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DIALOGUE AND NARRATION 

Anna-Christin Ransiek20 & Rixta Wundrak21 

Abstract: In this article, we would like to give implications to analyze biographical narratives by using 

the concept of dialogue. Therefore, we like to show how dialogue and narration are connected in 

biographical narratives. We will introduce different levels of dialogue within a narration by choosing 

passages of interview-transcriptions out of our studies. These levels (interactional level, historical level 

or processual level and locational level) shall serve as an analytical tool in order to identify the 

narration’s specific dialogical character. We do this based on two research projects in which each of 

us has been involved and which represent different cultural, geopolitical, and social contexts. Our 

research projects are concerned with two different minority groupings: People of Color22 in Germany 

and Chinese entrepreneurs in Romania. 

Keywords: Biographical Research; Exclusion; Migration; Narrative Interviews; Dialogue; Discourse 

Analysis; Sociology of knowledge; Interpretative paradigm. 

Introduction 

Within biographical narratives23 dialogues are shaped between the past and the present, between 

the local and the global, between the self and the other. By ‘biographical narratives’ we understand the 

self-presentations in the form of a biography. Through our case studies, we will illustrate how (and why) 

narrations interconnect different positions, spaces and times in an interview setting. The projects we are 

going to present are on the one hand a study on biographies24  of People of Color, who experience racism 

in Germany and on the other hand a research about Chinese entrepreneurs in Eastern Europe. Both 

studies are based on extensive ethnographic field work, a collection of biographical-narrative interview-

data, and comprehensive material for discourse analysis. The study of the first author (Anna Ransiek) 

aims to answer the question how racism in everyday life is handled by the individual considering the 

background of specific powerful discourses in German society. For this purpose, she conducted and 

analyzed biographical interviews with People of Colour who mostly had one parent from an African 

country and one from Germany and were born and socialized in Germany. The second author (Rixta 

Wundrak) analyzed life stories of immigrants who came in the early 1990es from the Republic of China 

                                                           
20Researcher in the Third-Party-Funded Project: Gender Knowledge – Power – Body at the University of 

Göttingen; doctoral candidate in Sociology on Racism in Germany at the Center of Methods in Social Sciences. 
21 Post-doc researcher in Sociology at the University of Bremen.  
22The term People of Color is a political term of self-definition to describe 

a position where one is confronted with racist ascriptions, see Dean, Jasmin. "People of Colo(u)r.” 

Wie Rassismus aus Wörtern spricht. (K)Erben des Kolonialismus im Wissensarchiv deutsche 

Sprache. Ein kritisches Nachschlagewerk. Eds. Arndt, Susan and Nadja Ofuatey-Alzard. 1st ed. 

Münster: UNRAST, 2011: 597-607. Print. 
23Rosenthal, Gabriele. “The Narrated Life Story: On the Interrelation between Experience, Memory and 

Narration.” Narrative, Memory and Knowledge: Representations, Aesthetics and Contexts. Eds. 

Milnes, Kate, Horrocks, Christine, Kelly, Nancy, Roberts, Brian and Robinson, David Huddersfield: University 

of Huddersfield Press, 2006: 1–16. Print. 
24 The general concern of biographical research is to understand and explain social phenomena in the process of 

their origin of creation, construction and transformation. Biographical Research in our understanding cannot be 

considered as research on the subjective perspective only. Biographies can be seen as a connection between 

individual experiences against the background of its historical and social context. 
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to Romania in the context of transition in Eastern Europe. She compared the narrations of these 

immigrants with public and political discourses about migrants and minorities in Romania. 

In this essay, we examine both studies on one selected biographical case each. We will introduce 

different levels of dialogue within a narration. By choosing passages of interview-transcriptions out of 

our studies, we will establish three dialogical levels, the interactional level, the historical or processual 

level, and the locational level. We will argue that these levels shall serve as a tool to analyze the 

narration’s specific character. 

The goal is to outline the definition and the meaning of “dialogical references” within the 

process of storytelling. Our article focuses on those dialogical references within an interview situation, 

which concern topics of belonging, exclusion and othering. We assume that members of outsider 

groupings act within a frame of power structures and refer to these structures when interacting with 

others. They therefore do so by way of telling their story to a researcher or the audience.  

