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Identifying Identity


Take a close look at the two pictures here:

/insert art teapot tattoo here /  /insert art musical notes tattoo here/

You may or may not have immediately recognized the two images presented here as tattoos, but that is indeed what they are.  As a way of working into a conversation about identity, begin by reading and interpreting these images as symbols.  Recalling what you learned about symbol in Chapter 11, work on answering the following questions:

What do you see?

What are the possible ways of reading each image?

What do you think that this tattoo means?

Look at the first one, the teapot.  What do you notice?  Did you see the spout as a boot?  Could you see the lid as a kind of a nipple?  Did the teapot remind you of anything in particular?  What sort of scene, real or imaginary, can you describe that might include a teapot like this one—with or without the stylistics such as the boot-spout and nipple-top?  Depending upon your own cultural background, you may read a teapot as having to do with women, or taking a break in the afternoon, or certain kinds of ceremonies, or perhaps, based on your experience, the teapot has relatively little cultural significance.  Maybe it is the thing of childhood pretend or British literature.  

Now, what about the musical notes?  Do you know what this would sound like?  Can you read it?  What do the notes stand for?  There may be one or two students who can actually “read” this music and hear it in their head, being able to see that these notes are X.  And, if you can read and hear the notes, maybe you are old enough to recognize the first measure to the theme song for the cartoon television show, The Jetsons.  Now, knowing that, does it change your reading of the image?  Is meaning multiplied?  In terms of symbolism, the train of thought might be—musical notes, to sound, to a tune, to the show, to an image, to a meaning.  As with the teapot, simply knowing that these notes represent the opening measure of The Jetsons’ theme song may tell you nothing.  Maybe you have never seen this show.  However, it could be that it opens up a memory for you.  Maybe you recall sitting down on orange shag carpeting eating Lucky Charms not more than two feet from a giant console television while your parents slept in on some random Sunday morning.  Maybe you know that if someone remembers watching The Jetsons on Sundays it means they were watching it in reruns.  Maybe that knowledge doesn’t matter one bit to the interpretation.        

Regardless of your answers, your interpretation of the symbolic meaning in each image is just that, your interpretation.  Certainly, your reading is important, but for now let’s concentrate on the notion that these symbols are not for example, a part of a crest or flag for a certain group of individuals.  These are, as a reminder, tattoos, and as tattoos, there is definite likelihood that the image has a more specific meaning, one that is in some way attached to the personal experience of the individual.

So, now, enter the hypothetical for a moment.  Given what you know of these tattoos, can you guess what each owner might say about what the tattoo means to them?  As an exercise, try and provide a profile of the individual who wears this tattoo.  Start with the following questions:

What do you think the gender of this person might be?

What about an estimated age?

What does this person like to do?

How do they make their living?

In general, any guesses on what they may be like?

Now, this is a completely creative exercise because you cannot know these answers simply by looking at these images.  However, the point is that most of you probably could come up with answers for these questions.  And, in doing so, you illustrate the idea that symbol, very often, has everything to do with identity.  As is also the case with the way people often employ clothing, hairstyles and body language, identity may be visibly written onto us in a variety of ways.  These examples of tattoos are, quite literally, indelibly written onto the bodies of these individuals, there to be read and interpreted by others in the context of a the human form.    


It is the context then—the fact that the tattoo appears on a specific individual -- that then leads to the notion that, in addition to the connections between symbol and identity, identity often has everything to do with stereotyping.  In making a guess at the profile of each tattoo wearer, you had to rely upon certain stereotypes that, in some way, you connected to through the visual images.  You had to make assumptions about each tattoo wearer only based upon the information contained in the tattoo.  But before you get anxious about having stereotyped these tattoo wearers, it is important to understand that stereotyping is not, in and of itself, a bad thing.  Actually, it is one of the few strategies that human beings have for making sense of any situation with very little information.  In this case, you have only the image from which to draw conclusions.  You really know nothing of who wears it, where it is located, what these folks look like (other than that they are probably white, as indicated by the color of their skin), or what they themselves think of their own tattoo.  

