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Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves and Others – A Commentary

This commentary aims to discuss the discourse put forward in C. Aull Davies’ book Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves and Others. The book, written as a textbook aimed towards students of anthropology and related social sciences, is in its second edition, published in 2008. An honorary research fellow in sociology and anthropology at Swansea University (uwp.co.uk), Davies published the first edition of the book in 1998, and has also published two other books, both concerning anthropology in Wales.
As explained in the title, the book focuses on the advantages and disadvantages of reflexivity of the researcher while engaging in social fieldwork, both on a personal level and as a cultural whole. This theme of reflexivity is carried through three sections based on the chronological fieldwork process as a whole – “Preparations” before, “In the Field” during, and “Mediations” after conducting research. These sections are then further divided into chapters discussing particular topics, while maintaining the theme of reflexivity throughout, enabling the reader to locate and engage with discourse on selected topics without difficulty.  For the purpose of this commentary, I chose to select two chapters to examine in further detail, and will thus be discussing chapter 3, ‘Ethics and Politics’ (pp. 53-73), and chapter 7, ‘Internet Ethnography’ (pp. 151-170).
‘Ethics and Politics’ (located in the “Preparations” section), as the chapter title suggests, deals with the ethical concerns which have arisen in ethnographic fieldwork over the course of its development as a modern anthropological research technique. Davies draws on the writings of Asad (1973, 1991), Okely (1983) and Mead (1969) among others to demonstrate how methodological reform emerging in the 1960s and ‘70s brought about more ethically conscientious standards of engaging in fieldwork, in particular discussing the topics of informed consent, confidentiality and covert research.  The chapter aims to encourage critical engagement with arguments by demonstrating the need for, while simultaneously the difficulties and limitations of, reflexivity and ethical standards in ethnographic research. Davies utilises her personal experiences in the field and recounts obstacles which she faced in her own research to offer guidance on how to adapt a research model to obtain results whilst remaining within the breadth of recognised ethical standards. The arguments and explanations offered in this chapter are well-rounded and balanced to offer a realist view of the role of ethics and politics in anthropological fieldwork, as the author intended.
	‘Internet Ethnography’, an additional chapter published in the second edition, discusses the use of the internet, and in particular social media, as both a supplementary tool to aid in a wider social research model, and as a standalone research setting. Davies explains how communicating with participants via the internet can produce different results than those obtained from face to face communication, an outcome which has potential to be advantageous to a research project; however since internet communication tends to be largely text-based, interviews conducted this way can lack “non-verbal cues that often inform [the researcher’s] interpretations of what people say” (p. 154).
	I found this chapter to be of particular interest to me as it demonstrates the fluidity of presentation and perception of the self, as a researcher, as a participant and as part of a social community. Davies offers several examples of how different online settings can encourage people to present themselves, or even see themselves, differently to within other settings, and how sociocultural norms can shift and be reformed within specific contexts; she utilises Kendall’s (1999) research of the online community BlueSky, in which members of the community, especially new members, were expected to display certain behaviours and adhere to a particular code of conduct in order to ‘fit in’, that would not have been encouraged or acceptable in other social settings that the same participants could regularly encounter. This further indicates some of the difficulties in carrying out research entirely online rather than in an amalgamation of different research techniques – the researcher may indeed encounter different results from the same participants dependent on the research setting. 
	While ‘Internet Ethnography’ provides an interesting glimpse into both the benefits and the difficulties of performing online ethnographic research, the continuing rapid development in social technology and range of uses for the internet over the past decade has already rendered the chapter a little outdated.  Where eleven-year-old discourse on other areas of the discipline might still be considered contemporary, this particular chapter now confines its approach to a very limited facet of on-line interaction and one which has, itself, changed considerably in recent years. An updated version of this chapter may benefit from the inclusion of discussion surrounding public social media platforms such as Twitter where interactions between a much wider array of cultural backgrounds can be observed and engaged with, and the fusion of social media and the use of visual material (which is discussed in another chapter of Reflexive Ethnography) through the likes of web-based applications such as Instagram and Vine.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Reflexive Ethnography is carefully written to suit its target audience; the language is academic yet straightforward enough be understood with ease by undergraduate readers. I did find the book a little repetitive at times, but this may be a device to reinforce themes due to it being a textbook aimed at those who are learning the discipline. Overall, I found little about the book on which to offer any serious criticism; Davies makes her intended arguments in a balanced and thorough manner and her subsequent guidance to the reader is cohesive and practical. Reflexive Ethnography is overall an informative and engaging read and one which has prompted me to think critically and reflexively about my own future fieldwork endeavours.
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