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Critical Research

and Narrative Omniscience:
Looking for Researcher Voice

in the Crisis of Objectification

By Brian McCadden,
Van Dempsey, & Amee Adkins

R
Introduction

Critical ethnographers use their work to aid in the
effort to, as Kincheloe and McLaren state, “confront
the injustice of a particular society or a sphere within
the society” and “as a first step toward forms of
political action that can redress the imjustices found in
the field site or constructed in the very act of research
itself” (1994, p. 140). This, in our estimation, is a
valuable pursuit. We admire the sense of urgency and
moral passion embedded in critical ethnography and
consider ourselves to be researchers who work for
soctal justice as well. The focus of our article, then,
is not so much to critique critical ethnography in
relation to its claim to epistemological or method-
ological legitimacy, but to critique it in relation to its
forms of epistemological and methodological ex-
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pression. By this we mean that we assume that critical ethnography is a “valid”
research approach, but wish to argue with some of the ways in which the approach
is actualized through field relations and data reporting.

Much current and “classic” critical ethmographic work in education appears
to us to be “long on theory and short on data” (¢.g., Anyon, 1980; Fine, 1991; and
Levinson, et al., 1996). In the critical ethnographic dance between structure and
agency, we argue, theory not only insists on leading, italso steps on the data’s toes
in the process. The result is over-theorized ethnographic texts in which the
participants” voices either drop out of the tale or are appropriated to serve the
purposes of critique. This is not so much a criticism of the method’s practitioners
asitisa criticism of the method itself. If one wishes to practice the genre of critical
ethnographic representation, one must adhere to the rules of a particular form of
writing which privileges theorizing and stems from  tradition of structuration,
despite acknowledgments of the instability of the signified/signifier relationship.
The style of writing that emerges from such a tradition takes a tone of narrative
omniscience, of a “god’s eye view” of the field setting. Critical ethnographic
writing, as a genre, has a tendency toward reifying the researcher’s voice (as
omniscient narrator) at the expense of the participants’ voices. The critical
ethnographer, as narrator, can see Who is oppressor and who is oppressed, can
understand the historical and social contexts that lead to such situations, can
determine who s in false consciousness and who isn’t, and understands the course
of action that would serve to reduce injustices and liberate the oppressed. Efforts
by critical rescarchers to situate themselves within the research, instead of
reducing a sense of omniscience, serve to free the researcher to appropriate the
research setting for his or her own ends (see, for example, Lather, 1997).

Qur effort here 15 to counter the tendency towards narative omniscience in
critical ethnography by reexamining researcher voice in the ethnographic text
The bulk of this article is a reproduction of a presentation, based on email
exchanges, we made at the 1997 American Educational Studies Association
annual meeting in San Antonio, Texas. The aim of this presentation was o reclaim
asense of open dialogue within critical ethnographic work, and to convey a sense
of the temporality and tentativeness of living that may be missing from the critical
genre. Along with the other authors in this issue of Educational Foundations, we
engaged the concept of a “post” critical ethnography and focused on what Marcus
and Fischer (1986) describe as a crisis of representation. To them the crisis stems
from “uncertainty about adequate means of describing social reality” (p. ). To us,
the crisi is one of objectification. As related to critcal ethnographic forms of

describing social reality, it stems from uncertainty about adequate means of
balancing researcher and participant voice, of balancing ethnographic tentative-
ness and theoretical surety. By this we mean that critical ethnographic writing
needs o keep working toward finding a wayto adhere to its historical structuration
and genre while atthe same time moving toward a style of representation that is
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more authentically emic, dialogic, and uncertain; that seeks‘ the participants’
perspective and is willing to value that perspective over theoretlca.l strpcture; that
produces a style of representation that s critcal but does not objectify the field
setting. Further, this “crisis of objectification” extends beyond the Wptmg of
ethnography and into the theorizing of ethnography as.well. Theorizing p(?st
critical ethnography of education should be represented in the same fone s s
writing—balancing tenfativeness and surety and evoking a sense of temporgl}ty.
To us, this post critical ethnography would in effect make fqr a stronger critical
ethnography, one that istruly both “critical” and “ethnographic.” Let us offer one
example.

oo ]
Our Presentation
Brian: Hey, Van! I just got the AESA program, and [ see we're on it That’,s
great! justwent and looked back at the paper we proposed, and Thaven't
a clue as to what its about (well, | do have a clue, butthis idea really needs
some developing).
Are you ready?

