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At Work with Practice Theory, 
‘Failed’ Fieldwork, or How to 
See International Politics in An 
Empty Chair

Kristin Anabel Eggeling
University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Abstract
IR practice theorists advocate studying international relations through its manifold practices. 
On the question of methodology, they thus promote a simple slogan: start with practice! But 
how do we first capture an international practice? Surprisingly, this crucial question often 
remains abstract or hidden in methodological metaphors like ‘leaving the armchair’. Reflecting 
on a supposedly failed fieldwork experiment, I introduce two heuristics in this article on how 
to make this hidden work transparent. In particular, I argue that capturing practice happens 
through abductive movements between site, scrap, screen, and seminar work that is similarly 
enabled and constrained by practical, epistemic, professional, and political positionalities. Using this 
vocabulary will advance IR practice research in three ways: first, pedagogically, in transferring 
a more accurate impression of what the approach entails; second, normatively, in accounting 
for where our arguments come from; and third, epistemically, to avoid only seeing what we 
were looking for.
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Résumé
Mobiliser la théorie de la pratique, un terrain « infructueux », ou comment voir la 
politique internationale depuis un fauteuil vide
Les théoriciens de la pratique en RI préconisent d’étudier les relations internationales à partir 
de leurs multiples pratiques. Sur la question de la méthodologie, ils promeuvent ainsi un slogan 
simple : partez des pratiques ! Mais comment saisit-on en premier lieu une pratique internationale 
? Étonnamment, cette question essentielle reste souvent abstraite, ou bien elle est dissimulée 
dans des métaphores méthodologiques du type « quitter son fauteuil ». En revenant sur une 
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 1. Iver Neumann, ‘Returning Practice to the Linguistic Turn: The Case of Diplomacy’, Millennium: 
Journal of International Studies 34, no. 3 (2002): 628. Wanda Vrasti, ‘The Strange Case of 
Ethnography and International Relations’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 37, 
no. 2 (2008): 279–301; Morten Skumsrud Andersen and Iver Neumann, ‘Practices as Models: 
A Methodology with an Illustration Concerning Wampum Diplomacy’, Millennium: Journal 
of International Studies 40, no. 3 (2012): 457–81; Jorg Kustermans, ‘Parsing the Practice 
Turn: Practice, Practical Knowledge, Practices’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 
44, no. 2 (2016): 175–96.

expérience de terrain prétendument infructueuse, je présente dans cet article deux procédés 
heuristiques qui permettent de rendre visible ce travail caché. En particulier, je dis que la pratique 
est saisie par abduction entre un travail réalisé sur site, à partir de notes éparses, sur écran et 
pendant les séminaires, qui est à la fois rendu possible et contraint par des positionnements 
pratiques, épistémiques, professionnels et politiques. Le recours à ce vocabulaire fera progresser 
la recherche sur les pratiques en RI à trois niveaux : premièrement, sur le plan pédagogique, en 
offrant un rendu plus précis de ce que l’approche implique ; deuxièmement, sur le plan normatif, 
en expliquant d’où viennent nos arguments ; et troisièmement, sur le plan épistémique, pour 
éviter de voir uniquement ce que nous cherchons.

Mots-clés
théorie de la pratique, réflexivité, terrain

Resumen
Articulado con la teoría de la práctica, el trabajo de campo «fallido», o cómo ver las 
relaciones internacionales en una silla vacía
Los teóricos de la práctica de las RR. II. abogan por estudiarlas a través de sus múltiples prácticas. 
En relación con la metodología promueven un lema sencillo: ¡empezar por las prácticas! Pero 
¿cómo se capta una práctica internacional? Sorprendentemente, esta pregunta crucial suele 
quedar en algo abstracto o bien oculta en metáforas como «levantarse del sillón». Reflexionando 
sobre un experimento de trabajo de campo supuestamente fallido, introduzco en este artículo 
dos heurísticas sobre cómo hacer transparente este trabajo oculto. En concreto, argumento 
que la práctica se captura a través de movimientos abductivos entre el lugar, los fragmentos 
desechados, la pantalla y el trabajo de seminario, que está también limitado por posicionamientos 
prácticos, epistémicos, profesionales y políticos. El uso de este vocabulario hará avanzar la práctica 
de la investigación en RR. II. en tres sentidos: en primer lugar, pedagógicamente, al transferir 
impresiones más precisas de lo que implica el enfoque; en segundo lugar, normativamente, dando 
cuenta de la procedencia de nuestros argumentos; y en tercer lugar, epistémicamente, al dejar de 
ver únicamente lo que buscamos. 

Palabras clave
teoría de la práctica, reflexividad, trabajo de campo

Introduction

This article seeks to inject a new dose of reflexivity into the IR ‘practice turn’ by tak-
ing a close look at its own craft. As a research programme, IR’s turn to practice has 
advanced considerably over the last two decades, not least in the pages of this 
Journal.1 While much early scholarship was focused on defending its ontological 
object, a nuanced debate has since developed on the best ways to define, study, and 
theorise practice in IR. The central claim connecting a ‘diverse ensemble of thinkers’ 
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is to turn to practice as the smallest unit of analysis to thicken analyses of global poli-
tics by addressing how it is lived, performed and experienced.2

Twenty years into its turn, practice has become a conceptual magnet for IR scholars 
interested in the everyday, the informal and the mundane; and has produced innovative 
scholarship putting forward relational, processual and performative understandings of 
the international.3 The debate is well advanced on the theoretical level and practice the-
ory has successfully written itself into the discipline’s text(book)s. Here, its focus on 
bodily movements, shared and tacit knowledge and material mediation sets it apart from 
both rationalist-individualist and structuralist-systemic accounts. In the landscape of ‘IR 
Theory’ and its ‘-isms’, ‘practice theory’ sits close to Constructivism in its self-under-
standing as a meta-theoretical approach or sensibility rather than a single theoretical 
school. Like most constructivist scholarship, practice theory takes ‘theory’ as offering 
‘sensitizing concepts’ rather than prescriptive demands. Indeed, some scholars have 
called practice theory the ‘new Constructivism’.4 This placement is contested by others, 
however, who see attention to practice not as an extension or complement to other IR 
frameworks, but as the original ‘glue’ of the discipline that cuts across IR’s multiple 
theoretical traditions, even if under different names.5 Crucial for the current discussion is 
the similarity to constructivist takes on ‘theory’ as providing a framework that tells the 
researcher where to look (at practice) but that remains ‘empty’ until it is applied and 
filled with empirical analysis. ‘Practice theory’, in effect, “cannot be written first and 
operationalised later; it can only emerge through engagement with the phenomenon”.6 
Doing theory, or theorising, thus becomes a practice in itself. This understanding leaves 
practice scholars sceptical of much of IR’s detached scholasticism.7 Instead, they argue 
for bringing debates on the nature and form of the international ‘down to the ground’ to 

 2. Including Pierre Bourdieu, Bruno Latour or Karin Knorr-Cetina; for an overview see Christian 
Bueger, ‘Pathways to Practice: Praxiography and International Politics’, European Political 
Science Review 6, no. 3 (2014): 383-406.

 3. Christian Bueger and Frank Gadinger, International Practice Theory (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), 13-34, 131-63.

 4. Timo Walter, ‘The Road (Not) Taken? How the Indexicality of Practice Could Make or Break 
the “New Constructivism”’, European Journal of International Relations 25 no. 2 (2019): 
538-61; David M. McCourt, ‘Practice Theory and Relationalism as the New Constructivism’, 
International Studies Quarterly 60, no. 3 (2016): 475–85. The debate on the relationship 
between practice theory and constructivism is ongoing and likely to remain inconclusive 
as many of its distinctions remain ‘more a matter of degree than of principle’; see Christian 
Bueger, ‘Practice’, in Routledge Handbook of International Political Sociology, eds. Xavier 
Guillaume and Pinar Bilgin (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2017), 329.

 5. In their introductory chapter to International Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), 20-27, Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot present practice as the ‘glue’ of IR that 
is equally invoked by systemic approaches (like neorealism) that think of practice as the out-
come of structure; rational-choice approaches that focus on decision making; and constructivist 
and poststructuralist approaches that treat practice as the performance of identities or discourse.

