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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

“He who has a why to live can bear with almost any how”
--Nietzsche (Moses, 1985, p. 333)

Rico

Rico was the fourth of five children. His father was a sexually abusive alcoholic
and drug addict; his mother, manically depressed and silent. The family lived in a small
house in an extremely poor neighborhood in a medium sized city. Additionally, the
family lacked any type of internal bond; except Rico’s younger sister and himself, they
were always close. At a very young age, Rico took on a parental role working and
playing the role of parent to his siblings as well as his parents. Whereas Rico’s brothers
and sisters were using drugs, dropping out of school, and finding temporarily lucrative
methods of survival on the street, Rico remained focused on his future. He did well in
school and was accepted to a reputable university. Although his family had no money or
care to send him, Rico had managed to save enough money to pay for his first semester
and then applied for financial aid to help him throughout.

Three days before Rico was to leave, his father died of a heroin overdose in the
living room while sitting on the living room couch next to Rico. Whereas Rico was
devastated by his father’s death, Rico recognized that his father had made poor choices
and had learned from his father’s mistakes. Rico graduates this fall with honors and a

near perfect grade point average. I am jealous of his intellect, but more than this, his



remarkable courage. He is currently narrowing down the seven out of seven graduate
programs he has been accepted to. Equally as remarkable, Rico’s younger sister entered
college this year and attributes her life choice to him.

Growing up in the same neighborhood, Rico was an inspiration to me. In high
school, I saw so many of my friends and classmates fall victim to environmental
adversity. Growing up in a poverty stricken environment presents many complexities
(Eckert, 2002). The majority of students at my high school would be the first in their
families to graduate, and for many this was the ultimate goal. For others, however,
surviving life’s hardships took prescience. For example, I will share with you the story of

Todd.

Todd

Todd grew up a few blocks from me in a less than ideal situation. We became
friends when walking home from school one day when he bought me a soda from the
local convenience store with some food stamps he had stolen from his mom that morning.
I liked Todd and held his friendship dear for many years after that.

I was always saddened when I would see Todd’s life in a different light. Todd
lived in a one bedroom house with his mom and her boyfriend. He had conveniently
made the living room into his bedroom lined with the posters of his favorite baseball
players. The house was always stale with the smell of marijuana smoke and Todd would
always ignore this as if it did not exist. I did not see his mother or her boyfriend except

on one rare occasion where I was told to leave and I heard yelling and screaming as I



walked quickly home. Todd often came to school with black eyes and bruises. Todd was
passed off as simply a thug by the educational system and was guided toward failure.

As our lives grew apart, Todd started showing up for school less and less and
dropped out our sophomore year. Over the next few years, he emerged as a prominent
drug dealer and was making thousands of dollars a day. He bought his mom a new house
and car. However, with the drug distribution and money came the drug use. Todd stared
off with marijuana and progresses to cocaine and other hard drugs. With time however,
his entrepreneurship became too high profile. Soon after, I read about his arrest on drug
charges in the newspaper and was surprised to see an additional charge beyond
distribution to murder with conspiracy. Todd currently faces capital murder charges. This
news broke my heart. Additionally, it made me consider the factors that pushed Todd and

so many other people to this lifestyle.

Purpose of the Study

Like Rico and Todd, many have suffered though environmental factors that the
majority of Americans could not possibly fathom. Rico emerged as a survivor, yet Todd
did not. Todd’s story is very sad and tragic. Rico’s story is rare, yet inspirational. He
survived a life that most would see no way out of. Rico exhibited an ability to move
beyond his extreme environment, whereas Todd had fallen victim to it.

I have many personal investments in the following research. This is what
Conquergood (2002) refers to as radical research. This is research that possesses the

ability to change lives. The stories presented thus far are not uncommon and desperately



deserve attention from researchers in order to better understand similar situations but
more importantly, how to overcome them. The character and resilient behavior of
individuals like Rico raises a number of important questions.

