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ALTERNATIVE AFFILIATIONS AND THE PERSONAL POLITICS OF OVERSEAS RESEARCH: SOME REFLECTIONS
 

Simon Batterbury

INTRODUCTION
In one of his best known essays, Clifford Geertz (1984) describes to us the extreme disquiet in anthropological circles occasioned by the publication of Malinowski's A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term (1967). One of the world's leading anthropologists this century, Malinowski's previous ethnographic work had been highly praised for its richness and detail and had served as a model of sound fieldwork practice. But in his contentious diary, the author laid bare his real feelings towards his island hosts, had 'rude words' to say about them, and divulged that he spent much of his time while in the field "wishing he was elsewhere" and "preoccupied with his own well-being" (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, 101).


According to Geertz, the impact of the book was far-reaching; had some been too hasty in venerating Malinowski? Does all fieldwork involve selfish sentiment and introspection, and was this simply the first instance of a major author owning up to his own shortcomings in this regard? In any event, the effect of publication was that, 

"The myth of the chameleon fieldworker, perfectly tuned to his exotic surroundings, a walking miracle of empathy, tact, patience and cosmopolitanism, was demolished by the man who had perhaps done most to create it" (Geertz 1983, 56).

Another observer of anthropological culture, James Clifford, later marked the event thus; "Henceforth an implicit mark of interrogation was placed beside any overly confident and consistent ethnographic voice" (Clifford 1986).


Using a discussion of Malinowski's honest account of his personal foibles and ingratitude as a basis, Geertz goes on to construct his own argument about the problems of grasping 'native' understanding in fieldwork settings more generally. He therefore refuses to take Malinowski’s journal for what it is - discomfort with 'other' landscapes and cultures. For Geertz, good interpretative anthropology in alien environments does not involve complete immersion in local culture, nor the maintenance of strict 'social distance' between researcher and researched. Both positions may be problematic for the researcher (see Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, 93). In Geertz's view the observer should strive towards a more authentic working position where s/he is able to tack between local detail (the 'exotic minutiae' of culture) and global structures of various forms (through 'sweeping characterisations' and attention to structural logic and causes), in such a way as to bring the key elements of both scales into view at the same time. Such an approach reveals the semiotic play that constructs that other self, and is most likely to yield ethnographic richness and a 'thick' - careful and detailed - description of local culture. C. Wright Mills hinted at a similar position in his passionate incitement to sociology. For Mills, the sociological imagination is the "... capacity to range from the most interpersonal and remote transformations to the most intimate features of the self - and to see the relations between the two" (Mills 1959, 7).


Geertz concludes his article by suggesting that, despite his admitted imperfections, we still consider Malinowski an outstanding 'fieldworker' and interpreter of culture. For Geertz, a researcher's conduct and professionalism in the field is less important than an ability create 'thick descriptions'. One could paraphrase by saying that authorial blemishes are acceptable, if the methods employed are 'thick' and detailed and allow the 'figuring out' of behaviour and symbol systems. Despite the feelings he expressed about village life and local people in the Pacific Islands, ultimately it was Malinowski's ability to tack between scales and to construe modes of expression that sets him apart; an almost transcendental ability that Geertz likens to "grasping a proverb, catching an allusion, seeing a joke" (Geertz 1983, 70). Perhaps by confining his personal feelings to the pages of his journal, Malinowski was able to develop and refine his interpretative skill.


Other papers in this volume, especially those by Sarah Howard, Clare Madge and Elsbeth Robson, explore ways to develop personal interpretative strategies in geographical fieldwork, and thus hint at some of these important debates over anthropological method and responsibility. In examining how their own personalities stood up to the assault on the senses of 'other' cultures and places, some of the contributors consider how this influenced the content and conduct of their research. Certainly, for geographers, Geertz's notion of  'tacking' between scales - of which the relationship between the intimate and the remote is exemplary - is an attractive one, particularly when linked to a vision of complexity in human-environment relations and of geographical relationships. 


I will return to this issue later in the paper, but want to note first that the challenge facing many potential fieldworkers is often a more immediate one; how to plan for and carry out fieldwork in the first place. Getting the research done involves not so much the drawing up and enactment of a research blueprint, but more the progressive unfurling of a tapestry of logistical hurdles, travel, waiting, funding difficulties, acquisition of new skills, the completion of exams and paperwork and a degree of personal fortitude. These constitute a sort of 'personal politics' of field research, or what Delamont (1992, 8) calls 'investigator effects'. They underpin and condition the circumstances under which the fieldwork takes place. In any research project it is vital not to ignore personal attributes and sentiments (of the sort shown in Malinowski's Diary). Pretending that one can only adds to the problem of interpreting other cultures. 


This paper frames the question of interpretation by offering some observations on fieldwork experience, and then goes on to suggest a way to position oneself such that the sort of cultural interpretation proposed by Geertz may flourish. To do this it is necessary to dwell on the problem of finding and developing institutional affiliations in the field, and to discuss how the prospects for doing detailed and relevant fieldwork are in no sense diminished - and may be improved - by exploring alternative alliances while in foreign countries. This argument reflects my own experiences working as a geographer within non-academic, practically oriented organisations in Africa. I wrote the piece because I believe certain sorts of applied research, perhaps more readily conducted outside the university, are valuable. Regretfully, some of these research avenues may be frowned upon by the discipline, or lack favour with funding bodies. Furthermore, it is evident that 'doing geography' is ultimately what David Mercer (1984) calls a 'political act', in that one's choice of research patronage and affiliation may not, and need not, be taken in innocence. Who geographers align and affiliate themselves with while in the field influences the entire process of fieldwork. We need to address this issue.

SELF-PRESENTATION
While re-reading Geertz's work, I could not help casting a suspicious eye towards my own weathered fieldwork diaries, for it is there that my own efforts towards 'thick description' are exposed along with documentation of anger, despair and occasional bouts of short-lived euphoria. An important point surfaced from this introspection, about how presentation influences all forms of ethnographic work. 


