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Abstract
Life course scholars have theorised the relationship between individual life trajectories and geographic phenomena such as migration, partnering, reproduction, and locational choice. They have engaged less frequently with the politics of fieldwork or the interrelationship of the life course and the field. Feminist geographers, in contrast, have made significant interventions into the social dynamics of fieldwork, (e.g., relationships between researchers and participants) but less so on the life trajectories that precede and follow the fieldwork encounter. This special section thus contributes to both life course geographies and ongoing feminist interventions into the fieldwork process. In understanding fieldwork experiences through a life course approach, the contributors to this special section simultaneously deepen and systematise much of feminist geographic research on fieldwork. Their work highlights how life events and turning points, including those before, during and beyond fieldwork, can profoundly change—or be changed by—research experiences and outcomes. They also reveal how the trajectories of researchers, participants and the field itself become interconnected within specific historical times and contexts.  
Keywords: Life course, fieldwork, methods, emotion, social pathway, turning point, events
A number of researchers acknowledge that fieldwork historically has been at the core of human geography (Driver 2000; DeLyser and Starrs 2001; Powell 2002) and key to the identity of the discipline (Dewsbury and Naylor 2002). Geographical knowledge is grounded in experiences of everyday phenomena that geographers investigate in the field. For much of geography’s history as a discipline, researchers treated the field as a distinct location from which the objective researcher could extract information (Rose 1992). Feminist scholars were the among the first to recognise that researchers, the field and fieldwork are subjective entities filled with power dynamics (Rose 1992; England 1994; Gilbert 1994; Katz 1994; Kobayashi 1994; Nast 1994). Amidst continuing debates over the role of fieldwork in human geography research, scholars have begun to consider how emotions are implicated in these power dynamics (e.g. see Laliberté and Schurr 2016, Di Feliciantonio and Gadelha 2016; Caretta and Jokinen 2017). Many of these contributions presuppose, however, that fieldwork is a distinct phase of research that progresses relatively independently of the life trajectories of those involved in it. There is no doubt that human geographers have begun to consider the role of emotion in their research 2003; 2005; 2014(Bennett 2009; Bondi, Davidson and Smith 2007; Bondi ; Evans 2012)
 and increasingly emphasize “bringing one’s self into the research process” (Widdowfield 2000: 199). With a few exceptions (e.g., Bennett 2004; Sultana 2007; Caretta and Jokinen 2017; Wimark 2016a), the life events and transitions that intersect with fieldwork have been largely absent from these discussions.
The life course framework asserts that social and professional lives are affected by geographically situated and temporally contingent norms and institutions (Hörschelmann 2011), the impacts of which vary according to both an individual’s current life stage and his or her previous experiences (Elder Jr., Johnson and Crosnoe 2003). Interventions in population geography (Hörschelmann, 2011) and in migration studies specifically (Wimark 2016b; 2016c; Lewis 2012; 2014) have suggested that the life course is vital to understanding the embodied situatedness of research production. The renewed attention to both age and historical time in these studies is in line with calls to downsize mobilities research to the body (Gorman-Murray 2007, 2009) while also scaling it up to consider the constantly shifting power relations that surround mobile bodies (Wimark 2016b). The life course approach thus offers a productive framework for conducting fieldwork because it “centres the subject without making the subject the sole owner of the emotion” (Wimark 2016a: 2). In order to understand knowledge production in the field, it is vital to also understand the biographical, historical and social trajectories of the multiple individuals involved in fieldwork. Researchers in different life stages face diverse challenges. Young researchers, for example, may feel insecure and become self-critical in their research roles (Caretta and Jokinen, 2017) while more established researchers may be less self-reflective and more focused on the management of centre- and team-led projects (Sabharwal and Hu 2013). Different institutions, communities and localities all influence how researchers choose to frame and conduct their field research.
In this special section, we focus on the interrelatedness of fieldwork and the life course of both researchers and participants. The first two papers in the section illustrate that fieldwork and the life course can never be separated and must always be understood in relation to one another. Lewis (2017) discusses how the life courses of researchers, participants, and the field itself become interwoven. He explains that the subjectivities found within each life course strand are based in part on past experiences. These subjectivities coalesce and often clash in fieldwork to shape dynamic but sometimes fruitless interactions. Gambold (2017) builds on the theme of life course interrelation by discussing the role of fieldwork in her own transition into older age. She suggests that fieldwork can make researchers more resilient in the ageing process by fostering self-actualization and lifelong learning. 

