If OtruthsO be told

If OtruthsO be told: Narratives of self-native-other.

Cheryl McLean
University of Georgia
309 Aderhold Hall, Athens, GA 30605

ceemclean@gmail.com




If OtruthsO be told 2

Abstract

If OtruthsO be told: Narratives of self-native-other.

The study explores the researcher-participant relationship when the researcher is
OinsiderO and group member, and the tensions of multiple positioning of self, native and
other. These truths are told in narratives drawn from interviews, fieldnotes and participant
and researcher journals, and are used understand the multilayered processes of this
dialogic (Bakhtin, 1981) relationship. The analysis draws on CortazziOs (1993) and GeeOs
(1999) guidelines for identifying and analyzing stories. Findings indicate that, as authors
of the OnativeO voice, the authenticity of the participantsO and researcherOs claim to
OnativeO status is tested. More so, the relationship challenges the credibility of the
researcher in terms of the participantsO expectations of the loyalties that come with this
insider status. The shared ethnic background, similar spatial environments, ideological
stances, and ascribed and achieved characteristics shaped the interactions, agendas,
intentions and expectations within the research relationship.
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A Defining Moment
Vignette 1

“I was kind of always on the defensive.” Marc sits, his eyes carefully
observing as his fingers tap out a rhythm on the book of poems clasped in his
hands. I kept my voice neutral and my face blank, trying not to let him read my
feelings...not wanting to lead him. I wanted him to tell his story.

He continues, “Or, because of my perceived perceptions of some of the
analyses they were making and the conclusions that they were drawing.” Marc’s
voice rises noticeably. “The outside world has a perception that we are not as
qualified or bright as they are. I didn't take too kindly to that.” He roughly shoves
the book toward me. I grasp it, and find myself studying its glossy red cover.

I hear him blurt defensively, “I came here well-qualified... I came here
after five years in the classroom. You know...one professor wrote a
recommendation for me inferring that I had done very well even though I had
come from a rural environment! So, I said, "Wait a minute! What does she mean
by that?” So, they assume, anybody who comes here and attains a high degree of
education, excel because of what they have acquired here.

“My life didn’t begin at Kennedy Airport! I was no “tabula rasa”, no
empty vessel ready to be filled...I came here well-qualified, and after four years,
you can'’t take credit for all that I came with. You know?” Then, softly, as if
pulling himself back from the consciousness of a lifetime of pain: “I felt betrayed
by the system. So, I found myself a bit uncomfortable not having ...being alone,

then....a sense of aloneness up there.” Marc’s eyes locks with mine—eyes
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searching, assessing and evaluating. His words tugged at me and I struggled to

silence my emotions that cried out from within.
...I sensed he was about to share something—something that he needed

me to pay attention to. Even as I braced myself, and leaned forward in

anticipation, I noticed that my fingers were now tapping the book in time to his

earlier rhythm.

“I think as Caribbean people, we have to assert ourselves in defining who

we are.” His voice was strong with fierce defiance, determination and pride. 1

knew then that he had issued a challenge. I felt that I had been called upon to join

the community of kindred spirits who resisted oppression and silencing by finding

voice. And, I remembered what Marc had said to me the first time he had met

me—the Caribbean student-teacher-researcher,; words that he had later written to

me in the a copy of the very book I was holding: If you don’t tell them, how will

they know?

The narrative in Vignette 1 interweaves the voices of the participant and
researcher from data drawn from the participantOs stories (oral and written) and
researcherOs fieldnotes and journal. | use this data story to illustrate the multilayered and
dynamic transaction (Rosenblatt, 1994) between researcher and participant in conducting
field research. The narrative, constructed from the multiple data sources, represents what
| consider to be the active engagement of both the researcher and respondent as
participants in the ongoing process of meaning-making. In so doing, | see qualitative
research in general, and interviews in particulafi@®gic (Bakhtin, 1991)Nan active

negotiation of meaning where the conversation opens up possibilities for mutual shaping.
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Further, | contend that in this instance, when the researcher and participant have similar
backgrounds, and ascribed characteristics (Black, Caribbean, immigrant) and achieved
characteristics (student, teacher, teacher educator), these factors shape the interactions
that take place. Added to this, the researcherOs insider or emic perspective then becomes a
critical part of the meaning-making dialogue.