Van: Readyto go to AESA? Yes. Ready to doapaper. No. I'llhave to g back
and revisit my notes, but [ think I'll be able to ship you something by
midway of the scheduled time period. (By the way, when are we
scheduled?) o

I'm playing with an idea of changing Marcus and Fls.cher s (128?)
idea ofthe crisis of representation into the “crisis of objectification.” i
tell you more when I know more.

I'll be in touch real I soon.

Van: 1 spoke with one of George’s grad students and asked that she send me
a copy of the Post Critter proposal. It has been gccepted and we do have
a paper to write.  have just noticed that Kathy 1 also on the panel. Jane
Van Galen is the discussant, so | guess we have to get a paper outto her
at some point before the conference. N

Vesterday I sent a bizarre message about “crisi of f)bj ectification.
It may be an idea we can play with relative fo the “cnS1§ of represegtg—
tion.” Ill work this out in fuller text ASAP, but the idea is that the' criss
of repesentation bom out of anthropology is 2 fesponse fo a crisis of
objectification. I think we can exploit the idea of objectification in the
research sense as the technicalization of “coming to know” the wgr‘ld, or
in our case 2 culural context, Maybe we can argue that the impqsxtmn_ of
a critique external to context is a different form of object1ﬁcat10p
(teification to be consistent with the proposal), and therefore the techni-
cal application of ideology to ethnogrephy. Ethnographic critique then
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becomes a correspondence to an ideologically fixed meaning structure
rather than the everyday life of people in a social and cultural conteyt

[ think we are on the verge of writing a paper on email,

Brian: The scary partis that this does make sense, This trail leads us back to
envisioning a post-critical ethnography as one which doesn't “g0 be-
yond”, but rather “retums back"—returns back to what ethnography was
before cnitical theorists crowd appropriated it. So is this post critical
effort then an effort imed at “reinscribing” and/or “reclaiming” ethnog-
raphy? Or s it an effort aimed at saying the critical approach is OK, but
ethnography is more than critcal-theory-tumed-research-method and
has no necessary (essential) relationship with critical theory? If we're
looking at a crisis of objectification, how do we get beyond that? If you
look at the literature it's moving toward an objectification-fest—theres
lotsof “narratives about being kept down by anunjustsystem fortoo long
and now claiming voice.” In other words people seem to be responding
to objectification, but in doing so they may be “reproducing” that
objectification—not moving past i, but incorporating it into their
identity. It becomes the frame for how they see and explain themselves,
S0, good question would be “What would an ethnography look like that
acknowledges the objectification, but does not reproduce it?” Answering
this might take us to post-criticaness,

What do you think?

Van: Il have to start keeping beer in my office if we're going to write this
over email.

Not only are there people out there who are responding to the
objectification, they are, as you said with identity, identifying themselves
by it There is a redeeming element too in that identity is coming to some
degree from struggle, an important part of the history of marginalized
groups in our culture. It does raise the question of whether the critcal
ethnographer is gaining voice atthe expense of the participant, If so, then
itis a further exploitation of the marginalized, or marginalizing itself. Do
we make the context our lens to ourselves rather than us the lens to the
context? If the answer is yes, then we have made the process and the
objective world the instruments of research, and wouldn’t Bacon be
proud. T like “reinscribing” as far s it takes us, and [ like “reclaiming”
because it takes us even further. I believe we also need to work in
reciprocity in lenses as well as participation and research product,
because it seems to me that n the critical strategy, we are privileging our
lenses overthe cultural contexts we are seeking to understand through our
lens. In an auto-ethnographic sense | think that's important, but we risk
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making research more about us than others.
(This is fun. Oh no.)

