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9
ETHNOGRAPHIC CHALLENGES TO
STUDYING THE POOR IN AND FROM
THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Laura Stark

Introduction

Contrary to what the UN and World Bank have proclaimed in recent years,
global poverty has increased dramatically (Hickel 2016, 7). The United Nations
and World Bank measure only how many persons are living under an arbitrarily
chosen boundary of 1.9 USD per day, but if the poverty line were raised to the
minimum for a normal life expectancy (approx. 4 USD in most countries) then
3.5 billion persons – half the world’s population – would be classified as poor
(Edward 2006; Hickel 2016, 7). Anthropologists have long studied people in
low-income countries typically defined by poverty, but have rarely brought their
ethnographic methods to bear on the causes and consequences of poverty per se
(Ferguson 1997; Booth et al. 1999; Green 2006). The focus of anthropology in
the Anglophone literature, for instance, has tended to be rural areas and the study
of one ethnic group rather than ethnically diverse urban areas. Topics tend to
derive from anthropology’s “primitivist reflex” (Kalb 2015, 52) that is, the search
for cultural and social aspects with minimal influence from colonialism, market
capitalism, globalism, or mass consumption. There has been much less interest in
using ethnography to study how poverty affects the people studied through eth-
nography, including asylum seekers and migrants coming from low-income or
materially inadequate conditions. Yet ethnographic research on poverty is sorely
needed. The micro-economic research dominating studies on poverty lacks the
necessary tools to study socio-cultural power dynamics, and often misrecognizes
“on the ground” complexities in the lives of the poorest (Booth et al. 1999;
Bevan 2004, 29; Ferguson 2015).

My aim in this chapter is to encourage ethnographers to carve out a space for
themselves in research on poverty in the global South by recognizing their
strengths in this area, namely sensitive methods in local contexts to answer



questions of why something happens rather than just how much can be measured. Yet
qualitative researchers confront very different socioeconomic dynamics in the
global South than they do in the global North. They therefore need to be aware of
ethical and methodological challenges in studying the poor in the global South. In
this chapter I discuss the following challenges: 1) understanding the expectations of
persons coming from societies where dependence networks structure socio-eco-
nomic relations; 2) informed consent among the poor in the global South; 3)
personal data among those with meagre identity documentation; and 4) the effects
of poverty and stress on participants’ memories. These issues call for not merely
new methods, but a new overall approach to ethnography that understands how
poverty affects the information given by those studied. More broadly, I propose
that Northern ethnographers need to rethink familiar ethical and methodological
approaches in a “twist” towards a “Southern” approach that encompasses both
reflexive recognition of socio-economic differences and the alternative methods of
perceived causation and third-person elicitation. These methods allow the qualitative
researcher to avoid asking for personal data and to circumvent the non-verifiability
of individual life facts.

The term ethnography in this chapter refers to the presence of the researcher in
the everyday spaces in which participants live. It also indicates an “open notebook”
approach in which interview questions are not predetermined by a research design
but instead are adapted to the new information received from participants as the
study proceeds. This approach ensures flexibility in asking new questions and the
discovery of things not imagined to exist when the research began. When used
among the urban poor, the open notebook approach allows researchers to see
everyday life and social dynamics in ways they could not have envisioned based on
their own non-poverty backgrounds. These moments of discovery serve as clues
leading to new and interesting paths of inquiry.

The setting of my research

As part of an ongoing study of gender and urban poverty carried out between 2010
and 2018, I interviewed a total of 292 persons in two low-income, predominantly
Muslim neighbourhoods in Dar es Salaam, a city of 4.36 million inhabitants
(National Bureau of Statistics Tanzania 2013). Here, an estimated 50% of the
population in informal settlements live on an average income of roughly 1 USD
per day, well below the international poverty line of 1.9 USD (Ndezi, 2009). The
majority of those I interviewed (roughly 70%) had only a primary education or less.
The neighbourhoods I studied fulfilled UN-Habitat’s (2010, 14–15) criteria for
“slums” as they lacked secure tenure, sufficient living space, sanitation infra-
structure, easy access to safe drinking water, and durability of dwelling structures.
As a port city that draws migrants from throughout Tanzania, Dar es Salaam is an
ethnically heterogeneous but unilingual Kiswahili environment. Although no offi-
cial census data exists on religious affiliation in Tanzania, Sunni Muslims comprise
roughly 75–90% of the residents in the neighbourhoods I studied. Interviews were
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conducted in Kiswahili with the assistance of female interpreters and female key
informants who had first-hand familiarity with the socio-economic circumstances
of those interviewed. Key informants and interpreters were found through local
non-governmental organizations. All names of interview participants in this chapter
have been changed to protect personal anonymity.

