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Abstract

Abstract:

This thesis is a largely ethnographic analysis of the life histories of six bilingual, second
generation settlers in Britain, from different language communities. All have been
academically successful within the English educational system ie all possess at least a first
degree from a British university. In the thesis I analyse common patterns in their experiences
and chart the complex changes to their view of their own identities. From this I am attempting

to trace common patterns in identity formation in complex and plural societies.

Following phenomenographic approaches, I conducted a series of unstructured “interviews’ or
dialogues, which concentrated on the individuals” views of their own histories and identities.
These consisted of anecdotes and vignettes of what they considered as significant episodes
from their lives. Each narrative is contextualised within patterns of migration and settlement
of their particular ‘community’. They are also located within the broader context of the
political and social conditions in Britain throughout the time of their parents’ settlement and
their own lives. Moreover, they are set against the changing background of legislation and

public policy in Britain, particularly educational initiatives in the area of multiculturalism, anti

racism and multilingualism.

I use three levels of analysis: the identification of common patterns and discontinuities,
analysis of the process of identity formation and analysis of the cultural aspects of narrative
style. Using such analyses I attempt to “unriddle’ the process of identity formation and discuss
this against the existing literature on culture and identity. For this I draw on work in the fields
of ethnography, literature, cultural studies and social psychology. I argue that there is a need
for more complex theoretical conceptions than are currently employed. In the final chapter ]

consider the implications of the research in the light of recent educational policy in Britain.
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Chapter 1: The NMonkey’s Mask: Identity and Autobiography

year upon year

the monkey’s mask

reveals the monkey
Basho

7.1 74?1 Introduction to the Research

It is documented that the children of exiles
returning to Chile, after the advent of democracy, sutfered a strange sense of displacement
(Hite: 1991). Although they had grown up in households where their parents and
grandparents celebrated the virtues and the beauties of the homeland and their strong
cultural traditions were evident everywhere, these children also drank from other streams:
the street culture of European cities, coupled with American films and M.T.V. Giving these
up was difficult. Hite argues that most of those who grew up in exile eventually abandoned
their idealisations of Chile “in order to redefine who they were and where they belonged.
As adults today, often with bicultural families of their own, they cannot imagine more than
a visit to their former home, despite the end of dictatorship.” (Hite: 1991:4)
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Since the end of the second world war easier, faster and more etfective communications and
a proliferation of material goods have altered our sense of identity and belonging. Our
social life and our own values have undergone massive changes, rifts and fragmentations.
Scarcely any community or any person is untouched by the attractions of individualism,
romantically purveyed by Hollywood and the music industry and more insidiously
underpinned by the financial process of the market. To some extent in the modern world we
are all exiles. We are all living in translation. Alongside a steady determination to get
what is ours, the great majority of us need wide cultural and linguistic repertoires, merely to

survive.

My interest in such questions can be traced back to my own childhood. and adolescence. My
own confusions were real despite my growing up through a period of relative affluence and

being relatively successful within the state education system.

In terms of my own identity I feel I have inherited sets of paradoxes and ambivalences,
which are by no means rare in the modern world. My cultural heritage is predominantly
Catholic Irish. From my earliest glimmerings .of memory, this was apparent through the
litanies of family histories, the stories and the humour. Despite this, we by no means
participated 1n an active Irish culture. Although 1 was Christened a Catholic, my parents
scarcely attended mass and I was sent to non-denominational state schools. The only words
of Gaelic.1 know are “Pogue Mahone” and these were taught to me by a roguish uncle, who
had very little of the tongue himself. We never attended any social gatherings or belonged
to political organisations, yet I knew about the violence of the Orange parades in.Liverpool
and heard of the heartless exploits of ‘the black and tans’ and even of Cromwell’s crimes at

Drogheda, long betore I understood their signiticance.

As I have grown older I have found myself increasingly drawn to Irish.music and literature
and am proud of that part of my heritage; proud to belong to a culture which since 1169 has
been invaded and oppressed, but never truly conquered. It is only relatively recently that 1
visited Ireland for the first time, since my sister now lives there and my mother lived there
for the last years of her life. Yet I still have no desire to be part of it. So many things
irritate and depress me about it; parts of which I continue to find in myself, from time to
time. An insincere gregariousness and forced hospitality. A maudlin sense of self pity.
Compulsory gaiety and good humour in public places. An oversensitivity at the comments of

others. The list is almost endless..

This complexity is compounded by issues of class, which set up similar paradoxical
reactions within me. My grandparents were Irish lower middle class. 1 suppose they would
have had much in common with those which Joyce delineates so vitally in “Dubliners”.
Quite ditferent from their English counterparts. By the time my parents were growing up
during the years following the Great War, they were poor. Ruined by a combination of poor

financial judgment, alcohol and unremitting unemployment. Both my parents left school
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when they were fourteen. 1 grew up in what would have been described as a working class

neighbourhood.

Irvine Terrace in New Ferry was a row of ten three-storey Victorian houses. They had large
rooms and had once belonged to middle class people. They crouched on the edge of the
Wirral bank of the Mersey, between Bromborough Docks and Cammell Laird shipyards. By
the time my parents rented the top two floors of number two, the sea had already begun to
reclaim the gardens. As children we played on the broken sea wall. The most derelict part
served as a everything from a climbing frame to a shop counter. A place for fighting and
role play. It was here that 1 began to learn that class was not so simple and that community
can be a misleading term. Some of the most affluent people in that area were fiercely

working class and some of the poorest had “ideas above their station.”

Although they were never parochial in their attitudes, both my parents had great faith in
education, to provide a way out of poverty. With their encouragement, both my sister and I
were successful. Still I didn’t feel totally comfortable at Wirral Grammar School. Most of
the children I had played with went to the secondary modern school. But gradually 1
made new friends and like many of my generation found common ground through the music of
the sixties and the styles of expression which grew out of it. Reading Salinger was a
profoundly liberating experience. It seemed to free me from the constraints of the past. This
continued throughout my time at North Western Polytechnic, where the attractions of the
counter culture, focussed our attention on a range of radical possibilities informed by a
tradition which went back past the beat poets, to Dickenson, Pound, Yeats, Beaudelaire,
Rilke and Blake. It was an era full of contradictions. Radical, egalitarian politics
coexisted (often uneasily) with eastern and western mysticism. It is difficult at this point

to describe with any conviction the sense of possibility and optimism which characterise

that era.

This was the personal baggage 1 brought to my work as a teacher in Hackney in the early
1970s and later in Tottenham. Here I encountered a range of further complexities and
contradictions. Many of the children seemed alienated from the work we were trying to do.
At that stage few teachers had much knowledge of the lives of the children in our
classrooms. It was through this experience that many teachers began to discover other
ways forward. Looking back, many of our approaches were naive and often patronising. But
we were learning. Throughout the 1970s, teachers began to develop and extend their
knowledge. The growth of anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives were often supported
financially by sympathetic Local Education Authorities. Resources were built up and
authors and publishers began to address the issues and begin to fill the gaps. The process
was one of continual debate and refinement of our sensibilities. Still they were difficult
areas full of dilemmas and contradictions. The more I looked at the issues, the more I was
drawn to the idea that lack of motivation was connected to issues of identity, particularly

as they are refracted through the sensitive medium of language. I wrestled with this idea
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for many years, through my own practice and through my readings of Margaret Meek,
Harold Rosen, Tony Burgess, James Britton, Jane Miller, which in turn introduced me to the
work of Clifford Geertz, Lev Vygotsky, Mikhail Bakhtin, Paulo Friere, Antonio Gramsci as
well as poets and novelists from all over the world. But our greatest teachers were the

pupils themselves. The children taught us a great deal, once we were prepared to listen.

