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This chapter will present a case study of an ethnographic project I undertook as part of my PhD in sociology. It provides an example of some of the issues faced by ethnographers (outlined in general terms in Chapter 17, 2nd edn) and how these play out in practice. I deal with such issues as choosing ethnography as a research method, gaining access to a field setting, impression management, discomfort within the field and with the role of participant observer, making field notes, and the challenges of using personal experiences as a source of data. 

In my PhD studies I was concerned with researching ideas about the body and the notion of ‘body wisdom’ in the field of movement re-education techniques such as Alexander Technique, Pilates, Feldenkrais, Rolfing and Body–Mind Centring. These are techniques which have developed over the past 125 years in Western societies, with the aim of changing posture and comportment and thereby changing people’s mental and emotional states. The techniques claim to be ‘holistic’ in the sense that they affect both mind and body. I will discuss how they accomplish this in more detail later on in the chapter. 

This chapter will focus on my ethnographic research on Alexander Technique specifically. While I did attend a combined body conditioning class that used Alexander Technique and Pilates, and I interviewed people with experience in all of the above techniques, I felt that for the purposes of my research an in-depth study of one technique would provide me with more data and more opportunity for what Geertz (1973) called thick description than a comparative study that could only survey each one briefly. I surveyed each of the other techniques for the sake of drawing comparisons to Alexander Technique, rather than claiming to know each of these techniques in detail. Further, as a dancer I had some prior experience in all the other techniques, and chose to focus on Alexander Technique because I felt that this would help give me an appropriate degree of analytic distance, so that I would see this field as anthropologically strange rather than from the uncritical perspective of a participant. 

My prior experience with these techniques was very useful in enabling me to understand what they were attempting to do and my physical training enabled me to more quickly adapt to what they asked of me. However, it also required me to be reflexive about my role in relation to my research; I had to reflect on my values and the ways in which this research was affected by my background and previous experiences. My embodiment was also at issue; how I experienced my body in relation to this research was crucial to the process. It has been argued that ethnography is by its nature an embodied research method (Coffey, 1999), because it requires the bodily presence and involvement of the ethnographer in a way that other research methods do not. Yet my research, because it was about and through the body, required my awareness of bodily presentation to an even greater extent. I was not simply including my body in asides in my documentation; it was literally the topic of much of my writing. Even the interviews I conducted with participants in the Alexander Technique required a constant awareness of my own comportment and the way I was presenting myself to my interviewees; if I slouched in my chair, I wondered, would they take me seriously? 

Issues of theory and method 

My study emerged out of a curiosity about the way movement re-education techniques looked at bodies and selves. Specifically, I was interested in the concept of ‘body wisdom’, or the idea that our bodies could not only be keepers of knowledge and ‘bodily intelligence’, but that ultimately they are the source of truth and know what is best and most healthy for us. In this model, it is bodies that are seen as innately wise and knowing, rather than conscious minds. Implicitly, there is also a conception of what is natural that underlies body wisdom, where social norms are seen as blinding people to the natural wisdom of their bodies. This notion of a ‘natural body’ is problematic, however, because it tends to be based on some racist ideas about evolution and whose body can be ‘natural’, as I will explain in more detail later in this chapter. Further, to sociologists, the idea that society corrupts us but that we can overcome this and regain some kind of natural, pre-social state is very questionable, suggesting an essentialist view of human nature. From this general research problem, I developed two specific research questions: 

· First, how does it become possible to think of a ‘natural body’ that is wise and all-knowing? 

· Second, to what extent is this conception of bodies taken up by those who practise movement re-education techniques? 

The first of these questions is based on the principles of post-structuralism, and is focused on discourses and the social construction of the world through discourse. It presupposes that there is not an actual ‘natural/pre-social body’ out there waiting to be discovered, but that this is constructed through certain kinds of social knowledge and ways of speaking about the world. It is therefore anti-positivist and anti-essentialist. I was not searching for the essence of the natural body, but questioning how it has become possible to believe it exists and that we can reclaim it. I believed this was a necessary question to ask because it raised issues about how ‘truth’and ‘natural body as truth’ are formed within a social context. 