The next three papers acknowledge that turning points in the life course of the researcher can be vital to understanding how they carry out their research. In her paper, Ng (2017) shows that life events such as separation and re-partnering can both motivate engagement in feminist fieldwork and trigger empathy between the researcher and participants. Caretta and Cheptum (2017) illustrate how fieldwork can link lives well beyond the completion of fieldwork. They argue that leaving the field becomes a turning point in the lives of both the researcher and research assistant, both of whom experience significant after-effects from their interaction in the field despite their physical separation. They argue that those who facilitate fieldwork exert greater agency over the research process than they are usually given credit for. Similarly, Fois (2017) illustrates how events in the field can illuminate the often divergent social pathways of researchers and participants. She not only considers the influence of participants on fieldwork, but also shows how their previous experiences with fieldworkers can shape the ongoing relationships between researchers and participants in a given location (also see Bondi et al. 2007; Wimark 2016a; Lewis 2017 in this issue). 
In the final two papers, the contributors acknowledge that fieldwork is enabled by the body and therefore cannot be separated from physical and physiological processes. Lucherini (2017) brings this discussion close to the skin as he explains how his own embodied trajectory as an individual diagnosed with diabetes also became a research interest. Following his ethnographic study of the life-worlds of individuals with diabetes, he cautions that researcher and participant lives cannot be linked solely by bodily functions since expectations of shared experiences do not always come to fruition. McGarrol (2017) provides a counterpoint to Lucherini by showing how fieldwork can affect the body as much as the body enables the work. Reflecting on her life course position during the fieldwork, she argues that researchers and project leaders must consider the amount of emotional work needed to conduct fieldwork. These discussions further previous work on emotions and feelings from the past as ‘baggage to handle’ (Knowles 2006: 393) once they are brought into the field (Bondi 2005).
Overall, the papers in this collection bring new insight to the field of life course studies. Life courses have become increasingly de-standardised from familiar stage-sequential patterns of labour market entry, partnering, and childbirth more typical of the 20th century (Widmer and Ritschard 2009). This shift is perhaps especially true for academic researchers who engage in extensive training, change jobs frequently, and may delay non-career life events and transitions (Wolfinger, Mason and Goulden 2009). This special section shows how the places, institutions, and historical contexts in which researchers’ careers operate shape their fieldwork. It also reveals how fieldwork experiences shape academic identities and the onward trajectories of careers (also see Knopp 2000; Hockey and James 2003). Although this special section is articulated through the various life stories of academic researchers, it does not necessarily seek to organise their experiences according into the age or cohort categories long associated with life course research. Rather, it considers how the process of fieldwork contributes to researchers’ ongoing processes of ‘becoming’ (Worth 2009). 
The notion of becoming is appropriate to the decreasingly stage-sequential nature of researchers’ careers and the complex ways in which their professional and personal lives become intertwined. In an increasingly tumultuous academic labour market, fieldwork becomes a process where career and life potentials are assessed. Fieldwork can offer lessons to carry forward in one’s research career and often builds knowledge and skills that offer new opportunities. It may even suggest a new career direction, such as changing disciplines or shifting from quantitative to qualitative research. At the same time, it becomes a site of anxiety where researchers wonder whether they can live up to institutional and societal expectations for professional academics. The process of fieldwork fosters an evolving sense of self by offering critical moments (e.g., meetings new mentors, receiving feedback from participants) where individuals consciously or subconsciously shift their identity or intended life trajectory. These moments often foster educational or personal development opportunities (Caretta and Cheptum 2017) but sometimes result in the acknowledgement of personal limitations (McGarrol 2017). In this sense, fieldwork becomes a relational testing ground where researchers, assistants, and even participants realize, reconcile and sometimes reconsider their personal and professional aspirations.
This special section also provides a framework for understanding the role of emotions in fieldwork. As geographers of emotion and scholars of affect debate how to theorise emotions (for a notable exception see Anderson 2013), we suggest that the life course can contextualize these analyses within embodied everyday work and broader social relations (also see Wimark 2016a). While the field can be imagined as a place free from social relations ‘back home’, they nevertheless travel with the researcher into the field. The researcher must navigate these ‘transported’ relations alongside those forged in the field. Research production thus becomes an inter-relational process involving individual-level activities and emotions as well as rules and regulations drawn from institutions and social contexts that are historically and geographically contingent. Avoiding overly abstract discussion, a life course analysis of fieldwork enables a productive intervention that stretches beyond the emotional waiting room.  
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