 6. Davide Nicolini, ‘Practice Theory as a Package of Theory, Method and Vocabulary: 
Affordances and Limitations’, in Methodological Reflections on Practice Oriented Theories, 
eds Michael Jonas, Beate Littig, and Angela Wroblewski (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing, 2017), 25.

 7. Walter, ‘The Road (Not) Taken’, 4-7.
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 8. Adler and Pouliot, International Practices, 6.
 9. ‘Framing’ is used by Andersen and Neumann, ‘Practices as Models’, 472; ‘Recovering’ 

by Sasikumar Sundaram and Vineet Thakur, ‘A Pragmatic Methodology for Studying 
International Practices’, Journal of International Political Theory, Online First (2019): 5; 
‘Reconstructing’ by Bueger, ‘Pathways to Practice’, 386; and ‘Capturing’ by Tanja Pritzlaff 
and Frank Nullmeier, ‘Capturing Practice’, Evidence and Policy 7, no. 2 (2011): 137–54.

10. Bueger, ‘Pathways to Practice’, 384, emphasis in original.
11. Neumann, ‘Returning Practice to the Linguistic Turn’, 628.
12. IR Practice theorists often self-identify their research as ‘ethnographic’ and/or ‘inductive’, 

see Iver Neumann, ‘“A Speech That the Entire Ministry May Stand for”, or: Why Diplomats 
Never Produce Anything New’, International Political Sociology 1, no. 2 (2007): 183; 
Vincent Pouliot, ‘“Sobjectivism”: Toward a Constructivist Methodology’, International 
Studies Quarterly 51, no. 2 (2007): 359–84; Rebecca Adler-Nissen, ‘Towards a Practice Turn 
in EU Studies: The Everyday of European Integration’, Journal of Common Market Studies 
54, no.1 (2016): 97.

13. Andersen and Neumann, ‘Practices as Models’, 472.
14. Bueger, ‘Pathways to Practice’, 388.
15. Ibid., 388.
16. Ibid., 388.
17. Ibid., 388-89.

“empirically scrutinize the process whereby certain competent performances produce 
effects of a world political nature”.8 Such performances cannot be known in the abstract, 
and ‘scrutinizing’, or, as other leading voices put it, ‘framing’, ‘recovering’, ‘recon-
structing’, or ‘capturing’ them becomes the main research task of the practice theorist.9

But how do we do this? How does one recover or capture a practice? Unpacking this 
part of the research process is the main contribution of this article. Somewhat ironically, 
discussions of  “how to actually conduct” practice research often remain abstract or 
black-boxed in methodological metaphors.10 Following Iver Neumann, many practice 
theorists urge us to ‘leave the armchair’ and seek proximity to (the world of) practice.11 
Once out, most advocate working according to ‘ethnographic’ and ‘inductive logics’ and 
map interpretations, objects, and ways of knowing through on-site contextualisation.12 
This is the best strategy, it is claimed, as ‘practices are 100% observable, publicly avail-
able and concrete – but just not framed as such yet’.13 Observing practice is considered 
straightforward, even ‘very easy’, as ‘bodily movements and artefacts are often readily 
accessible and directly observable’.14 All the researcher needs to do is ‘observe, watch, 
listen, and record’.15 This part of the research process is generally accounted for in 
descriptions of doing fieldwork, conducting interviews, reading documents, or visiting 
archives. But then it gets ‘tricky’,16 as practice theorists are not only interested in describ-
ing how people move or use artefacts. They want to know what moving around or using 
an artefact means and how it is – potentially – implicated in shaping international rela-
tions. This part of the research process is ‘quite intricate’17 as it involves turning implicit 
knowledge into explicit knowledge and moving from the observation of action to the 
framing of practice.

This article develops a reflexive vocabulary to face and engage this ‘trickiness’. It pro-
ceeds in five parts. My entry point is a confrontation with ‘failure’ following a fieldwork 
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18. For an introduction to the latter in IR see Susan D. Hyde, ‘Experiments in International 
Relations: Lab, Survey, and Field’, Annual Review of Political Science 18 (2015): 403–24.

19. Bueger and Gadinger, International Practice Theory, 139-43, discuss abduction as part of the 
recursivity, mobility, proximity, and co-production of the praxiographic methodology.

20. Davide Nicolini, ‘Zooming In and Out: Studying Practices by Switching Theoretical Lenses 
and Trailing Connections’, Organization Studies 30, no.12 (2009): 1391–418.

21. Most IR research makes a distinction between practice (singular) and practices (plural). 
According to Kustermans, Parsing the Practice Turn, 198: practice, rather grandiosely, stands 
for ‘all of us doing all of our doings’, whereas practices, more modestly, stands for ‘the things 
that we do’. In this article, I work with Kustermans’ second understanding of practices as 
particular doings and present a fine-grained approach for how to first capture them.

experiment in which I managed to observe a practice but failed to interpret it as such. 
Experiment here refers to a collegial moment of epistemic and methodological curiosity 
rather than the more positivistic idea of a ‘field experiment’.18 Part two retells the story of 
this experiment in four vignettes. They form the ‘empirics’ of the article as an experience-
near example of what IR practice research may look like. The third part stars to open the 
black-box of the research process and discusses the different kinds of work I did to capture 
practice. Heuristically, I differentiate between site work, scrap work, screen work, and semi-
nar work. Acknowledging this multiplicity pushes the article to look deeper into questions 
of positionality in part four, where I suggest that there are at least three dimensions of posi-
tionality involved in capturing practice. I call them practical, epistemic, and professional 
positionality. In part five, I bring the two heuristics together to argue that working with 
practice theory does not happen via neat inductive steps as claimed by many IR practice 
theorists, but via abductive movements19 across the dynamics and politics of one’s research 
– a state I refer to as political positionality. Throughout, I ground my discussion in the par-
ticular example of the practice of ‘empty chairing’ someone at a conference. For the sake of 
transparency, providing a complete theorisation of this practice is neither the ambition nor 
the focus of this article. Instead, I ‘zoom-in’20 on the first, embodied steps of theory-making 
by tracing how I came to capture empty chairing by linking direct observations (a row of 
chairs) to tacit interpretations (chairs doing politics). ‘Practice’ thus shows up in multiple, 
interrelated ways in this article: as an approach to IR (‘practice theory’), as describing politi-
cal activities (‘empty chairing’), and as a way to trace our own methodological movements 
(‘at work with practice theory’).21

Overall, I argue that taking seriously the claim that theorising practice resembles a 
practice itself means that we have to approach it according to the same conceptual stand-
ards. This means accepting that our research work has observable and tacit dimensions, 
is emergent and malleable, and can be performed more or less competently. Theorising 
international practices, in other words, intersects with practicing International Relations. 
The heuristics I introduce offer a reflexive vocabulary to account for this intersection. On 
the one hand, foregrounding our ‘hidden work’ increases the transparency and pedagogi-
cal value of IR practice research. On the other hand, and indeed relevant far beyond 
methodological discussions, it shows the negative epistemic and normative implications 
of doing un-reflexive work. In the example below, this comes out in the tension of not 
(yet) being able to see a practice, and the risk of only seeing what one is looking for. If 
we don’t reflect on our own practice, we risk missing aspects of IR that may be 
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22. Can E. Multu ‘How (Not) to Disappear Completely: Pedagogical Potential of Research 
Methods in International Relations’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 43, no. 3 
(2015): 931-941.

23. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 5.
24. Bueger, ‘Practice’, 330.
25. This understanding of experiment (and experimentation) reflects how the term is substan-

tially understood in recent IR practice research. It stands for an informal process of ‘tinker-
ing [and] testing’ that may over time codify into ‘best practices’ or ‘lessons learned’; see 
Christian Bueger and Tim Edmunds, ‘Pragmatic Ordering: Informality, Experimentation, and 
the Maritime Security Agenda‘, Review of International Studies 47, no. 2 (2021): 178. This 
article’s ‘lessons learned’ lie in tracing the complexity of ‘capturing practice’.

