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How has Richard Bauman’s concept of Ethnography of speaking relate to your concept of story appropriation?

Bauman’s work on the ethnography of communication and also his work “Verbal Art as Performance” were crucial for my study of narratives in everyday life.  The more particular concept of story appropriation builds on the work of Harvey Sacks, a sociolinguist who lectured on the concept of entitlement in storytelling. Using the example of a person who has been in a car accident, he asked who has the right to tell the story, the person who saw it or the person who suffered it?  He discussed the complexity of the fact that we own our own experiences, so the rule would be that we have the right to tell about them.  I became interested in that problem and many other issues related to storytelling interaction. Bauman’s work is central to the study of storytelling interaction. 

Here’s the short history of folklore, for the first part of the twentieth century some folklorists did material culture studies and comparative work on ethnology but what most folklorists did was collect and compare versions of texts. They were interested in the history of folk tales, ballads or folk songs, there are lots of books that look at those histories. Then there was a real paradigm shift in the field and most people attribute a paradigm shift to the work of Del Hymes, though there were a bunch of people involved but one of the paradigms that shifted was attributed to his idea of what was called the ethnography of communication. In 1972, a group of Folklorists published a book called Toward New Perspectives. It was an issue of the Journal of American Folklore so you can get it very easily. They were challenging all of the existing paradigms. Some people give a lot of credit, and I do too, to people like Americo Paredes and he wrote a book called With a Pistol in His Hand that was about the border ballads of Texas and Mexico which people were singing and the politics of those ballads. There were a bunch of key things which happened all at the same time so his work is considered important. Roger Abrahams at the time was rethinking folklore and thinking about folklore in terms of contextual relationships. There are now a whole bunch of famous articles written by some of these key people and Dick Bauman was another one of them. And they’re all working at this time to shift this paradigm in folklore. So the ethnography of communication ended up having a huge impact and continued to do work toward a paradigm shift and eventually there were people who jumped on the bandwagon. And there were a lot of people who were very against it. In that volume, they were called the young Turks which was a male dominated paradigm and this was all before we had any kind of gender studies in folklore.

Will you explain your concept of critical empathy and how it is different than ‘empathy’ regarding story telling rights?

A world without empathy would be a terrible thing. So we don’t want to do that. On the other hand, empathy when it’s a kind of false empathy makes it hard to know the difference. So empathy without the critical part can easily be false empathy. The extreme of it are things like the popular culture versions of it. It’s things like hallmark cards where you think you’re having some kind of empathy for the plight of other people though you may not have understood them at all. The con is to think that you understood people when you didn’t. And it’s very easy to do that. To truly be what’s called a ‘true witness’, someone who really is a witness to what the other person is communicating, that’s very challenging. It’s difficult when you haven’t had the experience yourself. It’s not impossible at all, it happens all the time and we do it for each other all the time so being a ‘true witness’ is not rare in any way. The problem I think is that we are lulled into thinking that we have empathy for people when we have completely misunderstood them. And then we do them more damage by misunderstanding them. 

How do you think this relates to people of privilege?

Sometimes I think it’s about that. I think that that’s very often part of the problem that people who are privileged, who are unaware of their privilege don’t see the ways that their privilege gets in the way sometimes of understanding. But that can happen with any group that assumes that other people see things the same way as they do. But privilege is one of those things which makes people feel entitled to do that. Privilege is just one of the conditions which we know well in which people aren't even aware that they don’t understand. It’s not that privilege itself is the problem. It’s that it contributes to a lack of awareness.

Does 

 of privilege solve this at all?

Sometimes people don know that they are privileged but they don’t know that their privilege is preventing them from understanding something that’s different because sometimes what comes with privilege is the idea that everybody else thinks the way you do. It’s something like if privilege were, for example, being a white, upper-middle class christian person in the United States, the assumption is for example that everybody knows what christmas is. I mean, how could you not know what christmas is? So to not recognize that  no, there are actually a lot of people who don’t know what christmas is and those people the only reason you’re assuming they do is because your dominant culture is sort of assuming that everyone would know the dominant culture. 

