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Abstract

Fieldwork encounters are not only contingent to biographical subjectivities, but are mediated by a
confluence of identity, place and embodiment. This paper offers reflexive accounts of researchers
with various socio-cultural and disciplinary backgrounds, who collaborated as a team to examine
the varied funerary experiences and needs of established minorities and recent migrants in
England and Wales. Focusing on the researchers’ varied personal experiences with death and
bereavement and on their performances of minority and majority ethnic and migrant identities, the
paper highlights the mediated and embodied nature of fieldwork. It argues that reflection on the
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various aspects of intersectional researcher identity is necessary for a rigorous fieldwork practice
that takes transparency and politics into account. This facilitates a deeper understanding of the
positionality of both researchers and interlocutors, and the situated co-production of knowledge.
In doing so, the paper illustrates that conducting research with a diverse team of researchers
contributes to better understanding the complexity and multifacetedness of social phenomena.
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Team research, embodiment, identity, diversity, minority ethnic, migration, death studies

Introduction

This paper draws on experiences of undertaking participant-centred research on the differ-
ing funerary needs and experiences of established minorities and recent migrants in
England and Wales, focusing specifically on fieldwork encounters. We frame this by posi-
tioning informal meetings, observations, interviews and focus groups as sites of encounter
and emotional labour in which researcher and research participant’s relations were negoti-
ated, including shifting power relations. Drawing on the reflexive and dialogic fieldwork
accounts of the six collaborating researchers, the paper illustrates the value of conducting
qualitative research as a diverse team. All researchers embodied varied intersectional
identities and biographies, which shaped their personal fieldwork encounters and inflected
the stages of the research cycle: the planning, the gathering and analysis of data, the level
of participation of interlocutors, and the research outcomes. Specifically, the diversity
within the team offered multiple lenses to unpack the complexity and multifacetedness of
the research and revealed the importance of continuous critical reflection on how the
researchers and participants’ identity, place and embodiment shape the planning, practice
and outcomes of qualitative research. We illustrate this by discussing two specific aspects
of the diversity within the team: the researchers’ varied personal experiences with death
and bereavement, and their minority and majority ethnic and recent migrant statuses. By
doing so, we raise important issues for an ethical fieldwork practice in studies of sensitive
subjects, and more widely across all qualitative research encounters.

The research project explored the needs and desires of a range of minority ethnic and
migrant groups regarding death, and how these issues were perceived by policymakers,
service providers, community stakeholders and service users, including religious leaders
and activists. As a result, our work centred on the sensitive topics of death, bereavement
and religion, overlaid and interwoven with questions around ethnicity, inequality, belong-
ing, and minority and migrant experiences and rights. Moreover, as the project pro-
gressed, we found ourselves increasingly entangled in a complex network of local power
relations in the case study towns. While using the same research methods across multiple
case studies, as members of the research team, we ourselves occupied diverse cross-
cutting positionalities in relation to the research themes, including multiple religious,
secular and ethnic identities, some multilingual, as well as some with direct experience
of migration, close family bereavement, and work with funerary service providers.
Reflecting on the processes and practices of fieldwork in the light of these positionalities
within the team, we realised there were both meaningful similarities and differences in
how each of us experienced and negotiated these power relations and sensitive topics.
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In the following discussion, we explore the crucial role of embodiment, place and
identity in our fieldwork experiences, in order to offer insight into the potential advan-
tages, challenges and tensions of conducting qualitative research as a diverse team. The
paper first provides an overview of the research project in order to contextualise the
fieldwork, and a short review of literature into qualitative research, focusing specifically
on identity, place and embodiment. Subsequently, we focus on the reflexive and dialogic
accounts of the researchers themselves on two topics. First, we shed light on the research-
ers’ varied personal experiences with death and bereavement and the ways in which this
impacted our understandings of the research project and our relations with interlocutors.
Second, we offer reflections on how the researchers’ different minority and majority
ethnic and recent migrant statuses impacted the fieldwork. The paper concludes that
qualitative research benefits from explicit and ongoing reflection on researcher and par-
ticipant identity, place and embodiment from the perspective of diverse researchers.

