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Conducting ‘field research’ when there is no ‘field’. Some notes on the 
praxiographic challenge 

Forthcoming in ‘The political Anthropology of internationalised Rule,’  edited by Sarah Biecker 
and Klaus Schlichte, Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, Chapter 2, 2020  

 

Christian Bueger, University of Copenhagen 

Introduction 

As a political science researcher I have been hanging out quite a while in places such as the city of 
New York, the Kenyan cities of Nairobi and Mombasa, Djibouti or Victoria, the capital of the 
Seychelles. Indeed, I even received (public) funding for doing so. Visiting such places is a lot of 
fun and one learns various things, starting from how to survive Nairobi’s traffic jams, what the 
hottest bars in New York City are, to where one can enjoy an Indian Ocean sunset the best. To gain 
public funding for these great trips and to justify that they contribute to knowledge, I have relied 
on the justification, that I am doing ‘field research’. This is a conventional, more and more accepted 
justification in political science. It is also a convenient one for why a political scientist drags 
himself around elsewhere than the office desk, library or seminar room he otherwise has to be. In 
this chapter, I shall challenge the worth of such a justification. I do so in putting forward two strong, 
and indeed, provocative claims. First, the majority of political scientist, claiming to do field 
research, do not do field research. Secondly, the term and justification of working in (or on) a field 
is a cover-up for all sorts of techniques. By using the field research terminology we prevent an 
open and reflexive debate on the appropriateness of interpretative methodologies and concepts. 
Indeed, I want to claim that political scientists frequently (whether intentionally or not) distract and 
hide the intricate methodological issues that arise by arguing that they do field research. 

Now to be clear, my claim is not that political scientists should not be allowed to have a pleasurable 
time in doing research (exactly the opposite!). Neither is it an argument that the political scientist 
better sits behind university desks. Gaining practical experience with one’s objects of research is 
vital for solid interpretative research. Nor is it to argue that learning about traffic jams, bars and 
sunsets cannot be important for research. Indeed, such experience can be an important device to 
transcend the boundary between the researching subject and his object. Instead, my claim is that 
political scientists can only under very rare circumstances justify leaving their desk by the claim 
that they are doing field research. This is for one reason, namely, that, in the majority of cases, 
there is no ‘field’. Most of the stuff that today’s political scientists are interested in is not bounded 
by a ‘field’. This is the claim I shall discuss in the following. The problem that there is no 
identifiable ‘field’ is not merely a semantic one. If it’s not a field, than let’s call it something else! 
Instead, by abandoning the concept of field, several genuine methodological problems of 
interpretive political analysis come to the fore and it is these that require close consideration. To 
ponder about these problems, I draw on the experience gathered in a multi-year project that studies 
the global governance of counter-piracy. I do not, however, describe this project and its 
methodology in detail which has been done elsewhere (Bueger 2015,2017). 
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I start with a discussion of what is problematic about the concept of field and the epistemic practice 
of field work linked to it. I proceed in arguing that once we abandon the concept of field, a range 
of problems seem less important, while others come to the fore. The problem of access seems less 
important. We need to pay particular attention to the practical problems of multiplicity, temporality, 
access, and proximity. I start out in discussing the problem of movement between different sites, 
and the question of time. Next, I discuss how one can get closer to practice and if and why proximity 
to practitioners can be problematic. I then ponder about whether ethnomethodology provides 
potentially useful guidelines. My core intention is to contribute to conceptual awareness in the 
dialogue of anthropology and political science, and the need to focus on concrete and practical 
problems of research practice. 

The concept of field and ethnography 

The meaning of the utterance ‘I am doing field research’ relies on the following claims: Firstly, the 
claim that a field, which can be researched, exists. The existence of a field can be justified by either 
asserting or presuming that it does (an objectivist claim), or by making a convincing case how such 
a field has been identified through empirical research (an empiricist claim). Secondly, the utterance 
is based on the claim that ‘field research’ is a legitimate, worthwhile and intelligible epistemic 
practice of producing (scientific) knowledge. 