Does this have anything to do with ethnocentrism?

It does get into ethnocentrism. And so ethnocentrism is one of the most important concepts of anthropology and folklore you know? Now, the idea how do you teach it? It’s very difficult. How do you teach people that they are seeing things from their own center when everybody always sees things from their own center? But some centers have more power than other centers.

How does being aware of our context influence our connection to our privilege and ethnocentrism?

That’s one of the things that that’s one of the big shifts in folklore is that when we, you know, become that aware that everything is contextualized it’s hard to generalize and think that things have meaning outside of those contexts. So you’re right. That’s one of the things that breaks down ethnocentrism is the recognition that everything has it’s own context of meaning.

How has the ethnography of story telling influenced the appropriation of storytelling?

So if we use ethnography. So the first thing you would do if you were doing an ethnography of communication is you would try to understand all of the available repertoires and resources that some speaking community had. One of those resources would be storytelling and then within story telling you would want to know what all of ways  that people communicate. You’d pay attention to the kind of expectations people have about storytelling and among those, one of those of great interest to me, expectations is current ways of understanding what happens when people tell stories about other people’s experiences which they do all the time. And what makes a story a good story is, in a way, the story that you want to tell to someone else. And that’s the sign of it’s significance in some way and if it’s only a limited significance to a few people but. So we all tell each other stories and I was interested in how that works. When is it okay? Why do we do it? When is it a violation? You know when is it an appropriation? And when is it just a transmission of stories? 

Would you say that there is an ethics to storytelling?

For every group there is, yes. I think every group has an ethics of storytelling. So the first project that I did when I was in my twenties is I went to a junior high as part of a research assignment. They paid me to go this junior high but I decided to do more than what they were paying me to do. I wanted to find out more of the life of the kids at the junior high so I dressed up like they did and I passed as a junior high school person and I looked young enough to do that. I didn’t lie to anybody. So if anybody asked me what I was doing I told them and the teachers all knew who I was but they always seemed to forget and they would treat me like I was one of the students. But anyway, I spent three years in a junior high with a group of friends who I made who were my friends in the junior high and I ended up learning a lot about their ethics for storytelling so that’s where it started. Is that they were very very ethical about this. They had a lot of rules about who you can talk about and can’t. And they always violated those rules every day. Anyway, so I went to the junior high and I’m white so the junior high was one third white, one third puerto rican and one third black so I thought that I would be a white person in the school but all of the white kids were Polish and Irish and I didn’t look or talk at all like them and they immediately picked up on the fact that I didn’t look or talk like them and at the school anybody who wasn’t the right kid of white or black was Puerto Rican. So they all decided I was Puerto Rican and I understood enough spanish that I guess they must have picked up on it because I would turn my head to hear when people were shouting in spanish so that must have, I’m guessing, that that was one of the things. The first friends I had at the school. You know you were a new person at school, who’s gonna invite you to eat lunch with them? So the Puerto Rican girls invited me to eat lunch with them and I became friends with them and things were going really well when my Puerto Rican friends group had a big fight and they were in two groups now. And I didn’t want to choose which group to eat lunch with so I didn’t have any friends then and at that school the white kids really kept to themselves but the Puerto Ricans and the Blacks were friends so one of the black girls that I had met through the Puerto Ricans invited me to eat lunch with her and we really became friends. I mean, we became friends for life. You know we became friends not just for a research project but we really clicked. You know we really just like each other, just enjoyed being together and all of her friends became my friends. So I went to school and I was hanging out with my friends and I would go to their classes and I would do things with them after school and my good friends. I had two really close friends. This one girl who I end up calling Stacy in my book but that’s not her real name. So Stacy and her best friend became my two best friends. The three of us hung out together and they used to come to my house too so they knew I wasn’t their age. You know, they new I could drive a car and they liked it that I could take them places in the car and I was at their house a lot so I got to know their families so they didn’t think that I was a kid but we were friends and at school I didn’t, at school, well junior high is a very strange place as you’re either a student or a teacher and so because I wasn’t a teacher, I was kind of a student. Anyway, so I would hang out with them and I kept a tape recorder with me all the time and they mostly would take charge of the tape recorder when I would get to school somebody would say or ask if they could have the tape recorder and I was often not that close to the tape recorder so, so I was able to hear what was going on but then when I listened to it later I could hear it even better because I wasn’t the person closest to the microphone, um, and I listened to stories they would tell at lunch and in the hallways and I heard all of these stories about, you know, “so and so said this about so and so and they shouldn’t have talked about her and did you hear about this?” and that’s all they did all day long was talk about each other. And then get mad at it. Yeah, so that’s what interested me. I thought, “oh these ethics are so profound and they really care about this rule.”(--Hmm that’s really interesting, I feel like with, um, ethics being, um, relative kind of gets into moral relativism--) Yeah, that’s right, it is a relativism. ethics. right. And a relative morality too. But these kids, junior high school kids were very um, about rules. They are always making rules. They are very highly ethical. They care a lot about doing the right thing, whatever they think that is. 