Research background

The Deathscapes and Diversity research project investigated the ways in which estab-
lished minorities and recent migrants experience, understand and define their funerary
needs with particular reference to cemetery and crematoria services in four towns in
England and Wales (Maddrell et al., 2018). Whereas research has focused on many of
the practical and political concerns of living together in difference within the UK, such
as education, housing, employment and leisure (Keith, 2005; Phillimore, 2017;
Phillips, 2006; Wilson 2014), the burial, cremation and remembrance needs of minori-
ties and migrants have been under researched. Yet, these needs are of deep significance
to those concerned. Being able to respond to the death of a significant other in an
appropriate way, including fulfilling their funerary rites according to personal, social,
cultural and religious needs, has a positive impact on the well-being of the living (van
der Pijl, 2017). Furthermore, depending on one’s specific religious and cultural back-
ground, it can be understood to impact the well-being and fate of the deceased (Venbrux,
2007; Venhorst, 2013). Also, decisions about the place of burial or ash dispersal can be
perceived as expressions of ultimate belonging, recognition and inclusion (Hunter,
2016; Olwig, 2009; Portes et al., 1999). At the same time, as local authorities are the
main cemetery and crematoria providers in England and Wales, funerary services can
be read as a form of governmentality, an expression of governmental strategies towards
multicultural society, diversity, social cohesion and immigration more generally
(Maddrell et al., 2021).

To study this, extensive fieldwork was conducted in four large towns in England and
Wales (2017-2018): Huddersfield, Newport, Northampton and Swindon. Each town has
a broadly similar population (approximately 100,000—150,000), including ethnically and
religiously diverse groups with varying countries of origin or heritage (Census, 2011).
These include long-standing established ethnic minority communities, as well as clusters
of recent migrants from within the European Union (EU) and non-EU Third Country
Nationals (TCNs). By focusing on towns, we were able to study all local provisions and
the ways in which they are interconnected. Moreover, as minority services tend to be
most developed in large cities, research tends to overlook diversity in towns.
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After mapping existing cemetery and crematorium provision in each case study town,
we conducted 21 interviews with stakeholders and funerary professionals, 16 biographi-
cal interviews with users with a minority or migrant background and 15 focus groups
with 122 participants with minority/migrant backgrounds/heritage. Interviews took place
at cemeteries, crematoria, homes, cafes, community centres, gurdwaras, mandirs,
churches, mosques and varying places of work. We contacted stakeholders and funeral
service providers directly, and used snowball sampling to contact other participants. We
also joined community groups, community events and local activities, such as craft
groups, lunch meetings and Iftar meals during the Ramadan fast.

Reflexive labour and the ‘betweenness’ of fieldwork
encounters

Our article is positioned within the rich array of work that has addressed the need for
thoughtful reflexive practice in qualitative research (Denzing and Lincoln, 2017).
Such work has brought to attention the need to critically reflect on the dialogic engage-
ment between researcher and researched, and the ways in which this impacts the
research ‘data’. As ‘socially located persons [we] inevitably bring our biographies and
our subjectivities to every stage of the research process’ (Cameron et al., 1992: 5),
which, in turn, ‘influences the questions we ask and the ways in which we try to find
answers’ (1992: 5). This is important given the turn towards quantifying qualitative
research to reduce ‘bias’, for instance through tools like Q-methodology (Mills, 2018).
Here we take the position that research is co-produced between researchers and partici-
pants and that critical reflection on that process facilitates maximum transparency
regarding the qualities and quality of qualitative research — that is, a form of ‘strong
objectivity’ (Harding, 1995). Rather than an acknowledgement that researcher person-
alities may result in differing outcomes from the application of the same research
method, or even the same interview schedule (Barbour, 2019), this research is informed
by an understanding and appreciation of how ‘we unavoidably co-create or co-con-
struct the events that take place’ (King et al., 2018: 183). Sharing these analyses reflects
the importance of directing the same labour of reflexivity to the benefit of others, as
we do to the benefit of self (Madison, 2012). Focusing on the relational nature of field-
work and the effects of difference can enhance a critical fieldwork practice (Haraway,
1992; Spry, 2017); as England (1994) articulates regarding insights into the ‘between-
ness’ of the researcher and researched:

There exists a continuum between the researcher and the researched. We do not conduct
fieldwork on the unmediated world of the researched, but the world between ourselves and the
researched. At the same time this ‘betweenness’ is shaped by the researcher’s biography, which
filters the ‘data’ and our perceptions and interpretations of the fieldwork experience. (86)

This draws careful attention to the necessarily mediated space of the research process,
whereby the research gathered is always contingent to the subjectivity of the researcher
and interlocutor. We contend that this space of betweenness, and the “partiality’ it creates
(England, 1994: 86), is not just shaped by biographical subjectivity, but is instead a space
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mediated by a contingent and shifting confluence of identity, place and embodiment. In
doing so, we aim to provide a deeper understanding of how specific encounters emerge
during fieldwork on sensitive issues which, we suggest, facilitates a deeper understand-
ing of the co-production of knowledge and role that identities of researchers and inter-
locutors play in those encounters.

