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LAaurA HirRvi AND HANNA SNELLMAN

Introduction: Nine Tales of the Field

thnographers seek to achieve a better understanding of the human

experience through the exploration of different kinds of life worlds by
conducting fieldwork. This method is often understood to include interviews,
participant observation, informal conversations and the recording of field
notes along the way. Thanks to its ability to assist in highlighting the interplay
between global processes and (trans-)locally lived lives, ethnographic
fieldwork methods have also been found valuable in research on human
migration. However, when setting out to gather their data, researchers who
are eager to explore the experiences of migrants and their descendants
often come across stumbling blocks for which their academic training as
ethnographers has not adequately prepared them. This edited volume does
not seek to provide a comprehensive answer to the question of how to deal
with such challenges that not only apprentice ethnographers but also more
experienced scholars encounter in the course of carrying out their fieldwork;
instead, it offers the reader nine ‘tales of the field’! These tales, which have
been written by both junior and more experienced scholars working in
different parts of the globe, bring to the fore the various moments of online
and offline encounters that take place between fieldworkers and the people
they encounter. In addition, the contributions to this volume contain the
authors’ reflections on how they have dealt with the obstacles, challenges
and also the opportunities that they have encountered in the course of their
fieldwork endeavours. This book seeks to offer a close-up view of the various
coping strategies developed and applied by scholars who are conducting
fieldwork and in this vein hopes to serve as a useful resource for future
ethnographers who are setting out to study the mysteries, both hidden and
overt, of the cultural and social worlds.

1 The work of editing this book has been part of an NOS-HS funded project
entitled Sikh Identity Formation: Generational Transfer of Traditions in the Nordic
Countries (project number 212061). Kristina Myrvold (Lund University, Sweden)
is the principal investigator of this project, which began in 2009. The Finnish
co-investigator is Hanna Snellman (University of Helsinki), while Laura Hirvi
(University of Jyvaskyld) has been writing her doctoral dissertation under the
auspices of this project.



Laura Hirvi and Hanna Snellman

Recording how individual ethnographers deal with the challenges that
they face with regard to their fieldwork is, we believe, an enlightening and
relevant venture as it contributes to a process that fosters the development
and transmission of ethnographic research skills. As Allaine Cerwonka points
out in the first chapter of a volume which she co-authored with her former
supervisor, Liisa Malkki, apprentices who are in the process of acquiring
skills for conducting fieldwork are often left to figure out certain aspects of
the method that ‘go without saying’ by carefully listening to the tales told
by senior fieldworkers.? In a similar vein, Billy Ehn and Orvar Lofgren note
how in Sweden it seems that students learn how to become ethnologists
by following an unwritten syllabus.® Often, this ‘informal socialization™
of the novice into the art of doing fieldwork takes place outside university
classrooms. Information about what ethnographers actually do when they
conduct ethnographic fieldwork is commonly disseminated in the form of
informal talk after class, sometimes in passing, behind closed doors or over
coffee in a department’s staff room. In order to be able to catch at least a
fragment of this valuable ‘corridor talk}® students as well as colleagues who
are eager to learn from the experiences of others have to depend in many
instances on serendipity and can only hope that they manage to join such
random discussions at the right moment in time.

In order to reduce the role of serendipity and to contribute to a growing
body of fieldwork methods for ‘research in arenas in which Malinowskian
conditions of fieldwork are most challenged;® the chapters presented in this
volume set out to document in a formal manner some examples of this kind
of ‘corridor talk on ethnographic methods. In this way, we hope to facilitate
the transmission of fieldwork skills, which would otherwise run the risk of
remaining on an oral level or passing unnoticed if they are only published as
mandatory parts of doctoral dissertations, which often fail to reach a wider
readership. Producinga collection of accounts in which the authors reflect on
their use of ethnographic research methods is particularly relevant in the field
of migration studies, where, as several contributions to this volume indicate,
research is often carried out in contexts that challenge the traditional canon
of fieldwork methods. The reason for this is that researchers conducting
research on mobile people, who in some of the cases that are discussed in
this book have settled in urban environments, often seem to struggle with
the task of delimiting their research site in spatial terms. Considering the
increasing popularity that the use of fieldwork enjoys in migration studies,
we would suggest that there is a need for a book that focuses not only on
research methods as applied generally in the study of human migration’ but
also on ethnographic fieldwork methods in particular.

Cerwonka 2007, 3.

Ehn & Lofgren 1996.

Cerwonka 2007, 3.

Marcus 2006, 113.

Marcus 2009, 19.

See for example Vargas-Silva 2012.
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Introduction: Nine Tales of the Field

By documenting and highlighting the various ways in which ethnogra-
phers who are studying immigrants in different parts of the world not only
deal with moments of despair and respond to possible difficulties but also
take the opportunities that are presented to them in the course of their field-
work, this book offers some innovative, creative and concrete examples of
how to be flexible and improvise in the field.® Thus, similar to the aim of
Ethnologia Europea’s recent special issue entitled Irregular Ethnographies
edited by the Swedish ethnologists Tom O’Dell and Robert Willim, one goal
of this volume is to enlarge our understanding of some of the ‘diverse forms
of ethnographic practice’ carried out by ethnographers in the 21st century.’
The overall intention of this book is to offer insights into the art of conduct-
ing field research that will be equally useful both for students and for more
senior researchers working in the field of migration studies and beyond. On
a more general level, this book may also be of value for policy-makers and
others who are interested in learning more about the experience of migration
and how it affects people’s everyday lives. The intimate character of many of
the accounts included in this book serves to promote this objective.

Furthermore, agreeing with George E. Marcus, who is currently the
Director of the Center for Ethnography at UC Irvine (USA), we consider
‘telling about fieldwork experiences’ to be an essential exercise that provides
the necessary background to stimulate discussions about ethnographic
methods.'” Ethnographers can only learn how others have coped with similar
challenges when their experiences are shared in writing. The possession of
such information is maybe beneficial in trying to navigate through one’s own
fieldwork project. It can be also useful when one writes research proposals
since being aware of what may happen in carrying out fieldwork makes
‘the dreamer’ who writes a research proposal better informed and permits
her/him to visualise what a planned fieldwork project might look like.
Participation in the process of updating fieldwork methods is important
because, as Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson remind us, the art of fieldwork
can only ensure its continuity if it adapts to the changing environment, and
‘for that to happen, as Malinowski himself pointed out, such tradition must
be aggressively and imaginatively reinterpreted to meet the needs of the
present’!!

The present, as understood in this volume, manifests itself in the form
of globalization, which is characterised by an increase in mobility. This has
been furthered by ever cheaper and faster modes of transportation and a
higher degree of interconnectedness in the world. Eager to explore what
impact globalization has on the everyday lives of ordinary people, scholars
from various disciplines have become increasingly interested in investigating
the experiences of migrants. This interest has given rise to the emergence of

8 See Malkki 2007 for a thought-provoking discussion of the role that improvisation
plays in ethnographic fieldwork.

9 ODell & Willim 2011, 12.

10 Marcus 2006, 114.

11 Gupta & Ferguson 1997, 39-40.
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an interdisciplinary field that is known today as ‘migration studies; and it
has resulted in the establishment of centres around the world that focus on
research related to the topic of human migration. It has also spurred the
foundation of multidisciplinary associations'> and journals® that promote
research carried out in the field of migration studies and help to disseminate
its findings.

The fact that researchers around the world who are working in different
disciplines are contributing to the field of migration studies also becomes
evident when one takes a closer look at the backgrounds of the contributors
to this volume. We selected the authors’ contributions from approximately
twenty abstracts which were received in response to an international
‘Call for papers’ circulated through various mailing lists in autumn 2009.
Based on our own research projects, we saw a need for a work in which
contributors would examine the experience of labour, migration and
labour migration while critically reflecting on their ethnographic fieldwork
experiences. Owing to the small number of proposals on the subject of
labour, we eventually decided to concentrate on producing a book that on
the one hand would examine the life worlds of immigrants in different parts
of the globe, and on the other hand critically scrutinize the methods used
in carrying out fieldwork in such settings. In other words, this volume arose
of our joint interest in producing a work that could function as a handbook
of fieldwork methods and at the same time would provide insights into the
experiences of migrants. As it stands, this book also represents our modest
desire to connect scholars from abroad with the Finnish academic world in
general and Finnish ethnology in particular. It also reflects our endeavour
to create an academic dialogue that would reach not only across disciplinary
boundaries but also across national borders and thereby acknowledge the
interconnected (academic) world in which we live.