This first question is also informed by the work of Michel Foucault on subjectivity and particularly what he calls ‘techniques of the self’ (1985, 1986) or ‘techniques of ethical self-formation’ (1988). He claims that human subjectivity is shaped through discourse, and that what makes up the human subject at one point in history is not identical to what constitutes it at another point in history (Foucault, 1994: 290). In promising to change both physiology and psychology, Alexander Technique is a technique of the self, a way of working or acting upon oneself in keeping with particular ethics and regimes of truth. However, Foucault also argues against research approaches that take the subject, or individual person, as central because subjectivity changes throughout history. Most Foucauldians use discourse analysis as their primary research method because of this, focusing on documents and archives rather than on people (for which see Chapter 27, 2nd edn). 

I was frustrated with this approach, however, because I felt that while it would give me a good idea what was said about Alexander Technique, it would not give me any idea how its pupils interpreted it and the extent to which they used it and adopted its principles. I would understand the theories and Alexander’s ‘official line’, but not how this was put into practice. This led me to develop the second research question aimed at getting at that experience. I did not see the re-told experiences of my participants as true, authentic accounts of a pre-existing social world, but rather saw them as both sites and sources of the discourses around natural bodies and body wisdom, both forming these discourses and being formed by them. 

Thus, post-structuralism is not necessarily incompatible with ethnography. It must be added, however, that mixing the two should be approached with caution since post-structuralism questions the conditions of subjectivity and can examine how we become particular kinds of subjects, whereas much realist ethnography in the naturalistic tradition has taken this subjectivity for granted. 

The other reason I chose to do ethnography had to do with the very embodied nature of my topic, which, I felt, needed an equally embodied research method. Alexander and other movement re-educators argued in their books, which I read prior to commencing my research, that experience was the only way to truly understand what these techniques were about; that because they were bodily they could not be adequately expressed through words. A discourse analysis that focused on official texts, then, would surely have led to an impoverished account of what these techniques were about and how they worked. 

Box 1 Some other studies that incorporate similar ideas about subjectivity
Martin (1994) is a good example of a multi-site ethnography that uses some broadly Foucauldian ideas yet incorporates the experiences of participants in a wide variety of settings to show how the metaphor of the immune system is constructed and how it is used. 

Csordas (1994b) has written an ethnographic study (he calls his approach ‘cultural phenomenology’) of the phenomenon of charismatic healing in America that also does not take participants’ subjectivity as fixed or universally true. 

Box 2 Background to Alexander Technique

F.M. Alexander was an actor and elocutionist from Tasmania who developed what is now called Alexander Technique in the late 1800s, when he began losing his voice during performances. The story told within the Technique is that doctors were unable to cure his difficulties so he resolved to cure himself. He spent several years in front of the mirror, scrutinizing himself as he recited, realizing that he was restricting his vocal chords by pulling his neck back, and gradually developing a technique to overcome this problem. Having conquered his ailment, he began to teach others his technique, finding it was applicable to a broad range of problems. In the early 1900s he moved to London, where he worked until his death in the mid 1950s. Alexander taught his pupils first to stop and ‘inhibit’ their reactions to external stimuli, to evaluate these reactions, and then to respond whilst keeping a proper ‘head–neck–back relationship’, which involved ‘allowing the neck to be free’ and directing the head to go ‘forward and up’. He called this ‘correct Use of the Self’. As the term ‘self’ indicates, he saw his method as holistically affecting not only physical but also psychological health. 

However, Alexander also believed that his technique would bring people to a higher stage of evolution, as they became consciously aware of their actions at all times. They would be able to overcome not only most physical ailments, but also broader social problems. His 1910 book Man’s Supreme Inheritance made explicit ties between his work and the eugenics movement, and was based on some principles of evolution which today are considered very racist, namely the assumption that there are ‘savage’ cultures and races who are less evolutionarily evolved. In the Victorian era, it was common to fear degeneration of society, which was thought to be demonstrated through the proliferation of poverty and a decline in military prowess, as evidenced by the difficulties of fighting the Boer War and the large numbers of men rejected for military service on the grounds of a lack of physical fitness (Searle, 1973). Eugenic solutions were proposed, such as careful breeding programmes and sterilization of those considered ‘unfit’. Eugenics also ranged into areas like hygiene and posture, and Alexander felt that by helping people to stand erect and to consciously consider their actions, he was helping them to evolve. Like many early sociologists and social reformers, Alexander believed that Western societies represented a higher degree of civilization, and that ‘man’ in his ‘savage’ state (namely in Africa and Asia) was closer to nature. He believed people in Western society had developed too fast and had lost their natural instincts. Through re-education, the natural body that was lost could be restored, without reverting to the savage lifestyle. In essence, he believed society and civilization had corrupted us, but that it was possible to regain our place in nature through his method of holistic movement re-education.