26. In this article, I refer to various colleagues as anonymous individuals who have shaped my think-
ing. This is not unlike how IR (practice) scholars otherwise use anonymised references to research 
participants. I wrote them into the article in a way that they may identify themselves but remain 
unidentified to others. Skewing the researcher-researched relationship in this way, I hope, will 
induce further reflection on the relationalities and ethics of close-up empirical work with/in IR.

performed right in front of our eyes or indeed that we ourselves are implicated in. This is 
not to say that reflexivity promises ‘success’ to see everything or normative innocence. 
Rather, it gives us a way to account for what is (not) possible for us to see, and thus pro-
duce ‘open knowledge’ with the potential to inspire and teach, in contrast to ‘secretive 
knowledge’ that risks being exclusionary and dogmatic.22

Failure? A New Dose of Reflexivity

IR practice theorists argue that international relations can be known through its manifold 
practices. On the question of methodology, they thus promote a simple slogan: start with 
practice! But how does one find a practice to start with?

If you want to understand a scientific approach, Clifford Geertz argued some 50 years 
ago, “you should look in the first instance not at its theories or its findings. . .you should 
look at what the practitioners of it do”.23 While Geertz’s suggestion nicely describes the 
substantive focus of practice theoretical work, it also captures what practice theorists call 
the ‘symmetry’ of their approach: that doing (social) science research, including IR, is 
itself a social practice.24 This article explores the methodological implications of this 
symmetry claim. My motivation to do so comes out of a supposedly ‘failed’ fieldwork 
experiment in the spring of 2019 when I was invited to attend a diplomatic meeting to 
provide an ‘extra set of eyes’ to observe the room. Experiment here stands for an open-
ended and curiosity driven approach to research; in this case an attempt to try out the 
possibilities and promises of ethnographic observation in IR. Rather than thinking of 
experimentation as interventionist research of measuring or manipulating a controlled 
environment, the fieldwork exercise was an experiment in observational method, loosely 
based on an implicit expectation that we could generate a fuller – potentially better – 
understanding of what happens at diplomatic meetings if we added multiple observers.25 
Yet, according to a fellow practice theorist and insider to the field, I managed to observe 
‘all the wrong things’. To my colleague,26 the shortcomings were especially evident in 
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27. Usefully discussed in Maren Hofius, ‘Towards a ‘Theory of the Gap’: Addressing the 
Relationship between Practice and Theory, Global Constitutionalism 9, no.1 (2020): 173-6; 
Sundaram and Thakur, ‘A Pragmatic Methodology for Studying International Practices’; and 
Jorg Friedrichs and Friedrich Kratochwil, ‘On Acting and Knowing: How Pragmatism Can 
Advance International Relations Research and Methodology’, International Organization 63, 
no. 4 (2009): 723-5.

28. Classic examples are Wittgenstein’s ‘duck-rabbit’ or Geertz’s ‘wink’.
29. Donna Haraway ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 

of Partial Perspective’, Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1998): 582-7. Christine Sylvester, ‘The 
Elusive Arts of Reflexivity in the “Sciences” of International Relations’, Millennium: Journal 
of International Studies 41, no. 2 (2013): 309-35. Cecile Neumann and Iver Neumann, ‘Uses 
of the Self: Two Ways of Thinking about Scholarly Situatedness and Method’, Millennium: 
Journal of International Studies 43, no. 3 (2015): 798–819; Trine Villumsen Berling and 
Christian Bueger, ‘Practical Reflexivity and Political Science: Strategies for Relating 
Scholarship and Political Practice’, PS – Political Science and Politics 46, no.1 (2013):115–
19; Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2011): 171-207.

30. Following Simmel, Timo Walter, ‘The Road (Not) Taken?’, 538.
31. Lene Hansen, Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (New York: 

Routledge, 2006), 56.
32. Roxanne Doty, ‘Aporia: A Critical Exploration of the Agent-Structure Problematique in 

International Relations Theory’, European Journal of International Relations 3, no. 3 (1997): 367.
33. Jason Ralph and Jess Gifkins, ‘The Purpose of United Nations Security Council Practice: 

Contesting Competence Claims in the Normative Context Created by the Responsibility to 
Protect’, European Journal of International Relations 23, no. 3 (2017): 630-53; Ted Hopf, 
‘Change in International Practices’, European Journal of International Relations 24, no. 3 
(2018): 687-711.

how I interpreted a row of empty chairs. Where I saw spots to sit, he saw international 
politics.

This mismatch points to the problem of naïve empiricism, acknowledged by practice 
theorists in their arguments that practice is more than ‘people doing stuff’ and that study-
ing practice must include getting at competence and tacit knowledge as to how and why 
things are done in a certain way.27 In methodological terms, it points to the old challenge 
of relating observations and interpretations,28 and the basic idea in reflexive (IR) episte-
mologies that knowledge production is always ‘situated’.29 It also exemplifies what prac-
tice scholars refer to as the ‘indexicality’ of practice: that the meaning of practice is 
dependent on ‘socially organized occasions of its use’.30 This idea bears resemblance to 
how post-structuralist IR scholars have approached the study of texts. Putting forward 
the concept of intertextuality they argue that the meaning of a text is ‘never fully given 
by the text itself but is always a product of other readings and interpretations’.31 The 
same applies to practice – which are ‘intrinsically ambiguous and open-ended’ and 
should be studied not through attempts to locate meaning ‘in some determinable centre’, 
but according to a decentring logic that ‘entails questioning of how meanings are con-
structed and imposed, and this necessarily involves the issue of power’.32 While a rich 
theoretical debate about indexicality is unfolding among IR practice scholars who trace 
its implications in substantive research on hierarchy, normativity, or change;33 the debate 
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34. Doty, ‘Aporia’, 376; Bueger, ‘Pathways to Practice’, 385-90.
35. Mutlu, ‘How (Not) to Disappear Completely’, 938-41.
36. See especially the forceful interventions by Inanna Hamati-Ataya: Inanna Hamati-Ataya, 

‘IR Theory as International Practice/Agency: A Clinical-Cynical Bourdieusian Perspective’, 
Millennium: Journal of International Studies 40, no. 3 (2012): 625–46; Inanna Hamati-Ataya, 
‘Reflectivity, Reflexivity, Reflexivism: IR’s ‘Reflexive Turn’ – and Beyond’, European 
Journal of International Relations 19 no. 4 (2013): 669–94; and Inanna Hamati-Ataya, 
‘Transcending Objectivism, Subjectivism, and the Knowledge In-between: The Subject In/Of 
“Strong Reflexivity”’, Review of International Studies 40, no. 1 (2014): 153–75.

37. For instance Séverine Autesserre, Peaceland – Conflict Resolution and the Everyday Politics 
of International Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014): 275-88; 
Rebecca Adler-Nissen, Opting Out of the European Union: Diplomacy, Sovereignty and 
European Integration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014): 190-217; Vincent 
Pouliot, International Pecking Orders: The Politics and Practice of Multilateral Diplomacy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016): 272-307.

38. Wanda Vrasti, ‘Dr Strangelove, or How I Learned to Stop Worrying about Methodology and 
Love Writing’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 39, no. 1 (2010): 79–88; Sylvester, 
The Elusive Arts of Reflexivity, 313-19; Matthew Eagleton-Pierce, ‘Advancing a Reflexive 
International Relations’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 39, no. 3 (2011): 806.

39. Hamati-Ataya, Reflectivity, Reflexivity, Reflexivism, 670-71, emphasis in original.

is less advanced at the methodological level, symptomatically readable from my col-
league’s reference to ‘failure‘. Perhaps involuntarily, the latter resembles an attempt to 
‘tame’ the unruliness of practice by implicitly assuming that there was one correct ver-
sion of events to be observed.34

In the spirit of treating ‘failure’ as something to think with,35 I use this experience as a 
starting point to consider the methodological challenges of researching practice as indexical 
doings, and the broader implications linked to them, such as the transparency and trustwor-
thiness of this research. This is important, as any discussion of how to capture practice is 
incomplete without a concern of how to capture it ‘well’ (or at least not ‘all wrong’). 
Zooming-in on the experiment allows me to do that. Taking the reader into the field, my 
body and my mind, the ambition is to remove black-boxing metaphors from methodological 
discussions and to normalise its specificities and contingencies. I do this not to romanticise 
practice-research’s research-practice, but to inspire reflection and critique.

