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ABSTRACT. Building on an emerging scholarly literature that discusses methodological 

issues related to the safety of researchers, I explore the lived experiences of Western 

researchers who conducted fieldwork in authoritarian settings. Through an analysis of power 

as a relational phenomenon, the article examines the ways in which researchers are subject to 

diffuse topologies of power that can be deployed in various contexts and at various scales. 

Evidence suggests that as researchers immerse themselves into fieldwork, their everyday 

encounters with the authorities make them become progressively aware of their surroundings 

and of the fact that they might be being observed. Researchers thus discipline themselves and 

normalize a number of self-policing behaviours and practices that can significantly influence 

processes of knowledge production. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The death of Giulio Regeni, an Italian PhD candidate murdered in Egypt, and the 

arrest of Matthew Hedges, a British PhD candidate apprehended in the United Arab Emirates 

(UAE), are two of several recent events that remind us of the risks that researchers can 

encounter while conducting fieldwork in authoritarian settings. The importance of delineating 

best practices for fieldwork is reflected in an emerging scholarly literature that discusses 

methodological issues related to the safety of researchers, particularly while they are doing 

research in Asia and Africa. Several studies have been carried out in the fields of politics, 

international relations and anthropology, providing important insights into this research 
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activity (Goode and Ahram 2016; Glasius et al. 2017; Peter and Strazzari 2017; Rivetti 2017; 

Bekmurzaev et al. 2018). In geography, research on fieldwork is also abundant. Questions 

related to fieldwork, the positionality of intellectuals, and the boundaries between being in 

and outside of the ‘field’ have been eloquently analysed by Katz (1994). Scholars have 

discussed procedures for carrying out fieldwork in transitional socialist countries (Scott et al. 

2006), examined the complexities of positionality during fieldwork in feminist geography 

(Moss et al. 2002; Nagar and Geiger 2007, Caretta and Cheptum, 2017), while also 

acknowledging its importance (Hope 2009; Phillips and Johns 2012) and current relevance 

and potential as a research and data collection method [on this last aspect, refer to a special 

issue recently published in the Geographical Review (2019)]. Research has also illuminated 

the power dynamics and positionalities involved in the conduct of interviews on the field, 

looking for example at the role of gender (Chiswell and Wheeler, 2016) and of money and 

gift giving (Gillen, 2012) in articulating the relationship between researchers and 

respondents.  

 

Fieldwork in authoritarian settings and its relevance for geographers is, likewise, 

receiving considerable attention (Sultana 2007; Bourke 2014), as also evidenced by a special 

issue on this theme published in Area (2013). Gentile’s (2013) thorough discussion of the 

secret services in the post-communist space, highlighted the many security-related risks faced 

by researchers and their relative unpreparedness, compared to, for instance, journalists, to 

face them. Koch’s work (2013; 2016; 2017; 2018), in particular, shed light on the 

legitimation  practices and power dynamics of authoritarian governments to discuss field 

methods and challenge the popular ‘liberal/illiberal’ and ‘democratic/authoritarian’ binaries 

that inform much social sciences research. Drawing on Harvey’s (2000) argument that 

closure, intended as ‘the making of something’, is in itself an authoritarian act as it forecloses 

the possibility of materializing alternatives, Koch (2013: 390) foregrounds the term ‘closed 

context’ to denote “settings that are predominantly defined by the prevalence of such acts of 

closure – around the world”. The value of such approach is that no place can be considered 

entirely authoritarian or entirely liberal, and defining it as such is of course a generalisation. 

Belcher and Martin (2013) illustrate this by showing the coexistence of – and sometimes 

improvisation behind – governmental technologies of openness and closure in what is 

generally considered a liberal state, the USA. The notion of closure is an important one: 

authoritarianism as a political technology of power is ephemeral, spatially diffuse and unfolds 

at multiple scales, as I will discuss in the following.  
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In this article I build on the above literature by focusing on researchers and examining 

the governmentality of research on and in authoritarian (or closed) contexts when it is carried 

out by ‘outsiders’, i.e., by researchers that are not citizens of authoritarian countries. 

Geographers have raised awareness on the unequal relations between ‘insiders’ and 

‘outsiders’ when doing fieldwork (Sidaway, 1992; Giwa, 2015), and discussed how a 

researcher’s positionality influences his/her knowledge and understanding of the place they 

research (Mullings, 1999; Zhao, 2017), but the ways in which outsiders are subject to diffuse 

topologies of power that can be deployed in various contexts and at various scales deserves 

further attention. Through an analysis of power as a relational and diffuse phenomenon, I will 

disentangle the ways in which researchers are influenced by actual, or presumed, schemes of 

control put in place by governments and their security apparatuses.  