I discovered the issues outlined in Box 2 through an initial textual analysis of Alexander’s writings. I did this to give me a general idea what the field of Alexander Technique might look like, and how Alexander himself explained the technique. Within my ethnographic research, I was very interested to see whether racist and eugenic justifications continued to be used by today’s teachers, and whether pupils of the technique also adopted them. This formed the basis of some of my questions in semi-structured interviews, which I conducted as part of my ethnography (see also Chapter 14, 2nd edn). In my case, interviews were the only way to access a field that did not exist in any concrete sense and where there was no way to make contacts with teachers or pupils of the technique other than by deliberately seeking them out. 

Finding the field and negotiating access 

Some ‘fields’ exist in a concrete space into which an ethnographer must enter, and some are more loosely constructed. Alexander Technique falls into the latter category. There is no geographically defined community of Alexander teachers, much less of pupils of the Technique. There is a professional regulating body, and within London there are several Alexander centres, where teachers rent space together to give lessons. These centres often run introductory workshops, where one might meet other people interested in the Technique. Other teachers work alone or from their homes. Due to the nature of lessons in Alexander Technique, which are taught individually by a single teacher, it would be very easy to go to and from weekly lessons with little sense that there was any larger community at all. Yet I knew there were some connections between teachers and with the help of my own Alexander teacher, I was gradually able to access other teachers, and through them other pupils. In this way I built up a sense of ‘the field’. 

Every methods text on ethnography I had read had indicated that negotiating access to the field might be a problem, and I was prepared to struggle through a great deal of bureaucratic red tape. There were two facts I had not counted on, however; the first is that I was seen largely as just another pupil and hence another source of income, and the second is that people perceived me as a source of advertising for the Alexander Technique, and someone who could speak articulately to the outside world about its benefits. 

More importantly, perhaps, than the practical help offered by my gatekeeper and sponsor (see Box 3) was his non-dogmatic attitude. As a result, the impressions of the Technique that I had gained from reading Alexander’s writings shifted. I began to see it as a technique whose meanings and practices, while tied to the views of its founder, were also negotiated by the individuals and communities who practised it. I saw that the official discourses of Alexander were not entirely formative of the contemporary Alexander Technique, and that much might depend on the individual teacher. 

On one occasion, for example, my teacher explained to me how Alexander Technique could aid people in considering their reactions to stimuli around them, such as chocolate or crisps. He explained that he was very fond of Pringles crisps, and that he might very well eat an entire packet in one sitting. This was a problem, because he did not really need an entire packet; ‘it’s quite unhealthy.’ One solution was to remove the packet, ‘but in daily life situations, this is not always possible’. He explained thatAlexander Technique could help: 

Okay, we have a whole packet of Pringles and I eat a third of it, then I decide to examine whether I really need this or not. What I can decide with Alexander is to examine this and to stop the reaction, to see what’s going on inside myself. 

Box 3 Negotiating access with a gatekeeper/sponsor
I began my entry into the field of Alexander Technique with an introductory workshop at a local Alexander centre. I approached the teacher at the end of the workshop to explain my research and my desire to find a teacher who would agree to work with me and who would not mind being interviewed at a later date. When he cheerfully said that he would do this, and that furthermore it was perfectly fine for me to record the lessons on tape, I was taken aback. Anxious to ensure his informed consent, I provided him with a letter detailing my research and its goals and explaining his role in it, which he dutifully read and then filed away. My research was largely a non-issue in my taking Alexander lessons; I fiddled with the tape recorder for a few minutes at the beginning of each lesson and my teacher asked me how the research was going, but that was it. He was in fact delighted to be interviewed and proved to be an invaluable resource in putting me in touch with other Alexander teachers, providing me with articles and books, and explaining the ins and outs of the Alexander Technique and the world around it. 