However, you do have a guess of sorts and were probably more than able to make some sort of guess, even if the exercise made you feel uncomfortable.  You are probably not often asked to write down what you think of other people based on just a bit of information, but you are able to, and usually do, draw conclusions from the moment you see or meet someone.  You very naturally work to categorize people, places and behaviors in order to make sense of the world you are in.   Again, the work of stereotyping is not in and of itself immoral or unethical.  However, what tends to happen is that in the act of stereotyping, people assign value to what they see.  You see a behavior as good, or bad, acceptable or unacceptable, interesting or stupid, and then link that behavior directly to the individual.  Often, this connection of personal attributes, clothes or style seems to follow a simple internal assessment.  Another individual is read as like me, or not like me.  If they are “like me,” the reading is generally favorable.  If “not like me,” the reading seems to fluctuate between little or no feeling, to fear or repulsion. This quick and often not-thought-about reaction is very important to be aware of as an ethnographic researcher. You should be able to identify how and when you move from the reading of symbols to stereotyping and then, probably, to judgment. When you enter your research site, you make observations, assessments and analysis. That is one purpose of your research.  But you cannot stop there.  In order to work toward a complex understanding of the people, actions, behaviors beliefs and symbols of your site, you need to inquire of the actual informants what they think about their own actions, behaviors, symbols and site and look for the connects and disconnects in what you see and interpret and what other participants in the community see and interpret. As an example, the personal interpretations of the tattoos by the tattoo wearers are included here for your consideration: 

Corrine:  

My tattoo is a coming out image.  In my former life as a straight woman (I was married with children) I felt very oppressed by the cultural expectations of me as a woman.  Things like housekeeping, entertaining, child rearing, and maintaining family relationships seemed like roles that I was forced into.  Because of my perception of social coercion, I resisted the expectation to do these things and do them well.  I tried very hard to do things I wasn't expected to do well like hunt, fish, hike, ride motorcycles, etc.  I'm very girly, so these "butch" activities helped me to unwrite the clear femininity that I inhabited.  Once I claimed lesbianism as a way of life for myself, I suddenly had the choice between butch or, femme as possible roles for my everyday life and found myself inextricably attracted to the feminine.  

Once, when presented with the opportunity to go fishing with only women on a trip where no one was expected to cook dinner, I found that I actually wanted to cook dinner and I didn't want to fish.  It was a strange reversal.  I discovered that I really like to cook, clean, entertain, nurture, and heal.  The teapot is a representation of these "feminine" activities.  Tattooing the teapot on my body was a gesture of claiming femininity and domestic space for myself.  The snake represents masculinity as a handle with which to balance or wield my femininity and the Victorian boot is a representation of the ways that culture restricts us and tries to pour us into specific molds.  I added them to the teapot to show the need for balance and to keep my own history in mind as I continue to surprise myself with my own joy.

Jerome


My musical notes tattoo doesn’t really mean anything to me, except that it reminds me that I was once very young. I was actually surprised when I first saw it because the starbursts were not part of the original design. The artist, who was a friend of mine, took some artistic license with it, so I wasn’t particularly thrilled with it, even then. I didn’t know that it was the opening notes of the Jetson’s at the time. Someone in a bar told me later, after I’d had it for a while. I picked the music because I was doing some work for a band and I thought that I was going to go into a career that was connected to the music industry. 

Now, I’m actually completely indifferent to it. I’m occasionally shocked by the tattoo when I see it in hotel mirrors when I’m on a business trip (not in music), and I’d have to say that I’m somewhat embarrassed by it. I have considered having it removed, because it doesn’t mean anything to me. Maybe it’s because I never really liked it in the first place or maybe it’s because I just do not connect with it in any way. I don’t mind tattoos. I have a shamrock on my ankle that I identify much more with, my Irish heritage and all. I’ll keep that one. I'm even thinking about having that one touched up because it has faded after twenty years.

You most probably assumed that the tattoos had some sort of meaning for these two people.  As you can see by the responses above, personal meaning may be complex, or rather simple.  Corrine’s text makes clear that they symbolism of the teapot has to do with the nature of femininity and her acceptance of traditionally feminine roles based upon her own subject position.  In labeling the text as a “coming out image,” Corrine connects this image with her identity as a lesbian.  She also works through a couple other labels—butch femme—to further classify her own identity.  Though you still might not have any idea how old she is, or when she left her husband, you do know that she is also a mother, though this particular aspect of her identity is not focused on so much in this response.  Overall, based on this piece of writing, it is safe to assume that regardless of how others may read or interpret her tattoo, Corrine is fairly certain of what it means to her and her own construction of herself.  