 

This article is based on data sourced from 26 semi-structured interviews
1
 conducted 

between July 2017 and September 2018 with Western social scientists working in European 

higher education establishments and at various career stages, including: PhD students, 

postdoctoral researchers, lecturers, senior lecturers, readers and professors. The interviewees 

conducted fieldwork in Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, Iraq, Israel, Laos, Libya, Palestine, 

Rwanda, Sudan, Turkey, Uganda, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam, which are all considered 

authoritarian or hybrid regimes by the 2017 Democracy Index (The Economist Intelligence 

Unit, 2018), and that respondents also identified as authoritarian based on their lived 

experiences. And yet, it is also necessary to note that there are different and more or less 

pervasive, visible, subtle or violent forms of authoritarian control, or in other words, certain 

settings are denoted by more acts of closure and the foreclosing of alternatives than others. 

Thus, conducting fieldwork in, for example, Sudan, entails a different set of conditions than, 

say, Israel, and this will inevitably lead to different lived experiences. Due to the sensitive 

nature of the topics discussed, interviewees have been anonymised and their identity replaced 

by their role and fieldwork location.  

 

The rest of this article is structured as follows. In the next section I discuss 

authoritarianism and link it with Foucaldian theories of power, explaining why this is relevant 

to understand the challenges posed by carrying out fieldwork in authoritarian settings. 

                                                           
1
 In addition, I have had numerous informal conversations with academics and researchers about fieldwork 

experiences between May 2014 and October 2018. 
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Following that, I document the processes through which researchers become both the target 

and the vehicle of diffuse topologies of power. I conclude by illustrating the findings of this 

paper and commenting on possible research directions on the geographies of fieldwork.  

 

AUTHORITARIANISM, GOVERNMENTALITY AND RELATIONAL POWER 

Rather than being merely bound to territory or delimited by a physical border, 

authoritarianism is a form of political and social control that operates in a seemingly 

borderless arena of political encounter and that, as such, can be easily manipulated or 

stretched by those in power (Menga, 2017). The immaterial pervasiveness of authoritarianism 

and the breadth of its reach have been further amplified by digital technologies, as evidenced 

by the Russian disinformation campaign targeting the 2016 US Presidential elections 

(Michaelsen and Glasius, 2018). In the current post-globalised digital age, the relationship 

between surveillance and authoritarianism is thus becoming a central theme around which we 

can develop our understanding of the changing multiscalar nature of the state (Wood, 2017).  

 

Authoritarianism, as Isaacs and Frigerio (2019) observed, is also a system of 

governance that is well aware of its insecurity and of the precariousness of its authority and 

existence. As a consequence, authoritarianism prospers on paranoia and relies on strategies of 

social control and surveillance to ensure its survival. At its extremes, such a pursuit of total 

control generally relies on a highly centralised and repressive government that hyperregulates 

and bureaucratises the social, cultural and economic activities carried out by its citizens under 

the banners of state sovereignty (Hamzawy 2017; de Oliveira and Verhoeven 2018; Edle and 

Joshua 2018; Leenders and Kholoud 2018). The case of Turkmenistan, for instance, where a 

governmental permit or stamp is required to carry out all sorts of activities – such as playing 

live music, buying a carpet or importing flowers (in this case seven different permits are 

required, Alternativnie Novosti Turkmenistana 2018) – and where precautionary arrests of 

citizens stepping out of the line are frequent (Human Rights Watch 2018), is a fitting, even 

though extreme, example of this exasperated ‘bureaucratic sovereignty’ (see also Cummings 

and Hinnebusch 2011).  

 

Exercising (and being subject to) sovereign rule is one of the ways in which the 

asymmetrical relation between the state and its citizens unfolds, whereby the state 

intervention is justified and driven by the need to maintain the security of the population, thus 

foreclosing alternative courses of action. This can be linked, as Collier (2009) eloquently 
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explained, with the work of Foucault in Security, Territory and Population (2007), in which 

the French philosopher returned to his analysis of the state, following his earlier work on the 

“individual” (Foucault 2012). As Collier (2009, 89) notes, Foucault identified “patterns of 

correlation” among various techniques (or technologies) of power within a triangle of 

sovereignty, discipline and security (such as the security of populations from external threats 

through the central theme of biopolitics), which embeds a non-hierarchical and diffuse 

“topology of power” that can be deployed in various contexts and at various scales, ranging 

from the micro-politics of the body to the biopolitics of population.  

