The Ethics of Starting Research about Starting Fires

“Cissy” Cynthia Fowler, Wofford College

ISE-SoE Code of Ethics
6. Principle of Full Disclosure
This principle recognises that Indigenous peoples, traditional societies
and local communities are entitled to be fully informed about the
nature, scope and ultimate purpose of the proposed research
(including objective, methodology, data collection, and the
dissemination and application of results). This information is to be
given in forms that are understood and useful at a local level and in a
manner that takes into consideration the body of knowledge, cultural
preferences and modes of transmission of these peoples and
communities. (ISE 2006, under Principle of Full Disclosure).

Ethics, Values, Morals, Life
• “Ethical reflection may relate to questions of value or
morality. . . [and] to reflection on the problem of how one
should live” (Collier and Ong 2005, 8).

Critical Self-Reflection on the Ethics of Informed Consent
• “how a [researcher] should live or the kind of [researcher]
they should be” (Weiss 2017, 4)

ISE-SoE Code of Ethics
7. Principle of Educated Prior Informed Consent
Educated prior informed consent must be established before any research is
undertaken, at individual and collective levels, as determined by community
governance structures. Prior informed consent is recognised as an ongoing process that

is based on relationship and maintained throughout all phases of research. This principle
recognises that prior informed consent requires an educative process that employs bilingual
and intercultural education methods and tools, as appropriate, to ensure understanding by
all parties involved. Establishing prior informed consent also presumes that all directly
affected communities will be provided complete information in an understandable form
regarding the purpose and nature of the proposed programme, project, study or activities,
the probable results and implications, including all reasonably foreseeable benefits and
risks of harm (be they tangible or intangible) to the affected communities. Indigenous
peoples, traditional societies and local communities have the right to make decisions on any
programme, project, study or activities that directly affect them. In cases where the
intentions of proposed research or related activities are not consistent with the interests of
these peoples, societies or communities, they have a right to say no.

A Few Examples of
Critiques of Informed Consent in Anthropology and Ethnobiology
• Bell, Kirsten. 2014. Resisting Commensurability: Against Informed Consent as
an Anthropological Virtue. American Anthropologist 116(3):511-522.
• Berlin, Brent and Elios Ann Berlin. 2002. NGOs and the Process of Prior
Informed Consent in Bioprosecting Research: The Maya IBCG Project in
Chiapas. Paper Presented at the Séminaire “Les ONG dans le Champ de la
Biodiversité.” NGOs, Indigenous Peoples and Local Knowledge: Politics of
Power in the Biodiversity Domain, 27-28 May 2002. UNESCO, Paris, France.
• Hardison, Preston. 2000. ICBG-Maya: A Case Study in Prior Informed Consent.
The Monthly Bulletin of the Canadian Indigenous Caucus on the Convention on
Biological Diversity 16.

Public Domain
• “the air we breathe, sunlight, rain, space, life, creations,
thoughts, feelings. . . words, numbers. . .”
• “not subject to private ownership” (Patterson and Lindberg
1991, 50)

ISE-SoE Code of Ethics
Practical Guidelines
“Indigenous, traditional or local peoples conducting research
within their own communities, for their own uses, may need
to comply with their own cultural protocols and practices. In
the event of inconsistency between such local requirements
and these guidelines, all parties involved will commit to work
collaboratively to develop appropriate practices.” (ISE 2006,
under Practical Guidelines).

Autumn Conflagration
• October 16-December 15, 2016
• Rough Ridge Fire
• Cohutta Wilderness of Georgia’s Chattahoochee National Forest
• Lightning Ignited in hardwood and pine litter fuels
• Burned 27,870 acres
• Contained November 30, 2016
• Dick’s Creek Fire
• 1st fire 2 miles NW of Sylva, NC
• Lit by a person in dry grassy and hardwood litter fuels
• Burned 729 acres
• Contained December 2, 2016
• Fires = 20+
• Acres burned in Western North Carolina = 99,811
• Days of increased air pollution= 53
• Causes = 14 human, 6 unknown, 1 or 2 lightning

Community Meetings with Incident Command Teams
• Boteler Fire
• Clear Creek
• Pinnacle
• Party Rock
• Nantahala Branch Complex

Pinnacle Mountain Fire
Wildland Firefighters’ Morning Briefing
November 27, 2017
Thank you cards for
the firefighters
covering the walls at
their morning
briefing

Boteler Fire Community Meeting
November 13, 2017
• “How can we support you,” an audience member
asked?
• “We have been praying for you,” suggested another
local resident.
• “Your prayers and support are felt.,” said the Incident
Commander
• “This is the mountains,” said another resident.

