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17 ‘Dangerous’ fieldwork

Jonathan Luke Austin

Introduction

A few years ago, I was in a taxi heading to a place called Dahiyeh. Dahiyeh is some-
where you might better know from television as the Hezbollah ‘stronghold’ of Southern
Beirut. But, in reality, Dahiyeh is just an impoverished urban sprawl. It’s not a pretty
place. It’s a concrete place, more than anything else. I was heading there, passing anti-
blast barriers and security checkpoints, in order to reach an organization called UMAM
Documentation and Research. UMAM is an activist non-governmental organization
(NGO) that explores issues of collective memory and political violence in Lebanon from
the time of its civil war till today. On arriving, I began a meeting in a side room just
off from the green gardens surrounding the building. Coffee and tea were brought out.
Served by somebody from South Asia: an immigrant, of sorts (this is not a good place
to emigrate to). We were meeting to talk about torture or, more specifically, a film that
a group of former Lebanese prisoners had put together based on their experiences. We
watched the rushes together, silently.
Research can be dangerous, perhaps increasingly so. The position of researchers has
merged, to some degree, with that of journalists: we can be deemed threatening and so, for
some, the academic is an object to be securitized against. This is especially true in the set-
tings most relevant to researchers working within critical security studies (CSS). The story I
am telling here hopes to help researchers navigate some of the dangers they may face when
using ethnographic, field-based interviewing, or related methods to study ‘insecure’ environ-
ments. It does so on the basis of my own experiences studying the political violence of torture
in, you’ll have guessed, Beirut, Lebanon, where I was interviewing Syrian perpetrators of
torture (cf. Austin, 2016; 2017; 2019). At the same time, I also wanted to speak with those
who had survived what Syria was now going through, hence my meeting with those former
detainees-turned-filmmakers. My aim was to understand the lingering effects of atrocity: the
ways in which political violence seeps under the skin of societies and how they can, or can-
not, slowly come to terms with that history. But, as you’ll soon see, things went a little wrong
during that effort. To show you what I mean, I want to tell the story I began just a moment
ago as it stands, while pausing a few times to reflect on (1) the importance of being mindful
of your ever-present status as a ‘stranger’ when carrying out research of this kind, (2) the
crucial task of managing both your data and your research (design) in ways that maintain
your own security and that of your informants, and (3) the advantages of maintaining a calm
and measured response to situations like the one I am about to describe in ways that can — in
fact — feed into your research findings in and of themselves. The goal is to provoke you to

think about dangers you may face before they occur.
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Ses.:ef;tzr Sgdlggf]:itggi,ol 0headeq to relax at a café .because — well — I like Dahiyeh. It pos-
i ng em{))tled out of the gentrifying central districts of Beirut. Dahiyeh
e thére ga ry, )’/tes, ut alxve_. The <.:afé was busy, and I drew some attention. But
o & L. en’t many ff)relgners in Dahiyeh. I ordered an ‘argilla (shisha) and

pulling nicotine into my veins. After a few minutes, I noticed a problem: the smoke

ic;ft ;)rr;zCL:bane]ie dman’}? detention in Syria. I’d been given it at the UMAM offices My new
utor asked, “why are you reading that?” Before I '

: ‘wh ? could reply, the man who had
speaking to me earlier interjected, “he’s a ’ e o

! researcher.” The young arrival asks fo i

: I specifi

;nd I”respond vaguely.. After a few pleasantries, he then asks me tob come with him tor‘)‘sele 1(1: .
0ss.” The other men in the café nodded reassuringly. He was polite but firm: :

Come with me, you are our guest, don’t worry.

II)\Ie(; ;lll::;% ?b?lét it,'tEeIr;. V\ge took his small scooter, which is the sign —throughout Beirut — of
1ated with Hezbollah: young men on scoot i i

pos : ng me oters weaving between traffic, when not

elivery drivers, are most often working with the ‘party’. It’s an efficient mode of transport

gh the streets and sharply around corners, through the concrete labyrinth.