Speaking of critique, none of this is not to say that reflexive considerations are absent 
in the practice turn,36 but to say that they can be engaged more fully. Indeed, practice 
theoretical scholarship is among IR’s most methodologically explicit, and key studies 
often include detailed appendices discussing research designs or interview questions.37 
What remains hidden, however, are records covering ‘the distance’ between design, data 
generation and theorisations, as well as insights into the position and role of the practice 
theorist herself.38 Following Hamati-Ataya, this article seeks to further highlight the 
inherently normative and positional nature of practice research as one of IR’s increas-
ingly popular ‘modes of theorizing’, and to do that not only at an abstract, meta-theoret-
ical level (reflexivity matters) but by showing the ‘importance and practical meaning of 
‘reflexivity’ for empirical IR’ (how reflexivity matters).39 The extra dose of reflexivity 
this article offers lies in making explicit how what we do when we work with practice 
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40. Neumann and Neumann, ‘Uses of the Self’, 800; Mutlu, ‘How (Not) to Disappear Completely’.
41. On ‘confession’ see John van Maanen, Tales of the Field: On Writing Ethnography (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2011). In political science, a field traditionally wedded to posi-
tivist norms, discussions of positionality often occur under the headings of ‘research limita-
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theory is implicated in the epistemic claims we can make. A similar point has been made 
by Cecile and Iver Neumann, who argue that IR scholars are well aware of their position-
alities, but ‘treat the minutia of situatedness. . .as obvious, small fry, beneath their dig-
nity’, resulting in ‘suboptimal data production and non-situated books and articles’.40 
The point of ‘foregrounding minutiae’ is not to ‘confess’ or use positionality to relativise 
arguments but to show how what we do is directly linked to what we make known.41 In 
the abstract, leading practice theorists have called this the ‘bundling up’ of theory and 
method;42 in the particular example of the fieldwork experiment, it shows the bundling 
up of the knowledge I produced with the research work I produced it from.

There are at least three benefits of adding this level of transparency to how we do 
practice research. First, it contributes to important work done within and outside of the 
academy to show the social, institutional, and professional hierarchies that make aca-
demia a political field just like those we study.43 Working in this field does not happen in 
an epistemic or normative vacuum, which – as I will show – can directly influence how 
we make sense of IR. Second, it fits into current debates on data transparency and the 
rising pressure for interpretive scholars to publish fieldnotes along with papers. As we 
will see, this demand obscures the assumption that observations are ‘raw data’ equally 
collectable and interpretable by anyone.44 Finally, it extends a pedagogical invitation to 
speak more openly about our own craft. As practice theory is making its way into the 
mainstream of the discipline, more and more students are interested in working with it. 
Since the approach draws legitimacy from having engaged with the world of practice, 
unpacking this engagement is crucial, especially in a discipline that is not immune to its 
own norms and politics (where do researchers come from, who does research on what, 
what gets published, etc.) but still seeks to make global arguments.45 While reflexivity 
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does not present a way out of situatedness, it strengthens the responsibility and credibil-
ity of our arguments by acknowledging where they come from.46

Empty Chairs and the Capture of an International Practice

Tuesday

I feel a drop of sweat on my forehead as I lean over to lock my bike in the parking lot. 
It’s late spring and my hair sticks to my neck as I take off my helmet. It’s fine, I think, no 
one will pay much attention to me. The first entrance I choose to get into the old brick 
building is the wrong one. The second works. It leads me through a set of glass doors and 
up a carpeted staircase into the foyer of a chandelier-lit ballroom. I am here to participate 
in a strategy meeting of a group of international diplomats that one of my academic col-
leagues organised. I didn’t manage to read the documents he sent me last week and feel 
substantially unprepared. Maybe that’s okay. I am not so much here to follow the content 
but to help observe what happens at the meeting, practically speaking. My being here 
comes out of a chat we had the other week that it could be fun to ‘experiment’ with eth-
nographic observation methods by attending events in each other’s fields and provide an 
extra set of eyes.

To enter the foyer, I walk past the registration desk. Before I can say my name, the 
woman sitting behind it hands me a plastic badge displaying my name. She works as an 
administrator at the university where we talk from time to time. Thanks, I say, and see 
my colleague as I pull the neck-sling over my head. I walk over. He greets me with a nod 
and a short ‘you okay?’ I reply something mechanical and am introduced to his co-
organiser with a one-sided introduction of her first name and no introduction of mine. I 
say my name and she asks about my academic work. I pinch my eyes. I didn’t expect her 
to know anything about me. As the foyer fills up with people, we talk about our research, 
fieldwork methods, and the event today. I ask what the point of this meeting is. The point 
is to discuss the report and improve it before it goes to the next meeting, she replies. So, 
you are helping us observe today, she continues before I can ask what that means. Yes, I 
say. What exactly are you going to focus on? she pushes. I pause. I will just observe and 
take some notes if that’s okay–? Sounds good she says, winks, and adds just go and do 
your magic. I smile. She smiles. And we walk off in opposite directions.

I walk to the back of the ballroom and sit down in the last of eight rows of slim, dark-
red leather chairs. This row is the only one not covered in white copy papers that display 
names of countries and institutions in black bold print. Some of the print outs in the 
previous rows read DIIS, Somalia, and University of Oxford. Without an assigned posi-
tionality, I look around me and down at the floor. Finally, I put my bag down on one of 
the paperless chairs and venture back into the foyer for some coffee. Returning to my 
seat, two men follow me in and ask whether they can take two of the unassigned chairs. 
For sure, I say, and gesture to make space. Thanks so much, they say. As soon as they sit, 
my colleague walks over in long, quick steps. He grabs the man further away from me 
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lightly by the arm and says in a low, soft voice no, no, why don’t you come with me and 
sit over here. They are not supposed to sit in unassigned seats, I assume, and help the one 
next to me pick up his documents from the floor. I’ll see you later, he says and shrugs his 
shoulders as he walks to the front of the room. Some seconds later, a woman holding a 
teacup sits down next to me and spends the next two minutes looking at a video of a baby 
on her phone. She sounded American, but we didn’t speak more than to clarify the empti-
ness of the unassigned chair. Over the next nine hours, I take 57-pages of jottings in my 
notebook, a frenetic scribbling that must look like I am taking notes on the content of the 
meeting like most others in the room. The easiness of being a participant observer in a 
conference setting, I will write in my fieldnotes at night. But did I manage to achieve 
what my colleagues were expecting; did I manage to do magic?

Wednesday

The next day, I email 13 tightly-typed pages of fieldnotes to my colleagues by replying 
to an email thread called ‘Ethnographers’. Thanks for inviting me along to the event yes-
terday. It was an interesting – if exhausting – (field) day for me. I wrote up my jottings in 
the way that I always write up my fieldnotes: I split them up into three columns, one 
containing ‘pure’ observations, one containing reflective notes and one containing ana-
lytical notes. I left the latter two blank, but maybe you have something you want to fill 
in. . . It would be cool to meet and talk about this further. I click send. Half an hour later, 
I get a reply: Oh woah, thank you so much for this. Really look forward to read in detail 
and then perhaps meet next week to discuss? I hope attending this was an interesting 
experience, and would love to think about this more methodologically, both in terms of 
the boundaries between participant observations and action research, but also adding a 
reflexive loop through an additional observer. Sounds good, I reply, and we schedule a 
time to meet.

Two Weeks Later

I read the narrative you gave us, my colleague says as I sit down at the table of a side-
walk-bar close to the university. It was fascinating to see, he continues, that you some-
how managed to observe all the wrong things. Especially the thing with the chairs, he 
says with a smile, referring to my detailed descriptions of the place-holder print outs. 
What about them, I ask. Slightly tilting his head he says – as if it was the most self-evi-
dent thing in the world – well, it’s the politics of the empty chair, of course. The what now, 
I ask, and am told that it is a standard practice in diplomatic settings to show all attendees 
who the delegates are that were invited but decided not to come through placing place-
holder cards on chairs that will remain noticeably empty throughout the day. Fair enough, 
I say and feel my face turning red, embarrassed for not having known.

