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Abstract

There are concerns that participation in open science will lead to various forms of

exploitation – of researchers and scholars in low‐income countries and under‐

resourced institutions. This article defends a contrary thesis and demonstrates the

exact ways the underexplored notions of communal relationships, human dignity and

social justice – and the normative principles to which they give rise – grounded in

African philosophy can usefully address critical concerns regarding exploitation in

the sharing of research resources to facilitate open partnership/collaboration and

reuse. Further research is required to study the specific roles different institutions

can play in facilitating open practice and contribute towards establishing effective

structures that can enhance equity and balance unfavourable power asymmetries.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

This article draws on key ideas – specifically, communal relationships,

social justice and human dignity, as well as the normative principles to

which these ideas give rise – in African philosophy to address

concerns regarding exploitation in open science. We describe open

science as sharing and democratisation of research‐related tools,

platforms, services, methods and materials, including all data

(quantitative and qualitative), codes, software, biological materials,

computational methods, outputs, research processes and underlying

information, in vastly distributed systems, repositories (like CyVerse

Data Commons Repository) or networks, to accelerate innovation,

discovery, goal‐oriented knowledge production, practical translation,

facilitate efficient interdisciplinary scholarship, communication, col-

laboration, understanding, reusing, re‐analysis and equal open access

and redistribution, by inquiring researchers and curious citizens/

public.1 To this end, open science covers many endeavours that

include sharing, democratisation, open scholarship, open methods,

open practice, open science cooperatives and open partnership.

These endeavours give rise to many ethical issues. Since addressing

these issues in a limited space is impossible, this article focuses on

ethical issues in sharing research resources to facilitate open

partnership/collaboration and reuse.

Exploitation is one key issue around sharing research resources

to facilitate open partnership/collaboration and reuse.2 Participants
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in some studies have voiced concerns that sharing of research

resources, including materials or data in open science, may lead to

varying forms of exploitation and inequitable practices that mostly

disadvantage under‐resourced scholars and individuals from devel-

oping and under‐developed countries and institutions.3 Specifically,

in a survey conducted by Wiley, participants voiced concerns about

being scooped as a primary reason for not participating in open

science.4

There are two broad concerns regarding exploitation in open

science. First is loss of control and ownership of shared methods,

data or codes. Who is using them, when and to what end? In one

study,5 the main reason (expressed by scientists from different

regions) for the hesitation to share research materials is the fear of

loss of control over shared resources. The thinking here is that

retaining control is intrinsically valuable and essential to prevent

exploitation and misuse, whereas losing control over shared

resources could leave both researchers and contributors of samples

vulnerable. For example, partnership or collaboration with industry

may be essential for translating research findings and (economically)

rewarding (or brings researchers various opportunities). Notice that it

is not collaboration with industry that is a possible reason for

exploitation. However, retaining control and ownership of research

resources could facilitate non‐exploitative partnerships and ensure

that resources are available on the researcher's terms, including

commercial terms. Contrarily, sharing resources in publicly accessible

databases can lead to loss of control over how the shared resources

are used or expose researchers to be (economically) exploited by

those (including industry and other researchers) who now have free

access to the shared resources.

The second is engendered professional vulnerability or equity.6

The concerns are researchers will not be adequately (or profession-

ally) acknowledged, rewarded or credited for the resources they

share, the efforts they put into generating and editing research data

and resources or may be scooped by others who can publish fast. The

concern of some participants is that researchers in high‐income

countries could quickly take advantage of shared methods and data

to publish more articles before primary data collectors have had the

time to publish (using shared resources).7 Others think they would be

exploited/side‐lined by well‐resourced researchers doing secondary

(replication) research with the methods and data they share in open

networks and databases.8 Some scholars are equally uncertain about

how participation in open science will further the career trajectories

of researchers who participate in open science.

Factors animating these concerns, as well as the resultant

hesitation to participate in open science, include negative colonisa-

tion experience,9 lack of adequate governance structures to protect

open science participants from under‐resourced institutions, under‐

developed and developing countries and historical violations such as

in genomic research ethics.10 There are also deontological reasons

animating the scepticism that open science will foster the interests of

scholars in the Global South and other under‐developed countries.

Researchers from the Global South still suffer from power dynamics

that mostly favour their Western collaborators. Specifically, some

researchers from the Global South feel that their roles in research

collaborations are often reduced to information gatherers for their

Western counterparts or interests, such as the interest in Africa's rich

genetic diversity.11 Some equally contend that openness is a way the

powerful and highly resourced institutions and researchers have tried

to exploit researchers and research institutions in developing and

under‐resourced countries.12 Consequently, by endorsing open

science, we are contributing academic resources to the Global

North.13

It is essential to state that many researchers still think that open

science can be mutually beneficial, notwithstanding these concerns

about the same. Additionally, it is neither the position of this article

nor the view of all scholars that all open science partnerships are

exploitative or that all highly resourced institutions and researchers

are out to exploit African researchers and researchers in low‐ and

middle‐income countries or under‐resourced institutions.

Nonetheless, the concerns (around exploitation) raised by some

participants and the call for best – as well as innovative – practices

that support equitable global health research partnerships require

deep engagement with ethics. This engagement – with ethics – is

vital to develop an effective and sustainable way of participating in

open science, addressing dishonesty or misconduct that could arise

while sharing research resources, setting boundaries for ethical and

effective collaborative partnerships/engagement, establishing good

open science practice models, building trust amongst open science

participants and promoting fairness. Engaging normative ethics is vital

for another reason. Most existing justifications for open science are

based on empirical claims, thus, leaving unexplored specific ethical
Barragán, C. A., Canali, S., Ho, C., Leonelli, S., Mayernik, M., Prainsack, B., & Wonkham, A.

(2021). Open science, data sharing and solidarity: who benefits? History and Philosophy of the

Life Sciences, 43, 115; Wiley & Sons, Inc. (2019). Researchers' Open Practices for Open Data.

Retrieved May 20, 2021, from https://authorservices.wiley.com/asset/Wiley-Global-Data-

Sharing-Infographic.pdf.
3Munung, N. S., Mayosi, B. M., & de Vries, J. (2017). Equity in international health research
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e0186237; Wiley & Sons, Inc., op. cit. note 2 (d); Ferguson, op. cit. note 2(a).
4Ferguson, op. cit. note 2(a).
5Enke, N., Thessen, A., Bach, K., Bendix, J., Seeger, B., & Gemeinholzer, B. (2012). The user's
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realize a sustainable use of research data —, Ecological Informatics, 11, 25–33.
6Bull, S., Cheah, P. Y., Denny, S., Jao, I., Marsh, V., Merson, L., Shah More, N., Nhan Le, N. T.,

Osrin, D., Tangseega, D., Wassenaar, D., & Parker, M. (2015). Best Practices for Ethical

Sharing of Individual‐Level Health Research Data From Low‐ and Middle‐Income Settings.

Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 10, 302–313.
7Munung, et al., op. cit. note 3; Bezuidenhout, L. (2019). To share or not to share:

Incentivizing data sharing in life science communities. Developing World Bioethics, 19, 18–24.
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9Aruleba, K., Birhane, A., Kingsley, S., Obaido, G., Remy, S., & Sadagopan, S. (2021).
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10Levin, N., & Leonelli, S. (2017). How Does One “Open” Science? Questions of Value in

Biological Research. Science, Technology, & Human Values, 42, 280–305.
11Munung, et al., op. cit. note 3.
12Ibid.
13May, J. N. (2021). Research colonialism still plagues Africa. SciDevNet. Retrieved March 30,

2021, from https://www.scidev.net/sub-saharan-africa/scidev-net-investigates/research-

colonialism-still-plagues-africa/; Nordling, L. (2021). Give African research participants more

say in genomic data, say scientists. Nature, 590, 542.
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norms or values which ought to be satisfied or the ways these norms

and values justify participation in open science.

Moreover, as the value of open science is increasingly recognised,

a researcher's success at winning grants may depend significantly on

the extent to which they have incorporated open science practices (like

sharing and democratising research resources). Yet many participants in

one study14 say they are still unclear about what this new science

requires of them or how they can ethically participate in this venture.

Thoughtful contributions from various backgrounds and perspectives

will be vital in formulating adequate guidelines that address key

exploitation concerns in open science practices. Specifically, some

participants have observed the absence of African perspectives in ethical

discussions around sharing.15 Additionally, reliable methods shaped by

the values and needs of key stakeholders – notably, the values of

scholars in the Global South –must be laid out to win the confidence of

relevant stakeholders and for open science to be successful in the

Global South.

To contribute towards filling this gap, this article defends the

thesis that under‐explored ideas about communal relationship,

human dignity and social justice – as well as the normative principles

to which these key ideas give rise – in African philosophy can usefully

address critical concerns regarding exploitation in the sharing of

research resources to facilitate open partnership/collaboration and

reuse. For this reason, the reader will be correct to observe that this

article does not defend the claim that there are “growing concerns that

sharing and re‐using data will exacerbate the exploitation of scholars

in underdeveloped countries.” This is the outcome of other studies as

cited above. Rather, our article explores the question, “under the

assumption that these concerns exist, what insight can be gained

from an Afro‐communitarian theory to prevent exploitation.” Hence,

the article builds on existing studies in this area. This approach is vital

and responds to the call for science and research to engage more

with dominant values in the Global South16 and avoid Western

centrism. A disregard for prevailing local norms and power

imbalances in driving research agenda, authorship, etc., are what

drive inequalities, constitute Western‐centrism, and could get carried

over in sharing research resources or unfair credit allotments.17

To clarify, we use African philosophy, Afro‐communitarianism,

African ethics, African relationalism and African relational philosophy

interchangeably in this article to describe the dominant philosophy in

the Global South that considers interactions between entities (or

properties of the same) as having moral significance and foundational

in moral thinking. In this way, African relationalism differs from some

formulations of Kantian ethics that consider autonomous capacity as

the core of morality and classic utilitarianism that considers a moral

act as one that maximises happiness. This article addresses the

question, “in what ways can ideas about communal relationships,

human dignity and social justice in African relationalism respond to

key concerns around exploitation in the sharing of research resources

to facilitate open partnership/collaboration and reuse?” In this way,

this article differs from other studies18 that have suggested that

African moral values may support open science practices like (fair

data) sharing – or democratisation – of research resources. This

article goes a step further to demonstrate how key values in African

philosophy can address concerns around exploitation in the open

science ecosystem.

To forward the argument, in the first section, we outline African

relationalism and demonstrate how the concepts of communal

relationship and human dignity grounded in this philosophy can

illuminate, enrich, and deepen our thinking about open science, as

well as ownership of shared resources, equity and control of shared

resources. In the two subsequent sections, the article demonstrates

14Ali‐Khan, S. E., Harris, L. W., & Gold, E. R. (2017). Motivating participation in open science

by examining researcher incentives. eLife, 6, e29319.
15Bezuidenhout, op. cit. note 7(b).

16Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2021). La descolonización no es una metáfora. Tabula Rasa, 38,

61–111.
17Aruleba, et al., op. cit. note 9.
18Munung, N. S., de Vries, J. & Pratt, B. (2021). Genomics governance: advancing justice,

fairness and equity through the lens of the African communitarian ethic of Ubuntu. Medicine,

Health Care and Philosophy, 24(3), 377–388.
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how two derivates of social justice as distributive and commutative

that emerge in Afro‐communitarian literature, i) imply that power

asymmetries and inequities can be addressed if institutions, states,

and funders will aid by providing required resources for researchers

to participate in open science (section 2), and ii) calls for mutual

responsiveness amongst scientists (section 3), and between scientists

and their participants especially if shared resources are data about

research participants. In the final section, the article addresses

potential objections to our thesis: those that indicate that we have

grossly misunderstood human nature and those that contend that the

African relational account of social justice is irrelevant for addressing

inequalities and justifying open science practices.

2 | AFRICAN COMMUNALISM, HUMAN
DIGNITY AND CONCERNS ABOUT
EXPLOITATION

This section builds on existing publications on communal relation-

ships in Afro‐communitarianism.19 Three things are worth noting

here about communal relationships in the African discourse on the

same. First, African scholars tend to think of communal relationships

as good in itself and of value in developing one's personhood and

humanness. Second, African scholars also tend to think of communal

relationships as consisting of a combination of two components: first,

behaviorally, psychologically and cognitively identifying with others

(by engaging in collaborative/cooperative projects and sharing a way

of life), and second, exhibiting sympathetic solidarity (which roughly

entails acting for the good of others and participating in beneficial or

supportive behaviours consequent to good motives). The reader

should observe that communal relationships consist of the combina-

tion of identifying and exhibiting solidarity, and not solidarity alone or

identifying with others. “Communitarian moral theory” the Ghanaian

philosopher Kwame Gyekye20 argues, “advocates….a life of mutual

consideration and aid and of interdependence, a life in which one

shares in the fate of the other”. Finally, in modal Afro‐

communitarianism, it is the capacity to be subject and object of

communal relationship that guarantees one's full moral status and

human dignity. In other words, individuals matter morally because of

their capacity – to be subject and object – for communal relation-

ships. A subject is one, who can, in principle, commune with others,

whilst an object is one others can commune with. As Thaddeus

Metz21 explains, “individuals have a dignity insofar as they have a

communal nature, that is, the inherent capacity to exhibit identity and

solidarity with others [and vice versa].”

Drawing on the preceding paragraph, the African relational moral

imperative is for individuals to achieve human excellence through

cooperation (or identifying) and exhibiting virtues (or solidarity) that

humans are in a position to display in ways that some humans may

end up not doing.22 This constitutes the core of communal relation-

ships and explains several prominent practices on the continent such

as the inclination to own things in common, a preference for

reconciliation rather than retribution, the tendency to give without

any expectation of return, the disposition to expend resources on

deepening bonds, the belief in the collective responsibility to reduce

significant inequalities or that one ought to be involved in another's

wellbeing.

