
This paper aims to reflect on positionality, in partic-
ular insider-outsider binary and gender, while con-
ducting research across Asia in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
Kazakhstan, Indonesia and Brunei Darussalam be-
tween 2008 and 2014. The paper addresses the fol-
lowing question: how does positionality under
divergent conditions (in restrictive or in friendly re-
search zones) facilitate or impede the qualitative re-
search process? Ethnographic fieldwork was used to
collect data. Two proxies of comparisons are used in
examining the role of positionality, namely gender
and insider-outsider in Central Asia (CA) and South
East Asia (SEA). It is demonstrated that understand-
ing one’s position in the field is vital to be able to con-
sciously reflect and negotiate space for fieldwork.
Next, one’s positionality is not an automatic result of
one’s native identity. Rather, choosing the stance to
opt during the fieldwork can be a conscious decision
for the researcher. This is decisive for the researcher’s
personal security and for the collection of the unique
data. With regard to gender, despite being rather an
unfriendly environment for conducting social science
research, CA turned out to be a much easier space for
a female researcher to manoeuver, than SEA.

Keywords: positionality, autobiography, gender, insider-
outsider, ethnographic fieldwork, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan, Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia. 

Introduction 

This paper is a method paper, presenting autobio-
graphical reflection by two female researchers con-
ducting qualitative and ethnographic research in
Central Asia (CA) and Southeast Asia (SEA). It aims
to reflect on the issue of positionality; in particular
insider-outsider binary and gender. Both authors will
draw a comparative approach in Uzbekistan, Tajik-
istan, Kazakhstan, Indonesia and Brunei Darussalam
between 2008 and 2014. By means of presenting
fieldwork experiences from different countries, the
paper argues that positionality is not as simple as con-
structing a feminist researcher’s hyphenated identity,
based on her native origin: the picture, as it will be
sketched later on, is much more complicated and
fluid. To this end, this typology of comparison pres-
ents an opportunity to look beyond conventional, ter-
ritorially predefined regional divisions of the world,
such as South-East Asian studies, or methods that are
tied with nation-states, such as methodological na-
tionalism. The main research question is: how does
positionality under different circumstances (in hostile
or in friendly research zones) facilitate or impede the
qualitative research process? 

The paper builds further from two tenets: an au-
tobiographical account (Banks, 1998) and an account
of the subjective experience of researchers (Schuetz
and Luckmann, 1973). Critical social science research
is not a cold and detached science. Thus, the authors’
autobiographical account is a key feature of the paper.
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The authors of the paper are two women: the first is
Anastasiya Shtaltovna, Ukrainian by origin. Having
grown up in the Soviet Union, she has a good under-
standing of the other post-Soviet republics (this con-
cerns the countries where research was conducted) in
terms of language, history, politics and culture. Shtal-
tovna has two international degrees. She was baptised
at birth but is not a practicing Christian. Farah Pur-
waningrum, who is the second author, is an Indone-
sian by origin and nationality. She has a Javanese
ethnic background yet speaks Indonesian and Malay
languages fluently. She received training for social sci-
ence research methods during her law studies. Pur-
waningrum is a practicing Sunni Muslim who tries to
keep an open-mind on cultural differences. Before
going to the field, both authors obtained similar social
science backgrounds and were equipped with the
same set of qualitative research methods from the De-
partment of Political and Cultural Change, Centre for
Development Research, University of Bonn. Later on,
the paper will demonstrate how, having similar back-
grounds and the same research toolkit at hand, the
lived experiences of fieldwork have materialised dif-
ferently in two contrasting parts of Asia.

The next feature of the paper is its comparative
parts. Gender and insider-outsider are aspects of com-
parisons of positionality in the paper. For that, it
specifically draws our insights from reflections of
fieldwork. When it comes to a comparative inquiry
of how positionality features in the category of in-
sider-outsider and gender, it is argued that there are
gender restrictions arising for female researchers in
Central Asia (CA) and Southeast Asia (SEA) that may
impede the research process.

The study illustrates that in CA one’s position as
a female can be a strength, whilst in SEA it can be a
restriction. Recognising one’s position as a female re-
quires an awareness that there are gender-related ob-
stacles in the field and a willingness to negotiate the
research process in the face of such barriers. Whereas
understanding one’s position in terms of insider-out-
sider requires capturing identity as an ongoing, fluid
and complicated process, it is not statically pre-de-
fined and fieldwork experiences have transformative
power.

The present study makes the following contribu-
tions in terms of ethnographic methods. First, for
feminist studies, a study that takes insights from po-
sitionality in Asia should equip researchers with strate-
gies to negotiate and to carry out fieldwork. To do
this, female researchers should continuously and con-
sciously reflect on their position during fieldwork.
Next, there have been discussions to overcome
methodological nationalism (see Wimmer and
Schiller, 2002; Chernillo, 2011). Positionality calls for
researchers to research into Asia, not by using nation-
state as a fixed container but instead, using lived ex-
periences of activating methods in fieldwork. 

The paper is organised as follows. The following
section discusses current themes of positionality, fo-
cusing on gender and insider-outsider binary. Section
three and its subsections provide comparisons be-
tween the two regions of Southeast Asia and Central
Asia; namely, themes of insider-outsider in fieldwork
and being a female researcher in the field. The paper
ends with a conclusion. 

1) Positionality of the Researcher:
Insider- Outsider and Gender 

The two authors conducted an ethnographical type
of research. Ethnographic research affords an intellec-
tual space for a researcher to explore topics and issues
in conversations that are mutually comfortable and
flow naturally. They may not always be structured.
Each week, an ethnographer revisits his/her field notes
to keep track of progress and to understand what
needs to be followed up. Yet entrance to the field re-
quires a researcher to divulge his/her identity and to
become immersed in everyday routines. Comparisons
of ethnographic works enable the differences and sim-
ilarities of particular issues to be highlighted (see
Palmberger and Gingrich, 2014) and to understand
how positions affect access to ethnographic data. This
study does so from a positionality lens. Studies that
discuss positionality and fieldwork are carried out pre-
dominantly in anthropology, sociology and geogra-
phy. The issues that scholarly works have discussed in
these disciplines, concerning positionality, will be pre-
sented in the ensuing paragraphs.

