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This  ar t ic le  i s  an  a t tempt  a t  locat ing  my 
research pract ices  as  a  westernised scholar  in  the  
f ie ld  of  decolonis ing  research with  indigenous  
people .  I t  makes  use  of  less  convent ional  ‘new 
paradigm’ (Guba and Lincoln  2005)  s ty les  of  
analys ing  and present ing  socia l  sc ience  research in  
which the  theory  and analyses  are  not  a lways  
expl ic i t ly  expressed or  appl ied,  but  i t  i s  there  
because  you and I  have  i t ,  or  wi l l  have  i t  a t  a  la ter  
reading.  Such an unorthodox concept  of  research 
pract ice  i s  poss ib le  when one accepts  the  meri ts  o f  a  
cr i t ica l  methodology which favours  creat ive  
adaptat ions  of  methods  over  mechanica l  appl icat ions  
of  them. (Yanchar ,  Gantt  and Clay 2005)  A cr i t ica l  
methodology sees  the  concepts  of  research as  s imi lar  
to  e lements  of  an  argument  in  that  they  are  s i tuated 
in  va lues  and contexts  that  are  a l terable  and 
therefore  methods  should  a lso  be  subject  to  change.  
Thus,  with  a  more  socio logica l  as  opposed to  
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anthropologica l  unders tanding of  my research 
pract ice ,  I  examine my and others ’  l ived exper iences  
of  in teract ion and col laborat ive  e f for ts  between 
western  and indigenous  people  with  the  broader  
v iew of  explor ing  the  poss ib i l i t ies  o f fered by  
re f lexive  e thnographic  approaches  to  th is  arena.  By 
scrut in is ing  some of  the  methodologica l  tools  I  have  
employed,  I  hope to  ins t igate  fur ther  re f lec t ion 
about  the  assumptions  that  western  researchers  in  
genera l  make about  the  way in  which research with  
indigenous  people  can be  approached.  Personal is ing  
the  research and re f lexive  pract ices  as  I  have  t r ied  to  
do does ,  however ,  g ive  r i se  to  some tens ions,  
especia l ly  in  l ight  of  my overa l l  goal  o f  t ry ing  to  
counter   ways  in  which western  knowledge s t i l l  
tends  to  undermine indigenous  ways  of   knowing.  
On the  one hand,  the  pos i t iv is t  legacy of  ob ject ive  
sc ience  which denies  that  which is  personal  and 
subject ive  cont inues  to  penetra te  socia l  sc ient i f ic  
research,  marginal is ing  other  ways  of  knowing.  On 
the  other  hand,  in  academia postcolonia l  and 
postmodernis t  a t tempts  that  over sub j e c t iv i s e  and 
ind iv idua l i s e  these  exper iences  of  marginal isa t ion 
tend to  focus  a t tent ion away f rom col lec t ive  
s t ruggles  and to  neutra l i se  and f ragment  their  
potent ia l  counte rhegemonic ,  ant i -co lonia l  s tance.  (Dei  
2000)  

So as  not  to  downplay the  inf luence  of  power  
re la t ions  and diverg ing  assumptions  exis t ing  
between indigenous  and western  knowledge sys tems,  
I  wi l l  foreground their  epis temologica l  var iance  in  
order  to  explore  some of  the  ways  in  which th is  
var iance  manifes ts  in  research procedures  and the  
products  and representat ions  of  western  academic  
act iv i ty .   

I  be l ieve  the  most  appropr ia te  way for  me to  t ry  
to  ba lance  the  tens ions  of  subject iv i ty  i s  to  
personal ise  th is  western  research act iv i ty  whi le  
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s imultaneously  be ing  re f lexive  a t  a  more  genera l  and 
theoret ica l  leve l .  However ,  as  Fine,  Weis ,  Weseen 
and Wong (2000:109)  warn,  ‘S imply  br ie f ly  inser t ing  
autobiographica l  or  personal  in formation of ten  
serves  to  es tabl ish  and asser t  the  researcher ’s  
author i ty ’ ,  whi le  a  preoccupat ion with  the  se l f  can 
fur ther  s i lence  other  par t ic ipants .  Bear ing  th is  in  
mind,  I  hope to  wri te  mysel f  in to  the  text  in  the  way 
that  Tomasel l i ,  Dyl l  and Francis  (2008)  suggest ,  so  
as  to  counteract  the  depersonal is ing  agenda of  
dominat ing  posi t iv is t ic  approaches  which genera l ly  
run contrary  to  the  va lues  espoused by  indigenous  
ways  of  knowing.  Al low me to  therefore  s tar t  by  
introducing mysel f  –  I  am a  male  South Afr ican 
label led  by  the  apartheid  government  as  “Coloured”,  
an ident i ty ,  which cont inues  to  have  s igni f icance,  
not  leas t  in  the  contexts  in  which I  am doing my 
research.  I  ident i fy  mysel f  as  b lack,  though,  in  
accordance  with  the  South Afr ican b lack  
consciousness  movement’s  in terpreta t ion of  that  
term as  a  pol i t ica l  ident i f icat ion.  ( see  for  example ,  
Gerhart  1978)  I  have  looked to  educat ion as  a  v i ta l  
resource  in  the  ongoing s t ruggle  against  inequal i ty  
and marginal isa t ion in  i t s  many forms.  In  th is  ar t ic le  
i t  i s  as  a  scholar  f rom a  typica l  modern western  
educat ional  t radi t ion that  I  in tend to  engage th is  
s t ruggle ,  us ing  my exper iences  and interpreta t ions  as  
I  a t tempted an e thnographic  f ie ldwork in  a  fa i r ly  
t radi t ional  rura l  community  in  the  Eastern  Cape of  
South Afr ica .   

From traditional ethnography..  
In  t ry ing  to  make use  of  my exper iences  as  par t  

o f  an  analyt ica l  s t ra tegy,  I  occas ional ly  go  through 
my research diary  or  o ld  documents  and papers .  The 
fo l lowing excerpt  f rom my or ig inal  research 
proposal  reminds  me the  convent ional  approach I  
s tar ted  out  with:  
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I hope to do an ethnographic study, living and working 
in a rural Xhosa community.  This part of the research 
entails gathering information about indigenous 
knowledge and principles through observations, in-
depth interviews and conversations to develop what 
Geertz (1973) calls ‘thick description’ of local 
knowledge and practices.   

