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Abstract 
Most approaches to qualitative research methods in management and organization studies (MOS) implicitly enact spatial perspectives, crystallized in the idea of "accessing the field". Field sites are thus performed as objective spaces in which research takes place. In this paper, we set out to challenge this spatial perspective by developing a processual approach that conceptualizes fieldwork as ‘inquiry' as defined by John Dewey. To this end, we draw on an inter-case analysis of four independent research projects to demonstrate the processual, fluid, continuous, and shared constitution of a field of inquiry. We call this alternative approach ‘dancing with the field'. It allows us to move beyond the highly spatialized notion of access to the field and to materialize or prioritize different forms of relationality. We understand ‘accessing the field' and ‘dancing with the field' as two intertwined and complementary modes of both attachment to and detachment from the field.













Introduction
Negotiating access or accessing the field (Enguix, 2014; Karjalainen et al., 2015; Cunliffe and Alcadipani, 2016; Bengry, 2018; Azungah, 2019; Aroles, 2020), doing so in the “right” way (Bruni, 2006), ethically (Alcadipani & Hodgson, 2009), while managing one’s status as an intruder in the process (Farias, 2019), have emerged as topics of interest in the management and organization studies (MOS) literature on qualitative research, particularly organizational ethnography (see Pratt, 2015). Part of the methodological literature on qualitative research in MOS has framed these discussions in explicitly spatial terms, following a spatial logic or drawing on spatial imagery, logics and metaphors (see Edge & Eyles, 2014; Bengry, 2018; de Vaujany, 2019). The communities and objects under study are seen as characterized by a form of exogeneity vis-à-vis the researcher who, in turn, must identify the right “boundary spanners” and make the appropriate translations and mediations in order to “participate” and share proximity with the phenomenon under study (Silverman, 2020; Bell et al., 2022).
Once “thrown into the field,” most researchers spatialize their work. Why is this? A key explanation may be language itself – across cultures, everyday language spatializes phenomenon and activities (Chia, 1998; Nayak, 2008). The grammar and syntax we use enact places (we ‘go’ to an organization, we ‘travel to’ a field site, we ‘enter’ an organization, and so on). Law itself (e.g. with the birth of the ‘moral person’ during the 19th century) may be another explanation, with the framing of organizations as legal entities that are located somewhere (i.e. their headquarters) and which ‘accommodate’ people. Similarly, universities have reinforced a ‘space-based ‘logic of research, whereby the crux of the matter boils down to the ability of getting ‘spatial’ access. This often results in an (early) entification of the field and its corresponding problems and processes.  
This ‘hyper-spatialization’ of the field, which is proving difficult to challenge, has been criticized in particular for overlooking the non-linear, embodied and complex nature of fieldwork (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016; Peticca-Harris et al., 2016). Despite the development of various empirical methodologies and sensibilities that seek to open up the research process (cf. Wacquant, 2015; Hansen & Trank, 2016; Urquijo, 2023), ontological reflexivity about the status of ‘the field’ remains somehow limited (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016; Aroles, 2020; de Vaujany et al., 2024).
Undoubtedly, space is central to conceptualizations of fieldwork as a process of access and its subsequent happening somewhere; however, focusing solely or primarily on space does not allow one to account for and grasp the full complexity surrounding fieldwork. Specifically, it can lead to a situation where what is to be encountered is predetermined by the researcher, who would pre-assign the right events, spaces, places and boundaries that are likely to be covered through the research process. Neither surprises not encounters are part of the equation. Challenging access-based views of research seems critical in a context where the sphere of collective activity is expanding through mobile, nomadic and remote work, with organizations  increasingly stretched and fluid (Aroles et al., 2019; de Vaujany et al., 2024), which means that organizing is less and less somewhere but happening in-between spaces. Importantly, from a ‘strong’ process perspective, where flows come first, and entities are ephemeral, methodological guidance for thinking and doing differently seems to be lacking for fieldwork as well as a renewed conceptualization of what is called the ‘field’ (Simpson & Den Hond, 2022).
Our research takes as its starting point a sense of confusion and discomfort, which we experienced vis-à-vis methodological advice received regarding accessing the field. Engaged in processual perspectives (e.g., with phenomenological or pragmatic orientations), our vocabulary, logic and experiences were not about a place to reach and (re)gain access to; our approach to research was more akin to an ‘inquiry’. An inquiry involves a complex set of temporalities consisting of backward and forward explorations, co-problematizations and experiments toward provisional solutions (Dewey, 1938). With this in mind, we ask: How can we move beyond a primary focus on space to capture the process temporo-spatial of inquiry at play in qualitative research? To explore this question, we draw on a multi-case, comparative and generative analysis of the research processes of four qualitative research projects and inquiries: the exploration of a large railway company, the investigation of a hackerspace, the study of a local Catholic parish, and the analysis of open learning expeditions. Our aim is to understand and interrogate the deeply spatial ontology of the field (Kuronen & Huhtinen, 2017; Azevedo, 2024), based on an “in and out” movement and processes of ex ante closure, and its relation to how we conceptualize fieldwork. We adopt a processual, pragmatic perspective (Lorino, 2018), through which we shed light on what we call ‘critical events’ that continuously reconfigure and reorient the research process. 
Our paper makes two main contributions to the literature. First, by challenging traditional spatial approaches to accessing the field (linked to the idea of pre-defined places waiting to be unveiled) and inspired by the concept of inquiry, we propose a temporo-spatial approach through which the activity itself continuously (re)constitutes the time-space of research. We call this process ‘dancing with the field’. Second, from a methodological perspective, our paper explores how ‘accessing the field’ and ‘dancing with the field’, which are opposed in principle, can be combined and complement each other in practice. Instead of ‘jumping in’ (the field), we invite qualitative researchers to ‘jump along’ (the flow of activities) through open conversations, encounters and digital inquiries. As amateurs dancing together, what matters is the resonance with one’s partner, all the elements in motion around them as well as the music itself. Amateurs know they may be judged, but unlike professional dancers who perform primarily for a jury, they just let things go. Amateurs improvise with one another, the couples around them, the larger audience, the ever-changing tempo of the music and so on. Methodologically, we argue that radical openness (before provisional moments of closure) should always take precedence over any spatialized concern with access to the field; this means that surprise, resonance with what is happening, and fluidity are all paramount. 
The paper is structured as follows. First, we review the literature on access to field in qualitative research and show that it is highly spatial in its logic and vocabulary. In the following section, we draw on the work of the American pragmatist John Dewey and the concepts of experience, transaction and inquiry to sketch the contours of a renewed view of the time-space of fieldwork for qualitative researchers. We then describe our meta-processual approach to research. The fifth section presents our findings. In the discussion, we highlight the research and pedagogical implications of our research. Finally, the paper ends with a brief conclusion. 