Although the research projects are both dealing with the same topic (which is the phenomenon 

of exclusion), they are embedded in quite different contexts. That raises the questions of how these two 

cases can be compared. Before explaining, what comparison in this article means, it is important to state 

what it does not mean at all. By comparing those groupings  we presuppose neither a similarity or 

comparable difference between them as a grouping nor similarities or differences between their 

historical and political positions and relations to others. We rather aim at comparing the narration in its’ 

ways of referring to national, social, and historical circumstances in the situation of an interview. 

The comparison therefore is based on the practice of storytelling in a methodological sense. That 

means that the following analysis is not a comparison between two stories in terms of their “content”, 

but between two narrative patterns. According to our perspective, patterns of communication and 

narration need to be examined at the ‘small units’ of the social or the micro-level of story-telling, where 

dialogue is constructed and reproduced communicatively. Therefore, the main question, we are going to 

answer here is the following: How do people create dialogues in their narrations in interaction with the 

researcher, especially when dealing with excluding ascriptions connected to their belonging and/or 

experiences of exclusion and racism. The article first gives a brief outline of the methodological 

approach and theoretical assumptions (chapter 1). We then focus on two case studies and outline the 

dialogical character of the narration in the German case (chapter 2) followed by the Romanian case 

(chapter 3). We conclude with a comparison of these two cases concerning their dialogical references 

(chapter 4) leading to some methodological implications for the analysis of narrations in general. 

 

Methodological approach and theoretical assumptions 

 

The main theoretical assumption we follow is the Social Constructivism of Berger and 

Luckmanns’ work “The Social Construction of Reality” (1966).25According to the authors, society is a 

constructed and commonly shared reality, in which subjects produce, reproduce and transform this 

“reality” in diverse social situations throughout live. Berger and Luckmann also emphasize the 

importance of language and the daily “conversation machinery” for the construction of a shared social 

reality. (Keller 2011)26 Coming from the field of sociological biographical research (Rosenthal 2004; 

2006) we understand biography as such a social construction (Kohli 1978)27, in which experiences and 

socially established patterns of interpretation are related, modeled and transformed through narration.  

                                                           
25 Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. The social construction of reality: A treatise in the sociology of 

knowledge. Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co, 1966. Print. 
26 Keller, Reiner. “The Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse (SKAD).” Human Studies, 2011: 34–43. 

Print. 
27 Kohli, Martin. Biographical method - methodological biography? Paper presented to the 9th world congress of 

sociology, Uppsala, August 14-19 1978. Print. 
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In research practice, these narrations are generated within the frame of a specific communicative 

setting, the narrative-biographical interview. When conducting interviews, biographical researchers are 

asking for the whole life- and family story of the interviewee. Thus, it is a very open model of an 

interview in which the researcher doesn’t interfere with the narration (Rosenthal 2004). Based on the 

“social nature” of autobiographical narrations, we follow the ideas of Alfred Schütz (1966)28 and the 

concept of “talk-in-interaction” of Erving Goffman (1983)29. Following Schütz’s phenomenological 

view, we focus on action and interaction in everyday life and we consider narrations as such forms of 

interaction. The methodological purpose of conducting open interviews is to produce a narrative which 

is oriented on this every-day communication as well on the interviewee’s ‘system of relevance’ (Schütz 

235). With Goffman’s micro-analytical and constructivist view on interaction, we are not only looking 

at those structures which ‘determine’ the interview. We are rather interested in the process of how the 

researcher and the interviewee interact with each other, and how they create and form social structures 

and patterns by doing so. (Goffman 1983) The methodological everyday life oriented procedure of 

interviewing allows not only the narrator to talk more easily and without strategic ‘considerations and 

planning’ (Rosenthal 2004 4). It also leads to a deeper understanding during the procedure of 

interpretation. It allows an analysis of the meanings and the relevance of the story itself as well as the 

meaning of the interaction in present, e.g. how one is addressing the “listener” sitting before him or her 

during the interview. Furthermore, we are analyzing discourses about, and ascriptions of, these 

groupings in both research fields. Hereby we follow the ‘Sociology of Knowledge approach in Discourse 

Analysis (SKAD)’(Keller 2011)which links Social Constructivism to Foucault’s discourse theory. 