The following sections outline work that has focused on the role of identity, place and
embodiment in qualitative research. These are then brought together as a framework to
reflect on our fieldwork encounters, and to support a more nuanced understanding of the
varied privileges and power relations present during sensitive qualitative research.

Constructing and performing identity

One of the key ways we, as researchers, felt we negotiated interview encounters
throughout the project was through a performance of specific (selected) aspects of our
identity. Akin to Thomson and Gunter’s (2011, after Bauman, 2004) argument that
researcher identity should be understood as fluid during the research process, rather
than a fixed insider/outsider binary, we noted that to varying degrees we were able — or
required — to make visible and present certain elements of our respective identities in
response to particular interview or other fieldwork encounters (e.g. as migrant, man,
woman, parent, etc.), as well as ways in which our participants positioned us (e.g. as
researchers, privileged, ‘like them’). This notion of ‘identity work’ in qualitative
research is highlighted by Coffey (1999: 1) who illustrates that fieldwork research
implicates selves, social relationships and personal identities. However, as Lavis
(2010) stresses, these identities can be multiple and therefore tensions can emerge
when multiple researcher identities are constructed and performed. This can challenge
the integrity of the researcher, who must negotiate the sense of disingenuity that can
result from adopting multiple research identities across different settings and partici-
pants (Lavis, 2010: 318). Therefore, it is crucial to reflect on the role of identity in
research, both in terms of what we research and how we research it. Giampapa sug-
gests that reflection can help understand the ways in which researchers and ‘partici-
pants exercised power, pushed forward their agendas, and reconstructed, debated, and
assigned identities’ (2011: 133). This offers insight in not only how the research
encounter takes shape in the process of research but also how it is performed at particu-
lar sites of research (MacDonald, 2019: 5).

Placing interviews

To examine the emotional-affective geographies of death, diverse society and planning,
we employed a dynamic fieldwork practice. Working individually and as sub-teams, we
gathered research materials primarily through focus groups and semi-structured inter-
views that occurred at diverse places. The agency of these places proved an important
factor in how the researcher—participant interaction was negotiated.

Inspired by feminist scholarship, many geographers have addressed how power rela-
tions between researchers and participants are shaped by the location of their encounter
(Goss and Leinbach, 1996; Larsen and Johnson, 2016; Longhurst and Savage, 1997).



6 Qualitative Research 00(0)

Indeed, human geography has a history of attending to the power relations present within
place (Massey, 1994; Tuan 1977), and this has informed approaches that address the
‘micro-geographies’ of the sites of interviews (Elwood and Martin, 2000: 651; see also
Abu-Lughod, 1993; Behar and Gordon, 1995; Kondo, 1990). Such a focus helps in iden-
tifying how the interview site is intertwined with the power and positionality of research-
ers and interlocutors, and subsequently how fieldwork sites themselves can be agential
and ‘can be a source of information about the geographies of people and place in the
research’ (Elwood and Martin, 2000: 649). Thus, it is important not simply to attend to
the information that emerges from interview/focus group questions, answers and non-
verbal interaction, but also how the place of the interview works to animate and con-
struct a particular narrative (Amin, 2015). Knowledge is dynamically produced through
space and negotiated in tandem with other people (Beebeejaun, 2017; Edwards and
Brannelly, 2017).