For me this process helped to link conceptions of identity which are complex to the idea of
repertoires, which we can use in various social settings. [ realised, as with my own
experience, identity is not fixed or predetermined. It also demonstrated for me that we
needed to thoroughly examine the political perspectives which underpin the relationship
between identity and education and its effect upon children with complex social identities,
who lack status and power within the existing social order. My own M.A study centred
around these problems, as they were realised in schooled literacy. As such it is the pilot

study to the current project. (Kearney:1990)
1.2 Living in Translation: The Pilot Study for the Pdroject

My initial interest in issues of culture and identity as refracted through the sensitive
medium of language emanated from my work in Hackney and Haringey. As a class teacher,
in several primary schools, I realised that there were many intelligent children who were
sharp and streetwise. Their minds operated like quicksilver. But they achieved little at
school. They had wit and were articulate. But not in ways likely to endear themselves to
examination boards and other such gatekeepers. There were others who had learned to
keep quiet. Hoping for a kind of comfort and safety through invisibility. Many in this

category were pupils whose home language was not English.

My work as an advisory teacher offered me the opportunity to work in many different
multilingual classrooms. It was here that 1 began to realise that my rather static
conceptions of culture and identity could not contain the wide and apparently contradictory
manifestations, I was encountering in the classroom. I was often surprised by how
infrequently some of the children seemed to make any acknowledgement of their home
culture. This stood in marked contrast to the few (mainly boys as 1 now reflect) who seemed
to have expert knowledge of the history, language and often religious customs of their
heritage culture. At that point in time I began work on my M.A. at the Institute of
Education. This enabled me to examine more closely the relationship between language,
culture, identity and schooling. 1 was particularly interested in how monolingual teachers

like myself could build on the children’s out of school experiences in constructive and

uncondescending ways.

As much of the literature at the time seemed to concentrate on failure, both in terms of

schools’ inability to get to grips with the issues of culture and identity and the well
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publicised problem of underachievement of so-called ‘ethnic minority” pupils, I thought it
might be beneficial to concentrate on success. This was the basis of my MA dissertation,
which is an examination of three case studies. In this endeavour I was fortunate enough to
encounter Christos. He was a ten year old, from a Greek Cypriot family. He proved to be a
fluent bilingual who had strong links with his own community and a strong sense of cultural

identity.

Up until this point he had been thought of as a reluctant learner. However, as 1 worked
with his class, he engaged deeply with the class project which was based around the
Odyssey. An account of this was published in ‘English in Education’. (Kearney: 1990: 3-13)
It shows how with some acknowledgement and validation of his own cultural traditions he
was motivated to produce some exceptional work, both in English and Greek. Thus
culminated in his production of a home made model of a Greek library, which contained his
retelling the whole of the Odyssey in Greek. His retelling was presented on scrolls which
he had artificially aged by burning the sides. He had completed this at home in his own
time with the help of his uncle. The episode demonstrated how much potential remains

unfulfilled in many multilingual classrooms.

It also produced some insights into the relationship between language, culture, identity and
schooling. For my second case study 1 examined the case of Kofi, whose parents were
brought up in the Caribbean. He was also successful. But here I noticed significant
differences from Christos. Whereas for Christos there was a certain congruence between
“where he was at” and “where he was from” (to borrow Paul Gilroy’s (1992) phrases),
similar explanations did not work in Kofi’s case. Instead 1 was confronted with more
complex manifestations of identity. He appeared to have several layers to his sense of self

and could draw on an array of linguistic and cultural resources.

These puzzles led me to a variety of sources to help unriddle them. I found the most usetul to
be interpretative ethnographers such as Clifford Geertz (1973, 1983, 1986, 1988, 1995) and
Shirley Brice Heath (1983), who helped me view culture with an understanding and
enjoyment of such complexity and contradiction. Geertz’ work in particular crackles with
insight and inspiration, especially in his investigations of such concepts as art, religion and
common sense, which he examines as cultural systems. He moves us towards new insights

into ‘taken for granted’ phenomena.

Cultural commentators like Raymond Williams (1976, 1977, 1981, 1983) and Stuart Hall
(1980, 1988, 1991, 1997) helped locate such findings in broader historical, geographical and
political frameworks. Gramsci’s (1988) notion of hegemony provided further insight into
the relationships between culture and the deployment of power within complex industrial
societies. Social psychologists such as Vygotsky (1978, 1986) demonstrated how our
understandings are formed through the mediation of culturally acquired symbols and signs

which we internalise and use as tools for our own ways of coming to know the world.
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The work of Bakhtin (1981, 1984, 1986, 1986a) extended this understanding further by
illustrating how ‘many voiced’ our consciousness is and how we have to appropriate the
words and meaning of others to make our own meanings. His particularly powertul msight
is that culture is dialogic and always being created afresh as part of an ongoing struggle and
dialogue. It is not separate from such struggles but is integral to them. The work ot Ginzburg
(1976, 1980) gave me insight into how new cosmologies develop and how the human
imagination can invent new possibilities through alternative and subversive readings of

powerful and apparently oppressive texts.

This helped me understand how people are able to operate and function in complex societies
and manage to negotiate sets of apparently contradictory networks. It also held out hope
for teachers in multilingual and culturally diverse classrooms. In particular I was drawn to
John Hardcastle’s (1985) idea that they were active agents in this process of rapid cultural

change. Classrooms cun be sites of cultural making,.

But to effect this there needs to be a conscious recognition of the paradoxes and the diversity
which extends far beyond what many of us had previously imagined. We also need to be
aware of the economic and political constraints operating on our work as teachers and how
these impact upon curriculum and other aspects of policy and practice. My own concern was
(and is) the issue of voice and silence. I still believe that the most important part of our
project is to direct our energies into seeking ways of releasing that creative energy which is
often left latent in our classrooms. For me Christos” and Kofi’s stories point towards some of

those possibilities.

The MA study 1tself was divided into two sections. Part one consisted of 3 case studies of
children who had overcome constraints to engage with a largely Eurocentric and masculine
literature. In addition to Kofi and Christos, I studied Claire who also had to come to terms
with an ‘oppressive’ masculine text. Their stories demonstrated to me that, the text was not
so important in itself as the way 1t was mediated and the opportunities oftered by the
teacher for the children to appropriate the model to serve their own purposes. In the
second part I used four interrelated perspectives to help ‘unriddle’ the case studies (or as
Clifford Geertz would say give them a ’‘thick description’). These perspectives were:
power, language, narrative and heresy. For this section I drew heavily upon the work of
the theorists mentioned above. What emerged was a very complex picture of our
relationship with texts and a conclusion that it is possible that we can rewrite supposedly
oppressive stories translating them to our own contexts and dilemmas. In this way they can
serve to liberate rather than oppress. 1 also the enormous educational potential in the
rather mundane act of retelling stories. Moreover I realised the intimate connection

between this act and the construction of identity.
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For the present study, I take these investigations further, by examining a series of life
histories from multilingual people who have been brought up in Britain and have been
successful within the school system. Through this 1 examine the possibilities and
constraints, which they faced: how they dealt with them and the internal conflicts this
experience brought. [Initially 1 had hoped that this would afford an opportunity to
discover common patterns and examine more thoroughly complex issues of identity. Part of
it, 1 thought, could inform classroom teachers and hopefully improve current practice. Part
of it is interesting in itself since it deals with an issue which has become an important facet
of everyday life for many people in a period of rapid, profound and potentially dangerous
changes. All of the people I approached to take part in the research embraced the idea

enthusiastically. All said they would welcome the opportunity ot exploring this facet ot
their lives.