A Year Later

After the chat on the sidewalk, I went back to my own research, the diplomats went on 
to adopt their report, and the 13 pages of fieldnotes were filed away and not spoken of 
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again. What does it mean that to my colleague I had observed ‘all the wrong things’? 
Over the next months, these words resonated in my mind as I reflected on my own (field)
work, unsettled by the idea that I could be looking at all the wrong things. What had sup-
posedly gone wrong the day in the ballroom made me anxious as the project I was other-
wise working on also concerned diplomatic practice. Perhaps without explicit realisation, 
this anxiety pushed me to ‘zoom out’47 and into abductively probing whether what I had 
learned about diplomacy that day was also happening in other field sites. Eventually, I 
tried to embrace this unsettlement and wrote a first (draft of this) article, which I pre-
sented in two university seminars. The feedback was mixed, and I momentarily paused 
working on the manuscript as I turned my attention to more pressing projects.

But the empty chair had a way of working itself back in. I started seeing it in other 
(field)sites and began referring to it as an example of an international practice that you 
could not know from just observing a site in my teaching. I also googled the empty chair 
as an object of politics. I learned that politicians could be empty chaired by opponents or 
the media, that the empty chair could be used as a rhetorical device to make monologues 
look like dialogues, and that it could resemble both an active and passive (aggressive) 
strategy to visualise absences. There even had been an ‘empty chair crisis’ in the mid-
1960s in the field I study, EU diplomacy, when French President de Gaulle boycotted 
Council meeting by keeping his chair empty to show France’s dissatisfaction with a legis-
lative proposal. I also kept talking about the experiment. I often saw a spark in colleagues’ 
eyes when I got to the pointe of the story, and one of my students reported that he saw 
empty chairing in a coursework field assignment. By next spring, my colleague was work-
ing with another researcher to do fieldwork in a similar site. The experiment came up only 
one more time when he told me that he had learned something from our ‘fieldwork fail-
ure’. To avoid this time around, he said hastily and while we were passing each other in 
the hallway one afternoon, he had now told his observer exactly what to look for.

Four Dimensions of Research Work

The vignettes above lay out the process that led to the capturing of a practice we may call 
‘empty chairing’ someone at a conference. Importantly, they only indicate it from my per-
spective and that of the event organisers, not from the parties that did not show up. In this 
part of the article and the next, I re-trace this process along two heuristic dimensions: first, 
the different kinds of work I did; and second, the different positionalities I did it from. They 
highlight how doing research is itself a domain of practice and present a reflexive vocabu-
lary to account for the challenge of studying indexical doings and their politics.

Site Work

Over the last two decades, doing ‘fieldwork’ has become a central element of IR’s meth-
odological toolbox. Discussions in the literature are advancing fast on how to get (access) 
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to IR’s various ‘fields’, and, indeed, are already beginning to question the concept’s 
usefulness again.48 Central to advancing this debate in recent years, IR practice theorists 
have turned to fieldwork to ‘get close’ and study the sites in which they expect interna-
tional practices to show up. Our experiment is an example of an often-visited site: the 
diplomatic meeting. Given that we had been to such meetings before and will likely go 
back to them after, our experiment was based on the curious – but in retrospect methodo-
logically naïve – assumption to ‘add another pair of eyes’ into the site and come out with 
a fuller picture of what happened.

It was naïve, as it assumed that any observer could simply be dropped on site to neatly 
collect and meaningfully report on its practices. This move mistook interpretation for 
observation and reduced the researcher to a mechanical collection device supposedly 
producing immediately meaningful ‘data’.49 In its spontaneity, it lays bare the often one-
dimensional treatment of research methods in IR as tools to collect information without 
thinking about the questions of knowledge production linked to them. My colleague’s 
statement telling his new observer ‘exactly what to look for’ exemplifies how easily the 
contingencies of sense-making are side-lined or even closed down when we think about 
fieldwork primarily as a tool to ‘get data’. While this strategy may present a practical 
solution, it runs the risk of ‘only finding what we are looking for’, thus almost obscuring 
the aim of research altogether.50 It was also naïve as it assumed that there was a single 
version of observable events to begin with. As a result, the experiment looked like a 
failure because the extra pair of eyes, my eyes, did not help fulfil the intention but added 
extra layers of interpretive mess.51

If we approach the experiment through the sensibility of above’s ‘trickiness’, how-
ever, it begins to look more like a success: Eventually, it was in the difference between 
our interpretations of a directly observable action that at least one practice from the room 
was captured or ‘gotten at’: the practice of empty chairing. Beyond re-stating the need 
for reflexivity to recognise the partiality of what one researcher can see, looking at it this 
way highlights how knowledge about international practices is not contained in ‘the 
field’. In this example, being on site allowed me to observe the practice, but it took a lot 
more work to capture and thus begin to theorise it.
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Scrap Work

Often, key moments of sense-making and building academic arguments happen in non-
linear cycles of scrap work in which we dig into the mess of generated materials and 
newly lay them out to see how they may hang together. The biggest pieces of ‘scrap’ 
came from my notebook and the 57-pages of jottings transformed into fieldnotes. 
Exhausted after a long day in the ballroom, I continued working until 10 pm, transcribing 
and tidying up my observations. Silently cursing myself for the time I needed to type 
them out, transforming jottings into fieldnotes was central for capturing the doings of the 
empty chairs. Not (yet) knowing that empty chairing was among the practices performed 
in the meeting, my notes provide a written account of how I experienced it. The notes 
‘carried’ the practice of observation into the trickier stage of tacit knowledge and (shared) 
interpretation.52

Textualisation and the importance of writing is a key concern in the literature on 
ethnographic research but has not been explicitly discussed by IR practice theorists, 
or praxiographers.53 Awareness of how we write practice is important at all stages of 
the research process. Similar to debates on ‘writing culture’,54 writing practice is a 
distinct literary genre in which the researcher-as-writer carries not only the practice 
but also an important responsibility given her interest in foregrounding the habitual, 
unspoken and tacit. Writing practice thus makes it accessible to others, who may use 
this information for better or worse. This responsibility is heightened in international 
practice theory with its ambition of locating global questions in particular practical 
accounts.

Back in the present context, recording and writing about the empty chairs continued 
outside the field as I scribbled down notes and ideas on post-its, in (other) notebooks, on 
the backs of shopping receipts and other pieces of scrap paper. I wrote down references 
to other texts, examples of empty chairing that I have seen or heard of, and ideas for 
articles developing arguments linked to it (one of them being this one). Rather than 
knowing what to write from the beginning, these scraps resemble non-linear steps in a 
process of writing in order to know. In retrospect, they mark the distance travelled 
between documenting experiences to presenting an account of what they may mean. 
Borrowing from Dvora Yanow, they chart the distance as writing moves from being 
author-centric to becoming reader-centric.55



Eggeling 163

56. Karin Knorr-Cetina, ‘Scopic Media and Global Coordination: The Mediatization of Face-to-
Face Encounters’, in Mediatization of Communication, ed. K. Lundby (Berlin: De Gruyter 
Mouton, 2014), 39–62; Melanie Howlett, ‘Looking at the “field” through a Zoom Lens: 
Methodological Reflections on Conducting Online Research During a Global pandemic’, 
Qualitative Research Online First (2021): 1-6; Kristin Anabel Eggeling and Rebecca Adler-
Nissen, ‘The Synthetic Situation in Diplomacy: Scopic Media and the Digital Mediation of 
Estrangement’, Global Studies Quarterly, Online First (2021): 1–14.

57. Yanow, ‘Dear Author, Dear Reader’, 278; Cai Wilkinson, ‘Ethnographic Methods’, 129–45.
58. Vrasti, ‘Dr Strangelove’, 84; Wilkinson, ‘Ethnographic Methods’, 142.
59. Lee Ann Fujii, ‘Five Stories of Accidental Ethnography: Turning Unplanned Moments in 

the Field into Data’, Qualitative Research 15, no. 4 (2015): 525–39; Joseph MacKay and 
Jamie Levin, ‘Hanging Out in International Politics: Two Kinds of Explanatory Political 
Ethnography for IR’, International Studies Review 17, no. 2 (2015): 163–88.