Embodied and situated researchers

The embodied experience was identified as another important way in which our field-
work encounters were negotiated. Many scholars have illustrated that fieldwork is an
embodied and emotional practice, and that good qualitative research is supported by a
careful reflexive awareness of this (Berger, 2010; Ellingson, 2006; Ezzy, 2010; Gillian,
1997; Hickey and Smith, 2020; Rose, 1997; Spry, 2017; Valentine, 2002). Particularly,
they have demonstrated the importance of acknowledging and reflecting upon the nego-
tiation of ‘sameness and difference’ of researchers through the whole research process
(Hopkins 2007; Jackson 1993; Rose 1997; Skelton, 2008; Valentine, 2002: 116). Yet,
focusing on reflexivity alone risks an emphasis on disembodied ideas, instead of focus-
ing on what it means to bring your body into the research. Bodies shape, and are shaped
by, discourses, and different bodies do so in different ways (Butler, 1999). Vacchelli
(2018) therefore suggests that we should pay attention to our bodies in the research pro-
cess and to the ways they affect the knowledge gathered. This is significant as bodies are
not ‘inert object[s]’, but things with specific ‘agency and materiality’ that contribute ‘to
the active narration of the participants’ stories’ (Vacchelli, 2018: 173). Yet, as Knibbe
(2021) has shown, the agency of our bodies is limited. In our fieldwork, especially in
religious communities and ritual contexts, we were not only invited to participate in
activities, but bodily participation was expected to varying degrees; especially in relation
to the sharing of food, the appropriate (gendered) management of dress and interpersonal
interactions, as well as scripted comportment at places of worship. In this context, per-
sonal experiences of (dis)comfort or the desire to/ not to participate are especially reveal-
ing (c.f. Valentine, 2008), and negotiating these represents part of the emotional labour,
and emotional geographies, of doing research. Moreover, the element of active, experi-
ential and sensorial participation, Knibbe (2021) suggests, might be especially challeng-
ing as senses, things, realms or experiences are addressed that one may not usually
address. Therefore, the body during qualitative research needs to be understood relation-
ally, as ‘a site where individual and collective experiences are entangled in power rela-
tions’ (Vacchelli, 2018: 174), and must be made visible in conducting and writing
qualitative research (Ellingson, 2006).
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Identity, place and embodiment in sensitive qualitative
research

The following reflexive and dialogic accounts of conducting qualitative research illus-
trate how intersectional identities, place and embodiment impacted our fieldwork
encounters, and shaped unanticipated emotional-affective outcomes from the research.
We focus on two topics: (i) the researchers’ varied personal experiences with death and
bereavement and (ii) their situational performances of minority and majority ethnic and
recent migrant identities. By doing so, we demonstrate how reflexive accounts can aid a
rigorous fieldwork practice, and highlight the value of conducting fieldwork with multi-
ple researchers of diverse backgrounds in order to understand complex social
phenomena.

Whilst this paper is very much written collaboratively across authors, the vignette
sections are presented in the relevant researcher’s voice as this is integral to unpicking
the specific dynamics and power relations negotiated in each selected research encoun-
ter. The accounts were written specifically for this paper, yet are based on transcripts as
well as the fieldnotes and fieldwork diaries that were written and discussed during field-
work. During the writing process, the individual accounts were discussed with co-
researchers in the team to explore the differences and similarities of the vignettes and the
research experiences. These accounts were edited further by the individual researchers.

Researching death and bereavement: personal experience as context

Researching death and bereavement can evoke one’s biographical experiences with loss,
as well as the need to reflect upon human mortality. Moreover, it requires engagement
with personal and often emotional-affective narratives, and places an extra responsibility
upon the researcher to not harm interlocutors. The two accounts below reflect on some
of the challenges associated with this.

Navigating research into death: feeling vulnerable and sharing vulnerabilities
Working on this project was the first time I had conducted research on death-related issues. Part
of the methodology was to conduct biographical interviews with people from a wide range of
cultural and religious beliefs, and to discuss significant experiences related to death within this
context. Nine months into the project, I conducted one of these interviews with a Baha’i male,
at their home. This was the first biographical interview I conducted for the project, and so was
the first time talking in-depth about death with a research participant. Due to this I was quite
apprehensive. The interview went well; however, there was a point when the participant spoke
specifically about the death of a sibling where I felt out of my depth. This death was
understandably a difficult thing to manage, and this was evident in how the participant spoke
about it. He began to speak in more hushed tones, and being confronted with this issue — in their
home — the atmosphere became much more solemn. Whilst I could understand why this had
happened, reflecting back on the interview I could not — at first — quite place why I had such a
profound emotional-affectual response to it. However, after discussing and reflecting on the
experience of this interview with the rest of the research team, I began to understand my
reaction better. Other members of the research team, who had much more experience of
researching death and bereavement, reminded me this was the first time I had discussed the



8 Qualitative Research 00(0)

topic with a participant, and as such would have been quite overwhelming. I think that, as the
participant told me about the death of their sibling when they were both very young and how
this shaped their own funeral and burial wishes, the gravity of the project’s topic hit me. It
became grounded in this participant’s story and this helped me make emotional sense of what
the project was trying to do and why it was important. Further, the place of the interview — the
participant’s living room — worked to ground our discussion and to add an implicit
contextualisation to the narrative [ was being told (Elwood and Martin, 2000). However, as my
concerns with mediating the topic of death emerged through the interview, the site of the living
room actually enhanced this due to feeling I was intruding in their home. I was surrounded by
photographs and objects of personal and everyday meaning to the participant, and whilst this
helped to bring our interview to life, it also exposed my anxieties of dealing with a sensitive
research topic. Reflecting on this with the research team helped make these connections, which
gave me a deeper understanding of my reaction and how I could anticipate my reactions for
future interviews. (Male, White British, Christian/secular heritage)