Fol lowing that  proposal  I  engaged in  seven 
months  of  f ie ldwork in  South Afr ica ,  ,  accompanied 
by  my wife ,  Go Eun.  Of  these ,  f ive  months  were  
spent  l iv ing  in  a  smal l  rura l  v i l lage  in  the  Eastern  
Cape in  the  area  once  known as  Pondoland,  c lose  to  
the  present  day town of  Port  S t  Johns.  According to  
Mcetywa (1998)  th is  area  has  been the  home of  the  
Mpondo 1 s ince  1620,  where  they have been 
pastora l i s t  and cul t ivators ,  shar ing  their  resources  
with  the  San,   KhoiKhoi  and occas ional  sh ipwrecked 
Europeans  as  owners  of  the  land unt i l  1894 when i t  
was  annexed by the  Br i t i sh  (Hunter1979) .    

The community  in  which we l ived and col lec ted  
most  of  the  data  was  ca l led  Izolo.  Predominant ly  
Mpondo in  cul tura l  or ientat ion,  th is  v i l lage  
comprises  of  about  40  famil ies ,  many of  whom are  
re la ted.  Also  res ident  here  are  a  few white  people ,  
some on a  more  or  less  permanent  bas is ,  and many 
seasonal  v is i tors .  The seasonal  res idents  are  the  
owners  of  hol iday cot tages  a long the  coasta l  f r inge  
of  the  v i l lage.  Their  presence  provides  most  of  the  
local  economic  act iv i ty  in  the  form of  domest ic  work 
or  tour ism re la ted  pro jects ,  goods  and serv ices  that  
make Izolo  weal th ier  than most  of  i t s  ne ighbours .  
The f ie ldwork,  which a lso  inc luded taking  
photographs,  co l lec ted  data  with  the  or ig inal  
in tent ion of  comparing  t radi t ional  indigenous  and 
modern western  sys tems of  knowledge product ion 
and appl icat ion,  looking more  speci f ica l ly  a t  how 
they compare  in  terms of  the ir  respect ive  e thos.  In  
th is  respect  i t  was  very  much what  O’Bryne (2007)  
ca l l s  a  ‘ t radi t ional  e thnography’ ,  where  someone 
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f rom a  major i ty  cul ture ,  in  my case  the  cul ture  of  
western  research,  invest igates  a  marginal ised  cul ture  
l ike  that  o f  the  indigenous  Mpondo community  
which formed the  bas is  o f  my s tudy.   

During  the  course  of  the  f ie ldwork I  was  
exposed to  s i tuat ions  such as  in i t ia t ion ce lebrat ions,  
funera ls ,  and r i tua l  s laughter ing  which provided 
excel lent  opportuni t ies  for  photographic  
documentat ion and v isual  e thnographic  analys is .  
Through interv iews and conversat ions  I  ga ined some 
unders tanding of  people ’s  dai ly  l ives  and concerns ,  
and my recorded observat ions  heightened my 
awareness  of  my surroundings  and the  people  with  
whom I  had contact .  This  t radi t ional  e thnographic  
research therefore  a f forded some unders tanding of  
and ins ight  in to  the  everyday rea l i t ies  o f  the  
indigenous  community  in  which we l ived for  those  
months .  However ,  i t  was  whi le  re f lexive ly  analys ing  
the  data ,  especia l ly  dur ing  the  t ranscr ib ing  and 
themat i s ing  processes  that  I  rea l i sed  how s igni f icant  
the  emotional  and re la t ional  e lements  of  my 
connect ion with  the  people  f rom the  community  had 
become.  My des ire  to  get  to  know indiv iduals  and 
the  community  f rom more  than an academic  
perspect ive ,  pushed me to  cr i t ica l ly  evaluate  my 
methods  and my posi t ion as  a  researcher .  
Fortunate ly  cr i t ica l  methodology embraces  such an 
evolut ionary  approach to  methods,  advocat ing  for  
the  appl icat ion as  an extens ion of  the  theoret ica l  
ins ights  and research focus.  (Yanchar  e t  a l .  2005)  
Thus,  a l though th is  d id  not  happen in  a  l inear  way,  I  
eventual ly  adopted more  re f lexive  methods  to  t ry  
and make sense  of  my exper iences  as  a  researcher .  

.. toward a reflexive ethnography 
Writing “from within” is not an option here, but 
writing and researching as a westerner allows me to 
perceive exactly that aspect of relations which I am 
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interested in, namely, how the western ideas meet the 
traditional and non-western knowledge concepts and 
ways of living within a local (rural) 
context/community. It highlights aspects such as 
assumptions, thought processes, procedures, priorities, 
etcetera, that are unique to the area or in some other 
way comparable to what I am familiar with. (Field 
diary, 8 June 2007)  

I  had not  been famil iar  with  the  method at  the  
t ime that  I  wrote  the  above entry ,  but  I  be l ieve  that  
by  being  open and act ive ly  searching for  a  way to  
acknowledge and express  the  exper iences  of  the  
research,  my reading and wri t ing  lead me to  
re f lexive  e thnography.  Ref lexiv i ty ,  according to  
Guba and Lincoln  (2005:210)  ‘ i s  the  process  of  
re f lec t ing  cr i t ica l ly  on the  se l f  as  researcher ,  “ the  
human ins trument”’ .  I t  involves  cr i t ica l ly  assess ing  
the  mult ip le  ident i t ies  with  which we engage our  
research contexts ,  us ing  the  very  methods  whereby 
we create  these  se lves  and the  re la t ions  around 
them. 

As Denzin  (2003)  shows,  re f lexiv i ty  may be  of  
d i f ferent  types ,  o f  which he  ident i f ies  three ,  namely,  
confess ional ,  theoret ica l  and deconstruct ive  
re f lexiv i ty .  Nevertheless ,  the  common thread that  
b inds  e thnographic  re f lec t ion would  be  the  use  of  
personal  exper ience  for  making ins ights  in to  cul tura l  
phenomena,  a l though the  ways  in  which the  se l f   and 
i t s  indiv idual i ty  i s  recognised  in  th is  process  may 
vary.  