Farah Purwaningrum and Anastasiya Shtaltovna

2



Anthropological studies are indeed characterised
by long-term field work and immersion into a society,
to enable a ‘native’s point of view’ (Adams, 2012;
Geertz, 1973; Davies, 1999). In geography, aspects of
identity relating to positionality pertain to race, class,
gender, case, sexuality and other attributes that signify
relational positions in society, instead of intrinsic
qualities (Chacko, 2004). Chacko further asserts that
acknowledging positionality is critical in pre-and post-
fieldwork to endow a researcher with a vigilance over
power relations and the consequences they might have
on exchange and production of knowledge. Thus, un-
derstanding one’s positionality may involve identifi-
cation of key political aspects of the self (Moser, 2008,
as cited from Cloke et al., 2000). Castagno’s (2012)
study in Cuba exemplifies positionality: the researcher
was aware of the fact that there are a number of priv-
ileges inherent in her prior study and during field-
work. Privileges are moulded by socio-political
conditions arising due to the US blockade against
Cuba and the requisites of Cuban socialism
(Castagno, 2012). Access to abundant food, trans-
portation and material goods was made possible by
the privilege enjoyed by the researcher. Her study
highlights how geo-political conditions of the two
countries had an impact in terms of fieldwork. 

In this paper, positionality is taken as the re-
searchers’ identity. It is posited that identity in  field-
work includes autobiography and lived experiences,
as stated earlier. Identity can be manifested on the
basis of social categories: ethnicity, profession, age or
discipline (Ergun and Erdemir, 2010; Razon and
Ross, 2012). Entrance into a field and gaining accept-
ance is easier when one shares an identity with a ma-
jority of locals throughout the community wherein
the researcher is working (see Naz, 2012; Kanuha,
2000). Yet, instead of having singularity, these iden-
tities crosscut and may be fluid. Identities may indeed
be fluid due to the contingency and movement of
how researchers’ identities unfold and the degree to
which they disclose information about themselves
(Razon and Ross, 2012). 

This makes it untenable to operate exclusively
under the binary category of insider-versus- outsider.
James Banks (1998) asserts that the biographical jour-

neys of researchers significantly influence their re-
search inquiries, their values and the knowledge they
produce. Banks (1998) has further analysed the in-
sider-outsider inquiry in his work on African-Ameri-
can communities in the United States. He pointed
out two dimensions, the first of which reflects the ori-
gins of the researcher in relation to the community
studied (indigenous or external), and the second the
perspective taken during the research itself (insider-
outsider). Acker uses the two dimensions as a typol-
ogy involving four categories: indigenous-insider;
external-insider; indigenous-outsider; external-out-
sider (2000). Indeed, comprehending a researcher’s
positionalities is vital before, during and after field-
work. It also requires a grasp of the notion of identity
as earmarked by insider-outsider.

Our study draws on the insiderness of knowledge
production in our fieldwork across Asia. The notion
of native anthropologist or native sociologist is not
new (see Ergun and Erdemir, 2010; Motzafi-Haller,
1997; Davies, 1999; Kanuha, 2000). These scholars
are usually trained in developed countries and are typ-
ically members of professional associations, such as
the American Anthropological Association or the In-
ternational Sociological Association. Sociologists
trained in Germany, for instance, are normally taught
to be multilingual: he or she should speak a basic level
of German, although writing in English. ‘Nativeness’
in this context denotes an insider; a category used in
framing a researcher’s identity. The extent of a
scholar’s insiderness, or the degree to which scholars
are able to overcome their outsiderness, is believed to
have an impact in terms of access to informants, reli-
ability of data collected and the success of field re-
search (Ergun and Erdemir, 2010; Narayan, 1993;
Nagar, 2002). The fact that an insider speaks the lan-
guage of locals and lives in the community where the
fieldwork is conducted enables trust to be gained
(Adams, 2012). This, combined with the experience
of participant observation, makes production of
knowledge through rich qualitative data possible and
tenable. A subjective dimension of the insider’s pro-
duction of knowledge through his or her fieldwork is,
consequently, inevitable. 

From a feminist standpoint, positioning infers 
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responsibilities for enabling practices, presumably in
carrying out research. Following this line, it calls for
contestation and struggles over politics and ethics, and
what counts as rational knowledge (Haraway, 1988,
587). A feminist standpoint thus points to situated
knowledge, not isolated individuals (Haraway, 1988).
Feminists also contribute in terms of works on this
area of positionality (Kim, 1994; Haraway, 1988). In
dealing with multiple positioning, feminist ethnogra-
phers developed several strategies: they include allud-
ing to themselves as ‘hyphenated’ ethnographers (See
Visweswaran, 1997). In this way, a description is en-
abled regarding how mixed parentage, ethnic heritage
or racial positioning have moulded feminists’ ethno-
graphic identification (see Narayan, 1993 and
Visweswaran, 1997). According to Visweswaran
(1997) in standpoint theory, there are more radical
foregrounds with regard to the meaning of multiracial
identity, or biracial identity. Inherent in this develop-
ment of ‘gender standpoint’ theory is the tenet that
women share a point of view despite cultural class dif-
ferences (Visweswaran, 1997).

The alterity of women has been discussed by fem-
inists: Spivak (1988) and Patai (1983) are two femi-
nist scholars who have explored this facet in depth.
The former launched her critique of imperialism as
an image known to be an establisher of a good society
yet signified by the embracing of woman as an object
of protection from her own kind.1 Daphne Patai calls
for one to transcend contradiction that exists at the
core of contemporary feminism. She specifically rec-
ommends several strategies: first is to refuse the dom-
inant paradigm and to highlight the importance of
the work done by women by refusing to make a spe-
cial point of their gender. Second is the reverse of the
first strategy including, amongst others, that one
should begin to treat the manifold areas of research
that entail men and men’s activities in terms of men’s
gender identity; i.e. male social roles and characters.
To reverse this, a redefinition of accepting the male as
the human norm is required (Patai, 1983, 183-184).
Both authors are experts in comparative literature;
their approaches are influenced by gender studies and
literature. Judith Stacey, for instance, responds to al-
terity (or otherness) in a different tone. She asserts

that feminism’s keen sensitivity to structural inequal-
ities in research and to irreconcilability of otherness,
is applicable mainly to its critique of research by men,
particularly to research by men, but about women
(Stacey, 1988, 25; see also Stacey, 1993). Lived expe-
riences, which may be mixed with racial and social
identities, are notably absent in their work. 