S“la“ - pe]haps ten-Squal e'metle"la ce — room. Thl‘ © ™,
ere FCS]UCIIEd In thE IDCH]? facnlb t 0 dESkS‘ IhEIB ere t 0 OthEI dOCIS m the room I

Bei s s -
o+ nzl:i :ar?]t}rlatr)]egcearu Slz Zl;tfrr; ;;;fré;ngéyslézy to the SL;]CCCSS of field-based research. This is
aril; ( 11 as somehow possessing “privileged access t
amore objective or universal type of knowledge” but also because of her “ca afi .
. to w
zoigsii};irg :rl:er:::tzl1.(;;Vb:et:é:cre:hg£firenttworlds” él;arakayali, 2006:318). I\fore(?\,/er b:ail;;
- S 10 act as ‘confidants’ who receive “the t s
revelations and confidences, at times reminiscent of a confessional” (Si il 1
. I : immel 1971:
gllznbethel}elzss,.such an m-betyveen posmonal'lty alsp presents dangers p(recisely becaluslé1 5o)f
reaches in layers of social secrecy that it mobilizes. In the story I'm telling th i

emerged because of a sudden lapse in my concentration as I relaxed a little too o h ‘esedrISkS
drew rather too much attention to my status as a stranger in a place where, w ?lluc - th‘}S
sh(_)rt sypply. Now, while the strangeness of a researcher (even one who ha,l'l efr, e
Or nstitution they are studying) can never be overcome — it will always be e Plac'e
able, based on your gender, ethnicity, nationality, etc.. etc )— condug;in f? rfc? - (afld nore
or less “‘dangerous’ settings demands you work to man’age 'this tat N
Safely managing your ‘strangeness’ usuall -
out becoming too overt a spectacle. This will
Wwhere you are just a little z00 out of the ord

y requires that you draw on its advantages with-
L mvolve, unlike in my story, avoiding situations
Inary and/or have things in your possession (i.e.,
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1) that render you suspicious. It also means preparation that goes
the backSE of your research. Know who might be concerned by your pres-

i diate subject . ] e bt
fel"s to Hezbollah), and how to manage their concern. This does not mean gp
re X

i if it occurs
It only means being prepared for the unexpected and knowing what to do when or if i
t=]

ing. In some cases
to you. It also means working out what you want from your research setting. In i
i g .

li
to contradict what I have just said, drawing too much attention tg your'self i‘ir}ll bzue; ﬁfgs (1:}
itself. For example, if I had been seeking to understand the quotlfhan 11tf<? ot ! :t ot
; , i ibed earlier: hanging out m street- 1
iveh, I would have begun precisely as I de§cn . : ;
ls);}(;z,iio ‘argilla, and chagtting aimlessly. This would have again drayvn att:ntlon l;g;:;zz—
likely gnly for a’ while. Slowly, I would have hoped to build up a circle o acg:lad e
cum-i’nformants who, despite my unavoidably permanent status as a stranger, w

jal 1 i 1 e cru-
feel a measure of trust through such liittle acts of social integration. This trust would b

, . ce
cial to that particular kind of fieldwork. But that’s not what. I. was m.Bemr; (;o gelt< c\i:ir;;a; ?;r;ys
the error. In short, how exactly to manage your social position dl{rmg fieldwor e

vary dep.ending or,l your research goals and the nature of your environment. Nonetheless,

thine that always requires reflection. . . . ‘
Son'll"ehe lﬁzrjst thing you notice when being detained is the way in Wh.lCh your eygs tshl:,dd::;i
realize the full scope of their functionality. They don’t skip over things. Instead, Ove)r/ -
erything. There was only one window in the room, but it .had.been c.o.vere At
E\cl)arr}és Thé desks were covered in papers. On the wall was a white air C(Eldltlor::; ; rzheﬁsive
: z i tained with cigarette burns. s

tly. Buzz, buzz, buzz. The furniture was s cig . ;
(I:(;)I;Sct:g aylittleétforward and then turned to where I had been siting. Bt::lhmd ltlhein CIfl:CII IFsa%:ivz da
:nt. Well. no. Dried blood staining the wall, ! .
laree rust-chestnut patch of red paint. Well, ' adec,
:IE:? recent, but palpable. As I stared at this, the young man returned, and smiled. He us

me to sit down again and began to ask more questions:
What is the purpose of your visit to Lebanon?

And then more specific questions: my full name, mybparegts’ Eameei;urrrlll}]; ;?Z ;)i gé?yh(;nr:}i
i in Lebanon, my phone number, the phone :
occupation, my address in Le ; e o A st
i d to my laptop. I oblige :
Lebanon. He then asked for the passwor ' ;
l;fwlziwn 1frcl>r a much longer time. I'm not sure how long. Time elonglate; 1(tis(eilf at n\l)‘?:;zr:ts;;l;ei
B i to you. Behind those locked doors,
these. Just a few hours detained starts to get to you. - B T e
i i is what is ‘inside your head’ and — It §
thing to occupy oneself, all that is leftis w nside e e
i i i dered the room again: cigarette Smoke, s ‘
is a place without time. I pon . = s sl
) tioner. If you read abou A
clock. and blood on the wall. Oh, and the air condi ’ et
i itioni hnique to ‘break’ someone Will § . g
that air conditioning can be used as a tec i
i ing i the constant buzz buzz buzz of the :
But even without altering 1ts temperature, : . 1 kb
i ‘hurt’ i d of static noise comes to replace
_ literally — ‘hurt’ the body as this sound ¢ ic .
tO'scelllan >(,)f the world we are used to living 1n. This 1s true. even.when, like me, youtknoe:iv1
vo will yrobably be out soon enough. A few hours passed like this before the man return .
)\:\?i;lh a col;league and asked a few more questions, including why Google Mgps was open o
laptop. I responded 1 was looking for directions. He nodded and 1'eft again. o
myY ) ’1119.n0tice how in telling this story so far that 1 glossed quickly over the w:;y 2
h~c;)1ul first handed over my laptop to those detaining me, then gave them its password, a(r)lst
gleil asked questions about its contents (Google Maps) without much concern. Like m

