance,

the American Anthropological Association lists as one of the main ethical princi-

ples for anthropologists to “protect and preserve [their] records” (AAA 2012). In a

collaborative and dialogic understanding of ethnography, this logically entails the

inclusion of research subjects and their communities in the process in order to

safeguard data that comply with both FAIR and CARE Principles for the benefit of

all interested parties.
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