The field of migration studies accommodates, among others, scholars
of history, ethnology, geography, sociology, anthropology, psychology and
religious studies. Many of the scholars from these academic backgrounds
share an interest in shedding more light on the causes of human migration
and the impactit has on people’slives in order to reach a better understanding
of the world we live in. In order to do so, migration scholars are increasingly
turning to the method of fieldwork, as it provides an appropriate tool for
producing studies that are capable of capturing the perspective of migrants
and for describing the complexity of the social and cultural worlds in which
they operate. Furthermore, as the contributions to this volume show, using
fieldwork as a method in the field of migration studies can produce research
that gives a human face to the ways in which the experience of migration
affects people’s lives.* In the context of Finland, for example, the application

12 See e.g. The Society for the Study of Ethnic Relations and International Migration
(ETMU) (http://www.etmu.fi/index_eng.html) in Finland.

13 See e.g. the open access Nordic Journal of Migration Research (http://versita.com/
njmr/).

14 See in particular Mapril; Roseman; Vogt, in this volume.

10



Introduction: Nine Tales of the Field

of ethnographic fieldwork methods to the study of human migration has
resulted in a number of insightful studies that explore emigration from,"
and immigration to, Finland'®.

However, as we emphasise, the present conditions in which researchers
carry out their fieldwork have significantly changed from the time when
Bronislaw Malinowski and his contemporaries carried out their empirical
studies, as no longer is the fieldwork site that many of today’s researchers
encounter one that can be easily explored on foot.”” As a consequence of
these changed conditions, ethnographers are often left with an uncertain
feeling when it comes to the question of what research practices to apply
in the name of ethnographic fieldwork methods. Is, for example, talking on
the phone to an interviewee who is physically located in another country
participant observation in the Malinowskian sense, asks Ulf Hannerz."® Or,
one might ask, with reference to Saara Koikkalainen’s contribution to this
volume, whether data collection via Skype constitutes ‘real’ fieldwork? The
question that is at stake here is whether the dominating image that we attach
to the idea of ‘real fieldwork’ is still characterized by an idea of spending a
year alone in some faraway ‘exotic’ place cut off from ‘home’?** In addition to
the problems related to the question of how to carry out fieldwork in today’s
world, contemporary ethnographers often ‘do not seem to know what the
field is, or where it should be, if it is real or perhaps virtual, and even if there
has to be one at all'’* As a consequence, many who are beginning or are in
the middle of conducting fieldwork see themselves confronted like Deborah
d’Amico-Samuels with the simple but at the same time complex and tricky
question: ‘Where is the field?™!

Multi-sited fieldwork

In this context, there arises the question of what sites researchers should
turn to in order to make sense of the experiences of people who lead
lives and conduct practices that ‘cut across national borders® and take
place in the online as well as the offline world? How should one go about
studying people whose lives are marked by mobility, transnationalism
or the consciousness of belonging to a diaspora; who are both here and
there, and who feel at times that they are nowhere but everywhere or in
between? The acknowledgment that people may maintain their cultural

15 See e.g. Lihteenmiki & Snellman 2006; Snellman 2005; Tuomi-Nikula 1989;
Lindstrom-Best 1988.

16 See e.g. Martikainen 2004; Tiilikainen 2003; Wahlbeck 1999.

17 Falzon 2009, 6.

18 Hannerz 2006b, 28.

19 See Clifford 1997, 55.

20 Hannerz, U. 2006a, 23.

21 D’Amico-Samuels 1991, 69, quoted in Ferguson & Gupta 1997, 35.

22 Glick Schiller et al. 1992, 1.

11
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practices and social relationships over great geographic distances has given
scholars reason to reflect more closely on the form of research designs and
fieldwork practices. One of the most notable proposals to emerge out of
such contemplations on how to conduct ethnographic research in present
times has been formulated by George Marcus in an article that outlines his
ideas concerning multi-sited ethnography.® As a method, it aims to enable
the study of the ‘circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities
in diffuse time-space’* This form of ethnography is marked by mobility,
and rests on the idea of ‘follow[ing] people, connections, associations and
relationships across space, as Marc-Anthony Falzon puts it with reference
to Marcus® in an introduction to a recent volume in which the contributors
reflect on multi-sited ethnography.*

In the present work, many of the contributors have applied this
approach in a similar way to other scholars who have conducted research
on migrants.”” This can be seen as a reflection of the prominence that the
method of multi-sited fieldwork enjoys in the field of migration studies. José
Mapril’s chapter, for example, is based on fieldwork that he carried out on the
one hand in the environment where the immigrants he studied had settled
(Portugal), and on the other hand in the place from where they originally
departed on their journey of migration, which in this case was Bangladesh.
Shifting the emphasis to an investigation of how the lives of immigrants
originating from one country unfold in two different settlement sites, Laura
Hirvi’s contribution describes the challenges she encountered during her
trans-Atlantic fieldwork carried out among Sikhs from northern India who
are now living in California and in Finland. Saara Koikkalainen, in turn,
explores in her work the experiences of educated Finns living and working
in different countries of the European Union by using the Internet to track
them, thus illustrating the ways in which researchers can follow people by
taking a virtual path. In other words, her work seems to suggest that the act
of following does not necessarily imply the need for physical movement and
that researchers may follow people to different sites using the Internet as a
‘vehicle of transportation’

Wendy Vogt explains at the beginning of her contribution how she
initially set out to literally follow Central American refugees and migrants
on their passages to the United States. But as she soon realized, instead of
following people who were on the move, it seemed more feasible to become
momentarily immobile herself in order to be able to grasp the experiences
of people in transit. A similar insight seems to emerge from Lisa Wiklund’s
chapter, which is based on fieldwork that she carried out among young
Japanese persons living and working in New York; she argues that it is

23 Marcus 1995.

24 Marcus 1995, 96.

25 Marcus1995.

26 Falzon 2009, 1-2.

27 See e.g. Huttunen 2010; Leonard 2009; Paerregaard 2008.

12



Introduction: Nine Tales of the Field

perhaps preferable ‘to study cosmopolitanism without moving too much’?®
Hence, both Vogt and Wiklund seem to suggest that in order to study people
whose lives are marked by a high degree of mobility fieldworkers should
seriously consider the option of remaining in place.

In the study of immigrants, one may choose - at least in the initial phase
of fieldwork - to remain stationary in a few selected sites. The sites chosen
for this purpose should be venues which by their functions attract people
who are on the move in their daily lives. In the case of immigrants, as the
chapters in this volume suggest, such sites could be shelters,” religious
places of worship® or institutions connected with the bureaucracy involved
in the process of migration.’’ Other sites that lend themselves to the study
of immigrants are festivals, parades or social gatherings like weddings and
birthday parties that have been arranged by immigrants, although such
occasions tend to be more fleeting in character.

The framework of this book

‘Where is the field?’ is a thought-provoking question, as this volume
hopefully demonstrates, because it invites ethnographers to reflect, among
other things, on their own role in shaping and finding the field that they end
up studying.* The contemplation of this question is a characteristic common
to all the contributions in this book. Furthermore, all the authors discuss
and reflect on their fieldwork experiences in connection with projects that
focus on migrants. Thus, despite the heterogeneity of the contributors’
disciplinary backgrounds, they are all migration scholars who have based
their data-gathering process on ethnographic fieldwork methods. In short,
what unites the chapters in this book is the authors’ interest in studying the
experiences of migrants who are in the process of moving or have moved
from one country to another together with the overlap in the methods they
have chosen to gather their data.

In order to provide the readers with some possible threads that they
can follow when going through this volume, we decided to arrange the
chapters under three broad sub-themes that reflect some of the similarities
and overlaps between the various chapters. Thus, the first half of the book
contains four chapters in which ethnographers reflect on the question of
how to ‘reach the hard-to-reach’ For Laura Hirvi, who in the first chapter
discusses her research on Sikhs immigrants and their descendants living in
two different countries, the initial challenge was to gain access to people
who are hard to reach in Finland because of their ‘invisibility” in the public

28 Wiklund, this volume, 124.

29 Vogt, this volume.

30 Mapril; Meintel & Mossiére; both this volume.

31 Hasselberg and Meissner; this volume.

32 Seein particular Meissner & Hasselberg and Wiklund, both in this volume.

13
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landscape stemming from the relatively small size of the group. ‘Being there’
in the field was thus impeded by the problem of ‘getting there, and only by
resorting to online methods was she able to gain access to the previously
‘invisible’ public and private offline world of Sikhs in Finland. Ethnographic
research that is conducted online raises a number of ethical concerns, and
these are highlighted in her reflections on applying the social networking
service Facebook as a research tool. The definition of privacy, for example,
becomes less clear when situated in the online world. Hirvi also takes up
the discussion of exit in the context of fieldwork and suggests an alternative
reading of what ethnographers might mean when speaking about departure
from the field, namely the mental journey that researchers need to make in
order to leave their work behind.