Using research team meetings as a space for personal fieldwork reflections helped pro-
cess the sensitive and sometimes upsetting findings. It also helped with anticipating how we
might react in upcoming participant interviews, thus facilitating some mental preparation.
This process was initiated at the outset of the project where we held an informal researcher
‘Death Café’, where we each shared reflections on death-related topics and associated expe-
riences such as life-planning, will-writing and personal bereavement. This helped us under-
stand something of each other’s biographies and sensitivities, to be open about the challenges
that we might face dealing with death-related research, and to cultivate a practice of mutual
support and care within the project team. It also served to underscore some of the sensitivi-
ties and vulnerabilities our participants might bring to our encounters with them, as well as
their insights, knowledge and expertise. Finally, the experience described above highlights
the important role of place and how this can bring out underlying anxieties for both partici-
pant and researcher when conducting interviews on sensitive issues.

Personal experiences of bereavement and the importance of ‘more-than-research’
When researching death and bereavement, I situate myself as someone with experience of
bereavement. Acknowledgement of my own experience can engender trust and enhance the
research encounter, but requires a degree of personal vulnerability which could also threaten
the research, for instance if the encounter were to become shaped by my experience rather than
that of participants.

A particular focus group highlighted where personal experience and empathy contribute to an
encounter which can be described as ‘more-than-research’, i.e. one that generated wider
impetus or experience beyond the remit of the research objectives. This particular focus group
was an Asian women’s weekly lunch group, which on this occasion included five Hindus and
one Muslim, all of whom were over 50 years of age and had migrated in their youth from India
and Bangladesh. After introductions and a recap of the group’s existing ground rules, my
co-researcher and I explained what we hoped to learn from the group, and, as usual, related my
interest in such matters, in part, to my own experience of bereavement.

The women had been providing practical support to one another at times of bereavement, but
they had not discussed matters of death and loss at their meetings. Sharing an informal ‘bring
and share’ buffet, we sat around a table to discuss cemeteries and crematoria needs. In keeping
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with the rules of the group, everyone around the table took a turn to respond to our core
questions about their experiences, some reflecting the norms of their religious traditions, others
being quite avante garde in their plans for their own post-mortal disposition. Then one woman
shared how she had been plagued by guilt for 20 years after the death of a close relative, but had
been unable to speak about it outside of her immediate family. Her tearful account prompted
words of support, reassurance and absolution from group members and the meeting ended with
me holding her hand while she shed tears.

I think this openness was a result of the confluence of factors: the excellent rapport my
co-researcher had established with the group chair, the pre-existing regulated environment of
mutual trust and respect within the group, a willingness to assist us in our work, but also their
willingness to see us as other women with shared experience. We were allowed to be simultaneously
part of their circle, as well as being professional researchers from beyond that circle.

Subsequently, the group devoted another meeting (without us present) to discuss death and
bereavement. When my co-researcher met with members of the group at another community
event, she was greeted warmly by the husband of the woman so affected during the focus
group; he credited the discussion with having released his wife from her 20-year burden,
transforming her sense of well-being. (Female, White, Established Migrant, Christian).

Undoubtedly, the embodied gender of us as two female researchers helped facilitate
the group’s openness, and, in turn, our emotional labour and willingness to share per-
sonal vulnerabilities facilitated openness, but ultimately it was the long-grounded peer-
to-peer support from within the group which made a difference — their co-production — of
which we were the catalyst. The focus group provided rich material and valued partici-
pants, but, more than that, it was a privilege to be part of a conversation which facilitated
an unanticipated personal life-shifting moment for that participant.

Migrant and minority identities

We investigated the funerary needs of established minorities and recent migrants with a
diverse team of researchers. In this section, we will reflect on the challenges of being a
recent European migrant and a more established South Asian migrant respectively, draw-
ing attention to both similar and distinct fieldwork experiences.