Suppose individuals can become more or less of a person or

human by relating communally. In that case, sharing research

resources can be a way of fostering a sense of togetherness in

science – or identifying with other scientists/scholars – and creating

opportunities for altruistic solidarity, thereby contributing to the

realisation of human excellence or a model scientist. African scholars

tend to think that identifying with others and exhibiting sympathetic

solidarity with them entails that one cannot be indifferent to

another's good or fail to act for their good when one can ordinarily

do so. As the South African psychologist Nhlanhla Mkhize23 remarks,

“A sense of community exists if people are mutually responsive to

one another's needs.” Equally consider the following remark by the

philosopher Thaddeus Metz24, “the core of improving others' well‐

being is a matter of meeting their needs, not merely basic ones but

also those relevant to higher levels of flourishing, e.g. being creative,

athletic, theoretical.” Given this, a failure to participate in open

science (which has been suggested25 will reduce the wastage of

valuable research materials and cost, maintain the integrity of science

and prevent fraud by allowing for replication/verification, advance

science, allow taxpayers unrestricted access to publicly funded

research outcomes, and thus help them to achieve their goals or

improve their lives) when one can, generally entails indifference to

another's good and a failure to share a way of life by providing

mutual aid.

The reader should observe that this way of justifying open

science differs from how other individual‐based theories like egoism

may justify open science; for example, to the extent that it benefits

the self (like increasing the researcher's opportunity for promotion) or

egoism, and ethics of care that may justify the same only if others are

willing reciprocate a similar gesture. The thinking about communal

relationship in African philosophy generally implies that

19Ewuoso, C., & Hall, S. (2019). Core Aspects of Ubuntu: A Systematic Review. South African

Journal of Bioethics and Law, 12, 93–103; Munung, et al., op. cit. note 18.
20Gyeke, K. (1997). Tradition and Modernity: Philosophical Reflections on the African

Experience. New York, Oxford University Press.
21Metz, T. (2011). Ubuntu as Moral Theory and Human rights in South Africa. African Human

Rights Law Journal, 11, 532–559.

22Metz, T. (2019). An African egalitarianism: Bringing community to bear on equality. In G.

Hull (Ed.), The Equal Society: Essays on Equality in Theory and Practice. Maryland: Lexington

Books.
23Mkhize, N. (2008). Ubuntu and harmony: an African approach to morality and ethics. In R.

Nicolson (Ed.), Persons in Community: African Ethics in a Global Culture. University of Kwazulu‐

Natal Press.
24Metz, T. (2015). An African theory of social justice. In C. Biosen, & M. Murray (Eds.),

Distributive Justice Debates in Political and Social Thought: Perspectives on Finding a Fair Share.

New York: Routledge.
25Open science ambitions acceleration of research, ensuring validation and replication,

increasing efficiency and transparency. We cannot say for a matter of fact that it achieves

those. An evidence‐based review tend to suggest this. Tennant, J. P., Waldner, F., Jacques, D.

C., Masuzzo, P., Collister, L. B., & Hartgerink, C. H. (2016). The academic, economic and

societal impacts of Open Access: an evidence‐based review. F1000Res, 5, 632.
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collaborative/cooperative ventures are ways of identifying with

others and exhibiting solidarity. To further explain how African

relational theory will endorse open science as good in itself and a

means of achieving human excellence, the reader should think of

letsema,26 a form of democratically planned socialism common in

southern Africa. It is a harvesting practice where members (who plan

to harvest their crops) move from one field to the other to harvest

crops and share the produce.27 Participation in such practice results

from an ethical thinking that prescribes togetherness. Similarly, if you

ask a friend of African philosophy “why is open science good?” one is

likely to hear: open science is good, not merely because it is useful as

a means to many good ends, but because it is a new science and a

new way of identifying with others by sharing a sense of

togetherness in science and exhibiting solidarity with other scientists,

period. A failure to participate in it (open science) could rightly be

described as a failure to relate communally with other scientists and

academics. It is a failure to advance science. As Rockhold and

colleagues28 remark, “if we want [science] to flourish, we should raise

our expectation to: Work, Finish, Publish, Release.”

However, in a research era, where research funding is drying up,

concerns about exploitation by being scooped or losing control of

shared resources can be a significant barrier to participation in open

science. But how can a theory which mandates identifying and

exhibiting solidarity with others address concerns about exploitation?

We describe exploitive relations as wrongful and intentional harms

that aim to merely take without giving back. Based on the African

relational philosophy, this would be akin to profiting from others'

labour without caring for their good. To understand how, notice that

taking from others without considering their good is akin to

selfishness, which is a thinking of oneself as an “I” rather than a

“we”. Equally, when one fails to think of the good of others, one

thereby fails to exhibit solidarity. Contrarily, communal relationships

will require that those who benefit from the labors of others, that is,

those who use materials shared by others, ought to acknowledge the

sources of their materials, as well as use those materials in ways that

do not undermine the good of those who share them (this does not

negate using such resources to correct an error made by the sharers).

As one African philosopher remarks:

What genocide, torture, slavery, human trafficking,

[exploitation, promise breaking, stealing or assault]

and apartheid have in common is more or less that

those who engage in these practices treat people, who

are special by virtue of their capacity for [communal]

relationship, in an extraordinarily discordant way……

Instead of expressing togetherness, one creates

distance… and instead of being altruistic and

sympathetic, one exhibits emotions such as Schaden-

freude as well as motives such as self‐interest.29

In other words, suppose individuals matter, viz, they are special

and have dignity because of their ability to engage in cooperative

ventures or relate communally. In that case, it appears reasonable

that individuals who have shared their materials should be recognised

by researchers who use them. This could be by way of giving credit to

those who have shared. Sharing will cease to be just if individuals are

not recognised for their work, scooped by research parasites, or

undercut by others who can publish quickly on any subject. It could

equally be by way of acknowledgement in the published work or co‐

authorship. We also think open datasets, codes and methods in

repositories may be recognised as works of scholarship in their own

right, reflecting the capabilities and inventiveness of those who

created and shared them.30 Notice that researchers can also tag the

resources they share in the open science ecosystem with their open

digital alphanumeric (ORCiD) identifier to retain ownership.

Every institution ought to set up reconciliatory panels to address

grievances and maintain the integrity of and accountability in open

science. Albeit discussion about the composition of such panels is

outside the scope of this article, the thinking about communal

relationships tends to favour the idea that such reconciliatory panels

could be modelled after deliberative democratic systems and may be

composed in the same way Institutional Review Boards are set up. In

this case, reconciliatory panels ought to at least be made up of

ethicists, lawyers, scientists and representatives from academic

unions. A researcher who feels aggrieved that their shared materials

have not been adequately acknowledged can make recourse to their

institution's reconciliatory panel. At this point, the aggrieved person's

institution ought to contact the reconciliatory panel of the institution

of the alleged wrongdoer. This form of expanded involvement is

essential to build collegiality amongst researchers, overcome differ-

ences and address alleged wrongdoings. It (expanded involvement)

equally implies that reconciliatory panels in both institutions share

joint responsibility in ensuring ethical sharing and reusing research

resources. In summary, a fair manner of recognising those who share

resources to facilitate partnership/collaboration or reuse of these

research resources ought to bring sharers and users together. This

will have a huge positive impact on addressing concerns about

exploitation.

