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ABSTRACT

This article explores the observer's paradox as a persistent and deeply personal 
challenge in doctoral ethnographic fieldwork. Drawing on immersive research in 
a linguistically and ritually rich community, the author reflects on the tensions 
between presence and authenticity, access and ethics, and the evolving identity of 
the researcher. Through detailed narratives, the study traces the transformation 
from outsider to participant-​observer, highlighting how tools such as notebooks 
and tape recorders simultaneously enable and disrupt the data collection process. 
The work underscores that the observer's paradox is not a methodological flaw 
to be eliminated but a relational condition to be acknowledged and navigated. By 
embracing uncertainty, practicing ethical reflexivity, and engaging in interpretive 
dialogue with participants, the researcher redefines validity not as objectivity but 
as accountability.

INTRODUCTION

When I first imagined myself as an ethnographer, I carried an almost romantic 
vision of the task. I would be a bridge between cultures, someone who could take 
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the voices of a community across borders and into global conversations. As an 
international student, this responsibility felt even heavier: the account I would one 
day write might be the first, and perhaps the only, representation of this community 
accessible to a broader world. That thought was both exhilarating and terrifying. 
I wanted to do justice to the people whose lives I was entering, to illuminate the 
richness of their everyday speech, their humour, their rituals, and their resilience. 
Like Shanmuganathan (2005), who describes the weight of ethical responsibility 
in ethnographic research, I knew from the start that my work was about more than 
gathering “data”; it was about handling voices with care and honesty. Unlike many 
of my peers who chose to study well-​documented groups, I felt drawn to a place 
and culture that are rarely explored. To me, this was the essence of ethnography, as 
described by Sherzer (1977) and Spradley (1980), where one embeds oneself in the 
life of a speech community so deeply that one can hear silences that others overlook. 
I wanted to introduce a unique cultural world that had not yet been filtered through 
the academic lens, one that still carried the freshness of unrecorded experience. 
Some colleagues could not understand why I chose such a setting, but I saw in it an 
opportunity: to let the quiet voices speak.

Yet this sense of mission did not protect me from fear. My arrival in the field 
brought with it both excitement and deep anxiety. Everything was unfamiliar: the 
rhythms of daily life, the expectations of people toward me, even the smallest gestures 
of introduction. I was no longer just a student of theory; I was an outsider, a stranger, 
armed with a notebook and tape recorder that immediately marked me as different. 
Shanmuganathan (2005) has noted that young researchers often find themselves 
at a crossroads between ethics and access, where even the act of seeking consent 
heightens self-​consciousness and reshapes interaction ethics, and I felt this acutely. 
The tools I carried to “capture” reality also served as barriers, creating distance in 
moments when I longed for closeness.

I recall my first encounters vividly. Entering a group of people in casual con-
versation, I noticed how the atmosphere shifted. Laughter quieted, body postures 
straightened, and the language changed; what had been an easy flow of local dialect 
switched abruptly into the more formal Bahasa Indonesia. Instead of continuing 
their gossip or jokes, people turned to me, asking about my background and the 
reasons for my presence. As the literature on the observer's paradox warns (Labov, 
1972; Duranti, 1997), my very presence altered the dynamics of the event. What 
was natural became staged, as if performed for my benefit.

At first, I had hoped this distortion would pass quickly, but as the days went by, I 
realised it was not a temporary issue. My presence, whether polite or silent, carried 
weight. The field notes in my hands and the recorder on the table were constant 
reminders that I was not invisible. This was my first personal confrontation with the 
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