Saara Koikkalainen likewise elaborates in her contribution in Chapter
Two on the usefulness of the Internet and the various tools it offers for
conducting fieldwork. Her case study examines the labour market experience
of educated Finns working in the European Union and scattered all over
the European continent. In order to gain access to their life worlds, one
option for Koikkalainen would have been to apply the method of multi-sited
ethnography by literally following her informants on their journeys abroad.
But gathering data in such a manner is a slow and expensive task, for which
it might be hard to receive the necessary funding. Therefore, Koikkalainen
decided to transfer her initial stage of data-gathering to the online world
by conducting fieldwork from her office using Skype and other Internet
programs. In her reflections, she concludes that the Internet is useful for
ethnographers as it can be used to locate relatively small migrant groups
scattered in different countries and localities.*

Perhaps, one of the book’s most intriguing studies is that of Wendy Vogt.
Focusing on the journey undertaken by migrants, instead of studying them
in their sending or receiving countries, Vogt succeeds in witnessing migrants
in transit from very close range. Vogt is interested in examining the social
world of Central American refugees and migrants in Mexico on their way to
the United States, and initially she planned to follow them on their journey
northwards. However, she soon realized that studying people in transit did
not mean that she herself had to be in transit as well. Instead, she decided to
stay in one of the established migrant shelters, which was used by vulnerable
migrants, such as women and children, on their passage towards North
America. This strategy had the advantage of enabling her to gain access to
undocumented and vulnerable migrants, who come under the category of
people who are hard-to-reach. Towards the end of her contribution, Vogt
also critically reflects on her own position in the field and her struggle to
maintain the ‘intimate distance that is required in ethnographic research’*

The last chapter included under the sub-theme ‘Reaching the Hard-to-
reach’ is co-authored by Fran Meissner and Inés Hasselberg. Hasselberg’s

33 Koikkalainen, 62, this volume; see also Hirvi, this volume.
34 Vogt, this volume, 82.
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Introduction: Nine Tales of the Field

project focuses on examining the experiences of long-term migrants who
face deportation from the UK. The other project discussed in this chapter
was conducted by Meissner and explores how migrants who originate from
a particular geographic area and who constitute numerically small groups
establish social contacts in urban areas of London and Toronto marked by
super-diversity. Based on their individual fieldwork projects, both authors
point out how methods, defined a priori, often ‘have to be adjusted and
creatively re-imagined’® in the light of the actual fieldwork, especially in
studies that try to access a hidden population. In their chapter, Meissner and
Hasselberg also offer their experience-based reflections on how access to
informants and research locations can transform the notion of the field from
that which a researcher sets out to study - an illustration of the fact that the
malleability innate to the field is ‘part and parcel of the research process.*

Chapter Five, written by Lisa Wiklund, provides a smooth transition
from the first section of this book to the second, which is entitled ‘Creating
Communities. In her fieldwork conducted among young Japanese adults who
have moved to New York City to work in creative jobs, Wiklund wrestles,
like the authors of the studies presented in the preceding four chapters, with
the question of how to gain access to the group of people she would like to
study. In her case, however, an even more significant challenge is posed by
the question of how to keep up with people whose daily lives are marked by
a high degree of mobility. Her methodological strategy for coping with these
questions is to imitate the field she is studying, for example by hunting down
her informants just as they as freelancers hunt for jobs; Wiklund calls this
technique ‘mirroring’ In addition, and with reference to the book’s second
sub-theme, Wiklund reflects on how far the process by means of which she
constructed her field led to the creation of ‘a community where there is
none’”

Deirdre Meintel’s and Géraldine Mossiére’s contribution to this book
is also concerned with the issue of creating communities. In their chapter,
however, it is not so much the fieldworkers who are responsible for creating
communities, but rather religious affiliation is considered to be the driving
force behind the process through which communities are created. As part
of a larger collaborative study that seeks to document religious diversity
and the significance of religion in people’s everyday lives in Quebec, this
chapter focuses particularly on data that have been collected by means of
fieldwork conducted among religious groups that mainly attract immigrants
in Montreal. The study suggests that religious groups often provide their
members with an experience of fellowship and thus help to ‘replace
community ties fractured by migration’* Further, religious groups provide
moral communities that form an important point of reference in immigrants’
post-migration lives. The challenge Meintel and Mossiere see in conducting

35 Meissner & Hasselberg, this volume, 92.
36 Meissner & Hasselberg, this volume, 102.
37 Wiklund, this volume, 122.

38 Meintel & Mossiére, this volume, 134.
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fieldwork in religious groups is that researchers may experience a stronger
need to position themselves in the field that they have entered.

Chapter Seven takes the reader closer to the lives of Bangladeshis
living in Lisbon. José Mapril was initially primarily interested in exploring
the ritualisation of transnational space, and gathered his data conducting
multi-sited fieldwork in several different regions of Portugal as well as in
Bangladesh. A second reading of his material, however, revealed to him that
his informants’ foodscapes were another area worth exploring in more detail.
On the basis of ethnographic data, Mapril shows in his case study how food
and its daily consumption can reveal a great deal about the manner in which
immigrants’ experience and position themselves in the life worlds they are
part of. His study further demonstrates that food, and in particular the
sharing of it, assists in the creation of new relationships among immigrants
and helps to produce a feeling of community in religious groups.

In the first chapter located under the section title “The Told and the
Untold;, Clara Sacchetti critically examines ‘how one goes about gathering
ethnographic data in the field’* With reference to other researchers who
have reflected on this matter from a perspective of poststructual feminist
ethnography, she argues for an acknowledgement of the central role of
ethnographic unknowability (or the unexplained, or fieldwork failures)
for reaching a better understanding of the research object. The moment of
ethnographic unknowability is illustrated in one of the chapter’s vignettes,
in which Sacchetti describes how in a formal interview situation an Italian
woman is unable to tell about her experience of migration to Canada. But
instead of looking at such moments of unknowability as failures in fieldwork
that need to be overcome, Sacchetti pleads that they should be accepted in
their own right as part of the field because also the untold, the unsaid and
the unexplained tell the researcher something about the studied field.

If we think of this book as imitating and following an immigrant’s possible
life path, then it could be argued that the last contribution, authored by
Sharon R. Roseman, appositely fits such an imagined time line. Her focus is
on an elderly couple, of whom the husband had previously worked for years
as a seasonal worker in Switzerland. Now, about ten years later and after
finally settling down back in his home country, Spain, he and his wife reflect
on this experience in the conversations they have with the author. On the
basis of an analysis of her ethnographic data, Roseman demonstrates how
‘studying migration through storytelling practices’ allows her to examine
the wife’s and husband’s ‘intersubjective connections with other people as
they emerge from the past, and merge into the future’* In her case, the field
is a told one that the practice of narrating stories helps to create.

39 Sacchetti, this volume, 190.
40 Roseman, this volume, 197.
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What next?

So what can students and others who are eager to carry out fieldwork in
today’s world learn from the reflections presented in this volume? A central
concern in many of the accounts seems to be the question of how to get in
touch with the people one is eager to learn more about through ethnographic
fieldwork. What becomes clear in several of the case studies discussed in
this book is that the gatekeeper still plays an important role in enabling or
denying the researcher access to the field. It is interesting to note that in their
reflections on access and the challenges of fieldwork, none of the contributors
to this volume explicitly addresses the question of language. Traditionally,
as Hannerz points out, an anthropologist like Evan-Pritchard was expected
to communicate with informants solely ‘through their own language’®
The prerequisite for successfully accomplishing fieldwork was to learn the
language of the group the ethnographer set out to study. But working among
people who, owing to their backgrounds as migrants, often live and grow
up in multi-lingual environments has perhaps made the task of learning
the informants’ language less urgent, as often the informants have adopted
the ethnographer’s mother tongue and transformed it into one of their ‘own
languages’ in the process of settling down. Or in some cases the informant
and the ethnographer share a lingua franca, such as English, and use this
as their medium of communication. Certainly, the picture is more complex
and suggests the need for future research on the ethnographic methods
practised at the beginning of the 21st century in order to investigate in more
detail the role that language plays in contemporary fieldwork projects.

Another topic that needs to be addressed in more detail in future studies
is the question of what researchers actually do with the material that they
have collected by means of ethnographic fieldwork. And here we do not
mean the ‘writing-up’ of the ethnography, but rather the stage between the
collection of the data and the writing: the act of analysing the material. As
Richard Wilk points out, in teaching ethnographic research methods in class
or in writing monographs, there is rarely any discussion of what happens
when ethnographers ‘sat down to write, and how they made a narrative out
of their mess of notes, charts, photographs and sound recordings’** He uses
the metaphor of cooking to describe how ethnographers usually portray
what ingredients they have collected and used to cook a ready meal, i.e.
the ethnography. However, only rarely do ethnographers make clear the
efforts that went into processing the ingredients that eventually lead to the
production of the meal (ethnography).* Hence, the question that should be
addressed in more detail is: What exactly do researchers mean when they
state in their writings that their studies are based on ‘ethnographic analysis’?
What are the steps by which this process takes place?**

41 Hannerz 2003, 202.

42 Wilk 2011: 23-24.

43 Wilk 2011.

44 What we have in mind here is the kind of reflections presented by Laura Huttunen
(2010), for example.

17



Laura Hirvi and Hanna Snellman

Another issue that needs to be discussed in more detail with reference
to recent discussions concerning research ethics is related to the question
of data management. What do researchers do with the gathered data after
a project has come to an end? Should they delete interviews, fieldnotes
and photographs in order to protect the people who have participated in
the research, or should they store them in archives in order to make them
available for future research?

