On Writing Other Peoples' Lives: Self-analytic reflections of a narrative researcher

 
"All action and all love are haunted by the expectation of an account which will transform them into their truth." (Merleau-Ponty (Signs Northwestern Univ. Press, 1964, p.15)."

In the fourth act of Much Ado About Nothing, Dogberry, the illiterate constable, is insulted by one of Don John's men who tells him bluntly, "Away! You are an ass, you are an ass." In response, Dogberry declares plaintively and fervently, "Oh, that he [the scribe] were here to write me down an ass!...Oh, that I had been writ down an ass." With this longing, act IV ends.

We might wonder why, if Dogberry has been so grievously insulted, he would wish the insult to be written down. Shakespeare, in this exchange, calls our attention to the power of the written word. What is written is real; what is written really happened. Only if it were "writ" could Dogbery show that he had been grievously insulted; the act would be recorded. Written events gain a substantiality above that carried by memory or speech.

Although narrative researchers have begun to explore the ways in which our exchange with participants in the interactional phase of our research may affect those who share their lives with us, we have paid less attention to how what we "write down" may affect those about whom we write. And while we recognize that our hypotheses and conclusions about people originate in our own complex conceptual processes, we often lose sight of the additional authority our words and ideas carry when transferred to the permanence of print. 

Judith Stacey, in a widely-cited, influential paper raised the question of whether it is possible to have a truly feminist ethnography; i.e. whether it is possible to have an approach to research which is authentic, reciprocal and fully intersubjective. "I find myself wondering whether the appearance of greater respect for and equality with research subjects in the ethnographic approach masks a deeper, more dangerous form of exploitation? (1988,p.22)." Not only does the fieldworker risk engaging in complex relationships with those she (or he) is observing, relationships that might be betrayed by full reporting of the material they provide, but the ethnographer must acknowledge that "the research product is ultimately that of the researcher. With very rare exceptions it is the researcher who narrates, who 'authors' the ethnography...[which is] a written document structured primarily by a researcher's purposes, offering a researcher's interpretations, registered in a researcher's voice(p.23)." Stacey's concerns, experiences and cautions echoed my own apprehension in regard to narrative psychology.

How does it feel to be written about?
In this paper, I want both to report and to analyze my interactions with participants about our experiences with the "writing down" process.

Perhaps because of my training and long experience as a psychotherapist as well as a narrative researcher, I am rarely uncomfortable talking to people about their lives - even hearing intimate details or bearing painful emotions. I do not worry that the interview will be injurious. Usually these talks are cathartic, and I trust that my ability to understand another person's experience is affirming to them. And I do not worry much about betraying "confidentiality." I disguise in such a way that I am certain that no one else could recognize the people about whom I write and I have never, never disclosed anything to anyone that could lead to such recognition. But I worry intensely about how people will feel about what I write about them. I worry about the intrusiveness of the experience of being "writ down," fixed in print, formulated, summed up, encapsulated in language, reduced in some way to what the words contain. Language can never contain a whole person, so every act of writing a person's life is inevitably a violation.

I was interested in learning about how what I have "writ down" about people I have studied has effected them. I pursued two sources of information about this. The first came from spontaneous comments and letters from women I had interviewed when they were 21 and and again when they were 32, women who I then wrote about in a book called Finding Herself. Six years after the publication of the book, I contacted them to interview them yet again. Some had read the book; most had not. Although I had promised to do so, I had not sent each of them a copy of the book - in part, because I was too uncomfortable about how they might respond to what I had written. If they read it, it was because they searched it out or came across it. But those who had read it shared with me their reactions at the time of this later interview.

My second source of information was from people who I had interviewed about their history of relationships for a book called The Space Between Us.  Because this was not a hypothesis-testing study, several of the participants whose life patterns I reported in detail were people with whom I have ongoing relationships in other contexts and this, I had thought, made it likely that I could have open, honest conversation with them about how it felt to have been written about. (Most of these people had seen what I wrote before publication, but none had asked me to make any changes.)

Before considering what I learned from these follow-up interviews about people's reactions to being written about, I want to reflect on the process of asking my participants to tell me about their experience of being fixed in print. I was surprised to find that this was a much more anxiety-provoking and difficult topic to discuss than were the interviews that explored their life histories. Although I had talked easily with these people about the most private details of their lives, I felt intensely anxious and uncomfortable talking with them about how it was for them to find their lives in print - and in words which I had written. My impression was that they were also anxious and uncomfortable with this topic. 