The reverse side of understanding the construction of the self is how one presents oneself to the 'natives' (cf. Clifford 1986). This is important because the latter also interpret cultural signs coming from strangers in their society (Goffman 1959). During my own fieldwork in Mossi communities of Burkina Faso, I was constantly involved in self-presentation and my conscious and unconscious actions - greetings and departures, body positioning, clothing and appearance, as well as general social conduct and behaviour were closely observed. Indeed for any new arrival language, ethnicity, race, gender and indigenous estimates of your potential wealth and power unavoidably help define the subsequent course of social interaction and communication; these factors are vital considerations in any cross-cultural research project (Delamont 1992, 133; Francis 1992, 88; Katz 1994, 68). 


But there is another issue at stake here, relevant to research conduct; namely, how the 'presentation of self', to use Goffman's (1959) famous phrase, is linked to other organisations and institutions known by local people to be active in a region. What sorts of links do people make between the researcher and such other organisations, as they attempt to locate, or place, a stranger in their midst? Who is the strange new arrival? What is this so-called student/project worker saying about her/his reasons for being here? What organisation is s/he with? Can s/he be trusted? Who owns his/her mode of transport - does it belong to a project, or did s/he have sufficient funds to buy it? For any researcher, these issues are particularly important since the outcome of such local deliberations will inevitably influence the future deployment of a research strategy and its success - local people will be attentive to the way you are introduced to them by other outsiders they already know. Furthermore, they will (particularly in communities accustomed to receiving visitors from projects or the government) wish to know more about the conditions underlying your presence in a village in the first place - how much power do you wield, and do you merit special attention? 


In my own case, suspicion of my presence in one especially remote village was much reduced, and the subsequent engagement with local people over many months made much more satisfactory, because of a pre-arranged affiliation with a functioning rural development organisation active in the region and known to the majority of rural people. My reasons for 'being there' were assessed not only through observation of my demeanour and conduct, but also through the linkage people made between the project and myself, for good or for bad. Katz (1994, 68) describes a similar experience in Sudan; she was introduced to a village by social workers from an agricultural project and this had both 'obvious and subtle' effects on her work. What could be termed the structural conditions of fieldwork (which include organisational affiliations and reasons for being there), then, provide the backdrop for such encounters. They permeate them.  


This question of how a researcher's institutional affiliations influence presentation and the conduct of ethnographic work has received little discussion even in anthropology. Yet a voluminous literature now exists on the conduct and context of fieldwork and the subjectivity of ethnographic work has been analysed quite extensively (Barnes & Duncan 1992; Clifford & Marcus 1986; Delamont 1992; van Maanen 1988; see also the reading list at the end of this volume). The fundamental issue of why to conduct first-world to third-world fieldwork at all, and the significant moral implications this raises, has also been examined in some depth (Bebbington 1993, Deveraux & Hoddinott 1992, Nast & contributors 1994, Rogers 1991). Yet if affiliations form part of the 'presentation of self', a stated affiliation with an organisation (or group of individuals) encourages local people to attempt to 'glean clues' and divine an outsider's purpose. Locals will utilise what they already know about the organisation as a 'sign vehicle' (Goffman 1959, 1) guiding their assessment of the person, to locate their purpose more readily in an initial encounter, or perhaps to apply heard but untested stereotypes to them (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, 77). Stated, or assumed, affiliations may confuse, or may improve, the communication process; they may provide efficient 'entry-points' to dialogue, but equally can lay one open to the same suspicion, or dissatisfaction, which coloured the community's previous dealings with your organisation. In simpler terms, they influence the research process, disturb power relations, and permeate everyday encounters.


Affiliations are also deeply implicated in what Norman Long terms an actor-oriented approach to rural development work and research. Actor approaches look at the relationships between the different players in development work, and their aim is to bring about "deconstruction of conventional notions of planned interventions" (Long 1992, 9). By understanding the cultural puzzles associated with development work, they investigate the viability, or effectiveness, of human rationales for solving specific social problems (Torres 1992, Ndione, et al 1995). Here, one's own affiliation (as a project staff member, consultant or student, for example) is extremely important. For those conducting research into development interventions, it is necessary to present oneself in such a way that allows rationales to be questioned and to interact across social groups - from the village to the extension agency, from the individual farmer to the development project, or the local state, and thereby to keep all of these groups in 'simultaneous view'. Combining Geertz's ethnographic richness with Long's sociological focus on human agents and institutions is fruitful, especially where researchers address practical issues in their own fieldwork. And for those who believe it is truly possible, one may be able to 'make a difference' in rural settings if working sensitively toward change and 'politically centred action' in and around a particular organisation, or community (Madge 1993, 297, but see Wilson 1992). 

GEOGRAPHY
How are such issues treated in our own discipline? At least for the relatively small group of geographers pursuing long-term research in developing countries, who are still vastly outnumbered in the discipline (Potter 1993), one's affiliation does not seem to have been given the consideration it deserves. Few of these authors mention their own affiliations or their effects on social interaction and data collection. Sidaway comes close to initiating a debate when he suggests the "...social context, conditions and consequences" (Sidaway 1992, 404) of overseas fieldwork have been neglected in geography. The reasons for this lacuna are many, and it was instructive to hear the issue being debated with some feeling at the Nottingham IBG conference session (January 1994) from which the first edition of this volume derives. 