 

For Collier (2009), governmentality emerges as a form of reasoning invented and 

deployed by specifically situated actors in particular moments in time, where correlated 

forms (or nodes) of power are deployed differently, thus acquiring more or less prominence. 

From this we can infer that power exists and functions at different and interrelated levels, or 

scales. On the one hand, disciplinary power operates with individuals, and “tries to rule a 

multiplicity of men to the extent that their multiplicity can and must be dissolved into 

individual bodies that can be kept under surveillance” (Foucault 2003, 242). On the other 

hand, the assertion and legitimacy of sovereignty (through regulations and legislations) and 

the maintenance of security, can be connected to the biopolitics of population, whereby 

biopower does not target the ‘man-as-body’ but rather the ‘man-as living-being’ and as 

multitude (Collier 2009) (Foucault (2003) uses the example of Nazism to illustrate the 

application of biopower to biologically control and regulate a population based on race). 

According to Foucault (1986: 240), “a right of sovereignty and a mechanism of discipline 

[…] define […] the arena in which power is exercised”, and their interscalar relationship is 

marked by their complementarity and interdependence.  

 

Governmentality is thus reflected in practices, or techniques, of power, driven by 

specific needs and objectives. As Lemke (2001) observed, governmentality is the mentality of 

governing, or in other words, “the intellectual processing of the reality which political 

technologies can then tackle” (Lemke 2001, 191). These various techniques (or technologies) 

of power, can be interpreted as “calculated tactics that guide everyday citizen-subjects to act 

in accordance with societal norms” (Ettlinger 2011, 538). To explain and understand the 

pervasiveness of authoritarian surveillance, the notion of the panopticon becomes analytically 

salient. As Bentham devised it, the panopticon is an annular building with two key features: 

its centre has a prominent watchtower, and its perimeter is divided into cells. On the one 
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hand, the watchtower, through a system of angles and backlighting, allows those who are 

inside to see into the cells without being in turn visible. On the other hand, the cells have 

windows that face both the outside of the panopticon and the watchtower. Those who are in 

these cells can see the watchtower but cannot know if someone is actually inside watching 

them. They feel constantly observed and, as a consequence, discipline themselves to comply 

with what they think are the expectations of the observer. Hence, in the eyes of Bentham, the 

panopticon provided an ideal and effective system of surveillance, based on the principle that 

power should be visible but also unverifiable (Foucault 2012). Coercion, as Mitchell (1991, 

8) noted, is thus “replaced by “the partitioning of space, the isolation of individuals, and their 

systematic yet unseen surveillance”. The panopticon is an instrument of disciplinary power 

that acts on individuals so that they will self-govern, something that emphasises the subtle 

way in which disciplinary power acts towards the subjectification of the individual, and that 

starkly contrasts with the direct governance and often brutal repression accompanying 

authoritarianism. Even though the panopticon provides us with only a partial account of a 

wider project on the ‘policing of society’ (Elden 2001) and of the workings of disciplinary 

power as they were developed by Foucault and subsequently picked up by several notable 

scholars (Mitchell 1991; Allen 2004; Ettlinger 2011; Elden 2016), it does serve as a powerful 

metaphor to understand the geographies of fieldwork and authoritarianism and the multiscalar 

relation between sovereign rule and disciplinary power.  

   

The above discussion also opens the field to a multiscalar analysis, and indeed, as 

Ettlinger (2011, 538) thoroughly illustrated, “governmentality is geographic at its core”. If we 

take, as she suggests, governmentality as epistemology – with epistemology referring to how 

we get to know things – then it appears that we have to focus on individuals if we want to 

know the workings of disciplinary power. Also, if we accept that power is everywhere 

because it comes from everywhere (Foucault 1984), we can overcome the binary view of 

power as a top-down process, to think instead of power as diffuse and as a relational and 

topological arrangement (Allen 2004; 2016; Collier 2009). Disciplinary power operates from 

within, “not at the level of an entire society but at the level of detail, and not by restricting 

individuals and their actions but by producing them” (Mitchell 1991, xi). If we are to 

understand how individuals – and in our specific case, researchers – become the target and 

vehicle of a diffuse power system and reproduce it within this relational arrangement, we 

then need to place our analytical focus on them and on their everyday practices.  

