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The person I am not: self-definition and identity of aid and relief work expatries

by Flora Bertizzolo

Abstract

Major International NGOs –such as Oxfam, Save the Children, Médicins sans Frontiers…- represent a controversial stakeholder, giving room to different and inconsistent interpretations. Disadvantaged people’s rights defendants – as in their self definition – or projects machines, taking advantages of people’s sense of conscience and human tragedies?

International NGOs have been accused – particularly in recent years – of being subtly orchestrated by governments of the North to impose a western way of thinking, profit- and production-oriented, in the South, by development cooperation projects.

Expatriates -professionals coming from the North and paid at “northern” wages- serving international NGOs must face these contradictions connected with the complexity of the humanitarian work.

The identity and especially the self-definition of expatriates has never been subject of research. The aim of the present study is an analysis and exploration of the self-definition and self-representation of NGO expatriates in the South of the world, based on a research matrix “non-critical/no reality” (Burrel and Morgan, 1977).

The thematic and discourse analysis of data collected through semi-structured interviews show a generalised difficulty to clearly self-define professions and consequently identities by the subjects. Their self-labeling results in the negation of what they are not, instead of the affirmation of what they are, by all interviewed subjects.

This double negation, resulting by the attempt to define the identity, is a symptom of an internal conflict coming out my ambiguities of the humanitarian interventions, reflected on the people that undertake it.

Premises

The acronym INGO stands for International Non Governmental Organisation. 

The North and the South: As in most literature devoted to relief work, the term “North” identifies donor countries, where INGOs (International NGOs) are based and where the subjects of this paperwork came from. The  term “South” represents the countries where INGOs implement their relief projects and where INGOs expatriates reside and work.

Discourse: The concept of discourse used in this work is based on Michel Foucault’s definition of discourse. Discourse is for Foucault where power and knowledge interact productively. For Foucault, in this world there is not such a thing like real knowledge [Gordon 1980], what the Greeks called episteme (επίστημε), as opposed to the opinion, or doxa (δόξα). Thus, for Foucault, there is not truth. The only truth is what power determines is knowledge and it is then represented by the ruling discourse. So in Foucault, doxa becomes episteme. And the ruling discourse becomes, or better said, constructs the truth and the knowledge. Since reality doesn’t exist, the only truth is in the discourse and in the language which describes it.

***

Rationale 

There is an extensive literature on the role of INGOs in international development and relief work. While almost all documents unanimously recognize the weight of INGOs in the political arena, the evaluation of INGOs’ role, ideals and work is very diverse and often contradictory. 

For some scholars, as well as in their self-representation, INGOs are “the voice of the poor” advocating against the overwhelming globalisation for the benefit of the South (Grzybowski, 2000).

For the majority of academics, though, approaching the theme form post-modernism and feminism, INGOs represent not only useless attempts to improve human lives, but also a medium for the North to dominate the South (Silk, 2000 and 2004).

INGOs would be responsible to foster economic dependence (Anderson, 2000; Malhotra, 2000; Lewins, 1998; Forberg, 1999), sex discrimination (Hyndman and de Alwis, 2003) and even war (Andersen, 2000) in the South via the spread of the dominant Western, business-centered discourse (Fowler, 2000; Townsend and Townsend, 2004; Hailey, 2000; Bevan, 2000; Schmid, 2004; Sim, 2003; Pupavac, 2004; Ojelay-Surtees, 2004). The humanistic and charity principles INGOs claim would be only for fundraising purposes, more than the real values underlying their actions

Despite the great amount of research devoted to INGOs as organizations thought, the identity and role of INGOs expatriates are often disregarded. Very few scholars have touched the theme of people from the North who, for some reason, decide to work and live in the South, in the contradictories of International development.

Procoli (2000) labels the narrative of a French INGO workers in the North about their jobs a “mythical”, opposing their “pure” and “non profitable” attitude to the managerial, business- oriented policy underlying “other” INGOs workers, mainly of Anglo-Saxon origin. 

Kowal and Paradies (20005) emphasize the difficulty for Anglo-Saxon-heritage health promoters working in Australian Aboriginal communities to define their identities and how this affect their jobs. Out of the charity sector, Jaya (2000) writes about the multifaceted expatriates’ identity in a postcolonial theoretical view. Osland (1990) compares the narrative produced by expatriates to the myth of the “hero adventure” of Ulysses.

Research Question

In this paper, I assume that the contradiction about being the “voice of the poor” or the “imposer of the Western business logic” INGOs deal with, are always face by real people, i.e. INGOs expatriates. 