Initially, the answers go beyond the traditional concerns of communication
processes, theoretical, and statistical methods. In answering this question, the most
valuable data comes from personal experience itself (Fine, 1991). Embodiment of
resilient individual’s experiences will possibly offer a deeper understanding into the
factors that influence resilient response to adverse situations. Although narrative analysis
has been conducted in many facets of previous research, this researcher will go one step
further. Narratives will be collected chronicling the triumph of resilient individuals and
then compiled into a performance script. The script will be performed by educators. It is
the intent of this project to explore the communicative processes that resilient individuals

utilize to overcome adversity by conducting analysis on performance as textual data.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

It is important to first explain that resilience has been chosen to represent an
individual phenomenon for the purpose of this study. Thus, it is essentially a case study.
The primary elements of analysis lie in performer feedback. Thus, it is important to
analyze literature in four primary areas. First, scholarship on resilience will be reviewed
for readers to gain a better understanding of the cultural beings being analyzed through
performance. Second, literature on intercultural pedagogy will be explored to examine
performance as a cultural training tool. It is the assumption of this researcher that this
method will be most effective in an intercultural setting. Third, narrative and embodiment
research will be reviewed to capture the importance of this monologic approach to
performance. Finally, performance literature that is applicable to this study will be
combined with the previous categories to argue for performance as a way of coming to

now one’s self by means of understanding others.

Overview of Resilience

It is important to begin by looking at some of the more classic research. Redl’s
(1969) groundbreaking research on those who overcome adversity coined the term
resilience, which refers to the ability to overcome extremely challenging circumstances to
maintain normal or above normal standards of achievement. Such resilience requires

persistence that is complete with the skills and intelligence to assess situations and



problems and then exhibiting the flexibility to know when to use what skill in order to
survive (Demos, 1989). Such resilience is operationalized as “cognitive and behavioral
coping skills and the recruitment of social support” exhibited in order to transcend
adversity (Fine, 1991, p. 49).

Resilience is often measured based on an individual’s competence and success
fulfilling social expectations despite great adversity in meeting such expectations (Fine,
1991). In truly understanding resilient behavior, both the behavior and the emotional
aspects of the individual are important and even necessary to examine. This is why I have
chosen performance as a tool for understanding. Behavioral and emotional resiliency
involves two aspects: a behavior response to the adverse situation at hand and an
emotional evaluation as to how the individual feels about the situation (Fine, 1991).

Exhibiting behavioral and emotional strength in adverse situations is the essence
of resilient individuals. They demonstrate hardiness through challenge, commitment, and
control (Kobasa, 1979). Challenge is the belief that change is a normal part of life and
serves as an incentive rather than a threat (Fine, 1991). Commitment involves an
individual’s tendency to actively participate in situations instead of being alienated from
adverse situations. This type of event allows individuals to find all events and people
meaningful and worthwhile (Fine, 1991). Control is exemplified as a feeling of behavior
enacted to influence one’s life instead of being hopeless to life’s forces.

The more contemporary research focuses on achievement motivation literature
and quantitative analysis. However, the bridge to qualitative research and the importance

of this method was captured by Eckert (2002) when she identified the gap between



methodologies as a focus on success as an ongoing process as opposed to outcomes.
Where so many social scientists have focused on group ideas of success (such as
standardized testing), resilient individuals often form their own survival as individualized
(Eckert, 2002). Foci should not fixate the early life traumatic experiences of resilient
individuals, but the later life achievements and the process of attaining this or working
through (Schiff, Noy, & Cohler, 2001). The knowledge gap lies in what Eckert (2002)

called ordinary success. For resilient individuals, the success he or she achieves is

nothing more than their reality. Intrapersonal communication allows ones reality to be
their perception. For this reason, it is imperative to understand how the perception of
resilient individuals shapes his or her reality as well as the implications of the impacts on
others reality.

The experience of adversity and the drive to rise above it are themes that
characterize the human condition. The resilient individual is able to successfully meet the
demands of society despite great obstacles through a positive attitude, a meaningful
purpose in life, effective social skills, and ability to elicit social support, maintaining an
internal locust of control, and surviving on hope even when all hope is gone enables
resilient individuals to beat the odds and successfully overcome adversity (Fine 1991;
Moses, 1985). In context of the proposed study, subjects must utilize these intellectual

tools in extreme hardship where statistical evidence predicts failure.