In this paper, | examine how meaning is constructed in the dialogic researcher-
participant relationship when the research is OinsiderO attempting to study OselfO. In
holding the view of dialogue as an interactive co-construction and co-production of
meaning (Lieblich, Tuval &ilber, 1998; Mishler, 1997), | contend that in the
participant-researcher relationship therelassons to be learned from the ways in which
oneOs ascribed and achieved identities position individuals, construct discourses, and
shape how research is conducted, interpreted and represented. | discuss the research
process as an overall narrative that is made up of sub-narratives of Self, Native and
Other. | focus on the methodological considerations, and the implications of the interview
interaction and the written narrative representation in terms of how a shared ethnic
background, similar spatial environments and history, and ideological stances (Twine,
1998) can shape the interactions, agendas, intentions and expectations of the research
relationship.

Conceptual Framework
A sociocultural perspective
My decision to include myself, as researcher, directly in examining, interpreting and
representing the data, is informed by my conception of meaning-making as an active and

collaborative process that occurs as one engages in dialogue. In this sense, the meaning
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that is made is contingent not only upon what the participant brings to the conversation,
but also the researcherOs views, background and experiences, for the researcher becomes
participant in the context. According to Gavelek and Raphael, (1996, p.183), knowledge
is Oconstructed collaboratively by individuals as they discuss and argue a particular
perspective or interpretation.O Coming out of this perspective, is the view that the
process, practice andproduct of meaning-making are situated and
relationalNinterdependent on and responsive to the individualsO lived experiences and
cultural competences, and reflected not onlyhar andizow individuals talk about their
experiences, but alsoe whom they direct the talk.

A postcolonial perspective

Having acknowledged the importance of oneOs background in informing oneOs lived
experiences, | approach the analysis and interpretation of the research process, practice
and product from a postcolonial perspective. A postcolonial view sees the world in terms
of structured oppression and domination, arising from the privileging of the colonizerOs
world views (Parry, 2004) and seeks to consciously resist the silencing of the colonized.
Therefore, inherent in the historical and socially entrenched power dynamic of the
colonizer and the colonized (Memmi, 1961) is what postcolonial theorists address as the
oppressive power relations that dominate and marginalize the colonized through an
insistence of colonial superiority. Consequently, resistance to oppression is reflected in
an emic perspective about the colonized (and the colonizer) that challenges oppression by
offering the perspectives of the colonized on their lived experiences, thwaugles of

the colonized.

West Indian immigrants
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In order to further understand the perspectives of the colonized immigrant within the
new environment, and the ways in which he/she navigates the culture and setting, | turn
to the research on West Indian immigrants (Hintzen, 2002; Foner, 2005; Waters, 1999).
The work of Hintzen (2002) highlights the relationships between West Indian identity
and self-representationNrelationships that are actively negotiated between the self and
multiple discourses of blackness, Caribbean-ness, and immigrant status. Waters (1999)
points out that West Indian immigrants come to the United States with historically-
conditioned identities and cultural frameworks, and find that their self-identities are
challenged by social realities that include the centrality of U.S. racial constructs. For
Vickerman (2001), however, the tensions between the Onative homeO and Oadopted
homeO contribute to, and are reflected in the Ocross pressuresO of perceptions of the
immigrant by the adopted home and the immigrantOs active negotiation and efforts to
maintain and affirm his/her own ethnic identity.

Narrative inquiry

The narrative is whaolkinghorne (1988, p. 11) calls a Oprimary scheme by means of
which human existence is rendered meaningful.O Bruner (1986, p. 35) defines narrative
as a principle by which people Oorganize their experience in, knowledge about, and
transactions with the social world.O Thus, central to the concept of the narrative is the co-
construction of theocial (active engagement of storyteller and listener) and the
contextual (lived experiences). What this suggests is that it is through the narrative that
the individual orders, connects and gives meaning to contextualized lived experiences.
Thus, | would argue that a core value of the narrative is its potential for inquiring into,

and better understanding the storytellerOs identities and lived experiences as constructed
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by an active subject (Kramp, 2004; Riessman, 1993). | believe that Lieblich et al. (1998,
p. 7) do well to capture the active and dynamic process of the narrative when they state
that the story is OoneOs identity, a story created, told, revised, and retold throughout life
[and that] we know or discover ourselves, and reveal ourselves to others, by the stories
we tell.O Therefore, for the purpose of this paper, | take narrative to be a Oway of
characterizing the phenomena of human experience and its studyO (Connelly and
Clandinin, 1990, p. 2) that become the texts of how the storytellers construct their lives
and their identities.
Methods