Performances of self and heritage: understanding identity as a research tool

As I was born and raised in the Netherlands, English is not my first language. During fieldwork
most interlocutors could tell immediately and would enquire about my country of origin.
Although I don’t explicitly understand myself as Dutch or non-British in my everyday life,
which partially is the result of belonging to the privileged white-ethnic majority, I began to
develop an explicit Dutch, European and migrant identity during fieldwork. On the one hand I
emphasised this myself, for example by sharing stories about my country of origin or by
bringing traditional treats along, like stroopwafels. On the other hand, my identity was framed
by others and being Dutch or non-native was simply unconcealable.

Reflecting on the varied ways in which my embodied identity impacted my fieldwork, I learnt
that questions and remarks about my origin were not simple reminders of otherness, nor were
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they mere jokes or expressions of genuine interest. Instead they revealed the political and
performative character of research. It is through performance that we come to understand and
shape ourselves as adored or insignificant Other (Madison, 2012: 166), and specific situations
can evoke the need to perform a particular sense of self. Through the eyes of my interlocutors,
I began to see my own performed being-in-the-world, my own habitus (Bourdieu, 1977), and
how this shaped my research.

When [ started to understand my identity as a situational research tool, it became necessary to
make more explicit how it shaped my fieldwork. In terms of advantages, my migration journey
brought a novel perspective to understanding funerary culture in England, Wales and the
Netherlands. I encountered many differences in terms of governance and customs, which made
visible national and regional variation as well as some of my own, my colleagues and my
interlocutors blind spots. Second, when my interlocutors heard my foreign accent and
subsequently asked about my heritage, a mediated space emerged in which the migrant and
minority aspect of the research could enter the conversation in an informal and (often)
desensitised way. Third, my status as a recent migrant typically allowed the interlocutor to be an
expert, offering tips and advice. Simultaneously, it allowed me to be or play the role of novice,
inviting interlocutors to make explicit what is typically taken for granted or assumed to be shared
knowledge. Fourth, and in relation hereto, my own migration journey helped to establish
common ground and rapport. It evoked conversations about shared and different experiences,
reduced insecurities and opened space for both humour and critique. Sharing stories in inter-
views made visible how both the interlocutors and I were involved in knowledge construction.

Whereas my migration background often aided the fieldwork, it also evoked challenges. [
sometimes misunderstood phrases, was unaware of customs or made assumptions from a
different socio-cultural perspective. During a focus group, for example, one of the interlocutors
told my co-researcher and me about a community meeting that was held in the afternoon to
practice hymns for the funeral of a group member. Whereas I had interpreted this as a general
remark, or even as an invitation to join, my colleague, with an English background, noted that
this meant that we had to leave. Furthermore — in specific places and often intersecting with
gender dynamics — being an outsider and/or migrant challenged my sense of comfort and my
academic expertise. My positionality, including my questions and interpretations, simultaneously
could threat the well-being of others, evoking the need to critical reflect upon my norms and
values, along with my (ethnocentric) understandings of the ‘good’ death, religion and secularity,
and gender and emancipation, and the ways in which these impacted the fieldwork. (Female,
White, European migrant, Christian/ secular heritage)

Despite being attentive to positionalities and to the cues of research participants, differ-

ent socio-cultural backgrounds and politics will result in different fieldwork encounters
and in varied interpretations. Rather than a weakness, this vignette shows that experiences
of diversity enable researchers to capture the complexity of social phenomena and the pro-
duction of knowledge. Doing so, we argue, not only requires critical reflection, but also
benefits from collaborative fieldwork in diverse teams of researchers.

Belonging to an established minority group: mutual trust or managing expectations?

I interviewed ‘fellow British Muslim’ research participants as a Sunni Muslim, Pakistani,
native Punjabi and Urdu speaking male, and a highly educated migrant researcher. My identity
and heritage governed the norms during the interviews and focus group discussions, as it placed
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me into a set of traditional South Asian hierarchical power relations, social expectations,
religious obligations, fears and insecurities and differences in migrant/settled status. The
embodiment of these identities and differences dictated the terms of my positionality and
perceived role during the interviews. I here will reflect upon the social obligations that I
experienced in the field, and the role of multilingualism.