My starting point was to find connections between success and teachers who were able to
connect with their cultural backgrounds. However because the issues are more complex than
I initially thought, it has led me to a more basic and complex set of questions which

surround the nature of changing identities in modern cosmopolitan cities. In brief they are:

» What are the changes in the notions of self identity and culture in educated
second generation settlers in London?
* What aspects remain the same?

 What is the nature of and reasons for those changes?

Although there has been a great deal written on these questions in recent years in the areas
of cultural studies, ethnography and social psychology, much of the literature remains
abstract and speculative. On the other hand more detailed empirical studies tend to rely on
concepts of identity which are limited and draw on simple and straightforward notions of
identity. The few ethnographic studies which have been conducted in the area have
concentrated on single cultural groups. Those which deal with several groups tend to be

positivistic in approach. As yet there is no systematic, phenomenological, cross cultural
study of adult self narratives in this area.
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C’:;mptez 223 ’(Deep S xcavations: 74 Statement oﬁ the ‘Research ;b’zoélem

...the question, and the theorisation, of identity is a matter of considerable
political significance, and 15 only likely to be advanced when both the necessity
and the ‘impossibility’ of identities, and the suturing of the psychic and the

discursive in theiwr construction are fully and unambiguously acknowledged

Stuart Hall (1996:17)

1.1 Introduction

During the 1970s and early 1980s, there was a growing awareness
among many teachers about the need to provide support for children’s home languages, cultures
and identities. Many Local Education Authorities (LEAs) set up centres and ran in-service
courses, which raised awareness among liberal teachers working in mainly inner-urban settings.
In retrospect, the concepts of culture and identity were too narrowly focused and were premised
on exotic and overgeneralised views of culture. This was unsurprising since such views of culture
came mainly from anthropologists whose practices still bore the hallmarks of their 19th
century colonial origins. Moreover, many of the methods and approaches used in schools
implicitly built upon instrumental and behaviourist approaches to learning. Issues of
stereotyping in children’s books were raised, but were often dealt with in crude and rather
insensitive ways. The result was sanitised texts which ignored the messy and contradictory
nature of social reality and sidestepped uncomfortable issues, for fear of appearing racist (or

sex1st).
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In the 1980s structuralist approaches to literature seemed to offer more critical ways forward,
but again the desired values were still implicit in the selection and framing of the texts. These
were perhaps inevitable stages in the construction of a more sophisticated consciousness.
Motreover they were developed in a hostile political cimate where, in Britain, there were
moves afoot to implement a conservative and Eurocentric National Curriculum. As ] pointed out
in an earlier paper (Kearney, 1996) these values were backed by interlocking legislation and a
diversion of funding away from support of children's community languages and home cultures
and towards the learning of English language. The eftect of these policies has operated on a
deep and subtle level. As Tomlinson (1997) has argued, recent market driven forces, operating

under the rationale of extending choice operate against the children of ‘ethnic minority’

families.

As a counterbalance to this, research by Eve Gregory (1996) has illustrated how little regard we
have had, as liberal educators, of the diversity of approaches to learning, which children

bring from home or their community schools (often run through religious organisations.) As
Geertz (1995:3) points out:

Not only have societies changed dramatically over the past three or four decades,
our concept of culture and identity (ie how we intellectually frame them) has also

altered so that we no longer have the cosy certainties of the past. (If, indeed, they

ever really existed for everyone).

The burgeoning of cultural studies, from its antecedents in the work of Richard Hoggart and
Raymond Williams (1958), through the work of Stuart Hall and the Centre for Cultural Studies
in Birmingham (1980) to the current time in the work of bell hooks (1990, 1996), Paul Gilroy
(1992), Homi Bhabba (1992, 1996) has not only helped us to understand Gramsci’s notion of the
organic intellectual, it has, also, shaken fundamental conceptions of culture and identity and
problematised methods of researching culture. lts genesis is charted in Stuart Hall’s largely
autobiographical piece, “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical Legacies” (1992). By dealing
with the complexity of identity in the wider context of recent economic, social and
technological changes, such writers are developing more sophisticated frameworks for us to

interpret such slippery concepts as culture and identity.

What has altered is that we can no longer think of culture as related to a ‘natural way of life’.
Because cultures and identities had previously been built up slowly over long periods of time, in
pragmatic and largely unselfconscious ways, they had acquired an essentialist feel. In the
modern, mass mediated world, this viewpoint is untenable. Movement of people, dispersal (or
diaspora) has exacerbated this uncertainty, as len Ang (1994:16) notes:

Since diasporas are fundamentally and inevitably transnational in their scope,
always linking the local and the global, the here and there, past and present, they
have the potential to unsettle essentialist and totalising conceptions of ‘national

culture’ or ‘national identity’.
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During the last three or four decades anthropology has come home; diluting the ethnographic
distance between the “home” and the “field.” As Samadar Lavie and Ted Swedenburg
(1996:154) put it:

Fieldwork becomes homework as difterences between ethnographer and the
subject under study are broken down as the ethnographer is incorporated into the
text, and as theory and text reflect and participate in the multipositioning and

fluctuating realities of quotidian life

This “self-consciousness” of the fabricated nature of culture has precipitated calls for a radical

reappraisal of notions of culture and identity which incorporates:

* the idea that new cultural webs are possible and necessary (What Homi Bhabba
(1995) refers to as the third space)

e that it needs to be informed by a transnational radical political base (Chantal Moufte,
1995; Ernesto Laclau, 1995; bell hooks, 1996)

» that it needs a more honest exploration of issues involving cultural memory
particularly as it articulates with the mythologies of diaspora (Ien Ang, 1994; Paul
Gilroy 1992)

This is not to play down the part played by communities in the construction of an individual’s
identity or their ways of coming to know the world. It is rather an attempt to contextualise and
critically appraise such influences. In educational terms consideration of the above points pose
profound questions, some epistemological (what's worth knowing?), others pragmatic (what

approaches work best?)

What has been surprising is the exclusively eurocentric nature of the curricuilum in compulsory
schooling experienced by all six people involved in this study. Particularly as five of them
had experienced schooling in the London area, often viewed as being the bastion of
multicultural and anti racist education. The situation is unlikely to have improved since the
introduction of the narrow and prescribed National Curriculum. However, it may be a romantic
and inaccurate generalisation to view the 1970s as a golden age in terms of multicultural
education. Certainly it was far better in terms of funding and governmental support. However,
the concepts of culture and identity were for the most part crudely conceived. They were based
on John Locke’s notions of culture and identity as fixed and consistent. (See Aronowitz,1995)
This approach gave rise to some of the cruder educational initiatives in that period, such as the
‘black and white doll test.” A more complex theoretical framework is necessary to make sense of
the concepts of culture and identity.