In contrast, Jerome explains that the musical notes tattoo has no meaning for him and is a source of embarrassment, or of indifference, precisely because it does not carry meaning. Without an understanding or internalization of the symbolic meaning, there is no relevance to his identity. In fact, this tattoo has so little significance for him that he often forgets that it is there and is surprised by it in the mirror. This speaks to the fact that this tattoo has very little to with how Jerome constructs his identity at this time in his life. Jerome talks about his desire to have the tattoo removed, but explains that he wants to keep, and perhaps even touch up, his shamrock tattoo, which he does identify with. 

You  may want to take a moment to compare what you wrote or thought about these tattoos and their wearers with what they say about themselves.  Are there any points of comparison, observations you make that seem to fit with what these folks say?  Likewise, in what ways do your readings diverge from the ideas in these personal statements?  Do you still want to know more, or is this enough information for you?  That is, if these were a couple of your informants, what do they say that could lead you to not only to draw different conclusions, but to ask different questions?  What information seems to be most relevant in coming to realize the personal meaning of these tattoos?   

  It could be that, to this point, you have understood everything, but got to the end of this section and said, so what’s the definition of identity?  That’s a tough one because most of the time, identity, as a concept, is invisible to us, though we work on it all the time.  People take up notions of identity through personal symbols, through what they know and where they have been, often reducing identity to some sort of label: male, female, transgendered, graduate student, sister, brother, mother, father, child, lawyer, doctor, graphic artist, Polish, Vietnamese, African-American, hiker, biker, golfer, Catholic, Baptist, Hindu, etc.  The list of possible labels is absolutely endless.  And often, people find themselves combining a number of different labels in a sentence. But the labels themselves can, in many cases be translated back into symbols.  And the reading of those symbols then leads us to the stereotype, which leads us to read the person as “like me, “not like me.”

The question is then, how do you break the circle and use the notion of symbolic interpretation and stereotyping not in order to make a judgment, but as a way of really working to explore the complexity of human action, behavior and belief in the site you’re researching.  If nothing else, your reading of these images will present for you a starting point with being able to understand how you feel about what you see, how you know how to read what you see.  But in order to move beyond the simple comparison of here’s-what-I saw, here’s-what-the-informant-said, you need a strategy of being able to relate to the complexities between these readings and understandings.  You need to engage in reflexivity.  

Realizing Reflexivity

Self-reflexivity is an exercise in critical thinking. When you act out a scenario in a mirror, you are entering a reflexive moment, considering how you act and what sort of performance you'd like to engage in. Young children engage in this sort of conscious exploration of social interaction all the time. As young as two, you may catch a child making faces in a mirror, switching from a smile to a frown, trying out their own ability to become happy and sad as our culture has constructed these emotions. But the actual moment of self-reflexivity occurs when you aren't just looking, or acting, but really trying to consider what it is you see--what it is others might see when they see you. Do you take for granted how you look? What message does that send? What do your actions and appearance say about what you believe? How does your appearance and/or your behavior reveal what you think and what you know? What is the relativity of your own life?

When you look in the mirror, you see yourself. OK, fine. But for the purposes of your ethnographic research, look so hard that you look past the self you know to the one that others see, the one that exists as an element of a cultural environment, not just personal experience.  In the case of the tattoos, reflexivity enters the analysis when you look toward the gaps between the interpretations.  Is there a place where you assumed one thing, but the response of the tattoo wearer suggests a completely different interpretation or understanding?  Concentrate on that moment, that idea.  Now, ask these sorts of questions:

Why do you think this is the assumption you made?  

What beliefs did you come with that guided your interpretation?

How does the informant’s response cause you to reconsider what you said?  

Is there still some possibility for your analysis of the tattoo?  

In what situation might your analysis be valid?

How might you understand these two responses as a cultural relationship? 

What are the different beliefs and values that have come into contact with each other at this moment of interpretation?

