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Beyond the insider/outsider: negotiating
researcher’s positionality and reflexivity
in the field

Primi Suharmadhi Putri?

Abstract

This intervention paper examines the lived realities and methodological complexities
of conducting fieldwork in rural Indonesia, focusing on the geographies of extractive
industries and transparency in natural resource revenue management. Drawing on
personal field experiences of interviewing people ‘back home’, the paper interrogates
the constructed and negotiated nature of "the field," challenging the notion of the field
as a neutral or bounded site. Through a reflexive feminist lens, the paper explores how
the researcher’s positionality, shaped by ethnicity, gender, education, and local cultural
norms, dynamically shifts between and beyond the insider and outsider statuses. The
paper discusses how, throughout the field experience, the researcher’s positionality and
reflexivity influence access, power relations, and data collection and interpretation.The
paper also highlights the representational dilemmas faced when amplifying community
voices, particularly in patriarchal and multilingual contexts. By situating these experiences
within broader debates on the politics, practices,and ethics of fieldwork in geography, the
article proposes four interventions to acknowledge the ways researcher’s continuously
shifted positionality into methodological training and practice.
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Introduction: black coffee, no sugar

One afternoon, after finishing an interview with village officials, I stopped at a traditional
coffee shop across the village hall. Two men sat drinking black coffee—strong and very
sweet. I ordered a black coffee without sugar. The owner paused, surprised, “No sugar?
Are you sure?” 1 smiled and said yes.

One of the men turned to me—a woman holding a notebook—and asked: “Where are
you from? What are you doing here? Why are you alone?”

It was not the first time I realized that ‘the field” is watching me back.

I explained that I was conducting research on transparency in natural resource
revenue management. My answer drew attention. What started as curiosity about my
presence in the village shifted into an impromptu discussion about village funds, oil
revenues, and who benefits when oil wells are built in the middle of paddy fields.

Such encounters became integral to my fieldwork. Coffee shops in rural Indonesia
are not just a caffeine institution; They are informal public spaces where daily economic,
social, and political life intersect. They are also gendered spaces—predominantly
occupied by men. My presence there, as a woman traveling alone, was therefore unusual.

Drawing on my fieldwork experiences in two oil-rich districts in Indonesia, this
paper reflects on how my positionality and reflexivity shaped access, power relations,
and the process of data collection and interpretation.! Across these two fields, my
positionality shifted continuously in relation to cultural familiarity, language, ethnicity,
and my affiliation with a university abroad. Gender further shaped these dynamics:
it constrained access to the male-dominated spaces, while enabling connection with
women whose perspectives were less publicly visible.

These expetiences raised a question: why does the 'field’ in Indonesia’s extractive regions
feel unstable and relational rather than bounded and fixed? Encounters such as those in coffee
shops challenge the insider/outsider binary and unsettle assumptions of a neutral field
(England 1994; Katz 1994).

This paper shows that positionality is neither fixed nor dichotomous, but continuously
negotiated and relational (Massey 2005; Merriam et al. 2001). Drawing on feminist
and critical geographical perspectives, this paper unfolds how positionality shapes
access, knowledge production, and ethical decision-making in fieldwork (Haraway
1988; Sultana et al. 2023). It further proposes methodological interventions to more
systematically integrate reflexivity into research practices, particulatly in the context of
natural resource governance.

1 The two oil-rich districts are Bojonegoro District in East Java Province, located on Java Island, and Pelalawan District in
Rian Province, located on Sumatra Island. The majority of people living in the Bojonegoro District are Javanese, predominantly
Eastern Javanese. In Pelalawan, the majority of the population is ethnically Malay, with a smaller number of people with Minang
backgronnd, indigenous Petalangan, and transmigrant communities with people of Javanese, Madurese, or Sundanese background.
Across the population in Pelalawan District and Rian Province, Malay is the most spoken langnage.
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The field's myths

