Notes From The Field:

Investigating the Articulations and Representations of Rural Identities

Abstract
The purpose of my paper is to provide an opportunity to reflect on the nature of the relationships that we, as researchers, build with our respondents during the research process. Drawing on my own experiences, I particularly want to focus on the contrasts of working with people who I know well (‘country people’ who are my friends and family) compared to those who I had no relationship with prior to starting the research (fox hunters and Countryside Alliance protesters). This dichotomy of known/unknown coincided with a dichotomy of those who I like and those who I dislike which further complicates the nature of the research relationship. Working with each set of participants posed different problems - is it possible to retain sufficient critical distance when researching members of your family? How can a research relationship be negotiated within the context of other, already existing, relationships? How can I ensure that none of my participants are ‘exploited’ in any way? How do I deal with the emotions created by choosing to work with people who hold opinions and participate in activities that I myself find abhorrent? How can an effective research relationship be established with individuals I dislike? I wish to demonstrate that, while these research relationships have been complex and problematic, they have also been positive and productive. Reflecting on the nature of these relationships has enabled the production of valid and valuable data on my research topic. Ultimately, while all the research relationships have been of a different nature, I have the same ethical responsibilities to all my participants. This is something that I am acutely aware of as I write up my data and seek to (re)present my participants in my thesis. The ‘moment of betrayal’ may have to be faced with regard to both those who I know and love and those who I did not know prior to the research but who came to trust me during our time together in the field.

The Research

My thesis seeks to investigate the articulation and representation of rural identities with particular reference to how rural identity is produced within the context of The Countryside Alliance. Social Movement Theory (Castells 1983,  2004, Melucci 1989, 1996, Touraine 1981) provides the theoretical framework which informs how the concept of identity is approached within this project.  The methodology developed by Touraine and Melucci for studying social movements was also initially adopted for use in this research. This methodology stresses that it is the processes through which collective identity is produced, as well as their content, which needs to be investigated. This, they argue, is best done by working with small groups. Thus, in order to investigate the production of rural identity I conducted a series of focus groups and interviews with a variety of groups from within the rural population including village residents, Women’s Institute (WI) members and members of The Young Farmers organisation. Participant observation and ethnographic interviews were also carried out with a group of fox hunters. It became clear that in following Touraine and Melucci and only investigating the production of collective identity in the private sphere of these small groups that the project would be somewhat limited for it ignored questions of the role that mobilisation and protest in the public sphere plays in the construction and expression of collective identity. Thus the methodology was adapted and expanded upon and I conducted a series of participant observations at Countryside Alliance demonstrations and protest events.

The data produced through the focus groups and interviews has been used to highlight the diverse ways in which rural identity is understood and defined. Rural identity is not a fixed or stable concept, it shifts, and different participants drew on different representations in order to explain their own sense of what it is to be a rural person and live a rural way of life. In light of this diversity it is possible to conclude that, despite the claims of The Countryside Alliance to speak on behalf of all rural people and to represent ‘the’ rural way of life, the identity that the organisation seeks to normalise and mobilise in the public sphere is only one possible version of rural identity - a version that has country sports at its heart. It is certainly the case that not all the research participants who self identified as country people saw The Alliance as representing them as rural people and The Alliance was deemed not to be a general rural organisation but one that was really only concerned with country sports and in particular fox hunting.

The conducting of this research posed a number of dilemmas, questions and problems for me in my role as a social researcher. The purpose of this paper is to provide a space for reflecting on this with regard to issues surrounding the relationships that we, as researchers, build with our participants. I particularly focus on the differences between working with people who I knew prior to the research and those who I did not. This dichotomy of known and unknown also coincided with the dichotomy of liked and not liked which further complicated the research relationships. I do not pretend to have any answers or solutions. All I can do is describe how I attempted to deal with these problems and to open a space for discussion as to the alternative tactics and strategies that I could have deployed.

Focus Groups and Interviews

The majority of the focus group and interview participants fit into the category of known and liked. One of the focus groups included my parents as participants, another included my Grandmother. Other participants were personal friends and even those who did not know me prior to the research knew of me and knew other members of my family. Thus, the research was conducted within the context of already existing relationships. This had its advantages. For example, access and recruitment were easier amongst these participants than amongst those who I did not know and time did not have to be spent at the beginning of the research process getting to know each other and building relationships.