However, he acknowledged, there were times when one did need an entire packet – for example, during menstruation a woman might need the iron from chocolate. This was an example of the conception of body wisdom I had been looking for in the Alexander Technique, yet it was the kind of thinking not entirely present in the writings of Alexander himself, because of their emphasis on conscious control which did not allow for an unconscious ‘bodily knowing’. It was not that the contemporary Alexander Technique (or my teacher) placed less emphasis on conscious control, but that Alexander Technique’s meanings and contexts were negotiated and in some cases supplemented by other developments and ways of thinking. 

The impressions that Alexander teachers had about my ability to promote the Technique were not wrong, however. It was certainly the case that when I gave academic presentations about my work, people would approach me afterwards, not to ask for clarification on some point I had made but to ask if I knew where they could find an Alexander teacher to take lessons with. This happened whether or not my presentation itself criticized aspects of the Technique. Therefore while I originally felt that perhaps my critiques were a betrayal of the trust of my research participants who believed that I might in fact promote the Technique, I realized that their aims were being realized alongside my own; I was criticizing potentially racist and eugenic aspects of Alexander Technique, yet those who had never heard of the Technique before were also taking away knowledge about it and interest in it. My critiques did not affect the Alexander Technique’s credibility as a practice; and this was not my desire, I was occasionally left to wonder whether the critiques made any difference at all. Rather than deconstructing the Alexander Technique and its principles, my goal began to include offering something back to my participants. I wanted them to consider the issues I was raising in relation to their teaching practices, rather than confining my findings to the academy. Throughout the course of my research I often found myself wondering, as Becker (1967) put it, whose side I was on. Was I criticizing or promoting the Alexander Technique? Could I ever do both? The answers, it seemed, shifted throughout the course of my research. 

Managing impressions 

Impression management was another crucial issue in my research. Coffey (1999: 65) discusses how dress and personal appearance are crucial to the way we present ourselves in ethnographic settings. How we appear often determines the extent to which participants will trust us and whether they believe we understand the world in which they live. In my field of research, I found that my comportment was crucial. I was in my mid-twenties at the time of undertaking this research, and afraid that my youth and my ‘American accent’ (I am Canadian) would lead to my not being taken seriously. Wanting to appear professional, I never wore jeans to an interview, although many of my participants did. I was less stringent in how I presented myself to my Alexander teacher, with whom I developed a more long-standing relationship. During the interviewing process, I was extremely conscious of how I sat, stood and drank my tea. I put what I had learned in my Alexander lessons to good use. Often the people I interviewed were more relaxed than I was, yet I felt that if I were to relax too much, I would be taken as a complete outsider who had not yet grasped the ‘essence’ of Alexander Technique. 

Challenges in the field 

‘The field’ is often a place of discomfort. Atkinson (1990) argues that ‘the ethnographer’s journey of discovery and self-discovery/revelation constitutes an account of personal development. It has features of a quest – a sort of voyage of search, adventure and exploration … The ethnographer presents him or herself as anti-hero, blundering and coping in strange and adverse circumstances’ (1990: 106). My Alexander Technique teacher and many of the participants I interviewed told me that movement re-education techniques caused major shifts in people’s lives, and that often these shifts were accompanied by tears and emotional upset. This is in keeping with the view that emotions are embedded in ways of holding one’s body. One participant told me of a time while training to become an Alexander teacher when she had broken down after a realization about why she was always leaning forward: 

Box 4 Impression management with one interviewee
One man I spoke to was in his seventies and had a reputation within the Alexander community for blunt speech. When he rang me to inquire about being interviewed, he interrogated me about my research and its purpose, accused me of being vague and hiding my real intentions, and demanded to know my methodology, my background in Alexander Technique, and my teacher’s name and background. I later learned that the issue of lineage, or who had trained with whom, was a very important one among Alexander teachers. This participant concluded by telling me that I was ‘a baby who didn’t know what she was getting into’, and that he felt my research methods were unlikely to yield the results I was interested in, but then abruptly consented to being interviewed. It was possibly the most gruelling 11 minute phone conversation I had ever been involved in. I approached the interview with a good deal of hesitancy, but found after the first few minutes that I was able to establish a rapport, in part because of my youth and inexperience rather than in spite of it. I asked many questions I had been afraid I would not be able to broach. At the end of the interview, he invited me to stay for tea, and introduced me to one of his pupils, who became another research contact for me. He also quizzed me about my love life and whether or not I was having an affair with my Alexander teacher! I said that I definitely was not, but it became clear that no matter what kind of professional distance I tried to construct with dress, comportment and manner, participants sometimes challenged it, and I learned to accept this. When I left this particular interview, the participant told me he had been ‘expecting some unfocused, pimply-nosed American’, but that I had turned out to be quite all right, and a good listener. His evaluation was both a relief and a source of amusement. 