Though we address specific concerns (control of contributed

resources and concerns regarding professional vulnerability) around

exploitation in subsequent sections, it is crucial to state here that the

communal character of African philosophy does not necessarily

prohibit control or ownership unless this inhibits relationships of

identifying and exhibiting solidarity. Correctly, ownership in African

philosophy is always subject to moral restrictions.31 Applied to open

science, one way to balance ownership rights to shared methods/
26Letsema is a harvesting practice where members (who plan to harvest their crops) move

from one field to the other to harvest crops and share the produce.
27Metz, T. (2020). Relational Normative Economics: An African Approach to Justice. Ethical

Perspectives, 27, 35–68.
28Rockhold, F., Bromley, C., Wagner, E. K., & Buyse, M. (2019). Open science: The open

clinical trials data journey. Clinical Trials, 16, 539–546.

29Metz, op. cit. note 24.
30Bull, et al., op. cit. note 6.
31Metz, op. cit. note 27.
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materials (assuming that these were justly acquired) and advance

open science is to integrate norms that allow authors to retain

ownership but grant (non‐exclusive) reuse privileges to others, as is

the case with creative common licenses in open‐access publications.

3 | SOCIAL JUSTICE IN AFRICAN
RELATIONALISM AND EQUITY IN OPEN
SCIENCE

Two conceptions of social justice emerge from the thinking of a

communal relationship consisting of identifying with others and

exhibiting solidarity. The reader should observe that we have not

claimed that these two exhausts the African conceptions of social

justice. First, as first‐order duties, binding principally on the state,

institutions, funders, etc., “that should not be violated in the first

place when it comes to the protection of civil liberty, the distribution

of property and the recognition of identity.”32 This is distributive

justice and tends to imply that States, institutions, and societies have

critical responsibilities towards their members (who are objects of

their direct duties), to create conducive conditions that make

communal relationships possible. Second, as implying that partici-

pants in communal relationships, as subjects of moral duties, have

specific duties to the community and one another – or commutative

justice.33 Specifically, they (participants in communal relationships)

have a duty to relate in the relevant ways that include thinking of

themselves as a part of a “we”, sharing a way of life and acting for the

good and flourishing of one another. This section focuses on the

relevance of the African thinking about distributive justice to address

specific concerns about inequities in open science sharing.

Distributive justice in African relationalism requires: first, States

and established organisations, including funders, to honour indivi-

duals by observing their rights, respecting their dignity, protecting

their freedom, and giving them their due. Second, it also requires

these institutions to provide opportunities and services for her

residents – the objects of their relationship – to commune with one

another, flourish or live in objectively reasonable ways, even though

some may fail to commune at all (or in the appropriate ways) with

others. Finally, these entities must enter into a communal relationship

with their members by regulating their interactions. The preceding

conceptions of distributive justice have implications for the two

important concerns regarding equity that can aggravate power

asymmetries in open science. First, there are cost implications for

opening up or sharing one's methods, preparing codebooks or data

for reuse, and open publication.34 Early career researchers, assistant

professors, junior lecturers and researchers in low/middle‐income

countries might find such cost burdensome and thus may be unable

to reap the benefit of openness or share a sense of togetherness and

belonging with other scientists. Second, although several funding

agencies, governments, universities, scientists, and journals have

declared their support for openness, only a few have integrated the

same in their systems35 or rewarded researchers who practice open

science.36 This can disincentivise those who want to integrate open

science practices in their research. The absence of these structures,

for example, has been found to hinder not only participation in open

science37 but also the decision to use (or not) shared methods,

software and codes.38,39 The absence of such structures can also

skew areas of investigation, heighten inequalities and raise new

barriers specifically for early career researchers and researchers in

developing countries trying to work openly.40 As long as such

structures are lacking, researchers who pursue open science will be

disadvantaged compared to researchers who have not invested in

open science.

Equitable sharing of research materials is at the heart of a

favorable power dynamics ratio and balance among open science

participants or stakeholders. The African conception of distributive

justice requires institutions to ensure that individual researchers have

the comparable minimum to flourish, viz, they have basic conditions

(that can vary depending on their individual needs) necessary for

active participation in open science. Additionally, suppose individuals

are special because of their capacity to share a sense of togetherness

or participate in cooperative ventures. In that case, it is reasonably

expected of institutions/society/funders, first, to remove barriers

that can inhibit the exercise of this capacity, such as structural

barriers to scientific openness. In this case, the African relational

conception of distributive justice has relevance for addressing

structural inequalities – and histories of the same – at the

institutional level that prevent scientists and researchers from

participating in open science on a more equal basis. At the

institutional level, structural inequalities can appear under different

guises. It can be the disparities in the treatment of female

researchers. It equally includes how researchers of African descent

have been treated compared to their white peers. It is also how

power is structured at the institutional level. Who is making decisions

about what research to fund and to whom institutions ought to

dedicate research resources? What values and preferences underly

these decisions? Who receives open access publication fee support –

junior vs senior academics? Who is neglected or left behind in

32Metz, op. cit. note 24.
33Ewuoso, C., & Cordeiro‐Rodrigues, L. (2021). Khoikhoi perspectives on public health:

Indigenous values for a COVID‐19 response in South Africa. Journal of Global Health, 11,

03032.
34Van Panhuis, W. G., Paul, P., Emerson, C., Grefenstette, J., Wilder, R., Herbst, A. J.,

Heymann, D., & Burke, D. S. (2014). A systematic review of barriers to data sharing in public

health. BMC Public Health, 14, 1144.

35Examples of research evaluation frameworks that have integrated a way of rewarding

researchers who participate in open scholarship include the United Kingdom's Research

Excellence Framework and Germany's Universities Excellence Initiative.
36Allen, C., & Mehler, D. M. A. (2019). Open science challenges, benefits and tips in early

career and beyond. PLoS Biology, 17(5), e3000246.
37Ali‐Khan, et al., op. cit note 14.
38Levin & Leonelli, op. cit. note 10; Choudhury, S., Fishman, J. R., McGowan, M. L., & Juengst,

E. T. (2014). Big data, open science and the brain: lessons learned from genomics. Frontiers in

Human Neuroscience, 8, 239.
39The gaps in practice, specifically between the hesitation to participate in open science and

willingness to use shared resources, and between support for open methods and hesitation

to share, raise important questions and require further research.
40Allen, et al., op. cit. note 36.
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research institutions? Who has not been helped with the comparable

minimum to compete favourably? For example, authors' geographical

diversity has been found to be greater in non‐open access articles

than in open access ones, with authors of open access articles likely

to be from high income countries,41 males and senior academics.42

Open science may increase inequity and thus, non‐transformative if

the institutional structural arrangements that enable this form of

favouritism are not interrogated and redressed. From the point of

view of African relationalism, part of removing barriers to scientific

openness necessarily entails disrupting how power has been hitherto

structured to unduly privilege some and fostering more equal

participation in key decisions around research. A failure to address

such power structure could entail that those who already have

disproportionate influence in decisions around research will be

further privileged, especially given that they will enjoy a greater

control in how open science policies are developed and implemented

at the institutional level.