For many of them, the first line of defense was to assure me that it was "fine" and that they had no reaction whatever to being written about (by me). But I didn't allow myself to be put off by this polite reassurance. What did you do with the book? I asked those from The Space Between Us - since I had sent all of them copies. "Well," said one, "I have it in my office, but [very apologetically] I haven't read it again - maybe I should have since I knew you wanted to talk about it today, but I didn't have time [he had read the manuscript version] and I had been meaning to take it home, maybe even to show it to my wife, but I didn't."  We both recognized that this observation pointed to some possible conflict about so much of his internal, intimate life appearing in print, and I found myself growing anxious at this point. But, although I tried several avenues, this participant either would not or could not explore the ambivalence which was so apparent. (He simply reverted to asking if I wanted him to reread the book so that he could have a reaction. I didn't.) Here I learned from what could not be said - there is something discomfiting here but no matter, the book can be buried among the hundreds on the shelf and, I felt, we would tacitly agree not to speak about his being in the book, much as people may dissociate from an old love affair in the interests of working together - just pretend it never really happened. But I was left with the distress of not being able to name and understand my own discomfort which felt like some mixture of shame, guilt and dread. 

In fact, I felt the same feelings in each of the other interviews which I initiated with the participants in The Space Between Us. Even when I interviewed two of the participants with whom I did not have an ongoing connection, I felt the same.  And I was aware of the same unpleasant feelings when, with those Finding Herself participants who had read the book, the conversation turned to their response to having read it. I will return to these concerns later. At this point, I wish only to stress that talking to people about how being written about has affected them is not an easy matter.

What my participants said
One participant (and now I don't even want to identfy them by their original code names) - but let me call her Janice here - said that she had showed "her" section of The Space Between Us to her children in hopes that they could now better understand her. They had known about the trauma of her early life, but she hoped they could more fully appreciate how it affected her by seeing it in print. (Here, Shakespeare's "Oh, that I had been writ down..." is relevant.) Despite the disguise of the material, she felt I had captured something essential about her, but she seemed ashamed to be using the book in this way. She was embarrassed that it had become important to her - and so was I. She countered this by then mentioning one passage where she felt I had got her wrong, where it didn't "feel" like her. Somehow this was easier for both of us to discuss.

Participating in this process of sharing one's life to be written about by someone else stirs up a welter of narcissistic tensions in both the participant and the researcher. Inevitably, what we take into our possession as we collect people's life stories is people's narcissistic experience of themselves. Unwittingly, we may provoke what Kohut has termed a "mirror transference" in which our participants may regard us as carriers of core aspects of themselves (i.e. selfobjects, in Kohut's phrase). Our writings then become for them highly concrete selfobjects and evoke the vicissitudes of powerful selfobject transferences. Serving, even temporarily during the interview, as validating, affirming selfobjects for our participants, we risk evoking the dynamics which emanate from the unconscious grandiose self (Kohut, 1971). 

In fact, we have aggrandized our participants - we regarded them as important enough to write about. But the experience of the grandiose self is always accompanied by shame and by an unconscious conviction of being in complete control of the Other, and this, I think, complicates people's experience of being written about. In my interaction with Janice, it was my discomfort in bearing her shame about her excited feeling of aggrandizement that made me anxiously take refuge in my own narcissistic injury (my not having done a good enough job).

Similarly, failure to report in the written presentation something of great importance to the participant can be narcissistically wounding. Kohut(1971) commented on how trivial to the analyst may seem something "the patient, after so much time, labor, and intense inner resistance has ultimately brought into the light of day(p.148)." The revelation, Kohut goes on, may not make a strong emotional impact on the analyst. Analogously, what the narrative researcher is paying attention to may differ from those confessions which are central to the participant, but this only becomes apparent after the report is published. Very likely, some of my participants may have had an experience of my leaving out something that felt central to them, but they would certainly have felt too ashamed to tell me.

 In reading what we have written, our participants are left to deal alone with our inevitable failure as selfobjects, with their injured or overstimulated grandiosity and with their recognition that they were not in control of us. And, being so close to the narcissistic core of personality organization, none of this can be easily discussed. 

I think that the difficulties in managing the overstimulating aspects of the experience of grandiosity may also underlay some of the embarrassment of my Finding Herself participants who I asked how it felt to be written about. These are women who I have been following for twenty years who have, on occasion, expressed surprise that I would go to so much trouble to keep tracking their lives. Many who had read the book refused to discuss their reactions beyond "It was fine," and I suspect that shame-filled grandiosity in part shaped their reluctance to engage more fully with the question of what it has meant to them. One participant was, however, able to say simply, "I'm glad you thought my life was interesting enough to write about." 