To understand the emerging patterns I have found it more useful to refer to modern cultural

theory and interpretive ethnographers like Clifford Geertz (1986:15), when he states:
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Like nostalgia, diversity is not what it used to be; and the sealing of lives in
separate railway carriages to produce cultural renewal or the spacing of them out
with contrast effects to free up moral energies are romantical notions, not
undangerous. Moral issues that used to arise...mainly between societies...now

increasingly arise within them.

The stories presented here are testimony to this complex view. They also articulate Stuart
Hall’s (1991: 47) view that

...1dentities are never completed, never finished; they are always, as subjectivity, in

process

Education is part of that process. But part of the problem has been in finding a theoretical base
and conceptual frameworks which both acknowledge specific heritages, whilst at the same

time avoid the pitfalls of overgeneralisation. bell hooks (1995) makes the point that:

Nationalist attachment to a narrow vision of black identity is often as rigidly
conservative as racist white stereotypes. Narrowly focused black identity politics do
a disservice to black liberation struggle because they seek to render invisible the

complex and multiple subjectivity of black tolks

This point is echoed by Paul Gilroy (1992) in his arguments against ethnic absolutism, which
emphasise the historical inaccuracy of such overgeneralisations, even during the colonial
period. All of the interviewees have come to see very forcetully how concepts of culture and

identity are not essentialist but socially constructed, underlining Homi Bhabba’s (1995: 49) view
that

The transnational dimension of cultural transtormation-migration, diaspora,
displacement, relocations-turns the specifying or localising process of cultural
translation into a complex process of signification. For the

natural(ized), unifying discourse “nation”, “peoples”,“folk” tradition-

these embedded myths of culture’s particularity-cannot be readily referenced.
The great, though unsettling advantage of this position is that it makes one
increasingly aware of the construction of culture, the invention of tradition,

the retroactive nature of social atfiliation and psychic identification.

For Bhabba this allows a creative space to work through notions of culture and identity, but one
which needs to avoid a saccharine vision which ignores the realities of power and struggle. As

Stuart Hall (1997: 34) comments, when discussing this problematic:

Ethnicity is the only terminology we have to describe cultural speaficity,
so one has to go back to it, if one doesn’t want to land up with an empty cosmopolitanism-
‘citizens of the world’ as the only identity...The diaspora has a line through it

too: in the era of globalisation, we are all becoming diasporic
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The stories related and analysed in later chapters demonstrate people in the midst of these
complex changes, making difficult and often painful decisions about their own locations and
vantage points. Their stories have a particular resonance for teachers as curricula in Britain
and many other parts of the world are becoming more narrowly and rigidly defined in cultural
terms. The stories themselves raise sets of questions relating to public education, particularly
regarding the curriculum. In recent years the education agenda has been dominated by the
corporate voice of multinational business, which articulates the utilitarian need for a skilled
workforce. What have been sidelined are debates about the personal and social aspects of the
educational process. In the US and Britain there have been vigorous attacks on multicultural
and anti racist education. ‘Politically correct’, which was coined as healthy self criticism has
now become a universal term of abuse. This is underlined by the white middle class values
which dominate the mass media, which are in many ways becoming more pronounced. In his
book, “Information Inequality” Herbert Schiller (1996) places this in a broader context of the
lack of accountability of large corporations, the concentration of the media control in fewer
hands (dominated largely by the concerns of corporate America through advertising revenue)
and the destruction of public sources of information such as libraries and the public education

service in the US.

Therefore, it is necessary at this point to probe the nature of the changes occurring in systematic
and empirical ways. In this I seek to discover patterns which are common across different
cultural groups. Where significant differences appear, I wish to explore the reasons for this. 1
also seek to understand the nature of new cultural formations and explore the often
underestimated role of the mass media in the transformations. To achieve this it is necessary

to achieve some clarity in terms of understanding the complex issues surrounding notions of

identity.

In Chapter 4, I shall review the literature to establish how current notions of self and self
identity have arisen in Western scholarship. But before I do that 1 wish to describe my
methodological approach (Chapter 3). In the chapter I shall examine critically the research
tools and approaches which have been used to examine the concepts of culture, community and
identity from ethnography and the use of what is variously described as autobiography, lite
history, self narrative and self creation. 1 shall discuss the problems and dilemmas involved
in establishing an authentic picture of the complex changes which second generation settlers
such as the six participants are currently experiencing. 1 shall also investigate the ethical
dilemmas which confront any researcher who undertakes such research, before going on to
examine their personal, heartfelt and sometimes painful accounts of living through such

profound transitions.

Both culturally and technologically, education seems to be becoming distanced trom people’s
lived experiences. As the life stories show there is a wealth of experience to be built upon and
explored, which should inform our teaching. The world is in the classroom. It can only be
translated into new cultural webs if we enter into dialogues and explore people’s lived

experience.
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This research addresses the need for a more systematic examination of life stories which are
contextualised within current political structures and complex social histories. It is clear from
the existing research that, although a great deal of valuable work has been conducted at a
theoretical level, very little has been conducted with academically successful people.
Moreover, those that have (eg Eade (1993, 1997) have tended to take a strictly ethnographic
approach, concentrating on a single community. Therefore, in Part Two, I shall attempt to
examine the stories from people of different heritages in order to seek patterns and
discontinuities in the stories themselves. I shall also make an analysis of patterns in the
ways of telling, examining rhetorical devices to ascertain not only what changes but also what
stays the same when people cross borders and increase the scope of their social networks. In

short, I shall attempt to reveal how a sense of coherence and continuity is carried and
maintained across generations.

As Linde (1993:3) points out :

In order to exist in the social world with a comfortable sense of being a good, ...

and stable person, an individual needs to have a coherent, acceptable and
constantly revised life story

In the maelstrom of modern living, it is probably more essential than ever to ‘have a firm
foundation when the winds of change do shift’ (Dylan: 1974). My argument is that most of us
have a more coherent and continuous sense of self than those who support a strong reading of

postmodern thought would suppose. 1 also argue that the key to understanding this lies in an

examination of the interrelationship between narrative, memory and history.
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Chapter  3: Honour and ﬂutkenticitq: An exploration of some

methodolological problems encountered when analysing life histories

Full accountability, of course, like the dream of self knowledge, is elusive

James Clifford 1997:11

Introduction

In the current interconnected and mass mediated world,
notions of culture, community and identity are complex, multifaceted, often contradictory
and difficult to describe. Furthermore, ways in which research is conducted are becoming
increasingly problematic. This is particularly true of those ethnographic studies which
seek to provide a platform for dispossessed and marginalised groups: those within the
community whose voices are sidelined or diminished through powerful institutions such as
the media. Although most educational systems speak the rhetoric of equality of
opportunity, turning this into a reality in terms of either the recruitment and retention of
‘ethnic minority’ teachers or the content of the curriculumn seems to present persistent
problems and dilemmas. At one point it appeared that educational research may present a
solution. 1 am thinking particularly of the rise of anti-racist initiatives and the
development of sociolinguistics. Often such works, particularly in the field of ethnography

have attempted to present a collaborative approach. This research project itself follows

such a pattern.
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Collaboration has a cosy ring about it. But like its travelling companion, partnership, it
has some troubling aspects. Both notions raise deeper and more aggravating questions.
Questions which probe the aspects of power which tend to lie, unexamined, at the heart of

the research.
In conducting ethnographic research some ot the major issues are:

* Who owns the research?
* What is the role of the university based researcher?
* How can the work be conducted ethically?
* How far can it be truly collaborative given the in built
discrepancies in the power relationships?
* How can we ensure that our joint efforts compose as
authentic a picture as possible of such a complex social reality
which links history, culture, identity through the mind and memory

maps of individual consciousness?

