Can researchers navigate
the ethical mine!leld of
protest trials?

Dealing with activists in legal jeopardy requires extra
attention to ethical concerns, say protesters
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the dock — which interviews revealed was a coordinated
strategy to “persuade the jury that they were regular,
ordinary citizens”.

Submitting the paper before the protesters’ appeal had
been heard in November 2020 - the group had been given
suspended sentences
(https://www.theguardian.com/global/2019/feb/06/stanste
d-15-rights-campaigners-urge-judge-to-show-leniency) nine
months earlier — led the authors to draw “false
conclusions” from the case, Ruth Potts, a Stansted 15
defendant, told Times Higher Education.

Ms Potts also criticised the “slipshod way” in which the
consent of interviewees was obtained, stating that
requests for interviews were “made as we were going into
court, with interviews taking place in or near court, and in
extremely stressful circumstances”, which did not
constitute proper informed consent, she said.

“There is a need for good research on protest trials, and
the power of the state, but these researchers were really
sat on the periphery of the trial and the paper’s description
of a detailed ethnography claims a degree of access that
they did not have,” said Ms Potts, who wants the paper
retracted and the lead author’s institution, Aston University
(https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-
rankings/aston-university), to investigate.

In a statement, Aston defended the study’'s approval and
publication, saying that “an independent investigation
conducted in line with our research integrity assurance
policy concluded that the ethics review and approval for
this study was conducted in line with agreed procedures
and policies and that British Sociological Association
guidelines around ethical research design, and speci!cally
around participant observation, were followed”.

“As no breach of research integrity or research misconduct
has been found to have occurred, the university considers
its legal obligation to uphold academic freedom, to which it
is clearly committed, to take precedence,” the university
said.

For his part, Dr Read said he was acutely aware that
publications - either his own, or those of journalists or
other scholars, could in""'uence his own legal defence.
“Journalists are fairly used to considering these legal issues
but I'm not sure academics are so used to thinking about
them,” said Dr Read, who also worried that the unpopular
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