I discovered soon after I had begun interviews that I was extremely fortunate in
the random choice of my first field site: I had unintentionally begun interviews in a
locality that was sympathetic to outsiders for reasons linked to local and national
politics. The local authorities there welcomed me immediately, which set the tone
for other persons in the neighbourhood. In the neighbourhood just across the road,
however, I was not so lucky: a different political situation there meant that the
local authorities viewed me with suspicion and demanded a different bureaucratic
process in order to grant permission for interviews. Although I conducted some
interviews there, I eventually focused fully on the first neighbourhood, which was
home to roughly 2,500 persons.

Skype as an alternative to face-to-face interviews

In 2018, health issues prevented me from traveling to Tanzania, so I decided to
conduct my final round of interviews using Skype. Over the last decade, there has
been growing attention to alternatives to traditional face-to-face interviews in
qualitative research such as Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) technologies
(Sullivan 2012; Lo Iacono et al. 2016; AlKhateeb 2018). Most existing literature on
the use of Skype describes interviews conducted among middle- and higher-
income participants. Thanks to the dramatic uptake in usage of mobile phones
among low-income persons in the global South, Skype interviews are also possible
across vast distances and with chronically poor interview participants.

Through emails with Zakia, a female interpreter with whom I had worked twice
before, I explored this possibility. Zakia downloaded the Skype program onto
a basic smartphone that I sent her money to buy. She then contacted Neema, a
woman in her late 40s who was our key informant in the neighbourhood. Neema
agreed to ask residents to participate in interviews as she had done in previous
years, and Zakia travelled to the neighbourhood at the agreed time. The strength
of our Skype connection was not sufficient for continuous video, but we were able
to conduct the interviews using audio.

Whereas in previous field visits I had always begun with a visit to the local
government office to obtain their permission, now Zakia went on my behalf to ask
the government secretary permission to conduct the interviews via Skype. This
permission was granted, and I conducted 20 Skype interviews. Each interview
lasted longer than it would have normally taken face-to-face due to the poor
quality of the audio and the need to repeat questions and answers. Although
challenging (often I had to nearly shout my questions into my laptop to be heard
by my interpreter), I obtained important new data for my research. Interviewing
without video was surprisingly easy, given that I was already familiar with the flow
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and rhythm of the interview situation in Swahili. Both Zakia and interview parti-
cipants were highly accustomed to the use of mobile phones, so this helped to
make interviews through mobile-enabled Skype flow smoothly. Zakia also worked
hard to ensure comprehension by enunciating clearly, turning to speak directly into
her phone when interpreting for me, waiting for me to ask questions, and patiently
repeating things.

However, when compared to face-to-face interviews, I noted significant differ-
ences. It was frustrating to not observe what was happening in the real-life con-
versation area, for example, I could not see gestures or facial expressions, and I could
not immediately see who had newly arrived to join in the conversation. Skype
interviews also exacerbated the ethical dilemma of informed consent. Zakia always
told interviewees the purpose of the research and asked for their consent before the
Skype call began, but I could not know how the participant had reacted.

One benefit of using Skype for interviewing was that having only two Skype
interviews per week rather than face-to-face interviews every day as I had done in
the field provided valuable time needed for reflection before the next interview,
time that I had rarely enjoyed when in the field. Skype interviews also created a
psychological distance between the participant and myself. Many of the stories told
by interviewees were distressing, for instance, when HIV sufferers and their rela-
tives told of their suffering, or when sex workers told of the violence and abuse
they had endured. Face to face, I had experienced such narratives as important but
emotionally exhausting. It was considerably less stressful to listen to them at a dis-
tance without a visual connection. What I experienced as sensitive or disturbing
topics for discussion, however, were not necessarily what interviewees seemed to
experience as oppressive. In particular, experiences of not having relatives to help
or support financially seemed emotionally difficult for some persons to talk about.