Fieldwork: Space, time and inquiry 
A primarily spatialized mode of engagement with the field 
Access, whether primary (obtaining permission) or secondary (gaining access to people and information) (Aroles, 2020), has long been considered linear, unproblematic and automatic (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016; de Vaujany et al., 2024). Most case-based methodology, traditional ethnography or qualitative experimentations thus tend to entify the organizational phenomenon investigated (Ibid.). A specific organization, as well as its members, is ‘out there’, waiting to be explored by researchers. Access is an important stage in the research process, but one that is not always made explicit (e.g., rarely discussed in empirical papers). In recent years, however, the issue of field access has received renewed attention, especially in the context of new methodologies (see Wacquant, 2015; Hansen & Trank, 2016). Far from being simple, access is complex, messy and problematic; it needs to be maintained and yet is constantly changing and evolving (Bruni, 2006; Peticca-Harris et al., 2016; Schoon, 2025).
Although the processual, temporal dimension of access is now clearly established in the MOS methodological literature, we argue that it remains secondary to the spatial dimension from a process perspective (see Chia, 1998; Nayak, 2008). While it is no longer simply a matter of the researcher crossing a line or simply opening doors, it is still framed as a matter of entering somewhere: as Peticca-Harris et al. (2016, p. 379) point out, “it is therefore important that we move away from the notion of the single door that can be easily opened and closed to the idea that gaining access is like navigating a long (often dark) corridor that may be fraught with difficulty and uncertainty.” This is problematic because, as MOS scholars have noted, our methodological principles are better suited to the study of an ordered and relatively stable world than to that of an increasingly ephemeral, elusive, plural, open and emergent one (Gherardi, 2019; Simpson & Den Hond, 2022; de Vaujany et al., 2024). We thus lack the ontological reflexivity that would allow us to interrogate spatiality and propose an alternative, complementary approach (Simpson & Den Hond, 2022).
Despite numerous methodologies inviting us to explore open and fluid organizational processes, in practice, research often boils down to spatial processes based on an ‘in and out’ logic. Following Rippin (2013), who argues that organizations never have a single place or meaning, but are located in our experience, we would now like to draw on John Dewey’s experiential approach to propose a different way of accessing the field. It will be a way of offering an experience of fieldwork that fosters openness, fluidity and letting go (Tillmann et al., 2017; de Vaujany & Heimstädt, 2022). Flows and temporalities are central to this alternative approach to fieldwork.

An experiential approach to fieldwork: Dancing with the field 
Both phenomenology and process philosophy (e.g., American pragmatism) have long emphasized the importance of the temporal dimension in organizing processes (Cunliffe et al., 2004; Hernes, 2014; Reinecke & Ansari, 2017; Lorino, 2018). Beyond purely spatial metaphors and logics, both traditions have invited scholars to include time, rhythms, interruptions, durations, events and historicity more explicitly and centrally in research designs (see de Vaujany, 2019; Santos, 2022; Reinecke & Lawrence, 2023).  Openness, fluidity, playfulness and letting go are part of the immanent process of living and organizing (Ancona et al., 2001; Johnsen et al., 2019; Lawn, 2022; de Vaujany et al., 2024). Unfortunately, the methodological implications of this invitation are not always clear and operational for researchers sensitive to these ontologies. In contexts where this problem resonates and is experienced (the necessary duration and presence of qualitative fieldwork), how can we conceive of the continuous activity of researchers from a more temporal perspective? How can we overcome the dominant spatial images and metaphors (and metaphorical logic) that underlie the description of most qualitative research? How can we contextualize and contrast the different processes of inquiry that qualitative researchers may experience in their fieldwork? Continuing a problem-centered pragmatic approach, here we mobilize Dewey’s (1938/2018) experiential ontology to offer a new perspective on the field and fieldwork beyond dominant narratives of field access. 
For Dewey (1938/2018), inquiry is the movement from an indeterminate situation (beginning with concerns and worries) to a determinate situation (all actors, instruments, and topics explored through the process of inquiry momentarily converge). People, objects and techniques are enveloped and called by the process of inquiry itself. Inquiry always involves a complex set of temporalities made up of backward and forward explorations, involving co-problematizations and experiments towards provisional solutions (Lorino, 2018; de Vaujany et al., 2024). Identifying a problem and experimenting with solutions is a very open and exploratory process carried out by a community of inquiry. It is likely to lead anywhere, at any time. From a pragmatic point of view, there is no need to satisfy some stable, internal stakeholders identified ex ante (from the outside) at the beginning of a research, for one would not know whose actors matter until the end of the process. Thus, access to the field becomes a matter of co-constructing, in time and space, the field of solutions in transaction with the emergent field of problems. In many ways, this process is decentered (de Vaujany, 2019; Introna, 2019). For Dewey, fieldwork is precarious, unstable, and its quest, instead of enabling one to come in, can lead one to stay out: “Any attempt to maintain beyond its term the pleasure that accompanies the time of fulfillment and harmony constitutes a withdrawal from the world.” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 52). Contrary to mainstream thought, the process of inquiry requires an acceptance to face letting go; “The surrender of what is possessed, the renunciation of what supports one in secure ease, is involved in all inquiry and discovery (...) No one discovers a new world without abandoning an old one” (Dewey, 1925/2012, p. 229).
	Importantly, accessing the field is not a matter of reaching a stable, bounded and circled space that holds an answer waiting to be revealed. On the contrary, dancing with is a question of (multiple) rhythms and tempo, continuous openness to what comes or is likely to come, symbiosis with the partner(s) and the larger sensory environment. Nothing is ever won, touched, crossed or reached. Dance is a process for and of itself; it performs both dancers and the dancefloor. Keeping the movement of inquiry centered for as long as possible, opening it both temporally (to past and future events) and spatially (by maintaining its fluidity) is likely to safeguard its future relevance (Lorino, 2018; de Vaujany & Heimstädt, 2022).  
In this respect, ethnography (like most case-study or experimentation-based methods) is particularly symptomatic of this distinction. It can be seen either as the only means of “penetrating” a field of study, gradually crossing the boundaries that separate the world of research from the field of study (Geertz, 1973), or as something that is already there, a “fuzzy field” (Kaya & Fotaki, 2024) and a sequence of more or less codified steps within a music that has already been unconsciously orchestrated. Thus, it is possible to analyze the organizational and longitudinal ethnographies of Wacquant (2006) on boxers in Chicago, or Whyte (2012) on Italian immigrants in Boston, as a series of choices of field access, roles, conditions of observation, note-taking, discovery of patterns and exits, or as an ontology linked to the body and experience, where the ethnographic inquiry is always open, sensitive and punctuated by different affects and events. This ambivalence leads us to question the role of time-space in fieldwork, and how we might rethink, particularly in the context of a pragmatic endeavor such as management research, the continuing relevance of events in the conduct of fieldwork (and in the exploration of what they place and space). 