Chiu (2006)  ident i f ies  the  roots  of  the  re f lec t ion 
she  associa tes  with  act ion research as  or ig inat ing  
with  Schon’s  concepts  of  re f lec t ion- inact ion and 
re f lec t ion-on-act ion which are  tac i t  and cogni t ive  
modes  of  learning,  respect ive ly .  Thus,  ‘ re f lec t ion 
can be  seen as  a  necessary  component  of  knowledge 
product ion through exper ience  with  d i f ferent  
aspects :  cogni t ive ,  emotive  and dia logic . ’  (Chiu 
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2006:186)  Bui ld ing  on Heron and Reason’s  (1997)  
not ion of  an  ‘extended epis temology’  that  recognises  
exper ient ia l ,  presentat ional ,  propos i t ional  and 
pract ica l  forms of  knowing,  Chiu ca l l s  for  a  mult i -
d imensional  re f lexiv i ty  that  incorporates  f i r s t ,  
second and th ird  person perspect ives  in  the  
generat ion of  knowledge through part ic ipatory  
act ion research.  While  her  model  usefu l ly  combines  
the  theory  and pract ice  of  re f lec t ion at  personal ,  
in terpersonal  and socio-pol i t ica l  leve ls ,  my 
impress ion is  that  her  unders tanding locates  too 
much of  the  in i t ia t ive ,  d i rect ion and outcomes of  the  
research with  the  researcher .  Nichol ls ’ (2009)  
appl icat ion of  th is  three  d imensional  re f lexiv i ty ,  
however ,  i s  f ramed in  a  counter -colonia l  ‘paradigm 
of  re la t ionships ’  (121)  which is  much more  a t tent ive  
to  renegot ia t ing  researcher -other  re la t ions  within  a  
col laborat ive  research pro ject .  I  therefore  f ind i t  
usefu l  to  present  the  re f lec t ions  of  my research us ing  
pr imari ly  these  cr i t ica l  re f lec t ive  concepts .  

Br ie f ly ,  f i r s t  person or  se l f - re f lexiv i ty  requires  
that  researchers  examine components  of  the ir  
ident i ty  and choices  that  in f luence  the  research.  
These  may inc lude theor ies ,  profess ional  
exper iences ,  cul tura l  f rame of  re ference,  
expectat ions ,  and a  host  o f  o ther  h idden 
assumptions  that  a f fec t  how the  research is  carr ied  
out  and presented.  I  have  only  h inted a t  my ant i -
co lonia l  s tance  and non- indigenous  ident i ty  here ,  
but  I  have  a t tempted to  leave  fur ther  c lues  about  my 
personal  or ientat ions  in  the  hope that  readers  wi l l  be  
invi ted  into  th is  process  of  re f lexive  construct ion.  

At  the  leve l  o f  in tersect ing  ident i t ies  i s  the  
second layer  which is  ‘ re la t ional  –re f lexiv i ty  (second 
person) ,  which ca l l s  for  an evaluat ion of  
in terpersonal  encounters  and the  researcher ’s  abi l i ty  
to  col laborate  with  others . ’  (Nichol ls  2009:122)  The 
researchers ’  cr i t ica l  gaze  i s  d i rected  a t  the  way in  
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which their  socia l  pol i t ica l  pos i t ion impacts  upon 
the  dynamics  of  co l laborat ion.  Nichol ls  contends  
that  the  co- inquirers  in  her  research ‘communicated 
the  idea  of  pos i t ional i ty  as  a  f ine  ba lance  of  
commitment  to  re la t ionships  and se l f -checking. ’  
(Nichol ls  2009:122)  My own posi t ion has  been 
toward committ ing  to  re la t ionships  and an ongoing 
s t ruggle  against  the  exploi ta t ion of  marginal ised  
people .  In  th is  respect  I  take  a  s l ight ly  d i f ferent  v iew 
to  the  one that  contends  that  research is  not  about  
socia l  ac t iv ism (Tuhiwai  Smith  2005) .s ince  I  
in terpret  the  message  f rom people  I  worked with  as  
indicat ing  a  des i re  to  engage the  resources  of  my 
profess ion for  mutual ly  benef ic ia l  ga in.  As  Tuhiwai  
Smith  (1999)  herse l f  points  out ,  indigenous  people ,  
l ike  other  marginal ised  people ,  have  extens ive  
exper ience  with  research and researchers .  What  our  
se l f -checking and col laborat ion and shi f t s  o f  
pos i t iona l i ty  have  denied them, however ,  i s  a  
researcher  that  i s  prepared to  share  more  than the  
research problem.  

This  i s  addressed to  a  large  extent  by  the  th ird  
layer  of  re f lexiv i ty  which examines  the  overa l l  
s t ructure  of  the  research des ign and process  with  the  
v iew of  assess ing  how ef fec t ive ly  par t ic ipat ion was  
organised in  ins t igat ing  socia l  change.  At  th is  leve l  
there  i s  a  greater  potent ia l  for  negot ia t ing  the  ent i re  
scope of  the  research process ,  but  u l t imate ly  the  
research and the  researcher  hold  their  s ta tus .  That  
i s ,  re la t ions  are  se ldom negot ia ted  to  the  extent  
where  the  researchers  hand over  the  baton and 
s imply  get  the ir  hands  d ir ty  in  the  community ’s  
dai ly  l i fe .  We research and represent  our  way 
beyond the  l ived l i fe  without  profess ional  analys is  to  
one where ,  u l t imate ly ,  the  community ’s  act iv i ty ,  
whatever  i t  may be,  revolves  around our  research.  
The autoethnographic  approaches  f rom which I  am 
occas ional ly  borrowing in  th is  ar t ic le  i l lus t ra tes  
qui te  in formative ly  th is  capaci ty  for  researchers  to  
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ins inuate  themselves .  However ,  in  addi t ion to  
“ juggl ing” re f lexive ly  around the  hyphen (Nichols  
2009)  to  mainta in  var ious  researcher  pos i t ions ,  the  
new ethnographic  pract ices  a lso  enable  innovat ive  
research and re la t ionships  to  develop according to  
local  and indiv idual  commitments .  