(Foucault 1982).30We understand a narrated biography as a construction “of the past out of the present”. 

(Rosenthal 3)31It is always generated interactively and constantly related to past and present discourses. 

(Ransiek 201632; Schäfer and Völter 200533).  

The following case-results selected for this essay derive from interpretative analysis according 

to the abovementioned theoretical assumptions and methodological approach. Both case-presentations 

are going to be structured in two parts. They start with the wider societal and biographical context of 

their stories, followed by examples on the micro-level (text-level) of their narrations.  

 

Belonging by choice – Dialogue through a better place 

 

The project which provides our first example, is dealing with the experience of racism in 

everyday live in Germany. Although Germany has also a significant colonial history and stereotypes 

                                                           
28Schütz, Alfred. Collected papers. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1966. Print. Phaenomenologica 22 
29 Goffman, Erving. “The interaction order.” American Sociological Review 48.1. 1983: 1–17. Print. 
30 Foucault, Michel. Archaeology of knowledge and the discourse on language. New York, 1982. Print. 

Theoretical and empirical studies on this approach, see Ransiek, Anna, Rosenthal, Gabriele, Völter, 

Bettina. „Diskursanalyse.“ Interpretative Sozialforschung. Eine Einführung. Gabriele Rosenthal.. 5th ed. 

Weinheim: Juventa, 2015: 247-258. Print. 
31 Rosenthal, Gabriele. “Biographical Research.” Qualitative Research Practice. Ed. Seale, Clive, Gobo, 

Giampietro, Gubrium, Jaber F. and David Silverman. London: Sage, 2004: 48–64. Print. 
32Ransiek, Anna. “Zum Verhältnis von Interaktion, Narration und Diskurs – Implikationen für eine Verbindung 

von Diskursanalyse und biographischen Fallrekonstruktionen.“ [“The Interrelation of Interaction, Narration and 

Discourse. Implications on the connection of Discourse Analysis and Biographical Case-reconstructions“] 

Perspektiven Wissenssoziologischer Diskursanalyse. Ed. Bosanic, Sasa and Reiner Keller. R. Wiesbaden: VS-

Verlag, 2016: 279-297. Print. 
33 Schäfer, Thomas and Bettina Völter. “Subjekt-Positionen: Michel Foucault und die Biographieforschung.” 

Biographieforschung im Diskurs. Ed. Völter, Bettina., Dausien, Bettina., Lutz, Helma and Gabriele Rosenthal, 1st 

ed..Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2005: 161–188. Print. 
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from the period of colonialism are still powerful (Arndt 200634), racism in Germany in its reception is 

also deeply bound to the time of National Socialism (Rommelspacher 2011)35 and the biological 

conception of race in the frame of the NS-ideology. Even though the existence of the concept of race 

was officially neglected it is still powerful in discourse (El-Tayeb 199936). In our understanding of 

racism, these discourses are not necessarily connected to practices of physical violence or the official 

“political” existence of an ideology of race but they are powerful in excluding ascriptions and in 

everyday-life (Eggers, et.al. 2005).37 Depending on the context, People of Color are confronted with 

different forms of othering and exclusion: 

 

„Representations of the Other are […] neither static nor unitary. They have undergone 

transformations over time, in response to changing circumstances, including the economic and 

political position of those producing and reproducing representations.” (Miles 51)38 

 

Empirical findings have shown that the experiences of exclusion of those People of Color who 

were born in Germany and who had a parent from an African Country are strongly connected to 

processes of othering based on the color of their skin. In these settings they were often considered to be 

“African” instead of German (Oguntoye et. al. 2006)39The view of others places them in an outsider 

position in which their (national) belonging is challenged due to their appearance. Against this historical 

and social background and experiences, one can ask: How do people deal with these ascriptions 

connected to their belonging in their narrations in interaction with a white female German researcher40?  

In the following, we outline the story of a German Woman of Color, who Anna Ransiek met for an 

interview. The biographical self-presentation of Ms. Pohl41, as we chose to call her, can be assigned to 

a type called: “belonging by choice”. MS Pohl is born 1972 in Germany and has a Ghanaian father and 

a German mother. During the whole interview, the question of belonging or not-belonging is crucial in 

her narration. In her story she deals with the social ascriptions within society mentioned above. When 

telling her life story Ms. Pohl focuses on those experiences of exclusion and otherness. These 

experiences of otherness she speaks about are often connected with her appearance and they are bound 

to the closer social environment, especially to her white family and the village she grew up in. When 

talking about her family another topic becomes crucial: the National Socialist past of her family, a topic 

which is not talked about in the intergenerational dialogue within her family.  