However, the nature of the research relationship is qualitatively different from that of the relationships that exist between family and friends. I committed to conducting this research in a way that corresponds to feminist research practice and ethics and therefore tried to carry out the research in a collaborative manner that minimised the differentials in power between researcher and researched. What I had to recognise is that ultimately an expression of this power will always exist in one way or another - it will never be fully negated. We, as researchers, are after all engaged in these practices and relationships for a particular purpose: the production of data. Thus it was necessary to exert a certain amount of power and control over the research and indeed over the participants in order to produce the data that I needed. In order to be exercise this type of control and to effectively perform my role as interviewer or focus group moderator certain existing relationships had to be renegotiated. For example, I now suddenly found myself in a position of relative power over my parents, grandmother and much older friends which created some tensions and time had to spent at the beginning of all these research encounters renegotiating already existing relationships and establishing a pattern of interaction that allowed the interview or focus group to proceed smoothly. Although I needed to exercise some control and guidance over the research I could not take this too far - performing the role of moderator or interviewer in too official a manner just resulted in the participants collapsing in fits of laughter. They seemingly could not equate this performance of the researcher role with what they already knew of me as daughter, granddaughter or friend. Thus throughout the research process I found myself constantly (re)negotiating my own performance of self.

When working with these participants I was constantly aware that I did not want to use already existing relationships and the obligations that they create in order to ‘exploit’ the participants in any way. I did not want people to agree to participate when they would rather not simply because they felt that because they knew me they had to say yes. In fact, on more than one occasion participants dropped out at the last minute leaving me somewhat ‘high and dry’ and I was left wishing that I had not been so cautious but more forceful in my recruiting procedure! I was also left with feelings of frustration when views and opinions that I ‘knew’ my participants held were not articulated within the context of the research setting, thus leaving such information ‘out of bounds’ as I write the thesis.

Working with these participants was not in any way straightforward and as I write up the research I constantly worry that I will not be able to maintain the necessary critical distance that will allow me to analyse the data effectively.

Participant Observation

Working with Countryside Alliance protesters and fox hunters posed a different set of problems. I did not know any of these participants prior to conducting the research and thus had to build effective working relationships with them in the field. This I found a somewhat difficult process as I am opposed to the practice of fox hunting and I also found myself working closely with people who, for example, articulated overtly racist attitudes which I found totally abhorrent. This difficulty was also compounded by the fact that Alliance protesters tended to be very suspicious of ‘outsiders’, in particular researchers, who they assumed would be biased and prejudiced against them. However, by spending long periods of time in the field with the core group of protesters I was gradually able to earn their trust and managed to find a way where I was able to negotiate and deal with my own feelings towards and relationships with these individuals.

I always made it clear to these participants that I was present in the role of social researcher. Although I do not myself believe that research is ever neutral or objective, in the field I suddenly found myself very grateful that I could draw on these arguments in order to maintain a certain distance from these participants. Thus, when encouraged to join The Alliance I responded that as a researcher I was not allowed to get that close to the subject of my research as this would jeopardise the neutrality and legitimacy of the project. When protesters asked me to carry a Countryside Alliance placard I declined, claiming that as a ‘neutral’ researcher I was there purely to observe and not participate. Protesters accepted my neutrality but (erroneously) believed that I was really ‘on their side’. 

However, even while trying to maintain a certain distance from these individuals, there where times when I could not but help feel a certain amount of solidarity with them. These were after all people who I stood with for hours on freezing cold winter mornings, people who offered to buy me coffee, people who offered to take me hunting, people who came to trust me and who would seek me out in order to pass on information, keep me updated on Alliance protest activity or just chat. The police who monitored the protests made no distinction between myself and the protesters. When they filmed and photographed the protesters I was filmed and photographed too. When the police threatened to arrest protesters for trespass I was threatened too. Despite my personal feelings I think it was inevitable, perhaps even necessary, that I built some sort of positive relationship with these protesters. As Back (2001) comments, when working with groups whose views we disagree with or find objectionable, a common element of humanity shared by both researcher and researched will always be present and that, rather than the researcher being scared of this commonality - this sense of being in some way like the participants, it is this that can be worked with in order to produce effective relationships in the field.

