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The Compact Oxford English Dictionary (1991 Ed.) defines 'fieldwork' as "a compre
hensive name to describe the practical side of research in archaeology, linguistics, the 
social sciences etc., carried out in the areas concerned, as distinguished from theoretical 
or laboratory investigation". 

In the disciplines mentioned, but also in anthropology, in anthropological linguis
tics or ethnolinguistics, in dialectology, in sociolinguistics, in branches of linguistic 
pragmatics, in sociology, social psychology and in behavioral ethology, 'fieldwork' is 
the cover term for a complex of methodological approaches to data gathering. The term 
subsumes a variety of ways of collecting data 'in the field', such as elicitation, inter
views, and participant observation where the observer interacts with the observed. 
Thus, fieldwork typically involves the presence of the researcher among what s/he has 
defined as her/his subject: society at large (whatever this may be), a group of people, 
a speech community, a restricted category of well-specified individuals serving as 
'consultants', etc. Ideally, the researcher is physically present in her/his field. There 
are certain cases, however, where either some technical apparatus, as e.g., recording 
equipment that is used for data gathering purposes or a trained local consultant who 
is collecting data for the researcher, may serve as substitutes for the scientist (thus 
making her/his presence indirect, so to speak). That the researcher has to be extremely 
careful in selecting this local consultant is a point which will be discussed below. As 
already indicated by the list of disciplines where fieldwork is done, it must be men
tioned that fieldwork can also include forms of unobtrusive observation in which the 
observer, e.g., the archeologist, collects data without interaction with any kind of (ani
mate) participants at all. Finally, it should be emphasized that this methodological 
approach is hardly ever used as the sole source of information for the scholar. It is 
mostly combined with other forms of data collection such as experimentation, archive 
research, corpus analysis, etc. 

Disciplines such as archaeology, ethology, psychology, and sociology can certainly 
(and proudly) refer to their pioneers with respect to fieldwork done, and field-research 
methods used. However, by far the most, if not all, modern forms of fieldwork in 
these various disciplines owe much more to both cultural and social anthropology and 
anthropological linguistics with respect to the development of this complex of meth
ods than to any other discipline within the social sciences (Goldschmidt 1976). Thus, 
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besides the early demands for fieldwork or field research and participant observation 
as methods of data gathering in dialectology by researchers like Johann A. Schmeller 
(who referred to his 'field-trips' to remote valleys in the Alps as Kundfahrten, i.e., 'recon
naissance trips') in the first half of the 19th century, it was the pioneering fieldwork of 
anthropologists that promoted this method and approach especially within the social 
sciences. Probably the most important advocate of fieldwork was the anthropologist 
Franz Boas who undertook his first one-year-long scientific expedition to Baffin Island 
in 1883-84. All his students, including B.A.L. Kroeber, R.H. Lowie, P. Radin, and 
especially E. Sapir, did fieldwork themselves and established this method in American 
anthropology. The famous Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to Torres Straits, 
organized by W.H.R. Rivers and A.C. Haddon, the 'Sudsee-Expedition der Hambur-
gischen Wissenschaftlichen Stiftung 1908-1909 im Bismarck- Archipel' (Expedition 
to the South Seas of the Hamburg Scientific Foundation in the Bismarck Archipel
ago in 1908-1909), the research on the Andaman Islands by A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, 
and especially the exemplary studies of the Trobriand Islanders' culture by Bronislaw 
Malinowski (see e.g., Malinowski 1922, 1936), but also scientists like M. Gusinde, 
P. Schebesta, O. Raum, and R. Thurnwald document a similar development with respect 
to the importance of fieldwork in British and German anthropology. The concept of 
fieldwork-based ethnography, developed in anthropology during the first half of our 
century, had strong influences on ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967) and the eth
nography of speaking/communication framework in (socio-)linguistics (Gumperz & 
Hymes 1972; Hymes 1964, 1978). 