Boteler Fire Community Meeting
November 13, 2017
• “I’ve fought fires all over the
country for several decades now,
and I’ve never felt this kind of
community support anywhere.
Their Southern hospitality is really
coming through,” said a seasoned
wildland firefighter from the U.S.
Southwest.

“Plant Responses in the Post-Fire Sanctuary” Hike
with the Sanctuary Guild
Appalachian Trail
from Deep Gap
through the Southern
Nantahala Wilderness
up to the summit of Standing
Indian Mountain

“Plant Responses in the Post-Fire Sanctuary” Hike
with the Sanctuary Guild
• “[Question the] narrative that prescribed fire is good. . . There are
more questions than answers. . . We just don’t know what the effects
will be. Let’s go see what we find,” Franklin said.

Plant Responses in the Post-Fire Sanctuary Hike
with the Sanctuary Guild

Deeply burned duff layer
Scorched cambium on trunks of shrubs

“Plant Responses in the Post-Fire
Sanctuary” Hike
with the Sanctuary Guild
• “This bluet (Houstonia sp.) population is
affected. Bluets usually grow in big mats. Here
in the burn, it only appears in areas where the
moss didn’t burn. This is definitely because of
the fire effects,” the Brook said.
• “The [Rock Mountain] fire was coming [towards
her house] from both directions. That is what
was so upsetting,” said a hiker.

Hikers pausing near a sparse
patch of bluets (Houstonia sp.)

Alternatives to Informed Consent in the Public Domain
1. Obtain informed consent retroactively
2. Generalize beyond the individual to the organizational
level, community level, public domain, or collective
3. Treat the public domain as sites for preparatory work
towards seeking informed consent
4. Forego informed consent
5. Mindfulness
6. Further abstractions

ISE-SoE Code of Ethics
• Mindfulness
• “an obligation to be fully aware of one’s knowing and unknowing,
doing and undoing, action and inaction” (ISE 2006, under
Preamble)
• “a continual willingness to evaluate one's own understandings,
actions, and responsibilities to others” (ISE 2006, under Executive
Summary)

Keane, Webb. 2015. Ethical Life: Its Natural and Social Histories.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
• “how one should live and what kind of person one should be” (Keane
2015, 20 quoted in Weiss 2017, 2)

Weiss , Joseph J.Z. 2017. Ethics, Value, and Interaction:
Bridging Natural and Social Histories in a Semiotic Framework.
Open Access Book Reviews. Anthropology Book Forum.
• ethical affordances
• “aspects of people’s experiences and perceptions that they might draw on
in the process of making ethical evaluations and decisions, whether
consciously or not” (Keane 2015, 27 quoted in Weiss 2017, 2)
• “acts and processes of evaluation, conscious and unconscious, saturate human
interactions. . . and are deeply necessary. . . for participants in order to feel
that they are participating in coherent and essentially comprehensible social
worlds” (Weiss 2017, 4)
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Trans-Himalayan Agropastoral Systems
• “highly dynamic. . . [with] constant experimentation and
innovation. . . [and] consequently adaptable to changing
natural and sociocultural environments” (Mishra, Prins, and
Van Wieren 2003, 608)

Wildfire and Wildflowers, MountainTrue

Rock Mountain Fire

Thank you letter
from the Incident
Commander to local
community
members

Ethics as Social Interaction
• “engaging with ethics” (Weiss 2017, 2)
• “how one should live and what kind of person one should
be” (Keane 2015, 20 quoted in Weiss 2017, 2)
• “complex system of signs, verbal and non-verbal, through
which people make sense of their interactions with each
other” (Keane 2015, 83 quoted in Weiss 2017, 4).

• “There are two things that interest me: the relation of people to each
other and the relation of people to land.” ~Aldo Leopold