Overcoming these forms of adversity is attributed to several factors. O’Connell Higgins

(1994) asserts:

resilient individuals are above average or superior in IQ; possesses exceptional
talents including creativity and inner resources (and have developed many of these);
have obtained higher economic levels than their family of origin; demonstrate high
levels of ego development, have sustained empathically attuned, close relational ties
to childhood, adolescence, and adulthood (including those they formed with adult
surrogates) frequently having highly psychological compromised siblings, and
maintain strong political and social activism. (p. 20)

Additionally and possibly most importantly, resilient individuals are self propelled; they

operate with a firm belief that knowledge is power and their futures will advance if they

are active change agents in their own lives (O’Connell Higgins, 1994).

The progression of this research related to communication relies on the ability of
the researcher to understand the communicative elements of resilience. For this reason it
1s imperative to capture the essence of communicative factors of resilience. Ultimately
one must consider that all persons are potentially vulnerable to personal distress at
different times for different reasons. Additionally one must consider that resilience is a
relative term, and that not all individuals see competency factors as a surface trait when
dealing with adversity (Anthony & Cohler, 1987). It is important to point out that
whereas resilient individuals often view their adversity as normative; the true challenges
are confronted when these individuals are removed from their environment (Anthony &
Cohler, 1987). This element of resilience research had not been addressed until Eckert

(2002) studied high achieving minority adolescent girl’s narratives of success. This

narrative analysis brings resiliency research to the point where it currently needs



extension and development. Essentially, as researchers, we know what it is, but how can

we fully understand it? This question will be addressed in the following section.

Intercultural Training Methods

This study will hopefully transcend the current methods of intercultural
understanding to accept and utilize the more abstract methods such as performance.
Venues for cultural emersion exist within us and should be more utilized. Additionally,
research should always be conducted in addition to any training that teaches culture to
identify accuracy as well as follow-up research in order to learn more. The next step is to
utilize the effective elements of each and combine them into educational paradigms for
training.

The course of an intercultural encounter begins with the individual, as yet
unaware of the cultural other (Harbeck, 2001). A number of studies have been examined
with regard to issues such as stereotypes and ethnocentrism when dealing with inter-
group encounters (Stormer, 2002). However, the analysis of these fields will demand
depth as well as understanding of a fuily affective and effective method of intercultural
research to truly understand the social construct and actions of a culture.

Scholars throughout academe are currently conducting research to combat
stereotypes and abolish ethnocentric behaviors. Toale and McCrosky (2001) suggest that
different communication behaviors are utilized by different ethnic backgrounds;
therefore, we must understand through cultural studies what types of communication

differences are evident within group membership. Pierce (2003) suggests that the



approach to simply become non-racist has resulted in a structural inequity within society.
In fact, overcoming stereotypes has shaped many into simply a cool, ultra liberal,
metaphorically colorblind individual (Gallagher, 1995). Whereas many claim to be aware
of racial inequity and to act on the behalf of racism in society, this has created a one-
world approach where absurd concepts such as reverse racism exist (Jacobson, 1998).
bell hooks (1995) argued for honest disclosure in order to decrease the level of racism in
our society (Chavez, 1998).

Additionally, current research has tapped into the area of sex verses gender.
Gender identity has nothing to do with the biological sex of an individual or the issue of
gay or lesbian (Wood, 1997). Instead it refers to communication styles of individuals. As
Ting-Toomey (1999) suggests, the “us and them” and “male and female” style polarized
terms where one can only exist as the absolute other. It is this idea that should be
crucially and critically explored more deeply. The use of polarized terms will promote
stereotypes beyond race and ethnicity. Polarized terms infringe upon personal identity
within cultural communication styles (Stormer, 2002). However, the most current and
interesting research in social identity studies how the suggested methods of overcoming
stereotypes and ethnocentric behaviors has backlashed and been proven ineffective to a
large degree (Pierce, 2003). This is a result of the current intercultural training tools
being utilized to each tolerance instead of understanding. Tolerance is a concept often
used when referring to a person or group one appears to like. As Seiter, Bruschke, and
Bai (2002) suggest, the deceptive practice of teaching tolerance without understanding is

not only ubiquitous, it has been conceptualized as a form of communication competence
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