Research approach
Presenting our four projects and inquiries 
For this paper, we have collected the experiences and data of four researchers involved in four different qualitative research projects, characterized by different processes of inquiry (more or less open, more or less constrained), but united by a shared processual concern with fieldwork and their experience of the field. This allows us to draw on the strengths of multi-case analysis (Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Strike & Rerup, 2016) to explore possible issues around access in different contexts. Below, we provide an overview of all four projects and research processes. For the purposes of this paper, we focus on specific events that were critical from the perspective of the question of fieldwork, its time and space, its possible location, and the continuities of its open, fluid, and playful exploration. 	
The first researcher (R1) had worked for eight years for the French railway company she studied during her PhD. During her research (2016-2020), she focused on the emerging phenomenon of hybrid entrepreneurship (i.e. people who combine internal employment with involvement in an entrepreneurial venture). Her research involved conducting 39 semi-structured qualitative interviews (with “hybrid entrepreneurs,” HR staff, and general managers), performing19 full days of observation, attending various meetings and examining internal documents. As both an outsider and an insider, R1 felt that her fieldwork engagement lied at the intersection of intimacy and distance, oscillating between embodying her well-grounded knowledge of the company and the need to produce academic discourse. She was thus caught up in sometimes competing identity processes (e.g., getting back ‘inside’ her former company); as an experienced past practitioner, she was and is part of both the academic and hybrid entrepreneurial worlds. Her initial concern was therefore both temporal (in terms of her past and future in the company) and spatial (as both being inside and outside). 
	The second researcher (R2) studied the emergence of a hackerspace in the south of France, investigating the values and practices of hacking. Specifically, for his doctoral research, he conducted a two-year ethnographic study following activists involved in a political hackerspace that aimed to support local struggles and fight against intellectual/cultural property rights by creating a hackerspace for all. It took a long time for R2 to be accepted by the local community, which he did not know. At first, he observed, helped and mostly kept quiet as he tried to learn the codes of the place and its leaders. It was a long way “inside” a place, a community and a social movement (the hacker movement). By the end of the research, R2 was not only very familiar with the organization he was studying, but he had also become part of it. This made it difficult to organize his “exit”; how to leave those who had become friends and acquaintances. In many ways, he brought his field everywhere with him, part of a strange atmosphere that permeated various aspects of his life. Getting in was a problem for him, but getting out was also a problem.  
	The third researcher (R3) conducted a pragmatic study over a period of 1.5 years in a Catholic parish in France. R3 wanted to explore the possibility of developing vibrant and inclusive communities associated with the parish. Data was collected through an ethnographic approach that included formal interviews, informal discussions, observations and shadowing, and the study of a wide range of documents related to the parish and its wider religious ecosystem. R3 joined the parish shortly before it became a research site, so participation in the field  was gradually built to become an insider long before any research process began. R3 was thus both a researcher and a member of the parish involved in the pastoral council. This dual position was an asset for conducting an in-depth analysis of the parish and its processes, but also a challenge because it required moving between different and sometimes conflicting orders and logics.  
Finally, the fourth researcher (R4) was in a very different situation. His research focus was fully co-produced and carried out through an experiment at the heart of a larger research project. There was no clear external community with a past waiting to be made visible through a research process. R4’s research consisted of experimenting with walking ethnography as “open learning expeditions” to explore the emergence of knowledge commons grounded in local problems. The process was between a drift (derive) as experimented by Guy Debord and an inquiry as expressed by Dewey (the open conversation of the group problematized from the embodied experience of a local territory). R4 completed a walking ethnography of 32 open learning expeditions with people freely registered to join the exploration. These events took place between 2016 and 2019 in 21 different cities around the world. As a co-organizer involved in the animation and documentation of these walks, R4 had an intimacy with the practice (he knew the process of walking ethnography as it was collectively experienced by those involved in all the experiments), but not with the places of experience. In fact, there was no real place to enter and no clear final destination.