In summary, it can be said that the contributions to this book offer an
insight into the making of ethnographies in a present that is marked by a
high degree of mobility and interconnectedness. The chapters in this work
also illustrate how this mobility and interconnectedness is experienced by
different groups of migrants, such as those who are currently in the process
of migrating,* those who intend to stay only temporarily abroad,* those
who face deportation,*” those who have permanently settled in the countries
they or their ancestors have migrated to,* and those who have returned for
good to their native lands after a period of seasonal migration.* This work
communicates an idea of the identities of the people who move and the great
variety of places from and to which they migrate. It also draws a colourful
picture of the complex fieldwork sites in which ethnographers currently
carry out their research. The clear-cut distinction between home and the
field gets lost along the way and is replaced with a more fluid definition
that acknowledges the overlap between the two. Finally, the reader of this
volume might justifiably demand an answer to the question raised in the
title of the book: “Where is the field?” On the basis of our reading of the
chapters, we would suggest that the field appears to emerge in the encounter
between the informant and the ethnographer. Without this encounter, there
would be no field.

45 Vogt, this volume.

46 Koikkalainen, this volume.

47 Hasselberg, this volume.

48 See in this volume Hirvi; Sacchetti.
49 Roseman, this volume.
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Laura Hirvi

Multi-sited Fieldwork amongst Sikhs
in Finland and California

Reaching the Offline via the Online

itting in a train from Jyvaskyld to Helsinki, the capital of Finland, on

my way to the birthday party of one of my Sikh informants, I receive
a phone call from an Indian giani (learned man, priest). He calls me from
Copenhagen, Denmark, to inform me of his intention to visit the gurdwara
(Sikh temple) in Finland the next day. Nine months earlier, I had conducted
fieldwork in the rural town of Yuba City in California, for a research
project. During the almost three months I spent there, carrying out research
amongst local Sikhs, I followed online the political campaign of one of my
Sikh informants in Finland.

These persons, events and locations are all in some way linked to my
fieldwork experience amongst Sikhs with a migration background, on
the basis of which I seek to explore the complex processes through which
identities are negotiated. In this study, I focus on Sikhs who have identified
themselves as such and who migrated from northern India to two different
cities; one Helsinki, the capital of Finland, and the other Yuba City, a rural
town in California. Throughout the chapter, I use the word ‘Sikh’ to refer
both to those Sikhs who actually migrated from India to Helsinki or Yuba
City and to their descendants who were raised in their respective new home
countries.

Sikhs started migrating to Finland in the late 1970s. Their faith, Sikhism,
is a monotheistic religion that has its origins in the Punjab in Northern
India, and Sikhs gather for congregational worship in a Sikh temple called
a gurdwara. In Finland, there is only one gurdwara, which is located
in Helsinki. Most Sikhs have settled down in the area around Helsinki,
working either as employees or as entrepreneurs in the restaurant business.!
Today, there are approximately 600 Sikhs living in the country. In contrast to
Helsinki, the first Sikh settlers already arrived in Yuba City at the beginning
of the twentieth century, and since then their number has increased to
an estimated 8% of the city’s total population. Initially, the Sikh pioneers

1 Hirvi2011.
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View from train in Finland, 2009, Laura Hirvi.

worked on farms, but today they can be found in all kinds of occupations.
From November 2009 to November 2010, for example, Yuba City had its
first Sikh mayor. Sikhs have a long and successful history in this town, which
makes a trans-Atlantic comparison with the still small and rather young
Sikh community in Finland especially interesting.

This chapter is based on data that I gathered for my doctoral dissertation
research by means of multi-sited fieldwork. I spent the period October
to December 2008 in Yuba City interviewing 38 male and female Sikhs
belonging to different age groups and also carrying out participant
observation. In addition, I returned in November 2009 to observe and take
part in the local Sikh parade for a second time. In Finland, I conducted
fieldwork amongst Sikhs in a ‘yo-yo’ manner during the period February
2008 to December 2011. The term ‘yo-yo fieldwork’ has been coined by
Helena Wulff, and is used to describe fieldwork that consists of various field
stints instead of a continuous presence in the field.? During my fieldwork
in Finland, I conducted 27 interviews and took part in numerous cultural,
religious and social events. In an effort to share my research results with my
informants, I sent copies of my publications to Sikhs who were interested in
reading them.

The opening narrative of this chapter already indicates that my fieldwork
experience was marked by a high degree of mobility and a struggle to reach
people who were spatially often quite dispersed. The aim of this chapter is
to reflect on the role that the Internet played in the course of this type of

2 Wulff 2002.
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fieldwork. In this vein, I wish with this chapter to add to a growing body of
literature that seeks to update the corpus of conventional fieldwork methods.
In particular, I am eager to explore how the use of the Internet, including
the social networking site Facebook, can expand the body of traditional
fieldwork methods in cases where ‘being there is hindered by problems
related to the question of ‘getting there’ In addition, this contribution outlines
some thoughts concerning the manner in which the advent of modern
technologies has altered the researcher’s relationship to the field and vice
versa. The last section of the chapter addresses some ethical considerations
related to online fieldwork methods, particularly in connection with
Facebook. However, before shifting the focus to a more detailed discussion
of the role of the Internet in the study of mobile people, I begin with a brief
elaboration of how the ‘field’ is conceptualized in this study.

Conceptualizing the field as a bounded network

The thoughts put forward in this chapter are based on the idea that the
field cannot simply be understood as a spatially bounded location.* Rather,
I conceptualize the field as being made up of people and their practices,
material objects and social sites. At the same time, it has to be kept in mind
that the researcher constructs the field through a constant process of decision-
making.” The procedure of selecting, choosing and deciding can therefore
be seen as an important activity through which ethnographers bound their
fields and transform the ‘initial indeterminacy of field experience into a
meaningful account’® Implicit here is the idea that the field site cannot be
defined a priori by the actual fieldwork project but rather emerges out of the
ongoing data-gathering process.’”

It is only during the actual fieldwork that a researcher decides who to
talk to, what places to visit and what photographs to take. During one of my
first visits to the gurdwara in Finland, for example, I was actively looking
for people whom I could interview. Once, after I had finished eating the
langar, the free food that is served to all at a Sikh temple, I walked to the
congregational hall where I saw groups of women sitting on the floor. There
I stood, wondering which group I should join and who to talk to in order to
find people who would be willing to participate in my study. Confronted with
such situations, fieldworkers find themselves at a metaphorical crossroads at
which they have to make a choice in order to proceed. Eventually, these
choices are going to have an impact on the shape of the evolving ethnography.
In the following, I highlight the kind of choices that informed the process
through which the field that I ended up studying came into being.

See Geertz 1988.

Gupta & Ferguson 1997.
Amit 2000, 6.

Candea, 2009, 27.
Burrell 2009, 184.

NN U W

25



Laura Hirvi

Choices are motivated by different, sometimes overlapping factors.
During my fieldwork, I primarily aimed to make strategic choices. This
means that whenever possible I preferred the option that seemed more sig-
nificant and interesting for the ongoing research. However, when the alter-
natives appeared to be of equal importance, I let pragmatic considerations
consciously influence my decisions. In Yuba City, for instance, I often had to
rely on my bike in order to get from place A to B. On those Sundays when
I had no one to pick me up by car, I therefore preferred to go to the gurdwara
at Tierra Buena Road, since it was considerably closer to me than the other
big temple in town. Some of the decisions that I made in the course of my
fieldwork were partly also guided by ‘intuition;, such as in situations where
I had to select a person out of a larger group of people to ask for an in-
terview. In the context of this discussion it is important to point out that
the task of making meaningful choices is not only limited to the time one
spends gathering data through ethnographic fieldwork but continues at the
stage of analysis and writing. When a researcher decides what to include
and what to exclude in her/his work, s/he determines the boundaries of the
field post hoc.® Further, one has to keep in mind that the process of con-
structing a field is not only restricted to the decisions the researcher makes
but also the fact that the research participants are actively involved in shap-
ing the field that a researcher ends up studying. Hence, like other scholars,
I consider the construction of the field to be based on ‘collaboration between
researcher and the researched groups’® Applied to the concrete fieldwork
experience, this meant that I was only able to visit the homes and birthday
parties of those people who were willing to invite me. And naturally I could
only interview and talk to those Sikhs who agreed to it. Thus it can be argued
that social relationships play an important role in shaping an ethnography
as they enable the researcher to access realms that otherwise would have
remained unseen, unnoticed or inapproachable. Or, as Vered Amit has put
it: “The scope of activities which an ethnographer can observe, in which s/
he can participate, his/ her vantage point and premise of involvement are
contingent on the nature of the relationships s/he is able to form with those
engaged in these situations’ "

Sometimes being engaged in certain relationships can also close the doors
to possible other contacts." I realized this when talking to a Sikh couple
in Yuba City. I had started a conversation with them at their work place,
and we were just talking about the Sikh Parade that is annually organized
in Yuba City. In this context, I mentioned the name of a male Sikh who is
a quite public and controversial figure in town. Soon after mentioning his
name, I noticed how the husband’s attitude towards me and my inquiries
changed. He exchanged a few words in Punjabi with his wife, who turned to

8 Coleman & Collins 2006, 6.

9 Burrell, 2009, 196; see also Coleman & Collins 2006, 12.
10 Amit 2000, 1-2.

11 Davies, 1999, 78.
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Sikh gurdwara in Yuba City, California, 2008, Laura Hirvi.

me and said, ‘Ok, thank you, and bye bye. And before I realized it, the fragile
moment of trust was gone and they walked away."