As Clifford Geertz (1995:2) put it

When everything changes from the small and immediate to the vast and

abstract - the object of study, the world immediately around it, the student,
the world immediately around him, and the wider world around them both
- there seems to be no place to stand so as to locate just what has altered and

how.

It is clear that such research must be deeply contextualised. Therefore I shall give a brief

outline of its genesis, betfore examining the methodological issues.

3.1 <Lhe story of the research

It is clear from my opening chapters that the roots of the current project are deeply
embedded in my personal history and the complexity of my own identity. It also connected
with my professional work as a teacher and teacher educator. Moreover, the nddle of
identity had also intrigued me throughout my own theoretical reading and my MA study
‘Living 1n Translation’ (1990), which was the pilot study for the current project. However, 1
admit that 1 didn’t perceive it as such at the start of this research. As with the
participants in their stories, it is only hindsight that enables me to make a coherent

narrative of that particular sequence of events.

I
M
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My original intention had been to study the professional lite histories of mentor teachers,
with whom I was working. Two events changed the direction. First I changed jobs and my
new employers were not going to pay the fees for me to study at a different university, with
my original choice of supervisor, who had supervised my MA dissertation. He
recommended a colleague at my own college to take over the role. Her interests, research

and publications were in the field of multilingualism.

The second event occurred at almost the same time. I had been invited to run a workshop at
Middlesex University on the topic of the place of multilingualism in the 1995 version of the
National Curriculum following the Dearing review. At the end of the session one of my ex-
students came up to express interest in my talk and told me that, if I wished to conduct
further research in the area, 1 should contact her to interview her about her own experiences
as a bilingual. She became the first participant in the current project. It was this

combination of events which altered the direction ot the study.

3.2 Conduct of the interviews

At that stage 1 realised that I wished to look at the issue of academically successful
bilinguals which I had begun in my MA dissertation (cf Chapter 1). I wanted to look more
closely at how issues of culture and identity are framed in research, which I had begun in
the dissertation (see Kearney: 1995) and to examine in more depth the role of narrative in
this process. Again these were intuitive “"hunches’ it is only with the benefit of hindsight
that I am fully conscious of this pattern.

I took up “Aliki's” offer to be interviewed in April 1996 but did not complete the tinal
interview with “Michael” until March 2000. During that period my theoretical
understandings gradually became more sophisticated and the interviews found a
comfortable pattern. Because I was following Hazel Francis’ (1993) approach of
unstructured conversations which allows the participants to set the agenda, a productive
rhythm for the interviews emerged and 1 was able to find certain enabling questions and

approaches.

But there are other dimensions to difficulties we face. In the course of collecting life stories
from people in Britain from so called ‘ethnic minority’ groups (the term itself is
problematic) I have encountered several dilemmas. Some are ethical. Others are
pragmatic. Most of my ‘collaborators’ have been brought up in Britain and have achieved
success within the state education system. All possess at least a first degree. My original
intention was to discover how their success linked to their experience of schooling. 1 wanted
them to be able to set the agenda. This is why I followed the phenomenographic
approaches recommended by Hazel Francis (1993: 70).
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The aim of the interview is to have the interviewee thematise the

phenomenon of interest and make the thinking explicit (1993:70)

The risky nature of this approach calls for a more spontaneous and conversational attitude
on the part of the researcher. Although, superficially, this seems less rigorous than the
formal structured interview, it has yielded rich results. Much of this has forced me to
reappraise the original direction of the study in fundamental ways. For example, I noticed
that as my interventions became less sure and articulate, the interviewees become more sure
and tluent. I also realised that, through my reading and previous experience in this area, 1
have access to information which the interviewees do not have. They on the other hand
have a lifetime of lived experience and deep and often painful reflections upon what it
means to negotiate complex networks of people and signs, within layers of history and
sometimes contlicting traditions. Where we both connect is that we are trying to unriddle
these complex processes of cultural change we are living through. What concerns me is how
we can as researchers, engage in a fruitful dialogue in which we neither overplay our
knowledge and stifle the conversation nor underplay it and miss opportunities to widen the
parameters of the picture. In short, how can such encounters be as authentic and honourable

as possible?

I wish to argue that some of the problems which we face lie in the methodological tools
which we use. It is not they are no longer fit for purpose. However, we need to examine
some of the purposes they have been put to in the past and adapt the tools to our own uses.
In particular I wish to follow James Clifford’s (1988) clear-eyed critique of certain
ethnographic methods and approaches. For me, the tools themselves are not neutral or
innocent but have accrued notions of investigating culture which derive from their colonial

heritage. Theretore they must be handled with care.

3.3 Partial Lruths and Serious Fictions: an outline of the methodological

vroblems of analysing life histories

Even the seemingly most indivtdualistic interpretations of the world are never
ruly and thoroughly individual and unique. On the other hand, the ‘deep
structures’ of culture only exist as people act and behave 1n accordance with those
structures or make use of them in their activity. Indeed the line of inquiry known as
cultural studies 1s perhaps best described as a crossroads, the arrival, through the
application of concepts from various disciplines, at a shared view that 1t 1s useful
to study cultural distinctions and meaning systems from the point of view of both
actors and structures. Alasuutari, P (1995:35)
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Let me state at the outset, notions of cultural purity have little interest to me. My argument
is that issues of culture and identity are messy and puzzling phenomena. Constantly in
motion, they are ditficult to pin down and describe. Many of the theoretical tools we have
at our disposal are crude and blunt. There are no conceptual nets fine enough to capture such
complexity. However, they are the only tools at our disposal and it we apply them with
sensitivity and are candid about how we apply them, then we can build up helptul and

distinctive pictures of the period of profound social and cultural change, we are currently

experiencing.

In this chapter I shall describe the methodological problems which I faced in attempting to
‘unriddle’ the interviews with six bilingual/bicultural people. Ishall explain why I have
preferred some research methods over others and I shall discuss some of the strengths and
limitations of those I have chosen. This is because I think we need to be as tull and candid
as possible about the conduct and context of the research. In my view a ‘warts and all’
approach to our writing which includes an admission of the messiness of the process can only
help to do justice to the complexity of the phenomena we are describing. We are an
important part of the research and it is much more useful if we do not cover our tracks.

Those tracks are, in my opinion, central to the story.

There are 6 broad sections to the chapter:

* Being here: an examination of some central problems in conducting the

research

* ‘Unnddling” choosing the right tools; the place of positivistic and non-

positivistic approaches to the work

* A real predicament: an historical and critical survey of the strengths and

limitations of ethnographic approaches
* Life history? Whose story?: the strengths and limitations of
autobiographical approaches through life history or self narrative,

problems of validity and reliability.

* Honour and authenticity: context and conduct of the interviews. Issues of

power. Authentic voice.