Skype interviews would not have been useful as a means of gathering initial data
in another country if I had not spent considerable time there already. A relation-
ship of trust with key persons in the neighbourhood as well as with an interpreter
were necessary for the success of these interviews. Once relationships of trust with
local persons are already established, however, long-distance Skype can create an
opportunity to collect additional data if travel is not feasible.

Dependence networks

I visited fieldsites only during the day and was accompanied by at least one other
person as I walked through the neighbourhood: usually my female interpreter or
female key informant. I never felt that I was personally in danger, but the fact that
I was so easily identifiable as a foreigner by my skin colour meant that I could not
live or sleep in the neighbourhoods I studied: I would have been an instant target
of theft, since many residents assumed that any white person or mzungu was
extremely wealthy. Indeed, just by arriving in Tanzania I had shown that I had
enough money to fly from another continent, a feat that most residents assumed
would always be beyond their means. Everyone assumed that I possessed more
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money than I would ever need, therefore nearly every meeting with a Tanzanian
local became a negotiation in which I was asked for financial assistance: to buy a
house for a taxi driver, to help pay for children’s school fees, or merely to “help”
in the form of giving cash. This quickly became exhausting, for although I
understood people’s motives for asking, it was difficult to create friendships when
people (rightly) perceived that my own economic situation was so different from
their own. Later in my fieldwork, my desire to give small amounts of cash to
persons in extreme need was frustrated by the fact that I was continually short of
cash because the local ATM machines were either empty or difficult to reach from
my hotel on the city outskirts.

In cities where all transactions are over-monetarized cash is vital for survival but
difficult for the poorest to obtain (de Sardan 1999). People were unable to grow
enough food for themselves in an urban neighbourhood, and needed money to pay
transportation, rent, medicines, medical bills, and school fees for their children. The
end of interviews were often moments when some informants asked for monetary
assistance. Some persons told me in repeat interviews that I had promised last time to
bring them a gift, although I had no recollection of doing so. At the time, I experi-
enced these situations as uncomfortable, because I did not want to “bribe” my infor-
mants with money or gifts, and I did not enjoy being pressured. It was clear to me that
everyone needed help desperately, and impression was often overwhelming.

At first, drawing a firm line against giving money was a way to mentally block
out the distress and suffering all around me during interview visits. I was also
worried about the inflationary effect of monetary help on interview participants.
If one resident heard that someone else had received help, they themselves would
expect help, and possibly a larger sum of money. For this reason, I gave each
participant a tin of powdered chocolate drink (that would have been expensive
for them in the shops). A PhD student who conducted interviews separately in
the same neighbourhood later told me that participants had complained to her
that this chocolate drink was useless for their every needs. One interpreter
suggested that sugar (for tea-drinking British style) might make a more useful gift,
and so I began to give each participant a two-kilogramme bag of sugar. Yet this
did not help those persons who had nothing to eat, no food to give their chil-
dren, or no way to pay their rent.

Upon reflection, knowing that just a few euros would make a difference in
many person’s lives, I began making exceptions to my no-money rule for single
mothers with no income, persons infected with HIV, and recent migrants to the
city sleeping in a relative’s house who had no income. I had not yet realized,
however, that when interview participants asked for “help” they were actually
striving to create a relationship of dependence upon me. What they wanted from
me was not simply money, but a relationship that would confer upon them a sense
of security as well as the social identity of being the friend of an mzungu, a white
person imagined to be wealthy.

Once I became more intertwined in a several participants’ networks of assistance,
I began to reflect further on how these networks were, in fact, structuring nearly all
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of the socio-economic relations within the neighbourhoods studied. Anthropologist
James Ferguson (2013) points out that in much of sub-Saharan Africa relations of
dependence have been preferred or prioritized over independence. In Africa, people
rather than land have historically been the source of wealth, so the goal has often been to
build hierarchical relations in which persons compete for followers. Both patrons and
dependents have therefore benefited from “wealth in people” (Ferguson 2013; see also
Bledsoe 1980; Iliffe 1987; de Sardan 1999), a term still used by Tanzanians today.
Regardless of where one fit in the social hierarchy, dependence conferred social identity:
“without networks of dependents you were nobody […] with them you were a person
of consequence” (Ferguson 2013, 226). As the African continent is marginalized within
the global network of trade and many unemployed are now locked out of the labour
market, what used to be ‘kin networks’ in the anthropological literature are no longer
necessarily robust or numerous social linkages, but often rely on a few persons, whose
support has become meagre, irregular, and unreliable (Cleaver 2005). Social networks
have shed dependents, and unclaimed persons scramble to find new persons to be
dependent upon (Cleaver 2005; Ferguson 2013; 2015).