Autoethnography  
The shift from an objectifying methodology to an 
intersubjective methodology entails a representational 
transformation. (Tedlock 2000:471) 

 

As  impl ied  ear l ier ,  dur ing  the  process  of  my 
research I  began to  quest ion my researcher  pos i t ion 
in  greater  depth,  and hence  a lso  epis temologica l  and 
methodologica l  i ssues .   By revis i t ing  the  l ived 
exper iences  and the  processes  and products  of  my 
f ie ldwork,  and f i l ter ing  those  exper iences  through 
my profess ional  academic  and personal  emotional  
se lves ,  I  began to  cr i t ica l ly  evaluate  the  l imita t ions  
of  be ing  a  westernised researcher  engaging with  
i ssues  of  indigenous  knowledge making.  In  th is  
ar t ic le  I  draw at tent ion to  th is  pos i t ional i ty  and the  
re la t ionship  between western  and indigenous  
knowledges  by  sometimes  us ing  my exper iences  
dur ing  f ie ldwork in  an autoethnographic  manner .  
According to  El l i s  and Bochner  (2000:739) :   

Autoethnography is a biographical genre of writing 
and research that displays multiple layers of 
consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural. 
Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through 
the ethnographic wide angle lens, focusing outward on 
social and cultural aspects of their personal experience; 
then, they look inward, exposing their vulnerable self 
that is moved by and may move through refract, and 
resist cultural interpretation... 
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Through th is  type  of  re f lexive  e thnography 
cul tura l  exper iences  are  examined f rom both a  
broader  s t ructura l  perspect ive  as  wel l  as  through 
personal ,  re la t ional  and emotional  unders tanding.  
Something of  a  ‘when–the-s tudent - i s - ready- the-
master -wi l l -appear ’  approach,  i t  i s  in tended to  
acknowledge and engage the  ro les  that  we as  
researchers  p lay  in  the  presentat ion and 
interpreta t ion of  socia l  research.  Apparent ly  i t  has  
been around s ince  the  sevent ies  in  var ious  forms and 
under  a  var ie ty  of   labe ls  l ike  personal  narrat ives ,  
complete  member  research,  personal  e thnography,  
se l f -e thnography,  evocat ive  narrat ives ,  re f lex ive  
e thnography,  narrat ive  e thnography and many others  
(El l i s  and Bochner  2000) .  As  should  be  apparent  
f rom the  above-ment ioned nomenclature ,  these  
e thnographic  approaches  involve  a  combinat ion of  
personal  and re f lexive  e lements  engaged in  the  
unders tanding of  broader  socia l  and cul tura l  
phenomena.  In  th is  ar t ic le  the  introspect ive  e lements  
of  autoethnography are  d irected  a t  my unders tanding 
of  the  re la t ionship  between western  research and 
indigenous  communit ies .  Thus,  in  addi t ion to  the  
subject iv i ty  connected to  my profess ional  pract ice ,  
my personal  l i fe ,  personal  fee l ings  and interpersonal  
re la t ionships  became another  s i te  for  gather ing  data  
about  col laborat ive  research.  

When us ing  autoethnography to  t ry  and make 
sense  of  and extract  va lue  f rom exper iences  in  the  
f ie ld ,  I  am cont inuously  explor ing  the  re f lec t ions  
and representat ions  be ing  produced in  the  process  of  
th is  research.  The observat ions,  photographs  and 
responses  of  mysel f  and of  Go Eun,  who acted as  my 
research ass is tant  and the  main photographer  dur ing  
our  s tay,  form the  bas is  o f  the  s tor ies  and the  
re f lexive  process  generated by  the  meet ing  of  loca l  
or  indigenous  perspect ives  and exper iences ,  and 
those  or ig inat ing  f rom a  more  westernized 
worldview.  The s tory  of  our  encounter  with  Makhosi   



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  9  Num 2 ,  2010       ≈   11  

i s  one  such re f lexive  analys is  in tended to  tease  out  
some of  the  westerner - indigene aspects  o f  my,  and 
hopeful ly  broader ,  research re la t ions .  

Interview with Makhosi, the traditional 
healer 

I must admit I was more than a bit apprehensive as 
we approached Makhosi’s homestead, even though 

we were there by appointment. The sense of 
formality that cloaks a pre‐arranged interview can 
be intimidating somehow, with the sense of 

expectation hanging over the meeting like a 
chemical test – ready to turn blue or green in 
disappointment or approval., Moreover, my 

researcher’s training tells me that in this kind of 
interview situation I have to prioritise getting 
information over politeness and discretion. I have in 

mind Charmaz (2006:28): ‘What might be rude to ask 
or be glossed over in friendly agreement in ordinary 
conversation – even with intimates – becomes grist 

for exploration.’ This approach makes me 
uncomfortable. Already I have noticed that the 
seemingly carefree and raucous young men I 

interviewed become remarkably subdued in the 
interview situation and reacted with embarrassment 
at some questions, which I thought quite 

straightforward.  

Also disquieting was that this would be my first 

meeting with a practicing traditional healer and my 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initial reading from Hunter (1979), Hirst (2005), and 
other such anthropological texts gave me the distinct 

impression that there were strict and complex 
protocols involved in meetings with such a spiritual 
person.  

Nevertheless, fortified with my research diary, 
interview questions and digital voice recorder, but 

mostly the more relaxed presence of my camera‐
wielding wife, we wait in the midday heat for the 
healer to finish with a client. I try to establish some 

confidence and authority by noting down some 
observations in my diary and occasionally directing 
Go Eun’s attention and camera toward what I think 

is a culturally interesting artifact. Eventually the 
traditional healer appears, a slim woman in dusty, 
well‐worn clothes and a scarf on her head. 

I believe it would be fair to say that a test result of 
that initial meeting would probably have been a 

disappointing blue. Makhosi could not have been 
very impressed with me and I was a little 
disheartened at first, as well. I do not wish to 

speculate further about her expectations, but I 
realise now that my own misgivings about being 

taken advantage of must have immediately raised 
my guard and impeded any significant connection 
we might have made at that stage.  After several 

weeks of being bombarded by villagers selling all 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kinds of goods and services, and asking for money or 
favours, I had become quite cynical about any 

transaction here, imagining that I was being viewed 
as little more than an easy target. So it’s not hard to 
imagine that our first exchanges are a bit strained:  

“Okay..Can I try some questions?” I ask once we are 
settled in the hut. 