* Conclusion: The role of the researcher
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3.3.1 ISeing here: Research as a problem of writing

All research is our account of ‘what is going on around here/over there’ or ‘what was going
on around here/over there’. @ Our attempt to get to grips with a phenomenon which
fascinates, irritates or obsesses us. Sometimes all three simultaneously. It is generally a
problem of writing, since writing is not only for other people. As Vygotsky (1978) pointed
out, it is a scaffold for our own thought. Italo Calvino (1996) gets to the heart of this
matter. In his final and incomplete book ‘Six Memos for the Next Millennium’, he points to

a fundamental dilemma of being human, which illuminates the central problem we face in

conducting our research:

Mercury and Vulcan represent the two inseparable and complementary
functions of life: Mercury represents syntony, or participation in the world
around us; Vulcan, focalisation or constructive concentration. Mercury and
Vulcan are both sons of Jupiter, whose realm is that of consciousness,
individual and social...Mercury and Vulcan are both contrasting and
complementary, | have begun to understand something...about myself and
how 1 would like to be; about how [ write and how [ would like to write and
how I may be able to write. Vulcan’s concentration and craftsmanship are
needed to record Mercury’s adventures and metamorphoses. Mercury’s

swiftness and mobility are needed to make Vulcan’s endless labours become

bearers of meaning.

Calvino, 1 (1996:53)

This is the dilemma which faces all researchers as they choose their research tools and
write their interpretations. A healthy balance is required because if we veer too far into

syntony, we could end up with ‘undifferentiated continuity’ of living spontaneously. On the

other hand the extreme of focalisation can end in ‘egocentric isolation’.

I quote this section at length because I think that consideration of these two aspects is
helpful to us in our choice of research tools. It also helps in bridging the somewhat false
dichotomy between quantitative and qualitative approaches.  As Alasuutari (1995:2)
points out, “...the real gist of cultural studies is to make use of all useful theories and
methods in order to gain insights about the phenomena one studies. By avoiding the
accusation of being eclecticc one may end up theoretically correct but intellectually
boring...Cultural studies methodology has often been described by the concept of bricolage:
one is pragmatic and strategic in choosing and applying different methods and practices”.
[t is not about seeking out absolute truths but contributing interesting viewpoints and
insights to an ongoing public discourse.  Therefore we need to be clear about when

quantitative and qualitative methods are useful in “unriddling’ a given phenomenon.

Chapter 3: Honowur and Authenticizy 26



3.3.2. ‘“UUnriddling’: choosing the right tools

If we take on board Foucault’'s view that we should view methodologies as a toolbox we
need to make an analysis of the various categories of tools. In a chapter entitled,
‘Ethnographic Methodologies’, Kamil, Langer and Shanahan (1985: 72) provide a usetul

table which distinguishes between experimental and ethnographic research methods.

Table 1

Major distinctions between ethnographic and experimental enquiry

Ethnographic inquiry Experimental enquiry

A. Phenomenological base
Seeks to understand human
behaviour from participant’s

frame of reference

B. Systematically observes
recurring patterns of
behaviour as people engage

in regularly occurring activities

C. Identifies and describes
phenomena from beginning to end

across cycles

D. Develops hypotheses grounded
in the event and driven by

the conceptual framework of
the study

E. Uses field setting that can
be further tested with

naturalistic experiments

F. Confirms findings across a
variety of information sources,

contexts and time
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A. Positivist base
Seeks to learn facts and

identify causes

B. Sets variables that need
to be understood in

relation to each other

- some (independent) can
be manipulated to
determine their etfects

on others (dependent)

C. Tests relationships

D. Preformulates research

questions or hypotheses

E. Uses laboratory or field
settings

F. Computes interrater

and statistical probability



Each of these viewpoints emanates from a different philosophical tradition.
Experimental/ empirical approaches tend to stem from the positivist view (Comte 1973:
Durkheim 1956), which seeks to identify ‘facts” and causes. Such scientific approaches
have their roots in 18th century European speculations from such thinkers as Newton,
Locke and Descartes. Such notions continue to have a powerful position in defining what is
hard, scientific and valid in academic research in academic circles. They continues to be
seen by many as the only systematic scientific approach.  Although the table above
provides a broad set of distinctions, which are useful the link between ethnography and

phenomenology is by no means simple and straightforward.

In the current research a wholly empirical approach would be inappropriate, since it could
not capture the level of complexity of the transformations and translations which I wish to
observe. Moreover, many of the aspects which the empiricist wishes to leave out: the
anecdote, the dialogue, the creation of the narratives, the power relationships between the
participants, the exceptions, the subjectivities of both the researcher and the researched,
the nature of that relationship and, above all, the complexity, contradictions and general
messiness of concepts of culture and identity are the very aspects which fascinate me most.
Having said that however, statistical survey data on the migration patterns of different
groups of people, surveys on the extent of bilingualism in urban areas in Britain, patterns in

public policy often provide rich sources of background information to studies in the tield.

Alasuutari (1995:47) refers to the empirical/ positivist approach as a “factist’ approach,
which can be used to analyse both quantitative and qualitative data.  For him the
distinction between positivist and phenomenological approaches is not so clear cut. In fact
he rarely uses the terms. He, also, acknowledges that there may be times when a “factist’
approach is useful in ‘unriddling’ the issue or problem.  This is in recognition of the fact
that not all empirical research has a positivistic base. Qualitative research also wishes
to describe social realities as accurately and clearly as possible. However, he identifies

three main characteristics of the “factist’ approach:

* it makes a clear-cut division between the world or reality ‘out there’ on one
hand, and the claims made about it on the other. ie. does not consider the
context of the ‘facts’ or the social interaction of the participants to be

important considerations. It also eschews anecdote or folklore.

e the researcher must reflect on the truthfulness of given information and the
honesty of informants ie * a measure of trustworthiness is expected as a

qualification for useful data’

e at the base of this approach is a common sense, pragmatic view of what
constitutes the truth or the reality which is being observed. ‘One wants to

find out about the actual behaviour, attitudes or real motives of the people
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being studied, or to detect what has happened.’
(All quotations are from Alasuutari: 1995: 47)

However, 1t is necessary to be aware of the philosophical bases each researcher is working
from since they may use similar research methods or material in distinctly different ways
and for totally different ends. In terms of analysis of qualitative data, the factist
approach tends to be used for organisation of the material into types. The examples
Alasuutari gives are from interviews he has conducted and demonstrate how qualitative

data can be analysed from a factist perspective, according to the grounded theory approach
developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967: Strauss 1990)

...the researcher would first find two extreme cases...that would ditter from
each other as much as possible. Then he or she would ponder on what made
them different. The next step would be to see if all the data could be

divided into two in terms of this dimension or criterion. If not, other
dimensions, within which cases differ from each other would be sought.
Finally he or she would come up with a typology in which every case fits in a
box....This kind of typology should not be a result as such, but only a starting
point for analysis and interpretation...at its best this kind of analysis makes

sense of the relations between variables-that is, why different people live in
different ways.

Alasuutari, 1995:49

But as Alasuutari is careful to point out, this approach only works in qualitative research
when it is grounded In an understanding of the context and the meanings produced, ie when
the complexity of the situation is acknowledged. In other words when a factist perspective
is underpinned by a phenomenological methodological base. If we as researchers have this
awareness then we are likely to choose better tools for the work, or use existing tools in more

meaningtul ways.

In the case of the factist approach, interviews can be interpreted in two ways which
Alasuutari calls indicator or testimony, which again reveal a difference in methodological
and philosophical approach. He says the same account could be used as both an ‘indicator’

and a ‘testimony’. This distinction was first introduced by Droysen (1960).

These two source types coincide with two methods used to check or
improve the truthfulness of the information people give. Let us call them

the mechanistic and the humanistic method.