Working on answers to these sorts of questions pushes you toward reflexive (considering the larger cultural implications of meaning and interpretation) and self-reflexive (considering the personal implications of your own interpretations of culture, moments, behaviors, symbols, etc.).  Note that the questions also lead you to consider the relationship between the readings—yours and the informants.  This is a prime space for reflexive thought.     

Are you still not quite sure about this notion of reflexivity?  Here's another an example: Years ago, Amy, one of the authors of this text, was engaged in ethnographic research interviewing women who had given birth at Woman's Hospital in Detroit, Michigan between 1939 and 1954. She placed an advertisement in local papers and then made appointments with the women--usually at their homes--in order to go and interview them. When she began these interviews, she didn't at all think about who she was, who she is, as a factor of the interview. She just went to their houses ready to talk.

However, in the very first interview, it became clear to Amy that the informants weren't seeing her as a researcher--how she saw herself--but as a woman. Even more, she was a woman who was of childbearing age with the potential of having children herself. In almost every interview she was asked whether she had any children and if she planned on it, ever. 

This was difficult to answer because she became aware that her answer could affect how the women would relate to her and could influence what stories she would be told. At that point she wasn’t exactly sure that she wanted children, but she didn't want to engage in long discussions about why. So, Amy decided to just say, "I'm not even married yet." That told them nothing, either way, and the interviews all seemed to go smoothly. 

While Amy has no idea how what she told them affected the interviews, what she became sure of was the idea that who she was and whatever she said had some sort of an effect. They could see that she was female, which affected their approach in talking with her. She was also young--only 24 at the time--so that also affected the dynamic since all of the informants were over 55 years old, and most were over 60. It should also be noted that Amy "reads" more masculine than feminine; she always wears pants and she has short hair. Though she cannot determine exactly how, those she was interviewing probably interpreted her appearance in some way.

As in the case of considering the meaning of the tattoos, the real focus of a reflexive analysis has to do with the implied relationship between the researcher and the informant—the two-way reception and perception that occurs at the point of interaction.  Amy seemed to not consider how her informants would interpret her identity.  Since she was approaching her fieldwork from the perspective of a researcher, it never occurred to her that she would be seen as a woman, a childbearing woman before anything else.  Reflecting upon this perception, Amy began to understand how it was she was gaining access to this group.  She was being accepted as another woman, not just as a researcher.  In addition, Amy began to consider the possibility that her identity as a woman was resulting in the telling of certain stories.  Would a male researcher have gotten as much information?  The same information?  What if she had been able to say, “Yes, I have children?”  Do you imagine that such knowledge might have differently affected the stories, and attitudes of these women?

Of course, there is no way to know how a different perception in identity would have affected the interviews, but it is possible to assume that a difference in identity has the potential of affecting the perception.  As you conduct your ethnographic research keep in mind that you have entered into a relationship with your informants. There is a personal dynamic at work, one that exists beyond your control. As much as you are interpreting the actions and behaviors of others, know that your informants are also--consciously or otherwise--interpreting your appearance and actions as well. In order for you to consider this dynamic, you must think about how you present yourself. 

How do your informants see and respond to your ideas, thoughts and beliefs as they may be presented through dress, action or style? 

How have you constructed yourself in this research setting? 

How have others responded to you in different situations? 

How do you think this affects what it is you have and have not seen during your fieldwork? 

You may go so far as to ask some of your informants what they think of your project, or of you in general.  But often, this wouldn’t be necessary unless your real focus becomes the gap between informant perception of the researcher and the researcher’s perception of the informant.  However, examining the places and points of analytical difference between ethnographer and informant (s) often becomes a location for in-depth analysis and consideration.  As you enter your site with identity and reflexivity in mind, keep the following list of questions in mind:

What are some of the markers of identity here? (i.e. symbols, clothes, body language, verbal languge?)

What do these markers “mean” in this context?

Is the meaning something you deduced, or something you were told?

How relevant is identity in this setting?

How do you think you’re perceived in this site?

What sorts of comments or actions from the informants suggest the ways in which they have chosen to “see” you and grant you an identity?

Are you an insider, outsider, or both?  Explore this as fully as you can.

What are some of the political implications of your identity and the identity of those you’re studying?  In other words, what are the stereotypes of those you’re working with and at what points and in what situations are these stereotypes given negative connotations?