“First I must ask what are you going to give the 
ancestors?” she replies. “Because now I’m wasting 

my time, and my ancestors want to work.” I have 
since come to the conclusion that as a sangoma, 
trained to “smell out” the physical and psychosocial 

conditions of her patient through keen observation 
and intuition, Makhosi sensed my apprehension and 
perhaps resigned herself to getting paid or getting 

our meeting over with. I, on the other hand, still 
naively imagining that she attaches the same value 
to my academic research as I do, try to impress her 

with noble intentions. 

“Well..I don’t know in terms of material things,” I 

say. “What we want to do is promote the 
traditions..so that young people can appreciate the 

ancestors more..”   

Makhosi emits a loud shout from deep inside herself. 

We are taken by surprise. “Yes, as I just say now I’m 
working now. The ancestors want me to work….” 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“We don’t know what is the right thing to give. If it is 
money..” I’m a little embarrassed now. Trying to 

cover up my reluctance to pay. Also, my western 
researcher’s sensibilities are offended and vaguely 
concerned about paying for an interview. Clearly 

Makhosi has other priorities. 

“Money. You must put...”, she says, indicating to a 

bowl on the floor, “… then I can start.” 

“We first put some money, and then some more 

money..in the beginning and in the end? Is that how 
it works?” I ask, recalling Hunter’s (1979) 
anthropological explanations of similar transaction. 

But Makhosi just laughs.  

“And the questions must not be big..just a little bit,” 

she says, eyeing the meager sum we have deposited 
in the bowl. 

Toward the end of the brief interview the traditional 
healer becomes distracted, searching among her 
things until she finds a photograph.  

“I would like to make this picture big. I like this one.  
I’d like to put it on the wall.” Some of the five or six 

children whom we later discover are cared for by 
Makhosi, now make their way into the hut and 

gather around to look at the photograph. 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“When you are dressed, we can take another 
picture.” Go Eun offers in response to the traditional 

healer’s earlier request that she not be 
photographed at this time when she was not 
prepared. 

“Yes, then you can get your picture,” Makhosi smiles. 

We bid her farewell and promise to have the 
enlargements when we return from our trip to 
Johannesburg. 

Writ ing  and reading th is  in i t ia l  encounter ,  even 
now, of fers  me severa l  ins ights ,  some of  which I  
share  s imply  as  an i l lus t ra t ion,  and in  the  hope that  
i t  does  not  de l imit  the  reader ’s  own interpreta t ions  
of  the  above account  s ince  autoethnography prefers  
be ing  ‘used ra ther  than analysed. ’  (El l i s  and Bochner  
2000:744)   

F irs t ly ,  the  se t  up of  the  interv iew s i tuat ion 
does  not  conform to  interact ions  that  occur  natura l ly  
for  the  t radi t ional  healer .  Ear l ier  Makhosi  had t r ied  
to  organize  the  s i tuat ion into  a  more  famil iar  and 
prof i tab le  arrangement  by  of fer ing  a  d iv ining  
sess ion,  but  I  had res is ted,  as  I  d id  her  subsequent  
e f for ts  when she  asked that  we recognize  and reward 
the  presence  of  her  ancestors .  I  see  mysel f  as  t ry ing  
to  impose  an interv iew s t ructure  on our  meet ing  
despi te  the  d i f f icul t ies  I  have  with  th is  k ind of  
exchange,  most ly  because  I  be l ieve  in  the  author i ty  
of  my western  research methods.  The voice  recorder ,  
camera  and research diary  be long to  an empir ica l  
t radi t ion of  knowledge making that  does  not  wish  to  
recognize  the  ancestors  and their  ro le  in  th is  
potent ia l  knowledge-making encounter .   While  I  
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acknowledge the  poss ib i l i ty  of  sp ir i tua l  and intui t ive  
forces  in  th is  s i tuat ion,  perhaps  I  am int imidated by  
them. I  am also  aware  of  the  author i ty  and respect  
owing a  t radi t ional  healer ,  and my awe of  such a  
person’s  knowledge together  with  my uncerta inty  
about  appropr ia te  protocols  makes  the  prospect  o f  
the  meet ing  a l l  the  more  int imidat ing.  I  resor t  to  
symbols  of  power  such as  my research diary  and 
voice  recorder ,  as  cul tura l  ar t i fac ts  f rom an 
imper ious  western  power/knowledge to  t ry  to  re -
es tabl ish  the  researcher -researched,  westerner -
indigene re la t ions  I  am more  famil iar  with.  

Furthermore,  coming into  th is  encounter ,  I  
br ing  with  me a  h is tory  of  engagements  with  people  
f rom the  area,  which has  been predicated on my 
s ta tus  as  an outs ider  with  some f inancia l  means.  In  
these  beginning s tages  of  our  s tay  I  had been 
so l ic i ted  on an a lmost  dai ly  bas is  by  people  wishing  
to  se l l ,  borrow or  beg,  and my at t i tude had not  been 
improved by  remarks  f rom the  res idents ,  both  b lack  
and white ,  that  such entreat ies  were  to  be  expected.  
Knowing that  Makhosi  per formed paid  ceremonies  
for  v is i tors ,  I  fe l t  anxious  about  be ing  perce ived as  
jus t  another  economic  opportuni ty .  I  be l ieve  that ,  in  
the  anxiety  of  not  want ing  to  associa te  my research 
with  the  t radi t ional  healer ’s  more  commercia l  
ac t iv i t ies ,  I  made severa l  normative  assumptions  
f rom a  pr iv i leged western  s tance,  which prec luded 
any f ru i t fu l  exchange,  both  f inancia l  and cul tura l ,  
between mysel f  and Makhosi .  

Fortunate ly  the  t radi t ional  healer  takes  the  
in i t ia t ive  of  sh i f t ing  negot ia t ion to  the  photographs  
proposed by  Go Eun.  Perhaps  not ic ing  that  we are  
too s t ingy she  makes ,  in  Engestrom’s  knotworking 
terms,  a  s ideways  move,  and presents  an a l ternat ive  
exchange –  the  opportuni ty  to  photograph her  in  
exchange for  an enlargement  of  one of  her  
photographs.  This  t rade  i s  more  appeal ing  as  i t  
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a l lows us  to  break out  of  the  v is i tor -with-money 
mold that  we dis l ike ,  and contr ibute  in  a  manner  
that  we fee l  i s  more  meaningful .  Go Eun and I  
unders tand Makhosi ’s  suggested  t rade  as  recogni t ion  
of  us  as  indiv iduals  with  some useful  and interes t ing  
sk i l l s  and resources .    