Relation to the field
All four researchers had different past relationships with their research objects and were involved in more or less long and intense immersions within their research objects. Two researchers (R1 and R3) had a long, “sticky” experience with their research field (having spent 8 and 20 years[footnoteRef:2] respectively in this organization prior to the start of the research), while the other two (R2 and R4) were more in what we would call a discovery phase, following ephemeral relationships and associations with the actors and spaces they were exploring.  [2:  His childhood took place in this parish, as a member of it. His family is still part of it. A couple of years ago, he returned to this village and parish. ] 

When she began her research, R1 felt completely immersed in the organization (sometimes too much...), having spent eight consecutive years as one of its employees. Aware of this and of the problems this may cause, she made an effort to maintain a certain distance with the people she was observing (in effect, her former colleagues) in order to create or maintain a kind of exteriority that she felt was necessary for the research. Nevertheless, she was familiar with the codes of the organization and was inevitably close, perhaps too close, to her subject. In many ways, her research reflected her attachment to the organization, even many years after she had left it. 
R2 was in a very different situation in that his relationship to his field of research was more personal than professional. His interest in hacking began in his childhood. Born in the 1990s, the Internet represented for him a technology that allowed him to develop his mind while escaping a reality that he too often found bland and unfair. He was fascinated by those who not only understood technology, but could also bend it to their will in pursuit of various personal or societal aspirations. Finally, and perhaps more subconsciously, his growing desire to work with hackers was reminiscent of a youthful time when he shared the daily life of one of these fantasized characters. 
As for R3, he presented a high degree of familiarity with the sector, for lack of a better word, he researched, but not with the specific organization on which he focused. R3 had been an active member of a number of Catholic communities during his youth. His research project began after he moved and joined a new parish (for personal reasons) and was asked to integrate the pastoral council (because of this knowledge of Catholic communities). The challenges faced by the parish were so closely related to what he had conceptually intended his research to be about that he decided to make this parish his field of research. Undoubtedly, R3 shared strong cultural references with this community, but it was still somewhat of a newcomer, having joined a few months before the official start of his empirical research. To gain visibility and presence, R3 had to adopt some of the community's values and practices and find ways to align them with academic and research values/practices. 
R4 (along with other researchers) had long been involved in developing a network of academics and practitioners (inspired by open science values) around alternative forms of methodological experimentation. As the community grew, a practice – that of collective walking ethnography – materialized that linked the fate of the two. In other words, the community and the practice of walking ethnography co-constituted each other. Through this process, he also discovered and came to appreciate the open science and citizen science movements, practices that he believed could ‘shake up the system’. His values and convictions about the need for open ways of doing research emerged through the process of this research, which in turn became more and more affective. 
All four researchers had different past and present attachments and affective relationships with their respective fieldwork (Gherardi, 2019) and with the people, objects, techniques and topics that framed and guided their inquiry. Table 1 summarizes the four different positions. Far from becoming static, relationships with the field oscillated between strangeness and intimacy, with researchers moving from being strangers, outsiders and aliens (Fine & Hallett, 2014) to friends, insiders and comrades (Whyte, 2012; Wacquant, 2005) and vice versa. In the following tables and figures, we outline the research trajectories surrounding this “hyphen” practice (Cunliffe & Karunanayake, 2013; Humphrey, 2007), leading researchers to move position to the other through a conversation, a feeling or a shared moment, whether in the context of online or digital research.

	Researcher
	Qualitative method
	Past experience and relationship with the field

	Researcher 1
(Events E 1-i)
	Semi-structured interviews; Narratives
	Intimacy (before becoming a stranger)

	Researcher 2
(Events E 2-i)
	(Auto-)ethnography of a hackerspace 
	Stranger (before intimacy)

	Researcher 3
(Events E 3-i)
	Pragmatic inquiry including observations and interviews
	Intimacy/stranger

	Researcher 4 
(Events E 4-i)
	Walking ethnography of 32 open-learning expeditions
	Intimacy/stranger



Table 1. Contexts and relationship with the field

Visualizing the research process of each inquiry 
In the context of our multi-case approach, we opted for an event-based visualization of each inquiry process (Farny et al., 2019), which focused on two main dimensions: (i) continuity of focus in concerns and problems, and (ii) a temporal dimension (documenting our projects from beginning to end). We used this approach to locate various critical events during which we experienced a strong sense of social disintegration and lack of consensus about what was important. In practice, this took many different forms: a question during a meeting challenging our presence, jokes about what we were doing in moments of visibility of our academic identity, legal issues around data collection, and more practical issues related to staying in the field, etc. For visual purposes, we used the following terms to denote those critical events where questions of legitimacy were particularly salient: E1-i for R1, E2-j for R2, E3-k for R3, and E4-l for R4. Ontological reflexivity (and its methodological implications) was at the heart of the multi-case analysis that we sought to implement. For example, with R4, the question of the unit of analysis quickly arose: should the unit of analysis be each learning expedition covered by the walking ethnography (from beginning to end), the process of experimentation itself (i.e., from the very first learning expedition to the last), or a more specific process (such as workshops involving researchers and practitioners)? A very similar question arose for R1: Should the time axis be framed around each interview or around the broader research process? 
Following Nicolini’s (2009) invitation to zoom in and out, we carefully considered the granularity of our research processes as we worked on our events through the mapping and analysis of the aforementioned critical incidents and our various inquiries. That is, we remained attentive and receptive to both focused and broader sets of critical events. Our mapping of events and turning points was thus more of a heuristic and helpful form of mediation (of the collective activity of each research and that of this paper), rather than a representation of the reality of our respective research processes.

Dancing beyond any dance floor  
Zooming in and out on Critical Events: Co-constituting the field of inquiry 
Through our fieldwork, we identified numerous bifurcative events and ruptures in the lines of our activities (Baygi et al., 2021), which we call ‘critical events’ here. We first sought to identify two types of bifurcative events: those that dramatically accentuated a tendency toward an explosion or recentering of issues and concerns, and those that embodied a radical bifurcation, a sudden move toward a clear and shared set of concerns/issues. This corresponded to different affective situations of attachment or detachment felt in the process. Detachment was a lack of shared concerns in the flow of inquiry (Latour, 1999). In contrast, attachment occurred when common concerns were identified, with people, techniques and ideas coming together to become productive of something (else) in the research process (Ibid). 
	Our discussions allowed us to notice similarities in the events we faced during fieldwork, even though the contexts were very different. We also discussed rites of passage and the challenges faced (from the most essential to the most anecdotal), the relationship to time and the proximity of the actors, and the impact on our research posture. Thus, as our discussions progressed, a trend seemed to emerge in which everything was already linked to everything else. After broader discussions about our data, we decided to focus on four data sets that epitomized our experience for each of our fieldwork: R1’s broader collaboration with the French railway (rather than focusing on individual life stories), the second ethnography for R2’s ethnographic investigation of the hackerspace, R3’s investigation of the local community, and a community learning expedition for R4 (a learning expedition that is representative of the others). 
Through our conversations (made up of numerous meetings on Zoom and shared notes), we identified 38 critical events, detailed in the figures presented in this section, among which 10 bifurcative events (dramatically changing the time-space of inquiry) were identified[footnoteRef:3]. These turning points resulted in a series of attachments or detachments (see Latour, 1999), times when the inquiry crystallized something and attached a specific set of people, techniques and topics, but also other times of pure, radical fluidity and openness in which no specific entities were enveloped and performed by our inquiries (see Figure 1 below). The previous figure describes the processes of inquiry for all four researchers. With deep, long moments of attachment and detachment for R2 and R3, and more intertwined, oscillating loops of attachment and detachment for R1 and R4. We now zoom in more specifically on each of the inquiry processes.  [3:  Interestingly, we all noticed that the explicit and visible events we identified did not cover our full experience on the field. Many events or non-events were part of our continuous experience which not first legitimated and them legitimated by something.] 