The concepts of ‘field work’ or ‘field research’ are frequently and increasingly used by political 
scientists (Kapisezewski et al. 2015: 34-81). They denominate methods and technique that are 
widely employed across epistemological traditions, and are often seen as crucial in the encounter 
of anthropology and political science (Gupta/Fergusson 1997: 2,3). The broad definition of field 
work as ‘leaving one’s home institution to acquire data, information or insights that significantly 
inform one’s research’ (Kapisezewski et al. 2015: 9), is certainly uncontested among political 
scientists. If a growing body of political science literature sets out to discuss what field work 
comprises of and to provide guidelines1, what is meant by a ‘field’, and what the implications of 
this concept are in ontological, epistemological and methodological terms, is, however, hardly 
scrutinised. For instance, Kapisezewski et al. (2015)’s 400 page systematic overview of fieldwork 
in political science, does not even discuss the concept of field once.2 

The authority of the concept and its related epistemic practice is usually derived by pointing to the 
discipline of anthropology. 3  Indeed, anthropology has not only introduced, popularised and 
demonstrated the value of ‘field research’ as a social scientific methodology, but the concept of a 
field was a constitutive concept for (social) anthropology. As Gupta and Fergusson (1997: 1) argue, 
‘whether a piece of research will be accepted as […] “anthropological” is the extent to which it 

 
1 Including Kapisezewski et al. 2015; Eckl 2008; Vrasti 2008; Sande Lie 2013; Weeden 2010; Kuus 2013; 

De Volo and Schatz 2004; Stepputat and Larsen 2015; Bueger and Mireanu 2014; and the contributions 
in Schatz 2009. 

2 This is a widespread phenomenon. Some scholars seem to be aware about the problems associated with 
the concept but do not address it. For instance, Eckl 2008 puts ‘the field’ in quotation marks, but does 
not further problematise the term. 

3 For a telling discussion and critique of how anthropology has been misunderstood in international relations 
see Vrasti 2008. 
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depends on experience “in the field”’. For them, fieldwork is ‘the single constituent element of the 
anthropological tradition used to mark and police the boundaries of the discipline’ (Gupta and 
Fergusson 1997: 3). As observed by Stocking (1992) and Kuklick (1997), anthropology’s interest 
in field work is to be located in the later 19th and early 20th century work of naturalists. It was to 
engage in natural history by focussing on the detailed study of a limited area. With the revolution 
in anthropology established by Bronislaw Malinowski, field work became associated with the study 
of small-scale societies in their natural state with extended participant observation as the main 
method.4 As popularised by Malinowskian anthropology, the archetype of the field was the foreign 
and strange, detached and well bounded colonial village in which the lone white male field worker 
would live for a year among the native villagers (Stocking 1992: 59). In other words, field referred 
to a bounded territorial space of social meaning and customs, or ‘culture’. The goal of the 
anthropologist was then to record the culture of that field. Hence the term ethnography as 
denominator of that challenge, a combination of ethno (culture) and graphy (to record, or write 
about). 

Contemporary anthropologists increasingly took issues with the agrarian metaphor of the field and 
started to reject it as a useful ontological or analytical category (Amit 2000; Gupta and Fergusson 
1997; Faubion and Marcus 2009). There a several reasons for such re-considerations. The first is 
the changing character of spatiality and temporality in an age of globalization. The field is a concept 
which assumes the existence of well bounded ‘territory of meaning’ stable throughout time. What 
Tsing (2000) called the ‘contemporary global situation’ sheds doubt on the possibility of fixed 
boundaries and temporal stability. Today, the colonial village has ceased to exist. Even the most 
remote village of the planet is afflicted with global developments. Whether we find a Coca-Cola 
bottle in that village, an NGO who educates the population or provides medical care, 
environmentalists attempting to preserve the local habitat, communication technology (a television, 
radio, mobile phone, or even internet access), or indeed an anthropologist from a Western 
university, our local community will be in some way connected to what happens around the globe. 
Not only global connections challenge the idea of the field. It is also the importance of movements 
and mobility. As Appadurai (1991:191,196) poses the problem, ‘as groups migrate, regroup in new 
locations, reconstruct their histories, and reconfigure their ethnic “projects”, the ethno in 
ethnography takes on a sippery, nonlocalised quality […]. The task of ethnography now becomes 
the unravelling of a conundrum: what is the nature of locality, as lived experience, in a globalised, 
deterritorialised world?’ 