To emphasize it once more, fieldwork in general is a complex of methods used for 
data gathering in the social sciences that subsumes and incorporates a broad variety of 
means for data collection — both in Western and in Non-Western societies (the latter 
of which are often referred to — from a somewhat ethnocentric point of view — as 
'exotic' societies). It goes without saying that methods of fieldwork vary according to 
the specific disciplines; however, the target of fieldwork is more or less well-delimited 
in each case: to collect a set of 'natural' data, which then serve as the material for vari
ous kinds of analyses. Moreover, although the situations for, and of, fieldwork in the 
various disciplines are certainly different and do vary, the basic problems the researcher 
encounters and has to overcome seem to be quite similar to those problems anthro
pologists and anthropological linguists have to face and solve when they are doing 
fieldwork. Comparing this author's experiences doing sociologically and sociolinguis-
tically oriented fieldwork with Italian, Spanish and German workers in Heidelberg 
(Heidelberger Forschungsprojekt 1977), social-psychologically, socio- and psycho-
linguistically oriented fieldwork with German metalworkers in Kaiserslautern (Senft 
1982), and human-ethologically and anthropological-linguistically oriented fieldwork 
with Trobriand Islanders in Papua New Guinea (Senft 1986, 1992), differences become 
really marginal. Therefore, in what follows, fieldwork will be discussed mainly from 
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the anthropological and (anthropological-) linguistic point of view (though this may 
result in some form of bias). 

Anthropological and linguistic fieldwork requires first of all the researchers' 
participant observation in the (speech) community and in the culture they want to 
investigate. Linguists and anthropologists can best study and describe a language, a 
language variety, a culture, or a subculture if they live within a city, a suburb, a village 
etc. where they can learn as much of the social customs, the language and language use 
of the people as possible. 

Especially for linguists, a good understanding of language use in its social 
context(s) turns out to be extremely important because the social context(s) of lan
guage use directly affect(s) aspects of language structure. The definition of their roles 
as participant observers is the result of ongoing interactive processes between the 
researchers and the communities in which they live and work. If the researchers work 
in communities with relatively great cultural and linguistic distance to the communi
ties from which they come, the scientists have to pass a (more often than not difficult) 
initial phase of a first orientation in their new environment. The researchers' main 
aim must be to get accepted — and somehow 'socialized' by their new communities. 
Especially in Non-Western cultures it may help if researchers can show photographs to 
the members of the community with which they want to live that document their per
sonal (family) ties and aspects of their way of living within their own (Western) culture 
and community. During this phase fieldworkers start to learn the language, try to live 
within, and understand, the new, the 'other', pattern of life, and make first contacts 
with the people speaking the language and living (in) the culture they want to inves
tigate. As a rule of thumb, the greater the cultural and linguistic distance between the 
researchers and the communities under investigation, the longer the fieldwork should 
last. Where a new language and culture must be learned, fieldwork should be done for 
at least a year; ideally, the researchers should stay in their respective fields for a longer 
period of time and also return to their fields after periods of data analysis and phases 
of planning further research on successive field trips. 

After this first phase of orientation — which is necessarily open and rather 
'unstructured' and thus asks for the researchers' abilities to respond and react 'prag
matically' and spontaneously to their new life situation — there usually comes a more 
exploratory, and also a more structured, phase where the researchers are now in a posi
tion to start their documentation of the respective cultures and languages. It is in this 
phase that linguists may start with pattern elication and where anthropologists start 
with their routines of data gathering such as taking a census and recording genealo
gies. In the beginning of this phase, all researchers are almost completely dependent 
on so-called 'main consultants' whom they should select very carefully. This selection 
of the main consultant(s) can be a rather delicate matter. There are societies where it 
is considered improper if a consultant — and especially if the main consultant — is 
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the opposite sex to the fieldworker. Moreover, it can be extremely difficult for both 
the researcher and the consultant to change their cooperative relationship if it turns 
out that there are better candidates for the role of main consultant than the one the 
researcher had chosen first. Before fieldworkers in such a situation actually change 
their main consultant(s) they must know whether this switch will be regarded as an 
acceptable act in the community or whether it will be interpreted as social rejection or 
even a rebuff. Good main or primary consultants should be interested in teaching the 
fieldworker something about their language, language use and culture. They should 
be accepted within their own community. They should be deeply rooted in their own 
language and culture, but at the same time they should be so open-minded that they 
can cope with the misunderstandings caused by clashes between their own experience 
and the fielworkers' different social backgrounds. 

To overcome these misunderstandings requires mental alertness, a communicative 
and also a somewhat extrovert personality, and a general feeling of mutual sympathy 
in both the fieldworker and the consultant. If there is a contact language in the area 
where the fieldwork is conducted, it is quite helpful if the main consultant also has a 
good command of this language (if the fieldworker does so, too, of course). However, 
researchers have to be very careful in not selecting someone as their main consul
tant who speaks this contact language, but otherwise has a rather 'marginal' status 
within her or his own community. The longer researchers live in their fields the less 
dependent they become on these first main consultants. The linguistic and/or anthro
pological information which they can then gather with the help of more and more 
consultants offers a somewhat more representative sample and data corpus for the sci
entists' specific research interests. However, fieldworkers should always keep in mind 
that their sex may open up or completely close down certain roads of special cultural 
information. It has been my own experience during my fieldwork on the Trobriand 
Islands that it is best to be in the field as a male and female team or even as a family. 
In this way, one can gather more information about the different 'worlds' of male and 
female, married and unmarried than one could hope for alone in the field. 