What kind of rules did they make for each other?

Well, you know that you shouldn’t talk about someone behind somebody’s back. That you shouldn’t talk to somebody else’s boyfriend. Um, that ah that you shouldn’t talk about your own family to other people but other people shouldn’t talk about your family to anyone. Those were some of their rules. And then, so that was my first book. And that’s called Storytelling Rights and then the second book you got interested in is then, so I had written all about these, you know, I had written this whole book on ‘who can talk about who’ and I, and I got interested in then ‘Okay, so we do talk about each other and the reason we talk about each other is ‘cause we want to understand each other and that’s what everybody says’. ‘So does that really work?’ ‘Do people really understand each other through story telling?’ ‘And, what happens when we tell other people’s stories?’ ‘What happens to the story?’ ‘Is it really about understanding that person? ‘ Or is it sometimes it’s the story having nothing to do with that person and their experience?’ You know, now it’s got a life of it’s own. So, so that’s what the second book was about that you got interested in. 

That makes me think about, um, kind of the ‘Grimm’s Fairy tales’ and how there is kind of an archetype story that is kind of an entity of it’s own.

That’s right, well, and I use that same framework. So, um, one of the analyses that has been done of fairy tales have you heard of Propp? Of Vladimir Propp’s work? There is a Russian scholar named P-R-O-P-P and he took a collection of russian tales. They’re very much like the Grimm collection and he said he was, wanted to find out what the kind of core story is that is in those stories. So he came up with this structure for what he thought was true of all of these stories. And I got very interested in that. In the book, um, the book about Other People’s Stories one of the kinds of stories that I wrote about was what I call ‘small world stories’ that is, stories that people tell about coincidences. You know like, you say, like you and I could find out that maybe we know some of the same people and we would say, ‘small world!’. You know, and it might be an amazing story like I know a whole bunch of them. I wrote about really amazing ones, those really really unusual ones as well as very ordinary ones. So I’ve been collecting those for a long time. I’m really interested in those very amazing stories. And um, so I used the same idea that Propp had to see if there’s like a core way that they work. You know like first, you know, how do people tell them? Even though the stories are so different, you know it seemed to me  that there were some basic structures that they had. 

Is there anything that you’d like to ask of me or really like to have mentioned in this, um, interview? Something that you’d really like to tell about yourself? Maybe you’d like to talk about where you’re heading recently?

Okay, so after I wrote the second book, I wrote a book with a lawyer, I wrote a book about political asylum narratives. I got interested in using what I’d learned to try to maybe help people and there are people in Columbus Ohio, and elsewhere too, who were coming to a community services agency and telling these stories about horrible things that had happened to them and it was very clear that, that those stories weren’t going to be useful for getting political asylum. They didn’t have enough detail, they were missing all kinds of information, or they had too much information about things. So I worked with a lawyer on trying to help people get asylum and we wrote a book about all of the obstacles that people face including how to figure out how to tell a story so that the asylum officials will recognize it. The immigration officials. So that was the next thing I did. 