 



7 

 

Everyday and at times mundane practices enacted by individuals (such as, in our case, 

getting on a taxi, requesting a letter of reference or applying for a research visa) can be 

directly related to authoritarian control exercised through sovereign rule and disciplinary 

power. These practices are part of a broader picture and they produce and reproduce societal 

norms, thus acquiring relevance in line with Foucault’s (1980) ascending analysis. The way 

in which researchers interact with the authoritarian environment can tell a great deal about the 

norms and discourses that they absorb and reproduce: the everyday restrictions to their 

activities and the practices that they adopt to regulate themselves make them a subject of this 

environment and work towards the creation of a mentality. Mentalities produce practices and 

at the same time practices produce mentalities, they are mutually constituted.  

 

RESEARCHERS IN THE PANOPTICON? HOW PRACTICES CONSTITUTE A 

MENTALITY 

We can identify three main stages of fieldwork as a research activity: i) preparation; 

ii) time in the field; and iii) return home. During these stages researchers become both the 

target and the vehicle of sovereign and disciplinary power through mundane and everyday 

practices. While, as we shall see, many researchers felt constantly observed, rather than being 

subject to a panoptic surveillance it seems more appropriate to refer to a form of oligoptic 

control (Latour, 2005: 181), whereby only a few people or categories of people see or are 

seen, “but what they see, they see it well”. This is because even in the most extreme forms of 

totalitarian rule, it is very hard to achieve total control, even though technology can facilitate 

this task (Wood, 2017).  

 

Furthermore, and as it has been noted, the interviewees overall conducted fieldwork in 

14 different countries, and therefore under 14 different forms of authoritarian control, and the 

following discussion needs to be read and understood with this in mind. All but 5 of the 26 

respondents felt that they were being targeted by the authorities and as a result changed their 

behaviour. This applied to all of the early career researchers (ECRs), emphasising the 

importance of receiving proper training in advance of fieldwork to be better equipped to face 

real or presumed schemes of control. This is even more relevant if we consider that being an 

ECR often implies being a precarious worker, which might push researchers to take more 

risks during data collection to write a top publication.  
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Stage I: preparing for fieldwork 

Preparing for fieldwork is a time-consuming and ultimately bureaucracy-ridden, experience. 

While travelling to any foreign country involves a series of inevitable practical issues, these 

issues become more complex and at times frustrating when planning a research trip in an 

authoritarian country. In addition to the usual logistical arrangements such as booking a flight 

and accommodation, further ones stemming from bureaucratic sovereignty – such as being 

issued the proper entry visa or getting authorisation letters – can already pose a challenge.  

 

The first steps, which are generally devoted to gathering information on the country 

and on the feasibility of fieldwork, introduce the researcher to some of the recurring elements 

of what can be termed a ‘panoptic condition’, namely the perception of risk and the notion of 

being controlled. Many of the interviewees explained that preliminary discussions with 

colleagues made them feel worried, triggering a sense of paranoia that accompanied them 

during fieldwork:  

 

(Research Fellow, Uzbekistan) I met this researcher at a conference and I wish I 

didn’t. He told me all these stories about being endlessly questioned at the airport 

and having his room searched by the authorities for apparently no reason. Most of the 

people I talked to had no particular issues, but this one…I just kept thinking about his 

words and this started to grow into me.  

Sometimes this feeling of apprehension and the perception of risk was such that researchers 

changed their travel plans and choice of case studies:  

 

(Research Fellow, Kazakhstan) I was working on this grant application and was 

developing what I felt was a good idea. I had chosen two case studies, and one of 

them was Tajikistan, as I knew this would make the project stronger and more likely 

to be funded. But some colleagues told me about being harassed while in Tajikistan, 

and then that researcher [Aleksandr Sodiqov] got arrested. Nobody in my department 

felt Tajikistan was a problem, but it was just because they knew nothing about it. I did 

my own ethics check and decided to replace it with Kazakhstan.  

This resonates with the argument advanced by Ettlinger (2011) about the reproduction of 

societal norms through everyday practices such as conversations and observations. 

Researchers make sense of and eventually reproduce the information, norms, and discourses 
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that have been passed on to them by other researchers or the media, and thus they become 

part of a macroscale societal picture. This process is further solidified by the ethical review 

that is generally required for research projects that entail fieldwork. Indeed, academics have 

to undergo rigorous ethics reviews before they can conduct research projects, but these 

procedures are usually designed to assure the preservation of the data collected and the 

protection of research participants (particularly those from potentially vulnerable groups). 

The physical, and to a larger extent, mental health of researchers is not contemplated. As a 

4th year PhD student noted:  

 

My ethics check was thorough about my research project and the data I was going to 

collect, but I did not receive any sort of support about myself and my wellbeing. 