Then again, relationships can also function as door-openers. This became
most evident in my use of the snowball method, in which one initial contact
leads to an ever increasing number of new ones. As I came to realize in the
course of my fieldwork, the first contact does not necessarily need to belong
to the group of people a researcher wants to study. During my research,
I experienced several occasions on which I was put in contact with a future
informant with the help of a person who was not a Sikh her-/himself. In one
case, for example, I met an informant through a non-Sikh in Yuba City. This
Sikh then eventually helped me to find six other people whom I interviewed
for my study. And in Helsinki, a non-Sikh mailing list subscriber put me in
contact with a Sikh woman who enabled me to recruit five other Sikhs living
in Finland.

Getting there: the role of the Internet

As scholars have pointed out, cultures are not rooted in ‘soil’ '* This becomes
particularly evident in the study of immigrants, when people travel carrying
across their cultural maps in order to navigate through life. One of my
informants in Yuba City explains it thus: T was born in India; I came to

12 Fieldnotes Laura Hirvi, December, 2008.
13 Inda & Rosaldo 2002, 13.
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Khanda sign hanging from a car’s rear-view mirror in Yuba City, California, 2009,
Laura Hirvi.

this country [the USA]; my culture came with me’'* Although they often
considerably alter and adjust their cultural maps to changing contexts, many
Sikh migrants are eager to maintain certain cultural and religious traditions
and strive to transmit them to the following generations of Sikhs who grow
up outside the ancestral homeland. Religious places of worship, such as the
Sikh gurdwara in Helsinki, can play a significant role in this enterprise.'®

Sikhs in Yuba City already have four gurdwaras. In my fieldwork, I focused
mainly on Yuba City’s first gurdwara, which was built on the outskirts of the
town in 1970. The temple annually arranges a Nagar Kirtan, also known as
the Sikh Parade, which I had the chance to attend twice, once in 2008 and
again in 2009. The parade, together with the activities that are carried out in
connection with it, has in recent years attracted more than 70,000 visitors
over the weekend when it is held. The intention of this religious procession is
to bring God’s message through the singing of divine hymns (kirtan) to the
city (nagar). The procession consists of a leading float that carries the Guru
Granth Sahib, the holy book of the Sikh faith. It is followed by numerous
floats representing different Sikh congregations or organizations, such as the
Punjabi clubs of high schools or universities. It was easy for me ‘to be there,
to attend this particular event, as it was open to the public.

Sikh immigrants have been arriving in Yuba City since the beginning
of the twentieth century, and today their presence has created a significant
and visible landscape. In Yuba City, the people, events and material objects

14 Interview with Suraj, December 17, 2008.
15 See Hirvi 2010.
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Sign indicating in English as well as in Punjabi to the visitors of the Sikh parade that
parking is not allowed here, Yuba City, California, 2009, Laura Hirvi.

that constitute a field were located right in front of my modern version of
the Malinowskian tent — in other words, the flat in town that I had rented
for the period of my fieldwork. When going to the supermarket or dropping
oftf my daughter at her pre-school around the corner, I often encountered
something that I considered relevant for my fieldwork experience. I saw
men with turbans riding their bikes towards the temple at Tierra Buena
Road, and when shopping for groceries I saw women wearing the traditional
Indian dress called Salwar kameez. Often I would notice cars that displayed
the Khanda, which is an important symbol in Sikhism. The Khanda was
either hanging from the car’s rear-view mirror or displayed in the form of
a sticker pasted on the back window. Thus, in the case of Yuba City, most
of the time I could feel sure that everything I did could be justified as being
part of my fieldwork.'¢

In Helsinki, on the other hand, getting to ‘be there’ was not as simple
as in Yuba City. The local Sikh community is only a small minority of the
total population of Helsinki, and the chances of running into a Sikh by
accident are few. From my initial perspective, the community I set out to
study seemed invisible. Since I did not know the location of the gurdwara
- as a matter of fact I was not even sure that there was one — and without
having any pre-existing contacts with Sikhs living in Finland, inventiveness
was needed. This initial period resembled the fieldwork experience of the
anthropologist Cordula Weisskoppel, which she describes as follows: ‘My
task at making first contacts was more like looking for a needle in a haystack

16 See Kurotani 2005, 204.
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than fieldwork in the conventional sense, where the anthropologist is
surrounded by the society to be studied’'” Soon I realized that, like many
other ethnographers in the contemporary world, I was trying to conduct
fieldwork in a setting in which ‘the Malinowskian conditions of fieldwork’
were seriously challenged. How to start fieldwork under such circumstances
became a question that urgently needed to be addressed.”

As it turned out, the Internet was for several reasons the solution to
undoing the Gordian knot that I felt myself confronted with. To start with,
the Internet turned out to be an extremely valuable recruitment tool that
helped me find the first participants for this study.”® I posted an email to
the mailing list of the Finnish Society for the Study of Ethnic Relations and
International Migration (ETMU), and in response I received from one of
the list’s subscribers an offer to put me in contact with a Sikh family, whose
daughter and mother both eventually turned out to be my first informants.
Another subscriber to the list put me in touch with a Sikh woman, whom
I ended up interviewing together with her husband, and who since then has
been inviting me to her children’s birthday parties. Thus online methods
have enabled me to enter the ‘offline lives™ of the people whom I was
interested in studying.

In addition, I used Facebook, the social networking website, to look for
possible informants, by searching the social network of Finland for people
with the last name ‘Singh’ or ‘Kaur), as these are common last names for
Sikhs who are close to the heritage of Sikhism. Keen to convey my identity
as a researcher and to apologise for disturbing their privacy, I drafted the
following letter and sent it to altogether 18 people on two separate occasions:

Hello!
My name is Laura, and I am doing research about the Sikh community
in Helsinki. Mostly I am interested in the everyday life of Sikhs living in
Finland, which would include leisure time activities, religious practices
and the relationship to India and Finland.

At the moment I am looking for Sikhs to interview, and I was
wondering, whether you, due to your surname (SINGH/ KAUR), belong

17 Weisskoppel 2009, 254; See also Powdermaker (1966, 213), who reports on a
similar problem in her study of Hollywood.

18 See Marcus 2009, 19.

19 See also Meissner and Hasselberg (this volume) for similar experiences during
their fieldwork.

20 Sanders 2005; see also Meissner and Hasselberg (this volume) for a similar
approach.

21 Sanders (2005, 79) argues: “The Internet is an appropriate and useful tool where
the virtual can be used to access ‘real life”. Her use of ‘real life; even though written

in inverted commas, is problematic as it seems to suggest that online worlds are

not part of the real world. Thus I prefer the use of “offline lives”, which I consider to

be more accurate in terms of its connotations. See also Boellstorff (2008, 21), who

prefers the term “actual world” when referring “to places of human culture not

realized by computer programs through the Internet”.
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to the Finnish Sikh community? In case you do, it would be great if we
can arrange an interview. You can contact me by sending me an email:
lajoschw@cc.jyu.fi. / or via Facebook. In case you do not belong to the
Sikh community, I apologize for having bothered you!

Best regards,
Laura Hirvi
University of Jyviskyld

As Table 1 indicates, out of the 18 messages I sent via Facebook, eleven
received responses, three of them from females and eight from males. One
of the men offered help in locating the gurdwara, and two others agreed to
meet me for a face-to-face interview. Two of the respondents, one female and
one male, initially agreed to participate in my study, but suddenly withdrew
this offer without any further explanation. Other studies which have applied
Internet-based methods have reported similar problems connected with the
sudden withdrawal of informants.?? When no further explanation is given,
one can only speculate on the reasons behind such a sudden interruption of
communication. Perhaps they disliked the idea of meeting a person they had
only met online in the offline world. Or maybe they were just too busy or
not interested enough in the research project and hence decided to end the
computer-mediated conversation. In a face-to-face meeting, hardly anyone
would leave in the middle of a conversation without bidding farewell, but
cyberspace seemed to make this an easier option, possibly owing to the
impersonal character of our exchange at that early stage of communication.
And, of course, this choice on the part of a potential informant side has to
be respected.