I  have  t r ied  to  make expl ic i t  one  or  two 
re f lec t ions ,  which go into  and are  developed by  the  
construct ion of  such a  text  as  the  one about  th is  
in terv iew.  However ,  as  anecdotes ,  which ul t imate ly  
wish  to  emulate  the  funct ions  of  indigenous  
narrat ives ,  engagement  with  such text  should  ideal ly  
be  a  sp ir i tua l ,  emotional  and intui t ive  process .  

Writing as method 
While  construct ing  the  above account ,  and 

again  when wri t ing  my re f lec t ions  about  i t ,  my 
unders tanding of  what  happened dur ing  that  
encounter  with  Makhosi  deepened considerably  and 
I  ga ined fur ther  ins ights  in to  other  re la t ions  and 
aspects  o f  my research exper iences .   As  Richardson 
(2000)  expla ins ,  in  t ry ing  to  creat ive ly  represent  my 
interact ions  with  the  t radi t ional  healer  and others  I  
am employing a  method of  d iscovery  and analys is  
that  sheds  l ight  on both  my topic  and me.  Like  
Richardson (2000:924) :  ‘ I  wri te  because  I  want  to  
f ind something out .  I  wri te  in  order  to  learn  
something that  I  d id  not  know before  I  wrote . ’  

The above anecdote  i s  one of  many wri t ten  in  
the  hope of  learning  more  about  the  way that  I  
in teracted with  the  people  of  the  community ,  how 
we perce ived each other ,  and re la ted  to  each other .  
When wri t ing  such texts ,  I  make use  of  recorded 
interv iews,  photographs,  recol lec t ions  and 
re f lec t ions .  How these  combine to  produce a  
par t icular  unders tanding may be  the  resul t  o f  what  
has  happened before ,  a f ter  or  dur ing  the  composi t ion 
of  the  text ,  or  perhaps  jus t  good for tune.  I  therefore  
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t ry  to  be  open to  the  menta l  and emotional  s t imul i  
that  I  rece ive  f rom repeatedly  revis i t ing  interv iews 
and photographs.  As  I  weave these  into  a  s tory  that  
i s  more  colourfu l  than the  “sc ient i f ic”  and 
“object ive”  reg is ter  o f  the  usual  academic  texts  o f  
socia l  sc ience  a  par t icular  vers ion of  events  may 
emerge,  such as  in  the  case  of  the  above text  where  
an interpreta t ion that  h ighl ights  my fa l l ib i l i ty  has  
developed.  Through my choice  of  emotive  words  
tone,  reg is ter ,  p lot ,  descr ipt ions ,  and so  for th  I  
co lour  and carve  character  in to  the  account ,  se t t ing  
up one or  other  aspect  for  examinat ion.  For  
example ,  by  portraying  me,  the  researcher ,  as  
uncomfortable  and int imidated in  the  interv iew 
s i tuat ion I  am impel led  to  expla in  why I  am nervous  
and how I  have  responded.  In  th is  way the  text  
pushes  descr ipt ions  and explanat ions,  o f  the  f lawed 
character ,  for  ins tance,  as  far  as  I  am wil l ing  to  go 
in  the  publ ic  context  of  th is  text ,  thereby provoking 
deeper  re f lec t ion and revela t ions ,  which may be  
enl ightening.  I  do th is  so  that  I  may cr i t ique  my 
interact ions  a t  a  personal  and socio logica l  leve l .  As  
Richardson (2001:35)  puts  i t :  ‘W rit ing  i s  a  method  o f  
d i s cove ry ,  a  way of  f inding out  about  yourse l f  and 
your  world . ’  In  th is  ins tance  i t  means  that  I  can 
explore  the  poss ib le  outcomes of  my act ions  f rom 
those  or  s imi lar  s i tuat ions,  as  wel l  as  evaluate  my 
construct ions  of  those  s i tuat ions.  How honest  and 
cr i t ica l  can re f lec t ive  non-f ic t ional  representat ions  
of  mysel f  be  in  th is  space?  (Convery  1993)  Yet ,  i f  I  
want  these  accounts  to  be  credib le  and have some 
impact  I  have  to  be  wi l l ing  to  expose  mysel f  
honest ly  so  that  o ther  researchers  connect  with  the  
exper iences  I  portray.  For  El l i s  (2000)  a  s tory  can be  
appraised by  i t s  abi l i ty  to  engage a t  an  emotional  
and cogni t ive  leve l .  She asks :  ‘Do I  cont inue 
th inking about  and/ or  exper iencing  the  s tory  or  
does  my consciousness  eas i ly  f low to  something e lse  
–  the  mai l ,  the  newspaper ,  a  phone ca l l  I  need to  
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make? ’  (El l i s  2000:273)  

Ass igning academic  meri t  to  th is  k ind of  work 
in  such a  manner ,  and us ing  wri t ing  as  a  method of  
inquiry ,  in  genera l ,  means  one has  ventured to  the  
edge  of  what  i s  accepted as  knowledge and 
representat ion by  convent ional  academic  research.   
At  these  borders  the  ways  of  knowing of  
convent ional  sc ience  are  supplemented by  creat ive  
ar ts  (Richardson 2000) ,  br inging  about  a l ternat ive  
e thnographic  pract ices  and ways  of  va luing  them. 
Evaluat ing  the  anecdotes  I  have  constructed for  the  
purpose  of  learning  f rom my research exper iences ,  I  
use  Richardsons  four  cr i ter ia  of  1)  subs tant ive  
con t r ibu t ion ,  which asks  i f  the  text  has  enhanced our  
unders tanding of  socia l  l i fe ;  2 )  aes the t i c  mer i t ,  an  
addi t ional  measure  of  the  capaci ty  to  add value  to  
and inc i te  engagement  with  the  e thnographic  work;  
3)  r e f l ex iv i ty ,  the  author ’s  awareness  of  herse l f  or  
h imsel f  in  re la t ion to  the  representat ions  of  the  text ;  
4 )  impac t ,  which gauges  the  text  in  terms of  how i t  
moves  the  reader  (Richardson and St .  P ierre  2005) .  