To deal with this problem contemporary anthropologists have suggested different topologies that 
do not rely on ideas of fixed boundaries and appreciate relations, multiplicity and contingency 
instead. I shall come back to these proposals in the subsequent sections. For now, it suffices to say 
that a justification of field work through references to anthropology seems not particularly strong. 
Even if we treat the field as an essentialist category, as something out there in reality and externally 
given, in the face of globalization such a claim is weak. The majority of researchers, who claim to 
be doing field research, most likely will agree with contemporary anthropologists, that a field is 
not just out there, and will reject an essentialist understanding and appreciate the ‘field’ as an 
analytical construct instead. If we take this route, we still face an intricate challenge: How do we 
determine what belongs to the field and what not? How can we set such boundaries? The cynical 

 
4 See Stockin 1992; Kuklick 1997 for the historical reconstruction, for references and discussions in political 

science, see Sande Lie 2013 and Eckl 2008: 187. 
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answer is that fields ‘appear simply as a natural array of choices facing graduate students preparing 
for professional careers. The question becomes one of choosing an appropriate site, that is, 
choosing a place where intellectual interests, personal predilections, and career outcomes can most 
happily intersect’ (Fergusson and Gupta 1997: 11). Borders are then set in an arbitrary pragmatic 
sense (I have time to do x interviews, and money to spend x months in this and this place, therefore 
this is my field). Another widespread solution is to point to some other established traditional 
container of meaning, such as the nation state (‘field work in Uganda’), or an organization 
(‘fieldwork in the United Nations’) and equate the field with it. The trouble with such a solution is 
that it leads to a regress, since such containers are equally problematic and their boundaries 
contested.5 

There are of course more sophisticated answers to the question of a field’s boundary. Field 
theorists, such as Pierre Bourdieu, have outlined promising conceptual understandings of ‘field’.6 
In such approaches the field is a theoretical concept and implies a distinct methodology. For 
Bourdieu a field is a social structure held together by practices and by a distinct body of knowledge 
and rules. Bourdieu’s solution was to make the identification of fields a major objective of research. 
He proposed to do so by studying representations and shared practices as well as the struggles to 
determine the boundaries of a field. The goal was to gather a map by which one can see the field. 
Yet, the Bourdieusan way might not be a pleasurable choice for those who want to do field research. 
As can be seen throughout the writings of Bourdieu, as well as those following his guidelines, 
mapping is hard work, and often requires no less than a team of researchers collaborating over 
years. 

In summary, the first claim of doing field research (assuming a field) is weak, and the second 
(making a convincing case that a field can be observed) de facto requires hard work and seems not 
what the majority of political scientists, claiming to do fieldwork, are actually doing. Indeed, I 
suggest that the majority of ‘field workers’ are interested in interpretative methods, they want to 
understand meaning and how it is made and enacted in practice. Yet, the concept of the field is 
hardly the appropriate road to do so. 

Beyond agrarian metaphors: Towards alternative concepts 

What then are alternatives to the concept of ‘field’? In my research I have been studying the global 
governance of counter-piracy. I was interested in how various actors respond to the problem of 
Somali piracy and how the align and coordinate their behaviour. This is the work that brought me 
to Nairobi, New York, Mombasa or Victoria. It is a fascinating case, and we will come back to 
that. When I started this research, I initially followed the convention to describe my methods as 
field work. My intention was to leave the desk and visit the practitioners at the places where 
counter-piracy is governed. The background of my study was a relational ontology and practice 

 
5 See for instance for the problematic the concept of the state Kratochwil 1986 and Ferguson and Gupta 

2002. 
6 For a discussion of field theory, see Martin 2003, a useful brief reconstructions of Bourdieu’s concept of 

the field is provided in Nicolini 2013: 53-70.   
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theoretical ideas.7 The core idea here is not to focus on the question of who governs, but to 
understand how governance takes place in practice. 