Fieldwork policy is rubbish in my department. It is designed for the hard sciences, 

they [the ethics committee] have no idea of the stress involved in researching 

politically sensitive topics.  

 

It is worth observing that these issues affect researchers at various career stages differently, 

and everyone copes in different ways with the pressure and the increased visibility involved 

with academic practice. While ethical checks tend to overlook issues related to the mental 

health of researchers, they do pay attention to country-specific security matters. Researchers, 

particularly early career, tend to gather this type of information from the website of the 

foreign ministry of their country of departure (such as the British ‘Foreign Travel Advice’, 

the Italian ‘Viaggiare Sicuri’, or the French ‘Conseils aux Voyageurs’), but also through 

formal and informal discussions with colleagues:  

 

(Research Associate, Ethiopia) Having to put that in writing for the ethical committee 

actually made me think that I was perhaps minimising the risks. I mean, colleagues at 

other universities warned me that working on political movements was a [sensitive] 

issue, and of course I knew that and I mentioned it in the form, but they [the ethics 

committee] were not too concerned about it based on my fieldwork experience in 

other countries ... which I guess was okay, but well…  

Another key activity that researchers need to take on before departing for fieldwork is to 

apply for and obtain an appropriate entry visa, generally a business or a research one 

depending on the country (refer to Turner (2013) for a reflection on visas, red stamps and the 
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politics of gatekeeping). While entering a country for research purposes with a tourist visa is 

reckless, dangerous, and in certain cases illegal, the majority of the interviewees have done 

this at least once in their career, and this is apparently common practice also for many of their 

colleagues. And yet, this is not due to sloppiness. It is not unusual that consulates deny visa 

applications, thus leaving tourist visas as the last resort to enter a country and carry on with a 

research project. This assertion of bureaucratic sovereignty is an act of closure that 

considerably limits the range of options available to outside researchers, while also 

overlapping with the workings of disciplinary power: a researcher conducting research on a 

tourist visa will indeed be conscious of this condition and more likely self-censor their work. 

 

Documents that need to be produced for a research visa application generally include: 

a letter of invitation from a university based in the host country; a list of the people and 

places that the researcher intends to visit during their stay (with also the dates for each of the 

meetings in stricter cases like the one of Vietnam); an outline of the research project and of 

its main research questions. In this regard, the case of Sudan is particularly telling:  

 

(Lecturer, Sudan) Following a first traumatic experience in which I was in the 

country with a tourist visa and got arrested for taking photos in public, I decided to 

enter the country through an official invitation from the university. In this case, the 

embassy insisted on seeing my previous academic papers, telling me that they were 

genuinely interested in my work, and upon arrival in the country I had to register at 

the immigration office and go through an intelligence screening.  

 

Further fusing bureaucratic sovereignty with disciplinary power, researchers need to have 

their research plans vetted by the authorities before they can be issued an entry visa, and this 

reinforces in them the belief that their work in the country will be monitored. When they are 

going ‘by the book’, and as an additional precaution and a way to facilitate access to relevant 

people and places, scholars also try to get academic affiliations in their host country. And yet, 

also this activity can prove deleterious and further instil a sense of unease ahead of fieldwork:  

  

(Lecturer, Ethiopia) The department was at first very welcoming and agreed to give 

me an affiliation as a visiting researcher. But then this started to take ages… after a 

few emails, they told me that they had read my papers and thought the topic was too 

sensitive. They started to make excuses and they eventually backed off.  
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As the above discussion underlines, researchers can feel that the breadth and freedom of their 

research activities is limited already prior to departure. Not getting an appropriate entry visa 

or a letter of invitation can be a deterrent to carrying out fieldwork in a particular country. 

This serves as a preliminary skimming through which authoritarian places create a hostile 

environment for researchers, whereby direct bureaucratic sovereignty operates towards the 

subjectification of individuals. This is not necessarily part of a deliberate and malevolent plan 

against researchers, but rather the result of a series of systemic bureaucratic hurdles to 

otherwise uneventful mundane practices. Nevertheless, some individuals may feel that they 

are being directly targeted by the authorities, and thus start to discipline themselves.  