Integrating interpretations
Besides the problem of maintaining narcissistic balance in the wake of the experience of being written about are the issues of managing the intrusiveness of the researcher's meaning-making efforts.

From Lydia, a participant from the Finding Herself study, I received a letter after I sent her a copy of the book, just after our third interview when she was 43. After reading it, she wrote,

"Let me begin by telling you how much I enjoyed our interview session last month. What a luxury to talk about myself to an interested listener for three hours! As I later told my family and friends, it was a very therapeutic experience for me in that it allowed me the opportunity to make connections with my past. I appreciate having had that chance and sincerely hope that we can do it again in another ten years.

"As for the book, to me it is no less than a cherished gift. Of course it does wonderful things for my ego to read about myself as 'Lydia.' You were certainly right: I easily recognized myself and cannot help but feel flattered wthi much of the description. Except for a few exceptions (the geography, some of the timing and the dream), it was all quite accurate. To say that I was 'pleased' is an understatement. But more importantly, your explanation of why I made the choice I made was a welcome enlightenment for me...You have put together some pieces for me that hadn't quite fit before, and for that I shall always be grateful." 

She goes on to discuss in detail how my explanation of why she had chosen the men she chose at various points in her life made great sense to her, more sense than the understanding she had been living with. 

One would think that this letter, full of admiration and gratitude, would have made me feel elated, appreciated, and valuable. Instead what I felt was dread and guilt. I felt that, even though Lydia found my comments useful to her, I had intruded on her and on her life in a powerful way. Whatever sense she was making of her life was, after all, her sense. What right had I to impose my meaning-making on her? This is, after all, different from psychotherapy where someone invites, even pays for, my interpretations. And therapeutic interpretations are co-constructed in a very precise interpersonal context. Lydia merely agreed to talk to me. She never agreed to subject herself to my interpretations of her life. 

But is this any different than if Lydia would have read a self-help book? I ask myself. After all, my ultimate hope is that others will learn from Lydia's life, as I have portrayed it, something that might be useful in their own. But someone other than Lydia gaining insight from Lydia's life is different from Lydia reading my interpretation of what she lived. Lydia is not reading about women in general or about some other woman in whose life she finds echoes of her own. What she reads is about her, about my summation and analysis of material she offered me. Perhaps I ought to be able to say, "how nice that I have however inadvertently been helpful to Lydia" and leave it at that. But I think that to do so is a way of blinding myself to the intrusiveness of this work - intrusiveness which is perhaps only harder to recognize when it seems to be valued by the one who is intruded upon. 

There are those who have contended that psychotherapy, in its essence, is just a way of renarrating someone's life (Spence,1982; Schafer,1992). If this is so, then the renarrating we do when we write about someone is a form of psychotherapy, cloaked not in the authority of the therapist-patient relationship but in the authority of the written word. To renarrate a life unasked, therefore, robs the Other of a piece of his or her freedom no matter how exhilatating an experience it may be. 

Lydia's response also makes me wonder about "oracle" fantasies that our writings may induce in our participants. Especially to those who credit psychologists with knowing more than we do, we must, in our pronouncements, seem rather like oracles, or like the angels who might appear at the end of life to tell a person what it all meant. I don't think we can underestimate the projected, imagined powers our apparent authority, which rests on our access to print, invokes.

 Unlike Lydia, Jim is a participant in one of my studies who is himself a psychologist and a psychoanlayst, who has undergone a lengthy and thorough psychoanalysis and is no stranger to commentary on his life. In one of my papers, I presented his life as an example of a way of growing through the use of idealizable selfobjects - idealizing others and then internalizing or trying to internalize what he perceived as exemplary in them. In this follow-up interview, he spoke to me about feeling "haunted" by what I wrote about him. "It's as though your categorization of me is something I always have to react to, something I have to support or disprove. How you categorized me is something I can't ignore. Sometimes I hear myself talking to people about someone new who I met or someone I heard lecture and then I find myself asking myself - so, does this reflect my tendency to idealize? I feel its something I am trying to correct. So I find myself using your categorization to reflect on my relationships and approach to people. I say 'This is what Ruthellen wrote about me.' In some ways, it has been an insight, but I feel it there as your perception and I use it to see how I'm really doing it and sometimes I think,' see, she was right'."

