Fragments and figurations; living with images, metaphors and analogies during a multi-sited ethnography of the making of ‘home’

Caroline Blunt

In February 2007 I completed a year-long multi-sited ethnographic study.  Working now with field fieldwork documents, I am struck by a mismatch between their apparent tidiness and the challenging and ambivalent experiences they contain.  Reflecting on this contrast, the purpose of this paper is to explore the character, quality and condition of the research as I experienced it.   I begin with an outline of my research topic and methodology.  This is followed by a brief theoretical discussion of the researcher role and perceived limitations of theory for/ to the lived practice of research.  This leads into a series of fieldwork vignettes with which I attempt to explore and illustrate the processual and relational character of the researcher role.  The paper then concludes with some thoughts on research practice.

A multi-sited ethnography of the making of ‘home’ with-in late modernity

My research asks how, in and on what terms and to what effect is ‘home’ invoked and made at a time characterised as ‘late modernity’.  The thesis approaches ‘home’ as multi-dimensional and not as a priori but as something constantly in the making involving and implicating the making of self, place and feeling/ ontology.  This research problematic was framed by two main sets of literatures: analyses of the current moment variously characterised as late modernity/ post modernity and literatures on ‘home’.  From the first, it seemed that analyses of late modernity inadequately represented the territoriality and practice of its dynamics and that contextualised social life and ‘home’ in particular was presented as either refutation of those dynamics or, in relation to recent renewed interest in ‘home’, dismissed as a necessarily revanchist, escapist or reactionary phenomenon related to late modernity on necessarily defensive terms (see Harvey 1990; Giddens 1990; Halfacree 1997; Bammer 1992; Gregson and Lowe 1995).  On the other hand, it seemed that literature on home had not gone far enough to join up the details of domestic practice and phenomenology of ‘home’ with analyses of late modernity, features of which include: globalisation, questions of ontological (in)security, radicalised reflexivity, novel conditions of risk and trust, disjuncture and speed, flexible capitalism and mystery.  Contrary to scholarship in which ‘home’ per se and recent renewed interest in ‘home’ warranted summary dismissal/ rejection, it seemed that it was the very time that ‘home’ needed to be explored.  My research has approached home with an attitude of critical ambivalence as to its political connotations or orientations; to be explored rather than stigmatised or indeed, valorised (see Young 1997).  

A list of twelve sites emerged that I thought could for their particularly and through juxtaposition, shed light on the problematics of making home at the current moment
.  And it was given my theoretical and substantive interests that a notion of a multi-sited ethnography emerged as the most fitting design.  I was inspired by Marcus’ (1995) discussion of multi-sited ethnography (but see also Hage 2005) and encouraged by home scholars’ discussion of ethnographic research into home (see Blunt, A. and Dowling 2006).  Research was eclectic within an ethnographic framework, including participant observation, observation, interviewing and in addition I designed a research journal for participants to keep over the calendar year the purpose of which was to provide another way of sustaining the research and a way for participants to identify aspects of their home-making themselves.  With some sites I was able to stay as a house guest for varying lengths of time, with others I stayed elsewhere and made visits to them during the day.  I visited the sites in rotation over the year, March 2006 – February 2007.

Being there

Like many others before me, I went out into the ‘field’ with a variety of ideas and ideals about research practice.  I was influenced by a variety of feminist and other critical scholarship on methodology (Stanley and Wise 1990; Haskell 1990; Gordon 1991; Harding 1992; Haraway 1991; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Geertz 1988, 2000).  I took with me a view of the self, myself, as already inscribed (see Back 2001) and a sense of awareness of being a partial ‘inscription device’ (after Latour and Woolgar 1986; Blunt 2002) implicating what would be visible to me and a notion of selective self-disclosure.  Going to do ethnography, I was acutely aware of my self as the principal research instrument and took with me critically attenuated images of the researcher as ‘Absolute Cosmopolite’ and/ or ‘Complete Investigator’ (Malinowski in Geertz 1988: 79).  I could not deny my embodied and unwitting partiality but in addition I was committed to being relatively ‘plastic’ (see Geertz 1988) or ‘intellectually ascetic’ (see Haskell 1990).  I also had strong feelings as to the importance of residents knowing why I was there and what I was doing as a way of attending to the relativism/ realism debate that could make no bones about the effect of my presence.  I saw little point and some ethical problems around trying to be as ‘unobtrusive as a family dog’ (Hochschild 1989: 5 in Blunt and Dowling 2006: 57) or attempting to claim the epistemological authority that this position suggests.  Rather, I reasoned, there would be no getting away from comparing my presence to that of an elephant in the room; the extra person in the house, the non-family member, the uncanny
 visitor.  I would make the most of insights gained from this position and deal with its consequences.  These ideas and commitments would define me as researcher in the field.  Or so I thought!  In contrast with these relatively formed ideas and between them and the neat files above my desk was a period of fieldwork that was much less stable and certain.  