… I remember one Sunday afternoon … I knew I was standing always leaning forward, and I thought why am I doing that, why am I doing that? And suddenly I cried for three hours, and then I remembered I was always rushing. And then I remembered when my mother, she was quite a fast walker, and there was a scene when I said don’t walk that fast, don’t walk that fast, and she continued walking, and I was really worried I would lose her. 

Another Alexander teacher told me she was aware of marriages that had broken down when one partner undertook training in the Alexander Technique. A teacher trainee in the early stages of her training programme explained the tensions, frustrations and difficulties of doing Alexander work on such an intensive level. All participants seemed to indicate that I might eventually go through this type of emotional upheaval myself, yet my own Alexander lessons never bothered me. I was quite comfortable having my body manipulated into various positions and being asked to think of a particular direction or exercise. I reflected that this had to do with my prior experience with other movement re-education techniques and my dance background, which had made me accustomed to such changes. This would surely have been different had I not been working from this background. It was not until I visited an Alexander teacher training school that I began to understand how difficult the work of changing one’s comportment could be. 

The training school lasted for several hours in the morning. It was held in the living room of two established Alexander teachers who had chosen to set up a school. Ten students stood in front of a circle of chairs, projecting Alexander’s directions for ‘Good Use of the Self’, lengthening their necks and backs and dropping their pelvises toward the floor. Each at their own pace, they sat down slowly, then stood up again, as I had been directed to do in Alexander lessons. Their concentration was palpable. The two established teachers circulated, working on each student individually, guiding their bodies into subtly different positions, here and there giving them a verbal direction as well as a physical one. More advanced students began to work on each other. Both the teachers and I seemed uncertain as to whether I was there as a participant or an observer. I compromised by sitting most of the time, practising my own Alexander directions. My back began to get quite stiff. Eventually, two of the braver students came over and asked if they could work on me. I agreed, but found that their hands were hesitant and both of us were frustrated when I did not understand their directions. There was a mid-morning break with tea, biscuits and presentations of student writing about the Technique. This was followed by a critique and suggestions from the other students. 

After the break, the students returned to what they had been doing earlier, except that now they all practised working on each other, with direction from the two teachers. As a new and relatively inexperienced body, the teachers encouraged students to work with me. By the end of the session, I was exhausted, tense and uncomfortable. I had had more Alexander work done on me in a few hours than in any of my previous lessons, and it unsettled me. I sat in a coffee shop eating a sandwich and writing my field notes, unable to lose my erect posture. I felt as if I had been neutralized, shifted, and as if part of myself that I liked had been temporarily taken away from me. It took several more hours for this feeling to wear off, but the memory of that discomfort stayed with me. Although this experience had been uncomfortable, it made me better able to relate to some of the experiences of my interviewees. Thus, my personal experience became an important filter for interpreting fieldwork evidence. 

Field notes 

I took field notes at the end of each lesson, using my tape recording to prompt my memory of what we had done and talked about. I had initially assumed that my field notes would tell a story, yet as the months went by I became discouraged and bored by them. The minute observations about whether we had spent 10 minutes or 20 doing ‘table work’ that day, or when my teacher asked me to stand, sit, or move my arm in a particular way, seemed incredibly dull and irrelevant. Since I was largely chronicling a set of lessons in a technique about re-educating bodies, I had less sense of ‘narrative’ than ethnographers doing research in other communities. Much was unspoken, and this could not be captured on tape. Nor would video-taping the lessons have helped. These processes were internal; much of Alexander Technique is taught through touch, and words are associated with this touch only loosely, as pointers and reminders. I could record the words, but the feeling was more challenging. 