Figure 1. Attachment and detachment processes for R1, R2, R3 and R4Attachment
Detachment
Time
E1
E2
E3
E4


For R1, her doctoral inquiry process included her extensive experience with her field in the context of the semi-interviews, life stories, and observations at the heart of the case study-based method she used (see Figure 2). R1 began her fieldwork feeling grounded in her organization (E1.1), which gave her access to both actors in the organization and potential research ideas. After leaving the organization to join the university to pursue her Ph.D. (E1.2), she attempted to establish a research agreement with the organization at the request of her university. For weeks, she did not hear from the organization regarding the development of a research agreement. She interpreted this silence as a questioning of her presence in the field (E1.3), before realizing that her topic of interest might not lend itself well to a formal agreement with the organization. Her topic of interest, entrepreneurship alongside employment, was not well known in the organization and she felt it would be more appropriate to approach these individuals directly. This proved successful as the individuals felt more comfortable discussing their actual work practices through this channel rather than through formal channels, and were identified by the organization as belonging to this category of interest for R1 (E1.4). The fieldwork continued naturally, informally, or at least without official or institutional formalization (E1.5).Intimacy
E1.3. No answers to emails perceived as a detachment
Starting point
E1.2. Leaving the organization
E1.1. Coming from the inside
E1.5. Legitimating as researcher
Time in the field (4 years)
E1.4.  She realizes that a non-institutionalized study would better fit this emerging field
Detachment - Attachment
Strangeness


Figure 2. Key events for R1

For R2, the figure below (Figure 3) highlights the main events in the process of encountering the hacker community (as a long moment of attachment) that he investigated. R2’s research inspirations led him to develop a strong interest in alternative forms of organizing. His first readings and meetings with various actors involved in alternative initiatives strengthened his interest in a local hackerspace with which he felt he shared basic values (E2.1). Unfortunately, he quickly experienced a lack of response to email requests and found a locked door on his first visit, realizing that access would have to be arranged differently (E2.2). Two months later, he walked through the doors of the hackerspace for the first time, down a flight of stairs, and into a dusty basement. In those first moments, he felt a deep admiration and amusement, while his heart rate quickened as cigarette smoke attacked his lungs. He then met five members of the hackerspace for a meeting that began with a quick roundtable to get to know each other informally. His presentation as a graduate student in management, along with his phone and computer with the “bitten apple” logo, made them laugh and “attach” (E2.3). Over time, R2 became involved in running various workshops within the hackerspace without having or developing any particular skills in running them. Dedicating most of 2016 and 2017 to hackers who gradually became his friends, he became increasingly visible, participating in sometimes anecdotal and often symbolic events (E2.4). He shared social moments with them and listened to their stories, learning about their past while gradually revealing his own. Finally, in mid-2017, he went with the hackerspace members to a four-day event to work on a local radio and a 3D printing workshop. This experience, probably more ‘place-based’ than the other three ones included in this article, made him aware of the impressive amount of work done by all hackers in the community. It also allowed him to confirm his attitude and place within the hackerspace, but most importantly, it made him understand the hacker's values, which are based on “being there, doing things, and having fun” (E2.5). Intimacy
Time in the field (2 years)
Detachment - Attachment

Strangeness
E2.2. No answers to emails and lack of recognition
Starting point
E2.3. First achievements at hackerspace
E2.1. Self
legitimating
E2.4. Sharing drinks and conversations
E2.5. Organizing Workshops

Figure 3. Key events for R2

For R3, the following figure (Figure 4) depicts the key events that framed the process of attachment. At the beginning of his fieldwork, R3 discovered the parish, its organization, and its culture. Despite his previous experience, it took him some time to become familiar with the parish. When he joined the parish pastoral council, he became aware of the fairly close ties among the members. The welcome he received was warm (due to his partner's knowledge of the parish), but he was clearly not yet connected to the community and thus still perceived as an outsider. Surprisingly, no one inquired about the topic of his dissertation – community development – even though it was a major concern of the parish. He participated in the celebrations and activities of the parish and began to develop friendships and fraternal relationships. He soon joined a group of fathers who met monthly. These activities, which had no direct, immediate connection to the parish, allowed him to find his place in the community (E3.1). R3 was noticed for his ideas, and his positions put the priest in a difficult position during a meeting on what constitutes belonging. 
In fact, R3 argued against a concept of belonging according to fixed criteria that destabilized the parish (E3.2). His research topic seemed more and more in line with the pastoral transformation project. Like R2, he noticed that there was already a process of inquiry in the parish on which he could base his research and ‘dance with’. After several meetings, the parish approved the research project (E3.3). Unfortunately, the pandemic brought his research project to an abrupt halt. Very quickly, the parish council adapted and developed its activities online. R3 was then torn between two paradoxical imperatives: to help the parish through this difficult period, but also to carry out his research project, sometimes provoking the suspicion of the actors (E3.4). R3 then participated in the catechism and found a parish activity in which he could be a member without also being a researcher; an attitude that made him feel more attached than ever to the collectivity (E3.5).Intimacy
Time in the field (1,5 years)
Detachment - Attachment