Geographers, student or established, and of western and non-western origin, have their own tales to tell on the issue of research practice in non-western settings. Creativity may be required to circumvent funding problems, or visa restrictions, particularly in a shrinking market for conventionally-funded postgraduate study in geography. Referring to good research practice in developing countries, Sidaway suggests the "...ideal answer is for us to be involved in collaborative and mutually co-operative research led by the host country but this is not always possible" (Sidaway 1992, 405). Yet while he cautions that all research be made available and conducted with the knowledge of national institutions, he seems opposed to those who attach themselves to development aid projects in particular (1992, quotation p405). If taken at face value, this is puzzling, especially when there are  now professional associations devoted to research on the sociology of development projects as ‘change agents’. 
The urgent question raised is this; are we simultaneously to salute the emancipatory potential of certain forms of projects (NGOs, for example) in promoting positive social and environmental change (Bebbington & Thiele 1993, Clark 1991, Friedmann 1992), and yet confine our research linkages to more distant academic vistas, or to the public sphere alone? Can we not be free to work across the range of grassroots organisations, NGOs, bilateral programmes and research institutes as well as in universities and with government departments? Do we not have something to contribute to all of these, and can we not work with them? 


Perhaps geographers are afraid of self-criticism in this regard, although it is true that several individuals have already been engaged in more practically oriented projects. A considerable diversity exists in the ways that postgraduate geographers are able to conduct fieldwork. A postgraduate project may be strongly linked to a supervisor's own research, or contacts; in this case the student may have little choice in the matter of field location, or affiliation. Alternatively, there may be a university field office fully equipped to manage student projects, with facilities and projects already in place. Operating from such centres may render initial encounters with local communities easier, if the student simply joins an ongoing research programme, for example. Wageningen Agricultural University maintains an impressive Antenne Saheliénne in Ouagadougou, West Africa; its students may use this centre, and its existing projects, as bases for their own work. Several geography departments (Durham University geography department, for example) have long-standing arrangements with universities in developing countries for exchanges and research work. 


Yet for the majority of postgraduates, simple practicalities mean seeking a link to a similar institution to their own when in the field. The national, or regional university, and its geography department, is often the first port of call. Such a concrete academic link seems to be the type preferred by funding bodies like the ESRC, and the equally influential Social Science Research Council and National Science Foundation in the USA; all three are cautious about allowing students to strike out (cash in hand) into uncharted waters without suitable affiliations and prior research permissions. 


Yet other options do exist. French and German geographers are frequently contracted as research assistants to specific projects, or conduct their research from the sanctity of government research bodies, such as ORSTOM for the French; or a project office of the GTZ (German technical assistance organisation). Students of tropical geography at Bayreuth, Berlin, Göttingen, Hohenheim, Montpellier and Frankfurt Universities are well placed to pursue these options. A minority wish to remain totally independent, eschew all links except for those necessary to satisfy the local authorities, and head off to field sites to grapple first-hand with local culture unshackled by bureaucracy or support networks. Lastly, some students use their own ethnic, or cultural position, to adopt a partial 'insider' perspective, working in their own ethnic, or social group, and this brings its own theoretical and practical difficulties (Byron 1993, Razavi 1992). The possibilities in postgraduate research are therefore numerous. 


In my own case I was a decided 'outsider' with an interest in understanding and contributing to locally managed efforts to halt Sahelian land degradation. A busy, field-based rural development project seemed the most appropriate local affiliation and I was fortunate to work in a region where NGOs and development projects are relatively numerous. My project link came about because I felt intuitively that I was witnessing the 'front line' of environmental activism and a passion for rural concerns in and around the organisation, which I wanted to observe in the fashion of 'action research'. The commitment I observed among staff of the project contrasted strongly with the rather distanced manner of university-based academics I had previously met in the capital city (see discussion of this problem in Peil 1982).

ALTERNATIVE AFFILIATIONS?

Indulging in non-conventional or applied research always brings risks with it, if it challenges professional hierarchies. It may also require some courage to set in motion, as I will suggest in closing this paper. Yet it is still the case that the diversity of ways in which students can conduct their fieldwork, as set out in the previous section, represent a number of what we may call 'alternative' affiliations and research strategies. Looking specifically at postgraduate research, it is clear that some geography students have explored diverse options in their overseas fieldwork. Far from confining themselves to the strictures of funding bodies, or supervisors' advice, students are already interacting and working with a range of organisations and institutions, which past and future students can learn from them. Some 'alternative' affiliations are openly declared in written output, others, for political or personal reasons, remain concealed. Here I merely present a few alternative approaches, and comment briefly on their implications. 

Development Projects

From grassroots support organisations to international NGOs, development projects have research needs. NGOs are particularly eclectic in their methods and aims, but if they exist in one's field area, they should not be dismissed when looking around for affiliations, or contacts. They frequently operate in remote rural areas in which consultancy teams, or academics, may be unwilling to spend much time. However, they are nonetheless in daily contact with rural people and actively valorising a particular vision of environmental, or social, change. They can also welcome the occasional researcher, provided their rules are respected and demands not made on staff who may be overburdened with other duties and administration. For example, a small NGO in northern Ghana called TRAX has been running basic soil and water conservation programmes for six years, expanding over that time to work in at least eight villages. Staffed by a handful of British and Ghanaian workers, all on volunteer salaries, a lack of time and money had prevented any detailed research assessment of their environmental programme. When a student made contact wishing to study indigenous use of tree species and later arrived at the project field office, the field director expressed an interest in the proposed research, and was able to offer basic support for six months work. The research output - a dossier of tree crops and their uses - was fed back into project activities as an aid to extension work and for a tree nursery, as well as being later written up as a thesis. This is an example of applied research, occasioned by an informal contact and done cheaply, which was valorised locally in a modest organisation far removed from a top-down development 'aid' setting.


A further example comes from Burkina Faso, where the well-known OXFAM-supported Projet Agro-Forestier (PAF) project has hosted very informal research contacts since its inception in 1979. Roche's (1984) little-known study of cereal grain banks was conducted with a Dudley Stamp research award, and used intensive fieldwork and household surveys to analyse the efficacy of community grain banks for OXFAM and for the local administration. Two of the most fruitful studies linked to the project have revolved around evaluating the efficiency of locally developed soil and water conservation techniques, and on conceptions of participation and local accountability in the project. Rather than examining these issues though expensive outside consultants, students (both, as it turned out, with prior NGO/volunteer experience in the region) were supported in their own research endeavours. 