The notion of the field as ‘neutral’, an objective site waiting to be explored and
researched, remains visible within social sciences methodology. Feminist and critical
geographers have long challenged this assumption (see, for example, Nast 1994; Billo
& Hiemstra 2013; Sultana et al. 2023). As Katz (1994) argues, the field is not always
innocent, and the question of the neutrality of the field is particularly important in
the context of extractive regions. The governance of oil, gas, and mining sectors in
Indonesia involves layered and complex institutional arrangements and actors. This
includes impacted communities, village authorities, district and provincial governments,
national ministries, extractive companies, civil society actors, political elites, and
geopolitical actors. Discourses of transparency travelled across these actors and scales,
often framed through technocratic metrics of disclosure and compliance. However,
at the village level where extraction activities interact with people's everyday realities,
transparency is experienced through everyday practices: visible infrastructure, trust in
their leaders, and the idea of fairness in revenue and benefit allocation. The “field” is
therefore already there, embedded in complex socio-political dynamics and economic
interaction prior to the researchet’s arrival.

Throughout my teseatch, I acknowledge that the insider/outsider binary fuels the
myth of the field’s neutrality. Methodological literature often positions researchers along
a spectrum of shared or divergent identities. Although these typologies recognize the
relational nature of positionality (e.g., Banks 1998; Merriam et al. 2001), they frequently
maintain a categorical framework that conceals researchers’ internal dilemma and
evolving power relations.

Building on Massey’s (2005) conceptualization of space as constituted through
relations, interactions, and power dynamics, the field in my research is not fixed
geographical container but intersecting trajectories of social, political, and economic
interactions. Coffee shops, village halls, and interview setting are not just locations, but
nodes where power, governance, gender, norms, and knowledge production converge.
Understanding the field in this way foregrounds its relationality and challenges
conventional methodological approaches that positioned researchers along fixed inside/
outsider binary. Rather than being pre-existing, positionality is (re)produced through
these spatial interactions, making the field inseparable from the researcher’s and the
interactions that shape it.

In research done 'back home' in Indonesia, the insider/outsider divide often falls
short. Shared ethnicity or language may facilitate trust, but differences in education,
class, or gender can simultaneously create distance. For example, as a Javanese woman
who studied abroad, I found that my positionality shifted depending on the context.
In Bojonegoro, familiarity with the culture and language facilitated many deeper
conversations in Javanese, but my academic background and mobility distinguished me
from the participants. In Pelalawan, differences in ethnicity and language made me feel
even more like an outsidet, often resulting in the use of technical terms detached from
everyday realities dutring interviews.

The insider/outsider distinction is not merely a theoretical concern; it directly
influences epistemological frameworks. When researchers approach sites in the Global
South primarily as testing grounds for theories developed elsewhere, they risk assigning
local contexts to a subordinate status. Haraway (1988) and Smith (2012) have underlined
that knowledge is contextually situated and research is embedded within broader power
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structures. Treating Indonesian extractive regions metely as data sources perpetuates
these power asymmetries.

An alternative approach is to see the field as an active partnerin (re)creating knowledge,
not just a passive space. Rural extractive regions contribute valuable perspectives on
extractive governance, citizenship, and gendered power, challenging the one-size-fits-all
idea and models of transparency and accountability. Consequently, the main issue is not
the researcher’s status as insider or outsider, but how shifting positionalities shape what
can be asked, observed, discussed, and analyzed.

Positionality in flux: field stories

a. Gendered access and knowledge production

Gender has influenced access and the kind of stories I was told. In Bojonegoro,
traditional coffee shops operated as informal public spaces where men socialize and
spend time not only drinking coffee but also discussing district politics, social and
economic issues, and often the oil and gas industries and their revenue allocation. My
presence in such spaces was atypical, where early encounters would spark curiosity and
mild surprise. Over time, repeated visits—often accompanied by my male gatekeeper—
made my presence and participation in the discussion seem more ordinary, though 1
remained circumscribed by local gender norms. For example, questions regarding my
marital status or how I can travel alone for such a long time and far away were often
asked.