The social movement literature previously referred to in this paper proved to be of little help to me as I attempted to overcome the difficulties that I experienced. This body of work generally contains the implicit assumption that researchers will necessarily chose to investigate movements or organisations that the researcher actively supports or is sympathetic towards. The methodologies developed by Touraine and Melucci are specifically designed in such a way as to allow the researcher to help the movement progress and achieve it’s full potential. The purpose of research then not only becomes the production of data but also the advancement of the movement and facilitation of social change. This raises highly problematic questions regarding the appropriate role of the researcher and the making of moral judgements as what causes are deemed ‘good’ and ‘worthy’ of help which I am unfortunately unable to elaborate upon here. It also opens up questions regarding the relationship between researcher and researched. While it may be an admirable goal for the participants as well as the researcher to practically benefit from the research, what happens when the researcher does not wish to actively help their participants and their cause? While I may not have wanted to ‘help’ The Countryside Alliance there is no way of guaranteeing that my intervention through the research process has not caused members of the organisation to reflect upon and change their ways of doing things making them a more effective movement. It is difficult to work with those who we do not like but surely this does not mean that we should shy away from investigating such individuals?

Productive Relationships

While all the research relationships that I experienced raised problems and dilemmas it is also case that these relationships could be used in a productive way as a source of producing valuable and valid data. For example, with regard to my parents, our already existing relationships, rather than ‘contaminating’ the data in some way, actually provides an opportunity to reflect on the very issues that I am investigating. My parents obviously know my background and history which has involved a move away from the village, where I was brought up and where they still live, to London. This knowledge enables them to make judgements about my identity. In choosing to leave the village I am deemed to have given up my right to be considered a country person and am assumed to have become a ‘townie’ - a negative designation in the eyes of country people and the ease with which I have deemed to have become a townie is in sharp contrast to the difficulty that townies who move to the country are judged to have when attempting to achieve the status of, and be accepted as, a country person. However, my parents and their fellow focus group participants have all themselves experienced periods of living in an urban setting but this is not seen to effect their ability to self identify as country people. Rather, because they actively chose to identify with the rural as opposed to the urban periods of urban living can effectively be ‘written off’ and considered as unimportant. Thus reflecting upon this particular relationship has led me to investigate the importance that actively choosing to be a rural person, no matter where you have previously lived or indeed where you live now, plays in the conferring of rural identity.

Similarly, the tension when discussing the subject of the younger generation moving away from their families and from the rural areas in which they were born highlights the importance that the participants in this particular focus group attach to family and permanency of residence in one place over many generations. For these participants rural identity and the traditions associated with the rural way of life are seen as being passed down from generation to generation. When the younger generation moves away, as I have done, not only the family, but the whole rural way of life, is threatened. Such reflection has also made me aware that my own feelings about rural space and the rural way of life will always be mediated through my own experiences of family and childhood.

In contrast, the core group of Alliance protesters do not know about my history or background in the same way. I have made a point of telling them that I had a rural upbringing and the assumption is generally made that I moved to London because I ‘had’ to rather than out of choice in order to continue my studies and pursue an academic career. Thus I am considered by these participants to have retained my rural identity. It is also the case that (thankfully!) my attitudes towards fox hunting have never been sought by this group. Rather it is just assumed that, because I am a country person, I will automatically be pro-hunt. Hence, the fundamental link that these participants make between rural identity, the rural way of life and country sports is demonstrated.

The Moment of Betrayal

I have now reached the stage where I am writing up my thesis. As I write I am constantly aware that I am facing potential moments of betrayal. These feelings are particularly acute as I write about my family and friends for I know that in order to stay ‘true’ to my research I will have to say critical things about those that I know and love - things that they would perhaps not like to read about or acknowledge as being part of themselves. Of course, I also owe the same considerations and duty of care to those participants who I did not know prior to the research and who I do not personally like. They did after all come to trust me and I would not wish to be perceived as having ‘used’ them in any way. While I never lied to them about my opinions on hunting, I was happy to allow them to continue in their assumptions that I was pro-hunt and ‘on their side’ and that thus my project would present them in a good light. While all data is subject to interpretation by the researcher I have found that participants can find this hard to understand, expecting that they will be represented at face value in a positive, unmediated manner. It will probably be the case that none of my participants will ever get to read my thesis but that does not prevent me from being concerned by the fact that, if they ever did read it, would they feel betrayed or hurt by how I treated them during the research or by what I had written?

References

Back, L. (2001) ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? The Political Morality of Investigating Whiteness in the Gray Zone in Vron Ware and Les Back (eds.) Out of Whiteness: Colour, Politics and Culture. London: University of Chicago Press.
Castells, M. (1983) The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban Social Movements. London: Edward Arnold.

Castells, M. (2004) The Power of Identity: Second Edition. Oxford: Blackwell

Melucci, A. (1989) Nomads of the Present: Social Movements and Individual Needs in Contemporary Society. London: Hutchinson Radius.

Melucci, A. (1996) Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press.

Touraine, A. (1981) The Voice and The Eye: An Analysis of Social Movements. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 


1