Advance awareness of participants’ socio-economic expectations can ease an ethno-
grapher’s entrance into the field and make it easier to draw clear personal boundaries. An
awareness that power, income and social relations in the global South are frequently
organized through dependence networks also has implications for ethnographers’ work
with migrants and refugees. As has been widely documented in the migration literature
(most notably in work on remittances), dependence networks may motivate or obligate
migration, and often continue after an individual or family has migrated. This means that
migrants can depend on already existing ethnic, religious and/or kinship networks in the
country to which theymigrate. Theymay also be under heavy pressure to sendmoney to
kin or friends in the departure country or in refugee camps, which limits the amount they
can invest in their own socio-economic integration in the new country (Lindley 2010;
Hammond 2011). They may, for instance, find themselves forced to engage in low-
paying and exploitative work rather than continuing their education because the risk of
losing income is too great when they need to send money regularly (Humphries et al.
2009; Eversole and Johnson 2014). Asylum seekers may also expect to establish long-term
relations of dependence with the volunteers and reception centre workers whom they
see regularly (World Relief 2017; EURITA 2019).

Informed consent

Relationships of dependence in the neighbourhood were linked to another metho-
dological and ethical challenge I faced while interviewing: informed consent. To
obtain valid free, rational and informed consent from research participants, participants
must be accurately informed of the purpose, methods, risks, and benefits of the
research, and must understand this information (Campbell 2009). This notion of
informed consent, however, rests on Western understandings of the person as an
individual. Although I received verbal consent from all participants, the persons whom
I interviewed had no way of making “independent” or “free” choices for several
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reasons. They did not have the educational background taken for granted in Europe or
North America that would have allowed them to be able to evaluate their best inter-
ests with respect to the interviews I was conducting. Some of my interview partici-
pants did not know what a university was, much less what basic research was. Despite
my best efforts to explain myself and the purpose of my research, many participants
remained convinced that I worked for an NGO, which was for them the most familiar
role for a white woman in Dar es Salaam. Many of them were dependent upon social
relationships of neighbourliness that revolved around my key informant Neema, who
was a respected and trusted middle-aged female member of the community. It is
possible that persons she invited to participate in interviews found it difficult to refuse
her. Finally, many participants were so desperate financially that they might have been
reluctant to refuse the bag of sugar that I gave to everyone who was interviewed.

Overall, there exist very few options for ethnographers to ensure that the people
studied participate voluntarily, with no strings attached. Ethnographers can only
strive to recognize how Northern assumptions of “free” participation are unsettled
by local circumstances, and describe this unsettling for reading and listening audi-
ences. The alternative would be to not study the Southern poor at all. This would
mean that those whose voices are already stifled by lack of social power and
influence would be further ignored and marginalized by social science.

Personal data and sparse identity documentation

In Europe, the issue of personal data has come to the fore with the European
Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 2016/679 (GDPR), which came into
effect in 2018. The GDPR strictly regulates data protection and privacy for all
individual citizens of the European Union (EU) and the European Economic Area
(EEA), as well as the transfer of personal data outside these areas. The term “per-
sonal data” within ethnography refers to all potentially identifying markers: perso-
nal names, places, exact ages, exact dates, titles or unusual occupations.