Feminist epistemology rejects the idea that knowledge is objective. Haraway (1988)
posits that all knowledge is partial, positioned, and shaped by the specific, embodied,
and material context of the knower. Throughout my fieldwork, gender not only shaped
access but also frame the knowledge produced. Discussions with male participants
tended to focus on revenue allocation, production volume, job opportunities, and
the decision-making process at the district and village levels. In contrast, discussions
with women such as teachers, local entrepreneurs, and coffee shop owners stressed
the everyday impacts of extractive industries on increased prices, environmental
impacts, hopes for children's education and their future success, and negotiation within
houscholds over chores and income.

My gender also influenced how participants positioned themselves in relation to me.
Male participants may have framed their responses in ways that aligned with perceived
expectations of expertise or authority, while women often articulated experiences based
on the everyday life. At the same time, my position as a female researcher made certain
topics, such as household dynamics and informal negotiations more accessible, while
potentially limiting openness in male-dominated discussions such as on villages” power
relations. For instance, questions about participation on village’s decision-making were
incomprehensible to most women, as they never invited to attend village meetings.
These different emphases highlight that data are not simply collected from the field, but
co-produced through gendered interaction. Rather than minimizing gender’s influences,
a reflexive approach allows understanding that it can be essential for the research
process itself.
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b. Conceptual translation and linguistic mediation

In my research, transparency is understood not only as a technocratic principle of
information disclosure, but as a socially embedded concept interpreted through local
norms, language, value and meaning of trust and interaction. While policy frameworks
often define extractive sector transparency in terms of measurable indicators and
compliance, empirical research in Indonesia shows that citizens engage with the idea of
transparency in a more grounded and relational ways, shaped by everyday interaction
with their leaders and resource distribution (Putri & Lujala 2023; Brunnschweiler et al.
2025a).

To make the concept more accessible in the field, I translated transparency into
locally meaningful terms such as clarity of information, participation in village meetings,
ability and willingness to access and question local leaders, and tangible benefits. This
approach allowed participants to engage with the concept without imposing abstract
policy language that may not resonate with their lived realities. Previous studies have
similarly demonstrated that citizens’ understanding of transpatency is closely tied
to tangible outcomes, such as receiving benefit from the revenue distribution and
interaction with local leaders, rather than formal disclosure mechanisms alone (Putti &
Rye 2024; Brunnschweiler et al. 2025b). Such dynamics highlight the gap between policy-
oriented conceptualizations of transparency and how it is experienced by citizens living
close to oil extraction sites. Rather than treating local interpretations as inadequate, my
research approaches them as legitimate and analytically significant, reflecting how global
governance norms are reinterpreted within specific socio-political and spatial contexts.

These processes of conceptual translation were closely intertwined with linguistic
practices in the field. In Bojonegoro, shifting between Indonesian and Javanese
indicated varying levels of intimacy and social proximity. Participants frequently used
idioms and proverbs when discussing leadership, justice, and fairness. The discussions
conveyed evaluative and affective meanings that would be diminished or lost in literal
translation. In Pelalawan, my unfamiliarity with the local Ma/ay language and thus local
idioms led interviews to be conducted in more formal Indonesian and increased my
dependence on the local research assistants for translation. This linguistic shift changed
the conversational dynamics; interviews became more structured, cautious, and less
spontaneous. Increased sensitivities regarding extractive and revenue management
often led to interviews and discussions being restricted from open criticism.

c. Education, authority and ethical unease

My educational background carried a particular form of institutional authority.
Being introduced as a doctoral researcher affiliated with an academic institution
overseas facilitated access to district officials and village leaders. In Indonesia, I found
that gatekeepers were generally more inclined to support research associated with
international academic institutions. However, this status also generated asymmetties. In
the field, some participants regarded me as aligned with elite interests, often perceived
me as socially distant in a way that I was exposed to foreign culture and norms, or that
my expertise was superior to their knowledge.