My conception of narrative inquiry comes out of an understanding of narrative as
methodologyNan approach to looking at a phenomenonNwhile alseahod or way of
gathering evidence about that phenomenon (deMarrais & Lapan, 2004). For Connelly and
Clandinin (1990, p.10), ONarrative and life go together and so the principal attraction of
narrative as method is its capacity to render life experiences, both personal and social, in
relevant and meaningful waysT@us, in the rendering and understanding of lived
experiences there are inherent possibilities for s come to understand through
the power of the context and content of the story.
The Participants and Context

The patrticipant in this study, Marc (a pseudonym), is a male Caribbean immigrant
from Trinidad who attended college and graduate school in the United States. Marc,
previously an elementary school teacher in Trinidad, has lived in the U.S. for over 20
years, having worked as a teacher educator in the U.S. before leaving the profession.

Having first been introduced to my key informant through a mutual friend, our social
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networks brought us together at social settings including one hosted by a Trinidad
association in the cityBased on our many conversations, and MarcOs knowledge and
personal experiences of the U.S. academic and social contexts, he béeame a
informant (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) having accepted my request to participate in the study.
Consequently, Marc and | then entered into a professional participant-researcher
relationship.

| recognize that, though almost two decades later, | am, like Marc, also Caribbean
graduate student, new to living and schooling in the U.S. My own apprenticeship of the
culture has caused me to be ever aware of how | negotiate my academic social context,
and how | consciously adapt and adjust to the ways in which | engage with my
environment. My personal journey of transitioning from a Caribbean academic setting
and culture, to graduate school in the United States has informed my interest in and
exploration of how the immigrant student negotiates the transition to, and creates a space
within a new setting.
Data Collection

In this study, the narratives or stories of the participant and the researcher are
constructed from interviews, researcher field notes and journal, and documents (samples
of the participantOs personal and professional writings). The respondent participated in an
audiotaped three-hour semistructured interview in which he talked about his academic
experiences in the U.S. The data also includes samples of the participantOs
writingsNpoems, stories and reflections about his experiences. The researcherOs

expanded fieldnotes and research journal provided additional sources of data. These
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multiple data sources are used to explore the researcher-participant relationship, and the
ways in which the relationship impadisw andwhat meaning is made.
Data Analysis

In the data set analyzed, Marc talks about how his immigrant status shaped his
academic experiences. The analysis drew on CortazziOs (1993), GeeOs (1999) and
LabovOs (1972) approach to identifying and analyzing stories.

In analyzing the data, | looked within and across the data sources to find key
stories that answered the overarching research question: How does the immigrant learner
represent his self-conceptions and learning experiences? The main data sources were
narratives from interview transcripts, researcher journal and field notes and samples of
the participantOs writings.

In order to identify key events, five data questions were applied:

1. What does the protagonist believe, value and feel?

2. How do the protagonistOs beliefs guide actions and interactions?

3. How consistent are these beliefs?

4. How does the protagonist judge self and others?

5. What sorts of experiences give rise to these beliefs and actions?
Thesedataquestionsadaptedrom GeeOg£1999) discourseanalytic framework,helped
providein-depthunderstandingf the story. The dataquestionlicited the sociocultural
contexts,choices,actions, history, and characterof the protagonist.Further, these
analysisquestionsallowed me to find the main episodeghat makeup the plots of the

participant’s andresearcher’s stories,andthe pointsof intersectionl believethatthis
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approachurther strengthenedhe analyticprocessy helpingmeto pull story elements
out of the data, and conceptualize the plot.