Jonathan Hooper provided a quantitative assessment on the suitability of stone bunds for soil fertility enhancement and erosion control on certain soil types. His M.Sc. thesis (Hooper 1989) contained simple summaries and photographs, and copies were lodged with OXFAM and with institutions in Ouagadougou; it permitted an appraisal of the soil conservation techniques promoted by the project. Peter Gubbels, an experienced NGO worker on leave for postgraduate study, conducted research on the effective participation of land users in PAF's environmental work, spending several weeks examining the issue both from the village and the project office (Gubbels 1993). Similarly, his M.A. thesis (Gubbels 1992) has been of particular interest to the project, exposing the limitations inherent in the unique 'bottom-up' approach to land use planning guiding PAF's programme. Gubbel's own organisation, World Neighbours, has also hosted overseas students conducting basic research, and has a new research strategy linked to its practical programmes.


These examples are far from uncommon in smaller development organisations. What unites the cases above is the emphasis on valorising knowledge within the organisation and thus, in applying it (perhaps after the student has left) to the local area. An NGO's funding or time restrictions may have prevented such research from being carried out by staff, or consultants, in the past. Such opportunities for practical research links do exist. Many key British-based NGOs including ACORD, SOS Sahel and Action Aid have active research programmes. In many cases, striking personal rapport with individuals at their workplaces, or in casual meetings, can lead to the offer of a project visit, a research trip, or less commonly some help with visas, or financial support - the latter can never be assumed and should not be pushed for. To arrange such linkages is not as costly, or as difficult, as many would believe. Outlays may be involved for travel to the area and for setting up the research, but it is often one's physical presence in the field - confident, ready and willing to work - that can secure interest and an offer of closer collaboration. In some cases, arranging one's own funding is vital, but minimal research expenses may sometimes be paid. Working with such projects can be intensely satisfying, since one is visibly 'giving something back' in a defined way. It is regrettable that such 'applied' and 'engaged' work of this nature is poorly recognised in the academy (cf. Katz 1994, 71, but see Breheny 1989). 

Bilateral Programmes and International Aid Organisations

It is not unusual for enterprising students to be offered research contracts to carry out specific pieces of work with bilateral projects, or larger aid organisations. Such arrangements are increasingly common, particularly in the continental European countries and in the USA (where postgraduate 'teaching assistantships' rarely cover overseas fieldwork costs). Geographers and their ilk can profit from the new climate of accountability now permeating such organisations and the international 'development business' more widely. While the large donors and projects have poorer reputations among academic researchers, they can offer significant alternatives to university affiliations, especially in parts of the world where universities have few links. One cannot deny their influence; so working with them affords opportunities to test preconceived notions of organisational behaviour and ethics, and perhaps to initiate change too. It is vital, however, to retain objectivity, ethical diligence (Wilson 1988, 184) and a sense of perspective while working with the larger well-funded bodies, as previous students have done. 


For example, a student registered for a British Ph.D. and with experience in forestry conducted a year of innovative fieldwork in West Africa on women's tree crops, funded entirely by a research contract with GTZ (German technical assistance organisation). She enjoyed better support in the field and for the write-up period than an ESRC studentship, or equivalent award, could provide. Critical in this case was a link forged with a German university, with whom the research was developed. During two years in West Africa I met many students who had been able to negotiate similar arrangements. Often, it was precisely the lack of prior attention to detailed field-level research (and a dissatisfaction with hastily prepared consultant evaluations) that had convinced policy makers to take a student on. While continuing to receive a bad press from its critics, USAID disburses funds for student research done in collaboration with national research institutions, for example on targeting agricultural technologies to farmers, or to assess the potential of intercropping systems for enhanced food security. ODA offers similar opportunities through its competitive overseas training schemes. Such research, if well presented and of applied value, may feed its way into project activities in positive ways. 


Of course such organisations have their own designs at heart, although students should be able to resist entrapment in sponsor's power politics (Wilson 1992). It is important to bear in mind what sort of impact the affiliation may have on local perceptions of you the researcher, and whether there will be freedom to pursue an individual line of research which permits critique and reflection. It is unfortunate if the organisation is unpopular in the host region, perhaps because of the way its previous interventions have been conducted. Projects with a record of problems, or even failure to meet their objectives, may be quite anxious to enlist young social researchers (or cartographers and land-use specialists) to help them 'target' project activities more effectively in the future and to show donors that serious research is underway in the area. A lucrative research stipend, easy access to field locations, and a rapid route through bureaucratic hurdles (which are often handled for you) will never compensate for a sullen reception in the village, or the imposition of unreasonable report submission dates, or even restrictions on report content. 


A key issue to look into is the extent to which an international programme intervenes directly at the local level, or alternatively if it works primarily through existing government services, or local agencies. The latter situation offers more latitude for 'doing your own thing' and working with nationals, since the philosophy of the organisation does not permit it to operate quite as openly in the field with expensive vehicles, technical apparatus and expatriate staff.


My own affiliation in Burkina Faso was with a German-funded bilateral programme of the latter local type. I discuss here some of the 'presentational' and practical issues associated with this research environment, since they illustrate some of the points made in preceding sections. I believe the affiliation was beneficial in several ways; certainly it aided my ethnographic encounters and the formulation of 'thick' interpretations of the knowledge systems and development activities I was observing. Certain of these insights may have been closed off had I been working in a more conventional academic environment. Not only was the project largely staffed by nationals, it was also well respected by land users prior to my arrival. But I worked alone in villages, or with one assistant, and took care to set out my links to the project very carefully at all stages of the research. A willingness to wait, and to be flexible over the research proposal facilitated the initial offer of affiliation and eased the required research permissions. I was able to participate in village environmental activities as an individual, but also to accompany project staff in the field, observe and monitor their actions, and to work with them if I wished to do so (for example on demonstration plots for soil and water conservation, in rapid rural appraisal exercises, or as a 'link person' to a particularly remote area where much of the research was conducted). 