Sociology focuses on lived experiences and the
issue of identity. In light of this, there are five guiding
principles of feminist methodology that can be iden-
tified. Fonow and Cook pinpoint them, as follows:

First, the necessity of continuously and reflexively at-
tending to the significance of gender and gender
asymmetry as a basic feature of all social life, includ-
ing the conduct of research; second, the centrality of
consciousness-raising or debunking as a specific
methodological tool and as a general orientation or
way of seeing; third, challenging the norm of objec-
tivity that assumes that the subject and object of re-
search can be separated from each other and that
personal and/or grounded experiences are unscien-
tific; fourth, concern for the ethical implications of
feminist research and recognition of the exploitation
of women as objects of knowledge; and finally, em-
phasis on the empowerment of women and transfor-
mation of patriarchal social institutions through
research and research results. (2005, 2213). 

Bearing in mind restrictions and social expecta-
tions from different socio-cultural contexts, what are
the restrictions, as well as advantages, that may face
female researchers in their fieldwork and how best
should they deal with them? The paper will deal with
this issue in the ensuing section. Topics of positional-
ity and gender in Asia, employing a comparative per-
spective, have yet to be conclusively discussed in
literatures of ethnography and qualitative research
methods. Moreover, to date there have not been stud-
ies that thoroughly engage in a comparison of method
across two regions in Asia; i.e. Southeast Asia and
Central Asia. The following paragraphs will elaborate
on these topics based on the experience of working
and conducting fieldwork in two regions: Southeast
Asia and Central Asia. 
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2) Comparisons of Southeast Asia and
Central Asia
a) Insider - Outsider at Play 
The process of conducting fieldwork often evokes a
sense of being caught between the worlds of insider
and outsider (Narayan, 1993; Lal, 1996; Nagar, 2002;
Chako, 2004). While reflecting on her positionality,
Shtaltovna is neither an insider nor an outsider in
Central Asia. She is not an insider because she does
not originate from one of the researched countries.
On the other hand, Shtaltovna is neither an outsider
as she stems from Ukraine, which used to belong to
the Soviet Union for some 70 years (a situation similar
to CA republics). This implies that Ukraine and CA
countries existed as one, some years ago. These coun-
tries share a common history and strongly intertwined
relations: there are many Soviet legacies that only peo-
ple from those countries can comprehend and recall. 

Next, speaking local languages when conducting
fieldwork is definitely an asset. In the Soviet Union,
Russian was the national language. Even though every
country has adopted its own national language
(Uzbek, Kazakh and Tajik in the given cases) since the
end of the Soviet Union, a vast majority of people can
still speak Russian. Shtaltovna’s ability to speak Russ-
ian was a great asset in conducting research in CA (see
Shtaltvona 2013). Having also carried out research
there, Veldwish, Wall and Oberkircher refer to Russ-
ian as a hegemonic language and opine that it is asso-
ciated with elites and thus prevents close access to the
informants and obtaining reliable data (Wall, 2006).
Shtaltovna’s experience proves the opposite. Speaking
this language allowed her to work almost all the time
without a translator.2 She could have a conversation
with anyone and could discuss any matter, given the
informational vacuum in Uzbekistan and generally
very positive attitude towards someone from another
former Soviet republic, especially Ukraine. Nearly
every second farmer was in a sanatorium or in military
recruitment in Ukraine during the Soviet period. This
fact has opened the doors of all people; i.e. farmers,
service providers, state organisations and others from
all CA. Interviewees were curious to know about how
life has evolved in Ukraine, and agriculture in partic-
ular, since the end of the Soviet Union (SU). In this

way, it was not merely an interview but resembled a
vibrant discussion with people talking not just about
the questions listed in her notebook but also about
their lives. So, in this way, in contrast to foreign re-
searchers, Shtaltovna is more of an insider than an
outsider. Thus, speaking Russian adds to the point
that Shtaltovna was an ‘in-betweener’; that is, neither
a foreigner nor local. Such a position in the given cul-
tural and political settings turned out to be very help-
ful. It played a crucial role in accessing unique
ethnographic data in any country she visited for re-
search in Central Asia (Shtaltovna, 2013).

Purwaningrum’s nationality and her ethnicity al-
lowed her a ‘native’ position with regard to her re-
search in Indonesia (see Purwaningrum 2014). This
‘native’ standpoint enabled an emic perspective.
While conducting her research in Indonesia, Purwan-
ingrum was entering the field by introducing herself
as an Indonesian national with a Javanese ethnic back-
ground. She speaks Indonesian fluently, as it is her
mother tongue. Hence, interactions with respondents
during her time in the field were mostly in the In-
donesian language and with an inherent understand-
ing developed through her introduction and social
interactions. In addition to this, she obtained view-
points as an insider, due to her internship in the three
organisations. 

Her training allowed her different reference points
in addition to being ‘native’. To begin with, she was
equipped with an academic training as a sociologist,
whereby she was taught to take some time to reflect
on the field and findings, either ex ante or ex post
facto. In a few instances, having been trained in Ger-
many enabled her to converse with other alumni
using her conversational level of German language.
This assisted her in becoming familiar with the field
of manufacturing engineering and dual production
system. Her academic training enabled her to adopt
the kind of detachment that is a prerequisite for re-
flexive thinking.3 This detachment quintessentially
means she engaged not only from an emic perspective
and from her identity, as frames of reference, but she
was open to social interactions to be framed analyti-
cally from critical social science theories. Externally,
one of the strategies she employed for detachment was
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by informing respondents that she was on leave from
her previous post in the Indonesian Institute of Sci-
ences and she also introduced herself as a PhD stu-
dent. Thus, being able to speak Indonesian and
German languages and being a part of an alumni net-
work enabled familiarity with other Indonesians in
the field, some of whom would turn out to be respon-
dents and/or informants. Thus, she holds a middle
ground position even though she was local.