Ensuring adherence to this regulation when processing and storing any personal data
may demand considerable efforts from ethnographers. When studying life histories or
personal case studies, it is difficult to avoid collecting such information. However,
answering why certain processes or events occur in groups or communities does not
necessarily require personal data to be collected, as I discuss further below. Ethnographers
taking this approach may choose to collect no personal data at all, and instead record
information in the form of fully anonymized conversations and observations (field notes).
This means no audio, video or photographic recording, as it is nearly impossible to
remove identifying information from these data storage media. Non-identifying infor-
mation can include gender, approximate age (specifying only 20s, 30s, or 40s, for
instance), general education level, and marital status. According to GDPR rules, it is
permitted for these fully anonymized fieldnotes to be imported from non-EU (third)
countries into the EU without further protective measures.

Fully anonymized data has one advantage when studying the chronically poor
who may not be literate. Since the principles of data protection do not apply to
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anonymous information, signed consent forms are not required if no personal data
is collected. In my own research I found that in spite of mandatory primary
schooling in Tanzania, a surprising number of interview participants reported not
having attended school for various reasons and they could not read, much less
write. They usually wished to hide this fact from their neighbours, however, and it
is possible that many more persons never revealed their lack of literacy. I obtained
verbal rather than written consent in order to avoid humiliating these participants,
especially since they often came to be interviewed accompanied by neighbours.

Researchers conducting longitudinal studies, however, will need identifying data
to keep track of the same participants over time. In this section, I focus on the par-
ticular challenges surrounding personal data collection in interviews with the poor in
the global South. For instance, most researchers conducting fieldwork assume that
they can ask an informant’s name, age or other relevant personal data and will
receive answers that can be verified – at least in theory – through fact-checking. But
this assumption is rooted in the experience of living in the global North, where
individuals’ lives tend to be highly documented. Northern citizens are constantly
reminded by governmental institutions (schools, tax offices, registrars), financial institutions
(banks, credit cards) and places of employment that any identity details they tell about
themselves should conform to this documented information.

When I began fieldwork, I was unprepared for a system of personal data refer-
encing that differed from my own experience. I began each interview by asking
the participant’s name, age, educational status, how many children the participant
had, and ethnic group affiliation. I assumed that there was only one right answer to
each of these questions. I asked about ethnic self-identification because I wanted to
demonstrate the ethnically mixed nature of the neighbourhood I studied. Even-
tually ethnicity and number of children turned out to be the only reliable personal
identifiers when I later tried to find someone I had interviewed previously, because
names, ages, and educational status could change from interview to interview.

I had failed in the beginning to realize that the names told to me by participants could
be of three different types: personal name plus family name, as in Europe; or personal
name plus father’s personal name. Alternatively, names could consist of a personal name,
the father’s name, and the grandfather’s name. But if the participant was a married
woman with children, usually none of these names were used or even known by their
neighbours. Instead, neighbours knew adult women by the name of their first child, for
example, “MamaHassan” or “Mama Asha”.Whenever I asked my key female informant
whether a previously interviewed person was still living in the neighbourhood, she often
had no idea who I was talking about, since none of the married female residents knew
each other by the combination of names they had told me during the interview.

A particularly perplexing moment came when I began to realize that many interview
participants, even young ones, did not know exactly how old they were. Sometimes
older informants (over 40) did not know their age or said they were born in a year that
did not match the age they had previously told. Sometimes their only way to reckon their
year of birth was an important national event that a parent had told them had happened
near their year of birth. Additionally, even younger persons occasionally gave different
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ages in different interviews. Looking at the year of interview and the ages they reported
on each occasion, the numbers simply did not add up. Even the key informant I trusted
most in the neighbourhood publicly celebrated her 50th birthday in a year which – by
my calculations – she was only 48. Likewise, asking about a person’s job or business had
very little connection to what the person would be doing six months or a year later, since
informal jobs and sources of income tended to shift with surprising speed. In an informal
economy where every person at the bottom of the social ladder was desperately scram-
bling for a livelihood, some persons started new businesses the moment they heard a good
tip from a neighbour or a relative. Yet many businesses stopped just as quickly. When
women had to use their limited micro-business capital for emergencies such as family
illnesses, funerals, or children’s school fees, they often had to wait until a relative could
lend them money to start the business again (Lappi and Stark 2013).

