Personal Research and “Fieldwork” (Prof. Tarzia)

Definition:
Personal research is research performed through your own observation and interviewing.  It is unlike “library” or reading research, in which you simply gather information that other people have already collected and published.  In personal research, you produce original information for later analysis.  Both “personal” research and “library” research are good and necessary; neither one replaces the other, and interesting, creative projects often combine both forms of research.  This skill is valuable in a variety of careers (as well as for personal intellectual development).  

Ethics
During personal research, we always avoid making people feel uncomfortable.  We ask permission to use their responses in our research, assure them their identities will be protected (and we protect them! Do not collect personal names, and if you must, make up sex-specific fake names when you report the information), assure that our research is for academic purposes (informants’ information will not be used for profit), and we do not take pictures of individual informants without asking permission. 

Methods
Several ways of gathering information are possible.  Of course, we begin with a project goal. Then we decide how we can best research that goal.  Options are:

*photographs and/or sketches of objects, people, places, events, and things; (ask permission before taking pictures);

*silent observation (note taking, etc.); do not do so rudely; do not make people nervous;

*questionnaires (questions or multiple-choice forms given to people); 

*interviews (ask the same set of questions to several people).  

Quality
Your information needs to be of good quality.  That means you have to collect a lot of to get a good sense of the issue (quantity), and collect it in a balanced and nonbiased way.  For example, if your goal is find out what teachers do or think, interview 5 male teachers and 5 female teachers , otherwise, your data will be biased.  

Interpretation
This is the hard part.  Anybody can collect information.  But what does it mean?  What does it say about the world, or people?  How has your research added to our knowledge (avoided the obvious)?  

Example
Here is an example taken from my personal research among the Irish.  My goal was to discover how a community ‘used’ a ruined castle-like tower that was in the center of their community -- how, in this Catholic and Protestant farming village, did the Irish think about their history of relations with the English/Scottish colonizers who virtually enslaved the native Irish Catholics from the 17 through 19th centuries?  The tower was built by a man named Fleming, who was granted native Irish land by the English Crown some time in the late 1600s.  He built a fortified farmyard and the hill top tower now called Fleming’s Folly,  and was a “captain” of the local militia used to keep the native Irish down. [I had to delete photos in the web-version because I have not solved photo quality problems as displayed on from the web] 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Questions: I interviewed many people living around the tower.  I asked the same set of questions to all: (1) How long have you lived in this area?  (2) What do you remember the old folk telling you about the tower?  (3) What do you think the tower was meant for? (4) Do or did the local people go to the tower for group events?  

Typical answers varied according to whether the informant was Catholic or Protestant.  Example: A protestant man said Fleming paid the poor people to build the tower so that they would have money to buy food (answered with a serious demeanor).  A Catholic farmer said the same thing, but added, “Then he raised the rents to his money back!” (he smiled).  

Many told the story of how Fleming was a bit crazy: he though he could build the tower high enough to see the ocean where his son was a sea captain (impossible: ocean is 40 miles away; tower would need to be 120 feet high weather perfect, and of course, you would not see ships from that distance).

Some people mentioned that they had bonfires on the hill top near the tower, especially around Easter.  

A local farmer known for writing poetry wrote one about the tower, well known in the area; many people have memorized parts of it.  Here’s a section:

It was built by Captain Fleming

Way back in 'Twenty Three' [1723]

When he thought to see them sailing

The big ships on the sea.

It was just a rich man’s folly

'Cos if he were building still

He'd never see the ocean

From Belville Mountain Hill.

Now this old moss grown landmark

Way down the years has stood:

'Twas built of stone and mortar

And mixed with bullocks blood 
When you climb its spiral stairway

And at the top stand still

You can see the whole of Breffney
From Belville Mountain Hill.

The belief that the tower was built by mixing bull’s blood in the cement is interesting.  It is an ancient belief; people thought that mixing blood (human or animal) with the cement gave a tower great strength. It can also comment on history: a landlord taking cows to build his tower was taking food-producing animals away from peasant farmers. 

Photos [deleted here; ask for a hardcopy from me in class]: 

(1) I took photographs of the tower itself. My tent is in foreground. The tower is about 30 feet high, and the local people say it was never finished. The walls are 6 feet thick. A stair leads to the top and a fine view of all the surrounding countryside.  A fireplace and storage niches are built in the inside, with holes in the stones that look as if meant for beams to support a ceiling or floor overhead.  

(2) This is the farm site (tower is on the hill rising in the background): it is arranged in a square, and defensive walls would have been built between the farm buildings.  Defensive walls now gone, but the barns have narrow windows for muskets in their outer walls. This would have been considered a wealthy farm site.  Studies show that the average Irish Catholic farming family in the 1800s lived in a house 15 by 20 feet long, built of mud, all in one room, with one small window. Thus Fleming’s horse barn was like a palace compared to the average Irish farmer’s house!

(3) The iron pot was called a “famine pot,” because they say it was used to feed starving Irish Catholics soup during the Great Famine in the 1840s when 3 million Irish Catholics starved to death.  Usually they were first forced to convert to the English Protestant religion before getting food. Such an object carries with it great emotional energy and commentary on colonial politics, as you may imagine.

(4) At another site I collected legends about English landlords (landowners controlling peasant farmers who did not own the land they farmed).  This was at a holy well, which, in Ireland, is a natural spring that the people have dedicated to a saint; they believe the waters have curative powers.  This was an annual ritual where the local people arrived to hear mass and then socialize in a picnic-like atmosphere.  The children played, and men and women gathered in gender-specific groups to gossip and tell stories.  I collected several legends from the old men here.  I also took pictures to get a sense of the ritual: where people stood, how they congregated, etc.  

