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KJELL HANSEN

The Sensory Experience

of Doing Fieldwork

in an ‘Other’ Place

We must not, therefore, wonder whether we really perceive a world,
we must instead say: the world is what we perceive.

Merleau-Ponty, 1999:xvi

This article describes a methodological experiment in ethnological
fieldwork. As the experiment was not completely successful, it is
not my intention to present it as a fully workable alternative to the
more established research methods. However, 1 do believe that the
experiment will serve to highlight some of the problems involved
in changing our concepts about and attitudes towards what we
consider to be ‘proper’ fieldwork.

The Problem with Fieldwork

In the introduction to a book that discusses the role of location in
social anthropology, Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (1997) have
pointed to the fact that never before has the idea of ‘fieldwork’
had such an important impact on the discipline. I would claim
that the same argument is also applicable to the discipline of Euro-
pean ethnology. In Scandinavia, the methodology of ethnographic
fieldwork is being used as #be point of distinction between social
anthropology/European ethnology on the one hand, and disciplines
such as human geography, history and sociology on the other.'
"The way we build our empirical base from being ‘out there’ — that
is, in the field with ordinary people — has become a way of giving
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