Brian:I'msorry, but  assumed from the complexity of your messages that you
were as drunk as [ am...it's too bad you have to supply your own beer—
our chair stocks our office refrigerator, having realized that it is the only
way to get consensus at staff meetings. | o

This is good—there is alliteration developing here;lrel,nscnblpg,
reclaiming, reciprocity, reproduction (I'm surprised you didn’t mention
that last one in your message). You're starting to getat some fun@amental
issues here. Asking whether the critical ethnographer gains voice ‘at the
expense of the participants is key in that it starts to get at fh(? question of
“why do we want to go post/past critical ethnograp.hy.?” Ggmg pgst/p'flst
it implies that critical ethnography hasn’t quite got it right (it elso implies
that we are knowledge producers who have to go pgst{past to keep our
jobs). But from a normative point of view—"getting i pght”—one of the
problems with critical ethnography is that the par'tlglpants serve the
researcher or better yet the researcher’s ideology. This is not r§ally yhat
ethnography is supposed to be about—andyou're nght,'Bacon is smilimg.
You made some good points about objectification being at some level
necessary for identity of marginalized peoples and about the auto-
ethnographic positives. That last one is key——how‘do we df) ethnography
that acknowledges and includes our own lenses/historiesfideologies, but
does not let those elements dominate so that the ethnography bec_omes
narcissistic? Is the aim of post-critical ethnography contained in the
answer to this question?

Van: Objectificationis certainly necessary asthose whohave been mar'gmal?zled
have been identified by the dominant culture. To the extent that identities
can be oppositional identities, objectification is a double whammy for
identity in the margin. ‘ -

It would seem that a critical ethnography requires n ideological
imposition on interpretation. Ifit doesn't, then what is critical ethnogra-
phy, or any ideologically driven critique 'for that matter? To the exteqt
that objectification and reification are eplstemdloglcgl pen pals, thep it
would seem the critical ethnographer is having her/his epllstemolc?gmlal
cake and eating it too. They/we “go to the well” of meaning malqng in
everyday life to legitimate the objectification of everyday meaning It
sounds like positivism from the back door. Can the emic voice be
synthesized to sing an etic tune? }

One concern | have about the title of “Post.” “Post” crm?al ethnog-
raphy, as we are developing it here seems to sugges? a continuation of
ontological debate about objectivity. Do we want o jump the track and
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have some kind of “Para” idea versus a Post one. Or do we just say we got
lost and turn around and go back? Of course, to continue on  lost path
without asking directions would imply a chauvinistic lens, thus further
entrenching us in a traditional mindset. (.¢., s the pursuit of the post just
continuing down the wrong road, orare we collectively asking each other
as a field for directions?

Brian: I've gone and drawn Amee Adkins into this mess. I'm forwarding her
messageto you. She seemsto think we’re on the right track, whichis more
than [ ever thought! I think we should write this whole damn thing on
email, or better yet get Amee to write it for us on email.

Brian: OK, Amee, I'l bite: where 1s post-crit trying to go? Van and I seem to
be getting caught up in the linearity implied by the word “post.” We don’t
se¢ post crit as going beyond crit o the next level, but going back and re-
grounding critical ethnography. That is, in continuing to do critical
ethnography, but to listen more closely to the participants, rather than
knee-jerkedly fitting all experiences into some boilerplate oppression/
structure outline. This is just doing it as intended, we think, rather than
doing it unreflectively. What do you think?

Amee: Try letting “post” not be linear but recursive, that is, going back behind
what Bill Johnston calls the “shrill” voice of the critic, and taking back
the project of critique. So yes, exactly right, doing it as intended—
reflectively, flexibly. It entails “post” because of (hee, hee, I just love it)
the “hegemony” of critical theory that “structures” what critical ethnog-
raphies can study and know. “Post” is a way to mark the recognition of
said hegemony and structuring,
How’s that?