Having abstractedthe plot (Cortazzi, 1993), the textual layout of the story
follows. The plot is segmentednd sequencednto episodes(1) Setting(2) Conflict(s)
(3) Crisis (4) Evaluation (5) Resolution (though not necessarily in that order).
Trustworthiness and Reliability

According to Merriam (1998) internal and external validity, and reliability in
gualitative research are achieved through triangulation. Because no single source of
information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective, the different data
sources validate and cross-check findings (Patton, 2002). Interviews, observations, and
documents provided multiple sources of information that allowed for triangulation.
Adhering to my conception of narrative and data analysis as a collaborative and dynamic
process, | allowed for member checks, debriefing with colleagues and advisors, and the
revisiting of data and research questions. These processes allow the participant and
experts in the field to verify the accuracy of the interpretation and ongoing representation
thus helping to keep the research(er) honest by offering multiple perspectives on the data.
Limitations

Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 422) caution that, Owe enter the relationships
with certain intentions and purposes, and, as the ones most often initiating the
relationships, our care and our responsibility is first directed toward the participants.O
Thus, the researcherOs biases and pre-existing value system highlight the power
relationships inherent in the research process because the story that is told is done

through theresearcher’s eyes, and not, as was originally told, throughethee of the
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storyteller. This personal involvement affects not only the analyses and interpretations
but also the eventual OrestoryingO of the narrakvasip, 2004).

Over the last three decades, many ethnographic studies have used narrative as a
method of inquiry into the lives of participants, to understand how individuals and groups
make meaning and develop their sense of selves. The focus on understanding is, however,
fraught with tensions of OtruthO that is ultimately represented in the researcherOs story.
Such issues of truth and the (re)presentation of identity through narrative raise questions
about the extent to which the data story that is (re)constructed and (re)presented by the
researcher can, if at all, reflect the realities of the participantOs experiences. Further, can
the researcher, whose experiences are sometimes words and worlds apart from the
participant, ever understand amdpresent the storytellerOs identity? These questions
speak to the notion of the OtruthO that narrative offers, and remind me of the possibilities
for and limitations of learning from this method of inquiry. Even so, | would argue that
while giving access to the participantOs world, the narrative does not claims e give
OtruthO. Riessman (1993, p. 706) reminds us that Oany methodological standpoint is, by
definition, partial, incomplete and historically contingent.O | therefore contend that
narrative as an approach to research that offers opportunities for what might be taken as a
my own rigorous interpretation of thwerticipant’s interpretations of events given that, as
Cortazzi (1993, p. 385) has stated, Oevery narrative is a version or view of what
happenedO.

Findings and Interpretation
Narrative of Native

Vignette 2
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“Wait a minute! What does she mean by that?”

The white sheet of paper fluttered as it dangled from his ebony fingers.
The carefully-typed words he had just read still burned etching themselves into
his consciousness. His eyes searched fervently—desperately seeking assurance
that perhaps, this time, he was wrong. He winced. The words sneered at him as
realization sunk in: In this letter of recommendation in his hands, his professor
was saying that he had done well even though he had come from a rural
environment!

His heart raged and memories of years of struggle kept crowding in...

“No”, he would always insist, “I’'m pronouncing them differently, and
there’s a difference between...there’s a difference between incorrect and different.
You know?”” The words hung in the air...And, even as his voice, strong with fierce
determination and pride, took up his mantra, he could see blank stares of
disbelief, feigned approval and blatant cynicism. Still, he fought for respect for
the difference, and the variety of perspectives that his words and world brought to
the classroom.

He was no “tabula rasa”. He had tried to inform them that they needed to
be aware of the quality of their students. He had tried to enlighten them that he
came here well-qualified. He came here after five years in the classroom; he had
done those things already. And now, they continue to assume that he was an

empty vessel ready to be filled.
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Marc’s eyes flashed with what had become familiar defiance as he steeled
himself to wage yet another battle. Slowly, his hands curled around the once

starched, smooth sheet of paper that attempted to define him by denying him.

“They can’t take credit for all that I came here with!” He never used that
recommendation.

MarcOs defining moment can be interpreted as the story of the resilient, native
immigrant scholar who resists oppression. In this story, the protagonist responds to and
defies the challenges to his identity as an intelligent, experienced Caribbean person. As
the researcher listening and responding to the story of the resilient native, | cannot but
acknowledge the unavoidable influence of my own values as researcher and Caribbean
scholar, and what the assumptions that my OinsiderO knowledge bring to the research
(Widdance, 1998). | believe that MarcOs story, that I, the Caribbean-teacher-student-
researcher, have re-constructed, generates a more nuanced reading of his narrative in
terms of issues of authenticity and OtruthO. In the telling of the story, Marc is aware that
while | am audience to the story, | am also researcher, and would supposedly bring a
more analytic and critical approach than would a general audience (Cortazzi, 1993).