Purwaningrum was often seen as a local, or a
Malaysian, in Brunei Darussalam. She then intro-
duced herself as a Javanese. The Javanese were often
viewed as a part of the Kadayan ethnic group in
Brunei Darussalam.4 Hence, respondents were famil-
iar with her ethnicity in Brunei. Spending time in the
field also allowed her to gain a view of Malay culture:
she not only learned the Brunei-Malay language. This
proved to be of assistance in interpreting data and,
later on, calibrating data where she had to individually
cross check. In this regard, she did not rely on external
translation assistance for her data analysis and calibra-
tion as she understood the Malay language (Field-
notes, 02.08.2013, Brunei Darussalam). Her
experience in Brunei Darussalam indicates how speak-
ing a local language - i.e. the Malay language in
Brunei - and comprehending gestures or non-verbal
expression when speaking had significantly assisted
her in data collection. Also, she grasped the Malay
sense of hierarchy, which emphasises respect for sen-
iority and the elderly.5 Malay culture and being per-
ceived as Malay afforded her a partial insider stance
with respect to her fieldwork in Brunei. However, lim-
itations prevailed which restricted Purwaningrum in
the field. Her identity as a Sunni-Muslim,6 for in-
stance, has hindered some of the interactions with
male respondents (this area will be expanded in the
next section of the paper, dealing with the issues of
gender7). 

To sum up, both researchers held a middle-ground
position, being neither an insider nor outsider, while
conducting fieldwork in CA and SEA. The compara-
tive study of one’s positionality demonstrates that it
is not an automatic outcome of one’s native identity.
Rather, it can be a conscious decision of the re-

searcher. In the case of Shtaltovna, her middle-ground
standing was due mainly to her nationality (and the
perception of it) in Central Asian states. Being
Ukrainian takes her one step closer to her interviewees
and the researched field than any western researcher:
furthermore, because Ukraine - as well as Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan and Kazakhstan - used to share Russian as
a bridging language and many other attributes of the
former Soviet empire, such as culture, literature, un-
derstanding of how the system functions, and many
other aspects. Having a semi-insider/semi-outsider
standing offered many advantages while Shtaltovna
conducted her fieldwork in CA. 

During her own fieldwork in Indonesia, Purwan-
ingrum was perceived as a semi-insider despite being
native there. First and foremost, her ‘in-betweener’
position is something she decided would help her dur-
ing her research. For that, she has used her education
abroad and detachment technique to position herself
as such. As to Purwaningrum’s research in Brunei, a
mastery of local languages, along with understanding
the local context and her academic training helped
her navigate, negotiate and detach herself from her
insiderness as a native Malay-Javanese. Furthermore,
it helped her to grasp a first-hand account of data col-
lection and interpretation in Indonesia and Brunei.
This kind of standing is referred to, in the literature,
as a ‘hybrid form of those two’ or ‘a fluid identity’; an
‘in-between’ position (Razon and Ross, 2012;
Narayan, 1993). 

b) Entering the field as a female 
Being female had an impact on Purwaningrum’s field-
work, especially on the shop floor. Two of the ethno-
graphic organisational studies in the Jababeka
Industrial Cluster, Indonesia, were masculine and
male-dominated, due to their manufacturing orien-
tations. The type of work that was carried out in these
two organisations required stamina enough for 10
hours per day. Consequently, interactions were gen-
dered and tended to be more male-based. When she
was conducting fieldwork in ATMI Polytechnic,8 as
one of the organisations she entered, there were in-
stances where meetings in the canteen would be 
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attended only by male engineers and instructors
working at the polytechnic. If she came closer to these
informal meetings during lunch-breaks, the employ-
ees would be quiet and respond minimally. In context,
this was to let her know that she should distance her-
self from joining conversations. Gender also plays a
role in exclusion, especially in Javanese society. Most
employees of the polytechnic are of Javanese ethnicity.
As a Javanese, Perwaningrum was cognisant of the fact
that there was an imposition of patriarchy in the field.
In this sense, referring to Fonow and Cook’s remark
(2015); it is imperative in understanding lived expe-
riences to continuously be aware of gender asymmetry
in the shape of patriarchy. Purwaningrum realised her
gender, as a female, would preclude her from a few
interactions in informal meetings during her intern-
ship in a Japanese supplier company and in a poly-
technic in Cikarang, Indonesia. For instance, she was
constantly being called ‘Mbak’ (Miss) as opposed to
‘Ibu’ (Ma’am).9 She observed the interactions in the
field by means of participating in what others did,
when they were working. This lessened the predomi-
nantly male shop floor. Overall, her gender did limit
her in terms of interactions in Indonesia. 

In Brunei Darussalam, segregation based on gen-
der is much more prevalent, particularly in formal
meetings. Interactions with male Sunni counterparts
were made with minimum eye contact. To deal with
the situation, Purwaningrum was assisted by her re-
search assistant in order to deal with the limitations
whereby follow-up questions could be asked. During
these interactions, for the purpose of research, there
were instances where men met her with silence  due
to her gender as a female. Due to her identity, also, as
a female Sunni Muslim, she was unable to engage in
direct eye-to-eye contact or to ask what kind of
knowledge was shared during or after Friday prayer.
During her everyday work in Brunei, she was con-
stantly reminded that intermixing between different
genders is not allowed. She was conscious, as a Mus-
lim and as a heterosexual, of the norm that intermix-
ing is meant to protect a woman. Nonetheless, this
was not helpful for her fieldwork as she had to contact
males. Similarly, in Indonesia, she was conscious of

limitations. Positioning in terms of gender means that
she is aware of the limits. 