What Jim was telling me about was his feeling that I had invaded him - and in a way that he had not felt about his analysis. I had "captured" him in a category which he could either explore or escape from, but it was a cell which bounded how he could think about himself. Of all the other terms through which he could process his experience, somehow the one which I had written about seemed more powerful. I had "writ him down an idealizer."

I think that what is important here is that Jim did not feel criticized by my portrait of him. Indeed, I had presented him as admirable. I hadn't suggested that there was anything unhealthy or undesirable about his functioning. Rather, with the power of words, I had named him and this naming came to feel like something he always had to wrestle with. 

My re-interview with Abby was, perhaps,  the most surprising, upsetting and instructive. I had presented Abby, in The Space Between Us, in a most appealing light. Hers was a story of growth and enlightenmment, but I sensed, in this reinterview, her profound discomfort with her role in my book. "Look," she finally brought herself to say, " there was a lot I didn't tell you." From there, she began to unfold a story of an aspect of her life of which she was deeply ashamed, something horrifying, something, in all truth, I preferred not to know. For Abby, her discomfort with what I wrote down was that it was not the whole truth about her. She felt she had lied, had cheated me. In meeting the written text, she had a sense of: Oh my God, I did not tell all the truth. What she found in my report was what she felt was a dishonest version of herself and this only increased her shame about the part of herself she regards as a black spot on her soul. My written account reminded her of the ways in which she hides from the world. Her stifled narcissistic rage at having participated in my study was about seeing in the textual mirror the "false self" she presents to the world. 

Have I harmed any of these people? I don't really think so. And I may have contributed to their growth. With time, Janice will undoubtedly integrate and modulate her high hopes for what being written about might create in her life, Lydia will go on to other kinds of meaning-making and my categorization of Jim will fade for him. Abby will continue to live with what she has to live with. Their tenure as a characters in my books will become just one more of the many life experiences in which a person learns about himself or herself. In the end, I am not that powerful. But these issues for narrative research persist.

Saying what is hard to say
My analysis here suggests that the discomfort that attended these interviews about effects derives from stirring up dormant narcissistic tensions. It was not an easy matter for me and my participants to acknowledge to each other the importance of what we did together. And it was perhaps hard (and courageous) for them to acknowledge the impact it had on them. Perhaps one can only comfortably participate in such a study by keeping its implications at a safe narcissistic distance. 

But that leaves me still to understand my own discomfort, the dread, guilt and shame which goes with writing about others. These interviews helped me to some insight here. The dread is easiest to trace. There is always the dread that I will have harmed someone, that I will be confronted with 'how could you say that about me?'

The guilt is more complicated. My guilt, I think, comes from my knowing that I have taken myself out of relationship with my participants (with whom, during the interview, I was in intimate relationship) in order to be in relationship with my readers. I have, in a sense, been talking about them behind their backs and doing so publicly. Where in the interview I had been responsive to them, now I am using their lives in the service of something else, for my own purposes, to show something to others. I am guilty about being an intruder and then, to some extent, a betrayer.

And my shame is the hardest to analyze and the most painful of my responses. I suspect this shame is about my exhibitionism, shame that I am using these people's lives to exhibit myself, my analytical prowess, my cleverness. I am using them as extensions of my own narcissism and fear to be caught, seen in this process. 

Proceeding nonetheless
Doing narrative research is an ethically complex undertaking, but I do not advocate that we stop doing it. Rather, I am suggesting here that while this is important work, it is work we must do in anguish. That we explore people's lives in order to make them into an example of some principle or concept or in order to support or refute a theory will always be intrusive and narcissistically unsettling for the person who contributes their life story to this enterprise. I don't think that there is any measure one can take to prevent this (beyond the usual safeguards, of course). No matter how gentle and sensitive our touch, we still entangle ourselves in others' intricately woven narcissistic tapestries. When we write about others, they feel it in some way. Yet I would worry most if I ever stopped worrying, stopped suffering for the disjunction that occurs when we try to tell an Other's story. To be uncomfortable with this work, I think, protects us from going too far. It is with our anxiety, dread, guilt and shame that we honor our participants. To do this work, we must contain these feelings rather than deny, suppress or rationalize them. We must at least try to be fully aware of what we are doing.

I arrive then, at a place similar to where Janet Malcolm ended in her reflections on the ethics of journalism. "The wisest know that the best they can do...is not good enough. The not so wise, in their accustomed manner, choose to believe there is no problem and that they have solved it(p.162)." 
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