In the whole interview she distances herself from the family and from Germany in general. 

Connected with this ‘need to distance’, she claims to belong elsewhere; she claims for a belonging “by 

choice”:  

                                                           
34Arndt, Susan. "Impressionen. Rassismus und der deutsche Afrikadiskurs." AfrikaBilder. Studien zu Rassismus 

in Deutschland. Ed. Susan Arndt. Münster: UNRAST, 2006: 9-45. Print. 
35Rommelspacher, Birgit. “Rassismen. Eine kurze vergleichende Einführung für den deutschen Kontext.“ Wie 

Rassismus aus Wörtern spricht. (K)Erben des Kolonialismus im Wissensarchiv deutsche Sprache. Ein kritisches 

Nachschlagewerk. Ed. Arndt, Susan. and Nadja Ofuatey-Alzard. 1st ed. Münster: UNRAST, 2011: 46-50. Print. 
36See, for a historical approach on the continuity f.e. El-Tayeb, Fatima. "Blood Is a Very Special Juice’: Racialized 

Bodies and Citizenship in 20th Century Germany," in: Complicating Categories: Gender, Race, Class, and 

Ethnicity, ed. Eileen Boris, International Review of Social History 44. 1999: 149-169. Print.  
37Eggers, Maureen Maisha, Kilomba Grada, Piesche, Peggy and Susan Arndt, eds. "Mythen, Masken und Subjekte. 

Kritische Weißseinsforschung in Deutschland." 1st ed. Münster: UNRAST, 2005. Print. 
38 Miles, Robert. "Racism." London/ New York: Routledge, 2003. Print. 
39Oguntoye, Katharina, Opitz, May Ayim and Dagmar Schultz, eds. "Showing Our Colors: Afro German Women 

Speak Out”. University of Massachusetts Press. 1992. Print. 
40 Who is potentially in the position to challenge her belonging.  
41 The real name has been changed to protect the biographer’s identity. Ms. Pohl is a pseudonym. 
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“I would say South Africa is my adopted home42 country and I am an absolute fan of South 

Africa. Okay people from South Africa ask me where I am from, because I am not talking 

English like that or not to mention Zulu or Kossi […].but a lot of people assume that I am from 

South Africa and I think: how cool […].” 

In this passage, the interviewee defines her concept of ‘home country’. She chooses to adopt a 

country: South-Africa. In terms of her life-story, she hasn’t any personal connection to this country, 

except for a touristic experience. Therefore she refers to a belonging which is in some way created 

imaginarily. In the quoted passage she names two more languages, Zulu and Kossi, which can be read 

as a way to demonstrate her knowledge about the language system and therefore she positions herself 

as an expert. She also explains her reasons or the criteria of her sympathy. People would assume that 

she is from South-Africa. Her not-belonging to South Africa is just apparent by the way she speaks 

(which probably can be learned – she proves it by using English vocabulary – and can therefore be 

changed). She continues:  

“I think it [South Africa]sets an example on dealing with fascistic structures43and okay 

Germany was destroyed [“in Schutt und Asche”44] could be a reason but on the other side, I 

think one has to reconsider how to process the past in another way.” 

In this passage she compares South Africa and Germany based on their history: the Apartheid-

regime in South-Africa and the National Socialism in Germany. She not only explains why she chooses 

one country to be her home country but also why she feels the need to distance herself in such a way 

from the other: its failure to address the history of National Socialism whereas South-Africa sets an 

example. In this passage it is also interesting to integrate the vis-à-vis in the analysis. Telling this story 

to somebody who experienced the Apartheid might have caused objection or a discussion about which 

way of dealing with the past is the better one, whereas the German researcher – which she knew to be 

on her side – would have never argued about this statement. 

As mentioned before, the topic of National Socialism and the need to distance herself from a 

country, which has this specific history, is not just central for this passage but for the whole self-

presentation. In some passages, she connects the topic of National Socialism directly to her physical 

appearance, for example when she said: “The advantage of my skin color: Wherever I go no one 

associates me with Hitler”.  