Debunking such structure is not tenable. Cook
and Fonow (2005) suggest that there is a central role
in feminist methodology to use consciousness-raising
or debunking as a particular methodological tool.
This would not be viable in Brunei and Purwan-
ingrum would be alienated from the field. What was
possible was to be conscious of her position as a fe-
male and to continuously negotiate for space whereby
she could approach and interview her respondents. In
Brunei Darussalam, this manifested through constant
follow-up questions and having a research assistant
who happened to be a female. Such strategy was
tremendously helpful in altering the interview session
from a female-to-male event to one comprising two
females and a male.10 This helped thaw possible ten-
sions; thus, she was able to elicit answers, despite her
limitations. She learned to grasp the Malay sense of
hierarchy that, among others, reinforces segregation
based on gender. To sum up, having a research assis-
tant, particularly a female, was helpful on site as Pur-
waningrum had to face interviews with males in
Brunei. Positioning in two fields requires conscious-
ness of the limitations both societies pose to female
scholars and at the same time continuously negotiate
for space wherein critical social science methods can
be used in social science research.

CA shares an Islamic religion with SEA; however,
it is exercised to a different extent in Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan and Kazakhstan. At the same time, if one
has to describe this part of the world in one sentence,
it would be ‘This is a man’s world’. Local women very
often cannot look directly at a man (who is already
known) or greet him in the street, or approach a man
and ask what time it is. For a man and a woman, who
are not part of the same family, having lunch/dinner
together is unacceptable. A woman can easily gain a
bad reputation in such a society (Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan, especially). Shtaltovna’s research on agri-
culture very often brought her into contact with men:
90% of people with whom she worked were male. But
here, her ethnicity and ‘middle-ground position’ had
freed her from those rules, as they would apply solely
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to local and native women. These customs stem from
the times when many Slavic people – Russians,
Ukrainians, Belarusians, Moldovians (to some extent)
– came to work in Central Asia in the Soviet period.
Given the Christian background and traditions, par-
ticularly in terms of clothing and women’s improved
standing in society, a different attitude was afforded
to her, in contrast to the local women. Thus, for
Shtaltovna, as a female, it was acceptable to attend an
interview with a man or a group of men. This is an-
other advantage of holding a middle ground position
while conducting research.

Having an assistant during some stages of the
fieldwork in Uzbekistan had assisted Shtaltovna in ac-
cessing respondents and available data, just in Uzbek.
As it turned out, the gender of the research assistant
makes a difference. Shtaltovna experienced working
with both male and female assistants. When she em-
ployed a male, the experience was similar to working
with a male local expert. Very often, during inter-
views, the male interviewees would use her male com-
panion to enquire about Shtaltovna, whether or not
she was interested in a date, etc. Her male assistant,
or local expert, would reply with an answer upon
which they had earlier agreed: that she was an engaged
woman and that they worked for UNESCO (in
Uzbekistan, they were affiliated with UNESCO) and
that they were constantly watched, thus it was better
not to touch her. This was very helpful. Between the
lines, it could have become clear that being a young
female in Central Asia would open a lot of doors but
it also brought a lot of annoyance from the men.
Thus, the role of the assistant-translator was crucial
as a safeguard and acting as Shtaltovna’s ears in loca-
tions where she was either not present or could not
understand, given that locals would speak in the local
language amongst themselves. Thus, the translator-
assistant played a much more important role than that
of an interpreter, per se. 

During her second field visit to Uzbekistan, Shtal-
tovna employed a female assistant. Regarding the se-
curity/annoyance issue, Shtaltovna had to take care of
her female assistant, in contrast to the male assistant.
That also worked out well but it was more stressful
than employing a male assistant. There were also sev-

eral advantages in having a female aide: she was more
trusted by the informants than a male. For some rea-
son, when a male assistant accompanied Shtaltovna
in Uzbekistan, people would often think that he was
a spy and would not trust him. There were no such
thoughts when Shtaltovna was accompanied by a fe-
male research assistant, even though she did act as a
‘spy’ for Shtaltovna. When Shtaltovna underwent an
internship in the organisation, a female assistant
would often go to chat or just sit in the office of some
employees. In this manner, she could conduct obser-
vations and sometimes ask research-related questions
in an informal way when Shtaltovna was working
with other people. From Shtaltovna’s experience and
observations in three countries, people would feel less
fear towards a female and would rarely imagine that
a woman could cause harm.

Furthermore, the great local hospitality of Central
Asian states played its significant role in the Shtal-
tovna’s fieldwork. Some researchers who conducted
studies in Uzbekistan regard it as disturbing (Veld-
wisch, 2008, 50; Oberkircher, 2011, 8). According to
Shtaltovna’s experience, it was helpful. She was seldom
rejected in any of her requests for an interview. More-
over, she was always invited for a tea or for a meal.
Over food, people open up about themselves, which
is what the research requires. People are careful in the
beginning but, during the course of a meal, they relax
and divulge interesting information. Despite the fact
that interviews usually took place during the day, al-
cohol was served during the meals. Interviewees, es-
pecially the men, encouraged Shtaltovna to drink.
Depending on the situation, Shtaltovna would state
either that she does not drink or would sip very small
amounts to demonstrate respect. Drinking alcohol
when the outside temperature is averagely +40 C can
quickly lead to dizziness. The positive side of it is that
people become more talkative; hence, they would pro-
vide more information about their business and very
often details about the politics of agriculture when
they would not engage so willingly, otherwise. How-
ever, there is a downside. Some people would change
the topic of the conversation, or start making jokes,
and some would fall asleep or try to become overly-
familiar with the researcher. Recognising such 
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behaviour, Shtaltovna never went for an interview
alone: she would either be accompanied by an assis-
tant or a hired expert, or a driver, or by people with
whom she had established trust over time. Thus, hav-
ing decided to conduct research in such a location,
one should automatically be prepared for anything
that could happen; i.e. intimidation, arrest, or a range
of other utterly foreseeable dangers (Kovat-Bernat,
2002; Naz, 2012, 97). Overall, Shtaltovna chose the
right attitude of being open to accepting local cul-
ture.