I knew that, like all ethnographers, I was making editorial choices about what went into the notes, and I began to wonder if I had made the wrong choices, if there was something I was overlooking. Kleinman (1999: 26) points out that ethnographers can never give a complete picture of the field they know: ‘We pick and choose, even if our mentors told us to “write everything down”.’ When I mentioned my dissatisfaction to my supervisor, she told me she was not surprised that I had found these notes dull and lacking in relevant data, and that I would probably find more in them than I had initially imagined. When I went back over them, I discovered that she was right. Far from failing to capture any sense of the Alexander Technique, they did begin to articulate what was in effect a very strange bodily procedure. In how many other environments is one asked to stand in front of the mirror and ‘direct the head to go forward and up, back to lengthen and widen?’ What process of repetition and experience has to go on for this phrase to be associated with a particular change in comportment? Taken together, my field notes gave a sense of my own progression through the technique, and this was incredibly useful when comparing to the stories of others. I had a sense of the Alexander Technique which, without personal experience or taken without the critical reflection the notes provided, I would not have had. Without this I would not have been able to elicit the same kinds of stories from my participants, nor would I have had the same sense of what to ask them. 

What my field notes did not provide was much data on the notion of body wisdom. I was marginally aware of this absence and it was one cause of my dissatisfaction with them, but it was clarified by several interviews with practitioners of the other movement re-education techniques I was looking at for comparison. The emphasis on ‘conscious control’ in Alexander Technique meant that a kind of subconscious bodily wisdom was not desirable because one was always striving to make one’s comportment conscious. This was not the case in other techniques like Feldenkrais or Body–Mind Centring. I came to realize that this was partly historical; that body wisdom itself was foreshadowed in Alexander Technique with the references to naturalness and evolutionary stages, but got a much fuller articulation in the 1960s and 1970s through alternative health and ‘New Age’ movements. This is where my discourse analysis and sense of historical development became crucial background for my discoveries ‘in the field’. 

Conclusion 

Through my ethnography, I found that within the Alexander Technique traces of the eugenic and racist discourses did persist, but that these varied to a great extent between practitioners. Where one teacher lamented the loss of beautiful comportment among ‘black people in Brixton’, whom she believed had been corrupted from their natural and savage state by British society, another teacher told me he absolutely rejected the principle that some cultures were more civilized or less natural than others or that it was possible to make developmental comparisons between them. Most participants believed in some kind of natural body, but accounts of what this looked like, or who if anyone possessed it, were variable. Most commonly I was told that children had this natural body, but that through the process of childhood socialization they tended to lose it somewhere between the ages of 4 and 12. This was caused by being asked to deny their natural instincts and conform to the standards of ‘civilized society’. Although this was present in the writings of Alexander, it was given a new emphasis by his later followers, and other natural bodies, such as the savage body, were mentioned less. It was clear that Alexander Technique as a discourse had shifted, and that Alexander’s original writings were very much negotiated and re-interpreted by later practitioners. This is something that developed because of my choice to use ethnography, and would not have been provided by a strictly textual approach. 

Throughout this chapter, I have described some of the challenges and rewards of ethnography in relation to my research. Choosing ethnography as a research method led me to consider my field of study in a very different light than a less embodied approach would have. I became less critical of Alexander Technique, and more sympathetic. Yet I retained a certain distance which was strengthened by my role as both participant and observer. These roles at times seemed contradictory, yet overall they have enabled me to provide a more balanced critique of Alexander Technique. 

Box 5 Web pointers for dance ethnography and Alexander Technique
Alexander Technique in the UK 

www.stat.org.uk 
Alexander Technique International 

www.ati-net.com  

The Complete Guide to the Alexander Technique 

www.alexandertechnique.com/ 
Dance ethnography 

www.arab-esque.org/ethnography.html 

Visit the website for this book at www.rsbook.co.uk to link to these web pointers. 

My embodied experience of Alexander Technique was a necessary resource for interviewing. Interviewees frequently referred to my experiences, making connections and asking me if I had had similar experiences. The difficulty was in translating these experiences into a written format. Bodily experience, particularly experience conveyed through touch, is often overlooked or ignored in academic texts. In my field notes, I tried to be as specific as possible, knowing that in any attempt to put experience into words, something is lost in translation. Ethnography may be as much a process of constructing a social world as it is of describing it. 
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