I do not believe that my interview participants were deliberately trying to be
confusing. Not all informants were comfortable in talking about their own lives,
and indeed with low education levels being common, they may have had little
practice in doing so. Still more relevant was the fact was that many persons in this
neighbourhood lacked personal documentation against which they could check
their recollections: birth certificates had never been issued for them, or had been
lost in a flood or fire; those who had never finished school lacked educational
certificates; and those who did not own property did not have their names recor-
ded in any local government register. For a fee, local governments issued ID cards,
but these were based on what applicants reported about themselves. Moreover,
people would not have used such official information in their everyday lives to the
extent that persons living in the North do. Most sources of income were informal,
and relations and communication were face-to-face or through mobile phones.
Most people did not have access to computers, and had no money for newspapers
or books.

This led to a realization that the people with whom ethnographers work do not
always use systems of institutional Western naming or dates for identifying themselves.
Migrants and asylum seekers, for instance, often fail to provide what is considered
“reliable” or “legitimate” testimony for asylum officials. In claiming pre-migration
persecution, responsibility rests with the asylum seeker to create a believable narrative
out of unbelievable events (Shuman and Bohmer 2004, 403). Listeners in the global
North tend to judge the “truth” or “falsehood” of personal narratives according to
how well-formed they are according to Western conventions (Gergen and Gergen
1988; Shuman and Bohmer 2004). The result can be negative impressions – and
negative asylum decisions – based on incomplete evidence and culturally-specific
assumptions (Kälin 1986; Jacquement 2009; Fingerroos 2016).

Some migrants and refugees possess some form of official identity documentation
by the time they enter a wealthier country. Yet that they would identify with this
documentation, and incorporate it into one’s own life experience, may not be
familiar or natural. A lack of ease with documentation or with the recitation of a
“Northern” type of backstory (e.g. organized chronologically around key facts,
with the individual at the centre of the narrative) should not be taken as evidence
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of lying, fraud, or invalid motives. In December 2015, the Director of the Finnish
Immigration Service stated publicly that immigration officials can distinguish
invented stories from authentic ones: “usually an invented story learned by heart is
characterized by many contradictions. There is no easy way to present a ready-
made story in a believable way” (Yle Kotimaa 2015). By contrast, research has
shown that such “contradictions” can arise because the application and interview
process constitute a cultural and linguistic performance that is not familiar to all
asylum seekers (e.g. Blommaert 2001; Shuman and Bohmer 2004, 403).

Memory and stress

I received an additional surprise during fieldwork when several persons I inter-
viewed for the second time (whom I and my key informant remembered well)
denied having been earlier interviewed by me or by other Finnish researchers from
my department. This was perplexing, since aside from us, no other mzungu had
visited the neighbourhood for at least a decade, and our arrival in the neighbour-
hood always aroused residents’ interest. While I did not expect them to remember
our names or the contents of the prior interview, I had expected that they would
have a vague recollection of having been interviewed.

It is possible is that interview participants’ memories had been affected by the
stress, anxiety and sleeplessness that comes with chronic poverty (Rashid 2018).
Recent neuroscience research supports the idea that poverty has adverse effects on
memory (Noble et al. 2007; Evans and Schamberg 2009; Duval et al. 2017).
Although I did not specifically ask about participants’ mental and emotional states,
it was evident from the interviews that many residents were living in extreme
anxiety over their family’s survival because they did not know from where the next
day’s food was coming. For instance, one Muslim woman told me that it was
impossible for her to pray because her mind was occupied with constantly thinking
of how to feed herself and her children.

Understanding how stress and long-term suffering affect interview participants’
mental states is also vital when interviewing migrants who have experienced
poverty and traumatic circumstances. Trauma is defined here as an inescapably
stressful event that overwhelms people’s coping mechanisms and destroys belief in
a stable and predictable world. It can include fear of violence or disempower-
ment, and may make it more difficult for persons to narrate a coherent or linear
story. Instead, when telling of their lives, such persons may select those memories
that help them make sense of their present life experiences (Shuman and Bohmer
2004; Phillips 2011).