Initially, I described the whole of counter-piracy governance as a field of practice.8 Thinking about 
the field metaphor and dwelling deeper and deeper into the empirical material, meeting people and 
writing about piracy, let me to alternative concepts. Counter-piracy as I was understanding it, 
simply lacked the coherence, as well as the established boundaries that would justify the use of the 
field term. Moreover, counter-piracy is an unruly, unsettled structure and in consequence I became 
interested in emergence and in the ways homogeneity and coherence is achieved among the many 
elements that make counter-piracy and govern it. Scholars from Anthropology, Science and 
Technology Studies and Organization Studies, struggling with similar issues had advanced useful 
alternatives. In the meantime, I tend to refer to a range of structural concepts which, I think, provide 
viable alternatives to the concept of a field. I speak of counter-piracy governance as an 
‘assemblage’, ‘actor-network’, and sometimes ‘practical configuration’ or ‘texture of practices’. 
What these concepts have in common is the idea of ontological parsimony. They do not assume to 
know how a structure looks like, whether it is hierarchical, and what kind of boundaries it has. 
Instead, they turn such questions into an empirical challenge. The quest becomes one of studying 
through which practices order and coherence is achieved. In consequence, I think it is also 
important to abandon the notion of ethnography, since it is not ethno I am interested in, it is praxis. 
Hence, I think the term praxiography is much more useful to describe my endeavour.9   

Multi-sitedness 

The first issue that became obvious to me and spurred the need for re-thinking the idea of a field, 
was the dispersed character of counter-piracy governance. It does not take place at one site, but at 
many. Activities at sea by navies and shippers, the work of diplomats in capitals and international 
organizations, or the work of policemen and legal professionals in prisons and courtrooms in 
Europe, quite obviously mattered. Asking where counter-piracy governance is practiced and its 
territory is made, hence led me to a quite a number of distinct sites, that is, social spaces where 
meaning is made and practiced. And behind one sites another one seemed to appear. They were 
connected to each other, but no boundary would contain them. Studying sites required hence to 
travel to more than one place. In contrast to the traditional anthropologists dream of staying in one 
village and drawing nice, neat maps, we ‘have to drag ourselves around everywhere’, as Latour 
(1996: 46) puts it. This is because ‘behind the actors, others appear; behind one set of intentions 
there are others; between the (variable) goals and the (variable) desires, intermediate goals and 
implications proliferate, and they all demand to be taken into account’ (Latour 1996: 100). 
Anthropologists have recognised the problem of the dispersity of meaning for some time. This led 
for calls to multi-sited research.10  As Marcus (1995: 102) programmatically outlined it, such 
research sees its object of study as ‘ultimately mobile and multiply situated’. It thus explores ‘along 
unexpected and even dissonant fractures of social location’ (Marcus 1995: 102). For Marcus, 
‘multi-sited research is designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of 
locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an 

 
7 As outlined in Bueger 2014. 
8 See Bueger 2013. 
9 See Bueger 2014 for a discussion of this concept. 
10 Cp. Hendry 2003; Marcus 1995; Nadai and Maeder 2005. 
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explicit posited logic of association or connection among sites that in fact defines the argument of 
the ethnography’ (Marcus 1995: 105). 

Travelling to various sites will mean for many studies primarily travelling virtually, visiting the 
websites of the organizations under study regularly, and connecting with the staff working in and 
at these sites by email.11 Yet, it will also entail to conduct short visits to sites which are fairly easy 
to reach (depending on resource constraints) with the primary purpose of speaking to actors of, in, 
and at the sites in face-to-face situations. Beyond the immediate sites chosen to be studied in detail, 
understanding their practices will also mean acknowledging other sites and taking their practices 
into consideration. The texture in which practices, such as those of counter-piracy governance are 
embedded is rich. However, not all sites and actors can be treated with the same intensity. Resource 
constraints simply prevent it. 

The phenomena we study in political science are a complex mutually connected multiplicity of 
various actors, objects and practices. Coping with this complexity without deducing it away (e.g. 
by just assuming a field) is an intricate challenge. The complex microprocessing of structures of 
meaning which are fluid, tenuous and open is hence demanding. There is no obvious solution or 
ideal strategy to cope with this situation. Yet, a range of proposal have been put forward for coping. 
In my counter-piracy research I have experimented primarily with one strategy, the strategy of 
zooming in on sites with high ordering capacity. My intent was to spend considerable time with a 
site with high ordering capacity, a space in which many of the connections were made and hold 
together. 