And when was that?

So I did that book in 2008, I think? 2007, something like that. It’s called Rejecting Refugees. Yes, it’s less about folklore. It’s about narrative so you don’t need to look at that but that was the next thing I did. And I am still working with a lot of those stories. So let’s see, um. 

Where do you see your research heading?

Recently, I’ve been working with a lot of different community groups who are using narratives for different kinds of purposes. I’m interested in that and the other thing I’ve been working on for almost thirty years is a project that I’m going to finish this year on artisan’s life stories in Italy. So that’s been my longitudinal, you know, it’s taken a long time. I had to learn Italian, I had to learn about the community and I did a lot of interviews and collected a lot of stories. So that’s my next project. I started in 1982.  

After writing your book, Other People’s Stories, how do you think that storytelling has influenced your understanding of learning, life, education or our relationships with others?

I wrote my first book, Storytelling Rights, to try to understand how storytelling interaction works.  I was interested in cultural understandings about who tells stories to whom and about what, or what Harvey Sacks called the problem of entitlement. I was influenced by both the Ethnography of Communication and by Erving Goffman’s studies of everyday life.  After writing that book, it seemed to me that the next question was about the fact that people do tell other people’s stories, even if there are cultural rules trying to limit that.  On one hand, I was interested in understanding this phenomenon, the possibility that people understand themselves and others better through stories, and on the other hand, I was skeptical of claims people make for storytelling—that it makes meaning out of chaos.  It’s quite clear that storytelling doesn’t always create meaning, that sometimes people feel that their stories are retold incorrectly or inappropriately, and that we (both scholars and lay people) are making bigger claims for storytelling than are warranted.  So I looked at how people tell other people’s stories, and I suggested that we need a concept of critical empathy, that is an awareness of the limits and costs of understanding others through stories.  

What are some changes that you have seen in your lifetime regarding folklore? How would you define folklore? Has it’s meaning changed over time in your opinion?

When I was became a student of folklore, the field had already had a huge paradigm shift toward the study of folklore as performance rather than as texts or objects that could be compared out of context.  Not only does the definition of folklore change over time, it changes in different conversations.  Dan Ben-Amos took the term “tradition” out of his definition of folklore in part because he wanted to challenge folklorists to look at our unchallenged assumptions.  I think we’re constantly re-examining our unchallenged assumptions about the usefulness and uses of the term folklore to particular groups at particular times.  In the course I’m teaching at the moment, a graduate seminar on traditionalities and modernities, we’re considering how folklore was invented as a part of modernity, as a place-holder for modernity’s other in western thought.  Charles Briggs and I addressed this in our introduction to the Western Folklore volume we co-edited, and he and Richard Bauman have taken it up much more extensively in their important book, Voices of Modernity.

Using your theory that “story intersects with other people’s stories and at the same time points to missing stories”(Other People’s, 3) with the consequence that a story is never entirely ours, would you say that your education intersects with the education of others? (A) Will you tell me what you think of your education? (B) Who or what has influenced your education? (C) Do you think that anything is missing from your education?

I was an undergraduate at University of California Santa Cruz, and my first major was community studies. It was a brand new major.  I took all of the courses offered and then learned they hadn’t developed enough courses for a major yet, so I had to find a new major.  So I majored in aesthetics, also a new major, and after a year of aesthetics courses, the same thing happened.  I took stock of what I had taken and decided I had enough philosophy to continue that major, without the risk of later learning that the field didn’t exist yet.  I studied with two incredible phenomenologists, Albert Hofstadter, a Heideggerian, and Maurice Natanson, a Husserlian.  At the end of my junior year, Hofstadter said that I needed a second major because no one was studying aesthetics anymore (in the US).  He suggested I study anthropology and focus on the anthropology of art, which I did.  My anthropology advisor, Gary Gossen, said that if I was interested in art, I’d be better off in folklore, so I went to the University of Pennsylvania in folklore and folklife for graduate school. I was very fortunate to be at Penn during (what I regard as) its heyday.  I studied with not only great faculty but also, and as importantly if not more, an amazing group of students.  Of my teachers, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett was particularly influential, but John Szwed, Erving Goffman, Dell Hymes, Dan Ben-Amos, and Henry Glassie were also hugely important.  