Research is a social encounter (Nowicka and Ryan, 2015), and social disciplining within a
group of British Muslims played a significant role in determining the course of interview
conversations. I was understood as an insider, an ‘apna’, and the Imams, community leaders
and volunteers that we encountered during data collection had a shared expectation that [ would
perform my ‘duty’ as a fellow Muslim to ‘safeguard’ British Muslims’ interests. This is
something that is often expected from upwardly mobile British Muslims like me by the
community members and religious leaders (Dogra, 2019). This was a challenging position, as
some interlocutors expected me to take their side in their internal and local conflicts. For
example, I encountered an Imam who was unhappy about the conduct of a local Pakistani
doctor over his delaying in the issuing of death certificates. After our interview, he provided me
the address of the Pakistani doctor’s surgery and asked me to complain to the relevant authorities
against his uncooperative behaviour on behalf of the local Muslim community. Although my
English colleague and I interviewed him together, the Imam made it my ‘responsibility’ to take
action. As a researcher, I thus was perceived as an insider offering space to the interlocutors to
further their own agenda of local influence (c.f. Giampapa, 2011).

During our fieldwork, I spoke fluent Urdu and Punjabi, and English in Pakistani accent. My
multilingual researcher identity provided a ‘comfort zone’ for those research participants who
felt at ease in conversing in Urdu or Punjabi about sensitive topics like death and burial, as well
as politics and inequality. They had informal conversations with me after the interview and
focus groups, and often expressed frustration over lack of understanding among public servants
or local councils for the cultural and religious needs for funerals, burials and cremation.
Speaking in Punjabi or Urdu invited participants to make comparisons on ‘good death’ in
Pakistan, where everything is seen as ‘naturally’ sorted, and Britain, where things are deemed
complicated and uncomfortable.

In addition to speaking, I took notes in my notebook in Urdu as a rapport-building strategy
during interviews with Pakistani-origin or British Muslim participants. An advantage of writing
notes and jotting in Urdu in front of Pakistani research participants was to keep data collection
a transparent process for the research participants, as we were recording the interviews at the
same time. While it was ‘normal’ for me to go to mosques and other community spaces of
British Pakistanis and to speak Urdu, I didn’t speak Urdu or English on purpose when I visited
a Sikh Gurdwara and chose to speak Punjabi with Sikh research participants. I also used
elements of my heritage and biography to build trust and a narrative of shared belonging, for
instance by talking about my place of birth, Nankana Sahib in Pakistan, which is the second
holiest religious site for Sikhs. I also shared my childhood memories of growing up in a Punjabi
village with them. Such positioning facilitate a shared narrative during qualitative research, but
also evoked the need for transparency and reflection upon one’s positionality and the associated
power dynamics. (Male, South-Asian, Established Migrant, Muslim heritage)

Undoubtedly, the researcher’s identity, heritage and linguistic (in)competencies gave
privileged and sometimes accidental advantages during fieldwork, but also generated
assumptions and expectations. This was particularly the case when the researcher
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was positioned as ‘one of us’ by participants, who attempted to mobilise this ‘sameness’ to
represent their interests (Valentine, 2002: 116). Co-production of knowledge thus comes
with the challenge of managing expectations, and negotiating with the interlocutors about
the remit of the role of the researcher. Researchers capitalise upon and perform certain
aspects of their identity for rapport building with participants to facilitate data collection.
The leverage of different aspects of identity during fieldwork requires a careful assessment
of risks before utilising them in order to manage prejudicial social relations (Valentine and
Sadgrove, 2012).

These four fieldwork vignettes illustrate a number of intersecting points. They speak
to personal vulnerabilities and derived insights, highlighting the need for self-reflexive
awareness of the emotional labour required to conduct fieldwork. Furthermore, they
emphasise the value of an ethics of care within research teams dealing with sensitive
subjects, as well as training and ongoing support throughout the research process, espe-
cially, but not exclusively, during fieldwork. They also illustrate the value of embodying
diverse perspectives within one research team and within fieldwork pairs, which result in
‘light bulb’ moments for researchers and participants during focus groups or interviews,
and whereby personal insights may extend beyond the remit of the research, creating a
clearly defined more-than-research experience. In addition, the accounts highlight the
role of embodiment — literal and metaphorical. They illustrate something of the shifting
cultural politics of researcher-research participant in the co-production of knowledge.
Also, they indicate that researchers are being privileged or disadvantaged (or both, in
complex entanglements) according to embodied gendered norms, linguistic (in)compe-
tencies and ethno-religious identity in particular contexts or places. Thus, when the vari-
ety of the researcher’s experiences and fieldwork encounters is recognised within
qualitative research, and when such variety is critically engaged with in the research
process rather than being dismissed as subjective or invalid, we can also better under-
stand the multi-layeredness of the researched.