The other Facebook respondents did not take part in this research because
they either belonged to another religion, or were atheist, or did not identify
themselves as Sikhs despite having Sikh parents. The number of messages
sent out is not enough to permit generalisation, but it seems that, at least in
this case study, gender played a role in my success in recruiting informants
via an online social network site. Out of the nine women I tried to contact,
only three responded, and the one who did agree to an interview withdrew
at the last minute. By contrast, of the nine men who had been contacted all
but one replied. Eventually, I ended up interviewing two male respondents,
who identified themselves as Sikhs, as well as one respondent’s friend, who
turned out to be one of my most valuable contacts, keeping me up to date
with the cultural events he organized for the community. Further, it can be
noted that none of the participants found through Facebook was older than
35.% While the number of interviews obtained by means of this Facebook
method may seem meagre, it is important to note that the answers given by

22 See e.g. Kivits 2005, 45.

23 Here it hasto be noted that at the time when I adopted this online research method,
Facebook had just arrived in Finland and thus the number of people using it was
probably lower than it is today.
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Total 18 | Responded No Agreedto Withdraw Interviewed/ Parents Other
response interview/ from helped Sikh but religion/
help interview/ respondent atheist
help not

Female |3 6 1 1 0 1 1

()]

Male 8 1 4 1 3 3 3

©)

Table 1. Response to letter sent via Facebook.

respondents who had Sikh parents but did not identify themselves as Sikhs
also provided significant insights for this research project, and I could have
explored these insights further if I had recognized this potential earlier.

James Clifford argued about a decade ago: “When one speaks of working
in the field, or going into the field, one draws on mental images of a distinct
place with an inside and outside, reached by practices of physical movement’.?*
But like Saara Koikkalainen’s contribution in this volume, I have shown in
this paragraph that at the beginning of the 21st century the Internet and its
various forms of communication have helped to decrease to some extent the
need for physical movement by offering the researcher the option of online
movement instead.”

Gathering data through the Internet

Besides providing assistance in the search for informants, the Internet offers
a chance to conduct part of the actual data-gathering online. One option
is to go online in order to observe. This alternative seems to be especially
attractive in cases where the information is not available anywhere else or
where physical movement is restricted owing to limited funds and/or to the
impossibility of being physically in two different places at the same time.
It was for the second reason that I was not able to attend Yuba City’s 15th
Annual Punjabi American Festival. But thanks to the option made available
by the Internet, I still had the opportunity to observe the event a couple of
months later from my office at the University of California in Santa Barbara.
Going online, I was able to read newspaper articles that reported and
commented on the event, look at numerous photographs displayed on the
organizers homepage and watch a video produced by the local newspaper
which included interviews with the organizers and members of the audience.
Travelling with the help of the Internet in this way enabled me to observe

24 Clifford 1997, 54, original emphasis.
25 See Koikkalainen, this volume.
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Entrance to the gurdwara in Helsinki, Finland, 2010, Laura Hirvi.

the Punjabi American Festival without having to physically leave my office.
In applying this method, however, it has to be kept in mind at the stage
of analysis that others, in this case journalists, photographers and website
administrators, have predefined the perspective from which one is able to
observe.

Besides offering an alternative site for making observations, the Internet,
and in particular computer-mediated communication (CMC), can serve
as a practical tool for conducting interviews. It has been argued that the
advantage of gathering data by means of CMC is that it offers statements
that are already in written form.? Further, it obviates the need for physical
travel by both researchers and informants, and thus it is a method that
is low in costs.”” In addition, it is a tool that enables both researcher and
respondent to engage in the conversation at their best convenience thanks
to its asynchronous and place-independent character.”®

During my fieldwork, I used CMC in the case of Chintan®’, whom I had
met at the gurdwara in Finland. When I met him for the first time, Chintan
was about to move back to India for good, and so we agreed to conduct the
interview via emails. Meeting him face-to-face at the gurdwara had helped
to establish a rapport. Even so, I was eager to create an atmosphere of trust

26 However, “the ease of obtaining data in virtual worlds can also be a curse”
(Boellstorft 2008, 75) because handling such a large amount of data poses a
particular challenge for the ethnographer at the phase of analysis.

27 See Kivits 2005, 35.

28 Hine 2000, 45.

29 T use pseudonyms in order to protect the identity of my informants.
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by including my own ideas and experiences in the email conversation in
order to ‘create a comfortable and friendly context for interviewing.*
Chintan was a very patient respondent, who was committed to the research
project and willing to share his thoughts concerning his stay in Finland.
But after six emails, which already had produced a valuable set of data, I felt
that the natural flow of communication had ebbed away. Mail by mail his
responses had got shorter, and I could not blame him because writing long
answers demands a lot of time and energy. Eager not to exploit his kindness,
I therefore decided to bring our email exchange to an end. Eight months
later, I came across his emails while going through my data. Spontaneously,
I decided to send him an email to see how he was doing. At that time, I was
spending a year as a Fulbright student at UCSB, and Chintan - to my great
surprise — had returned together with his newly wed wife to Finland to work
in a local company. Thus, after my return to Finland, I eventually ended up
interviewing Chintan and his wife offline. Compared with the email-based
conversation, the face-to-face interview conducted in their Finnish home
contained a wealth of information which would have been difficult to gather
via an exchange of emails.

Nevertheless, emails are a useful research tool in situations where it
is hard to arrange an offline meeting. In other words, if Chintan had not
returned to Finland, the email-based interview would have provided the
only, albeit valuable as such, source of information. Further, as this case
demonstrates, the e-mail exchange enabled me to follow an informants life
over a longer time span. Thanks to our computer-mediated correspondence
I found out that Chintan had moved back to Finland together with his wife,
and in order to get this information I did not have to rely on serendipity; in
other words, the chance of meeting him at the gurdwara or of hearing about
his return from someone else, for example.

Emails are not only helpful for conducting interviews, but together
with other technological media such as cell phones they also constitute an
effective tool in enabling researcher to stay in touch with the people they
have met during the time spent physically in the field, as Wendy Vogt’s and
Lisa Wiklund’s contributions to this volume clearly show.! My informants
and I were able to stay connected whether we were in Jyviskyld, Helsinki,
Yuba City, Santa Barbara, India or somewhere else in the world.*? Certain
informants in Finland kept me informed about upcoming events via emails
and sometimes also text messages — happenings that I otherwise would not
have noticed owing to the somewhat invisible and non-public character of
the events organized by the Sikh community in Helsinki. Therefore, it can
be claimed that modern technology enables researchers to access realms
that would perhaps otherwise have remained unseen or unnoticed. Further,
repeated communication via emails and text messages ensured that I never

really had the feeling of having left the field for good. In contemporary

30 Kivits 2005, 40.
31 Vogt, this volume; Wiklund, this volume.
32 See, for example, the vignette at the beginning of this chapter.
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ethnographic fieldwork, it seems to be a more and more common feature for
researchers to stay in touch with the people they have met in the course of
fieldwork after physically departing from the field.** This calls into question
once again the relationship between ‘home’ and ‘the field.

The question of exit

The Internet made access to the research target group, and in particular to the
Sikhs living in Finland, significantly easier. But at the same time, as I argue in
the following, together with other modern technologies it made ‘exiting’ the
field much more challenging. Once the fieldwork got going, research-relevant
experiences and events seemed to pop up everywhere. Thus it seems that,
like the fieldwork experience of the anthropologist Joanne Passaro amongst
homeless people in New York, these experiences were all part of the texture
that constituted my field.** However, experiencing and conceptualizing the
field in such a manner makes a distinction between home and the field
difficult, as for example the sociologist Marja Tiilikainen’s reflections on her
fieldwork with Somali immigrant women in Finland demonstrate when she
asserts that, whenever she was in the field, she was not entirely there, and,
when at home, it was difficult for her to leave the field completely behind.*

James Clifford argues that modern technology, with its ability to ‘compress
space, makes exiting the field a more difficult task.** The Internet and
mobile phones have the power to tear down the walls of various constructed
spheres, such as ‘the field’ and ‘home’ This happened to me, for example,
on one Friday evening when a young Sikh man, whom I had interviewed
earlier that day, kept on sending me text messages late into the night. Or
on a Saturday afternoon, when I was spending time with friends, I received
a phone call from an informant I was supposed to meet the next morning
in Helsinki. What if I had not answered their calls and messages? Would
this have risked losing them as informants? Karin Norman concludes in
her reflections on fieldwork conducted ‘at home’ that, when the field ‘spills
over in one’s everyday life, it can be ‘both emotionally and intellectually
rewarding or quite difficult to manage, emotionally, and also practically’®”
Such potential negative consequences arising from the merging of the field
and researchers’ constructed notion of their home’ suggest that a deeper
reflection on the process of exiting fieldwork might be in order.