In an ethnography of girl’s friendships the author writes of her experience, ‘Throughout my fieldwork I never quite managed to avoid this sense of being ‘lost’, literally as well as metaphorically suspended in a liminal space ‘down amongst the women’ – a location somewhere between childhood and adulthood … in conditions of oppression, there are some tantalizing parallels therefore between ‘becoming a girl’ and ‘becoming a feminist ethnographer’ (Hey 1997: 38).  I too felt lost, stretched and liminal at times during my research.  As much as I had tried to think through my researcher identity, it seems, research is one of those occupations that is dependent upon an activity (c.f. one is not a writer unless one is writing); it exists in its practice and the condition or quality of that practice seems to be one of a continuous process of becoming researcher.  And yet there was an additional ingredient - its social character; that research is constituted by relationships such that becoming researcher is also a becoming with-in the field.  To manage and live this experience of becoming in my research I searched around for embodied and practical conceptualisations of research practice and in some cases found myself assigned or enrolled by participants in particular ways.  These were (ant)agonistic resources for both surviving the research and making sense of the field.  

I now turn to a selection of encounters which highlight my experience of the researcher role as processual and a sample of the images and analogies that emerged strongly to characterise its relational character.  

An anomalous insider?   One of the research sites was in the small town in which I am currently living, the home of a couple in their 50s.  I had met them through an enquiry made to the local authority about allotment holders.  One of the allotment sites was holding an inaugural association meeting and so I went along, found myself sitting next to Donna, got chatting and as she jokingly said later on, she ‘foolishly agreed’ to be part of the research for the year.  Over the year Donna and Jonathan were incredibly generous of their time and energy and showed unrequitable commitment to being part of the research.  It became one of those relationships that was nearly but not quite that of friends.  Their home-making was revealing of many contemporary domestic and global concerns, in particular environmental issues.  They were owner-occupiers with a garden and an allotment but it was mentioned briefly early on but then not again, that their circumstances limited realisation of their aspiration to live ‘sustainably’ and that they had sometimes thought about moving in order to have more land and be in a position to to initiate an ‘intentional community’.  The year went by however and it seemed that their practical and social participation in a local LETS scheme (Local exchange trading scheme), their perma-culture based gardening and environmental activism were signs of contented embeddedness in this place and they gave no indication otherwise.  It was therefore a considerable surprise when, at the theatre with them and some of their friends in February 2007, Donna was asked by another LETS member, ’so when are you going?’.  Turning to Donna somewhat baffled, it transpired that they had bought a house and some land in France and would be gone by the Spring!  Having known them by then for a year and talked around these very issues all that time, I had a sense that I should have known each step of this decision and yet I had known and suspected nothing!  No imminent plans had been mentioned, no reconnaissance trips mentioned during the hours we spent together.  They had chosen not to tell me, Donna saying that she had only just begun to tell their close friends and that she had been quite angry when Jonathan had told someone in the LETS group some weeks before, before it was a certain prospect and before, perhaps, she felt ready to have the consequential conversations and deal with the emotional consequences in public, of leaving friends.  I had a sense that I was outside of this social circle, the research was confidential and that there wouldn’t have been consequences for them from having told me of their plans.  I was merely a depository for news about their life wasn’t I rather than implicated in their sociality and in their reflexive constitution of themselves.  I felt both flattered and disappointed; flattered because I felt that I was considered amongst their social circle that mattered to them; an insider and part of the sinews that made up their network of sociality.  They had treated me like their friends, protecting me from the knowledge of their move before it was certain and protecting themselves from the opinions about the move of those who were around them.  This was a decision they had to take alone.  On the other hand I was disappointed.  Perhaps I had allowed some sort of objectivity to be lost in my relationship with them that meant this had happened; the privilege of the research outsider status and its access had been lost?  I was strangely disappointed to have become an insider!  Or perhaps I was disappointed that I had not, because of our in-depth conversations about home, home making, become more of an insider, a privileged anomalous insider that might have become privy to this information before their close friends.  The notion that the researcher really becomes part of what’s being researched seemed attested by this experience.  The amazing thing was that they had recorded their plans and research in the home-making journal.  When they gave me their journal in February, I then had privileged access to located and dated information that was now, amongst friends and otherwise with me, recounted selectively in the terms of a story.  