Second, suppose individuals are special because of their capacity

to share a sense of togetherness or participate in cooperative

ventures. In that case, it is reasonably expected of institutions/

society/funders to do what it reasonably can to foster (or encourage)

this sense of togetherness or their capacity for cooperation and third,

not to be indifferent to their needs, particularly the basic ones

necessary for flourishing as researchers. “When an agent,” as

Thaddeus Metz43 points out, “such as the state foreseeably and

avoidably disrupts such relationships, or even fails to support them

when it could easily do so, it is thereby expressing disrespect of

individuals who are special because of their ability to relate

harmoniously.” This can plausibly entail equitably redistributing

resources so that everyone can participate in open science and no

one is favoured to a significant degree that disharmony is promoted.

The article interprets structural barriers broadly, which

include, but not limited to, funding, expertise, ethical/legal

guidelines and time. From the African relational perspective, if

individuals are required or encouraged to participate in open

science, the resources for realising this objective ought to be

provided. The failure to provide such resources is ethically

problematic, not only because it represents a failure to help

others live in objectively reasonable ways, but also because it can

lead to substantial or extreme inequalities in science. Substantial

or extreme inequalities constitute a threat to communal relation-

ships since they can create dissension, envy, distrust, disharmony

or make it difficult for individuals to enjoy a sense of together-

ness. From an African relational perspective, it tends to be case

that individuals would be unlikely to relate in the relevant ways

under the conditions of substantial inequalities.

To understand how, situations of substantial inequalities can

make it difficult for the well off or the best off to enjoy a sense of

togetherness with the worst‐off. Additionally, substantial inequalities

appears to undermine balanced distribution (of goods) that is favored

by African relational philosophy. Balanced distribution entails

distributing goods in ways that substantially and comparably meet

the needs of all participants in communal relationships. The point

here is not that inequality may not exist, rather, it ought not to be

great. Suppose the interactions are the basis of morality in Afro‐

communitarianism. In that case, the right way to allocate resources is

one that causes cohesion rather than cause division. Accordingly, this

is not the same as strict egalitarianism. Instead, from the African

philosophy perspective, balanced distribution allows that “those who

need more resources either to reach a decent minimum of good or to

approximate a maximum should receive a larger share.”44 It is equally

not prioritarian since there are instances when the best can and

ought to receive more. Finally, it is not utilitarian since it considers

that in some instances, special considerations ought to be given to

the worst‐off, who may receive something greater than a strictly

equal share.

There are other ways substantial inequalities are problematic.

“With great wealth usually comes great power and ability to

subordinate others.”45 For example, some sociologists believe that

social inequality is one critical reason for many violent unrests, which

are actions “consequent to me versus you attitudes.”46 In open

science, this subordination could come by way of the capacity of

researchers in resourced settings to quickly harness shared informa-

tion and materials long before the original contributors in under‐

resourced settings have had the opportunity to publish their work or

reap the reward of their intellectual property, thereby, exacerbating

the power asymmetries between them. Additionally, if resources to

enable proper preparation and curation of data before sharing are

unavailable, this can undermine secondary analyses.

4 | MUTUAL RESPONSIVENESS IN
COLLABORATIVE VENTURES

The vital role communal relationship plays in the development of

one's dignity and the dignity of others also calls for mutual

responsiveness, that is, respectful relationships amongst individuals.

The thinking of oneself as an “I” rather than a “We”, undermining

each other's end or indifference to one another's flourishing,

exhibiting ill‐will, subordinating each other's interests, or performing

actions consequent to cruelty or apathy, are typically failures to be

mutually responsive or to be responsive at all. A fitting kind of mutual

aid in African thinking is for individuals to help each other escape

extreme inequalities and realise the most intense sort of communal

interaction. Concretely, mutual responsiveness entails that a central
41Smith, A. C., Merz, L., Borden, J. B., Gulick, C. K., Kshirsagar, A. R., & Bruna, E. M. (2021).

Assessing the effect of article processing charges on the geographic diversity of authors

using Elsevier's “Mirror Journal” system. Quantitative Science Studies, 2(4), 1123–1143.
42Olejniczak, A. J., & Wilson, M. J. (2020). Who's writing open access (OA) articles?

Characteristics of OA authors at Ph.D.‐granting institutions in the United States. Quantitative

Science Studies, 1(4), 1429–1450.
43Metz, op. cit. note 24.

44Metz, op. cit. note 27.
45Metz, op. cit. note 22.
46Ibid.
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way to exhibit solidarity and identify, thereby respecting those who

are special by virtue of communal relationship, is to lift others as one

rises, creating the new science together, combining expertise and

different abilities, helping each other, and doing these sorts of things

consequent to good motives and because everyone merits help for

their own sake. This way of reasoning is often construed, justifiably

so or not, as commutative justice.47

Mutual responsiveness in open science may entail not only

sharing methods and processes in ways that are mutually beneficial

but also providing mutual aid (researchers and research institutions in

developed countries assisting their colleagues in under‐developed

countries), avoiding personal attacks or insulting behaviours that

inevitably harm the victims' self‐esteem or feelings, and thus, impact

on their willingness to cooperate with others in the future. There are

instances where the hesitation about open science has been linked to

the fear that the secondary researcher will shame them (primary

researchers) by probing for mistakes in the donated materials. They

may try to undermine the primary researcher's study by re‐analysing

shared data and/or selectively reporting results. As a result, primary

researchers tend to think that these secondary researchers' probing

of the data sets' quality will jeopardise their (primary contributors/

researchers) own career advancement and relationship with their

participants (who expect them to safeguard their data), or efforts to

attract research funds. Note, however, that empirical evidence48

exists to support the thesis that secondary research on materials

retrieved from open networks is often motivated by the need for the

data rather than a desire to discredit contributors.

5 | RIGHTS TO CONTROL, TRADE‐OFF,
AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Mutual responsiveness also demands that scientists recognise those

who have been part of communion and may be significantly exploited

or disadvantaged by their own (primary researchers') participation in

open science. These include research assistants, research sponsors

and specifically, research participants. There are two ways research

participants can be affected through open science. First, it is hardly

the case that open science has the granularity required for research

subjects to exercise reasonable/meaningful control over their

contributed data.49 Research data are often collected in a relationship

of trust. How does one share such data without violating this trust or

the permission participants granted before participating in research?

As confirmed by a systematic review of data policies and guidelines,

the gold standard for the protection of research subjects is to obtain

informed consent before collecting personal data and using the

same.50 To what extent would this be feasible/reasonable/relevant in

the era of open science? Is there a way to ensure that scientific

progress does not disempower participants whose interests should

also matter? How does a participant opt‐out or withdraw data from

the distributed system or sharing pool? Would the researcher retain

control over shared resources?