 

Stage II: in the field 

Upon arrival on the field, the panoptic condition has already been triggered in the 

researcher. Border controls at the airport – both when entering and leaving the country – are 

another powerful moment within the process that leads towards the subjectification of the 

individual. The airport, in general, rather than being the archetype of a relationally arid ‘non-

place’ (Augé 1995), is a place where uneven flows of people, capital and consumption are 

continuously negotiated (Lloyd 2002). As Adey (2004) noted, the airport intensifies the 

surveillance of people through various forms of monitoring and control that offer a ‘blueprint 

for public space’. While Augé (1995, 103) maintained that airport passengers become 

anonymous subjects that experience “passive joys of identity-loss”, this is not the case for 

scholars that are entering an authoritarian country, subjecting themselves to its sovereign rule 

and thus feeling anxious and self-conscious about their identity: 

 

(Research Fellow, Israel) Before departure I always clear my Facebook and Twitter 

accounts, my laptop and my internet trail so that it is as neutral as possible, but I 

know that my papers are still out there and you just cannot delete everything. There 

was this time when I landed at Ben Gurion Airport and some men from intelligence 

pulled me aside. They googled my name and found out that I also did research on 

Israel…they kept me there for two hours asking me the same four or five questions, 

looked into my laptop and smartphone, and finally let me go.  

 

In spite of the fact that this is likely to have been a random and routine control carried out to 

anyone visiting Israel and not specifically targeting scholars, it marked the researcher, as they 
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felt that the gaze of the regime was close and inquisitive, and this left them with a feeling of 

unease for the remainder of their stay in the country. Likewise, several researchers, and 

particularly those working on politically sensitive issues, underlined a feeling of nervousness 

and sometimes fear when they were about to have their passports checked at the end of 

fieldwork:  

 

(Research Associate, Uzbekistan) My research stay had been fine, even though less 

productive than what I had hoped. I did manage to get a couple of good interviews, no 

big deal but potentially [sensitive] stuff. I was tired and happy to be going back home. 

When I was in the queue for the passport control I started to have this stomach 

pain…what if they were waiting for me? I thought that maybe I went too far with my 

research…but I tried to look calm as I knew this was irrational, and indeed 

everything went fine.  

 

Interaction with the authorities is inevitable for those travelling through airport security (and 

crossing borders in general) in and this is perhaps the reason why airports emerge as a 

particularly stressful place for researchers. Actual encounters with the regime and its 

sovereign rule can of course happen also outside of airports, even though these are less 

predictable and more unsettling. The in-depth interviews revealed that researchers often 

thought that they were being followed and observed in their daily activities and this happened 

mainly while they were travelling by taxi or sitting at restaurants and cafes. Gender does play 

a role in these settings (Sundberg, 2003; Momsen, 2006), and female respondents generally 

felt more unsafe and took more precautions in these situations than male respondents. The 

sight of police and (presumed) intelligence officers is a source of tension, but meetings with 

local journalists and politicians can also be alarming:  

 

(Lecturer, Rwanda) The press is very constrained and some newspapers are harassed 

by the government. Some of the journalists I met showed me their scars, some of them 

were put in jail. I know that I was followed while meeting with a journalist, he made 

me notice that pointing at a man sitting in the cafe. This was my first experience of not 

knowing what was happening, and this was unsettling. There was an atmosphere of 

intense paranoia.  
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This is an important point, as it introduces a central and yet subtle element in the 

subjectification of the individual. Being overtly questioned by the police (and thus subject to 

sovereign rule) is troubling, but even more so is the idea that this can happen, and this is 

grounded on the information (and sometimes rumours) that are passed on to researchers 

before and during their time in the field. “With the big brother inculcated in you”, as a PhD 

student put it, “you are never fully relaxed or at ease during your daily routine and your 

research”. As a consequence of this state of mind, researchers feel the need to police 

themselves to limit risks and avoid crossing what Glasius et al. (2017, 37-38) referred to as 

‘red lines’, i.e., “topics or issues that are sensitive in the sense that investigating them is 

considered threatening or forbidden by the regime”.  

 

And yet, some of the interviewees had a different perception of the state and its 

officials, and even though they are a minority of the respondents, their experience is 

nevertheless significant. A PhD student working on Laos, for instance, felt that the 

government was observing their (and every other researcher's) moves, but this was not 

perceived as an intimidation, since they entered the country with the appropriate visa and 

held a letter of invitation from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Similarly, a reader who 

conducted fieldwork in Libya during the Gaddafi regime never had a concern about the 

government:  

 

I felt that the state was there to help, as I am afraid of anarchy. I don’t work on 

politically sensitive issues, and this is possibly the reason why I never had any real 

issues. The secret services in Libya were particularly easy to be spotted, as they were 

wearing suits in the middle of the desert and would come talking to you about how 

good Gaddafi was. But they have never been a problem.  