So far scholars have not paid as much attention to the question of exits
as they have to the question of access.” Stories of entry are prominent in
ethnographic accounts as they function as a proof that the researchers

33 See e.g. Norman 2000; Wulff 2002; Wilk 2011.

34 Passaro 1997, 153.

35 Tiilikainen 2002, 275; see also Tiilikainen 2003, 94.
36 Clifford 1997, 68.

37 Norman 1999, 122.

38 Iversen, 2009, 10.
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have actually been there, in the field, and are thus qualified to produce
an ethnographic account of the cultural communities they have studied.
However, detailed and reflective accounts of exit are rarer, and often
departure is only mentioned when leaving the field is referred to as a means
though which the researcher gains the necessary distance to engage in the
writing of the ethnography.” James Fergusson condemns these ‘tropes of
entry to and exit from’ the field in ethnographic texts since, according to
him, they disregard the reality in which the researcher and the informants
are positioned, that is ‘within a common, shared world’*

But perhaps rather than require a complete removal of these stylistic
devices in the writing of ethnographies, it might be suggested that they be
used with greater reflexivity. Especially with reference to ‘exits] the question
of what fieldworkers actually refer to when they write about exiting,
departing, getting out and leaving the field could be explored in more detail.
Do these metaphors refer only to physical departure? Or are such tropes
of withdrawal also relevant in referring to the process of the ‘intellectual
distancing’ needed to analyze the gathered data?*! Or is there perhaps
another meaning implied in the phrase ‘exit from the field’ when it functions
as a rhetorical device by which fieldworkers address the problem of how
to leave their work behind? Because after all, fieldworkers, who receive a
grant or a university salary to conduct their research, perform (field)work in
the sense of paid labour.*> And even if for many this may involve a unique
chance to follow a calling, ethnographers do actually work when they collect
data for their research projects. However, fieldwork conducted nearby and
characterized by the use of new technologies seems at times to be a job that is
24/7 in nature. The Internet and mobile phones have created the possibility
that leaving informants is only a physical departure with no final impact on
the researcher’s connections with the field and the people in it.

Experiencing fieldwork as a job that demands permanent commitment
does not run contrary to the practice of conducting traditional fieldwork
projects. But unlike the latter, which are carried out in a geographic location
distant from home for a pre-determined period of time, fieldwork conducted
‘nearby’ has no pre-determined beginning or end that is materialized in the
form of a flight ticket, for instance. This gives fieldwork conducted at home
a more ongoing character that makes the idea of exit much harder for the
researcher to grasp and realize. Ongoing connectivity with the field and
with the people in it can have certain advantages, but for the practice of
fieldwork carried out nearby, this constant closeness can also pose certain
emotional challenges, as it competes with a researcher’s own private social
life. This private social life and its concomitant obligations are often left
behind in fieldwork conducted away from home, and this seems to allow
fieldworkers to immerse themselves more fully in the life worlds that they

39 Clifford 1997, 90; Burrell 2009, 182.
40 Ferguson 1997, 138.

41 Davies 1999, 193.

42 See also Hastrup 1992, 118.
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seek to study as they have more time to focus on the relationships with the
people whom they meet in the course of doing fieldwork. But irrespective
of whether researchers carry out fieldwork nearby or far from home, they
need moments of retreat from fieldwork in order to reflect on their ongoing
fieldwork. On the basis of these considerations, it could be argued that the
question of exit becomes meaningful in so far as it is tied to the question
of how to leave the work behind. How to get a break from the field when
living in it? Deliberately switching off technologies is, of course, one option
available to both the researcher and the researched group.

The question of ethics

Online ethnographies or studies that have integrated online methods into
their fieldwork design seem to have an almost imperative need to address
the question of ethics in considerable detail. In principle, it can be said that
the ethical guidelines that apply to the offline world should also guide a
researcher’s behaviour in the online world. These guidelines often stress the
researcher’s responsibility to protect the informants’ anonymity, to inform
the researched group or people about the purpose of the study, to ask them
for their consent to participate in the research and/ or to be observed, and
to protect them from any possible harm that could arise as a consequence
of taking part in the research project. However, transferring research ethics
from the offline to the online world has turned out to be a challenging
task. Among other things, as Riikka Turtiainen and Sari Ostman point
out, researchers seem to struggle with the question of whom and in what
circumstances they need to ask for permission when gathering data on the
Internet.® This is a tricky question owing to the fact that the Internet and the
various forms it provides for communication have blurred the distinction
between what is considered public and what is classified as private.** The
fact that the Internet may have different meanings for different people
complicates this discussion further.®

As a consequence of the difficulties of pinning down a clear and visible
distinction between the private and the public on the Internet, the question of
ethical conduct seems to receive special attention in studies that apply online
methods as part of their ethnographic fieldwork. In discussions concerning
research ethics, it is important to keep in mind that the regulations for
researchers’ ethical conduct may differ from country to country.” In the
USA, for example, researchers who are affiliated to a university and plan
a research project involving human beings have to get their research plan
approved by an institutional review board prior to its realization. In Finland,
on the other hand, no such mandatory procedures exist. Organizations that

43 Turtiainen & Ostman 2009.
44 Bromseth 2002, 35.

45 Hine 2005, 9.

46 Sveningsson 2004, 47.
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produce academic knowledge are obligated to provide sufficient instructions
regarding proper research ethics, but the final responsibility for conducting
ethically correct research lies with the researchers themselves.” With
reference to research conducted through the Internet, Arja Kuula points
out that it is impossible to formulate general ethical guidelines that would
be applicable to all situations. Rather, ethical considerations have to be
negotiated against the background of the specific research context.*

In this case study, as mentioned earlier, I conducted part of my observation
online, for example by browsing the websites of a Yuba City Punjabi cultural
organization or by visiting the homepage of a Sikh politician in Finland.
Since both sites were easily accessible and designed to reach the public,
studying these homepages can be regarded as unproblematic in terms of
research ethics. Likewise, my email communication with certain individuals
was ethically correct, I would argue, since the correspondence partners had
been informed in advance about the research project and had been asked for
their explicit consent to take part in this research. Similarly unproblematic
was my use of mailing lists as subscribers had the option to choose whether
or not to reply to my call for assistance.

A much more challenging case concerning research ethics was raised
by the use of the social networking site Facebook. The site was founded in
February 2004 and, according to the company’s press release, has currently
almost 400 million active users. For this research, Facebook was used
in the initial stage of the fieldwork project as a tool to recruit informants
by sending a number of selected members the letter quoted above in this
chapter. However, soon after sending out the first message I began to
wonder whether it was ethically correct to contact these people via a social
networking site.

In order to answer this question, it is helpful to start by taking a closer
look at the policies and intentions of Facebook itself, since people who
have subscribed to the site’s services should be familiar with the terms and
conditions as they have accepted them when signing up.* On its homepage,
Facebook states that it ‘is a social utility that helps people communicate more
efficiently with their friends, family and co-workers. The company develops
technologies that facilitate the sharing of information through the “social
graph’, the digital mapping of people’s real-world social connections.*' This
statement seems to suggest that Facebook is meant as an online tool to be
used for keeping up with already existing connections in the offline world.
However, under Info the company states that its mission is ‘to give people
the power to share and make the world more open and connected’® And

47 Kuula 2006, 34ff.

48 Kuula 2004, 195.

49 http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?factsheet./ Accessed 16 May 2010.

50 Providing they have really read them.

51 http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?factsheet. Accessed 16 May 2010.

52 http://www.facebook.com/facebook?v=app_7146470109&ref=pf#!/facebook?v
=info&ref=pf. Accessed 16 May 2010.
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under privacy policies one can find statements such as ‘Facebook is designed
to make it easy for you to find and connect with others’ and ‘Facebook
enables you to connect with virtually anyone or anything you want, from
your friends and family to the city you live in to the restaurants you like to
visit to the bands and movies you love’™ Do these statements thus legitimate
the use of Facebook for finding people to take part in a study?

If they agree that they do, researchers who want to approach people via
Facebook should take into account paragraph 5.7 of the company’s Rights
and Responsibilities, which states: ‘If you collect information from users, you
will: obtain their consent, make it clear [that] you (and not Facebook) are the
one collecting their information, and post a privacy policy explaining what
information you collect and how you will use it”** With these considerations
in mind, I sent out the letter in the sincere conviction that it would not
harm or offend the receivers or put them at risk, and that the recipients
had the possibility to choose whether or not to engage in this form of social
networking. At that time I believed that people who had set up a Facebook
profile were aware of its public, because accessible, character. But what if
they were not? Because I sent out too many messages with the same content
over a short period of time, the Facebook system reacted, and I was warned
about possibly spamming other people. Spamming other people was far
from my intention. But now I asked myself the question: Was I disturbing
their right to privacy? Initially I did not think so, based on the fact that I
understood this to be a site whose subscribers accepted it for its ability to
support and broaden the options for social networking. And at least the
eleven people who answered the message did not show any signs of anger,
offence or surprise over the letter. But what about the seven other recipients
who did not answer the message? Did they construe it as spam that was
disturbing their privacy? Did they have different expectations concerning
the purpose of Facebook?

