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Long, long ago, the Roman philosopher and teacher Epictetus said,

“Tentative efforts lead to tentative outcomes. Therefore, give yourself fully to your endeavors. Decide to construct your character through excellent actions and determine to pay the price of a worthy goal. The trials you encounter will introduce you to your strengths. Remain steadfast...and one day you will build something that endures: something worthy of your potential.”

For their enduring commitment to excellence in the founding of the

Arthur V. Mauro Institute for Peace and Justice,

and the PACS Graduate program,

and for their steadfast belief in each of us,

we fondly dedicate this volume to

Dr. Sean Byrne

and

Dr. Jessica Senehi
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Introduction

Why Storytelling?

Jessica Senehi

A group of emerging scholars in peace and conflict studies,1 of which the contributors to this volume are a part, have given shape to a storytelling methodology that is a guiding frame for their multi-method research approaches. This research can be seen as “bricolage,” as per Kincheloe,2 that embraces complexity and awareness of the contextual nature of the research process and limitations of reductionist, externally imposed research procedures. Such research is grounded by diverse epistemologies, including Indigenous,3 feminist,4 decolonizing,5 queer,6 critical race,7 intersectional,8 and/or arts-based inquiry,9 among others. This emergent storytelling methodology is characterized by great regard for the knowledge of research participants, writing with people rather than about them, highly open-ended and innovative interview methods10, honoring the trauma story, reflexivity and positioning oneself in the research, and telling stories in ways that make us stronger.11 This storytelling multi-method approach seeks to de-silence, to center, and to make visible the knowledge of people who have been silenced, marginalized, and invisibilized.

This volume brings together insights from some of these researchers on the role of storytelling in their research. This introduction addresses the question: Why storytelling? That is, what is it about storytelling that makes it important for these approaches?

Storytelling Defined

As Pat Ryan succinctly puts it, storytelling is the sharing of oral (or signed) narrative.12 Storytelling is layered in research, as diverse participants may share different narratives and interpretations. Storytelling also occurs in levels. There is the storytelling during research gathering; the story of the research process; and the final research product, which can be understood as a story within a larger public discourse.

Storytelling as spoken exchange happens during the interview process and is a social interaction.13 This nature of this interaction constructs the relationship between researchers and research participants. More conversational research approaches allow for participants to share more storied narratives about their life experiences, and how they think and feel about them.14

Storytelling is the basis of all art forms, and so arts-based approaches may be another way of accessing research participants’ stories beyond the oral narrative. While spoken storytelling has an intimacy that other forms may not, storytelling does not exclude these other forms. Awareness about the potential nuance of different approaches and forms to learning stories is important.

Stories are always about something that happened.15 The research process itself is an event. Increasingly, researchers seek to clarify how they became involved in their work, their experience of the research process, and their potential biases and blind spots.16 Such reflexivity may bring greater credibility to research as it does not disguise the role of the researcher, which is inevitably a part of any research process.

Storytelling can also be seen in terms of a larger discourse that shapes socially constructed knowledge.17 Written research becomes part of the “public transcript,” to use James Scott’s term,18 and is an influential process in the negotiation of knowledge, or even resistance or social change. The personal becomes political.

Storytelling and Power: Structure Versus Personal Agency

“Structure versus personal agency” has been a central problematic for all social theory. Karl Marx19 and other writers on international political economy have argued that the capitalist system traps the working-class person in a dehumanizing cycle of economic-based oppression. Grounded in this theoretical tradition is peace and conflict studies’ concern with the structural roots of systemic violence. Johan Galtung20 emphasizes the social structural causes of conflict. He powerfully argues that social conflict is the result of structural inequalities, often encoded in culture, that limit persons’ physical, social, and spiritual development in ways that promote death, regardless of whether or not there is overt warfare in the society. Thus, lasting peace likely requires broad and deep transformation of world cultural, economic, and political systems. Defined in this way, conflict resolution seems to be an improbable task.

But to have a field of peace and conflict studies is to believe that there are coherent strategies to promote peace and to resolve conflicts. Mohandas Gandhi argued and arguably demonstrated that apparently powerless persons have the ability to effect desired nonviolent social change, even in the face of powerful armies.21 While we may be personally awed by the immensity of the social world and our own smallness in the face of it, Gandhi urged, “it is possible for a single individual to defy the whole might of an unjust empire to save his honor, his religion, his soul, and lay the foundation for that empire’s fall or its regeneration.”22 Martin Luther King, Jr., also argued that it is possible for the disenfranchised to struggle nonviolently to affect a new vision of society.23 With this dream, he mobilized the 1960s Civil Rights Movement in the United States.