Radcliffe (1994) reminds us that research involving marginalized communities
inherently risks misrepresentation. The authority to interpret, write, and disseminate
findings is not neutral; it constitutes an ethical responsibility. In this sense, reflexivity must
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be an integral part throughout the research process. Being constantly reflective means
a continuous process of negotiation for the researcher in relation to the participants
and contexts, as positionality, interactions, and ethical considerations continue to evolve
over time (England 1994; Sultana 2007). In practice, this include allowing participants
to choose interview locations, clearly communicating the aims and potential uses of the
research, and taking their interpretations even when these conflicted with the prevailing
concepts of transparency or good governance.

Field notes became essential tools for critical self-reflection. I treated moments of
discomfort, such as awareness of risks and opportunities of gender status, gratitude
for privileged access, or unease about data extraction, not as purely personal feelings
to be dismissed and excluded from the research process, but as empirical evidence
of undetlying power relations. This aligned with feminist critiques of objectivity
that emphasize situated knowledge and the inherently partial nature of all research
perspectives (Haraway 1988). As England (1994) argues that reflexivity is not an optional
supplement, it is an essential element to my methodological approaches as it shapes the
ways knowledge is produced in the field. My positionality, therefore, was not merely a
methodological appendix or background characteristic. Instead, it was an active element
in structuring field interaction, interpretation, and ethical decisions, making it essential
to the rigor of the research and to the credibility of claims I made.

Ethical tangles and representation risks

Research ethics in rural extractive regions extend beyond the adherence to institutional
and administrative protocols. They require careful navigation involving sensitivity
of community power dynamics, potential risk of exposure, and the politics of
representation.

In rural Indonesia, the interactions in coffee shops can be understood as part of
everyday politics where citizens interpret, negotiate, and respond to power through
mundane and subtle practices (Scott 1990; Kerkvliet 2009). These spaces function
as informal public spheres, yet they are also shaped by gender and social hierarchies
(Massey 2005; Sultana et al. 2023; Gqola et al. 2024). Including narratives only from
interaction in these settings may strengthen dominant male perspectives. This reinforces
the need to engage multiple spaces to capture diverse political perspectives, such as by
intentionally engaging women and other marginalized actors. Ethical reflection thus
requires consideration of which voices are prioritized in the data analysis.

While amplifying local voices through co-production is frequently proposed as
ethically ideal (e.g, Cooke & Kothari 2001; Hickey & Mohan 2004; Kindon et al.
2007), knowledge production is neither a straightforward nor an equally empowering
in practice. In many post-colonial and post-authoritarian contexts, where social and
political interactions often structured through loyalty and patronage, publicly criticizing
the revenue management and decision-making can carry social risks and consequences
(Scott 1972; Robison & Hadiz 2004; Aspinall & Berenschot 2019). Informal discussions
that may appear casual often contain politically sensitive perspectives expressed within
trusted social settings.

Recognizing these dynamics require re-thinking ethical arrangements in the field.
Decisions about anonymization, selective inclusion of conversations and discussions,
and information on the exclusion of data without explicit consent are not merely
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procedural, but constitute ethical judgements aimed at minimizing harm (Sultana 2007;
Fujii 2012). For example, in Bojonegoro, only two coffee shop discussions were formally
included in the dataset due to consent considerations involving all participants. This
decision not only shape the findings of the research, but also to prioritize participants’
safety and confidentiality especially in informal settings where personal political views
are shared. Such dynamics highlight that data is not simply collected but curated through
ongoing reflexive and ethical consideration.

The dominant ethical procedures rooted in research practices of Global North
institutions often standardize consent procedures rooted in individualism and mere
legalistic bureaucratic requirements, prioritizing a written, signed informed consent as
the primary ethical safeguard (Tham 2021).? Such a procedure can pose challenges when
applied to different cultural contexts, particularly in the Global South. In resource frontier
settings such as those in Indonesia, knowledge production often occurs in informal
and relational environments, whetre consent is an ongoing process of trust building,
developed through repeated interactions (see, Tsing 2005; Li 2007). There, ethical
responsibility extends beyond individual agreement and encompass social relationships
and community interactions. Imposing inflexible procedural models of consent without
contextual adaptation may undermine rapport ot create inappropriate formalities. For
example, requiring sighatures may cause suspicion, as it is often associated with land
appropriation in many resource-rich areas in Indonesia, highlighting tensions between
standardized ethical frameworks and context-specific, relational approaches (Rooney et
al. 2023; Kukeba et al. 2023).