In the case of counter-piracy governance, four of such spaces were vital, it is two established 
international organizations, that is the International Maritime Organization and the United Nations 
Security Council, and two sites explicitly created for counter-piracy governance, that is the so-
called Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia (CGPCS) and the Shared Awareness and 
Deconfliction mechanism, known as SHADE. At all of these sites actors come together and develop 
shared narratives, discuss how to proceed and how to align their activities. The site that connects 
the majority of actors is the CGPCS, an informal governance mechanism in which different types 
of representatives come together. It was this site that became my main object of study. Yet, also 
the CGPCS was not a regular field site. The CGPCS in essence is a practice. Actors meet physically 
several times a year in different locations and in different formats (strategy meetings, preparatory 
meetings, working groups, and plenaries). In-between these times they coordinate via email or 
phone conversations. There are no public records of these meetings, the only immediately 
accessible textual artefact are so called communiqués finalised at plenary meetings. The individuals 
participating in the CGPCS change continuously. Some of them stay for years, others participate 
and represent their organization only once. 

Time 

A core problem became time. Where ever I went what I was interested seemed to have already 
happened. The meeting was already over, the negotiations closed, the document already published. 
Or the actors I was interested in were already elsewhere, cognitively or geographically. As Latour 
and Woolgar (1979: 172) argue, ‘a major difficulty for the observer is that he usually arrives on 

 
11 For a discussion of such forms of ethnographic research see the contributions in Amit 2000. 
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the scene too late: he can only record the retrospective anecdotes of how this or that [actor] had an 
idea.’ Researchers are involved in a complex microprocessing of the facts. That is, a process of 
‘sifting through the jumble of clues that may enable a reconstruction of the original sequence of 
events’ (Austrin and Farnsworth 2005: 155). Latour (1996: 36) and Law (2004: Chapter 7) 
underline the importance of uncovering original documents and other artefacts and to assume ‘that 
people are right, even if you have to stretch the point a bit’ (Latour 1996: 36). 

Partially, the problem of arriving too late can be overcome as Latour and Woolgar (1979: 172) 
suggest ‘by in situ observation both of the construction of a new statement and of the subsequent 
emergence of anecdotes about its formation.’ It was between 2014 and 2017 that I had the 
opportunity to start observing the actors within the CGPCS in action, how they were deliberating 
and how they were drafting their core document, the CGPCS communiqué. Getting immersed in 
the action further undermined the value of the field metaphor, but also brought new considerations 
to the fore, that is the question of the relations between the researcher and the researched, how 
epistemic hierarchies are constructed, the negotiation of proximity and the prospects of doing 
action research in political science. I address these issues next. 

Access, Entry and Exit 

The concept of the field establishes a boundary, usually through its counter-concept, that is ‘home’. 
While in the field everything is strange, at home it is familiar. What needs to be known is in the 
field, and the researcher’s interpretation and sense making process takes place at home. The idea 
is to enter the field, record all the strangeness, and once one is at home the interpretation of all the 
treasures collected in the field starts, with the goal of turning them into knowledge. The field/home 
dichotomy leads to two discourses, both of which I continue to find problematic. This first is the 
discourse on field access and on how to enter and exit fields and the second the epistemic 
hierarchies established between the researcher and the researched. 

One of the intellectual artefacts of the concept of the field is the debate around access, how to enter 
and how to exit. In political science this has been identified as a major issue, since many subjects 
that do politics are not easy approachable, they might be simply very busy, or there might be walls 
of secrecy.12 Indeed, the problem of access is frequently levelled against ethnography or other 
forms of immersion as a method. In my own work, I have never thought this to be a problem. Much 
of the problem, I think, is linked to the metaphor of the field, which assumes a bounded entity, 
which one has to permeate. Given the multiplicity of sites in which counter-piracy is governed 
there was always someone to talk to, to exchange emails with, or an event to visit. Rather than 
accessing a field I gradually but persistently moved closer and closer to the practices and became 
more and more familiar with the practitioners. I was the guy who came back. Yet, I was also lucky. 
In 2014, the then chairmen of the CGPCS invited me to conduct a lessons learned project for the 
group.13 This is what allowed me to study the practices of the group in depth. In attending the 
meetings of the group and gradually learning the practices, I started to understand that the idea that 
there is a centre or a sort of inner circle one has to penetrate is a myth. There was nothing like an 
inner circle, yet, there were participants who had been to meetings for longer than others. These 
people had a better sense of what the group was doing and where it was heading. Yet, each of these 