By extension] would argue that my insider knowledge strengthens MarcOs
credibility as a key informant, as he is aware that to some extent, because of our common
backgrounds, | may be better able to verify and/or dispute the truths of his statements. As
insider-researcher, | therefore help validate the authenticity of MarcOs story to the
Ooutside worldO, and by extension, reinforce his OexpertO native knowledge, and his

identity as a scholar and Caribbean person.
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As a Caribbean native, scholar and learner myself, | am aware that, within the
participant-researcher relationship, MarcOs narrative can also be seen as a direct
positioning ofme as an OexpertO witness to the challenges that native scholars face, and
more importantly, how native scholars must respond. In constructing himself as native
learner in the Ooutside worldO, MarcOs story engages me, as researcher, directly in the
process of exploring what this story might also mean for me:aga learner. MarcOs
OvoiceO unites us by moving our relationship beyond the participant-researcher
connection to that of compatriot. Further into our conversation, Marc tells me: Ol think
we as Caribbean people need to assert ourselvesEO Thus, through MarcOs deliberate use
of OweO | become a conscious co-constructor of how the Caribbean immigrant scholar
must (re)present self, particularly in the face of oppression. | therefore, read MarcOs story
as his direct evaluation of my authenticity as a OtrueO and OloyalO Caribbean native and
scholar. MarcOs narrative assesses the legitimacy of my own native and individual voice
by challenging my willingness and ability to empathize, interpretragpand
appropriately t0 the negative positioning of the native learner.

Narrative of Self
Vignette 3
Setting

For example, when | was at UGbllege

Conflict
| was kind ofalways on the defensive.
Or, becauseof my perceivedperceptions of some of the analyses they were

making
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and theconclusions that they were drawing
Crisis
I took issue with some students
who said | was pronouncing some woineorrectly.
| said "No, I'm pronouncing thedifferently,
and there's a difference between,
there's alifference between incorrect and different”.
You know?
Evaluation

But, I didn't become offended.

That's noimy style.

My style is to educate my professorsthe studentghattheyhaveto change their

perception of the world itself.

Their world view was limited.

We knew about them, they didnOt know too much about us. You see?...
Resolution

So, in ordetto prove my point,

And, the fact that | wapronouncing or spelling some words differently

is not that I was dumb or ignorant.

So, what | did:
at one time
I sent to Trinidad to get a tape

And | said listen to this...
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he'sone of the most brilliant men in the worldN
agraduate of Oxford UniversityN

and this ishow our educated people speak.

Evaluation

Somy collegecareer| wasactively informing them of who we wereandwhat

we have accomplished,

and what our contribution could be to this country.

Vignette 2 tells the story of how Marc views him(Self), his perceptions of how
others view him, and how he chooses to operate within that specific context of the college
classroom. In the face of the many challenges, the protagonist, Marc, consistently uses
his strong will, experience and wisdom to helfighten the dull and hostile environment
that threatened to undermine and destroy his self concept. According to Cortazzi (1993)
because narratives share meaning, in recounting events, tellers also directly or indirectly
give their own interpretations, explanations and evaluations of those events. In the story
of his academic experiences, Marc re-presents and defines himself as the enlightened
teacher twther students and teachers. The narrative focuses on the conflict of being
negatively positioned by others, and shows how he strives to re-position himself in the
face of thenthering. He illustrates how the context of his new academic culture daily
becamelefining moments where he saw himself as being negatively defined by his U.S.
peers and professors, and the college education systerilarc, his is a story of
resistance to the oppression that comes with the positioning of the immigrant as Otabula

rasaO and the attempts at silencing the native voice.
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In this data story, the college becomes the setting for resistance to oppression. The
classroom represents that social space where Marc found and gave voice to his strong
sense of self. It is MarcOs defiance of negative conceptions that set up the conflict that is
played out toward a resolution. In the face of what he sees as repeated challenges,
MarcOs response to the opposition is to continually attempt to re-define himself: to
challenge his peersO and professorsO conceptions, and offer a positive definition. The lack
of validation Marc experienced for his intellect, professional qualifications, and academic
abilities was countered by his positive self-concept from the background with which he
entered the new environment, and his consistent efforts to prove his detractors wrong.