Perceived causation and third-person elicitation

Together, these disturbances and surprises during fieldwork with poor residents in
the South call for an important “twist” in the way ethnographers view personal
information provided by interview participants in the global South. My
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observations regarding memory, anxiety, and sparse documentation of personal
details cast into doubt the reliability of qualitative interviews and large-scale surveys
of those who have experienced stressful environments in the global South. If the
research goal is to access verifiable, historical facts about individual participants,
then it is likely there is no method that would circumvent this problem. Yet if
ethnographers aim to understand socio-cultural issues such as poverty and migra-
tion, then they need to envision social reality differently. Whereas quantitative
researchers focus on the question of how much, qualitative ethnographers can focus
on the question of why social and cultural dynamics are the way they are, with the
end goal being not verifiable fact but culturally-shared patterns of thought and
behaviour. A useful method can be analyzing interview participants’ “perceived
causation”, that is, causal mechanisms and relationships perceived and deduced by
participants themselves. I define a causal mechanism here as a difficult-to-observe
pathway or process by which an effect is produced. By asking participants “why”
and listening to their answers, ethnographers can benefit from participants’ subjective
knowledge of how events and circumstances are interconnected. The method of
perceived causation circumvents the potential problems of personal data collection
discussed above because it does not need personal data at all. It utilizes a method of
data collection I call “third-person elicitation”, in which I asked interview partici-
pants to tell what they perceived other people in general to do or say, what attitudes
and opinions were held more broadly by other residents in their neighbourhoods
(Stark 2019).

Many of the persons I interviewed had difficulty recounting their own lives in
terms of official facts and figures. They were also reluctant to make claims based
on their individual experience. Interestingly, however, they were often happy to
tell what they had seen their neighbours doing (no names were mentioned), and
were often highly articulate when talking about collective understandings. Tanzania
is a culture that emphasizes decorum, conflict-avoidance and self-restraint (Heald
1995), and for this reason strong expressions of personal opinion are not
encouraged. Many participants responded to my questions by giving equal weight
to both sides of an issue and describing the different ways that their neighbours or
relatives might think about it. For this reason, I began to take a different
approach in my interviews, and focused on recurrent patterns of social under-
standing on topics brought up spontaneously by participants, rather than their
individual life histories.

At times, I asked sensitive information about child marriage and premarital sex
among Muslim youth, and third-person elicitation thus allowed participants to with-
hold information regarding their own behaviours that might be socially disapproved
and therefore damaging to their personal reputations. Participants were not pressured
to tell personal experiences, but they sometimes chose to illustrate a point with an
example from their own lives. What I received was information on the socially-
negotiated understandings of life in the neighbourhood, information that did not rely
on the factuality of personal data provided by interview participants.
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In cultures similar to the Tanzanian one in which collective consensus is valued
over individual expression, persons may be unaccustomed to constructing narratives
or descriptions of their reality that are centred on individual experience. When
working with or studying persons from such cultures, third-person elicitation can
be a way of gaining background information on the experiences of migrants and
asylum seekers in a sensitive and non-intrusive way.

Conclusions

Researchers using qualitative ethnographic approaches have much to offer the study
of inequality and poverty, and should not leave this work to economists. Yet
Northern-based methodological frameworks may not suffice when studying the
global South. What is needed is a twist towards a Southern-informed approach to
studying persons who are living in, or coming from so-called developing countries.
Northern researchers coming from middle or upper-class backgrounds have little
experience with the effects of poverty on those they study. They cannot assume that
in the global South basic human needs are met by governments, that education tends
to lead to employment, or that social and economic institutions strive to promote
individuals’ independence and autonomy. Interview participants from another cul-
ture, as well as migrants and asylum seekers, may not be used to describing them-
selves from an individual-centred perspective, and both poverty and stress can affect
the way that people remember facts about their lives. How people understand and
remember their life details may also vary considerably in contexts where identity
documents are rarely available or difficult for holders to understand or verify. Addi-
tionally, researchers may wish to prepare themselves in advance for how they may be
viewed by local interview participants and what material benefits participants might
hope the researcher will bring. Given challenges in participants’ literacy across a
broad range of skills (textual, digital, and spatial), it may be preferable to refrain from
collecting personal data or written consent, and instead focus on participants’ socially-
shared subjective understandings of the causal mechanisms in their lives. Since the
factuality of data pertaining to individual participants is less of a concern when ana-
lyzing such perceived causation, the researcher may not need to collect personal data at
all, but can instead obtain relevant data by using the methods of third-person elicitation,
which does not ask for personal experiences but asks interview participants what
others in their neighbourhoods do or say.
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