Strangeness
E3.3. Proposing research project
Starting point
E3.2. Struggling values and decisions
E3.1. Discovering 
the field
E3.5. Participating to parish catechism 
E3.4. Covid19
lockdown


Figure 4. Key events for R3 

For R4, the figure below (Figure 5) presents the key events that framed the process of legitimating himself. R4 led, and partook in, several walking ethnographies that essentially focused on the same practice (part of a wider, open learning expedition), but at different times, with different people and through different places. For this paper, R4’s analysis focuses on a specific learning expedition that took place in New York. The process began with a form of detachment (E4.1) – no particular viewpoint was favored over another, and members were seen as equal. There was then a process of competing attachments, as opposing points of view came into violent conversation with one another, attracting people and ideas around them (E4.2). This was followed by a movement back toward general detachment (E4.3). In essence, individuals would first simply come and join the most intuitive and obvious practice: walking in public spaces, something most of us do on a daily basis. They would then realize that the walk was part of something (a walking ethnography) and that they needed to both co-produce and co-document. Some would leave at this point. After some negotiation, improvisation, and sometimes controversy about the activity, the movement would continue, more than ever grounded in flânerie, derivation, and letting go. Time would feel suspended; walking without a goal, avoiding friction with any point of view or judgment was part of the adventure. R4 then experienced a ‘strange feeling of freedom’, which he could tell was also experienced by other participants. Then people moved on. This was the trajectory experienced in Brooklyn, with two people (E4.4 and E4.5) asking for more guidance about the walk, expecting something that could not happen (because “an open learning expedition is not a guided tour,” as R4 explained). They left at this point, following the general E4.2 sequence described earlier. The rest of the group stayed and continued this exploration in a very open, playful, fluid and exploratory atmosphere. 
Intimacy
Time in the field (1 day)
Detachment - Attachment

Strangeness
E4.3. Questioning expertise and misunderstanding
E4.2. Visiting and commenting places
E4.1. Meeting point
E4.5. Following the drift
E4.4. Co-creating collective concerns
Starting point


Figure 5. Key events for R4

Visualizing the inquiry processes of R1, R2, R3, and R4 serves to show and highlight the multiple discontinuities and continuities at play in our immersion-based, qualitative research projects. It underscores the fact that the field is not out there in some independent form; in fact, it is less and less ‘ontologically’ out there, as ethnographic inquiry is conducted more and more continuously (e.g. as part of a pervasive atmosphere). In the end, it was increasingly difficult to identify who the researcher is and who is researching what. The temporo-spatialities at stake in our respective fieldwork were ambiguous; they did not clearly belong to or correspond to what can be called research time (as opposed to more personal, private time). There was a full fluidity between the affects and emotions felt as citizens, consumers, family members, friends at the times of our respective qualitative endeavors and our lives beyond the scope of our research; a radical existential openness that deeply intertwines research and life. Everybody is involved in the same danse with the field. 

Four processes of inquiry
Critical events are crucial to our investigations since they often represent turning points (bifurcating events) and key moments in the constitution or dilution of the community of inquiry in line with the researcher. Our events, and the way we can link them at the end of our narrative as key moments of attachment or detachment (see Figure 1 and Latour, 1999), show that there are not linear temporalities at stake in what is usually described as access or re-access to the field, a before and after, as there would be in and out of the field. Critical events are sometimes about the past, the future, or a frozen moment (e.g., the transition from the planned to the improvised part of the open-learning expeditions described by R4). 
In the end, the topography of what one might be tempted to call the “field” has much more eventfulness, depth and texture than it does distance and boundaries. It is a decentered phenomenon: our field happens intensively everywhere and at all times, at home on the weekend, or while walking down the street and receiving a phone call from someone interviewed three weeks ago or meeting a former employee of the organization under study in the classroom. It is part of an atmosphere that sticks to our skin. Researchers who depart from traditional views of qualitative research based on issues of access to the field should acknowledge the radical openness of their experience (before ephemeral moments of closures) and the lines of inquiry in which they are likely to be wrapped (de Vaujany et al., 2024). In the critical events and processes of inquiry described so far, we see four main modalities, which we present through illustrative events (see Table 2). 
	Events
	Sub-events
	Descriptions
	Events in this category

	A. Becoming of the attachment frame
	A.1 Departure of major character
	A main character of the field leaves the project, the organization, the field… for another place. 
	E 1-2

	
	A.2 Major change in the syntax of the field
	The way actors write their story and positions inside it change. Rules, grammar and syntax of the narrative are modified, suspended or interrupted. 
	E 3-5

	B. Detachment/
attachment
	B.1 Reversed detachment
	Practitioners question the scientificity of the discourse or method of the researchers (identified as such) in the flow of the research. 
	E 4-3

	
	B.2 Switching modes
	Because of a past experience as academic or practitioner, capability to move from one world to another, and the capability to make this movement visible. 
	E 1-1

	C. Re-attachment 
	C.1 Complying explicitly, loudly with local rules
	Explicit, visible, loud compliance with the social values of the collectivity and field under study. 
	E 2-5

	
	C.2 Sharing a common practice
	Sharing a practice, entering silently into a shared practice. Oppositely, observing as delegitimizing oneself. 
	E 2-2

	
	C.3 Endorsement of a helpful scientificity for management 
	Explicit internal request to collaborate as a researcher (legitimating effect expected)
	E 3-3

	D. Beyond attachment
	D.1 Co-problematizing in an open context
	Co-problematizing with all those wrapped into the flow of inquiry. Adaptation to an ongoing project. 
	E 4-4

	
	D.2 Mediating invited peripheral controversies
	Request to play the mediator or outsider for a problem that appears societally central but at the margin/periphery of the ongoing collective activity. 
	E 4-5



Table 2. Taxonomy of bifurcative events

Key processes of attachment, detachment and reattachment emerged in our data and our coding of critical events. Attachment is about the clustering of critical events in the flow of inquiry. Inquiry affects a series of events. It appears as a legitimate phenomenon for a group of people involved. Detachment is about the absence of affective events. The happening of inquiry is not sticky; it does not permanently assemble people, techniques and subjects. Re-attachment is about the elaboration or re-elaboration of a past attachment. The fourth and final process, beyond attachment, is the most pervasive modality of fieldwork. It is what constitutes the core of the becoming of R1, R2, R3, and R4 as researchers.
Unlike the most common modality (beyond attachment), attachment and detachment still enact a minimal, open ontological spatiality. Some gatekeepers, spokespersons and legal entities need to be convinced at this point. Adequate claims to legitimacy must be made to move beyond this point or to continue. Critical events pave the way for a research process that is likely to be “blocked”, conflictual or impeded at some point. Here, we also want to emphasize a more invisible movement and primordial event, namely beyond any process of attachment or detachment.
 