The longer the researchers are in the field, the broader will, and can, be the variety 
of data gathering techniques employed to reach their research aims. Interview and 
elicitation techniques can become more and more sophisticated, it will be possible to 
get more natural data by documenting (on film and/or audio- and video-tape) every
day or ritualized social interaction patterns. To a certain extent, field research can now 
also become even 'experimental'. It is at this stage that researchers can rather highly 
structure their fieldwork in accordance with their respective research interests. 

Data gathered in the framework of a primarily linguistic research project, how
ever, should (ideally) always encompass as many different types of text as possible. In 
linguistics, elicited data certainly help to answer a number of specific questions. Elici
tation methods are characterized by standardized formats of interaction between the 
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researcher and the consultants: usually, the researcher asks a number of her/his con
sultants to answer standardized questions, to perform standardized tasks, or to solve 
standardized problems that are targeted at precise data types or themes. However, as 
Duranti (1981: 9 and 162ff) points out, elicitation sessions are speech events that as 
such influence the kind of language used. Therefore, the data collected should also 
include narratives about personal experiences, conversations of people in face-to-face 
interaction, legends, myths, songs, poems, nursery rhymes, and other forms of oral lit
erature and verbal interaction. Thus, ethnographic methods, characterized by 'natural' 
and spontaneous interactions documented among the consultants and between the 
researcher and her/his consultants should always and ideally go hand in hand with 
these elicitation methods. Needless to say, these two methods constitute the two main 
poles around which fieldwork in pragmatics revolves. It is usually best to transcribe 
the gathered data in the field, first with the help of consultants, later under the control 
of consultants: even if it is possible to transcribe some texts alone back home in one's 
study, it is too often just too easy to miss something while transcribing like this. 

All the data gathered during the researchers' fieldwork form the linguists' or 
anthropologists' corpus on which they rely for their description and analyses of the 
respective languages and cultures. It goes without saying that the fieldworkers' data 
collection which finally results in this corpus is always guided, if not governed, by 
theoretical considerations which clearly state what purposes the corpus should serve. 
However, fieldwork certainly is the area in the social sciences where researchers can 
experience the dialectics between theory and practice to its extremes. On the one hand, 
the practice of the field constantly forces researchers to reshape, criticize and reformu
late their starting hypotheses and theories — on the other hand, it is these hypotheses 
and theories that help the fieldworker to not get 'drowned' in a 'sea' of sheer data. 

It is exactly here that fieldwork as one of the main sources of data-collection in the 
social sciences has to face criticism — especially with respect to its epistemological and 
methodological status (see e.g., Ellen 1984). In what follows I exaggerate 'arguments' 
to illustrate the extremes of the conflicting positions. For many fieldworkers criticism 
of their research comes especially from those theoreticians (fieldworkers often refer 
to them as armchair' anthropologists, linguists, or sociologists) who abhor the idea 
of wading through the morass of empiricism which may demolish their neat theories 
developed without contradiction and safeguarded by hardly vulnerable immunizing 
strategies. These theoreticians often denounce fieldworkers as being adventurers who 
flee their own culture (or laboratory or library) of which they have become estranged 
and then return from their romanticized 'field' with highly subjective data that claim 
scientific status though they can neither be falsified nor verified by others in a repeat 
study. Because some of the results the fieldworker reports are — necessarily — based 
on subjective impressions, this fact is used by those critics to question the use of field-
work and all its results in general. They argue that fieldwork is an extremely personal 



136 GunterSenft 

experiment which cannot be reproduced and thus cannot claim having any kind of 
scientific status. Moreover, this subjectivity is said to leave the fieldworkers' theory 
formation in a 'mysterious twilight' (see e.g., Kohl 1979). However, most of these crit
ics simply ignore the fact that fieldwork is not just one method, but — as emphasized 
above — a complex of methods researchers use for data collection purposes. Although 
fieldwork — in any discipline and in any field — is certainly a deeply personal expe
rience, many of the specific methods can now be reproduced, falsified or verified. 
Moreover, by describing the conditions and situations in which fieldworkers gath
ered the data on which they base their analyses, they have no problems to come up 
with the methodological standards of their respective discipline. Many of the usually 
polemic discussions between fieldworkers on the more practical, empirical side and 
theoreticians on the more theory-dominated side are useless and void. Good theory 
needs practical proof, and good empirical research, good fieldwork is impossible with
out good theory. 