Child/ other woman/ choreographer/ cowboy?   In some of the home situations I have asked questions or solicited talk between residents that feels very unscripted and sometimes very uncomfortable.  For example, I am sitting at a dining table with a couple in their terraced house in London.  We have just eaten and I raise an issue which they then begin to disagree on between themselves.  At one moment I try to recover the question only to find that the lady’s ignoring me and asking her husband ‘who’s side are you on!’.  I feel suddenly part child between parental cross-fire and part third-party to a marriage, the other woman and all in all very awkward.  I feel that I have said quite enough and keep silent whilst the discussion continues, heated and to my ears, quite personal.  When the argument has fizzled out somewhat and dishes are being taken to the kitchen, I feel I have to say something otherwise I feel that I am surrendering my researcher/ presence altogether and so I try and make a light remark and apologise for unwittingly posing such a contentious question.  The husband is in the kitchen by now and the lady reassures me its quite okay, I haven’t brought up anything new.  

I feel quite disturbed by this research encounter but it highlights another aspect of my research role and relationship vis-à-vis a couple and vis-à-vis things happening.  It struck me that the most benign of questions can have unknown consequences and repercussions.  Part of me wants to disappear down a hole and not ask any more questions anywhere for fear of upsetting or unsettling something.  But the lady’s remark that in fact I haven’t brought up anything new interests me.  I am at once implicated in provoking something but also distanced from having any played any part in it.  It is as if in the intimate relations of husband and wife the with regard to the home, it is unsafe for the research to be ascribed any novel effect.  No choreographic role can be attributed to me.  On another occasion however, I am having a discussion with this couple about research methodology as they have some familiarity with it and the notion that all research is on some level a type of action research is raised.  On reflection I wonder if I have been not only an elephant in the room but a cowboy, charging in regardless of what’s around me.  I wish to curl up like a family dog and be stirred for meals.  

Unmaking home in the process of exploring the making of home    It is perhaps an indictment of late modern life but there was amongst all the sites, very little ‘hanging out’ that I could join in with.  To be in a house meant either being enrolled in whatever was happening – cooking, gardening, collecting children from school, shopping, herding sheep, feeding lambs – where this was possible and appropriate or changing their routine and have the participants take time out to hang out with me.  Either way, the ordinary making of home was altered because of my presence.  At the end of my first visit to the farming family I checked if they were happy for me to visit again to which they replied that yes, I had fitted in well.  However they later told me that they had chosen things to do on the farm that day that would make my fitting in that bit easier – activities such as walking the meadows and picking up stones that would make it easier to talk so as they could, I interpreted, make sense of my being there.  They didn’t just want to be observed, they wanted to interact and talk to me.  In another site, I was staying elsewhere but had arranged to spend most of a day with the lady who was working part time.  The day was busy and I happily involved myself in whatever was going on.  At the same time however, I felt that I had stopped the lady from doing quite what she would have done if I hadn’t been there – for example although I willingly offered to help do some cleaning up she refused, not wanting to spend the time with me doing such tasks.  As such I know that at the end of that day the cleaning up was still to do.  Speaking on the telephone after this and arranging another time to go and see her, she said that whilst I was very easy to have around, she wanted to give and set aside time for me.  In the squat site however, I was treated as an itinerant insider such that on one occasion I suddenly realised that all the residents had gone out and I was on my own all day!  I was incredibly warmly welcomed in all the sites and encouraged, with varying directness, to make myself at home in them.  At the same time however, many residents wanted to give me protected time to talk and felt embarrassed just to leave me alone.  