More so, our interview during which Marc tells his stories becamesier
setting that provides opportunities for Marc to re-define himself and evaluate his
experiences for native peers. Added to this, | see the alignment of our backgrounds as
facilitating a deeper sharing of the meanings of experience. Riessman (1993) contends
that narrators can position themselves as victims of one circumstance or another in their
stories or as agentic beings who assume control over events and who purposefully initiate
and cause action. Marc chooses the latter. The interview and research process offer Marc
opportunities to voice his perspectives.

Narrative of Other

Patton (2002) contends that self-reflexivity among qualitative researchers, moves
beyond the act of reflection to include action. Thus, in attempting to study the
experiences of my participant, | move beyond acknowledging and stating our common
ground, to choosing to actively negotiate the terrain of common experieikesy

participants. However, the movement from interview to the narrative representation also
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reflected my position as the researcher-other. The representation of data raised for me,
issues of voiceNthe ways in which Marc made meaning, and the language with which he
represented himselfNand my responsibility to my participant, my audience and myself.
Thus, | found myself confronting ethical dilemmas in terms of accurately representing
MarcOs voice, and acknowledging and responding to my own personal involvement and
investment in the process.

Gubrium and Holstein (1999) make an important point that, in todayOs
postcolonial and dehierachicalized atmosphere, many of those formerly studied, now
exercise their own describing of their experiences and social conditions. | am aware that
issues of representation have lead to a movementfiom a researcherOs assuming to
speak for the participant. Given this, | am cautious that, in my methodological choices, |
do not become the OotherO, the oppressorNthe Ooutside worldO that silences my
participantOs voice. As researcher, | recognize that | infiltrate the text (Riessman, 1993)
because | eventually decide the methodology, | select the narrative segments for analysis,
and even then, | co-construct and reconstruct the narratives that are reported. Therefore,
the re-presentations and boundaries chosen are strongly influenced-&ydh&ier’s
interpretations, disciplinary preferences and research questions. Further, although I join
Lieblich et al. (1998) in the belief that as researcher, | can access individualsO identities
and systems of meaning through the study and interpretation of the social worlds, | would
caution that what is firsinderstood by my participantOs stories ultimately depends on
and is informed by my own contexts, discourses and world views.

On the other hand, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) posit that in the research

process, when as researchers, we ask participants to share their stories with us, in that
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process of sharing and retelling, we change their stari@sng changed by their stories.
These writers argue that because the research process is a dialogic one, the story that is
eventually retold or reported by the researcher, reflectathercher’s engagement in
dialogue with the participantsO stories, and the ways the researcher has been shaped by
that interaction and transaction with the participants. However, | would extend this idea
to argue that, coming out of the dialogic participant-researcher relationship, the
participantand researcher leave the process as (an)other, having been changed by the
process and product of the (re)telling of stories.
Conclusion and Implications

The emphasis on thi®w andwhat that is said in research, should equally
considerro whom it is said for these considerations form part of the multilayered
methodological dilemmas that can shape the understanding and representation of the
participantOs lived experiences. This approach deepens the understanding of the nuances
of researching OselfO in terms of the identities of the participant and the researcher, and
how theparticipant’s perceptions of the researcher shape the interactions, agendas,
intentions and expectations within the research relationship. Just as researchers and
writers are ever aware of the importance of writing with a specific audience in mind, |
would argue that the same can be said of the research participant who, during the
interview, reads his/her audienceNthe researcherNand responds based on that reading.
The ongoing dialogue between the storyteller and the listener/reader are not objective, but
rather an engaged personal involvement that involves the eveataling (Kramp,
2004) of experiences for and with the OaudienceO. Thus, what this means for learning is

the fact that how individuals come to understand or make meaning, cannot be separated
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from their contexts, experiences and relationships (Gergen, 1995; Sfard, 1998). How
individuals in the participant-researcher relationship make sense of the world, how they
come to Oread the word and the worldO (Freire & Macedo, 1987) is defined by and
confined to the realities of their interactions and transactions within and across social
groups, the diverse discursive practices and cultural backgrounds, and the places and

spaces afforded the range of learning experiences.
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