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This book has the aim of „[outlining] some of the key modes of 

ethnographic analysis that are faithful to the complexities of everyday life‟ 

(p. 218). The authors have emphasised an interpretive sociological approach 

(interactionism) towards ethnographic research, avoiding a technical „”how 

to do it” compendium of analytic techniques‟ (p. 218). In many ways the 

book is a survey of the literature to show how different modes of analysis 

have been used in writing up ethnography. The authors are arguing for a 

more comprehensive use of all of these modes for a richer analysis of social 

organisation.  

 

The authors summarise each of their respective field research projects in the 

first chapter to help introduce the book‟s argument. The aim is to provide a 

demonstration of the „multiple modes of social construction that are 

available to the ethnographer and that are constitutive of the complexity of 

everyday social life‟ (p. 218). The examples provided discuss the complex 

social settings of; a Welsh opera company, the Brazilian martial art/dance of 

capoeira in Britain, and some expectations and perceptions of artists in 

Wales.  

 

Chapter 2 builds on the argument by employing „the interactionist tradition 

of sociology‟ (p. 31) to analyse the complexities of everyday life „enacted 

through multiple modes of social action and representation‟ (pp. 31-32). The 

authors discuss the importance to qualitative research of narratives and life 

histories; discourse and spoken action; and visual and material orders. They 

also refer to major sociological and anthropological theorists in these fields. 

The authors ask researchers to rethink the way in which these modes of 

analysis have become specialist subfields of research. They argue that all 

ethnographic analysis needs to consider all of these modes which „display 

their own intrinsic properties of organization, and… provide the resources 

for social action‟ (p. 46). 

 

Chapters 3 to 7 expand the argument by drawing on theoretical and 

empirical research in particular categories of the modes of action. Some of 

these examples are discussed below. These chapters position each of the 

modes of organisation as important in their own right. However, each is 

only one of the modalities of social ordering that need to be analysed with 
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regard to social action and representation. In each chapter, the authors 

repeatedly bring to the reader‟s attention the argument that ethnographies 

privilege one or more of these fields of analysis at the expense of others.  

 

Chapter 3 (Discourse and Social Interaction) examines „language as a form 

of organization‟ (p. 57). It looks at the spoken word in the analytical 

contexts of: interaction, motives, and accounts; identity and authority; and 

in institutional settings. This chapter argues that talk, and the spoken word, 

are organising principles in society. Here, the authors argue that researchers 

should consider all modes as constructing a whole in social analysis. They 

are not advocating a simplistic holistic approach but a „bridging of methods‟ 

(p.88) to analyse cultural and social complexity. Each of chapters 4 to 7 also 

conclude with a similar discussion of bridging methods for complex 

analysis. 

 

Chapter 4 (Narratives and Other Stories) is specifically about the use of 

language in narratives, and story-telling traditions. This chapter argues that 

„narrative is a form of social action in its own right‟ (p. 90). The authors 

suggest that there has been a „narrative turn‟. They argue there has been „a 

renewed emphasis in the significance of life histories, biographies,‟ and 

other forms of narrative (p. 94). However, they consider that many of these 

studies proceed without adequate context. As examples of appropriate and 

complex analysis, Delamont‟s (capoeira) and Atkinson‟s (modern medicine) 

research are examined placing narrative in complex cultural and social 

contexts. This chapter concludes the discussion by examining the influence 

of narrative structure and function, and genres and tropes. 

 

Chapter 5 (Materials and Traces) examines physical objects (things) for 

ethnographic analysis. The authors argue that „things have social lives… 

[and] are used as carriers of meaning and emotional significance‟ (p. 119). 

Atkinson‟s ethnography of the Welsh National Opera analyses the social 

context of “prop” workshops. He comes to the conclusion that meaning 

cannot be determined by just examining physical objects but rather by 

examining the processes that result in their production. Finally, the 

acquisition of meaning is discussed in the contexts of taste and style; 

identity formation; and the embodiment of the subject and the ethnographer 

in the field of observation. 

 

In chapter 6 (Places, Spaces, and Timescapes), the authors go beyond the 

need to establish spatial and temporal as background contexts. They argue 

that symbolic meaning needs to be analysed in these contexts. Performance 

of capoeira is again discussed, but this time to examine the symbolic 

meaning that is derived from it depending on the location of practice. Many 

other examples are provided in the domains of bodies in space; 

marginalisation of women based on space; the complex relationship 

between time and space; and imagined worlds. Finally, the authors conclude 

that spatial and temporal frames exert organising principles on social 

settings despite the influences of globalisation on time and place. 
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Chapter 7 (Visual and Sensory Culture) brings together for analysis the 

remaining senses of vision, smell, taste, touch, and hearing. The authors 

establish that everyday contexts include many different forms of sound, 

such as speech, music and noise, that shape how we respond to our social 

context. Similarly they discuss the influence of food through taste and smell. 

Keith Tester and Walter Benjamin‟s urban studies are discussed having 

regard to most of the senses mentioned. Also, the influence of modern 

technologies is considered. PowerPoint presentations and medical scanning; 

fashion; and corporate technologies of identity and group work, are given as 

examples of how visual codes and representations are ordered in complex 

ways. One of the aims of this chapter is to argue that there is a „danger that 

anthropology and sociology can readily generate disembodied and 

decontextualized accounts‟ (p.204). 

 

The final chapter summarises the authors‟ main argument regarding the 

complexity of ethnography and the ethnography of complexity. It argues 

that all ethnography is necessarily complex and should include all of the 

previously discussed modes of analysis to uncover the processes of social 

organisation and structure. The authors argue that innovation with the aid of 

modern technology can help make systematic analysis and presentation 

achievable. In particular, they make a case for using hypertext and 

hypermedia with non-linear hyperlink modes of presentation. They add that, 

the consumer of such research can participate in the construction of the 

analysis by taking different paths of analysis through the data. 

 

This book supports its arguments by providing a survey of the many modes 

of social activity mentioned, and with examples from the literature of both 

ethnographic research and theoretical discussion. This is the book‟s strength 

and it is supported by a rich and relevant bibliography. However, the 

arguments are supported by frequent repetition which tends to distract the 

reader. 

 

The book is suitable for honours and postgraduate students, academic staff, 

and consultants who are engaged in ethnographic research. It serves as a 

reminder that it is inadequate for one method of research alone to be used, 

or privileged when analysing complex social settings. However, it is 

unlikely to be a suitable book for early undergraduate students as it 

presumes some knowledge of ethnographic research, or at least a desire to 

read further the many references cited.  
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