But what biographical experiences have led to that self-presentation45, if not her ‘real’ South 

African migratory-background? The analysis shows that her self-presentation is strongly connected to 

her experiences in Germany and within her family. Within this setting the adoption of South-Africa 

(which she compares to Germany based on the processing of its history) provides a possibility not to 

                                                           
42 This part of the narration was translated from German to English for the purpose of this article, except for this 

marked part is my adopted home country, where she switches to English. It can be read as a way to fortify her 

statement by using one of the languages which are spoken in the country she chooses to be her home country. 
43The bold passages are passages where she emphasizes words herself, which indicates in the analysis, that it is a 

meaningful statement. 
44 She uses the expression “in Schutt und Asche” “destroyed and in ashes” which is not specifically 

connected to the National Socialism but often used to describe the destruction of German buildings after World 

War 2. 
45 In biographical-case reconstructions a difference between self-presentation and biographical experience is made. 

One question of analysis which is central is: how do your biographical experience influence the way in which you 

present yourself in the moment, see Rosenthal, Gabriele. “The Narrated Life Story: On the Interrelation between 

Experience, Memory and Narration.” Narrative, Memory and Knowledge: Representations, Aesthetics and 

Contexts. Eds. Milnes, Kate, Horrocks, Christine, Kelly, Nancy, Roberts, Brian and Robinson, Davis. 

Huddersfield: University of Huddersfield Press, 2006: 1–16. Print. 
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belong to a here (the place where she was born) but to an alternative there (the place where she feels at 

home). From the place of exclusion where belonging is complicated or challenged by negative external 

ascriptions she transfers herself by narrating to a better – yet imaginary – place. This reference to a better 

place provides two conditions which are not just visible on the micro-level of her narration in this single 

quotation but are relevant for the whole biographical experiences. South-Africa provides the possibility 

to engage in a dialogue with her own biography and the past of the society she lives in. Narration offers 

the possibility to acquire a context, within a specific situation: the interview-setting. Vis-à-vis to a white 

German researcher who shares with her knowledge of the historical background in Germany (although 

from a white and not from a black perspective) it offers the possibility to connect different (historical) 

spaces and times: past and present, here and there to claim for an imagined belonging in order to distance 

herself from where she comes from.  

 

“The Dialogue-Man” Embodying Transnationalism in every-day life 

The project, out of which we picked up the second story, was running between 2003 and 2008. 

Rixta Wundrak worked on the migration process from Asia to Eastern Europe which began after the 

downfall of the Ceausescu regime. She reconstructed the history of the Chinese Community in Bucharest 

– a Community which has built-up since the early 1990s and in the meanwhile has become an 

entrepreneurial power in Romania’s society. The city of Constanta has been the first docking point for 

migrants and ships with containers of their goods. It then became an informal trade-net built-up all over 

Eastern European countries. The Chinese market in Bucharest resulted eventually in a huge economic 

project called “China town”. But this network of entrepreneurs was connected with different other 

migrant- and minority groups as well as Bucharest’s inhabitants, who work there as freelancers or 

clandestine, which “enables them to survive” and what is “buffering the social costs of transformation” 

(Stanculescu 2004, 117)46. Thus, the network was not only an ethnic economy but also an intercultural 

entrepreneurial field. 

By then, the public and political discourse in Romania can be narrowed down to current 

international political debates, labeling“, Romania as ‘a country of transit and “as a central point of 

organized crime and human-trafficking”. Alongside these dominant topics the settlement of the 

immigrant community was completely unnoticed. One can speak about containment and concealment 

within the political discourse. (Wundrak 2007)47In the following years, the image of Chinese migrants 

in Bucharest changed fundamentally in the course of transition in Romania and in the course of the 

changing role and power of the Republic of China in a global context. The prototype of a migrant as a 

parasite or criminal has been transformed to the type of a respected ‘modern capitalist businessman’ or 

–woman. Migrants became supporters of the economic expansion in Romania. In Romanian society, 