By now, I assume, it is quite evident that fieldwork requires the researchers' familiar
ity with a broad variety of data collection techniques (see, e.g., Foley 1991; Mayntz et al. 
1976; Ruoff 1973; Samarin 1967). Moreover, fieldworkers have to be familiar with systems 
for transcribing data and especially with the various machines (and at least some of their 
technical intricacies) that can be used for data documentation (like various kinds of tape 
recorders, film- or video cameras, microphones, etc., see Goodwin 1993). 

However, the planning phases of much fieldwork also ask for the researchers' 
abilities to interact with bureaucratic institutions and their representatives to obtain 
research permits. Every field trip should be planned as carefully as possible — and 
researchers who plan fieldwork in foreign countries must first inquire whether or not 
these countries allow research without a special permit. It goes without saying that 
wherever a research permit is required, it must be requested — although the process
ing of this request may be the first test for the researcher's patience and perseverance. 
Most national linguistic, sociological, psychological, archeological, and anthropologi
cal associations can provide first useful information with respect to these questions. 
Contact with the respective researchers' national embassies or consulates in coun
tries where they plan to do fieldwork is also extremely helpful. If fieldwork is planned 
in countries that can become problematic for the researchers' health — because of 
extreme climate zones or deseases like malaria — good medical information, all the 
necessary vaccinations, an excellent personal medicine kit for the field — especially 
for more remote areas — and some practical medical knowledge are a must (for basic 
information see e.g., Werner 1990). 

Finally, fieldwork does not only ask for the researchers' physical fitness, it also 
requires a psychologically balanced and stable personality. The researchers' psycho
logical stability is first tested — especially when alone in a rather remote field — when 
they have to deal with possibly very different local concepts of behavior, hygiene, time, 
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privacy, etc. This initial phase of fieldwork is often described as culture shock' — and 
every field researcher will experience some variety of it. Overcoming this culture shock 
requires a basic willingness to understand, and to learn something about, the 'other'; it 
requires patience, but also the researchers' marking of their unequivocal position with 
respect to the question of how far they are willing to immerse themselves into the par
ticipant part of their observation. On the one hand, there is a danger that fieldworkers 
remain too distanced and detached in their field and establish a subject-object relation 
between themselves as the observers and the others', the observed in their field. On 
the other hand, if the researchers identify themselves too much with the community 
under investigation — maybe as a strategy to overcome their culture shock — they 
are in danger of giving up the distance which is necessary for any scientific descrip
tion that claims to be objective. In its extreme, this identification with the commu
nity under investigation results in a situation that is called going native'. A researcher 
gone native' is a kind of living oxymoron. As soon as researchers have gone native it is 
impossible for them to do any kind of sound research. 

But even back home from the field, the researchers' psychology has to pass many 
trials, especially with respect to their ethical commitments to the communities with 
which they work. Here researchers are more often than not forced to make decisions 
that directly affect the personal rights of their consultants. It is difficult to suppress 
some extremely interesting bits of information that may provoke a vivid discussion 
in one's academic peer group because their publication may violate one's consultants' 
trust in the confidentiality of the information. If in doubt, consider the other side of 
the experience. Just imagine a group of Papuas with penile sheaths, bows and arrows, 
and netbags, of course, coming to your village, town or suburb to learn something 
about your language and customs and document as much interpersonal interaction as 
possible with video- and tape recorders. How would you welcome these researchers 
from a different 'world'? Would you care to talk to them and teach them your lan
guage? What would you tell these Papuan researchers? What would you allow them to 
tape-record and film? What would you tell them confidentially after a longer period of 
time? And would you like to read about this confidential information if you happen to 
find it printed in a scientific journal? 

To conclude, fieldwork covers a broad variety of scientific methods for data gath
ering. However, fieldwork is not only a methodological approach to the resolution of a 
problem of scientific interest, but also — and maybe first of all — an approach to our 
fellow human beings. 

For additional information about field research I would like to refer the interested 
reader to Agar (1980), Barley (1983), Boas (1911), Bohannan (1964), Bouquiaux & Thomas 
(Eds) (1976), Dixon (1984), Healey (Ed.) (1975), Howell (1990), Jahoda et al. (1933), 
Lehmann (1976), Malinowski (1967), Nida (1949), Powdermaker (1966), Rubinstein (Ed.) 
(1991), Sapir (1921), Wilkins (1992), Whyte (1943), and Wylie (1957). 
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