In this way, the affiliation - while not of an academic nature - was vital to my understanding both the structure of rural life, and the practical activities of the project and those like it. It is interesting that villagers did not seem puzzled over the seeming contradiction in my status (a student, or a project worker?), viewing me as independent but 'linked' to the project somehow. This perception of my dual status only became evident during the course of rapid appraisal exercises conducted later in one village (IIED/PATECORE 1993). It emerged that in many instances individual farmers, engaged in their own symbolic struggles, believed they had much to gain from speaking honestly to me, 'the project researcher', about agricultural practices and household welfare (Batterbury 1996). They did this because of my affiliation, without that link, I would have been just another visitor asking questions. In my current research project in southwestern Niger, I am just that: I have no affiliation, and I have found there to be great confusion over my project and its purpose.  


Nonetheless, having a local affiliation in Burkina Faso did not in itself permit complete and open communication. I also had to prove that, despite my whiteness and gender, I was not a fleeting visitor or a well-off expatriate with access to what René Dumont (1986) calls the three V's - 'villas, voitures, voyages'. Individuals, including women, responded more openly about their economic situations when this became clear, thus demonstrating to me the importance of the range of 'self-presentation' issues discussed above. It was important to keep these in mind in other settings. In the project itself, expatriate students were placed low in the pecking order and were required to defer to higher authority at all times. This forced a useful perspective and a certain social distance on us. Yet research could, to a limited extent, be 'applied', or put into practice locally. This was usually done through reporting back to project staff and discussing their future interventions in the field area in the light of my own experience with 'marginal' and distant social groups that they themselves had not contacted. Being able to 'float' in diverse social settings and between many actors - whether one takes on the role of advocate or not - is a challenging but ultimately rewarding way to do and to valorise research. This is the key lesson to emerge in my own case, and my affiliation eased and underpinned this social and personal positioning. I return to this point in the conclusion, since I believe it to be a valid strategy for doctoral work as well as for other research projects.

International Agricultural Research Organisations 

A small number of geographers have successfully conducted long-term fieldwork based within, or around, international or government research centres (for a review, see Bebbington & Carney 1990). These organisations are concerned with the development of new agricultural practices and technologies, and less with hands-on development activities. Research student collaborations with them is rare, since it is particularly noticeable that the theoretical elaborations of academic researchers are not always welcome (Bebbington 1993, 155). Even once installed there, some students find the requirements of doctoral study may not mesh with the more pragmatic, or applied, research needs of the institution. Yet such links are not unknown, and post-doctoral schemes exist to bring researchers to these organisations after graduate study; geographers including Abe Goldman, Dianne Rocheleau, Matthew Turner and Judy Carney have participated in these before beginning an academic career (Bebbington & Carney 1990).


For example, Bebbington's (1990) work in Ecuador and Peru was conducted with the International Potato Center and a national agricultural research organisation, and demonstrates that, with care, applied and relevant research can be carried out within the context of higher-level research organisations of this sort. Indeed, despite their anti-theory stance, staff of such institutions, who are often deprived of the time and the opportunity to read and reflect outside their area of expertise, can find contact with academic researchers instructive and challenging. This can be mutually enriching, or can lead to other research avenues later. Bebbington's study, while partly of a theoretical nature, helped answer a local need for baseline research in Ecuador and was followed up with a local NGO over a five year period. It has since led to the generation of several applied research projects on NGO-state relations in other countries (e.g. Bebbington & Thiele 1993). 


Among the international agricultural research stations (generally termed the CGIAR centres) involved in crop research, certain institutes, including IRRI, CIP, CIAT and ICRISAT, are well known for the opportunities afforded to postgraduate students (but not necessarily geographers), who are often taken on as temporary research staff on reasonable local stipends. Fairhead, an anthropologist, describes his arrangement with CIAT's bean improvement programme in Zaire as a 'semi-formal ad-hoc co-operation' in which he acted as a sort of cultural 'broker' in a project already dedicated to farmer participation in agricultural research (Fairhead 1993, 188). Not all collaborations may be as potentially fruitful. But it is often possible to 'turn up' at such institutions, initially for research visits, or through pre-arranged personal contacts, and to explore research possibilities directly once there. Unfortunately, expatriates often can receive more favourable terms of support than students from developing countries, although this is not always so. 


Bebbington sees a particular 'hermeneutic advantage' to affiliation with a known and trusted international, or national, research centre, which parallels my own situation in a development project; in initial village encounters, the 'foreign' researcher is something of a known quantity, 'placed' and understood, not a complete stranger who arrives unsupported and talks of questionnaires, understanding local culture, or scientific measurements (see section on self-presentation above). While affiliation linkages like this may of course lead to biases, they are highly appropriate if one's research hinges in any way on conceptions of agrarian change, sustainability and agricultural policy, in which agricultural research centres are deeply implicated in certain parts of the world (Bebbington & Carney 1990, 42). It is unfortunate that links between research institutes and the non-governmental organisations referred to above are often weak. A review of NGO and research institutes links for Burkina Faso notes that "...the findings of research institutes have practically no effect on NGO activity as a result of the lack of co-operation between the two types of agency" (Lindskog & Mando 1992, 15). This raises the question, not addressed in detail here, of whether it may be possible to link both sorts of institutions in field research.

Volunteer Networks 

It is unusual, though not impossible, to conduct a research project while working as a volunteer. The idea is an attractive one, particularly for those unable to secure research funds in other ways, but only works if entered into with a serious commitment and where one has genuine skills to offer. Basic research may be possible while working in rural settings, although pay levels rarely permit grand projects. Serious research has actually been done by several French volunteers working on long-term agricultural change in West Africa, and by the occasional teacher stationed overseas, but it would be unwise to suggest the possibility of joining a volunteer service such as UNAIS, or VSO, only in order to conduct research. The volunteer organisations themselves would be likely to see through this in any event. But the aims of volunteer organisations and practically oriented researchers, could coalesce in certain instances. Much of the work reported by Toulmin (1992) was undertaken as part of a research inquiry into agro-pastoral livelihood systems, staffed by UNAIS volunteers who spent long periods in the field (see also Ayers 1992, a volunteer study of NGO performance in Bolivia). UNAIS  supported a Dutch forestry student in central Burkina Faso, who provided technical advice to a very small NGO agroforestry programme. This individual was in a position to collect data and to write reports on the performance of tree crops and farmer management. 


