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Recognising epistemological relativism comes with the implication that there is, after Tania Li (1996, 

p. 522), ‘no pure space from which to speak or write, and no avoiding the consequences’. A reflexive 

awareness of our positionalities as researchers, and of how they limit research practically, 

epistemically and discursively, is the basis from which research ethics proceed. Our positionalities 

influence the kinds of texts, people and situations to which we have physical access. Our 

positionalities shape our social encounters with these sources and the knowledge we can ‘retrieve’ 

from them. Our relative positionalities determine where we lie on the spectrum of ‘insider’ to 

‘outsider’ to that which we research. Importantly, because positionalities are constantly reworked, 

we may become more or less in/outsider in the process of conducting research.  

My PhD research examines the history of wildfire management in the coastal savanna in Belize. I 

trace the policies and practices of British colonial foresters and, later, conservation and development 

NGOs, as they have attempted to suppress, manage and change local fire use. From 2015-2018, 

alongside my research, I was the Project Officer for a UK government-funded conservation and 

development project, working alongside a local NGO in Belize to establish community-based fire 

management. Here I share some of my experiences both as an outsider and an insider to projects 

and practices of fire management in Belize.  

One of my strongest feelings of being an ‘outsider’ in Belize, was during the experience of 

conducting a survey in which I failed to predict how local respondents would interpret a question 

that I had pre-designed. Through homestays, and my work with the development project in 2016, I 

developed friendships and working relationships in villages where I was interested in understanding 

local fire use. Many ethnographic insights had already followed from my conversations and 

observations: yet, by 2017, I felt that to have more conclusive evidence of fire use in my thesis, I 

needed to employ a more formal research methodology. I designed a quick survey to administer to 

most households in three villages. Knowing that use of fire for hunting (being illegal) was something 

that people were unlikely to want to confess to me, amongst other questions, I included one 

specifically designed to give people anonymity, using an ‘unmatched list’. Half of the households 

would be shown and read the items in the list to the left in the image below, and half of them those 

in the list on the right (which contained, in addition to the other items, the sensitive item: fire use 

for hunting). I would then ask them to indicate only the total number of the statements on the list 



that applied to them. With a large enough sample size, data from questions like this can be used to 

obtain an estimate of the fraction of respondents to whom the sensitive item applies. I designed the 

question carefully: To avoid the likelihood that a respondent had to answer ‘0’ or ‘5’, I balanced 

items so that at least one item would generally apply to both poorer and richer, Q’eqchi (an 

indigenous language) and Spanish-speaking, households; I used pictures to accompany statements 

for illiterate respondents; I worked with local people to translate the statements and questionnaire 

instructions into Spanish and Q’eqchi. I found and trained local research assistants as translators and 

lived in the villages for a month while I conducted the survey to over 350 households.  

 

 

 

This ‘fire use for hunting’ question proved incredibly difficult to administer. Most respondents did 

not understand that I did not want them to indicate directly which of the items on the list applied to 

them; they failed, in other words, to understand that I was trying to give them anonymity. Q’eqchi 

respondents, particularly, found it difficult to answer the question posed, with a single total number 

of items. My translators frequently had to reframe each statement as a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question, which 

negated the purpose of using an unmatched list technique. Suspicion of any kind of survey, 

particularly amongst Spanish-speaking respondents, meant that some respondents simply said 

‘none’ to any list they were shown. Nevertheless, I persevered with the survey as planned, because 

of the other questions, and because I did not want to admit ‘defeat’. After a month of intense and 

tiring fieldwork, I had collected demographic and agricultural fire use data (which I used to identify 

households for follow-up interviews), but my survey had not produced a dataset that could robustly 



answer my question of how many households used fire for hunting. I had learned important lessons 

in the process. The barriers between me and my respondents were greater than language. Methods 

that, to me, seemed simple and well-meaning, did not provide easy channels for participation by my 

respondents. I had failed to recognise the influence that my position as an ‘outsider’ in this context 

would have on the research.  

In the case above, I was challenged in my attempted entry to a fieldwork site to which I was an 

outsider. Yet I was also, at many moments in my research an insider, particularly when working 

within a development project whilst also attempting to ethnographically interrogate how it worked 

(and not always whether it worked). As David Mosse (2006, p. 937) argues, from such a position, it is 

exiting ‘the field’ for ‘the desk’ that may be the most challenging. This is not only because written 

accounts continually seem incomplete but also ‘because ethnographic writing begins to have 

significant social effects of its own… It may be “anti-social”’. As I write my PhD thesis, my PhD 

supervisor, also my manager for the development project, directly experiences my objectifications 

and my writing is a continuous process of social negotiation; just as they were challenged constantly 

in the ‘field’, so too my interpretations are shaped and refined in sharing my writing. It is difficult to 

have the detachment that is experienced by most researchers at the desk. 

As I have negotiated being an in/outsider, both in the field and at the desk, I have found Gayatri 

Spivak’s philosophy very useful. For Spivak, we are fundamentally constrained in attempts to 

retrieve the knowledge or voice of ‘the other’ or to critique the discourses within which we sit, 

because it is our very discourse that defines ‘the other’ relative to ourselves. Spivak’s writings call for 

an approach which looks for the ways in which our assumptions are constantly subverted in our 

everyday research experiences (Kapoor, 2004). Spivak (2006) calls this process ‘unlearning’. This 

leads us to question our notions of research ‘impact’ or ‘dissemination’ to understand that research 

shapes us and can ‘give back’ to or influence other social actors throughout, and not just in its final 

written form. It may make research ‘failure’ a central part of what it means to do research. 
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