‘ethnic economies’ (Spaan et al. 2005)48 are either synonymous with poverty or with entrepreneurial 

success. How are these assumptions and changing we-pictures organized and assembled in the narration 

of the interview? We will give here one example of a life-story, whose protagonist represents a type we 

call “the Global Player”. The biographical interview with Mr. Wang49 was conducted by Rixta Wundrak 

who met him in the center of Bucharest. It took place in an old and famous casino – which he presented 

                                                           
46 Stanculescu Manuela S. “Households economic strategies between state, market and the informal economies.” 

Informal Economies and Social Transformation in Romania. Ed. Neef Reiner and Adair Phillipe. Münster: LIT, 

2004: 99–118. Print. 
47 Wundrak, Rixta. “Immigration during the ‘Wild Years’. Chinese Pioneers in Bucharest.” Romanian Journal of 

European Studies 5-6, 2007: 135–51. Print. 
48 Spaan, Ernst, Felicitas Hillmann, and Ton van Naerssen, eds. Asian migrants and European labour markets: 

Patterns and processes of immigrant labour market insertion in Europe. London: Routledge, 2005. Print. Routledge 

research in population and migration. 
49 The real name has been changed to protect the biographer’s identity. Mr. Wang is a pseudonym. 
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as if it was his home – and which indeed seemed to be. Mr. Wang usually spends a lot of time here, as 

he explained to the researcher, gambling, chatting and relaxing in the evenings or on weekends. In this 

context, the casino itself, of which one can find hundreds in the city, can be considered as a 

representation of a global and intercultural place within the urban landscape of Bucharest. Regardless 

of where Mr. Wang lived, that’s how he put it, he would belong to a globalized world, he would find 

chances, he would gamble. This pattern is mirrored in the narration, which the following quotation of 

the interview shows: 

 

„Everything is different to Paris. Here [in Bucharest] there are too many people, poor air quality. 

The market is full now. It changed since the beginning when I came here. I used to travel all my 

live I travelled to Hungary, Germany, France, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Austria. Eventually I 

have found a Chance: the revolution in Eastern Europe. I thought which countries could be 

considered, because I don’t speak every language. At the airport I used to ask for a Chinese 

Restaurant or a casino. I don’t want to live in the US ‘cause there are a lot of Chinese. Here, 

Chinese are strangers. That means every idea is number one.” 

 

As in this passage, international business, flexibility and creativity were the main thematic 

framings of the biographical narration. Mr. Wang presented himself as somebody who created himself, 

as a kind of a global “self-made man”. This stands in contrast to the abovementioned discourse of 

Chinese migrants as discriminated people. He interprets his outsider-position as an advantage for 

business ideas, as an opportunity structure for start-ups in businesses. He presents it as if it was an 

adventure. During the interview, he underpinned this narrated presentation by using his computer and 

mobile phone, and performing not only a dialogue with the researcher from Western Europe, but also 

with different acquaintances and business partners in his home country or different locations of the world 

– which he mentioned in the quotation. 

How can this presentation be connected with the experience Mr. Wang made during his life? 

Like Mr. Wang, Chinese migrants have been permanently confronted with different ascriptions in 

society not only in Bucharest, but already in their country of origin. People who wanted to leave the 

country have been stigmatized and repressed during the time of Cultural Revolution. As potential 

emigrants, they have been seen as traitors. Contradicting that, they became an important “source of 

hope” in the 1980s, during which the People’s Republic of China openly began to display its aspirations 

to become a global economic power. The new Chinese migration flow (Benton und Pieke 2000; Nyiri 

und Saveliev 2002) 50into Eastern Europe can be seen as an integral part of this economic transition. 

Migrants should work at this new part of the world which was full of opportunities in order to bring 

back economic capital when returning home.  

Mr. Wang has experienced these fundamental changes during his whole life-story. One 

fundamental transition has taken place already in the context of the changing system of the Republic of 

China during the 1950s, which is his birth year and are the birth-years of the respective generation of a 

big part of this migrant community. Since then, Mr. Wang has experienced political, societal and 

economic changes (and their values) during the Cultural Revolution and later on. Biographical 

disruptions related to societal transitions made this man an experienced person in travelling as well as 

in changing societal environments. Furthermore, financial ups and downs – again and again finding new 

job opportunities – and with that – reinventing himself. Thus, he learned to deal with changes, 

contradictions and reinventions. With this biographical “know-how“, he arrived in Romania. The story 

of the migrants’ incorporation into the new society in Romania is riddled with contradictions. 