To date, no research has been devoted to tackled this specific phenomenon. The aim of this study is thus to investigate about INGOs expatriates’ self-identity in the contradictory world of development and relief work and draw future lines of enquiry for a more comprehensive work.

Since self-identity is an extremely complex field, I have operationalised (Gill and Johnson, 1997) the concept of identity into the following clusters: 

how the identity as INGOs expatriate is created by the individual in relation to known and unknown people, how INGOs expatriate describe their job and what they do;

 how INGOs expatriates live the dissenting opinion about INGOS as “the voice of the poor” and the “imposer of the North discourse onto the South” and how these two options affect them, in the narratives their produce;

is there a collective self-identity as INGO expatriate? How strong is the group identity over the individualities? Is this identity codiafiable into a “type”?

By searching about INGOs expatriates’ perceptions and beliefs, various aspects of INGOs as organisations will also be illuminated.

Methodology

A inductive research methodology in qualitative research has been chosen as most suitable for answering the research question due to the fact that there was not any a priori theory to test with the data gathered (Ezzy, 2002). The first step was to start from the plane of data collection towards the constructions of an explanatory theory (Gill and Johnson, 1997).

Gill and Johson (1997) call “ideographic” the methodologies based on induction, because they focus on the subjective account generated by the subject of the study by getting inside the situation.

Due to the nature of the subjects under study, i.e. rational beings with subjective capabilities, and the research question itself, i.e. self identity and the construction of it, subjectivity was taken as research paradigm. Subjects’ meanings and interpretational system were thus thoroughly considered to gain explanation of data (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, quoted by Gill and Johnson, 1997).

In order to enter the subject’s reality, Gill and Johnson (1997) state that the researcher needs to develop a sympathetic understanding, or verstehen, of the frames of references and meaning of the subject. These considerations about the verstehen led to look for a flexible structure of data gathering –semi structured interviews- and a deeply analytical framework of analysis –thematic and discourse analysis- as explicated below.

Research Methods: data collection

The method chosen for data gathering was semi-structured interviews focusing on the interviewee’s identity as an expatriate INGO staff member in a Southern country. A semi-structured format was preferred in order to get, on the one hand, highly rich information, and, on the other hand, yet comparable and codeable answers for facilitating comparisons among samples (May, 1993).

In order to have a representative sample of the diverse world of INGOs, three representatives from different sizes (from 10 to over 1,000 staff members), country (Italy, Spain and the United States) and donor (Governments, trust funds, municipalities and private) INGOs were chosen.

The three interviewees were also different in country of origin, age, years of experience in development work and salary, the latter ranging form 1,000 to 4,000 Euros/month. Interviews lasted between 30 to 45 minutes and were tape-recorded with the full consent of the interviewees.

Following the operationalisation of the concept of self-identity as stated in the research question a); b); c) in section “Research Question”, interviewees were asked to describe as they say their job and as other people –both meaningful others and strangers- saw it. They were also faced with statements about INGOs as the “voice of the poor” as well as INGO as the “imposers of North discourse onto the South”. Attention was also paid  to search of some sort of “membership”, i.e. a sense of belonging to a virtual or real INGOs expatriate community. 

Thematic Analysis of Data

In the analysis of the interviews, thematic analysis was preferred to content analysis, due to the inductivity of the former, more useful, as said, when the aim of the work is to create a theory from scratch (Ezzy, 2002). Themes emerge from data in an open-coding way, without previous categories (Ezzy, 2002). Thematic analysis implies categorizing recurrent “themes” in the interviewees’ responses through a coding process and then comparing them, as described by Green and Thorogood (2004). The process moves from identifying simpler to more complex, abstract codes, in order to conceptualize data into categories, or “themes” useful for analysis (Ezzy, 2002; May, 1993).

In the present research, the theme of “leaving” –the North, the known, a “normal” job- strongly merged in the data as well as the theme of “difference” from what the interviewee is believed to have/to do/to be by others. The concepts of “leaving” and “difference” could be related to the “hero myth” Osland (1990) reports about business expatriates working in the Far East, where Ulysses is recalled. 

Assuming, from a constructionist epistemology –see below at point 4- that what the interviewee answers IS his/her construction of truth, I could delineate an INGO expat’s self-constructed identity based on the major concept of separation, from both Northern and Southern others, from both “normal” and “hero” jobs, from both the “voice of the poor” and the “discourse imposers” dichotomy INGOs as organisations face.

Discourse Analysis of Data

May (1993) states that, for discourse analysis, there is not truth, not even a constructed one, in people’s accounts. So, what discourse analysis looks for is regularities and features of the account, in order to explore the way people use language. 