researchers working ‘in the field’ these days, all my work and the details of those 1 was 1
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contact with were on that device. My lack of concern related, again, to preparation. When
carrying out research in which there is even a s/ight risk of the information you collect being
used against you and/or those you are contact with, developing a strategy to secure your
data is crucial. Central to these efforts is the use of encryption. Ideally speaking, your entire
device should be encrypted such that in case of its loss, none of its data can be accessed.
In my case, the fact of my laptop being entirely encrypted was, however, irrelevant: they
wanted the password, and I couldn’t refuse. However, all data related to my research was
hidden on an innocuous folder on the system that was, in and of itself, encrypted. Finding
this folder and accessing its contents would not be impossible but it would require far more
resources than you are ever likely to encounter in the field. The risk is still there, however.
Hence, this ‘system level’ (i.e., laptop, etc.) protection should always also be complemented
with a strategy for exporting your data from your local machine to a machine situated outside
your field setting. This can occur in many different ways. Perhaps the simplest is to encrypt
your files on your machine and then to systematically (say, every week) upload these files ‘to

the cloud’ on one of many available services. In this way, any information accessible on your
machine will always be very limited.!

Another few hours pass.

Buzz, buzz, buzz.

Finally, they return. This time, they began by writing my name, passport number, and date of birth
on a white board. Then they ushered me to stand by the wall and took my picture with a cheap
digital camera. A little mug shot. Then they took my fingerprints. Foucault has been to Dahiyeh.
They left again but quickly returned with an older man: someone in charge. Gruffly, smoking, he
looked me up and down. He produced the book I had been earlier — Return from Hell —and gave
it back. “This,” he said, “is all lies.” He made a quick hand wave to the man who had brought me
there and left. The young man handed me my bag, neatly repacked, and my laptop (now with a
little piece of sticky-tape over the webcam: better safe than sorry) and smiled. He took the key out
of his pocket and put it in the lock and waved me goodbye. It was night in Dahiyeh. I had been
detained about ten hours or so. I answered the three or four text messages that had appeared on
my phone: back soon, all fine. And 1 then headed back to finish my ‘argilla.

Most of the time fieldwork is not dangerous. CSS still, and not to its credit, remains a
stronghold of Euro-American-based researchers who — just like me — will find that every-
thing works out fine, despite a few hiccups here and there. We are mostly privileged. But
even if that is the case for you, it is crucial to remember that things could well be other-
wise and that they likely will be otherwise for researchers of different genders, ethnic back-
grounds, sexual orientations, or religious positionalities. Likewise, always be aware that even
innocuous encounters can cause dangers to those you are (even indirectly) speaking with, if
not yourself. Thus, the importance of data protection, however inconvenient that task might
seem to you after a long day. Realize too that it may be your responsibility rot to involve
vulnerable groups or individuals in your research. Don’t forget that you are never just ‘asking
questions’ but also always actively interfering in the personal and social worlds of those you
study. Research ‘in the field’ is never neutral.