The normative framing of transparency conceptualization in extractive sector
governance requires critical examination. International and intragovernmental
transparency initiatives often define transparency in terms of information disclosure
and accountability metrics. However, for people living in and around extraction sites,
transparency is more closely tied to trust in leadership and tangible community benefits
(Putri & Lujala 2023; Brunnschweiler et al. 2025a). For them, transparency goes beyond
numbers and charts; it is about the meaning-making of extraction and how benefits are
visible in everyday life. Treating local petrspectives and understandings of a particular
concept as inadequate compared to global standards reinforces hierarchies. An ethical
approach is to recognize these local perspectives as legitimate forms of transparency
governance that are rooted in local lived experiences.

Interventions for reflexive future research

If the field is relational and the researchet’s positionality is continuously shifting,
methodological training and practice need to adjust accordingly. For this, I propose four
interrelated interventions for research in natural resources governance and beyond.

2 In this paper, methodological frameworks of the Global North and Global South refer to underlying values (e.g., individunalism
vs. collectivism), differing conceptions of “harm” and “benefit”, and how community participation is structured (Smith 2012; Tham
2021). In the Global North, these values often translate into research ethics practices characterized by standardized protocols,
anonymization, and an “ethical clearance” at the start of the project, as well as during fieldwork and data analysis where
“nentrality” of the researcher is emphasized (¢f. Kukeba et al. 2023). In contrast, in many Global South contexts, ethical practice is
more relational and processual, where consent is continnously negotiated through trust-building, ity 4, and attention
10 local norms and power relations, rather than treated as one-time procedural requirement (see, for example, Tsing 2005; 1i 2007;
Sultana 2007).
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1. Institutionalizing reflexive pedagogy

Research training at any level should move beyond the conventional positionality
binary and typology. Training focusing on critical discussion of field dilemmas,
particulatly for doing research ‘back home,” can facilitate collective reflexivity.
Such forums would normalize uncertainty in the field and emphasize power
relations as an integral part of research design.

2. Systematic Positionality Documentation

nordia geographical publications

Reflexivity should be embedded within research protocols, design, and practice.
This process can be done through systematic field notes, journaling, and
systematic coding of positionality alteration. Experiences of altered access,
whether because of gender, language, ethnicity, or social status, should be
treated as empirical data that illustrate local socio-political contexts, such as
power relations.

3. Engaged in conceptual translation appropriate for local realities

Researchers with cross-positionality, such as being both culturally embedded
and academically mobile, can facilitate dialogue among local communities,
policy makers, and civil society actors. To play this role, researchers need to
maintain critical thinking independently while recognizing that knowledge
also circulates beyond established theory and academic publications. Reflexive
engagement can improve research’s relevance for the everyday, real-life issues
faced by people beyond textbooks, classrooms, or laboratories.

4. Regional comparative agenda

Across resource-rich countries, particularly those in frontier regions,
researchers often encounter similar challenges between the dominant Global
North’s methodological frameworks and context-specific research practices.
Comparative research across regions, such as resource-rich Africa and Southeast
Asia, offers an opportunity to provincialize the standardized research ethics
and reflexivity. Rather than assuming universal application of individual-
centered consent procedures and technocratic concepts of transparency, a
regional comparative agenda can foreground relational, community-oriented,
and context-sensitive approaches that better reflect how knowledge is shared
and produced in practice. Such an agenda can contribute to the development
of more grounded and pluriversal approaches on natural resources-related
research.

To conclude, this paper shows that overlooking the myths of neutrality, objectivity,
and the insider/outsider binary will not undermine methodological rigor but enhance
it. Conceptualizing the field as relational and treating positionality as dynamic allows
researchers to construct a more nuanced analysis of natural resource and extractive
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governance within Indonesia and beyond. When reflexivity is treated as an analytical
practice rather than a research rhetoric, it becomes central to ethical and epistemically
robust for research within the field of geography.
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