 
12 See for instance the discussion in Kuus 2013. 
13 A story that I tell in more detail in Bueger 2015.. 
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participants had also only a partial perspective limited by the organizational interests they were 
presenting and their personal resources. What changed when I was invited to do a project for the 
group was primarily my legitimacy in the conversation with the counter-piracy practitioners. If 
before, I was primarily someone conducting research (the university professor), with the value for 
counter-piracy ambiguous or unclear, through the commissioned project this fundamentally 
changed. I was now certified to produce something of value for the actors, and through this 
recognition I (increasingly) became one of them (their lessons learner). 

How bizarre the field/home distinction is, became fully clear to me, when the ‘field’ visited me at 
‘home’. I had invited counter-piracy practitioners before to give talks at my university, but soon 
after the lessons learned project was commissioned, the chairmen of the CGPCS, an ambassador 
from the U.S., expressed interested in visiting me at home. In my home town we hosted her for two 
days, over the course of which we not only discussed the CGPCS, but also went to one of my most 
favourite pubs and even attended a music concert together. If the quality of the folk music we were 
exposed to was questionable, the home visit allowed for a co-productive atmosphere in which we 
could interpret the CGPCS and counter-piracy at large conjointly. Ever since, I have turned inviting 
my ‘objects of study’ to my home into a useful epistemic practice. 

Also, the epistemic boundaries implied by the home/field distinction did not quite hold. To start 
with many of my interlocutors were not that strange at all. They were well educated, many had 
studied political science or had a degree in international relations or international law, and some of 
them had a PhD. In many of the conversations I had, often at some nice hotel bar or in a restaurant, 
I thought: “this could be me”. The main difference between my interlocutor and me apparently was 
to choose an alternate career path at some stage in life. Moreover, the activities that many of the 
participants in the CGPCS were engaged in, were essentially the same as mine. They were 
observing and recording what happened in the meetings. They asked others about their impressions 
and interpretations. They were trying to make sense of the developments in order to report back to 
the organizations that sent them. From a methodological point of view then, there was not that 
much difference. Each of us had a partial understanding of what was going on and everyone tried 
to represent what was happening at the meeting in a different context through developing a 
narrative. The only difference was, however, that my narratives were meant to be for two 
audiences, political science, as well as the practitioners of the group – I was doing a lessons learned 
project after all. This brings me to the next point, which I think requires consideration, that is, the 
status of the narratives we develop in our research. 

Uncertainty and Modesty 

Following leads, multiple actors and the different stories they tell leads to a construction of a 
narrative by the investigator. Yet, this is a narrative which foregrounds some aspects and silences 
others, it gives presence to certain parts of a reality and absence to others (Law 2004; Czarniawska 
2008). Whether the investigators narrative is ‘true’, depicting the event ‘as it was’, however, is 
uncertain. As Latour details over various texts (e.g. Latour 1996), the problem of uncertainty is 
embedded in the problem that investigations cannot draw on a ‘foundation’ or final justification. 
As he suggests: 

There is no metalanguage, no master discourse, where you wouldn’t know which is the 
strongest, sociological theory or the documents or the interviews or the literature or the 
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fiction, where all these genres or regimes would be at the same level, each one 
interpreting the others without anybody being able to judge to say which is judging what 
(Latour 1996: 298). 

We never know enough to judge actors. For Latour it is the actors who teach the sociologists their 
sociology (Latour 1996: 168). Classical social science research claims to know more than the actors 
it researches (Latour 1996: 199). This research presumes to comment on what others say because 
it has metalanguage whereas the actors only have language. For classical social science research, 
actors become only informants and research exists above the fray at the same time as it also offers 
lessons, denounces and rectifies. As Latour puts it in his strongest attack, ‘for classical sociology 
the world is an asylum of fools and traitors, of pretenders and guilty consciences, and half-educated 
types. In this asylum the sociologist is the director, the only one who has the right to go outside’ 
(Latour 1996: 200). 

