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Fieldwork in geography and geographies of fieldwork

Marika Kettunen?, Marianna Leoni?, Aleksi Rasanen?, Henriikka Salminen® (eds.)

Fieldwork has a long history in geography. It has even been suggested that the roots
of geography as a discipline are “in the field rather than in the library” (Sharp & Dowler
2011: 147). This history is also a troubled one, tied to colonial violence, exploitation and
exclusion. Yet fieldwork continues to be considered a practice that connects geographers
and geographically oriented scholarship across (sub)disciplines. Accordingly, fieldwork
in the form of field trips and courses is often considered a central mode of teaching
and learning geography and thus of becoming a geographer.

The centrality of fieldwork in geography and beyond is both exemplified and
challenged in the collection of articles included in this theme issue. Consisting
of two original research articles, one academic essay and seven editorially reviewed
interventions and discussion papers, this theme issue brings together diverse empirical,
methodological, theoretical and ethical perspectives concerning fieldwork. It plays with
the idea of fieldwork in geography and geographies of fieldwork, thus approaching
fieldwork simultaneously as a means of collecting research material and a wide body
of research relating to (re)thinking, doing and teaching fieldwork. Attending to a range
of spaces, practices and power relations during and after fieldwork, the papers provide
different approaches to conducting fieldwork and to understanding the field itself.

The theme issue includes two original articles. Although rooted in two very different
study contexts and stemming from different theoretical and methodological traditions,
the two research articles highlight the need to develop innovative methodological and
data collection approaches.

Oona Leppiniemi and Jan Hjort describe how long-term data collected by students in
an annual physical geography field course can be used as a basis for scientific analyses.
The article demonstrates that field courses can have value not only in facilitating students’
learning but also in providing much needed long-term field observation datasets. Their
results illustrate the interactions between vegetation, climate and active layer thickness
in palsa mires, highlighting the need for long-term data for better understanding the
nature and degradation of cryogenic environments.
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Turning to motre-than-representational theory and sensory ethnography, Neylan
Ogutveren Aular develops a methodological approach to studying plastic waste as
material that is simultaneously everywhere and only barely noticeable in contemporary
cities. Based on her fieldwork in Turku, Ogutveren Aular develops the concept of
‘resonant practice’ to study this contradiction and asks, “How can fieldwork attend to matter
that is barely felt, fleeting or muted, such as the absences, atmospheres and circulations of plastic waste,
all of which resist capture?” (p. 31). In discussing ‘the microplastic gaze’, Aular’s article
thoughtfully and insightfully challenges our understanding of fieldwork and the field
itself, as well as the orientation and skills it requires from the researcher.

Besides the two original articles, this theme issue includes papers that further investigate
the role of the researcher in conducting fieldwork, challenging our understanding of
how the field of the fieldwork can or should be understood. In so doing, this collection
highlights the importance of examining questions of ethics, power relations and
knowledge production.

The academic essay by Roosa Ridanpai is a reflection on what it means to conduct
fieldwork within the emerging paradigm of regenerative tourism, arguing that research
practices must themselves embody the transformative ambitions often underpinning
these regenerative approaches. Drawing on her recent empirical work, Ridanpida’s essay
outlines three principles — participatory, relational and reflective — which reorient the
researcher’s role towards co-creation with communities, attentiveness to mote-than-
human relations and an honest engagement with positionality and power. Her paper aptly
points to the significance of research practices for the conditions in which knowledge is
produced, calling for care, reciprocity and humility throughout the process.

Virginija Popovaité, Pamela Bachmann-Vargas, Ella Wood, Anna Hiibner, Eleni
Kavvatha, Seira Duncan and Benoit Lauzon bring together insights from various
research projects in which fieldwork has been conducted in glacial and periglacial
environments. Engaging with feminist perspectives is, they argue, particularly important
in periglacial and glacial contexts in which research is strongly shaped by masculinist
narratives and tied to legacies of exploration. They discuss how positionalities have
shaped their research practices and expetiences and, ultimately, knowledge production.
In focusing on what is shared in research and fieldwork practices between scholars
from different disciplinary and cultural backgrounds, the paper offers an insightful
account of interdisciplinarity and how it might help in addressing ethical and practical
challenges during fieldwork.

Primi Putri’s paper continues with the discussion on researcher positionality, further
calling for the need to understand the field as a relational space that is not separate from
the researcher. Reflecting on her fieldwork in Indonesia’s oil-producing rural districts
and drawing on interviews and informal conversations across villages, Putri shows how
her position as a researcher shifts continuously, influenced by gender, language, ethnicity
and academic background and how these movements play into access, dialogue and
interpretation. The discussion points to the need to approach the field as a relational
space where consent, cthics and representation develop through ongoing interaction
instead of fixed procedures. The paper thus offers a valuable invitation to consider
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how research practices influence the conditions in which knowledge is produced and to
sustain a reflexive engagement with power and responsibility throughout the research
process.