 

Barring these exceptions, the above highlights some of the ways in which the researchers’ 

perceptions of authoritarianism and their career survival strategies can influence and limit 

knowledge production processes. If a researcher is to cautiously navigate these red lines, 

some questions will necessarily have to be avoided, some places will not be visited, and some 

research avenues will not be explored, in line with the argument advanced by Turner (2013). 

“No, I do not ask some of the questions that I know I should be asking, I don’t like this but I 

need to keep access to the country also in the future”, commented a lecturer working on 

Ethiopia.  
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(Research Fellow, Kazakhstan) Yes, I censor myself. I have depoliticised my research, 

both to protect myself and my informants. I felt the pervasiveness of the regime and 

their interest in knowing what I was doing … There are many things that one can do 

without crossing the red lines, they are interesting and not risky, and I prefer going 

about my research this way.  

  

Even though some of the interviewed researchers suffered from temporary arrests, explicit 

intimidations and even a beating while in the field, what seems to have had the greater impact 

on their mentalities and on the way in which they become vehicles of disciplinary power is 

the ‘unknown’, the sometimes paranoid belief that something bad will happen and wipe away 

their own work. Even when they are no longer in the field. 

 

Stage III: return home 

By the time they returned home, researchers have already become subjects and 

vehicles of disciplinary power and have normalized a series of self-policing behaviours and 

practices. They now need to compromise between what they want to include in their 

publications, and what they know they have to omit if they want to continue to conduct field 

research in a particular country. Furthermore, the fact that they are no longer in the field, does 

not necessarily imply that they are not being controlled. Two of the interviewees explained 

that their personal laptops got ratted
i
 while they were at home visiting some government 

websites, and as a result they pay even more attention to the websites they visit and the 

keywords they enter in online searches. Issues arising from cyber security are clearly relevant 

to this discussion, and the potential implications of online spying on researchers are yet to be 

studied and understood. Yet, also more traditional forms of control can take place outside of 

the field. A particularly effective one, which was experienced at least once by many of the 

interviewed researchers, occurs at conferences: 

 

(Research Fellow, Ethiopia) I was at a big conference on African studies and the 

ambassador approached me before my presentation. “I am looking forward to 

hearing what you have to say about our country”, he said, “as you know we are very 

concerned about this issue”. I was stunned. I had no idea that he knew who I was and 

I wasn’t expecting the government to be there. I slightly changed some of the points 



15 

 

that I wanted to make in my talk and toned down my criticisms of the government to 

avoid a confrontation. 

 

The presence of government officials at international conferences (particularly area-studies 

ones) extends the territoriality of authoritarian regimes, and with it the perceived reach of 

their gaze. Researchers are also aware that in the future they will probably want to go back to 

the country that they are studying, and they therefore keep being cautious about what they say 

and write. This has an impact on the content of their academic articles, but also on the outlets 

that they target for their public dissemination works. International Relations scholars, for 

example, will avoid popular magazines like Foreign Affairs or Foreign Policy in an attempt 

to elude authoritarian control and limit the visibility of their research. Respondents also 

highlighted a tension between the open-access mandates set by funding agencies, and the fact 

that making sensitive research available to anyone can sometimes be problematic: 

 

(PhD Student, Palestine) There is at least one great paper that I could have written 

but that for the moment is still sitting in one of my brain folders, I would like only a 

few people to read it … it will probably stay there for a while as I enjoy the country 

and there is still so much for me to do there.  

 

Researchers working in authoritarian settings are thus permeated by disciplinary power, and 

this influences the professional as well as the mundane practices that they adopt in all the 

three main stages of fieldwork as a research activity, with a further impact on their future 

career choices. The vast majority of the interviewees explained that they consciously limit 

themselves and the extent of their research in order to avoid issues with the regime. 

Difficulties in conducting fieldwork may sometimes lead researchers to shift their attention to 

new case studies, but most will continue to work on the same country taking the precautions 

discussed above.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this paper I have examined the lived experiences of researchers who have 

conducted fieldwork in authoritarian settings. By doing this, I have engaged in a broader 

reflection on the ways in which power emerges as a relational and diffuse phenomenon. 

Evidence suggests that as researchers immerse themselves into fieldwork, their everyday 

encounters – either actual or imagined – with the authorities make them become 
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progressively aware of their surroundings and of the fact that they might be being observed. 