Rather than conduct scholarly research while volunteering, it has been more common for returnee volunteers to go back to the same region later as research students and many ex-volunteers return to further study. A sizeable number of students conducting overseas-based research in some of the more 'difficult' countries and registered in doctoral programmes in U.S. universities were once Peace Corps volunteers; returning to 'their' areas, they have significant advantages of local knowledge and language competence, and tend to be less socially distanced than students undertaking their first visit. Prior experience in the area is also attractive to funding agencies. I met many such ex-volunteers turned students in Togo, Niger and Burkina Faso, some of them geographers, and in many instances their prior experience significantly improved the quality of their research work. 


It is not impossible to hook up with missionary organisations in the field (see Nuala Gormley's contribution to this volume), although personally I believe this could exacerbate the ethical problems of one's presence in the developing world just as much as work with a large development organisation might do. Although missionary organisations may have once been invited to undertake evangelising missions in the host country, their continued presence can be extremely hard to justify (except to themselves). Although missionaries in rural areas are often extremely knowledgeable and are kind and generous hosts, anthropologists and fieldworkers rarely share their aims or motives and can be hostile to them (van der Geest & Kirby 1992). While I have seen plenty of evangelist activity potentially damaging to local culture (in Ouagadougou, for example, there is an office of American Ph.D. linguists whose sole purpose is to translate the Bible into obscure local dialects), it is true that many spiritually informed NGOs run strong environment-, or health-based, programmes in West Africa and elsewhere, and links to these may be more fruitful. One American geographer I know conducted Ph.D. fieldwork in southern Burkina Faso based at a humanitarian missionary outpost, where he enjoyed good treatment. However he remained financially independent from the organisation, had prior research permission papers, and bought his own transport. Like some of the best affiliations, this one was arranged through a chance meeting by a swimming pool!


It is also possible simply to spend time with volunteers and learn from their experience. Fieldworkers with organisations such as UNAIS (U.K.), DED (Germany), SNV (Holland), Peace Corps (U.S.A.), VED (pan-European), VSO (U.K.) and AFVP (France) have an established presence in some intimidating corners of the world, and their volunteers can be particularly good 'tour guides', friends, or even informants in their own right. To some extent, they provide an alternative community to office-bound bureaucrats, intellectuals and academics, and are exactly the sort of people most practically minded students instantly identify with. Many of them were, or will be, students (see above), and understand the research process. Most enjoy few luxuries, have low spending power, are based in rural areas and are in touch with the pulse of local life - despite their 'outsider' status. Only a few continental European volunteers are sufficiently well paid to afford expensive creature comforts. As fellow outsiders, volunteers can help in understanding local culture. Most have considerable latitude from their sponsoring agency, enjoy company in their sometimes lonely outposts, and are frequently able to offer temporary accommodation as well as lifts, introductions and conversation. Volunteers should never be dismissed as a lowly class of development workers who get sick a lot and are simply in it for the thrill and the 'experience'. In northern Burkina Faso, German and French volunteers have been deeply implicated in the struggle to redress food security issues and falling soil fertility since the 1970s, and have been instrumental in developing sustainable and locally appropriate methods of land protection, soil and water conservation. 

Teaming Up 

One of the most frustrating aspects of conducting cross-cultural fieldwork is the feeling that, as an outsider, a rich set of meanings and nuance remain permanently obscured by the social distance between self and other. Malinowski (1967) vented his frustration at his own difficulties of comprehension, taking this further to pass judgement on his hosts' culture and social practices. For first-time researchers in particular, being the only white face, or only westerner, is disconcerting and can lead to questioning one's purpose in doing research at all when one appears so ignorant of local cultural symbols and custom and is obviously treated with suspicion. The academic researcher seems to stand alone, culturally isolated, attempting to valorise a research proposal written months ago in a research library (Deveraux & Hoddinott 1992, 15). 


A rarely mentioned mechanism to tackle this isolation and break down barriers is to work in tandem with a student(s) from the host country, conducting parallel research in the same geographical area, or collaborating on certain research topics. This is particularly appropriate in areas where fewer formal organisations, such as NGOs, exist. It is always worth making direct contact with students at the local university (if there is one), as well as introducing oneself to the academic staff there; they may be able to suggest current, or up-coming, student projects. In much of Africa, students must undertake extensive fieldwork themselves as part of their higher degrees in rural development, or geography - we are not the only ones engaged in this odd exercise. Many face a considerable struggle to raise the necessary funds to do so, yet may have profound knowledge that they are happy to share in exchange for access to new ideas and literature, or accommodation and transport that they could not otherwise afford. It may be appropriate to publicise their work outside the country, or to introduce them to new contacts in one's own circles. I have always felt that mutually productive work with fellow students is a very satisfactory way to bridge social distance, but also to 'give back' in a different way, and above all to learn. Differences of race and affluence never go away but can be minimised by open communication and sensitivity. In the project in which I worked, several Burkinabè researchers engaged on masters programmes worked alongside a very small number of Europeans. Their work rates, field stamina and quality of presentations certainly put my own performance in the shade, and yet they had  far less financial support and backup. The results of these studies have been impressive.