By contrast, in Latour’s account (and others following the core assumptions of practice theory) 
there are no fixed reference frames and consequently no metalanguage. This language does not 
know, or presume to know, what the world is made of; instead, it seeks out informants who may 
(Latour 1996: 200). Latour consequently speaks of an ‘infralanguage’ to designate that the 
researcher’s vocabulary should be understood as a (voluntarily poor) device for organizing research 
and making things visible without fore-closing possibilities a priori. This also entails being open 
and modest about the issue that the narratives told by researchers are not certain or can make any 
claim to be narratives (about what happens at the site) superior to those of the practitioners and 
participants. Rather is it to add a narrative to the debate, and indeed to add an object (an article, a 
book) to the existing structures of meaning. Adding a narrative; this is precisely what I did through 
my descriptions of the CGPCS and counter-piracy governance at large. Adding a narrative, seems 
modest at first glance, yet it raises new questions. 

The ethnomethodological gaze: Experimenting and action research 

As Aradau and Huysmans (2013) have reminded us, methods are performative, they produce 
certain realities. They are not innocent tools but have effect. As, I suggested earlier, fieldwork, for 
instance, produces fields.14 Empirical work in this sense is an intervention in what one is studying. 
This is, I think, a particularly troublesome observation for much of the traditional methods 
discussion. The field is what one studies, but one does not intervene in it. The goal is to be objective 
and impartial after all, and one is to mirror what happens in the field, not create it. With my research 
I am however intervening directly and explicitly, if only by adding narratives. This, I think requires 
us to peer for new guidance and new directions. And indeed, there is a long history of discussion 
in research methodology that argues quite the opposite to the conventional story: A line of thinking 
developing from Francis Bacon, to Kurt Lewin and John Dewey, Harold Garfinkel and 
contemporary action research, suggest that in order to understand we have to intervene and 
experiment with our objects of study. 

Increasingly, I have come to explore whether the form of research I am engaged in can be 
understood as a type of experimentation and action research. Action research has a long intellectual 

 
14 See in particular the contributions in Faubion and Marcus 2009. 



10 
 

tradition, but the majority of political scientists are not familiar with it. While ethnography has 
received quite some consideration in political science in recent years, action research, is, if at all, 
mainly recognised as a rather radical epistemic practice useful for the study of grass root 
organizations, or social movements, and associated with emancipatory or radical projects aiming 
at assisting the marginalised.15 Can one do action research with diplomats, naval officers, and 
lawyers? 

I think the answer is yes, and partially, though implicitly, this is what I have been doing in the past 
years. The lessons learned project I was asked to do for the CGPCS was from the beginning a 
hybrid, it was about me generating knowledge for political science, but also for the practitioners of 
global governance. Initially I aimed at conceptualizing this work through the metaphors of 
‘collaboration’ and ‘co-production’. I was collaborating with the practitioners, and together we 
would co-produce knowledge about how the CGPCS works. Although I am still struggling to get 
my head around it, I think this does not fully grasp it. Over the years I have given quite some 
presentations to the CGPCS, and at some of the meetings I was even asked, to act as a personal 
advisor of the chairmen in the negotiations. I became a participant and the tools I had developed to 
understand the group, started to be used by the diplomats as well. For instance, when I started to 
describe the CGPCS as a laboratory and its practice as experimental this was instantly picked up 
by the CGPCS chairmen, and members started to describe the group in such terms.16 In other 
words, I started to intervene in the work of the group and conducting such experiments gave me a 
better understanding of how the group works. 

The relation between ethnographic political science and action research in political science, I think, 
deserves some further discussion, in particular, since it radically alters the role of the researcher 
not as standing outside, but working within the practices one researches. Moreover, as Eikeland 
and Nicolini (2011) argue it can help us to elucidate a new type of theory. A theory which can be 
used as a resource in action and for action to give practitioners the capacity to liberate themselves 
from the constraints of a practice they are engaged in, and as such contribute to transformative 
change. Importantly, I think it also might give us a plausible answer to the problem of validity. 