Screen Work

Scrap work often happens in parallel to screen work, which captures two core research prac-
tices. First, as a verb and in a procedural sense, it includes screening what others have said 
about the topic, site or practice we are interested in, and the reading and digesting of extant 
information. The outcome of this work is the arrangement of the existing literature in such a 
way that it presents an opening or ‘a gap’ for us to fill. Second, and in a more descriptive 
sense, the screen work stage includes those hours spent working in front of laptop, computer 
and mobile-phone screens. While these devices have been central to academic work for dec-
ades, their importance has grown in recent years (for example, many journals are no longer 
published in print form), and to unknown levels during the Covid-19 pandemic, during which 
‘scopic media’ and the ‘screen worlds’ have become main research and working sites.56

In the literature on qualitative research, scrap and screen work are often described as 
‘desk work’ that next to ‘legwork’ and ‘fieldwork’ rounds off the research cycle.57 
Distinguishing these types of work is a heuristic, ‘artificial, and, in many ways, impos-
sible’,58 but useful for the present purpose of foregrounding the hidden work that went 
into capturing empty chairing. Surely, screen work does not necessarily – or even primar-
ily – happen in the (office) armchair, but often happens ‘accidentally’ or ‘on the go’ dur-
ing mundane moments of pondering, waiting or ‘hanging out’.59 There is also no clear 
temporality of screen work, neither in relation to a precise moment when it is done 
(academia is not a 9-5 job), nor in relation to temporal sequences (i.e. screen work not 
necessarily happen before or after site work).

In the example of empty chairing, screen work allowed me to retrospectively contex-
tualise my observations. I re-read my notes, re-read methodological literature, and 
engaged in email conversations about the experiment. One email thread stayed active in 
my inbox for almost a year, constantly reminding me to (re)engage. This work presents 
the interpretive backbone, a sort of academic ‘dwelling’ on deciding which questions to 
unpack and how. On the one hand, screen work influenced how I have since thought 
about paper printouts on empty chairs, and how I tried to focus on the mundanest of 
things in observations of other diplomatic meetings. On the other hand, it was during 
screen-work that the more abstract theorising started: the distance from the field allowed 
me to ‘zoom out’. I could now think on from the associations made by my colleague or 
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voices in the literature that empty chairing was a way to show absences, turn monologues 
into false dialogues, or even shame absent parties; and begin to relate these ideas to IR 
debates on power – for example, who has the power to invite diplomats to a meeting – 
hierarchy - who is (not) able to show up – or change – (how) does empty chairing work 
when meetings are held virtually? A full development of the theorising process needs to 
happen elsewhere.60 For now, foregrounding screen work shows how prior knowledges 
and immersion into academic literatures and communities influences the capture of prac-
tice at the early, embodied stages of theory-making.

Seminar Work

Finally, tacit (academic) knowledges about observable practices are shared and made at 
academic conferences and during university seminars. While the former have long been 
discussed as sites of knowledge production, little formal appreciation exists for the latter. 
Understood primarily as pedagogical meetings, seminar work usually only shows itself 
in acknowledgement sections.61 While seminars are informally well recognised as ludic 
moments of testing ideas, collegial moments of collaboration, or careerist moments of 
professional facework, they are seldomly considered for their epistemic role.

This stands in contrast to the experiences I have had while working on this article. The two 
times I presented earlier drafts of this article, there were structured 5-point-improvement-
plans from experienced professors, comments to tailor the manuscript around a particular 
concept or towards the audience of a specific journal, and empathetic encouragement to dig 
deeper. Seminar work, in this sense, includes those moments when the researcher engages 
with her own field and the critique and creativity of those in it. It has the ability to turn reflex-
ivity into a shared practice, a sort of collegial co-reflexivity. It is a powerful abductive tool, as 
it works both retrospectively, opening our eyes to something others feel we may have missed; 
or preparatory, sharpening our look for what is yet to be seen. The epistemic importance of 
often serendipitous interactions stood out very clearly the second time I presented. This is not 
the kind of paper I normally read, a colleague I don’t normally interact with remarked,

it made me think of a short story by Borges on a boy with a perfect memory that makes him 
focus on all the wrong things. I think the same is happening to you. The point in the story is that 
to be able to interact and understand, you need to be able to prioritize. . .In our language that 
maybe means that we need to approach reality with theory. The chair example is very interesting 
– you manage to focus on the right variable, but you read it wrong. . .Maybe you can ask what 
level of theory would allow you to read it correctly? (Seminar notes, November 2019).

After the seminar, I Googled and found Borges’ story Funes the Memorious.62 It tells the 
faith of Ireneo Funes, an Uruguayan man who suffered a head injury after falling off a 
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horse. Before the accident, Funes had been ‘what all humans are: blind: deaf, addle-
brained, absent-minded’, he had ‘looked without seeing, listened without hearing, forget-
ting almost everything’.63 But when he woke up, both his perception and his memory 
were infallible. He knew the patterns of the clouds on any particular day by heart, and 
learned English, French, Portuguese and Latin without effort. But Funes, Borges con-
cludes, ‘was not very capable of thought. To think is to forget differences, generalize, 
make abstractions. In the teeming world of Funes, there were only details, almost imme-
diate in their presence’.64

In many ways, Funes’ post-accident abilities describe what practice theorists initially 
aim for: capturing the richness of mundanity, patterns, and processes. But they also want 
to think on from this: ‘forget differences, generalize, make abstractions’. What Borges 
calls ‘thinking’ is the abstract part of practice-theorising, the process of ‘climbing the 
ladder of abstraction’, ‘zooming out’, or ‘tracing practices’ from ‘contextual specificity’ 
to ‘analytical generality’.65 My concern here is somewhat prior and focuses on the 
embodied parts of theorising. Rather than moving up the ladder just yet, seminar work 
helped me to ‘look back down’ into the richness of my observations with new re-assur-
ance that the empty chairs represented, as this colleague put it, a ‘right variable’. What 
he thought was missing, however, was abstract theory to help me see. A more practice-
theoretical way to think about this is that I was experiencing the ‘trickiness’ of interpret-
ing tacit knowledge. Rather than turning to abstract theory to be able to ‘prioritize’, it 
was the embodied knowledge of an insider (to the field) that helped capture empty chair-
ing. This experience further underlines how learning about practice happens across mul-
tiple and indeed unforeseeable moments. Highlighting them takes us a long way towards 
the ambitions of transparency outlined above. There is, however, still some way to go, as 
all of this work was done from the intersection of particular positionalities.

Three Dimensions of Positionality

In this section, I outline three positionalities that have played into capturing the practice 
of empty chairing. I call them practical, epistemic, and professional positionality. 
Recognising the researcher and her positionality is a well-established argument in most 
practice theoretical work.66 It recognises the ‘inescapable perspectivism’ of interpreta-
tion and realises that there is no ‘view from nowhere’. Patrick Jackson calls this position 
‘mind-world monism’ suggesting that our ‘experience of the world is inescapably medi-
ated by the conceptual and linguistic apparatus that we bring to bear when producing 
knowledge of the world’.67 What the experiences described above add to this 
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understanding is that positionality extends beyond the ‘mind’ in mind-world monism and 
highlight how the IR practice theorist needs to ‘be both’:68 observant in the field of prac-
tice and participating in the field of theorising. The latter, arguably, is what sets her apart 
from others on site, and the practice of research work from just ‘being there’. Importantly, 
thinking about positionality in this way allows us to increase transparency, not do away 
with interpretive partialities.