Inc luding the  above e lements  in  an 
e thnographic  research underscores  the  creat ive  
component  to  knowledge making that  foregrounds  i t s  
narrat ive  nature .   Real is ing  that  the  wri t ing  process  
re l ies  upon such e lements  as  t rus t ,  respect  and 
interes t  to  make i t s  c la ims,  I  t ry  to  use  wri t ing  as  a  
method of  inquiry  to  connect  with  others ,  ‘making 
communion –  community  –  poss ib le . ’  (Richardson 
2001:37)  The re la t ionships  that  I  seek  are  ones  of  
openness ,  that  a l low emotions  and ideas  to  f low 
honest ly  and intui t ive ly ,  the  way Heshusius  (1994)  
and Bishop (2005)  propose  in  their  unders tanding 
and appl icat ion of  the  concept  of  par t ic ipatory  
consciousness .   Consider ing  how El isabeth  St .  P ierre  
col lec ts  ‘dream data ,  sensual  data ,  emotional  data ,  
response  data  … and memory data ’  (Richardson and 
St .  P ierre  2005:970)  through wri t ing,  and re l ies  on 
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‘acc identa l  and for tu i tous  connect ions’  ( ib id)  o f  the  
wri t ing  process  for  analys ing  these  data ,  i t  i s  not  
d i f f icul t  to  see  how this  form of  wri t ing  as  a  method 
of  inquiry  can be  associa ted  with  the  sp ir i tua l  and 
e thica l  va lues  of  indigenous  methodologies  which 
are  character ised  by  knowledge that  ‘ i s  sa id  to  be  
personal ,  ora l ,  exper ient ia l ,  hol is t ic ,  and conveyed 
in  narrat ive  and metaphorica l  language. ’  (Caste l lano 
2000:25)  

Further reflections on representation 
Interv iew with  Makhosi ,  the  t radi t ional  healer .  

( con t inued)  

The next time we visit Makhosi I am a little more 

relaxed and she is perhaps also a bit more excited, 
both of our attitudes improved by the large white 

envelope and its contents that Go Eun holds in her 
hands.  Friendly greetings soon turn to squeals of 

delight, hugs and animated exchanges as the 
traditional healer unveils the enlargement of the 

photograph she had given us some weeks earlier. 
As curious and amused members of her household 

gather around the proud sangoma, I notice and 
share Go Eun’s enjoyment of their lively and sincere 

display of appreciation. Then the inspired Makhosi 
makes her way into her hut to change into her 

traditional healer’s outfit and prepare for a photo 

session. 

Looking back a t  our  second meet ing  with  
Makhosi  i t  i s  not  d i f f icul t  to  see  how those  
grat i fy ing  moments  and the  f r iendly  re la t ionship  
that  developed f rom them, inspired  a  change in  the  
way that  I  approached my f ie ldwork.  I  wanted more  
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people  to  respond as  Makhosi  had –  to  f ind some joy  
and benef i t  f rom our  act iv i ty  in  their  v i l lage.   

The contras t  between our  f i r s t  and second 
encounter  h ighl ights  how huge the  d is tance  between 
researchers  and research part ic ipants  can be  in  
contexts  such as  th is .  With  l imited  access  to  
l ibrar ies ,  in ternets ,  pol i t ica l  networks  and so  for th ,  
people  in  Makhosi ’s  s i tuat ion see  l i t t le  pract ica l  
va lue  in  research act iv i ty ,  and very  se ldom see  i t  
t rans la ted  into  benef i t  for  themselves  and their  
communit ies .  However ,  by  mobi l i s ing  our  resources  
in  a  minor  way where  she  saw immediate  resul ts ,  by  
making good on a  smal l  commitment ,  a  d i f ferent  
re la t ionship  between researcher  and part ic ipant  was  
in i t ia ted.  I t  i s  my hope that  th is  pract ica l ,  everyday 
benef i t  she  got  out  of  our  research re la t ionship  wi l l  
be  jus t  a  s tar t  to  a  more  meaningful  one that  has  
mutual  va lue  for  a l l  involved.   

The successes  of  our  exper ience  with  Makhosi  
a ler ted  me to  the  poss ib i l i t ies  o f  modify ing  my r ig id  
ideas  about  researcher -par t ic ipant  in teract ions.  For  
example ,  when we thought  i t  des i red,  we 
photographed indiv iduals  and famil ies ,  and through 
the  seemingly  t r iv ia l  ac t  o f  present ing  people  with  
photographs  of  themselves ,  I  fe l t  that  we had 
acquired some value  and a  modest  p la t form from 
which to  bui ld  re la t ionships  with  indiv iduals  and to  
some extent  the  v i l lage.  In  th is  way,  the  photographs  
f rom the  f ie ldwork portray  a  change in  my approach 
to  research in  addi t ion to  re la t ionships  es tabl ished 
in  that  context ,  whi le  a lso  forming the  bas is  for  
fur ther  re f lexive  analys is  on western  representat ion 
of  a  marginal ised  “other”.  Consider ,  for  example ,  
the  photograph of  Makhosi ,  taken when she  
eventual ly  emerges  f rom her  hut  that  day.  
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Some of  my re f lec t ions  about  the  above 
photograph re la te  to  Wong’s  assessment  of  the  ear ly  
e thnographic  photographic  images  of  anthropologis t  
Tor i i  Ryuso:  ‘ I t s  s igni f icance  l ies  as  much in  the  

Photograph 1:  Makhosi  ,  t radit ional  healer.  
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soc ia l  re la t ions  behind the  p ic ture  –  the  intent  of  i t s  
creator ,  the  h is tor ica l  c i rcumstance  in  which i t  was  
produced and the  interpreta t ion of  i t  by  v iewers  –  as  
in  i t s  subjects . ’  (Wong 2004:284)  In  the  case  of  the  
photograph of  Makhosi ,  and others ,  I  ask  to  what  
extent  does  the  representat ion re f lec t  a  def in i t ion of  
indigenous  people  which s i tuates  them in  the  past?  
How much of  the  sc ient i f ic - rea l i s t  i l lus ions  about  
captur ing  an object ive  p iece  of  data  on f i lm remain?  
Were  our  ways  of  be ing  respect fu l  and negot ia t ing  
with  the  indiv iduals  we photographed suf f ic ient ly  
re f lexive  and e thica l ly  sens i t ive  pract ices  of  research 
and representat ion?   