It may be very difficult for you to work through all of these questions, but these are the kinds of questions you need to begin to ask yourself in order to work with the larger ideas of identity and reflexivity.  In the end, when it comes to identity and reflexivity, the moral of the story is: Don't take anything for granted. Nothing is natural; nothing is neat.

Prompts for Writing about Identity and Reflexivity


In the first part of this chapter, you are presented with many different questions to use to get yourself thinking in terms of identity and reflexivity.  Here, now, are a couple different prompts you might use as a guide for an expanded set of fieldnotes that employs the ideas and analysis encouraged by the terms identity and reflexivity. Again, write a minimum of two to three pages of word-processed, double spaced text, using the coding system presented in Chapter 5 for expanded fieldnotes. If possible, write more.

Think back to the ideas presented in Chapter 1 and begin your fieldnotes with a description of who you are.  That is, who are you as the ethnographer?  What do you bring to this site?  Then, consider whether or not the elements of identity you list are characteristics that your informants can see or know?  Are these characteristics they would even care about?  The most useful set of fieldnotes would work to include examples of informant perception of you, of moments that surprise, bother, or worry you when the folks you talk to begin to let you know how they see you.  

Reflect on the thoughts and feelings you’ve identified in your jottings and try to explore where they came from? What worldview/mindset factors influence your thoughts, feelings, and responses to people, things, and behaviors at the site. When you write about this, don’t stop at simply naming your response, or even just identifying the source of your response. Talk about it all and keep asking why.

Move from considering the gap between how you know yourself and how others know you to thinking about moment where you and the informants definitely had differing interpretations of what happened.  In either case, after you recount the moment, consider how it made you feel.  What do you think about this instance?  In the end, concentrate on making sense of the gap in perception by considering why the conflict came about in the first place?  What is the cause of the difference in perception?  Is it the result of the researcher/informant difference, or it because of a different element of identity?  If you don’t even have a guess at the source of difference of understanding, try your best to explain why it is you cannot know the real reason for the differences.     

Explore the ways in which you are an insider at your research site.  Why do you consider yourself to be a part of this culture?  To what degree do you consider this connection to be a part of your identity?  

At this point in your research, you may be beginning to notice that in having shifted from being a member of a culture to studying the culture suggests that you also have an identity as an outsider.  To what degree have you noticed this status?  How does it make you feel?   

Throughout your notes, move toward an analysis of the gap between your identity as an insider and an outsider.  What are the larger implications of this gap?  What does it tell you about how you are thinking about your site? 

Rhetorical Strategies for Writing about Identity and Reflexivity

In order to help you think about the relationship between reflexivity and identity and consider the ways in which you may be able to translate your field experience onto the page, you can focus on three more of the elements of ethnographic writing, specifically: 

#2 it is reflexive 

#4 it does not make judgments 

#7 it is evocative 

When you are reflexive about your research, you actively think about who you are and how your mindset and worldview affect the ways in which you conduct your research. This is also the opportunity to ask questions about how you arrive at the thoughts, feelings, and analyses you have and make in the research process. Remember that all research is subjective and examine your own subjectivity. Think about what drew you to this particular project. What were your assumptions when you entered the site? How and why have those assumptions been challenged?


This reflexivity also helps you avoid making flat out judgments because it requires you to examine how and why you arrive your conclusions and decisions. Remember that judgment is a natural tendency, and use the reflexivity as a tool to examine, minimize, and contextualize the judgments you make. Explain how you arrive at any assertions you need to make. If you acknowledge the struggles you have with competing or conflicting ideas and beliefs, your writing will be much stronger, and much more ethnographic. Reflect in your writing that there are many different perspectives and actively invite and explore alternate viewpoints. You are not arguing the “world according to you.” 


Highlighting the complexities of human interaction through looking at yourself and the people at your research site can also lead you to the deeper connections and meaning at your site, which will resonate with your readers. This is one of the ways in which the elements of reflexivity, avoiding judgment, and being evocative can interact in your writing. As you present alternative perspectives, you invite your readers to identify with people that are different from them. Remember that you are not writing the ultimate, authoritative text on your research site. Instead you are hoping to find ways to create connection between the site and your other experiences and connection between the site and the larger, even global, community.