Van: I think the email postings are already working out to be a pretty
interesting paper. I thought we might consider each doing a conclusion
that goes back and gives a deeper explanation of some of the points we’ve
raised and our reactions to them. We might also want to plug in some
legitimation cites to keep the guild happy. But I think we should stick as
closeto possible to the dialogical strategy as makes sense for a conference
presentation. Besides, time limits us to only a little more narrative than
we already have. I also thought that we might eliver the paper as if we

were reading our email, and let Amee pop in here her contributions
come up.

Brian: Van, as per our phone conversation, I'm putting down some thoughts
before they slip away from me (it is Friday, you know). I think performing
the presentation 15 a good idea, although now I feel a sense of self
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awareness about the whole thing that makes writing email messages feel
2 bit contrived—before | was writing in a stream of consciousness way
and now an audience lurks n the back of my mind and [ feel self-diting
Creeping in.... Anyway, regerding performing the paper 25 email ex-
changes, it makes sense on the level that it symbolizes Fhe sense gf
tentativeness that | see some critical ethnographic texts lacking. There1s
a sense of surety or finality in the analysis that | don't think belongs in
any ethnographic representation. I think it mightbe the.tenfienc'y towards
structuration that does it. By performing our presentation in this way we
can demonstrate the tentativeness, the unsurety, the discursive aspect of
ethnography that's missing. Marcus (1994) talks about “messy texts’j s
showing how the noise of lived experience mak§s neat categorical
interpretations of feld data an unrealstc thing o sfnve for, and ac_tually
a mistepresentation of the field setting. By presenfing our paper this way
We can in a sense parallel that sentiment. Here, I'm thinking of post-
critical as post-structural, [ guess.

Brian: My condolences on the passing of John Denver. [ imagine it was 2 sad

day in West Virginia. |

Just some final thoughts here before wrapping up the criter paper.
Following up on the audience awareness idea from my last rpessage,‘l
think it's kind of obvious that worrying about how an audlen'c‘e will
receive or expect your work impacts how you write. If you're writing to/
fora theoretically inclined audience, you mighttry to fit you're argumen-
tation into a critcal structurebstory. If you're writing toffor 2 comm:
nity or local audience you might not care $0 much about larger epistemo-
logical or legitimation issues, or about critical structur.e. Maybe post-c;nt
i like post-ferinism. I remernber Someone once telling me, or rea(‘iu.lg
somewhere, that Fast Times at Ridgemont High was a post-feminst
movie because the female characters in it took for granted some of the
things that ferninis fights for, such as equal access tq jobs, women s
sexual pursuers as well as the pursued, etc. In drawing ‘the analo.gy,
pethaps post-criical ethnog simply takes for graptedthe eplstemologlgal
premises, assumes the battle for legitimization is won, and g§ts on with
it Much of the theorizing about critical ethnography (see Kincheloe &
McLaren, 1994) still assumes a need for legitimaﬁon/jusﬁﬁcatory pose,
and is moving in the direction of splitting theoretical hairs and bat'th‘ng
over what counts/what doesn’t count as critical ethnog. The remaining
question, | guess, is what does post-critical ethnographyz an ethnography
that takes for granted the powerknowledge basis of critical work, look

like?

Van: I'm finalizing my comments for the paper. [ have the following ideas to
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flesh out: (1) The extent to which ethnographers and ethnography falls
into a power game like all other social constructions; (2) the notion of
ethnography as the voice of a context versus the “cthnographic echo” of
the researcher; and (3) the possible problem in any ethnographer’s life of
imposing a counterfeit neutrality, which seems to be the opposite
problem of (consciously imposed ideology).

Other than trying to tie the title back in because it's easier than
coming up with a new one, this will do it for me (with some references
to be added).

You're right. Almost heaven, West Virginia ain’t o almost heaven
without John Denver.