(5) This picture looks up the hill toward the ritual center if the site, the Catholic shrine.  The well is a series of natural springs and brook at the bottom of the hill. 

(6) In the next picture, taken from the top of the hill (the shrine is behind me) you can get a sense of how the people arranged themselves.  Note the groupings, and how one group situates itself on the hill above all the others.  Being above others can have symbolic meaning, but I cannot yet draw much conclusions from this because I did not get a chance to talk to everybody.  Groupings did tend to be gender-specific, though, and men were more likely to congregate near the top of the hill, near the Catholic shrine.  What conclusions could we draw?

Legends: One legend I collected from a man named John went like this: On the midnight before August 1st (Aug 1st is Saint Kieran’s Day), fish appear in the holy well, and if you are lucky, you can see them (fish have magical significance in Irish folklore).  One day the local English landlord caught the fish and brought them home to cook.  He was half done browning them when they jumped back to the well.  That is why the fish are half-brown (fish are often two-colored, light on the belly, dark above).  The legend is curious but the theme of the landlord seems clear: a foreign conqueror tries to take something from the natives that they consider natural and holy, but he loses; the magical fish disappear.  Potentially we see here the symbolic ‘revenge’ of the Irish, in a legend, against their foreign oppressors. 

Systematic Recording of Information:  When you collect information, you need to keep track of it carefully.  Various methods are possible: tables, charts, graphs, and systematic notes.  Here are some of my raw notes.  

Note how I combine the raw information I collected, commentary about that information (any idea I had worth exploring later), comparisons with other information I or others had collected, and notes taken from library sources (books and articles). 

=================================

118 — June 16, 2004

Location — Ballinagh  
Site — tower: Fleming's Folly  

Class — local-history

Informant — Mrs. A.S. aged 64
Folklore Text -- Mrs. A.S. collocated remarks about Fleming's Folly with a story about a landlord from the Days of the Landlords who came to a bad end.  


Comment: Anti-Landlord/Anti-Protestant Lore--The Folly may be part of a general tradition of evil or stupid landlords.  In the ballad, note that the tower confers lasting fame to Fleming in the face of the changing power of passing time.  But, in the folk paradigm, or world view, this fame may be a negative evaluation of Fleming and landlords in general.  The ballad and the local tradition would remind us of the arrogance and transience of the wealthy landowners.  


These sentiments are similar to the anti-landlord, anti-Protestant items recorded above and are yet another reminder of the function that folklore can have -- to define and support a group at the expense of others.  


“The countryman will make his last resort to age-old folk-belief.  He will tell you, for instance, that the shopkeeper or publican dies out because the curses of men and women and the tears and prayers of broken families have wreaked a sure retribution” (Arensberg 1937/rpt/ 1959, 174).  

=================================

119 — June 16, 2004

Location — Ballinagh  
Site — non-place
Class — anti-Protestant lore.  

Informant — Mrs. A.S.

Folklore Text -- A priest was vexed by a Protestant continually, and eventually the priest said the man would rot alive, and the Protestant man eventually "got maggots" and died.  


Folklore Parallels--This item may be part of the old Irish literary tradition of clerics with the power to inflict magical-seeming curses.  

=================================

120 — June 16, 2004

Location — Ballinagh  

Site — non-place.  
Class — anti-Protestant lore.  

Informant — Mrs. AS

Folklore Text--Protestants in the area got the best land in the days of the landlords, but now their families had all died out or were reduced.


Comment: Supernatural Retribution?--Almost suggests a supernatural retribution for the righteous on the enemy. 

=================================

121 — June 16, 2004

Location — Ballinagh  
Site — tower: Fleming's Folly  

Class — local-history

Informant — The man on the hill walking dogs; 60s.


Folklore Text--Fleming had paid the people a penny per day to build the tower when work was idle.  


He also mentioned the motif of the bullocks blood mixed in the mortar.  

=================================

122 — June 16, 2004

Location — Ballinagh  
Site — tower: Fleming's Folly  

Class — local-history/ crack (quick, informal witticisms; see Glassie 1982 for definition)

Informant — The man (50-60) who was rooking hay with the younger man (his son?) in the fields near the base of Belville Mountain.  
Folklore Text--Fleming paid the tenants a penny a day to build the tower, but then raised the rent to pay for the building.  


Context Comment--I elicited this item by mentioning the man with the greyhounds, whom I had met on the hilltop an hour earlier, who had said Fleming paid unemployed people a penny per day to build the tower.  The man rooking the hay immediately responded with this joke.  

====================================

Summary: I used photos, interviews, and library sources to contribute to this project.  Now the fun and hard part begins: interpretation!  I have collected beliefs about English landlords and their doings, and I have read a lot of articles about Irish history pertaining to the English colonization in the north of Ireland; now I have a lot of information that needs a thesis. 


One thesis might be: The Irish peasant farmers were forced to give their land and sometimes their religion and way of life to the foreign colonizers from England; often powerless, the Irish had to maintain a sense of their dignity; they turned toward their imaginations by telling stories and legends that showed their oppressors as failures.  


However, I must not ignore information that goes against this thesis.  The descendants of the Protestants also have folklore, sometimes about the same topic: both Catholics and Protestants hold beliefs about the tower named Fleming’s Folly.  I must take account of their beliefs as well.  While I was in Ireland, I tended to find Catholic informants.  I need to return to that village to collect more information from the Protestant side.  


When I can collect more unbiased information, then my thesis will have to take account of the Catholic attack of the landlords and the Protestant defense -- history is rarely simple; everybody has their story!  And my thesis must incorporate complex reality.  






