Evidently, there is a need to balance rights to control of shared

data and scientific progress. For example, is it ethical to inform a

research participant that withdrawal is no longer possible beyond a

point in the study? A study51 has shown that most consent forms,

specifically those filled by neuroimaging research subjects, cover only

the benefits and risks of the primary study and does not cover

information about the future unspecified, unrelated and unknown

studies. These consent forms also do not cover information about

‘unknown’ researchers accessing such data in the future. It is

problematic when one cannot predict how donated and/or shared

materials will be used in the future; the potential concerns to

anticipate. There are two broad suggestions to address this: tiered/

periodic/dynamic consent and broad consent. Both, in our opinion,

raise similar ethical problems.

Recontacting participants to provide consent for new use of

contributed data in secondary research can expose such partici-

pants to reidentification‐related harm. Can broad consent – to

maximise future use of samples and facilitate openness –

permitted by the 33rd Recital of the European Union General

Data Protection Regulation52 and the 15th article of the South

African Protection of Personal Information Act (POPI Act)53 ddress

this dilemma and still be considered to be informed? The European

Union General Data Protection Regulation recommends that

contributed data be used for compatible purposes where recon-

senting or broad consent is not feasible.54 Yet regulations are

unclear about what is meant by compatible purposes or how

secondary users of shared materials can rely on “compatible

purpose” to access or reuse donated materials.

Second, the current requirement is to remove the 18 HIPAA Safe

Harbor identifiers like name, identification number, residential

address, phone number.55 Also known as psuedomizatin in the EU

47Ewuoso & Cordeiro‐Rodrigues, op. cit. note 33.
48Piwowar, H. A., & Vision, T. J. (2013). Data reuse and the open data citation advantage.

PeerJ, 1, e175.
49However, the reader should notice that there are a number of companies like LunaDNA

that promises to help their individual clients retain control of their shared DNA data for a fee.

Suppose this service could be offered free to researchers who generate large amount of

data. In that case, it would make a huge impact on our thinking about control of shared

resources. Nonetheless, these companies collect fees for their services and data can only be

sold in a de‐identified form. This could raise questions about privacy and confidentiality of

participants, for researchers. Ahmed, E., & Shabani, M. (2019). DNA Data Marketplace: An

Analysis of the Ethical Concerns Regarding the Participation of the Individuals. Frontiers in

Genetics, 10, 1107–1107.

50Blasimme, A., Fadda, M., Schneider, M., & Vayena, E. (2018). Data Sharing For Precision

Medicine: Policy Lessons And Future Directions. Health Affairs (Millwood), 37(5), 702‐709.
51Choudhury, et al., op. cit. note 38, p. 4.
52European Union. (2016). General Data Protection Regulation. OJ L 119, 04.05.2016.

Retrieved October 2, 2022, from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/

general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr.html
53Government of South Africa. (2020). Protection of Personal Information Act (POPI Act).

Retrieved October 2, 2022, from https://www.westerncape.gov.za/site-page/introduction-

protection-personal-information-act-or-popi-act-or-popia#:%7E:text=The%20POPI%20Act

%20sets%20out,sharing%20of%20any%20such%20information
54Townend, D. (2018). Conclusion: harmonisation in genomic and health data sharing for

research: an impossible dream? Human Genetics, 137, 657‐664; Europen Union, op. cit.

note 51.
55Edemekong, P. F., & Haydel, M. J. (2019). Health Insurance Portability and Accountability

Act (HIPAA). StatPearls. Treasure Island (FL): StatPearls Publishing.
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region.56 But if the anonymisation of data is too high to protect

donor's privacy, this could potentially render it useless for secondary

research. Pseudonymisation does not eliminate the risk of reidenti-

fication. For example, studies57 have shown that it is possible to

unmask individuals as participants in genomic research (or unveil

sensitive non/health‐related information of their relatives with whom

they also share genetic biology), through data analytics, cross‐linking

and combining data from critical genomic research data sources such

as clinical, environmental and genealogical sources, thereby causing

harm or (illegal) genetic discrimination in insurance or employment.

How do we, therefore, strike the right balance between the utility of

donated research materials and methods and the risk of reidentifica-

tion? Currently, medical and research ethics guidelines only require

researchers to obtain the consent of the participants. Should relatives

and other bystanders (if they can be harmed) be consulted by

researchers who want to participate in open science or reuse donated

materials?

Summarily, the era of open science will require a rethinking of

the key principles that guide research. In the interim, mutual

responsiveness entails that an acceptable trade‐off, while the

academic community work‐out widely‐shared principles and policies

regarding consent and privacy that are suitable for an era of open

science, is to ensure that sharing and reusing of data are guided by

the goal of enhancing individuals' capacities to enjoy deep communal

relationships and higher levels of functioning, consequent to good

motives

African‐inspired normative principles for addressing concerns around exploitation

Key concerns around exploitation

Loss of control/ownership Scooping/equitable participation

Key concepts in African philosophy

Human Dignity • Suppose scientists and researchers matter because of
their capacity to develop a sense of togetherness with

other scientists. In that case, open datasets, codes and
methods in repositories ought to be recognised as
works of scholarship in their own right, reflecting the
capabilities and inventiveness of those who created and
shared them

• Suppose individuals have dignity owing to their capacity
to commune. In that case, those who have shared

resources ought not to be undercut by others who use
the resources they share

Social Justice • Suppose the core of commutative justice in African
philosophy requires respectful relationships amongst

individuals and recognition of those who have been
part of communion. In that case, beneficiaries of shared
resources can hardly relate in the relevant ways if they
are dishonest about or fail to acknowledge those whose
works have contributed to the success of their

research.

• The African conception of distributive justice morally
requires institutions to aid their researchers to participate

in open science by removing barriers including structural
barriers and inequalities like how power is structured or
disproportional treatment of female researchers that can
inhibit their capacity to participate on a more equal basis.

Communal Relationship • Part of being mutually responsive to one another
morally entails avoiding actions that can undermine the

sincere efforts of individuals who share research
resources, like selectively reporting results and failing to
give credit to creators and inventors of research
resources.

• The central role communal relationship plays in the
development of one's personhood morally requires

individuals to be mutually responsive to each other.
• Mutual responsiveness requires participants in open

science to help each other rather than subordinate one
another, create the new science together, combine

expertise and different abilities, and do these sorts of
things consequent to good motives.

6 | POTENTIAL OBJECTIONS TO OUR
ARGUMENT

One line of objection to the theory we advance is that we have

grossly misunderstood human nature. Researchers are not naturally

disposed to living relationally. Our approach requires sacrifices from

primary researchers that they will refuse. The theory idealistically

assumes that scientists can identify, that is, give up ownership of

their invention/creation, especially if they have been brought up in

individualist cultures. Moreover, science thrives on competition and

protection of one's creation/intellectual property. A theory that

claims to be suitable for an era of open science must demonstrate a

keen awareness of the moral tradeoffs that respect an individual's

right to intellectual property rather than the claim that one ought to

open up her methods by giving up one's ownership right. And African

relationalism has not demonstrated to a significant degree that it can

be that theory.