Opportunistic Contacts and Encounters 

Stepping back from the terrain of formal 'affiliations', it is vital to recognise that in everyday life people rarely manage to follow plans to the letter, and that some of the best research begins opportunistically, through curiosity and a desire to discover (Buttimer 1993). Delamont refers to this as 'opportunity sampling', or, more descriptively, 'snowballing' (Delamont 1992, 70, see also Rabinow's work in Morocco, 1977). Snowballing involves seizing the chance offered by a setting, or a respondent, when the opportunity presents itself, and unfolding a programme of investigation from sequential, or overlapping, chance encounters over a longer time period. Again, such approaches are pursued by chance, or by necessity, by many postgraduate students, whose fieldwork has begun from simple observation and dwelling in a location. They are equally common in anthropology, where a series of chance encounters may be used to triangulate, or deepen, understanding of a particular symbolic practice or custom. Alison Spedding's doctoral work on coca production in Bolivia first involved tentative contacts with coca producers in remote areas, which later 'snowballed' into detailed ethnographic work after long periods of confidence-building (Times Higher 1994). She had almost no contact with academic institutions over this time since the delicate question of local acceptance demanded few outside links as well as the adoption of local custom and living styles. While chaotic events and chance meetings pervade most if not all fieldwork experiences of this sort, making the most of them may require some persistence.

Conclusions 

Several conclusions pertain from the remarks made here on different affiliation strategies. Firstly, mutually profitable institutional affiliations are often the hardest to discover and to maintain during fieldwork. Effort and persistence, however, often pay off; and some of the cases above demonstrate that even the more unpromising options open to students (those where real academic constraints might exist in projects or big international organisations) can be turned around to allow for sensitive research which crosses cultural divides and maintains ethical responsibility. Doing things differently in any 'alternative' way may involve some personal costs, financial outlay, the sacrifice of time, or security. Yet at the heart of my own predilection for doing fieldwork differently and searching out alternative ways to get doctoral work done, is a concern recently voiced by Kim England who suggests 'potentially exploitative' relationships with the 'researched' are all too common and hard to avoid (England 1994, 82). As privileged outsiders, western ethnographers and geographers can find the misuse of one's position difficult to check and exploitative situations are always hard to identify and control. Inventiveness over research practice may keep one on one's toes in this regard.


Secondly, I offer a practical strategy as advice. A good plan, upon arrival in the country, is to approach the more conventional institutions (universities may be included here) if they exist, but also to seek out those organisations most active in the field, most in touch with the issues you wish to address, and most in accord with your own ideals and values. This does not mean that caution be thrown to the winds, the requirements of funding bodies be avoided, or that national research clearances be circumvented. It does suggest a degree of experimentation and openness, and perhaps a bit of faith too. Organisations and individuals not in accordance with your own beliefs, but nonetheless influential, also need to be spoken to. Copies of all research output need to make their way back to university departments and libraries, or to projects and local people, to act as reference sources.


Thirdly, questions of financing always loom large. A measure of financial independence may lead to greater acceptance in some organisations, particularly in poorly funded NGOs, or grassroots groups. This cannot be denied, and yet other organisations, particularly those with international donor sources behind them, may be in a position to offer basic support. Good fieldwork can be done cheaply if backed up locally, and it is always possible to re-apply for funding once installed; an arranged affiliation may strengthen future funding applications. 


Fourthly, not all visitors to remote areas arrive at opportune moments; not all projects or agencies are welcoming. Yet my own experience is that visitors are rarely turned away, even if they may be asked to wait for pressures of work to subside a little. Development projects, like farms, are seasonal things; certain periods are more stressful than others. Honesty about ones' motivation and aims usually goes further than anything else to allay suspicion in non-academic environments; this also applies to setting up affiliations, not just interviewing and writing up (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, 83). Organisations are unlikely to be impressed by the facility with which you concealed your true motives in discussions with them, even if this may seem a good 'way in' at the time.

PASSING THROUGH - Fieldwork isn't Everything
The tenor of these reflections has been to suggest a broader conception of fieldwork politics and agendas than is often acknowledged by geographers. Learning in part from current postgraduate research projects I use these experiences to suggest alternative affiliations, or positions, from which research may be conducted. Hopefully my own position on overseas work involving applied elements is clear. My belief is that geographers involved in field research are ideally placed to act on the interface between local people and external (possibly international) institutions, agencies, or projects. Since the latter are increasingly implicated in local livelihood systems, researchers can act as 'conduits', or 'brokers', transmitting 'ideas and resources' in both directions (Bebbington 1993, 174) and can interpret actor rationales at the same time (Long 1992). This approach recognises the essential 'difference' of the researcher from his/her hosts, the partiality of his/her perspective, and acknowledges one is "... neither an insider nor an outsider in any absolute sense, but rather an interlocutor." (Nast 1994, 60). From such a conceptual position, personal politics can be played out on the borders of the self, the locality, and the institutions active within it. If this positioning is at all supportable - and not everybody believes it to be so - two propositions follow from it. 


Firstly, under this rubric of working on the 'interface', emancipatory research (that which is not self-serving) must become less the terrain of those once perceived as idealists and radicals and enter mainstream geography as an accepted, sound and sympathetic way to bridge divides and encourage the community to 'do something' (Knight, 1986) and to question its persistent Euro-Americanist discourse (Slater 1992, 308). Even today, peripheral regions and their people remain absent from the vast majority of geographical work, and applied research rarely receives the recognition and support it deserves. Kim England poses a further question: whether, given "the inevitability of unequal power relations in fieldwork, we should even be doing this research at all" (England 1994, 86)? Like her, I am equivocal. A partial response in the case of overseas fieldwork in developing areas is to say that the particular asymmetry of power relations that can so easily emerge can and must be acknowledged and then channelled in order to make one's personal geography relevant. Channelling involves more than extricating data for a dissertation, or a paper (a process which Robert Chambers (1983) calls 'data mining'), or pursuing pure ethnographies as an 'escape' from one's own culture (e.g. Rabinow 1977). Frankly, for all my own questionnaires and surveys, I obtained most personal satisfaction lobbying local NGOs for the provision of basic services, and assisting farmers in the construction of rudimentary soil protection works. While this may sound rather haughty, it is unfortunate that some funding bodies and supervisors deem such activities to be off the point, or deride the possibility of geographical advocacy - such things have never been popular (Bebbington & Carney 1990, di Leonardo 1989). 