The 1dea of the mechanistic method is to attempt to avoid ‘reactivity of

measurement’
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This type is related to a predisposition to secure objective knowledge, in
which, ‘sometimes, people are misled or even cheated’ in pursuit of the
‘truth’.

The humanistic method is the opposite. The key concept 1s ‘rapport’ (Berg
1989, 29-30; Bogdan and Taylor 1975, 45-48; Georges and Jones 1980, 63-64) It 1s
thought that if the researcher makes friends with the informants, and the

informants trust the researcher, they will also be honest with the researcher.
Alasuutari (1995:52)

These two approaches are based on positivist and phenomenological/ethnographic

methodologies respectively.

In the current research a positivist approach would be inappropriate, since it could not
capture the level of complexity of the transformations and translations which I wish to
observe.  Equally, although there is an awareness that there should be an internal
consistency in the narratives themselves, much of what is told in life histories cannot be
‘factual’ in a strict sense, it is a largely a matter of selection and creative construction. The
narratives themselves present a highly partial and subjective view of the situation,
individual’s interpretations of their own existence. It is this viewpoint, the sense the
individual is making of it which interests me, not that every minute detail can be veritied

or cross referenced. I shall discuss this aspect more fully in the section on ‘life histories’.

3.3.3. A real predicament: an histovical and critical survey of the strengths and

limitations of ethnographic approaches

The approach I have taken is predominantly, but not exclusively, ethnographic. This is
because ethnography’s phenomenological base enables the researcher to examine issues of
complexity and interconnectedness. However, it is not a strictly ethnographic approach
since I am not concerned with a single cultural group, neither am I looking at the ‘pure’ form
of the culture. My ‘informants’ would be considered unreliable by many earlier
ethnographers, such as Griaule (1948, 1957) since they do not claim to articulate an
unambiguous and authoritative view of their own culture. However, ethnography is not a
monolithic phenomenon.  There are heated debates within the discipline. My own
approach is closer to Michel Leiris (1934), in that he thought that the line between the
subjective and the objective in the conduct of ethnographic research was an artificial
distinction and in some senses amounted to academic sleight of hand. As Clittord (1988:142)

comments:

Why, he (Leiris) wondered, are my own reactions (my dreams, bodily

responses, and so on) not important parts of the data produced by fieldwork?
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[ have also been strongly influenced by the more dialogic approach to understanding in the

constructions of meaning espoused by Bakhtin (1981).

In the ‘Predicament of Culture” (1988) James Clifford provides deep insights into the
limitations of ethnographic approaches. Conceptions of culture, community and identity
have evolved predominantly from ethnography. Of course, the words themselves have a
complex and contested history. In his book Clifford traces the development of ethnography
in both the US and Europe and demonstrates, both its strong link to colonialism and, its
attempts to achieve scientific respectability through using research methods imported from
natural science. It 1s interesting to note that Franz Boas was a physicist before he was
appointed as the second agent in the field, working for the United States Bureau of
Ethnography. The original brief was to gather information on Native American
communities. During the closing decade of the nineteenth century anthropology rapidly

gained ground as an academic discipline, in Britain and the US.

In 1883 E.B. Tylor was appointed reader in anthropology at Oxford University. He
cultivated long term relationships with sophisticated researchers in the field. He
encouraged them to gather ethnographic data in systematic ways. As Stocking (1983)
states this event marked the beginning of an important phase in the development of British
ethnographic method: the collection of data by academically trained natural scientists
defining themselves as anthropologists. These “scientists’” were seminal in the formulation
and evaluation of anthropological theory. It also led to a rise in the status of fieldwork,

which reached its apotheosis in the work of Bronislaw Malinowski.

In a sustained and critical analyéis of ethnographic methods employed by Malinowski
(1916, 1922, 1932, 1935, 1967), Mead (1939, 1971, 1977) and Griaule (1933, 1934a, 1934b, 1937,
1938, 1943, 1946, 1948, 1952, 1953, 1957), Clifford describes the main devices of fieldwork.
He draws upon Stocking’s work (1968, 1983) which analysed ‘the various literary artifices
of ‘Argonauts’ (Malinowsk1,1932) (its engaging narrative constructs, use of the active voice
in the “ethnographic present”, illusive dramatisations of the author’s participation in
scenes of Trobriand life), techniques Malinowski used so that “his own experience [might]
become the readers’s experience as well” (Stocking 1983:106). Malinowski in this process

became more and more concerned with problems of accountability and verification. (Clifford
1989:29)

This view of ethnography is very much from the positivistic, ‘factist’ viewpoint, implicit
in Boas” work. It 1s also largely premised on the enlightenment view of the individual as
a bounded and unchanging phenomenon. That is, it was underpinned by an ‘essentialist’
notion of identity. (This view is analysed and discussed in Chapter 4.) However, it is
interesting to note that recent revelations about both Mead’s and Malinowski's work

demonstrate that their quest for scientific consistency led them to be less than candid about
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their own research problems. In order to show precise patterning they left relevant
information out of the picture. For this reason the publication of Malinowski’s diary
caused a minor scandal. As Clifford (1989:97) notes:

The diary is an inventive, polyphonic text. It is a crucial document for the
history of anthropology, not because it reveals the reality of ethnographic
experience but because it forces us to grapple with the complexities of such
encounters and to treat all textual accounts based on fieldwork as partial

constructions.

On the other hand, it is also true to say that the diary does at times explicitly reveal
Malinowski’s colonial mind set. It also demonstrates how even with the most rigorous
scientific framework an author’s values and predisposition are an integral part of the text.

There are crucial gaps in this narrative. In discussing Griaule’s work Clifford notes:

Direct evidence of the interpersonal dynamics and politics of research is

largely absent. Moreover there is an enormous gap in all histories of
fieldwork: the indigenous ‘side’ of the story (Clifford 1989:59)

Despite this, Clifford does not ignore the fact that ethnography was a developing
discipline, and as such ethnographers were raising questions and responding to criticisms.
Theretore Griaule moved away from studying artifacts to a use of informants. However, he
still held rather essentialist views on identity. Clifford notes that he merely exchanges
one set of over generalisations for another. After 1950 he came closer to the Martinican
poet, Leopold Senghor’s view of ‘negritude’. However, Senghor’s vision was still of a
romanticised, essentialist nature and was very different from by Aime Cesaire’s (1983)

‘more syncretic, impure, inventive conception of cultural identity” (Clifford 1989:59)

What is particularly salutary about Clifford’s analysis is that he reminds us that issues of
cultural mixing, power and creation of new and often subversive forms of expression are
neither new or rare. It is perhaps only recently that such thoughts have entered into the
lifeblood of academic thinking. This is amply illustrated in his analysis of the long trial
where the Mashpee, a group of Native North Americans, attempted to prove a continuous
cultural identity, in order to regain control of 16,000 acres of land which had been stolen
from their ancestors. It raised complex and difficult issues surrounding notions of culture
and identity. There were certainly continuous narratives and at the time of the trial a
certain amount of reinvention of the culture. However, there was clearly a great deal of

movement across boundary lines:

The Mashpee trial seemed to reveal people who were sometimes separate

4

and “Indian”, sometimes assimilated and “American.” Their history was a

series of cultural and political transactions, not all-or-nothing conversions or
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resistances. Indians in Mashpee lived and acted between cultures in a series of

ad hoc engagements.
(Clifford 1988:342)