Relatedly, libertarians may also contend that the only way to

promote public goods is through a private property system.

According to this view, it is the economic incentives that drive

56European Union, op. cit. note 51.
57Gymrek, M., McGuire, A. L., Golan, D., Halperin, E., & Erlich, Y. (2013). Identifying personal

genomes by surname inference. Science. 339(6117):321‐324; Erlich, Y., Shor, T., Pe'er, I., &

Carmi, S. (2018). Identity inference of genomic data using long‐range familial searches.

Science, 362(6415), 690–694.
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individuals to pursue enterprises that benefit the public. In science,

the only reason why scientific discovery moves forward is because

individuals have economic incentives that motivate them to engage in

scientific discovery. Contrastingly, if such incentives are inexistent or

low, then this significantly damages scientific research.58 This

argument has been recently used for opposing waving vaccines'

patents. This is not simply an example of human behavior. There are

structural and ideological processes that motivate such behavior. For

example, a critic may point out that competitions have become

institutionalized in many academic environments. Most research

institutions reward and promote researchers who bring in the most

grants, have the most publications and are the most resourceful in

helping the institution to increase its ranking or status. Competition

drives an institution's evolution, profile and status.59 Many research

institutions do not just merely tolerate competition, they actively

promote and instrumentalise it to realise quality and academic

excellence. Similarly, if the economic incentives for doing research

are removed, then the future of medical research is compromised.60

Concerning our argument, then the argument is that open science

would significantly damage research or undermine an institution's

quest for academic excellence because individuals would not have

the incentives to pursue it. Thus, open science creates more

disharmony than harmony and therefore ought to be abandoned

These criticisms portray a negative and pessimistic view of

human nature as inherently selfish with strong impulses toward

brutal/unhealthy competition, possession and acquisition of power.

Accordingly, our concern is not that competition is immoral, but that

it ought not to be unhealthy. A contrary view appears to have been

believed to be accurate by scientists such as Richard Dawkins,61 who

defended the position in his book The Selfish Gene that genes strive

for immortality. Human behaviour is in service of our gene. Thus, the

point of human evolution is the security, not of the community, but

the individual. For this reason, altruistic actions, are, in fact,

motivated by genetically selfish ends. But the assumption underlying

the belief about inherent human selfishness has been proven to be

untrue. Contrarily, cooperation, altruism and sympathy tend to be

more natural to humans than selfishness.62 Those who act selfishly

and ruthlessly would have little chance at survival since the history of

human evolution shows that they are more likely to be shunned by

the group.63 The history of science tells the story of how many

individuals have applied themselves to improve the human condition

out of sympathy and consequent to altruism. This is the heart of

human and academic excellence mandated by the African relational

theory applied in this article. For example, researchers are already

sharing their work in preprints archives, attesting to their genuine

quest to contribute to human flourishing. In other words, the African

relational imperative to realise human excellence aligns more with

natural human inclinations and is more likely to be accepted rather

than rejected by researchers. Moreover, there is very little empirical

evidence, if at all, to support that open science will damage research

or create disharmony. An evidence‐based review64 tends to support

the contrary view.

Another possible objection is that this article's social in/justice

has little relevance. The people who suffer injustices and inequities

from closed research are the elites of the society, that is, the

privileged and educated individuals. Nevertheless, the differences in

income, opportunities and so forth of the privileged is not morally

relevant. What is morally relevant is to promote the good of the

worst off, that is, the poor and uneducated individuals.65 Whether

the people at the top are not treated equally is a secondary and, in

fact, counter‐productive approach because we should allocate time

and resources to improve the ones at the bottom and not to equalise

the ones at the top. Moreover, the desire for knowledge and

scientific pursuit seems to be an expensive taste and individuals are

not entitled to receive compensation for expensive tastes.66 Applied

to our argument, it could be contended that any focus on the elites is

a zero‐sum game with little or no moral relevance compared to the

worst off. Therefore, we are simply looking at the expensive tastes of

a small elite.

In reply, note first the so‐called ‘elites' in the Global South are not

privileged in the same way that individuals in Western academia are.

Applied to open science, individual scientists and researchers who

lack the resources to access, take advantage of shared resources or

participate in open science in some other significant ways would be

naturally worst off. There are many advantages of participating in

open science. We have described some of them in the previous

sections. For example, the complete sequencing of the human

genome through the Genome‐Wide Project (completed in 2003) has

made varying types of genomic studies possible and significantly

reduced the cost of genomic research.67 This is partly because many

genomic researchers can freely access this project. Suppose this

project were not to be openly accessible. Many under‐resourced

genomic researchers working in under‐resourced institutions would

be worse off than their peers who possess the resources to access

the sequencing result. Others who are worst off include some

researchers in institutions in low‐income countries that lack the

financial power to access relevant articles locked behind paywalls. In

other words, if researchers cannot access relevant articles locked

behind paywalls. In that case, they are worst off since they will be
58Hasnas, J. (2003). Reflections on the Minimal State. Politics, Philosophy & Economics, 2(1),

115–128; Hayek, F.A. (2011). The Constitution of Liberty: The Definitive Edition. Chicago, IL:

University of Chicago Press.
59Musselin, C. (2018). New forms of competition in higher education. Socio‐Economic Review,

16(3), 657–683.
60Cueni, T. (2020, December 10). The Risk in Suspending Vaccine Patent Rules. The New York

Times, Retrieved October 2, 2022, from https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/10/opinion/

coronavirus-vaccine-patents.html.
61Dawkins, R. 1976. The Selfish Gene. Chicago, IL: Oxford Universiy Press.
62Rand, D.G., Greene, J.D., & Nowak, M.A. (2012). Spontaneous giving and calculated greed.

Nature, 489(7416), 427–430.
63Ridley, M. (2016). In retrospect: The Selfish Gene. Nature, 529, 462–463.

64Tennant, et al., op. cit. note 25.
65Rawls, J. (1999). A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
66Dworkin, R. (1981). What is Equality? Part 1: Equality of Welfare. Philosophy & Public

Affairs, 10(3), 185–246; Dworkin, R. (1981). What is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources.

Philosophy & Public Affairs, 10(3), 283–345.
67Lopes, G.S., & Sela, Y. (2017). Human Genome Project. Encyclopedia of Personality and

Individual Differences. 1ed.: Springer International Publishing, p. 1‐4.
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unable to do research and publish, which are key requirements for

academic promotion in many institutions. In summary, suppose

researchers, scientists and academics are special owing to their

capacity to do research. In that case, they are worst off if they cannot

access the resources for research. The worst off are disadvantaged if

access to and taking advantage of research resources is crucial for

their flourishing.