To summarise this section, positioning in the field
carried gender restrictions for both researchers. Each
had to constantly negotiate and consciously stay
aware of restrictions in CA and SEA. Indeed, both re-
searchers felt that being a female had an impact on
conducting fieldwork in both locations. In the case
of Shtaltovna’s research, her gender reaped many ad-
vantages in accessing accurate data during the field-
work in Central Asian republics, but it was by no
means ideal. Being a female brought regular annoy-
ance in all three countries where Shtaltovna con-
ducted her research. Shtaltovna had to improvise
using different aspects of her positionality and the
help of either her assistants or local experts to ensure
her security and in fulfilling her tasks. To this end,
CA, despite being a rather unfriendly environment
for conducting social science research, turned out to
be a much easier space for manoeuver for a female re-
searcher. 

In contrast, Purwaningrum’s gender was limiting
in terms of interactions in equally male environments
in her native Indonesia. In Brunei, it was similar. In
addition, religious difference added an extra layer of
difficulty. She was unable to engage in direct eye-to-
eye contact and there were instances where silencing
occurred, due to her gender as a female and due to
her identity as a female Sunni Muslim. She navigated
through the field constantly with follow-up questions
and having a female research assistant as one of the
ways to overcome this obstacle: it was also very help-
ful conducting interview sessions as two females and
one male, instead of a one-to-one female and male
context. 

3) Conclusion 

The paper provides qualitative research insights in
two Asian regions emerging from female researchers’
autobiographical accounts and experiences during the
past 8 years. In particular, the paper explored how
having been trained in the same school and having
employed almost the same study methods, the re-
searchers went to the field and their research materi-
alised in different forms. The paper asks the question:
how does positionality under different circumstances
facilitate or impede the qualitative research process?
The paper discussed the following two tenets of po-
sitionality: insider-outsider and conducting fieldwork
as a female.

Ergun and Erdemir pinpoint how ‘static concep-
tualisation of insiderness and outsiderness does not
fully explain the complexity and ambivalence of the
researcher’s transformative experiences in the field’
(2010, 17). As discussed in the paper, both re-
searchers took a middle ground position that worked
very well, while conducting fieldwork in CA and
SEA. While facing many different situations in the
field, each researcher has always found a way to col-
lect accurate data and to stay safe. To that end, they
have employed all kinds of techniques; divulging their
ethnicity, speaking different languages and employing
female or/and male research assistants. Thus, depend-
ing on the situation, a researcher could consciously
decide which stance to adopt – more of an insider-
outsider or in-betweener in reflecting her fieldwork
progression. There should be a consideration of why
she is an outsider-insider or in-betweener. A careful
reflection and choice in terms of positioning has
translated into a collection of a unique ethnographic
data. As the subjective dimension of insider or out-
sider has an implication in terms of how knowledge
is being produced, the closer it is to an insider’s per-
spective the closer it is to a reality. Thus, positionality
is something a female researcher can utilise for the
sake of the research outcome and for personal safety. 

However, the situation becomes less flexible (in
terms of positionality) for the female researcher when
it comes to the question of the religion of the country
where research is taking place, and the researcher’s 
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religion. In Shtaltovna’s case, being a non-practicing
Orthodox Christian did not provide any obstacles for
her research. Her gender won many advantages in ac-
cessing accurate data during fieldwork in Central
Asian republics, but the situation was not always per-
fect. Being a female brought regular annoyance in all
three countries where Shtaltovna conducted her re-
search. In these countries, Shtaltovna had to impro-
vise using her positionality and the help of her
assistants, or local experts, to ensure her security and
fulfilling of her tasks. Purwaningrum employed a
similar technique to face this issue. Employing a fe-
male research assistant helped her in changing the in-
terview session to two females and one male. In
contrast to Shtaltovna’s experience in CA, Purwan-
ingrum’s gender as a female and her identity as a fe-
male Sunni Muslim limited her in terms of
interactions in a similarly male environment. She was
unable to engage in direct eye-to-eye contact and
there were instances where silencing occurred. Thus,
a combination of the researcher’s and the research
country’s religion is a restraining factor as part of one’s
positionality. 

The questions to be further discussed are: how can
a researcher decide which stance to take? Does the fe-
male researcher have less or more room for manoeu-
ver than a male counterpart?

Notes

1 Spivak asked, further: ‘How should one examine the
dissimulation of patriarchal strategy, which appar-
ently grants women free choice as subject? In other
words, how does one make the move from “Britain”
and “Hinduism”?’ (1988: p94-95).
2 During the interviews, Russian language was always
used but while conducting participant observations
during the internships in organisations, people talked
to each other in Uzbek or Kazakh: in those cases,
translator assistance was used. 
3 Detachment is defined as exploring possibilities of-
fered by theories or experiences drawn from other
fields outside of one’s own. Reflection from the field,
categories and concepts used are enabled through
one’s training (See Bourdieu, Pierre and Wacquant;
Loic, J.D., 1992). 
4 Historically, the Javanese were brought to Brunei
Darussalam by colonial power, as slaves. 

5 This is similar to the idea of power in Javanese cul-
ture (see: Anderson, 1972).
6 Purwaningrum singled out religious identity, as lit-
eratures that discuss becoming Malay identify the
process as involving Malay ethnicity and embracing
Islam as a religion (see King, 1993, 2008). This is par-
ticularly evident in Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam and,
to some extent, the Malay part of Indonesia; i.e. Su-
matera (Sumatra).
7 In the Sunni-Muslim community, there is strong
segregation between males and females: akin to the
division in the Mosque, for prayer, the same logic is
applied for different functions in Brunei Darussalam;
i.e. for wedding events and, in some cases, for dinner
and lunch events. 
8 ATMI Polytechnic was one of the organisations
where she interned. It is located in Jababeka Indus-
trial Cluster, Indonesia.
9 ‘Mbak’ means Miss. It is informal and is conven-
tionally used to refer to younger females, whilst ‘Ibu’
means Ma’am, which is more formal and is used to
refer to adult, more elderly females. 
10 Purwaningrum had thought about hiring a male
research assistant, but after careful consideration (as
she is a Sunni), she acknowledged that it is not cus-
tomary to work in research projects with a male coun-
terpart. Thus, she preferred to work with a female
researcher who was keen to learn and deemed more
appropriate. She did most of the interviews herself:
her research assistant was helpful in explaining con-
text and transcribing interview transcripts.