By later improving the options for adjusting a user’s privacy settings,
Facebook seems to have realized that the people who use its services may do
so for different purposes. While some subscribers strictly use it for keeping
up with already existing contacts, others use it for social networking with
colleagues, and some groups and celebrities may use it as a channel for
recruiting supporters and for communicating with them. In the context of
discussing this case study, I would argue that a better, and without doubt
ethically less questionable, option for recruiting informants with the help of
this particular social network site would have been to post a request to join
this research project on the Facebook page of the gurdwara in Helsinki after
asking the administrator of this page for permission. However, at the time
this research project started, Sikhs in Finland did not yet have any collective
Facebook pages, or any general Internet presence.

53 http://www.facebook.com/settings/?tab=privacy&ref=mb#!/policy.php. Accessed
17 May 2010.
54 http://www.facebook.com/terms.php. Accessed 16 May 2010.
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Preparation of
Indian tea at

a Sikh birthday
party in Helsinki,
Finland, 2008,
Laura Hirvi.

Concluding Remarks

This paper has highlighted the crucial role that the Internet — with its unique
ability to establish connections between people and places in multiple ways
- played in the success of this fieldwork endeavour. In a recent publication of
articles reflecting on the methods of ethnographic fieldwork, George Marcus
calls for a reform of the fieldwork craft. As he points out, there is ‘the need
to shape a discourse that escapes the restrictive constructions of fieldwork
while preserving its valued characteristics.” Such efforts do not aim to
downplay the importance and relevance of the research practices related to
what Marcus describes as the ‘Malinowskian tradition of fieldwork’* Rather,
the intention is to encourage acceptance of alternative approaches towards
fieldwork methods and to openly incorporate them into the existing canon
of practices as applied in contemporary fieldwork endeavours.

Such a reform in fieldwork methods would support thinking outside
the box, which eventually could lead to an enlargement of what the box of

55 Marcus 2009, 5.
56 Marcus 2009, 7.
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fieldwork methods is perceived to contain. Ten years earlier, Marcus together
with his colleague Michael Fischer acknowledged in their introduction to
the second edition of Anthropology as Cultural Critique that the advent of
CMC and visual technologies demands ‘different norms of fieldwork and
writing’®” This seems to support the argument that discussions surrounding
a rethinking of fieldwork methods have to take the Internet into account
more seriously because it may play a crucial role in enabling, improving
and sometimes easing the fieldwork enterprise, as this chapter has hopefully
demonstrated.

However, the Internet is not only opening up alternative options
for the conduct of fieldwork, but it can also affect other realms related
to the production of ethnographies and the dissemination of research
findings. Concerning the latter, homepages are particularly useful as they
allow scholars to easily share information about their ongoing research
projects and their findings with a larger audience. Further, more and more
ethnographers working at the beginning of the 21st century have discovered
the activity of blogging as a means to document their fieldwork experiences
and the writing process. It can be assumed that the practice of posting blog
entries of this kind has a positive impact on increasing the transparency
of the research process. In the future, it would be interesting to see how
ethnographers could in their ethnographic writings make more extensive
use of the tools provided for them by the Internet, including the ability
to provide informants with an avenue to continuously comment on the
research in progress.

Summarizing the thoughts presented in this chapter, it can be said that
in this case study the Internet served as an effective tool that provided the
fieldworker with the beginning of a thread that would eventually lead to
an informant to interview or a place to visit in person.*® Further, it helped
in gaining supplementary data that enabled a deeper understanding of
the context. However, unlike studies such as the one conducted by Tom
Boellstorff, which seeks to explore online worlds in their own right,” this
research project had as its main focus people’s lives and cultures as lived
and practised in an offline context. Therefore, my presence in the offline
world, where I was able to see, listen, taste, smell and touch, was crucial to
fully experiencing, in the sense of erleben,® what I was trying to understand.
Without the bodily and sensory experiences of dancing the bhangra (a
Punjabi dance) with the women and children at birthday parties and
weddings, smelling Indian food or tasting sweet prashad (blessed food) at
the gurdwara, touching the floor with my forehead when bowing in front of
the Guru Granth, or hearing the life stories told by my informants shared

57 Marcus & Fischer 1999, xxv.

58 See Koikkalainen in this volume for a similar conclusion.

59 Boellstorft 2008.

60 The German word “Erlebnis” has been translated as “lived experience” (see e.g.
Frykman & Gilje 2003, 15); “erleben” is the verb from which this noun is derived.
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with me over a cup of chai (tea) or Starbucks’ caffé latte®’, I would not have
been able to fully grasp the richness of the various elements that form the
socio-cultural worlds in relation to which identities are negotiated.

Thus, on the basis of the fieldwork experience discussed in this chapter,
I agree with Judith Okely, who asserts that fieldworkers do learn ‘through all
the senses, through movement, through their bodies and whole being in a
total practice’® It is the experience of fieldwork with its sensual richness and
gripping intensity that supports the complex learning process through which
ethnographers eventually seek to understand what they study. Therefore,
I would argue that ‘being there’ physically was mandatory for this particular
research project but without the help of the Internet the act of getting there
might have been a lot harder and slower and prevented me from seeing the
online dimension that is part of my informants’ lives.
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Virtual Fields: How to Study a Scattered
Migrant Population Online

The Case of Highly Skilled Finns in the European Union

Like the objects of ethnographic inquiry - people - ethnography itself is on
the move. It is moving away from ‘fields” as spatially defined localities towards
sociopolitical locations, networks, and multi-sited approaches. And it is moving
from physical spaces to digital spaces.

Andreas Wittel: Ethnography on the Move: From Field to Net to Internet (2000).

Introduction

In the last decade transnational migration has reached unprecedented levels.
The United Nations estimated that in 2010 the number of international
migrants exceeded 200 million.! The number consists of labour migrants,
refugees, students, families, retirees, highly skilled migrants and irregular
migrants who cross national borders in clandestine ways in search of a better
life. The increasing importance of transnational mobility and migration calls
for new and innovative ways of studying this phenomenon, of bringing a
human face? to the study of global mobility.

Ethnographic fieldwork provides excellent tools for studying the
migrant experience as well as for looking at the on-the-ground influences
of these transnational population movements on both the sending and the
receiving localities. Some small (national) migrant groups are scattered in
different places, even though their reasons for mobility and their individual
characteristics are fairly similar. This article asks how the labour market
experiences of such migrant groups can be studied. Are there alternatives
to traditional ethnographic fieldwork, which focuses on one location, or
should one conduct fieldwork in several different locations? Or is it possible
to be in the field virtually and study the experiences of such groups via the
Internet?

1 United Nations 2009.
2 Favell et al. 2006.
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The development of the Internet with its online communities like
Facebook, and tools such as web surveys, blogs and Skype, a free software
application for making online telephone calls,’ have offered ethnographers
a new, virtual field to explore. This chapter discusses the methodological
choices made in a case study of educated Finns who have moved abroad
to look for work or accepted job offers in other European Union countries.
The research focuses especially on the ways in which cultural capital* can be
transferred across borders. The paths leading abroad from Finland are much
more diverse today than in the 1960s and 1970s, when it was common that
whole families from certain Finnish towns and villages moved to work in
the industrial towns of Sweden. Many of those leaving today have higher
education degrees and are free to choose their workplaces from a variety
of destinations.” The participants of the study in question had tertiary
degrees, were aged 25-44 years and had moved to different European Union
countries. The key research question was to try to understand how they find
work abroad and what it is like to be a highly skilled Finnish migrant in
today’s Europe.

The chapter discusses the possibilities of studying the experiences
of such small migrant groups online against the background of some
historical developments in the ethnographic method. Can collecting data
from a geographically scattered migrant group online create a sample of
respondents that would resemble a community — even though the people
in question have never met each other? The chapter traces a narrative from
armchair ethnology to what could be called ‘armchair netnography’® Along
the way it asks if researchers who want to be in the field virtually can share
the experience of the group of migrants that they study, as with traditional
‘physical’ ethnography.

From armchair ethnology to ‘writing culture’

The anthropologists of the nineteenth-century era of ‘armchair ethnology’
sought to establish a general science of Man by looking at the origins of
modern institutions, rituals and customs and mapping their evolution toward
ever higher standards of rationality.” At the time, physical travel to these far
away places was not necessary, as interpretations could be made on the basis
of cultural artefacts gathered and travel accounts written by mission