Intimacy with the field: A temporo-spatial question
The process of putting together our research projects in the context of this paper, the happening of attachment (Latour, 1999), was also a conversation with each other. We wanted to further understand how our own projects overlapped but also had their specificities in terms of access to the field. It was obvious that we did not have the same prior experience of our fieldwork, which had strong implications for the idea of access to the field and any metaphors that could be built around that process. Likewise, there were different subjectivations at stake in our inquiries; not necessarily in the way all four of us saw issues of entering the field (in a very processual way), but in the way the literature (especially the institutional one) staged this issue...and lost us in this process of entering the field. Leaving the field seemed as important as entering it. Fieldwork materialized a coalescence of emotions, affects, narratives and processes that were difficult to leave at some point (see Anteby, 2013, 2015). These temporalities (much more than specific spaces) were hard to leave or escape. Especially in the digital societies we felt immersed in, the very metaphor of access (which we all acknowledged using or being exposed to in our own research) proved problematic. 
Our discussions also focused on the processes of reattachment and detachment. First, it quickly became clear from the anecdotes we shared that this was a decentered process. It seemed that the attachment process itself could be carried out in practice through research design and method. Negotiating with an organization, connecting its HRM department with the research administration team of one’s university, negotiating a contract, working with a company that is obviously also a place (e.g., with a full-time employee working at a specific site), being expected to ‘stay,’ make the issue of legitimacy, its process and content, extremely present. In these contexts, things are expected to be extremely and consistently ‘attached’, entified, so that we can identify the right rules and gatekeepers. 
In contrast, the study of social movements, open science projects, extremely distributed and ephemeral work or religious communities, or highly distributed activities in space and time required moving from a question of attachment to one of decentered attachment, or even a process beyond affects and attachment (where the assemblage of the social as such no longer matters). Trying to be ‘attached’ to a stable, dominant group of actors is clearly the wrong question in our digital world, emphasizing the need to depart from spatialized views of fieldwork. 
Another issue that arose in our cross discussions was that of the visual and coding scheme we could issue. The event-based mapping process we used here emerged as a heuristic process that could help us zoom in and out (Nicolini, 2009) and feed the pragmatic process of inquiry at stake with this paper. We could use it for our entire research process (this was particularly relevant for R1), but also for more focused events (e.g., each of the 32 learning expeditions for R4). The granularity of our own research approach, what was attached and at what level of the field, seemed particularly interesting and promising for what we wanted to do and get: a heuristic tool, focused on a standardized number of critical events, likely to feed our discussion of fieldwork as based on relevant peripeties, rhythms, durations, and events much more than on the territories and spaces accessed. Finally, as this discussion took place during the Covid crisis and its closures, these visual mediations were particularly useful. 

Discussion 
Qualitative research as ‘letting go’ and deterritorialization of fieldwork 
Seeking to control a set of dependent variables, in the spirit of traditional conceptualizations of field access, is still part of a strange colonization of researchers’ mindsets by the logic of positivism. In our paper, we emphasized that research is primarily about openness and letting go (especially for R3 and R4). Researchers need to play with the situations and people they encounter. Of course, not all researchers will be exposed to the same opportunities, regardless of their level of openness. Some may have a higher level of symbolic capital, others may be constrained by colleagues likely to work with them, software or budgets likely to support their quest. Regardless, all will be close to what is likely to matter to them and to their immediate communities. In a global and increasingly interconnected world, this inquiry is likely to take them much further than they had initially expected. 
	By emphasizing this aspect, this article is consistent with the idea of moving beyond a “territorial understanding” of access (Fjellström & Guttormsen, 2016, p. 111), which is seen as a “linear, neutral, and instrumental task” (Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016, p. 536). In fact, as illustrated by our four processes of inquiry, access as physically entering a relevant space is a problematic metaphor or description of fieldwork. Prosaically, fieldwork is constantly evolving and as such “shapes the process of inquiry from beginning to end” (Freeman, 2000, p. 359). However, we argue that the very question of access and its pursuit (as is often the case in fieldwork, regardless of its methodological underpinnings) can hinder the research process. Instead of this territorial approach, qualitative research processes should be mainly and deeply understood as processual, dynamic, and relational (Feldman et al., 2004; Cunliffe & Alcadipani, 2016). From a pragmatist perspective, the research process – an inquiry (Dewey, 1938/2018) – transforms both the field and the researcher. It is therefore impossible and unproductive to set an ‘inside’ against an ‘outside’, or even a before and after. Inquiry is more about a common present than a common ground; it is about a productive attachment of things and people in relationship with a problem. More broadly, our work questions exclusively spatial ontologies (and more generally the lack or absence of any ontological reflexivity) about the processes of attachment and detachment at stake in any research and the emergence of its places and spaces.  

