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Acknowledging the long-lasting effects of fieldwork experience:
emotions and the writing process

In this piece, Émilie Fort shares her experience of returning home after fieldwork. She

particularly discusses the long-lasting effects of emotions on the writing process. Fieldwork

might be geographically and temporarily confined, but the emotions it generates are not. “It

was a mistake to think that I would leave my bodily experience behind while leaving the

field”, writes Émilie Fort.

_______________________________________________

 

Almost three years ago, I purchased a plane ticket to go home. My fieldwork was over. I got the data

I needed. I was ready to start writing my doctoral dissertation. Returning to the university, I kept

thinking about those I left, and in some cases people whom I considered to be my friends. I spent

nine months in Kosovo, living my everyday life within a Kosovo Serb community I investigated, trying

to understand how identity gets reconstructed in post-conflict context. I stayed in four Kosovo Serb

areas, moving from a small quarter to a village, from a room in a private house to an apartment, and

then a hotel. I experienced the daily challenges local people faced as well as the moments of

collective effervescence.

Fieldwork was all about emotions and feelings: frustration, happiness, sadness, doubts and fear. As

experienced researchers suggested, I used field diaries to keep a record of those emotions, which

then would allow me to explore the impacts of emotions in the research process (Blommaert and

Jie, 2010; Carstensen-Egwuom, 2014; Singleton Jr. and Straits, 2005). Three years later, my doctoral

research is over. Looking back to the whole writing process, I realise that emotions persist long

after the departure from the field. How do I cope with them? How do they impact the analytical and

writing process?
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Fieldwork is about a state of mind rather than a site of research

Most literature presents fieldwork through the concept of access (Bondy, 2012; Riese, 2018).

Access is about gaining access, maintaining access but also leaving the field. Access is intrinsically

related to the researcher’s physical field presence and her/his interaction with both local

participants and the research site. The concepts of positionality and reflexivity capture those

relations. They are tools to explore the impact of the researcher’s identities and correlated emotions

on field access and data collection, which in turn influence the results of the study (Berger, 2015;

Caretta and Jokinen, 2017; Carstensen-Egwuom, 2014; Mayorga-Gallo and Hordge-Freeman, 2017;

Tarrant, 2014).

The extended conceptualisation of fieldwork – through access – proved to be particularly relevant

in discussing research bias. However, it falls short in capturing middle and long-term effects of

fieldwork emotions and their potential implications for research and writing processes.

Geographical and temporal boundaries do not limit emotions. This is what I learned: when being

back home, my mind was trapped in my research site.

 

The persistence of transformed representations

Of course, the way you experience field research depends on who you are. As a very empathetic

person, I was perhaps too emotionally involved and impacted by the local atmosphere created by

local social dynamics. Kosovo is what scholars call a frozen or intractable conflict (Bebler, 2015;

Dembinska and Campana, 2017; Torosyan, 2013). Social and spatial segregation characterise the

newly independent entity, which tends to complexify the relationships between Kosovo Serbs and

Kosovo Albanians (Žeželj et al., 2017). In the first site I visited, fear and mistrust were still rampant

within the local Serb community, regardless of whether it was founded on a false basis. Besides, I

was not accustomed to living in a segregated space and to dealing with stereotypes Serbs and

Albanians in Kosovo imposed on each other.
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Figure 1 and 2: The materialization of territorial dispute through symbolic appropriation of local
areas by ordinary people. (Figure 1 was taken in the village of Gračanica/Gracanicë and Figure 2

was taken in the Serbian quarter of Orahovac/Rahovec, both by the author)

At some point, the way I represented my research object when I entered the field transformed. The

everyday experiences I shared with informants and people made me aware and sensitive to their

fears, their losses, and their difficulties. They passed on to me their emotions which continuously

clashed with the necessary distance I tried to preserve. I began to feel insecure as they felt

insecure. I represented them through the lens they represented themselves. I came back home filled

with those transformed representations. At that time, however, I was not able yet to see that the

long-lasting effects of my fieldwork emotions would blur my analytical skills and permeated the way

I interpreted the data I collected.