Bibliography

Acker, S. (2000). ‘In/out/side: Positioning the
Researcher in Feminist Qualitative Research.’
Resources for Feminist Research 28(1-2): 189. 

Anderson, B. (1990). ‘The Idea of Power in
Javanese Culture.’ Language and Power:
Exploring Political Cultures in Indonesia. B.
R.O’G. Anderson. Ithaca: Cornell University
Press: 17-77.

Adams, K. M. (2012). ‘Ethnographic methods.’
Handbook of Research Methods in Tourism:
Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches. L.
Wyer, A. Gill, & N. Seetaram. Cheltenham, UK
& Northampton, US: Edward Elgar: 339-351.

Banks, J. A. (1998). ‘The lives and values of
researchers: Implications for educating citizens
in a multicultural society.’ Educational
Researcher 27(7): 4-17. 

Burawoy, M. (2003). ‘Revisits: An outline of a
theory of reflexive ethnography.’ American

Farah Purwaningrum and Anastasiya Shtaltovna

10



Sociological Review 68(5): 645-679. 
Burawoy, M. & K. Verdery (1999). Uncertain

Transition: Ethnographies of Change in the
Postsocialist World. Oxford: Rowman &
Littlefield Pub Inc. 

Chacko, E. (2004). ‘Positionality and praxis:
Fieldwork experiences in rural India.’ Singapore
Journal of Tropical Geography 1: 51-63. 

Chernilo, Daniel (2011). ‘The critique of
methodological nationalism: theory and history.’
Thesis Eleven 106(1): 98-117

Castagno, A. E. (2012). ‘What makes Critical
Ethnography ‘Critical’?’ Qualitative research: an
introduction to methods and designs. Stephen D
Lapan, T. Marylynn, Quartaroli, Frances J.
Riemer. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publisher.

Cloke, P., P. Cooke, J. Cursons, P. Milbourne & R.
Widdowfield, (2000). ‘Ethics, reflexivity and
research: Encounters with homeless people.’
Ethics, Place & Environment 3: 133–154.

Coleman, L. M. (2015). ‘Ethnography,
commitment, and critique: Departing from
activist scholarship’. International Political
Sociology 9:263-280. 

Davies, C. A. (1999). Reflexive Ethnography: A
Guide to Researching Selves and Other. London
New York: Routledge.

Djanibekov, U., Van Assche K, Boezeman D. & N.
Djanibekov N. (2013). ‘Understanding contracts
in evolving agro-economies: Fermers, dekhqan
and networks in Khorezm, Uzbekistan.’ Journal
of Rural Studies 32:137–147. 

Dwyer, S. C. and J. L. Buckle (2009). ‘The space
between: on being an insider-outsider in
qualitative research.’ International Journal of
Qualitative Methods 2009 8(1) 

England, K. V. L. (1994). ‘Getting Personal:
Reflexivity, Positionality, and Feminist Research.’
Professional Geographer 46(1): 80-89.

Ergun, A. and A. Erdemir, A. (2010). ‘Negotiating
insider and outsider identities in the field:
“Insider: In a foreign land; “Outsider “ In one’s
own land.’ Field methods 22(1): 16-38. 

Fonow, M.M. and Cook, J.A. (2005). ‘Feminist
Methodology: New Applications in the Academy
and Public Policy’ Signs 30(4): 2211-2236. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures.
New York: Basic Books.

Hawaray, D. (1988). ‘Situated knowledges: The
science question in feminism and the privilege of
partial perspective, feminist studies.’ The
Qualitative Report 14(3): 575-599. 

Kandiyoti, D. (2003). ‘The Cry of Land: Agrarian
Reform, Gender and Land Rights in Uzbekisan.’
Journal of Agrarian Change 3(1& 2): 225-256. 

Kandiyoti, D. (2007) ‘Pathways of Post- socialism
in Central Asia.’ Postsocialism. Ideas, Ideologies
and Practices in Eurasia. Hann C. M London:
Routledge: 143-162.

Kanuha, V. K. (2000). ‘“Being” native versus
“Going native”: Conducting social work research
as an insider.’ Social Work 45(5): 439-447. 

Khan, A. R. (2005). ‘Land system, agriculture and
poverty in Uzbekistan.’ Land, Poverty and
Livelihoods in an Era of Globalisation:
Perspectives from Developing and Transition
Countries 1. A. H. Akram-Lodhi, S. M. Borras,
& C. Kay. New York: Routledge: 221-254.

King, V. T. (1993). The Peoples of Borneo. Oxford:
Basil Blackwell. 

King, V. T. (2008). The Sociology of Southeast Asia.
Transformation in a Developing Region.
Copenhagen: NIAS Press.

Knoblauch, H. (2005). ‘Focused Ethnography.’
Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung (Forum:
Qualitative Social Research) 6(3): 44.

Kovats, B. (2002). ‘Negotiating dangerous fields:
Pragmatic strategies for fieldwork amid violence
and terror.’ American Anthropologist 104(1):
208-222.

Marcus, G. (1992). ‘Past, present and emergent
identities: Requirements for ethnographies of
late twentieth-century modernity worldwide.’ S.
Modernity and Identity. Lash & J. Friedman.
Massachusetts, US & Oxford, UK: Blackwell
Publishers. 

Moser, S. (2008). ‘Personality: A new positionality?.’
Area 40(3): 383-392. 

Motzafi-Haller, P. (1997). ‘Writing birthright: on
native anthropologists and the politics of
representation.’ Auto/Ethnography: Rewriting
the Self and the Social. D.E. Reed-Danahay
Oxford: Berg. 

Mullings, B. (1999). ‘Insider or outsider, both or
neither: Some dilemmas of interviewing in a
cross- cultural setting.’ Geoforum 30: 337-350.�

Nagar, R. (2002). ‘Footloose researchers, “travelling”
theories, and the politics of transnational
feminist praxis.’ Gender, Place and Culture 9(2):
179-186. 

Narayan, K. (1993). ‘How native is the “native”
anthropologist?.’ American Anthropologis 95:
671–686. 

Naz, F. (2012). ‘Negotiating identities in a
dangerous field.’ Economic and Political Weekly
XLVII(25): 97-101.

