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Anthropology Dissertation Reflexive Document:

I felt excited in the beginning of summer 2017 about completing research for my dissertation prior to embarking on fieldwork, as I felt I had a great direction to go in which was inspired by my charity work in August 2016 in Zimbabwe. I had noticed that the people around the campfire had very personal and revealing conversations, and I wondered whether the environment and the focal point of the campfire facilitated this vulnerable and meaningful conversations. Originally I was interested in looking at the social spaces and interactions around a campfire. I had read Polly Weissner’s ethnography on conversations between the Jo/’hoansi Bushman in the Kalahari Desert (2014). I was successful in finding work at a sustainable campsite where every pitch had a campfire. Being a mature student with responsibilities it was unfortunate that I couldn’t do fieldwork without employment, and naively I thought I could do both. As it turned out after the long hours during the day walking and working on or around the campsite, I was too exhausted and possibly too shy to go and talk to guests about their experiences around the campfire. Before I knew it, the season was over and the guests had returned home. The site shut for the winter and I returned to my third year as an undergraduate. I had not done any interviews; I had not really spoken to anyone about their experiences, had no participants and I felt I had wasted five months of opportunity. 
On returning to UWTSD and admitting that research had not gone quite to plan, in fact it was non-existent I began to panic and lose heart. I discussed with my supervisor options and felt that an independent project might be a better way forward as it required no fieldwork research. Fortunately, after a lot of false starts I now have a direction which has evolved from my observations whilst on the campsite. I noticed that children, typically those who were staying more than two nights on site would become ‘feral’. This would include forming groups with other children, and roaming the boundaries of the campsite, usually barefoot. This intrigued me, my responsible self was panicking inside about the potential dangers underfoot, such as glass, nails and other shrapnel. After all this was a former working farm which had fallen into disrepair before being renovated into a campsite, although every precaution would have been taken there was no guarantee that absolutely every piece of debris had been removed. I was also worried about the potential dirt, the campsite had chickens and dogs were allowed on site. However, another long forgotten memory was being stirred whilst I watched these children jump and play in the long grass and straw hay bales. My childhood, I was constantly barefoot. I remember vividly when I used to play alone, which was often, that I was Pocahontas (from the Disney movie) and would try to re-enact the silence of walking barefoot. Of watching where I placed my foot to ensure a leaf didn’t crackle and give away my position.
Then I realised through this discussion with my supervisor that I had lost this connection with my feet. They were still there of course, attached to my legs at the ankle and encased in shoes. I no longer thought about my feet as feet, they were just there. Since this revelation, I have been heavily inspired by Tim Ingold’s ‘Culture on the Ground: The World Perceived Through the Feet’ a chapter in his ‘Being Alive’ book (2011) where he muses on the division of the body, and argues that humans are now ‘half in nature, half out’ (2011:35). Ingold argues that:

‘the dividing line, roughly level with the waist, separates the upper and the lower parts of the body. Whereas the feet…propel the body within the natural world, the hands are free to deliver the intelligent designs or conceptions of the mind upon it: for the former, nature is the medium through which the body moves; to the latter it presents itself as a surface to be transformed’ (2011:35).
This quote really resonated with me and I felt inspired and passionate to investigate feet. Lots of possible avenues are open to me, below I have bullet pointed a few ideas.

Symbolism:
· Bare feet and dirt, nature and rural environment.

· Bare feet and gender, particularly women.

· Bare feet and connotations of the poor, the young, the criminal, the uncivilised & the ignorant (Jarvis, 1997)

· Shoes, and their symbolism as a mark of affluence & civilisation.

· Society and cultural norms/rules and structure.

· Blurred boundaries between culture and nature

Materialties/Perceptions

· Boots & shoes as imprisoners of the feet – blunting sense and touch (Ingold, 2011)

· Division of labour between hands and feet

· Dirt & ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas, 1966)

· Experiments on myself going barefoot (Beach, around campus, local places such as Newcastle Emlyn Castle and Henllan National Trust). I will also take photographs, and take note if others question me and their reactions. Document how I feel and what I feel when barefoot. (Sensuous engagement)

· Conversations with others about feet, such as my yoga teacher, Pagan Society, Martha from Love Zimbabwe charity.
· The Kogi of Columbia
Literature will be drawn heavily from Tim Ingold, the text mentioned above as well as ‘Perceptions of the Environment’ (2000) and Mary Douglas’ ‘Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo’. Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s ‘Phenomenology of Perception’and Martin Heidegger’s ‘Being and Time’ for a philosophic view. 
This is my progress to date, although not the best start in terms of prepping I feel very confident and excited to now get started, and this exercise on reflexivity has helped to hone in on a direction and keep to the goals outlined above. I’m intending to use photographs, poems and drawings to bring a new creative approach to my dissertation which also suits my strengths and personality better.  
Question:
How do these images make you feel? And what are your preconceptions of the people these feet belong too?
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