Secondly, and to return again to Geertz and Long's actor perspective, situating oneself as an intermediary between local groups and the wider community is simply a good way to get research done in its own right: research can be done this way. Acting as a 'broker' between actors and institutions facilitates broad-based and satisfying interpretations of social phenomena which trace causality and local nuance. Pragmatically, the intermediary role can help justify one's uneasy presence in a place no-one expects you to be, since maintaining affiliations or links with institutions assists the breakdown of cultural difference. The key point here is that the conditions under which the actual fieldwork leading to scholarly output is conducted are equally important as (and affect) the carrying out of that research. Situating oneself, through a well thought-out affiliation, can aid in the collection and interpretation of primary data and its subsequent elaboration in conceptual, comparative or theoretical work. In fact, it is helpful to consider the affiliation question as proposed here alongside the call by Turner (1989) for a 'specialist-synthesist merger' in geographical inquiry. His 'merger' argument and agenda recognises the need to make direct investigations in defined areas and to relate these to complex webs of variables and processes acted out on a wider geographical tapestry. Geographers involved in intermediary positions within organisations are, I contend, well placed to make these sorts of links and connections.


I would like to conclude in a challenging way, by presenting two alternative images which have less to say about affiliations and intermediary roles in research, and more about human strengths and weaknesses. I introduce them here simply to remind all of us that overseas fieldwork involves special qualities of fortitude and courage, and that these should not be glossed over either. These personal qualities also constitute part of the structural conditions underlying the fieldwork experience. 


To what extent Malinowski's diaries may have shaken up the anthropology community over the last twenty-five years is difficult to assess. The exposure of his true self, his own state of mind and reservations over alien cultures truly teaches an important lesson. Despite his personal shortcomings, his method was such that the research was done. This story made me realise that fieldwork demands not just skills and good 'positioning' through local alliances, but also an element of courage. This was brought home at a recent meeting of the Royal Geographical Society (31 Jan. 1994) which provides the first concluding image. Amidst the pomposity of the Chair's remarks and the rustle of unweathered Barbours in the audience, Ffyona Campbell talked of the explorations of her own spirit, and of the African continent, which she has recently walked from end to end. She talked of her ability to 'suspend' sensory perception and enter 'into daydreams' while covering huge distances on foot and negotiating daily torments including sickness, injury and seemingly hopeless periods of waiting. Seeing through and completing a different sort of 'grand project' like this, in these post-colonial times - even if not carried out with humanitarian aims at heart - says volumes about personal commitment and psychological strength. This is not a cliché. Capturing an other-worldly geographical imagination not by wordy prose, but by accomplishment, says more to me about the latent possibilities of the human spirit (Buttimer 1993) and its ability to carve out hope from a pervasive vision of African diversity, struggle, crisis and despair than I, supposedly a 'geographical fieldworker', could ever do. 


The second image pursues this issue of courage and accomplishment down a different and equally treacherous path. While I had read Drèze and Sen's major work on Hunger and Public Action (1990) with approval and knew of Sen's great recognition, I was ignorant of Jean Drèze's personal altruism and how this related to his work. This was reported in a short article which was published as Drèze was preparing peaceful protests against the Gulf War on the Iraq-Kuwait border (Pilkington 1990). Drèze's courage, drawn in part of religious commitment and a burning sense of injustice, has taken a different course to Campbell's. During doctoral work in New Delhi in the early 1980s he tried to break down a perceived social distance with the slum dwellers of his study and moved in with them, later donating his entire student grant to charity and living a penniless existence. He has chosen an austere, homeless life ever since, and resigned his academic post in London. In his words, 

"...I believe that we have to be involved in the world to write about it. I use my research as one way of expressing my concern for the world, just as I use peace action......I know it will take years for the world to improve, but I believe we can start making changes on a personal level here and now. We must practice what we preach...." 


(Drèze quoted in Pilkington 1990). 

His philosophy of total involvement and equality with the researched inspires guilt, puzzlement and admiration, as his interviewer points out. How many could live out their own beliefs in this way, or emulate his actions, no matter how strongly they maintain them?


While this argument has been about ameliorating the conditions under which our own 'fieldwork' may prosper, and affiliations are central to this, it must never be forgotten that we circulate in privileged worlds shackled to the need to 'discover', to get our data, and to perhaps enjoy fleeting recognition. Perhaps what is needed is not just rich and revealing research methodologies (cf. Geertz 1983) - supported by fruitful affiliations with organisations relevant to the research project and to local concerns - but also something more, an element of courage that must come from within us, as these two examples hint at. Not all of us practice what we preach, least of all in foreign countries. Others outside the postgraduate lounge and the coffee room already occupy a terrain of inner strength, solitude and sometimes visionary fortitude. For me, they are the real geographers.

GLOSSARY


(Names of organisations are given in English, not the original language)

ACORD
Agency for Co-operation in Research and Development

AFVP

Association of French volunteers

APAD 
Association euro-africaine pour l’anthropologie du changement social et du développement

CGIAR
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research

CIP

International Potato Center

CIAT

Center for Tropical Agricultural Research

DED

German development volunteers

ESRC

Economic and Social Research Council

GTZ

German technical assistance organisation

IRRI

International Rice Research Institute

ICRISAT
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics

IIED

International Institute for Environment and Development

ORSTOM
French institute for scientific research and 



development co-operation

ODA

Overseas Development Administration 

OXFAM
Oxford Committee for Famine Relief

PAF

Oxfam Agro-Forestry Project, Yatenga, Burkina Faso

PATECORE Project for land management and natural resource conservation 



on the Central Plateau Burkina Faso

NGO

Non Governmental Organisation

SNV

Netherlands volunteer service

UNAIS
United Nations Association International Service

USAID
United States Agency for International Development

VED

European volunteers for development

VSO

Voluntary Service Overseas
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