Oberkircher, L. (2011). ‘On pumps and paradigms:
Water scarcity and technology adoption in
Uzbekistan.’ Society & Natural Resources
24(12): 1270-1285. 

Reflections on Fieldwork: A Comparative Study of  Posit ionality in
Ethnographic Research across Asia

11



Palmberger, M and A. Gingrich (2014). ‘Qualitative
Comparative Practices: Dimensions, Cases, and
Strategies.’ The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative
Data Analysis. Uwe Flick. Los Angeles-London-
New Delhi-Singapore-Washington: SAGE:
94-108.

Patai, D. (1983) ‘Beyond Defensiveness: Feminist
Research Strategies.’ Women’s Studies
International Forum 6(2): 177-189.

Ponterotto, J. G., (2006). ‘Brief note on the origins,
evolution, and meaning of the qualitative
research concept thick description.’ The
Qualitative Report 11(3): 538-549.

Purwaningrum, F. (2014). Knowledge Governance
in an Industrial Cluster. The Collaboration
between Academia-Industry-Government in
Indonesia. Berlin and Zürich: LIT Verlag. 

Razon, N. and Ross, K. (2012). ‘Negotiating fluid
identities: Alliance-building in qualitative
interviews.’ Qualitative Inquiry 18(6): 494-503. 

Schuetz, A. and Luckmann, T (1973) The
Structures of the Life-world. Vol 1. Evanston:
Northwestern University Press. 

Shtaltovna, A. (2013). Servicing Transformation:
Agricultural Service Organisations and Agrarian
Change in Post-Soviet Uzbekistan Münster:
Shtaltovna, ZEF Development Studies, LIT
Verlag: 1–214.

Shtaltovna, A. (2015). ‘Knowledge gaps and rural
development in Tajikistan: Agricultural advisory
services as a panacea?’ The Journal of
Agricultural Education and Extension: 1-17.

Shtaltovna, A. and Hornidge, A-K. (2014) ‘A
Comparison Study on Cotton Growing in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan’. ZEF, University of
Bonn, ZEF, ISSN 1864-6638.
Germany.of_01.04.2013.pdf

Smith, D. E. (1987). The Everyday World as
Problematic: a Feminist Sociology. Boston:
Northeastern University Press.

Spoor, M. (2004). Uzbekistan’s Agrarian Transition
UNDP. 

Spivak, G.C (1944). ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’. In
Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A
Reader. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman.
eds. New York: Columbia University Press, 1944.
pp. 67-111.

Stacey, J. (1988). ‘Can there be a feminist
ethnography?’ in Women’s Studies International
Forum, 11(1) 21-27.

Stacey, J. (1993). ‘Toward Kinder, Gentler Uses for
Testosterone’ Theory and Society 22(5): 711-
721. 

Trevisani, T. (2009). ‘The reshaping of in- equality
in Uzbekistan: Reforms, land and rural incomes.’
The Political Economy of Rural Livelihoods in
Transition Economies. Land, Peasants and Rural
Poverty in Transition. M. Spoor. London:
Routledge: 123-137.

USDA. (2013). Cotton and Products Annual
Report. Retrieved from http://gain.fas.
usda.gov/Recent%20GAIN%20Publications/
Cotton%20and%20Products%20Annual_
Tashkent_Uzbekistan%20-%20Republic%20
of_01.04.2013.pdf 

Veldwisch, G. (2008). ‘Cotton, rice, water: The
transformation of agrarian relations, irrigation
technology and water distribution in Khorezm,
Uzbekistan.’ Centre for Development Research.
Bonn: Bonn University. 

Visweswaran, Kamala (1997) ‘Histories of Feminist
Ethnography’ Annual Review of Anthropology
26:591-621.

Wall, C. (2006). ‘Knowledge management in rural
Uzbekistan: Peasant, project and post-socialist
perspectives in Khorezm.’ Center for
Development Research. Bonn: University of
Bonn: 1-356.

Wall, C. and J. Overton (2006) ‘Unethical ethics?:
applying research ethics in Uzbekistan.’
Development in practice 16(1): 62-67.

Wehrheim, P., A. Schöller-Schletter and C. Martius
(2008). ‘Continuity and change: Land and water
use reforms in rural Uzbekistan: Socio-economic
and legal analysis for the region Khorezm.’
Studies on Agricultural and Food Sector in
Central and Eastern Europe.

World Bank. (2011). World Bank Tajikistan.
www.worldbank.com/tj. 

Wimmer A and Schiller N (2002) ‘Methodological
nationalism and beyond: Nation-state building,
migration and the social sciences.’ Global
Networks 2(4): 301–334.�

Farah Purwaningrum and Anastasiya Shtaltovna

12



Reflections on Fieldwork: A Comparative Study of  Posit ionality in
Ethnographic Research across Asia

13

Farah Purwaningrum is a sociologist with an interdisciplinary background in law. She
holds law degrees from Universitas Islam Indonesia, Yogyakarta and the London
School of Economics and Political Science, UK. She completed her Dr. phil. in
Rheinische Friedrich Universität Bonn, Germany in 2012. She currently holds a lec-
tureship in sociology at the Institute of Asian Studies, Universiti Brunei Darussalam.
She has keen interest to do research in areas of science policy, science system, knowl-
edge governance and ethnography as research method.
farah.purwaningrum@ubd.edu.bn

Anastasiya Shtaltovna is Research Collaborator at Center for International Studies
(CÉRIUM), University of Montreal & Associate Researcher at Center for Develop-
ment Research (ZEF), University of Bonn, Germany. For the past 10 years she has
been working in different capacities on various socio-political and economic aspects
of development of former Soviet countries and, more recently, Africa. She holds a
PhD in development studies from the University of Bonn. In her PhD thesis, she fo-
cused on the development of the agricultural service provision and rural transforma-
tion processes in the post-Soviet authoritarian Uzbekistan. Her work and interest lie
in the fields of rural development, post-Soviet societies, agricultural advisory services.
For her studies and work, Ms. Shtaltovna has conducted an extensive fieldwork in
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Georgia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine. 
ahstaltovna@yahoo.com