Makhosi  ’ s  photograph was  taken pr imari ly  
according to  her  wishes .  When my wife  of fered to  
photograph her ,  she  immediate ly  unders tood that  
there  was  benef i t  in  th is  for  both  par t ies .  She se t  out  
the  condi t ions  speci fy ing  when and how she  would  
l ike  to  be  photographed.  However ,  as  Nichol ls  
(2009:122) ,  drawing on Hersus ius  (1994) ,  warns ,  
re f lec t ing  in  a  se l f -centred manner  about  such a  
col laborat ion creates  the  mis taken impress ion that  
one knows how to  deal  with  se l f -o ther  re la t ions  in  
research.  Thus,  without  deeper  layered re f lexiv i ty  
there  i s  an  inherent  danger  o f  present ing  th is  
co l laborat ion as  a  consensus,  thereby disguis ing  
deeper  s t ructura l  forces  that  have  condi t ioned the  
parameters  within  which the  negot ia t ion of  th is  
image could  occur .  Point ing  out  that  the  represented 
rea l i ty  i s  a  product  of  the  re la t ionship  between the  
researcher  and informants ,  P ink warns:   

In relation to this, researchers should maintain an 
awareness of how different elements of their identities 
become significant during research. For example, 
gender, age, ethnicity, class and race are important to 
how researchers are situated and situate themselves in 
ethnographic contexts. (Pink 2007:24)  
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At  face  va lue  the  above photograph may appear  
to  be  the  iconic  image that  Makhosi  wants  to  d isp lay  
of  herse l f ,  qui te  l i tera l ly  as  wel l ,  but  how is  th is  
image shaped by  her  percept ion of  us .  What  k ind of  
“other”  am I  to  Makhosi  and how does  she  respond 
to  that  ident i ty?  For  example ,  how does  the  
“Coloured” ident i ty  ass igned to  me by apartheid  
a f fec t  the  way the  sangoma  and other  people  re la te  to  
me in  th is  t radi t ional ,  rura l  community  where  few 
people  would  subscr ibe  to  the  idea  that  I  share  their  
s t ruggles?  To most  I  am not  an indigenous  Afr ican,  I  
do not  share  that  cul tura l  her i tage  or  world  v iew,  
and I  do not  share  their  dai ly  economic  hardships .  
In  genera l ,  re la t ions  between “Coloureds”  and 
indigenous  b lack  people  ( labe l led  “Afr ican” under  
apartheid)  are  s t i l l  character ised  by  suspic ion,  
jea lous ly ,  d isrespect ,  and a  host  o f  o ther  apartheid-
induced and indiv idual ly  re inforced at t i tudes  and 
emotions.  In  a  c lose  community  l ike  Makhosi ’s ,  she  
may not  want  to  be  seen as  too readi ly  dancing  to  
th is  outs ider ’s  f iddle .  P ink (2007:24)  fur ther  points  
out  with  re ference  to  researchers ’  ident i t ies :  

In some fieldwork locations where photography and 
video are prohibitively costly for most local people, 
their use in research needs to be situated in terms of the 
wider economic context as well as questions of how 
the ethnographer’s own identity as a researcher is 
constructed by her or his informants. 

A more  cr i t ica l  re f lec t ion would  therefore  have  
to  ask  to  what  extent  Makhosi ,  as  a  s t ruggl ing  head 
of  a  household  of  about  seven,  was  actual ly  ab le  to  
negot ia te  the  terms of  her  be ing  photographed.  How 
can she  ensure  that  we have l ived up to  our  end of  
the  bargain?  Does  she  have contro l  over  the  less  
f la t ter ing  images  we have of  her?  In  order  to  obta in  
the  photographs  she  wanted,  she  had to  surrender  
herse l f  to  some extend to  our  goodwil l .  That  i s  not  
to  say  that  she  was  without  agency in  th is  s i tuat ion 
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or  that  the  need for  t rus t  and good wi l l  i s  not  mutual  
-  bear  in  mind she  i s  a lso  a  t radi t ional  healer ,  a f ter  
a l l ,  wi th  s igni f icant  in f luence  in  the  community  and 
perhaps  a lso  the  sp ir i tua l  rea lm.  Ult imate ly  though,  
i t  i s  considerat ions  such as  the  way in  which we as  
researchers  and part ic ipants  conduct  ourse lves ,  the  
mutual i ty  of  our  sa t is fact ion,  the  re la t ionship  that  
th is  es tabl ishes  between us ,  and so  for th ,  that  
determines  how I  evaluate  such representat ions  in  
my research.  

Concluding remarks 
The portra i ts  taken with  var ious  indiv iduals  in  

the  v i l lage  may have s tar ted  as  an a t tempt  a t  ‘g iv ing  
something back’ ,  but  they  have gradual ly  become 
more  of  a  cont inuous  f low of  ob jects  and ideas  that  
nurture  the  ‘ in ter l inkages  between the  researcher ’s  
personal  autobiographica l  narra t ive  and the  research 
narrat ive . ’  (P ink (2007:59)  More  and more  I  am 
viewing the  col laborat ion evidenced in  photographs  
and s tor ies  such as  those  of  Makhosi  in  terms of  the  
promises  we made,  the  fu l f i l lment  of  those  promises  
and the  re la t ionships  that  are  be ing  es tabl ished.  The 
images ,  a long with  the  short  passages  about  the  
f ie ldwork,  are  increas ingly  be ing  used to  expose  my 
researcher  se l f  and cr i t ique  the  re la t ionships  that  we 
as  researchers  bui ld  with  the  people  that  we research 
and represent .   

Looking a t  Pat ience’s  photograph,  I  am warmed 
and become f ierce ly  loyal  again  as  I  construct  s tor ies  
in  which she  features  f rom diary  entr ies  l ike  the  
fo l lowing:   

Met Patience the mat-maker at the spaza. She came for 
her photo and was very pleased. “Now my children 
will have something to remember me when I’m gone.” 

 

As  I  cont inue to  engage with  narrat ives  l ike  th is  
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I  become hopeful  that  some day we may move 
beyond t e l l ing  s tor ies  and tak ing  p ic tures  and learn  
the  ar t  o f  making  them. 
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1 Al though di f ferences  between the  amaXhosa 

and the  amaMpondo are  not  ins igni f icant ,  they  may 
be  considered negl ig ib le  in  the  context  of  th is  
research.  
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