Conclusion

Drawing on the reflexive accounts of researchers studying established minority and
recent migrant experiences with death and bereavement, this paper has shed light on the
ways in which biographical subjectivities intersect with dynamics of identity, place and
embodiment in the necessarily mediated space between researcher and research partici-
pant in qualitative research. It has evidenced that conducting qualitative research as a
diverse team of researchers contributes to a better understanding of the complexity and
the multifacetedness of the social phenomena under research, granting that the diversity
within the team is critically engaged with and employed as a research tool. Further, it has
highlighted the need to explicitly reflect upon the dynamics of the intersectional identi-
ties of researchers to create a rigorous fieldwork practice that takes transparency and
politics into account. This has four aspects as follows.

First, the paper has identified a need to make visible and reflect upon the varied spa-
tial, social, political and emotional-affective positionalities as they are experienced, per-
ceived and performed by researchers and research participants. The vignettes in this
paper have illustrated how such positionalities inflected not only the research process,
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but also on sense of self, competence, varied gender roles, being in/out of place, and
status as expert or novice. When researchers immerse themselves in contexts that are
unfamiliar to them, they may find themselves embodying a position that offers insight to
what if feels like to be a minority or outsider in each context, unsure of the social rules
and protocols. Yet, such insightful experiences remain difficult to share. Although schol-
arship acknowledges that researchers might feel uncomfortable or overlook cultural
cues, such experiences are also understood to speak of inexpertise or doing something
wrong or problematic. Even in a supportive team, it may be difficult to share those vul-
nerabilities and concerns of failure (Harrowell et al., 2018). The risks of sharing vulner-
abilities with other researchers in a team, department or discipline are overlooked in
current research, and whilst the literature that we draw on unpacks some of these issues,
there is a tendency to reformulate unfamiliarity and inexpertise during fieldwork into
expertise. By staging expertise, stories of research encounters are inserted within domi-
nant academic discourses that overlook the subjectivities of research and the bodies of
researchers and research participants. We argue that qualitative research would benefit
from researchers who reflect more upon their embodied and biographical positions in
relation to experiences of inexpertise and inability, and the ways in which this shapes the
fieldwork and outcomes of research.

Second, this paper has argued that reflection upon researchers’ intersectional identities
can benefit our understanding of knowledge production and contribute to a form of strong
objectivity. Knowledge is co-produced in the necessarily mediated space between the
researcher and research participants, but this does not happen in equal ways. Although the
researcher depends on the participation of the interlocutor, s/he often holds a position of
privilege — for example, the privilege of having a university status, white privilege, the
privilege of being a man or a woman, socio-economic privilege or the privilege of being
‘one of us’. However, in some contexts, participants exerted their authority — as profes-
sionals, as religious scholars, as socio-economically empowered businesspeople, as local
power-brokers, as hosts, as men versus female or younger male researchers. There were
times it was appropriate and team members were willing to share personal viewpoints and
experiences, and other times it was necessary to resist in the face of commentaries on team
members’ dress, bodies, relationship and parental status. The team wanted the research to
make a difference to local communities, but had to resist the research process being co-
opted by initiatives which would be seen as partisan by other participant groups. These
positionalities shaped the ways in which questions were asked and answered in various
circumstances. Ethical research considers the politics of inclusion and exclusion between
and among diverse interlocutors and researcher(s), and the complexities when boundaries
between insider and outsider, and between different positionalities, become fluid.

Third, in addition to gaining insight in the politics of knowledge-production, reflec-
tion on the process of identity work can be deployed to facilitate and strengthen the
research. As researchers inevitably perform part of their identity, this can be used not as
duplicitous manipulation but as human empathetic response in the fieldwork encounter,
contributing to more-than-research. Identifying something in the narrative of the inter-
locutor that you experience not only as a researcher, but as a migrant, minority, parent,
child or mourner may deepen the shared narrative and contribute to mutual understand-
ing. While one must be cautious not to appropriate the biography or emotions of the
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interviewee, aspects of the researcher identity can be expressed to gain a better
understanding of people’s emotional-affective experiences, for instance in relation to
migration and bereavement.

Finally, this paper has highlighted the value of conducting fieldwork, in this case into
social and cultural differentiation, as a team of researchers. Working together with others
of different backgrounds creates room for mutual support and shared reflections, and it
enables one to draw on the expertise of others. Moreover, working in teams and pairs ena-
bles colleagues to step in, to see and hear things differently, and to be trusted with different
sorts of knowledge, improving our comprehension of complex social phenomena. Through
teamwork, we gain a better understanding of the value of triangulating knowledge, of shar-
ing experiences of comfort and discomfort, and of the agency of team members and inter-
locutors, as they gave access and were given access to deeply personal experiences.
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