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Fixed Positions

Fixed positions are the personal facts that might influence how you see your data—
your age, gender, class, nationality, race—factors that do not change during the
course of the study but are often taken for granted and unexamined in the
research process. Does it matter that you are middle-aged and studying adoles-
cents? Or that you grew up on a kibbutz in Israel> Does being a middle-class
African American affect the way you interpret the lives of homeless African
Americans? How does your gender affect your perspective?

Our word fixed is problematic: nothing is truly “fixed.” Sometimes fixed fac-
tors are subjected to change during the research process, and then that, too,
demands the researcher’s attention. If, for example, a male researcher looking at
the play behaviors of preschool children becomes the father of a girl during his
study, he may find himself looking at his fieldsite data not only through his own
eyes but also through those of his infant daughter. If what originally seemed a
fixed influence in the researcher’s position becomes more fluid, then that process
of changed perspectives would become part of the researcher’s data.
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Textual Positions
Textual positions—the language choices you make to represent what you see—
affect the writing of both fieldnotes and the final ethnographic report. The way

that you position yourself in the field with respect to the people you study—
how close or how far away you focus your research lens—determines the kind of
data you'll gather, the voice you'll create in your finished text, and to some extent

your credibility as a researcher.

Positioning Yourself
Purpose

ICtivity :::hf::z you ::cmr the assumptions, preconceptions, personal
experiences, Ngs that influence you as a fieldworker by writing about
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ring my field study, | know some factors might affect my view of
ngs: my gender, my age, and my class schedule. When people think
tae-kwon-do as a means of self-defense, they assume that men are
stronger than women. So being female and trying to become an
insider might influence how | construct my position. Age shouldn’t be
a major factor because tae-kwan-do is a subculture for all ages. But
when you think of it, age does play a role. If you had started young,
you would have had more time to accumulate knowledge and skill
than if you had started when you were older. As | tried to work out my
schedule for observing the tae-kwon-do class, | found that | had to sac-
rifice some of my study time to do the necessary on-site research and
observation. So scheduling has become a major factor in making this
field study come out well.

From a subjective position, | would like to study this subculture to
learn self-defense. Learning a martial art would help me have more
confidence and make me feel safer. Having grown up in a violent com-
munity in Los Angeles, California, | always sense danger when I'm
walking near people | don't know. And some incidents have happened
on campus to fuel my fear—and to make me even more interested in
learning self-defense. Learning tae-kwan-do while | do my study is a

- plus for me.
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