Authoritarianism thrives on control, paranoia and uncertainty, on the normalisation of the 

assumption that anyone at any time can be questioned by the regime. As a result, researchers 

consciously discipline themselves and normalize a number of self-policing behaviours and 

practices that can significantly influence and limit processes of knowledge production. This 

happens within an increasingly metric-driven higher education sector that raises expectations 

about the work of researchers, and thus further exacerbates a feeling of stress and anxiety 

about the value and use of the data gathered during fieldwork.  

 

The study has found that ECRs are particularly permeated by this diffuse power 

system. This suggests that higher education institutions should do more to train researchers 

and prepare them to face and overcome the main challenges posed by fieldwork in 

authoritarian settings. Even though ethics checks are time-consuming and are often perceived 

as a bureaucratic ordeal, they represent a crucial tool – together with tailored training 

activities – that universities can use to facilitate meaningful research in spite of the limitations 

and constraints discussed earlier. It is important to take all necessary measures to ensure the 

protection of research participants, but equal attention has to be placed on researchers and on 

their evolving professional and personal needs. To do so, and in line with the argument 

advanced by Sultana (2007), universities need to bridge the disconnect between their 

institutional procedures and the everyday, contextual, mundane, discipline-specific and 

relational nature of fieldwork. This becomes even more relevant in light of a research 

environment that has greatly enhanced (and valued) the visibility of researchers and of their 

work through the internet and social networks, but has not yet embodied these new structural 

developments in departmental research practices and regulations. 

 

It also needs to be pointed out that 5 of the 26 respondents did not feel nor actually 

found themselves being surveilled, and therefore the above discussion does not sum up the 

experience of all researchers working in authoritarian contexts. Of further relevance, and 

unsurprisingly, scholars working on politically sensitive subjects generally tended to self-

censor themselves more than those working on more ‘neutral’ subjects and disciplines, such 

as paleoarchaeology or physical geography. Also, although this study focused on researchers, 

similar experiences might be had by other ‘outsiders’ working or visiting authoritarian 

settings, such as aid workers, journalists or tourists, and this raises questions about broader 

patterns of closure put in place by authoritarian countries.  
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While the governance of the self can, on the one hand, allow individuals to distance 

themselves from a broader system of governance (Ettlinger 2011), on the other hand it can 

lure them into the system. Foucault's (1980; 2006; 2012) insight into the diffusion of power 

resonates with Butler's (2009, 10) argument that “performativity does not just refer to explicit 

speech acts, but also to the reproduction of norms”. Individuals can indeed absorb and 

reproduce societal norms and discourses, embed them into their practices and inculcate them 

into their mentalities. Researchers and fieldwork can exemplify this process, but this applies 

to all domains in which social relations and power dynamics are involved. And in all these 

domains there are, nonetheless, opportunities for resistance. As Leonardi (2013) pointed out, 

subjectification is not inevitable. Individuals can subtract themselves from some of the 

practices that lead to their submission to others through, for instance, new forms of sociality 

or redefinitions of their attributed identities. If we accept that the authoritarianism is 

grounded on uncertainty and disorientation, then emancipation from its control goes through 

information richness, peer mentoring and exchange, and proper institutional guidance. While 

fieldwork in authoritarian settings will always involve challenges, starting a conversation 

about these issues can help researchers prepare emotionally and strategically.  

 

This is why I decided to write this paper and, by doing this, contribute to the growing 

research agenda on the geographies of fieldwork. In this effort, I have examined Western 

researchers’ lived experiences of fieldwork in authoritarian settings, a research activity that 

speaks to some key issues in human geography such as place, mobility, power, perception of 

the other and scale. Future studies could build on the contributions of this work and expand 

its scope by examining broader trends in the geographies of research, with regard to what are 

the most studied countries by Western and non-Western researchers and for what reasons. 

This also calls for explorations of mechanisms related to biopower aimed at identifying 

patterns and to understand, for instance, if some countries are more successful than others in 

keeping researchers at bay. In relation to this, a deeper examination of how researcher’s’ 

trajectories shift depending on their positionality and lived experiences is also something that 

deserves to be investigated. Finally, to circumvent the Western positionality that marks this 

article, the everyday and mundane experiences of non-Western researchers working, for 

example, in Europe, also needs to be studied, particularly in relation to different perceptions 

of ethical values and of what is and what is not ‘authoritarian’. This binary (Western/non-

Western) ontology continues to reproduce my own positionality and as such is partial and 
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incomplete. I therefore hope that geographers specifically, and social scientists more in 

general, will engage with my proposals and help us find a way forward to better understand 

the environment we work in.  
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 A computer gets ratted when a Remote Access Trojan (RAT) is installed in it, allowing a third user to, for 

instance, open its folders and delete or access its files.  