Proximity and validity 

Given the considerable time I spent with my practitioners, some colleagues have started to accuse 
me of losing critical distance and hence validity by becoming too close to the practices I am 
studying. As we have discussed elsewhere (Bueger and Mireanu 2014), what is required is a well-
negotiated proximity to the practices. My main argument is that the core problem of much of 
political science is not proximity, but too much distance from the practices through which order 
and meaning is achieved. Yet, when are you too close? As briefly indicated, my role in the CGPCS 
started to change, I was now giving presentations and literally negotiating and drafting parts of the 

 
15 In this sense, action research shares a similar fate with recent discussions on a ‘public’ or ‘engaged 

anthropology’, which primarily understands engagement as a form of emancipation, critique of activism 
aligned with marginalised groups and communities (as reviewed in Low and Engle Merry 2010). While 
I recognise the parallels between both projects, I reject the claim that there is a justification by which 
researchers’ should align with a particular group of practitioners for moral or epistemic reasons. 

16 As discussed in Bueger 2015.  
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communiqué of the group. I was not a participant observer anymore; I was actually doing their 
work. In doing what they do, the benefits for my scientific analysis were not obvious anymore. I 
stopped record anything; I was just doing. My initial reaction was: ‘this must be it; this is now the 
moment where I am too close’. Did I give up my academic identity and just acted as if I was a 
legitimate actor within the CGPCS? The professor turned diplomat? With some critical distance, 
and more time at my university desk, however, I think differently. What was happening at the 
meetings was just another episode of me employing the tools I had developed in the joint 
experiments with the CGPCS practitioners. The philosophy of action research, I think, allows me 
to argue that such activities are still valid in that they give us an understanding of how the practices 
of governance work. Conducting such work is to engage in immanent critique by starting out from 
within an existing practice. It allows as Eikeland (2007: 60) phrases it, ‘making explicit tacit 
knowledge, and inner tensions and contradictions in […] communities of practice or discourse 
formations provoking and promoting the development, the explication, and the actualization of 
inherent potentials in the practices’. 

Having a beer in Mombasa 

As should have become clear by now, my argument is that once we abandon the term ‘field work’ 
we can start rethinking our conceptual and methodological practices anew. Concepts such as the 
field have theoretical and methodological implications and we should be reflective if we employ 
them. I tried to sketch out some initial ideas of how we might re-direct our research practices 
through concepts such as assemblage, multi-sited research, experimentation and action research. 
Rather than going to the field to harvest data, what we need to do is to practice. Rather than turning 
our interlocutors into researched object, we have to appreciate that they are fellow practitioners. 

Interpretative research is a complex form of sense making. It is an attempt to negotiate and 
assemble an account of what ‘really’ happened in the incident that explains who did what to whom 
and why. I sketched a range of problems: time – the investigator usually arrives too late; complexity 
– new actors, motives and sites continuously appear; uncertainty – the investigator develops 
narratives which make certain things present and not others; intervention – the research has an 
effect on the practices studied; and proximity – the distance and forms of engagement need to be 
carefully negotiated. These are some of the practical problems that require attention. A discussion 
of the concrete technologies of understanding we employ is needed. Talking about ‘field research’, 
justifying our work by the claim to ‘field research’ shadows the important discussion on these 
issues. Talking about field research is hiding the problems we are facing, rather than bringing them 
to the fore. 

To conclude, I hope I have made a convincing case for abandoning the terms ‘field’, ‘field research’ 
and ‘field work’ from our analytical vocabulary (unless they are used in the sense of the 
reconstruction and identification of a field in the Bourdieusian sense). We might want to stop 
fooling ourselves, our funding agencies, and our colleagues with the field talk, and start a 
conversation on what we are really concerned about: how to interpret from the experiments we are 
part of, the observations we make and the talk we listen to. If you find me, however, by some 
strange coincidence sitting in a beach bar in Mombasa, sipping a cold beer, and enjoying the East 
African sun set, and ask me, what I am doing, most likely, I will answer ‘I am doing field research’. 
Then, I hope you recognise the irony of such a justification and join me in for a drink to talk about 
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multi-sitedness, proximity, the problems of time, action research, and how to make sense of the 
experiences in the present environment. 
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