Practical Positionality

Practical positionality refers to how the researcher enters, moves around, and is per-
ceived in a research site. It characterises her quality of immersion and is often dis-
cussed in relation to questions of ‘access’, ‘personal characteristics’, and ‘rapport’.69 
Reflecting the above argument that IR discussions tend to treat the minutia of situated-
ness as ‘obvious, small fry, or beneath their dignity’,70 such questions are often only 
told in prefaces or methodological appendices thus literally moved to the margins of 
the text. While such writing practices may reflect the politics of the field of IR more 
than the convictions of any single researcher,71 challenging them brings the researcher 
back in and shows how personal characteristics or socio-economic traits influence not 
only the practice but also the outcome of empirical research. In the appendix to 
Peaceland, an acclaimed study on the everyday practices of peace intervention, 
Severine Autesserre for example ‘confesses’ that “the fact that my husband accompa-
nied me throughout most of my fieldwork helped me to overcome hurdles I faced when 
investigating male-only environments”.72

Practical positionality centres on the ‘I’ in doing research and considers how the ‘I’ is 
implicated in what can(not) be seen, heard, asked, or experienced.73 A recent example of 
such a discussion in IR is Mia Halme-Tuomisaari’s study of being an intern at the UN.74 
Halme-Tuomisaari develops the concept of ‘tactical subjectivity’ and describes how she 
uses prejudicial ideas about (her) outward appearance as an invisible methodological 
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tactic. A description of how she ‘lingers’ after a meeting of the UN Human Rights 
Council exemplifies this point:

It is usually best . . . (to) allow people to slot me into a commonly assigned category: an intern 
who is probably a PhD candidate. I usually mention my actual scholarly status in passing, yet 
in continued interaction I embrace the assigned categorisation, pairing it up with a performance 
of a distinct, exaggerated habitus: ‘blondeness’. With this I refer not to the literal state of having 
blonde hair – which, ironically, I have – but to the figurative elements commonly associated 
with ‘blondeness’: uninformed naivety, somewhat childlike dependence, non-threatening 
benevolence.75

Some of the same dynamics were at play in our fieldwork experiment, both in relation to 
how ‘I’ was engaging with the (field)site and the scholarly community I was reporting 
back to. On site, my ‘I’ was embarrassed about a sweaty face, put under pressure to ‘do 
magic’ and actively tried to hide my ‘positionless-ness’ by sitting in the unassigned back 
row. At the same time, my ‘I’ was a privileged Western researcher that could easily blend 
it at a diplomatic meeting. In interactions with this particular diplomatic field and before 
and after, others, my ‘I’ – a young, white, junior, female, blond, and professionally relative 
‘nobody’– was influenced by the tools and procedures of academic knowledge production 
(emails, meetings, seminars) and relations to others in this field (generally more senior 
colleagues). While discussing practical positionalities has by now become a virtual must 
for reflexive IR analyses, the story about the experiment shows how they are continuously 
implicated in shaping a line of sight that influences both how research is done and what it 
makes known. If I had known about empty chairing before walking into the ballroom, I 
may have disregarded it as self-evident in my fieldnotes; if I had been involved in organis-
ing the event, I may have put the paper print-outs there myself; and if I had been in a more 
senior academic position I may have not been thrown by the categorisation of ‘failure’.

Epistemic Positionality

But to account for the capture of practice, we need to think about more than the ‘insertion 
of the ‘I’ into a fieldwork story’.76 In addition to practical characteristics, IR practice 
theorist will exhibit and draw on a particular set of epistemic characteristics, generally 
the outcome of a political (science) education and exposure to different theoretical and 
conceptual debates on how to approach ‘the international’. As discussed in a recent piece 
on ‘Who practices practice theory’, such characteristics may also grow out of experi-
ences of having been an IR practitioner oneself.77 Highlighting epistemic positionality is 
particularly important in the context of international studies, as it can trace abstract argu-
ments of ‘Wester-centrism’, intellectual bias, or nationalistic points of view down ‘to the 
ground’. In a discipline that has struggled for decades with becoming ‘global’, looking at 
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the global status of its theorists’ epistemics presents an important normative aspect of 
that struggle.78

Recognising epistemic positionality means recognising how our interpretations are 
influenced by the ‘sensitizing frames’ we look through. As practical positionality, epis-
temic positionality is mobile and emerging. Given practice theory’s understanding of 
‘theory’ outlined above, we have to accept that no practice lens arrives in the field ready-
made. Instead, it is cut in the process of engaging with it, and is sharpened, polished and 
re-focused as the theorists moves through her work. The first installation of the lens often 
happens during screen or seminar work, when we read papers or serendipitously get 
inspired. Ideally, it then zooms wide open or further in during site work, only to be recali-
brated again during scrap and seminar work. Epistemic positionality highlights how try-
ing to ‘capture’ practice is always ‘mediated by the researcher reporting it’.79

The point of the experiment – the moment when I learn about empty chairing – is a 
good example of the force of epistemic positionality. Once made known, the practice 
cannot be unknown (or unseen), but it had to be learned in order to be captured. Making 
tacit knowledges explicit is what builds our epistemic positionalities over time and may 
shift depending on the community of practice we belong to. Recognising and disclosing 
them adds transparency to the work we do. It shows how working with the approach is 
itself a ‘practice’ that is shaped by the contexts of its enactment and can be performed 
with more or less competence. As part of the latter, we should also acknowledge the 
researcher’s broader (life) experiences and standing in the (professional) environments 
in which she does her work.

Professional Positionality

Professional positionality extends practical and epistemic perspectivism into the circum-
stances and life histories of the researcher. C.W. Mills, for instance, saw the latter as a 
crucial source of the ‘sociological imagination’. Scholarship is a choice of how to live as 
well as a choice of career, he explains, and encourages us to “learn to use your life expe-
rience in your intellectual work: continually to examine and interpret it”.80 Mills’ sugges-
tion for how to do this is to ‘keep up a file’, which again highlights the importance of 
how practice is written. Such files allow us not only to recall what we observed, but also 
where it is that we observe things from.

In the experiment, professional positionality influenced my moves in at least two 
ways. First, in how I first entered the ballroom. Tacitly using the privilege of having been 
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to many international conferences, I mechanically pulled the conference badge over my 
head, chit-chatted in the foyer, and avoided looking lonely and awkward by getting a cup 
of coffee. Second, and paradoxically, it came through in how I then tried to ‘box off’ this 
knowing-how-to-act when I worked myself through the task of providing another ‘pair 
of eyes’. I felt caught when the event co-organiser knew that I was there to do research, 
and was self-conscious about my copious note-taking. A few months after the day in the 
ballroom, one colleague commented on a section of an early draft of this article where I 
described how I felt lost on the site by asking whether

putting it this way does not risk dismissing all of your prior life experience and tries to portray 
the researcher-observer as a blank page. Sure, you knew very little about the topic of the 
conference, but you had plenty of prior knowledge of how conferences tend to work (Seminar 
notes, October 2019).

What the untangling of the observation experiment shows is that being ‘on site’ is far 
from the only moment capturing practice. Reflecting in detail on the four (heuristic) 
moments of site, scrap, screen and seminar work illustrates that capturing a practice does 
not proceed in neat, inductive steps, but by abductively moving back and forth between 
research sites and the armchair, observation and interpretation, the application of meth-
ods and the norms of the academic field. Reflecting, moreover, on the practical, epis-
temic and professional positionalities that influence these movements shows how 
capturing practice is not an individual achievement but made in the entanglements of one 
researcher’s interpretations and those of others. Unpacking the implications of this dis-
cussion is the focus of the next, and final section.

At Work with Practice Theory: Moving between Places, 
Procedures, and Politics

Over the past two decades, the IR practice turn has developed into a robust research 
programme that has newly unpacked numerous substantive research themes including 
(in)security, political integration, and intervention.81 Practice theorists have invited us to 
think about the international as it is performed in practices of ‘pen-holding’, ‘shaming’, 
or ‘speaking down to ‘locals’’; and have theorised how such doings (re)produce hierar-
chies, perpetuate international tensions, or achieve the opposite of their intended out-
comes. Given the entanglement of theory and practice in practice theory, these studies 
are characterised by extensive empirical work and generally include detailed discussions 
that describe fieldwork, ‘confess’ limitations, or explain the connection between theo-
retical concepts and choice of methods - if only in prefaces or appendices. What often 
remains hidden, however, is the work that happens ‘betwixt and between’, the ‘tricky’ 
work of first capturing or framing practice.