Van: Inmy last message I sent my final thoughts before wrapping this p for
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presentation purposes. The first of these was the extent to which
ethnographers and ethnography fall into a power game as in all other
social constructions. In essence it's the negotiation game, and the role of
cultural moves that can and do go on notjust for those in the context being
studied, but for the researcher as well. Both the researched and the
researcher come to the setting with forms of power that shift, float, and
change texture. Neither side, particularly those native to the context, are
“powerless” in this sense. If there were no power in their knowledge,
there would be no need to do ethnography in the first place, and certainly
a reduced fear of “going native.” But there is certainly an important
question about the silenced-ness of the participants both within and
outside their own cultural contexts, and that silence cannot be trivialized
or overlooked.

Secondly, the notion of ethnography as the voice of a context versus/
and the voice of the researcher should always raise questions for us. I
think it is important to keep it in a versus/and picture, because it is
(almost?) always some of both. The critical question (no pun intended)
on our end is knowing when the voice is that of those whom we seek to
understand through our work versus an “ethnographic echo” of our own
researcher voice, bouncing back to us off the landscape of the lived
experiences of others.

The third, and final point, is a concern about understanding our own
power as ethnographers, and keeping it conscious. | think as ideology
becomes imposed as a taken-for-granted reality, the ideology can be
imposedasa “counterfeit neutrality” (Barber, 1994, p. 103). Barber says,
“They [1960s radicals] also saw how easy it was for the values of those
in power to vanish into the background that produced them, allowing
their advocates to assume a counterfet neutrality.” He continues, “Such
values seem neutral only because they are invisible—black cows grazing

in ablack forest inthe middle ofthe night who moo complacently, ‘There
are 10 cows anywhere to be seen!”” While it is admittedly questionable
that there is usually a “researcher disbolicalness” behind ideology
imposition, there is possible exploitation of people’s lives as real as any
power negotiation we as ethnographers would criticize at the drop of a
hat. In 2 nutshell, there would seem to be a possible problem in any
etfmographer’s life of imposing a counterfeit neutrality, which seems to
be the parallel problem of consciously imposed ideology.

e
Conclusion

The sbove constitutes 2 variation of what Marcus (1994) calls  “messy text”
It aims to represent ethnographic writing and theorizing in real time, complete
with all the starts and stops, wrong turns, unedited thoughts, collaborative
tangents, and playfulness that imbue “living the ethnographic life.” It is our belief
that a post critical ethnographic form of writing and theorizing needs to be more
akin to our sense of “real-time tentative dialogue” than to the traditional critical
ettmographic sense of “objectified totalization.” The above example ill}lstrgtes
that one element of addressing the crisis of objectification may be audiencing.
Theorizing and writing as much as possible without the self-¢diting tha? a sense
of audience commands may aid in producing ethnography that can retain its moral
passion and historicity while moving away from structuration toward a sense of
discourse between researcher/participant, theory/data, and researcher/field. We
think that this is ethnography that can be considered to be “post” critical. What do

you think?

R
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Writing Self

within the Text:

The Impact
of an Educational Narrative
in the Life of the Researcher

By Gretchen Givens

How we view the world has changed, and as
Yvonna S. Lincoln writes, “s0 too, have changed the
Kinds of texts we hope to represent us to ourselves”
(37). The postmodern analysis of texts challenges the
modernist claim of objectivity, focusing instead on
the limited perspectives that each text offers (Lin-
coln, 1997). Lincoln asserts that texts, as written
acoounts of experiences, offer “partial perspectives”
(Lingoln, 37). She continues,

If all texts are only partial, historically and
culturally situated and highly gendered, then it s
but a small leap to conclude that the multiple
understandings which come from any ethnographic
project have only a limited chance of being
presented in a single text. If texts are necessarily
partial and situated, then it 15 2 type of realist
pretense fo hope that any given text can tell the
“whole story.” Multiple stories feed nto any text;
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