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Tami Spry (2001) describes a good autoethnography as a
provocative weaving of theory and story. In this rather non-
traditional thesis, Elizabeth Revell accomplishes just that. This
thesis presents an interesting and thoughtful autoethnographic
inquiry into the manifestation of race in everyday communication
interactions in New Zealand. An uncommon choice of both topic
and method in the local communication disciplinary context,
Revell presents a partial collaborative autoethnographic
approach to the study that entails the reflexive analysis of
qualitative data drawn from solicited participant diaries, semi-
structured interviews and focus groups. The resultant thesis
presents a methodologically compelling and theoretically
significant contribution to the field of communication research
generally, and the discussion of race in the local context
specifically.

From the very beginning, the author shows a confident
and imaginative use of her chosen research method. The vignette
technique employed throughout the thesis proves an effective
means of transitioning between the narrative elements derived
from the data and the more traditional qualitative analysis
that advances formal knowledge as we (academically) know
it. This layering of traditional inquiry with the more personal
autoethnographic voice, and the reflections and stories of the
lived experiences of both Revell and her nine co-participants
serves to story the study into significance. Positioning the
thesis between the evocative and analytical extremes of
autoethnographic research (see Holman Jones, Adams, & Ellis,

2013 for a recent review), and by pre-empting the more
traditional critique of such ‘experimental’ work, Revell has
managed to explicitly validate the chosen approach and
mark the work as a unique contribution to the literature.

The thesis is notable for the author’s meticulous
attention to detail. Revell's self-described tendencies
towards comprehensiveness and perfectionism (p. 95)
are demonstrably advantageous in this respect and serve
her well as she navigates the intricacies inevitable to a
discussion of race in the bicultural, multicultural context of
everyday Auckland. The layered accounting of participant
positionalities and emergent themes is effectively
accomplished, and subsequent discussion and analysis
of these emerging themes embodies a sophisticated
capability in terms of the ‘craft’ of research. Integrating
personal reflection into the analytical narrative is no easy
task, particularly given the sensitivities of the topic, yet the
researcher generally realises this in a manner that is both
empathetic and engaging. Revell further navigates the
complexities of the framing literature in a manner that is
both coherent and inclusive, with theoretical and conceptual
influences ranging from critical theories of race to social
constructionism and the social psychology of contemporary
racism.

Rather paradoxically, in answering her main research
question regarding the manifestation of race in everyday
communication interactions in New Zealand (or, more
accurately, Auckland), Revell observes the extent to which
race is deemed a taboo topic in public New Zealand contexts.
In disrupting this insidious silencing herself, Revell’s stated
intention is to contribute to a broader critical conversation
that potentiates the breaking down of “divisive racial walls
by understanding the socially reproductive processes that
create them” (p. 31). Toward this end, this thesis contributes
significantly to the discussion by identifying a variety of ways
in which subtle racism is manifested and socially legitimated
in everyday interaction.
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The consequence of this work centres on the
conclusion that “because of the subtlety and variedness of the
everyday manifestation of race, racism becomes insidious in
New Zealand, making it difficult to identify and challenge” (p.
221). She describes overt racism as akin to “social suicide”
for the young, educated, middle-class Auckland demographic,
yet simultaneously reveals the pervasiveness of unconscious
and internalised racism as New Zealanders negotiate their
experience of everyday diversity. Ultimately, the real strength
of this thesis lies not only in the quality of the scholarship and
its identification of the subtle manifestations of race in the

everyday context, which remain unquestionable, but also in
the inevitable engagement with the topic that it necessitates
on the part of the reader. Irrespective of the positionality of
the individual reader on the issue of race in New Zealand,
the authenticity of the author’s experience and that of her
co-participants, as told through story and theory in this
remarkable thesis, compels personal reflection on the issue
and invites one into the broader conversation. And that, is
what makes for a good autoethnography.
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