As Michel Foucault says (Gordon, 1980), language is the only creator of reality, through discourse. Thus, the focus of the researched is the way language works by an in-depth analysis of the data language, the so-called discourse analysis, to deconstruct words (Critcheley, 2005; Learmonth, 2004).

But where is located the “truth” of language? Is it in the production of it –i.e. in the act of saying and writing it- or in the reception of it –i.e. the act of reading and understanding it? For Roland Barthes (1967, quoted by Ezzy, 2002: 104-105) signification is given by two components: the signifier, the word itself, and the signified, the mental concept that refers to the signifier. It is the decoder of the written or oral sign –the reader in Derrida’s conception (Chritcheley, 2005)- who connects the signifier, the word, to his/her specific signified, the concept.

In this perspective, underlined by subjectivist epistemology –see below - it is the interviewer who gives the ultimate meaning –and so reality!- to the word of interviewees’, by connecting the interviewees’ words to the interviewer’s mental concepts. So the interviewer is the eventual creator or reality.

What emerged in the present research, was the recurrence of the denial, represented by the semantics of “not, “un-“, “no” and so on, applied to most of the words and definitions proposed. So, when asked to describe their job, interviewees did not state a clear definition of it, but used the phrase “it is not X, but it is not even Y”” and such, to define it by what it was not.

The recurrent use of the negative form led even to some misunderstanding between interviewer and interviewees. Double –checking was often necessary. A few times, one sample even contradicted herself in the definition of her job and her professional identity in a tem minute time! 

The general level of discomfort in the labelling of INGOs expatriates was experience by the researcher herself as well. I could not find a definition for the job in question, so I had to use a paraphrase when asking the questions.

The overused denial for the creation of the self-representation clearly suggest that the world of humanitarian aid workers has not been codified as a “profession” or a “status”, nor it is understood by its members. 

A denied INGO expatriates’ identity may be defined as a conflictive identity and reflects contradictions faced by  INGOs –as organisations- in the political arena. Based on these results, future lines of inquiry show explore the relationship between subject/organisation in the specific field of the not-for-profit. 

Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

For Crotty (1998) there are three main epistemological assumptions: objectivism, constructionism and subjectivism.

Objectivism is related to positivistic-style knowledge: reality exists and we can know it through research (Crotty, 1998; Ezzy, 2002; May, 1993; Green and Thorogood, 2004). This was NOT the starting point of this work.

Constructionism and subjectivism both influenced this work. 

Constructionism and subjectivism have one very important point in common and one crucial difference. Both reject the positivist view of reality and human knowledge: there is not one reality, so what we can know is nor reality. 

But while contructionism puts the stress on the fact that reality is constructed by the dialectic process between the object and the subject, for subjectivism the meaning is imposed on the object by the subject only (Crotty, 1998). 

In subjectivism, the object has just a secondary role, because the meaning the subject imposes onto it derives form the subject itself, its conscious and unconscious inner world, its archetypes (Crotty, 1998). 

These ontological assumptions have a necessary repercussion on constructionist and subjectivist epistemologies. 

For constructionism, the research is a bricoleur (Levi-Strauss, 1966; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994 cited by Crotty, 1998:51) constantly looking for a meaning in the “objects” -or data- she has. To me, the metaphor of a sculptor can better explain the researcher-bricoleur image and the creation of meaning by interrelation between the object and the subject. The researcher, as a sculptor, is constrained by the very nature of the material used. His/her role is not just to give a shape to a stone or a piece of wood. s/he has to “look for a message” as Levi-Strauss puts it (1966, quoted by Crotty, 1998:51), try to discover what image that rock or wood may become and then act with his inventiveness. 

Both the sculptor’s individuality and the nature of the material are involved in the creative process. Both data and researcher are involved in constructing knowledge. 

In subjectivism, data does not mean anything per se, but is given a meaning by the subject, the researcher. This concept can be related, as said, to deconstructionsim and the concept of the creative reader by Derrida (Critchely, 2005), where it is the reader who creates reality and thus knowledge. 

Constructionism and subjectivism assumptions respectively underlie the choice for thematic and discourse analysis.  

Limitation of the present work: a caveat on languages

The interviews were carried out in three different languages –Italian, Spanish and English- as it was deemed more comfortable for both the interviewer and the interviewees. This facilitated communication and “blending-in” (May, 1993).

Complications arose during analysis, with both thematic and discourse methodologies. Labeling, comparing, and deconstructing terms in different languages is not only cumbersome, but something risky for the precision of the research process, when the latter is mostly based on words. 
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