What is significant, however, 1s the reliance of the court on ethnographic methods which
derive largely from Boas. So although in certain academuic circles the positivist approach

has been criticised as a crude instrument, it continues to exert a powerful and dominant

influence in public life.
In summary, Clifford’s work (1989.1997) provides an interesting critical framework by
which we may be able to mitigate the worst excesses of the colonial legacy in the
ethnographic method. This is because he:

* Jocates ethnography in its historical context

¢ provides an overview of the strengths and limitations of its main theorists

* situates ethnography inextricably within colonial forms of discourse

* 1s transparent about ethnographers and their “baggage” of assumed values and
beliefs

¢ Jinks his thinking to notions of polyphonic discourses, which were
developed by Bakhtin

* links it to major movements in Western Art and literature particularly

surrealism to provide some understanding of cross cultural creation
* is specific about the influence of power on conceptions of self and identity

* sees deliberate constructions of identity as ways individuals balance and

accommodate such competing discourses

* encourages us to see travel as important an ingredient of culture as

settlement

If we temper our ethnographic methods with these notes of both insight and caution, they

may still prove to be usetul tools. He concludes:

In the last decades of the twentieth century, ethnography begins from the
inescapable fact that Westerners are not the only ones going places in the

modern world....But have not travellers always encountered worldly “natives”?
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Strange anticipation: the English Pilgrims arrive at Plymouth Rock in the New
world only to find Squanto, a Patuxet, just back from Europe (Chifford: 1988: 17)

3.3.4. Life History? TOhose story? : the strengths and limitation of life

histozies

Although the current study is not strictly ethnographic (I am not studying a single cultural
egroup) there are strong ethnographic elements. Each of the interviewees has strong links
with a well defined community group. It is ethnography in a comparative sense. I am
probing ethnographic issues such as culture, community and identity, through the life
histories of individuals. From their stories we gain a great deal of information on the
families and communities which share sets of assumptions and values which are described,

sometimes critically by the individuals themselves.

As with ethnography there are problems and dilemmas involved in making sense of the
stories themselves. To begin with it is worth examining the obvious advantages to this

approach.

Life history and narrative offer exciting alternatives for connecting lives and
stories of individuals to the understanding of larger human and social
phenomena (Hatch and Wisniewski 1995)

A lite history is composed of self-referential stories through which the
author-narrator constructs the identity and point(s) of view of a unique

individual historically situated in culture, time and place

It is also a critical approach. As Goodson (1995) states

These approaches offer a serious opportunity to question the implicit racial class or
gender biases which existing modes of enquiry mystify whilst reproducing (See
Giroux, 1991). Storying and narratology are genres that move researchers beyond
(or to the side of) the main paradigms of inquiry with their numbers, variables,

psychometrics, psychologisms, and decontextualised theories

But he warns us to be vigilant of ‘the tyranny of the local’ (Harvey: 1989) and cites Denzin's

timely advice that:

The cultural logics of late capitalism valorize the life story, autobiographical
document because they keep the myth of the autonomous individual
alive..The logic of the confession reifies the concept of self and turns 1t into a

cultural commodity... The recent return of the life story celebrates the

Chaprer 3: Honour and A uthenticity 34



importance of the individual under the conservative politics of late

postmodernism. (1992: 8-9)

This is one of the major problems of postmodernist theorising. The lack of a ‘grand
narrative’ or even a clearly delineated set of common political and social aims or values can
put you in the camp of the people who have come to dispossess you. This view is examined

in more detail in Chapter 4.

As with the problem of ‘informants” in ethnographic research we must be cautious about
generalisation we can make from these sources. In their paper, ‘Life history and narrative:
Questions, issues and exemplary works’, Hatch and Wiseniewski (1995) asked narrative
and life history scholars to comment on their own work. The analysis of their responses

resulted in them raising a number of interesting issues and perspectives ie:

* life histories as a type of narrative

* stories as ways of knowing

* Jife histories as individual, contextually situated stories
* how life histories are distinguished from other types of

qualitative research by their:

e focus on the individual
* the personal nature of the research process

e the emphasis on subjectivity

It is also worth noting that, in common with ethnography, life history i1s also a genre
developed through a Western/European literary tradition. It is not natural and
unselfconscious, despite its personal form. In the earliest writings, lives of public figures
were formal and exterior, revealing little of the individual’s private and personal
thoughts. As Bakhtin (1981) notes the Ancient Greeks did not use the form extensively. It
was only during the later Graeco-Roman period that autobiography developed. Even then
Ovid, Horace and Juvenal tended to treat the form ironically. Confessional literature only
really began with S5t Augustine. So that the model we have internalised stems directly
from this source. Much of the commentary on this aspect has been from the field literary
criticism. It is closely related to the autobiographical novel, or “spiritual autobiography”

of such writers as Defoe.

Eighteenth century excursions into this form bear all the hallmarks of the enlightenment
conception of a human being. Karl Weintraub (1978) in his book the ‘Value of the
Individual” saw the genre emerging in parallel to Western culture’s celebration ot the
individual. This point is endorsed by Buckley (1984) who sees it as the development of the
subjective impulse in literature since 1800.  Rousseau’s philosophical autobiography

attempts to move 1n two directions simultaneously:
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e tracing a historical succession of experiences, which formed his

character

* attempting to discover in the same experiences his

transcendent “natural” soul
Spengmann (1980) traces the evolution of the autobiographical form and notes that:

...we must view autobiography historically, not as one thing that writers have
done again and again, but as a pattern described by various things they have
done in response to changing ideas about the nature of the self, the ways in
which the self may be apprehended, and the proper ways of reporting those

apprehensions.

He summarises the historical evolution of the genre, from Augustine’s ‘Confessions’ onwards

and identifies four categories, which have developed:

* Historical selt explanation. “To say more than human things with a human
voice” : originating in the Renaissance and enlightenment period. eg Dante,

Bunyan and Detfoe. Linked to the rise of individualism.

* Philosophical self-scrutiny. “To say human things with a more than human
voice”: which developed in the later 18th century. eg Rousseau. The
enlightenment dichotomy of mind and spirit, it represents a critique of the

society of the time
* Poetic selt expression

* Poetic self invention.” To speak humanly from the height or the depth of
human things” both of which developed through the 19th century. eg
Dicken’s several past and present selves are worked through the characters in

his novels in a poetic form

He is quick to point out that these developments were cumulative and have added to the
richness of the genre. Equally they reflect the preoccupations current at the time and place
of their invention. He makes the interesting point that Augustine’s work posed problems in
the conduct of autobiographical writing. They are ones which are only too familiar to me

as I attempt to ‘unriddle’ the interviews. They are:

How can the self know itself?
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Can it be achieved:

* by surveying in the memory its completed past

actions from an unmoving point above them

* by moving inquisitively through its own memories and

ideas to some conclusion about them

* by performing a sequence of symbolic actions,
through which the ineffable self can be realised

Such problems are closely linked to the identified categories: historical, philosophical and

poetic.

Olney (1972) refers to autobiography as ‘metaphors of selt’. He refers to Heraclitus” view

that every cosmology begins In selt knowledge. This chimes in with Gramsci’s view (cited
in Said, 1978:25) that:

The starting point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one
really is, and is knowing thyself as a product of the historical process to date,
which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, without leaving an
inventory...therefore it is imperative at the outset to compile such an

inventory.
There is, of course, a centra