Keeping yourself safe is equally important. The text messages I was answering at the end
of the story I’ve told here were from colleagues who knew where I was going and why. One
of these colleagues was in Beirut, another abroad. They were checking in on me and had I not
responded would have known whom to contact. In extreme settings, GPS tracking solutions
can help improve your safety. Of course, methods like those may sound unusual. Indeed, they
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are more common among journalists than academics, whose profession has long reckoned armed groups or securi .
with these issues. Despi;gejsimilarities, however, the analogy with journalism should usu- you fee]. Ingeed, thel;rgef;)r;:isl; reex:l;trli::i/eni(’)o?ntﬁl, hogv ?tv o urioomfortable they may make
ally not be taken too far. Scholarly work within CSS rarely seeks to identify ‘facts’ about a the history of academic exploitation, from COlOn'a]e‘ subaltern of the world. Remember, too,
particular event, group, or person that are to be reported. Most of us do not intend to write motives of s cholarly issearch are Of;en legitimattg . ism or_lvyards, as well as the fact that the
exposés with the potential to directly legally, socially, or politically threaten the groups or Indeed, realize you m ight not trust yourself if the tyb;usplcmus for many ’a oross the world.>
individuals with whom we are in (indirect or not) contact. As CSS and cognate fields begin own motives are so innocent. And. of course deconat estwe.re}:l tumgd. l?or} t accept thz.it your
ethnographically (or otherwise) engaging with more (in)secure parts of the world, however, ‘dangerous’ places. Then share th;se thougl;ts whes ruct wit ((;ut dismissing the very idea of
this distinction becomes harder to maintain for those we come into contact with. An academic all, ensure that your work does no harm, to yoursel;eV:r You deem appropriate. A1.1d, above
found in possession of unusual electronic devices (GPS trackers, encrypted hardware), for you are interacting. Make sure you can t,el] our st Ol course, b‘ut also to those with whom
example, may automatically be deemed more suspicious than had they not used these tools. your story in good faith.
As ever, then, careful personal judgement is crucial in deciding how to keep yourself safe. Notes

Beyond practicalities, scholars will often not wish to overly distance themselves from
certain types of danger. Take my case. If, in seeking to understand the societal effects of I For a comprehensive guide i e
persistent political violence and c}:,onﬂict on everyday life, I had begun by seconding myself httPSS//tinyurl.com./y94kg4zp7,s S EOphen. meteds se https://tinyurl.com/y 7pawypt and/or

2 See https://www.theguardian.com/news/201 7/oct/10/the-

in relatively secure and wealthy areas of Beirut, then my eventual account would hardly have : !
-recruits-academics.

been a particularly honest one. This dilemma, of course, is reflected in the ways in which
academic institutions are increasingly unsure how to manage research safety and ethics. In

science—of—spying-how—the—cia-secretly

my case, very little institutional advice was offered (beyond check-box ethics forms) before Suggested reading
leaving for the field. And, upon my return, the glib response to stories like the one I have "
told here from a few institutional figures (whom I’ll leave nameless) was a simple “lucky Bel}()):rslz)s\gvl’(.l,).H g(;lgggjoﬁyzog l;oz I\f G_ﬂin.Skiy’ s G.Olbert’. V-, Kostikovsky, Y., Levi, M., &
that ended how it did, we’d be in trouble otherwise.” And so, while academic institutions settings,” Qualitative Research 7(2)_51;_)?1']' 7I; ieldwork difficulties in dangerous and crisis-ridden
generally should do more to ensure the safety of researchers and those they study, it is also Farrelly, N. (2016). “Dangerizatior’l is riéky busine;ss PG Anthr
important to stress that there are no easy solutions here. Indeed, attempts to institutionally Huggins, M., & Glebbeek, M. (Eds.). (2009). Wom;n F‘f’ ; ;flt gt ropology, 57(6): 722—723.
securitize research risk blanking out half the world as inaccessible to scholars. I know, for Littlefield. telding Danger, Lanham, MD: Rowman and
example, that my own research would not have been possible in other institutions. ‘ Ice, G., Dufour, D., & Stevens, N. (2015). D; in Fi

Uli)imately, I would argue that some measure of darf)ger should be accepted in our research, : Littlefield. (3013). Disasters in Field Research, Laham, MD: Rowman and
just as we accept it in everyday life. We all visit ‘less safe’ parts of town when we are at Peritore, N.P. (1990). “Reflections on dangerous fieldwork,” American Sociologist, 21(4): 359-372
home and, despite the risks elsewhere, none of us want to insist on only taking holidays in ’ I
Switzerland. And we accept the dangers of our everyday lives, of course, because we are References

familiar with them and have learned to navigate them to the best of our ability. A similar atti-
tude, T would suggest, is crucial to navigating our field-based research. An active familiarity
with the social and political context that you plan to work in is crucial. I, for example, was
fully aware of the nature of Dahiyeh before I went there. For those with less experience in a
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Conclusion

To conclude, accept that research is never ‘clean.” It is always messy and unpredictable.
Embrace that fact and learn from it consistently. Reflect, for example, on your reaction to
any apparently ‘dangerous’ situation you encounter. On the ways in which, say, the buzz buzz
buzz of air conditioning does ‘something’ to you. Consider your power or lack thereof. In my
case, the way in which my detention was so swiftly resolved. Ponder the mundane but power-
saturated nature of the situation: the biopolitics of the fingerprinting, the ways in which
simply being in the ‘wrong place’ (a café) while being the ‘wrong’ person (a researcher)
alters the course of events dramatically for individuals. And don’t forget that encounters with




