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Her heels kicked up a small cloud of dirt as 
she spun around and locked her eyes on mine.  “When 
you go home, you must tell your government to give us 
money.  Look at this path, we walk this every day with 
no food in our stomachs to help these people.”  She 
choked on her words, “but tell them not to send the 
money to the South African government. Tell them to 
send the money to the community health 
workers.”  The same cloud of dirt flew up as she turned 
back onto the path. She reached her hand behind and 
spoke again, but this time in a motherly tone.  “Come 
with me.” 

It is common practice in the scientific realm 
to make the crisp distinction between a researcher and 
a human being.  How else could true objectivity be 
upheld in medical research that targets even the 
furthest corners of the world?  As an aspiring 
researcher, I’ve been taught throughout my academia 
to remain objective and to push aside the 
characteristics that define myself.  This ability allowed 
for unbiased and easily replicable data and came very 
naturally to me in biology class and chemistry 
lab.  However, it prepared me very little for the 
anthropological journey on which I was to 
embark.  Based upon my recent time spent researching 
global health issues in rural South Africa, I believe that 
the division between a researcher and a human being 
is not so seamlessly cut.  Researchers are equipped 
with their own individual beliefs and values – and 
most importantly, their own set of eyes with which to 
view and experience the world. 

Researchers are required to intrude to some 
extent into other peoples’ everyday lives.  We analyze 
another human’s understanding of the world through 
participant observation, just as one could easily do to 
ours.  A researcher has to acknowledge that he or she 
cannot truly understand what another person is going 
through – however, empathy allows the researcher to 
get as close to that understanding as 
possible.  Empathy is a fundamental characteristic of 
being human. It allows researchers to relate to another 
person’s experiences and to exhibit genuine interest in 
another’s life.  Furthermore, empathy enables 
researchers to treat their participants as the experts and 
as the true sources of the information they 
seek.  Connecting and understanding cultural practices 
not only provides context for the research being 
conducted, but also helps the researcher earn trust, 

acceptance, and credibility in the field.  The ultimate 
goal of research is to make some sort of difference, 
whether it provides a learning platform in a scholarly 
setting, or to put forth initiatives for policy and 
legislative changes. 

            His glossy eyes peered through the hard rays 
of sunshine until the moment he finished speaking and 
the translator began.  “He says he finished his TB 
treatment, but his symptoms have gotten worse,” she 
says of the old man.  “He cannot pay for another TB 
test or more medicine at the clinic because he does not 
have 40 rand.  He asks you, sistah, if you would help 
him live.”  His eyes drop from our matched gaze down 
to his feet, watching his toes dig patterns in the red 
dirt.  He reached his calloused hands towards me with 
his palms faced up. 

This is an example of one of the challenging 
situations that I and many researchers alike find 
ourselves in far too often.  Four dollars in the United 
States would buy a candy bar, and here four dollars 
could potentially prolong this man’s life.  Here I stood, 
bewildered and lost in an ethical dilemma: giving the 
man some money may provide him with immediate 
incentive to go to the hospital, or buy food for his 
family, but could serve very little purpose for him and 
his community in the long run.  Furthermore, giving 
the man money could disrupt ethical guidelines of the 
research, and potentially cause problems for future 
researchers who later come to the same 
village.  However, what would you do if you were 
sitting in front of an elderly and sickly gentleman who 
is asking for four dollars (an amount of money that 
would be deemed almost insignificant in many 
wealthier parts of the world) because he is unable to 
meet even his most basic human needs? Answers may 
vary 

The greatest lesson I learned in South Africa 
is that researchers are at risk of bringing stress to their 
own emotional wellbeing precisely because their 
empathy walks hand in hand with being human.  When 
placed in front of an individual living in dire 
circumstances, there is little a researcher can do at that 
very moment.  Feeling helpless in these situations has 
placed me on a quest to continue to accustom myself 
with the vast array of cultures around the world and 
learn the skills necessary to enact real social change in 
healthcare systems.  One must do this as a researcher, 
and as a human being. 