I would be surprised if any of the students who were at Penn at the same time as I was would say that influence ended in the classroom. We all read as much out of class as in it.  Out of class we read a lot of critical theory; we had reading groups, and students relied a lot on each other to keep up with current conversations. My sense is (and I’m guessing the others felt the same way) that a lot was missing from our education, and it was our responsibility to fill in the gaps. I can’t see how it could ever be otherwise. 

But to answer your question, my story is not only not entirely mine, but not even mostly mine. It’s mostly a story of influence and intersection; it’s a story of shared conversations. 

What stories have had a positive influence on your life? Are there any allegories or mantras that you live by? Will you please tell your interpretation of the story and why it is important to you?

So many stories have been important to me.  I don’t know how to answer this question without doing a complete analysis of a storytelling situation.  

Which do you think you have the most of: talent, intelligence, education or persistence? How has this helped you in your life and study of folklore and politics?

I do think persistence is important.  I have remained engaged by the field of folklore, and it continues to sustain me. Luck is probably important too.  I completed my degree at a time when the academic job market was terrible, and I was very fortunate to get one of the few academic folklore jobs available in a period of years.  Some of the other graduate students who studied at the same time were probably more talented and at least as intelligent, and they ended up not getting academic folklore positions. I think the field would be different if they were still in it.  Some of them have made enormous contributions to the academic/public sector field (which as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett points out is a mistaken dichotomy), but others are doing other things, certainly valuable, but not building the field of folklore.  

In my life, I think the obstacles are not from the field of folklore but from the gender biases of the academy.  It was difficult, to say the least, to have two children before I was tenured, and at a time when I wasn’t permitted to use sick leave or any other form of leave to take time off.  The academy makes it difficult for anyone who doesn’t follow the normative trajectory. 

The study of folklore and politics seems to be a separate question.  I’ve always been interested in the intersection of folklore and politics. My dissertation and first book were about literacy/orality as a politics of culture.  My recent work on political asylum, co-authored with Carol Bohmer, a lawyer and sociologist, most obviously ties together politics and culture.  Our book has been cited by scholars, but of greatest importance to me, it has been put to use by Amnesty International.  It’s a book without jargon (or at least that was our intention), so it doesn’t make references to folklore or other academic disciplines, though it is certainly a folklore book (among other things). 

Although it might look like it was easier to write such a book after becoming a full professor, actually, I think my first book was just as much outside the field.  I’m not sure it was smart to do something so outside the field for a dissertation, and in some ways, I think I just got lucky.  When I began my research on literacy/orality, there wasn’t much out there.  I was influenced by my advisor, John Szwed’s, work on literacy at the time, and Ruth Finnegan had written her important study, Oral Poetry.   But other than a few other key studies (Goody and Watt, Walter Ong), there really wasn’t much.  Then, just as I completed my dissertation, the field of orality and literacy opened up, and my manuscript was well-received as a result.  

Has your study of philosophy conflicted, augmented, complimented at all with your study of folklore? Why or why not?

My study of philosophy has complemented my study of folklore. I could not have written my discussion of reported speech in Storytelling Rights without Bakhtin’s concept of authoritative discourse.  I think I revised my understanding of folklore most when I read the work of the Frankfurt School. Of course some Frankfurt School scholars would describe their work as not philosophy, as work done because philosophy had failed.  So then the question would be, what’s the difference between doing philosophy and doing folklore? 
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