Thus, underlying peace theory are questions about human nature which modernity has raised but cannot answer. What determines identity—ideology or the individual? What determines meaning—culture or consciousness? Does social change require personal or systemic transformation?24

Storytelling at the personal level has the potential to demonstrate how social systems, cultures, and situations impact a person, how they think about these conditions, and how they respond to them. Because dominant narratives shape social thought and action, and also because people can draw on these forms and use them in new ways and comment on them, storytelling can get at the intersection of structure and human agency.25 Further, human rights movements have been propelled forward by compelling personal narratives that have generated in others’ empathy and a will to intervene.26 Stories have “narrative potency.”27

Storytelling is Accessible

Storytelling is a natural human process with a neural basis in brain structures.28 Storytelling requires no special training or certification; everybody is a storyteller because storytelling is a part of everyday communication as people relate what has happened to them. Stories can be told by the very young and people labeled as having cognitive deficits.29 Therefore, the approach of a conversational interview is relatively feasible. Whereas complex research instruments will require establishing validity and interrater reliability and may be confusing to participants. Storytelling is part of every culture, and stories of personal experience translate well across cultures.

Stories are also accessible because they are low-tech. This makes storytelling possible in constrained circumstances of slavery, imprisonment, political repression, or the deprivation of refugee camps. Stories travel light; people always carry their stories with them. This makes storytelling an effective means of resistance against oppression, potentially in disguised form or “hidden transcripts”30 that are only understood by insiders. This makes story-based research an important avenue for those who are in marginalized or disempowered situations to participate in research and, in this way, potentially have their knowledge become part of the public transcript.

During years of apartheid in South Africa, oral historians and storytellers articulated various social and political arguments for the Xhosa people in resistance to their government.31 This expressive and analytical tradition created a channel of meaning that both (1) expressed the experience and desires of group members, and (2) kept awareness and consciousness of the conflict high. Individuals’ interpretations of experience and actions informed the stories, and these stories affected wider social thought and action in ways that sustained the struggle for freedom and social justice.

Stories Carry Knowledge

Storytelling carries knowledge about human experience, culture, and identity. Stories are multilayered and convey meaning not only about experience, but also about emotion and morality. Stories contain metaphors or may become memes in themselves. Through narrative, persons give experience order and meaning to express something and to serve a purpose. This raises a question regarding to what degree narrative relates to the real world.32 Written and oral histories and knowledge are communicated in a social context for a variety of purposes; they are produced.33 But within this social context meaning is negotiated, and certain versions will not have currency with the group and will not be circulated.34 Those who receive a story do not necessarily accept it. Storytelling is part of a larger process of the social negotiation of knowledge; and meanwhile stories will build culture, in a process of “enculturation.”35 Interestingly, research demonstrates that stories, such as personal experience narratives, are less likely than other information formats to be distorted by listener’s internal mental sets.36

Storytelling Shapes Identity

Listeners identify and empathize with the characters in a story. Elizabeth Fine and Jean Haskell Speer discuss the power of performance to shape and model identity.37 The principle of performance, they argue, is identification, the sharing of identity—rather than rhetorical deliberation: “Cultural performance both imitates cultural identities and perpetuates identities as a web.”38 Stories are a major process for socializing children, and also socializing people to a new environmental setting, whether that be an institutional setting, such as a school or a workplace, a new social group, or a new region, such as a neighborhood or nation.

Language is used to name and classify, thereby establishing the boundaries of difference within and among communities.39 Classification, accomplished through language, socially constructs and orders our reality. This ordering crucially shapes and is shaped by issues of power relations.40 Political domination depends on the meaning of social and cultural difference; understandings of identity can serve to justify and naturalize power relations between people and groups within the social order.41 For this reason, while stories are not received uncritically, stories have a greater potential than other forms of communication, such as rational argument, to promote identification and empathy with listeners, even across boundaries of culture and conflict.42

Identity is also multiple and complex and may shift in different contexts or with time. Culture is often inconsistent and incoherent and may reflect tension and conflicts within social thought and society.43 The dynamics of identity are important for peace research, and yet can be hard to get at. Story-based approaches may be an important way to get at identity, how identities are shaped and changed.