Introducing a vocabulary to account for this work has been the focus of the preceding 
sections. Such accountability is especially important for practice research as the 

81. Autessere, Peaceland; Adler-Nissen, Opting Out Of the European Union; Pouliot, 
International Pecking Orders.
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‘theories’ it offers can – and by self-understanding should – not be divorceable form the 
encounters with the world(s) that make them. But that world is encountered differently 
and can be known in multiple ways. One way of charting this multiplicity is to think 
along the heuristics outlined above. They help us unpack why it is that we come to focus 
on some practices rather than others; develop nuanced accounts of practice in one sub-
stantive area of IR (for example diplomatic studies) rather than others; and consider how 
the work we do on international practices is shaped by academic trends, the politics of 
writing and publishing, and questions of professional privilege and prestige just as much 
as by what practitioners of international relations casually or purposefully do.

In times of post-truth and populist attacks on science, they help us to be more 
transparent and offer our readers, our students, and our critics ways of assessing the 
credibility and trustworthiness of our work. While accounting for our research pro-
cess is well advanced on the theoretical level in the IR practice turn– a mature debate 
exists on how and with the help of which thinkers we can theorise the international 
via its practices – the debate has been less comprehensive on how we first come to 
find those aspects that we then want to abstract from. Often, references to ‘fieldwork’ 
or ‘having been there’ dwell in our final texts as legitimations for how practices 
became known. Yet, reverting to this rhetoric is not good enough if we take practice 
theorists claims of symmetry and indexicality seriously. Reports of what we observe 
are incomplete without reflections on how we observe it, from where, when and 
with(out) whom. These questions point to what we may collectively call ‘political 
positionality’, which underlies and weaves itself through the dimensions and moments 
of work discussed above.

‘Political’ can mean one of two things here. Its first meaning is straightforward and 
refers to the substantive focus of our work. We generally call our work political (science) 
when it is about institutions of power or governance and their relations. Above, this has 
happened (implicitly) by visiting a diplomatic meeting to learn about international rela-
tions, and then going on to think about the chair as an object that may do political work 
– in contrast to looking at it through the lens of say a logistician to whom chairs may 
primarily mean as arrangeable objects. This meaning of political is still powerful in the 
IR practice turn, and IR’s most successful practice theorists have focused on sites of 
traditional ‘high politics’ such as the UN Security Council or the Council of the EU. In 
addition to shifting the research focus away from the content of the work done in such 
sites (i.e. treaty negotiations) to the ordinary doings that make them (i.e. putting track 
changes in word-documents) the next big shift of the IR practice turn may be to so far 
overlook agents or altogether unfamiliar sites.

The second meaning of political is more ‘hidden’ and refers to the role of politics not 
as a referent object but a constitutive dynamic of our work. It underlines how ‘the pro-
cess itself is political’ insofar as it locates the researcher within networks of power.82 

82. Timothy Pachirat, ’The Political in Political Ethnography: Dispatches from the Kill Floor’, 
in Political Ethnography: What immersion contributes to the study of power, ed. Edward 
Schatz (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2009): 144 emphasis in original; 144 emphasis in 
original; Doty, ‘Aporia’, 376; Hamati-Ataya, ‘IR Theory as International Practice/Agency’, 
633-40.
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When interested in theorising the politics of practice, we also have to ask: Where is the 
practice theorist in practice theory? As argued above, the aim of doing this is neither to 
romanticise what we do nor to ‘confess’ positionality as an unfortunate by-product. The 
aim is to produce transparent and ‘open knowledge’ that may inspire and teach, in con-
trast to ‘secretive knowledge’ that excludes and hides.83

Approaching the experiment in this way, we see how the research was from the begin-
ning fraught with questions of position, politics, and power. The things that remained 
unspoken between me and my colleagues – how to do magic and what exactly to look for 
– exemplify this. Based on implicit assumptions and previous exposure to what happens 
at a diplomatic meeting, how to behave, and what to pay attention to, the idea was for me 
to walk into the room as a neutral observer, a sort of mechanical measuring instrument. 
Yet, my ‘measurements’ relied on my singular positionality formed at the intersection of 
prior knowledges, epistemic expectations, and locations in institutional hierarchies. 
Measuring, moreover, did not stop when I left the ballroom, but continued across other 
sites and moments in emails, seminars, and sidewalk bars. Tracing the latter clearly 
shows how my (lucky) position of working at a research-heavy institution and being sur-
rounded by colleagues who push for theoretical and methodological innovation enabled 
me to keep asking methodological questions. It was my environment that turned a sup-
posed ‘failure’ into a conversation about intellectual craft. This way, it actually did add 
what my colleague called a ‘reflexive loop through an additional observer’ – just not a 
loop that was focused on the substantive- but on our own field of practice. However, the 
experiences I relayed also showed how much at risk such conversations are of being 
side-lined or shut down – recall the solution to next time ‘tell observers what to look for’. 
In this context, it is encouraging to see that discussions of ‘failure’ and researcher ‘visi-
bility’ are becoming more acceptable in IR. This should be especially interesting for 
practice theorists, who readily admit that ‘slippage’ or ‘incompetent’ behaviour is often 
central in working out the meaning and political implications of practice.84

Conclusion

How does one ‘capture’ an international practice? In this article, I have used the story of 
a ‘failed’ fieldwork experiment to unpack this question. The experiment, a term that here 
stood for epistemic curiosity to try out still marginal methods in IR, centred on the events 
of one spring day in 2019 when I was invited to provide another set of eyes at a meeting 
of international diplomats. Tracing my own steps through the day and its aftermath, I 
argued that producing knowledge about international practices is inseparable from the 
procedures, norms, and tacit expectations of IR (practice)scholarship itself. This argu-
ment developed out of the symmetry claim that theorising and doing research is itself 
bound by the rules of social practice; and the indexicality claim that practices are ambig-
uous and open-ended, which links their performance to questions of competence and 
power.

83. Mutlu, ‘How Not to Disappear Completely’, 932; Berling and Bueger, Practical Reflexivity, 
115-16.

84. Hopf, ‘Change in International Practices’, 693; Adler-Nissen and Pouliot, ‘Power in Practice’, 
896.
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I illustrated this argument by tracing how I came to know about the practice of empty 
chairing someone at a conference. I discussed how my direct observations from initial 
work on site became meaningful via various moments of scrap, screen, and seminar work. 
While practice theorists for the time being mainly talk about fieldwork to refer to what it is 
they do when they leave their ‘armchair’, I focused on these additional dimensions to 
emphasise the work that is hiding beyond such methodological metaphors. These dimen-
sions lay out what has been called the ‘trickiness’ of studying practice, the work that is 
involved in moving from observing bodies move or artefacts handled to capturing what 
such movement and handling might mean, and how it may be implicated in shaping inter-
national relations. In addition to these often messy steps, I found that doing this work is 
also intimately linked to the researcher’s epistemic, practical, professional, and ultimately, 
political positionalities. Foregrounding the latter is crucial for an approach that sees theo-
ries as emergent from encounters between researcher and researched, as our positionalities 
not only influence what we can observe but are incomplete without reflections on how we 
observe it, from where, when and with(out) whom. Adding reflections of these two heuris-
tics into our analyses will advance the practice turn in three ways: first, pedagogically, in 
transferring a more accurate impressions of what the approach involves to our students; 
second, normatively, in accounting for where our arguments come from; and third, epis-
temically, by enabling reflection on what we may have missed for not (yet) being able to 
see practices, and, equally important, to avoid only seeing what we are looking for.

As a new dose of reflexivity, the methodological vocabulary introduced in this article 
helps us show how ‘capturing’ practice – with all its tacit knowledges, bodily move-
ments, and material mediation – is a social practice in its own right. A more pessimistic 
take on this will highlight the limiting effects of institutional hierarchies, publication 
norms, and politicised access to professional resources and sites. A more optimistic take 
will highlight the inspiring force of collegial creativity, collaboration, and serendipitous 
encounters. More research is required on both. In the meantime and staying true to both 
the symmetry and indexicality claim, it is an illusion to think that knowledge about 
something as intricate as a single international practice – or as complex as the practices 
of international relations – can be made and contained in a single moment, site, or schol-
ar’s mind. Fruitful research on international practices will therefore always allow for 
experimentation, collaboration, and - last but not least – for failure.
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