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A Retrospective on a Field Researcher’s Experiences Studying

Malaysia: as Geographer X Photographer
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Abstract

Guided by the research topics of the times, the author (hereinafter, “I") has
been engaged in fieldwork, an essential requirement for area studies, in
various parts of Malaysia, exploring what “Malaysian-ness” is. Field research
requires one’s body be put to work in various ways, making observations,
conducting interviews etc, and it goes without saying that the “embodied
knowledge” experienced and obtained in doing so is essential for area studies. I
have strived to distill this “embodied knowledge” in my photography (while
also being aware of its context). As a human geographer obsessed with locality,
place and love to places (topophilia), the landscape theory approach is
obvious to me. However, I have practiced field research conscientious of how
to record the realities of the field and how to convey the real landscape of the
site and the mental landscape I perceive with a sense of realism through the
monographs, which constitute the product of my fieldwork. Using the medium
of photography to describe sights and scenes that cannot be conveyed by
narrative alone, I have attempted to geographically describe the landscape of

the scenes as I witnessed and intuited at “that time and place,” with stirring
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the viewer’s geographic imagination always at the forefront of my mind. In that
sense, I am a person who puts special emphasis on the real field itself: I have
always tried to be both geographer and photographer.

That said, as a result of the calamity that is the COVID-19 pandemic, I have
been unable to conduct field research in Malaysia for the past two years, and
as a fieldworker I am now in a state of “limbo”. I hope, however, to use the
pandemic as an opportunity to look back on my experiences in the field in
Malaysia to reconfirm the significance of “real fieldwork,” and self-reflect about

what fieldwork is, and what it should be.
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Keywords : area study of Malaysia, fieldwork, fieldworker, photograph,
geographer, photographer
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