In the field, I knew I was often failing to distance myself from local narratives and discourses. At the

beginning for strategic access to informants, then because I didn’t want to confront them or felt

marginalised. As a westerner, I was represented as having some privileges. I was able to travel and

to move within the territory, what they often felt too insecure to do. I was – or felt – marginalised for

performing that privilege. At some point, I just reduced my movements and mostly stayed within the

places I lived. It participated in developing a sense of isolation and insecurity. Several weeks later, it

happened that I grasped and comprehended the way they represented some specific issues.
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Figure 3: One of the two streets that relate the Albanian and the Serbian part of the city of
Orahovac/Rahovec (taken by the author)

 

At that time, I kept recording all the transformation, all the thinking and changes I experienced in

relation to my research object. I thought it would be enough to ensure the awareness of my own

bias. It wasn’t. How did I realise that ? Months after my fieldwork was over, I was restructuring and

rewriting paragraphs and chapters from my doctoral dissertation. Gradually, I came to note that the

last understanding I had about the data I collected differed from the first ones I got. They were more

complete, which is a normal process I guess.

But they were also more balanced. Moving back and forth from my field diaries to the data analysis,

I began to see that the transformed representations instilled the post-fieldwork writing time.

Feelings of insecurity and isolation interfered with the analytical purpose of my research. I was

unable to deconstruct the narratives I collected and unable to see the way they connected and

made sense within the whole social and spatial contexts. Then, guilt also played an important part. I

was torn between my analytical “duty” and the confidence those people gave me. I felt I was failing

to respect that confidence.

Finally, I understood that it takes time to free one’s mind from fieldwork experiences and all the

emotions it generates. It was a mistake to think that I would leave my bodily experience behind

while leaving the field. It took me time.
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From academic to fieldwork temporalities

And time will be the last point I will discuss here. Authors have already stressed that research – and

particularly fieldwork research – is too often perceived as a production process (Riese, 2018). It’s a

fact for experienced researchers but also for young researchers as our academic careers depend

on it. Within this academic perception of time where productivity becomes a necessity, fieldwork is

about collecting data, analysing it and writing papers about our objects of research. When I came

back from the field I didn’t take the time to assimilate all the implications my experiences had on my

research and on me. I threw myself into analysing and writing. I didn’t pay attention to the

research/fieldwork temporality, which requires to take time to acknowledge both our vulnerability

and the emotive relation we develop with other human beings in the field and with the site itself. It is

a way to let the ongoing tensions between inescapable subjectivity and necessary distance ease.

There is a disconnection between the productivity imposed by academic temporality and the

necessary distance required by fieldwork temporality. We could address this disconnection firstly

through comprehending fieldwork as encompassing more than its current physical and limited

understanding. This might help us to understand the writing process as incorporating a reflexive

dimension. Then, we should conceptualise the writing process as an integral part of the

ethnographic methodology. Besides, acknowledging that fieldwork extends months after we return

home allows us to create methodological tools to develop a systematic analysis of limits, bias and

failures that pervade the whole research process. As field diaries participate in documenting and

reflecting on our positioning and personal trajectories in the field, we might think of writing diaries –

or what suits each of us the best – which detail the impact of both our positioning and the lasting

effects of fieldwork emotions on the interpretations and analytical processes.
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About the research

The research reported here aims to analyse the process of identity building of Serbs population

living in Kosovo by focusing on how the living environment impacts the production and reception of

identification. For the purpose of this study, three cases were selected based on their distinguishing

spatial configuration and chosen to address identity building through institutional and local

narratives in order to examine the co-constitution process between agency and structure, which is

the current conceptual framework through which identity building is studied. So far, very few studies

have questioned the impact of the living environment in this co-constitution process. To analyse

individual agency in the production and reception of structural identifications, I conducted an

ethnographic research during nine months in three field sites, doing interviews and participant

observation. I was trying to grasp the way ordinary people perform collective identities.
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