There is also a question of relative inequality. In terms of relative

inequality, it is morally wrong to maintain historical inequalities

between racial groups without a good reason. Throughout colonial-

ism, it has routinely been the case that non‐whites had different

access to resources. In terms of education take, for example, South

African universities, where traditionally black universities (Fort Hare)

had much less resources than traditionally white ones (Stellen-

bosch).68 To perpetuate these historical inequalities is morally wrong.

Indeed, academics in the Global South and many low income

countries have significant job insecurity and are routinely vulnerable

to various political threats and the general instability of their place of

residence. Quickly situations in the Global South change, and the

situation of academic elites may be more comparable to precarious

workers in the Global North. Secondly, closed science whilst not only

contrary to the African relational moral requirement to develop a

sense of togetherness with others, equally disadvantages every one,

thus, making everyone worst off. An evidenced‐based review69 tends

to suggest, on the other hand, that open science scholarship benefits

all because it ambitions a new type of collaboration, increases

citation, enhances job opportunities, informs policy decisions,

improves statistical rigour and greater involvement of end‐users in

determining value output, facilitates transparency and accountability,

enables research questions that can only be answered by combining

methods or datasets and aids the new science of tomorrow.

Moreover, the fact that these resources will be freely available for

reuse by everyone aligns more with the African relational require-

ment to develop a sense of togetherness with others and will yield

epistemic benefits for the worst off by closing the knowledge gap and

improving the research capabilities of researchers across settings.

Herein, we reiterate that we do not merely assume that

empowering local elites will necessarily have a trickle‐down effect

on the worst‐off in societies. This is a moral requirement that some

elites may end up not doing. Nonetheless, African relationalism

requires that local elites ought to ensure that their works actually

benefit local communities as a way of identifying with the community

and acting for the good of the community. As previously stated, the

core of communal relationship is meeting others' needs, not merely

basic ones but also those relevant to higher levels of flourishing, and

functioning. A failure to meet those needs, such as a scientist's failure

to ensure their work impacts society, when they can, is an

indifference to those needs. This is immoral from the African

philosophy perspective. One way to motivate local elites to respond

to local needs could be through incentives like traditional titles70 for

individuals who have improved livelihoods through their works. Open

science has also been facilitating the actualisation of this moral

requirement. For instance, research in tropical diseases which mostly

affect the Global South are generally understudied because of a lack

of interest, funds and incentives in the Global North. However, open

science provides the tools for someone who already has the incentive

(given the living circumstances) for pursuing such research, and

contributing this knowledge.

Additionally, we agree that participation in open science has cost

implications. Researchers in high‐income countries and resourced

institutions would be more likely to afford than their counterparts in

the under‐resourced institutions. Thus, our focus is not merely on the

expensive tastes of a small elite. Instead, we consider the worst off

everywhere. Researchers in low and under‐resourced settings will be

more in a precarious situation than their counterparts in high‐income

settings. Therefore, improving the situation of the former, that is,

increasing the opportunities they have to integrate open science in

their research philosophy, could promote the good of those who are

the worst off living there. Given the evidence‐based review, a failure

to enhance these capacities by levelling structural barriers that

animate inequities and unfavourable power asymmetries, when one

can reasonably do so, seems to us to entail at least indifference to

their good. From the African relational perspective, an indifference to

the flourishing of others is to degrade communal relationship itself.

Researchers who excel at research are indeed exercising their gift,

which for them is valuable in itself, and a means of realising their

dignity. When researchers exercise their gift, their self‐esteem is

increased, which is reasonably part of a flourishing life.

7 | IS A NORMATIVE APPROACH
WARRANTED?

We believe two other potential objections that neither affect the

claim we make nor the theory we draw on, ought to be addressed.

These objections concern whether the paper is warranted.

First, a critic may contend that our approach is misguided and

that the paper is unnecessary. Precisely, the focus of the article ought

not to be a normative enquiry. Instead, what can allay concerns around

exploitation in open science practices are guarantees that measures

can and will be taken to prevent exploitation and not some

philosophical discussion of the moral life. In other words, normative

approaches are worthless. Structures are required to disrupt,

eliminate or prevent loss of control and scooping in open science

practices.

In response, whilst there is indeed a logical distinction that can be

made between normative approaches broadly (or norms that arise

68Cordeiro‐Rodrigues, L. (2021). African higher education and decolonizing the teaching of

philosophy. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 54, 11, 1854–1867.
69Tennant, et al., op. cit. note 25.

70In many African societies, awarding traditional titles has become a common way of

honouring individuals who have distinguished themselves in various ways in society.

Nwaubani, E. (1994). Chieftaincy among the Igbo: a guest on the center‐stage. International

Journal of African Historical Studies, 27, 347–371.
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from such approaches) and measures; nonetheless, they can intersect

in at least two ways. First, as the knowledge production that

underlies such measures since measures can and, in most cases, are

informed by epistemes or normative theories. Second, as the

measures themselves. Particularly, moral (and religious) norms can

and do govern behaviours, implying that they can be measures to

prevent immoral behaviours. Suppose exploitation is a type of

behaviour, and we are correct that the thinking about communal

relationships in African philosophy tends to proscribe such behaviour.

In that case, normative approaches can serve as regulatory measures

for open science practices in ways that prevent exploitation under

the assumption that individuals accept such norms.

Second, a critic could point out that making a claim about

exploitation – expressed by some researchers and scholars – the

central focus of the article diverts attention away from the actual

contribution African relational ethics can make (to provide normative

justification for a shift toward open science). In other words, African

relational ethics can make more powerful contributions to open

science practices beyond addressing some concerns around exploita-

tion. And the decision to focus only on those concerns undermines

the impact the theory can have on open science practices.

Contrarily, we think it strengthens the ethics capacity to cause

this shift. Precisely, a failure to centre the concerns about exploitation

contributes to silencing these voices (or epistemic silencing) even if

these concerns have been expressed by a few and are baseless. The

silencing of voices incapacitates the victims and disrespects them

since it fails to acknowledge individuals as valid and primary narrators

of their experiences. Given that open science is inherently participa-

tory and collaborative, drawing on the contributions of many

stakeholders.71 In that case, a theory that aims to shift attention to

open science, as well as encourage participation in the same, will

more likely be taken seriously suppose it can demonstrate that it can

take everyone's concern(s) seriously.

8 | CONCLUSION

This article has demonstrated how human dignity, social justice, and

communal relationship grounded in African relationalism provide

valuable underexplored insights for defending the compatibility of

open science practices with African worldviews and addressing

concerns about exploitation in the sharing of research resources to

facilitate collaboration and reuse. Further research is required to spell

out the specific roles different institutions can play in facilitating

open science. Additionally, studies are equally required to contribute

toward establishing effective structures that may be put in place to

stop exploitation and foster equitable open ecosystems. Nonetheless,

our intuition is that open science cooperatives that incorporate

deliberative democracy, collegiality, collective intelligence, and

expanded involvement will be at the heart of these discussions and

align with African relational values. This will ensure that the interests

of most stakeholders in the open science are adequately considered

in the sharing and reusing of deposited resources, thus, preventing

exploitation and fostering equity.
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