In a similar spirit, although in a very different context, Alix Varnajot’s paper explores
the idea of ‘the field of the fieldwork’. Drawing on his field experience onboard a polar
expedition cruise, Varnajot presents a fascinating example of what it is like to conduct
fieldwork on a vessel that is constantly on the move at high latitudes where the sun does
not set and time zones keep changing. Exploring these spatial and temporal dynamics,
Varnajot explores this ship-time fieldwork through the notion of an ‘elastic field’. He
discusses how different kinds of elasticities — understood as spatial and temporal,
material and experiential — effectively work to destabilize the notion of the field as
if it was a static and bounded site apart from the researcher. In so doing, his work
explores how flexibility and adaptability must be negotiated when conducting research
in contexts where movement is intrinsic to the research itself.

Another entry point to rethinking the field has been the focus on digitalization and
conducting fieldwork in online spaces. Speaking to these developments, Marianna
Leoni explores the opportunities and challenges of conducting fieldwork in digital
spaces, investigating online interviews, questionnaires and netnography. Leoni argues
that digital fieldwork can complement qualitative inquiry, but it should not replace
in-person interaction and encounters altogether. She concludes that hybrid fieldwork
(i.e. combining the digital and the physical) is a particulatly useful strategy for tourism
scholars who work across digitally mediated and geographically dispersed contexts.
Her work serves as an inspiration for scholars in other contexts, too, to engage with
such hybrid methodologies, prompting further reflection on the role of hybridity in
fieldwork practices.

In a different context, Juha Ridanpdd’s paper also offers a nuanced problematization
of the idea of the field in online settings. He discusses some of the practical challenges
that occurred when teaching a human geography field course online during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Ridanpai illustrates how unexpected circumstances in teaching
and learning may both require and result in rethinking the very idea of the field in
geographical fieldwork. This might further lead to new kinds of learning experiences
for both students and teachers alike as well as new ethical and moral questions to be
navigated ‘on the go’. Ridanpdd’s paper therefore attends to the role of fieldwork
in teaching human geography in pandemic times whilst also gesturing towards the
emotional burden a sudden shift in our teaching practices might bring,

Continuing with the topic of teaching and learning geography, Julia Kemppinen
discusses the importance of fieldwork from three different angles: producing, learning
and sharing scientific knowledge. With examples from physical geography fieldwork,
she illustrates how time spent in the field can lead to the formulation of new scientific
questions. Additionally, while fieldwork provides important data for scientific research
and further opportunities for collaboration and data sharing, in teaching, it also works
as an effective means to demonstrate how abstract concepts manifest in real-world
environments. Kemppinen also compellingly argues how fieldwork can be the source of
joy and passion, sparking inspiration to pursue a scientific career as well as to connect
with other people and nature alike.
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Emotions are also reflected in Adel Nikjoo’s paper. He discusses how conducting
fieldwork and writing about social change in Iran — a context characterized by a theocratic
political system and patriarchal social relations — generates what he calls ‘affective-
moral dilemmas’. Revisiting his fieldwork and previous writings, Nikjoo focuses not
only on what happened when conducting the fieldwork but also, importantly, how he
later negotiated again some of the difficult ethical and emotional moments as he was
writing the academic publications. Providing examples of already published work, the
paper thoughtfully illuminates how emotions, hesitation and responsibility shaped his
research. In so doing, Nikjoo gestures towards the field as something that the researcher
must continuously negotiate.

Several papers in this theme issue have touched upon — either implicitly or explicitly —
the dilemma between the joys and emotional tensions of doing fieldwork and writing
about it. Attending to experiences and emotions that emerge at different stages of
the research process often rubs against “she sanctioned langnage of social science’ (Katz
2013: 768), which tends to make fieldwork seem too straightforward, intentional and
tidy. As the contributions to this theme issue demonstrate, a range of theoretical and
methodological approaches offer geographers and geographically oriented scholars
valuable tools to think and research with when grappling with this dilemma.

To conclude, as the papers in this theme issue illustrate, these two approaches —
fieldwork in geography and geographies of fieldwork — are not mutually exclusive.
Instead, they enable the sketching out of complimentary entry points to the continued
relevance of fieldwork both as a means of data collection in geographical research and
a line of scholarship that enriches our understanding of what and where ‘the field of
the fieldwork’ might be and how it shapes the knowledge we produce and the articles
we publish.
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