Storytelling Builds Relationship

In storytelling, the proximity of the storyteller to the audience can engender feelings of closeness, community, and security. Hearing stories repeatedly from parents, grandparent, aunts, and uncles, one may associate the stories with powerful affective bonds of love and trust. Stories told are contextual to the relationship between teller and listener even as they may establish that relationship: friendship develops as stories are shared over cups of coffee; lovers demonstrate their trust by revealing experiences and perceptions rarely, if ever, shared. Ethical research that honors persons’ stories and experience brings dignity.

Storytelling is a Response to Trauma

Storytelling can be a means of facing history and healing in the aftermath of intercommunal violence.44 Emerging research finds that survivors of political trauma actually experience less stress, as indicated by biological response measurements, when they are speaking directly about their experience rather than when they are engaged in everyday conversation.45 Beginning in 1945, Helen Bamber worked with victims of torture from all over the world for more than fifty years. She describes torture victims’ need to tell their stories in great detail over and over again, to “vomit” out the stories of their appalling experiences.46

Aware of the potential for stories about painful experience to be retraumatizing, Denborough and others at the Dulwich Centre in Australia seek out strategies for telling stories “in ways that make us stronger.”47 The approaches already covered work toward this end: respecting the knowledge of the teller, creating space for a group to protect the process, creating space for the teller to direct the process through an open-ended and dialogic encounter, and having a trauma-informed approach when receiving a story. Denborough emphasizes that it is important to avoid or reverse internalized stigma. An important approach is to disentangle the person’s identity from the problem they have been affected by. This is done by emphasizing that the person has been affected by traumatic things that have happened, and by identifying and affirming the ways that the person has constructively, courageously, and ethically responded to those traumatic events.

Similarly, Richard Mollica, a psychiatrist who has worked with thousands of traumatized people over the past 40 years, writes that telling and receiving a story of trauma is part of a historical process toward social justice.48 He emphasizes the significance of the relationship between the storyteller and the listener when the trauma story is shared. The expression of empathy and the validation by the listener is critical to nurturing the wellness of the teller.

Storytelling has the Advantages of an Art Form

Stories are often engaging, interesting, and memorable to share, bringing an element of pleasure, which is an asset in the research process. Stories encompass paradox and metaphor, and convey layers of meaning in a relatively compact form.49 Storytelling is the basis of every art form, and storytelling approaches can be a part of arts-based research, which may further increase accessibility by broadening the range of ways that participants can enter into research, and also how the final research is conveyed to others.

The Risks of Storytelling

Storytelling is not inherently constructive. Destructive storytelling may intensify social division and mistrust and sustain structural violence.50 Even with the best of intentions, there are significant risks in storytelling in research.

Representation is always fraught with ethical considerations. In the process of data analysis and report-writing, informants lose narrative control and the research has the potential to be disempowering. Karen Olson and Linda Shopes warn that researchers should avoid “turning life stories into commodities of privilege.”51 Amy Shuman provides a complex unpacking of the ways that “other people’s stories” may be reused and recontextualized supporting false claims and empathy.52 Pittaway, Bartolomei, and Hugman argue that interview research to learn people’s stories of hardship in refugee camps was fraught with ethical issues and negatively viewed by many research participants.53 They find that simply obtaining other people’s stories is not empowering; research participants must be full partners in the research process, starting with the design phase.

Conclusion

Storytelling occurs in levels throughout the research process. There are the stories of the research participants, the story of the researcher, the story of the research process itself and how the research is situated within that, and, finally, the story that is told by the research when it is disseminated. This is the process through which knowledge is produced, both formally and less formally, in a social context. This is a process that shapes and is shaped by power, identity, and intention. Because power, identity, and social change are at the heart of peacebuilding, storytelling can be an important methodology for peace research.

There may be many ways to characterize multi-method peace research. An emphasis on storytelling highlights the social nature of the production of knowledge and the potential for sharing the power of that process with research participants. Peace research is peacebuilding when it de-silences and builds “awareness of self in context,” to use John Paul Lederach’s phrase.54 Peace requires voice.

While storytelling may be a feasible and natural process, the ethics and responsibilities of research do not come naturally. Attunement to ethical issues is important and requires ongoing examination and reflexivity. Analysis, theory-building, and research about the storytelling methodology in itself is critical. This volume is an important first step in this process.
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