Cultivating awareness of critical events and attachments-detachments loops
As we worked on mapping and visually describing the critical events associated with all four research projects, we became acutely aware of the strong relationship between research method(ology) and processes of attachment constitutive of a ‘field’ for research (see Goodman and Kruger, 1988; Johnson et al., 2006). In itself, a given research method constitutes or represents a particular form of assemblage composed of specific loops of attachment and detachment that occur through critical events. 
Ethnographic approaches, case study research, pragmatic inquiry and collaborative ethnographies do not foster the same relationship with/in the field. The relative passivity at stake with case study and the majority of ethnographic approaches creates a distance that mediates researchers’ engagement with their own performativity in the field. The activities at stake in pragmatic inquiry and collaborative ethnographic research would rather foster an atmosphere of co-production, and thus a different form of relationality to the field. The latter context also makes it difficult, at some point, to gauge what will be judged as ‘research’ by the broader academic community. The issue of research is much more playful, open and fluid (no clear beginning and end) than usual. It is in many ways alive (like any authentic inquiry), and in the process of writing and reading, it is obviously performative of what it becomes. In many ways, journals, reviewers and associate editors are not ‘outside’ or ‘after’ the research. Here they are part of it, which in some ways changes the nature of the review process: a co-production, much more than a fixed attachment. 

Teaching qualitative methods through dancing with the field 
We believe that our work also has implications for the way qualitative methods should be taught. Questions of access are rarely discussed in published academic work (except in single-authored volumes that mobilize ethnographic research), but they are also largely neglected in our teaching. One of the consequences of this is the black-boxing and mythicizing of the issue of access. For example, discussions of access, when present in doctoral work, are relegated to mere anecdotes, not worth theorizing or thinking about. We argue, then, that more could be done to acknowledge the uneven nature of the field in the context of qualitative research-access is as much a matter of serendipity as it is of personal connections or professional dialogue. Yet alternative practices of teaching are possible. They would take into account the inherently “messy,” decentered nature of qualitative, empirical research and the invocation of different images and frames of reference in teaching and practicing qualitative research (see Koro-Ljungberg, 2015). 
Specifically, three pieces of advice for doctoral students researchers versed into qualitative research can be derived from our paper: (i) Patience is a core ad constitutive value of any researcher, (ii) Openness needs to be cultivated continuously to feed and fuel the inquiry, (iii) The end of any research process is always provisional and arbitrary. The first piece of advice is something that could be taught further by exercises of immobility and silence. Most researchers project what they expect in their fieldwork and this frames their engagement with the field. We contend that there would be interest in teaching the importance of ‘boredom’ in research, the significance of ‘waiting times’ during which nothing visibly happens (see de Vaujany & Aroles, 2019), and cultivate the ability to listen carefully for a long time. Staying immobile in the main hall of a train station for three hours, just observing what is going on, can be very good exercise. The same goes for hours of waiting at a bus station (two exercises tested by R4 with his students). The second piece of advice is essentially an invitation to engage with practices of openness, which is vital in order to continuously keep open discussions and conversations with new people, new techniques and new topics. Meetings, interviews and conversations need to be lived and sometimes organized in such a way that they search for and foster this openness. Of course, pragmatic inquiry means closure at some point (what Dewey calls indetermination). Yet, the vitality of inquiry is primarily about the dominant entropy of most social systems; it is about opening and reopening conversations. Lastly, it is important to acknowledge that at some point, research needs to be come to some form of closure. Doctoral grant or funding will come to an end; the organizational life of one’s institution will call for something else, and so on. This form of ending needs to be acknowledged as such; not as saturation or determination of the research process, but as the necessary ending of something, that is without excessive ex post rationalization. If our educational systems overemphasize the entry process as a negotiation, they forget that escaping or leaving fieldwork also requires some diplomacy – a problematic omission.

Limitations: Resonance, identity and vertigo
Our work has several limitations, which we would like to outline briefly. First, despite the variety of research postures and approaches covered in the four projects we discuss, we missed an important modality, namely that of the researcher-practitioner. The researcher-practitioner, who is employed by the organization in which they conduct their research (whether through a PhD or a DBA), represents a fascinating case of entanglement between competing narratives, roles and trajectories. Exploring this modality would have allowed us to delve deeper into some of the issues that remain on the surface through our four other forms of engagement with the field. Second, we see an “existential” limitation, so to speak, in our work. The radical openness (see de Vaujany et al., 2024) that we encourage, this continuous sense of opportunism and sensitivity about what is going on (before provisional moments of closure), is a professional archetype and one that is very demanding and engaging. It plays an important role in the conduct of fieldwork, but it turns out to be a difficult position(iality) to adopt in practice in the field. In other words, the ability to ‘zoom out’ and ‘let go’ as a way of exploring the world requires practice. Once again, doctoral studies can serve as training for this practice, particularly by creating the conditions for reflexivity in doctoral programmes and by supporting collective methods for developing reflexivity. Third, our work, based on critical and bifurcative events, could have relied on a more psychological or affective analysis of the emotions and affects at stake in the situations we describe (see Bergman Blix & Wettergren, 2015).  

Conclusion: A short walk in the attaching world of Easttown
We would like to end our article with a detour into the world of fiction. In the American crime drama television miniseries Mare of Easttown, Marianne, a police officer, tries to solve a complex crime that becomes a series of crimes. Far from the world of Sherlock Holmes or Colombo, her investigation is a very ordinary, everyday conversation with the people, situations, and objects of her city. She jumps from one situation to another, from one kitchen to another, from one family to another, from one part of the city to another. She dances with the actors, topics and objects of her investigation. She feeds an apparent community of inquiry. The executive producer never gives us a larger view of the city. We rarely see where the situation is taking place, where the actors are going, or even when things are happening. Time is lived sometimes in minutes, sometimes in hours or even weeks. Above all, the field work for “Marianne” (Mare) is never expected to take place anywhere. Here, more dramatic and intense moments happen unexpectedly in kitchens or dining rooms, though in everyday conversations. Mare fluidly contributes and reopens the line of inquiry. She speaks kindly to everyone, even those who become suspects or turn out to be guilty. Sometimes she leaves the process of investigation, experiencing intense moments of necessary detachment. But most of the time she is part of a very open, fluid and playful conversation. Finally, after a phone call from a neighbor on a subject far removed from her investigation, she suddenly connects the dots, merging the past, present, and future of her investigation. Mare keeps dancing with the field. Unlike Sherlock Holmes, she is not an expert who is always in control of her inductive inquiry. She just jumps from one ordinary situation to another. She lets things go and flows with them. She is part of a never-ending conversation without a center. Her dance floor has no predetermined boundaries. And she does not care about a judge or jury to judge her performance. A model for all of us?
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