In another vein it became quickly apparent that my research was not at all a benign topic and that for some, talking about home and what it meant to feel at home, made visible the precariousness of their self/ home security.  It was almost as if ‘home’ was constituted by a future hope the realisation of which depended upon not dwelling in the present or on present circumstances which only emphasised their inadequacy or insecurity.  With one hostel resident it became clear that it was fine to spend time with her and to do things with her such as cook or work on a college assignment but as she told me one day, ‘no more questions’.  There was a recurring and uncomfortable sense in some research encounters that the research left little ‘space’ – metaphoric and literal – beyond it.  ‘Home’ was both a resource about which people spoke but it was also a topic, in the process of construction and often times, precariously so.  People spoke from ‘home’ – in a material sense and an individual/ ontological sense – that revealed its indivisibility from and centrality to, many other things including self coherence and contentment.  In these cases the way that the research could potentially unmake home, as mentioned above, was taken seriously and the researcher/ researched relationship found a more safe footing to continue or in one case ended as a research relationship.  

Being very there and not there – fragments and figurations?

Over the course of the year there were moments when I felt that the research was too hot to handle.  On the one hand I often felt like a clumsy fragment and on the other it felt that as a researcher I was being enrolled and becoming part of unstable ‘figurations’ (see Featherstone 1987 on Elias’ notion of figurational sociology) of ‘home’.  Hitherto encouraged by Clive Seale’s (1999) comparison of research to craftswork because of its recognition of personality, attention to detail and reflexive construction, I began to reject this analogy.  The image of craftswork didn’t seem to capture the ungainly becoming of research.  Rather, where it has been written that field notes have a liminal quality, expressive of the researcher as 1. betwixt and between worlds, 2. betwixt and between selves and 3. betwixt and between words (Jackson 1995: 39) and that personal dedications to friends, family and colleagues in final texts are a method of ‘existential unification, a relief from constant contradiction and ambiguity ..’ (Cesara 1982 in Ben Ari 1995: 156), these point to something of the quality/ condition of research that I experienced during the ethnography.  The research encounters were both of high intensity and involved a suspension of part of oneself; in other words it seemed one had to be very there and not there at the same time.  The research relationships called for no less and no more.  Rather than deem the awkwardness of research as failure, perhaps it is possible to accept that as elephant in the room and in a constant state of relational becoming, one is necessarily party to a sort of dissident sociality made up of fragments and figurations


.  

Notes

�	 The sites included a farming family in the north west of England, a group squatting in derelict/ disused buildings in London, residents of a women’s hostel also in London, three residents of a high-rise council owned block, a family who came to the UK as asylum seekers living (and still waiting 9 years on for final permission to stay in the UK) in a small town in England, a couple living in a live-work unit in London, a family who moved during the course of the research year from urban England to rural Ireland, residents of a self-built housing development in London and a couple in a small town suburban location who rent and work an allotment.  


�	 Kaika (2004) characterises moments in the home which reveal the frailty of its autonomy from/ dependence on its outside as the ‘domestic uncanny’ (after Freud’s use of the term ‘uncanny’ to indicate the unhomely within the homely).  In exploring the making of home, it could be argued that the researcher is him/herself an ‘uncanny’ element as well as, in the process of the research, revealing ‘uncanny’.  


�	 In considering these questions and throughout the research it was a matter of curiosity to me how as researcher we are not impervious to contemporary notions of the contemporary self.  For example, of what function is research work in a reflexive project of self and identity development (Giddens 1990) and/ or I wondered, were my difficulties in managing and sustaining the research role anything to do with being a ‘soft self in a hard world’? (Sennett 1976 in Wolin 1977: 3).  Or perhaps it implicates an actor-network based understanding of the researcher; a modest witness of a Haraway-an kind? (Haraway 1997)


�	 My supervisor had highlighted the processual nature of gaining research access and this is another way that research practice could be framed, as a continual process of gaining and having access.  


�	 Lastly, this research experience has strongly challenged my previous understandings of the ‘field’ as largely a matter of a cognitive attitude (Rapport 2000; Blunt 2006) or rather I have been challenged to re-comprehend cognition as far more immediately and materially constituted.  
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