                                                           
50 Pal Nyiri, Igor Saveliev, eds. Globalizing Chinese Migration. Trends in Europe and Asia. 2002, Burlington: 

Ashgate. Gregor Benton, Frank N. Pieke, eds. The Chinese in Europe. 2000, London: Macmillan Press LTD. 
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Mechanisms of discrimination similar to those affecting any national minority, result in the community’s 

stigmatization by the Romanian population (or even the very denial of their existence). This discourse 

made immigrants a scapegoat for many problems related to transformation similar to other minority 

groups, especially the Roma-population in Romania. The immigrant community is characterized by its 

social disparity, which fits in a society where a huge gap exists between rich and poor (often times, 

newly rich or newly poor as a consequence of transition). The opportunity structures of this society, 

undergoing political and social transition, proved to be decisive for the immigrant communities’ 

economic success on the one hand, and for their social exclusion on the other. Based on the views of 

politicians (as well as often scholars), these networks are either supposed to be organized by ‘criminal 

gangs’ or by ‘kinship loyalty’. This view undermines the complexity and multiplicity of the migrants’ 

social reality. The migrant-networks are determined by the politico-economic embeddedness as well as 

by dominant discourses.  

This structure is mirrored in the story of Mr. Wang and in the way he narrates. He referred not 

only to a global world but also to his home country, and also to local people in Romania, by adapting 

many times to completely different circumstances. His narration provides the possibility for this 

adaption to change and it can reproduce or recreate (as well as cope with) this biographical logic of 

experiences. At the same time, the researcher as an international representative provided the opportunity 

to reinforce this imagination, to serve as a channel to this imagined global world. Indeed, the interview 

in the casino stood for entering into dialogue with an international audience in a symbolic but also very 

concrete way. 

 

The Benefit of Comparative Analysis 

In this analysis, we reconstructed biographical experiences and compared the dialogical 

references within a narration. Both studies are dealing with minority groupings and their positions in 

society. The common shared interest of research is to ask why and how different constructions of 

belonging are entangled with the biographical experiences of their members and how these constructions 

are interconnected with different positions in society. Based on this interest, comparative analysis can 

be useful on two levels: 

1. The level of interpretation: What can be done here is to widen the researchers’ horizon of 

interpretation by including more information about different circumstances and patterns of acting in 

different societies. Only if the researcher has knowledge about those different possibilities she or he can 

shape the analysis of the own research context in its specifics.  

2. The level of conceptualizing an analytical framework: comparison is not only helpful to find 

the specific in one case but also to sharpen the analytical frame of the researcher. General narrative 

patterns like the reference to specific dialogical levels can be established and refined by using different 

cases. 

 

To concretize our assumptions: We found, that people - wherever they might be - refer to the 

dialogical levels we established and that’s what they have in common. Therefore, it can be well used as 

an analytical framework for analyzing narrations in general. However, they refer to dialogical levels in 

different ways. Thus, it must be analyzed, why (and how) some levels are connected and others are not. 

The way in which those levels are connected is what makes the case unique or specific. Comparison 

therefore is helpful to gain access to the specifics of the cases within the frame of the cultural and 

historical context and to shape different types of narrating.  
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Conclusion  

Narrating is a way of bringing together different voices from different times and spaces and 

transferring them to the present situation. In this way the practice of narrating is shaped by dialogues 

vice versa across multiple levels: between concrete situations and abstract social phenomena (‘micro 

and macro’), between past experiences and the present interaction, between local circumstances and 

global imaginations, between the Self and the Other, between unequal positions of power, and between 

multiple and interlinked belongings.  

A look at the micro-level of narrations should demonstrate how they inherit the possibility to 

create and generate dialogue. To explore this argumentation in this essay, we focused on narrative 

interviews in two distinct research contexts. By choosing segments of our narrative interviews, we argue 

that analyses of auto-biographical ‘narrations in interaction’ have to consider multiple levels of 

dialogical references.  

To conclude, we distinguish three main levels of dialogical references:  

The first level is the level of interaction. Narrations are bound to the participants who are 

involved in the situation of narrating and the power-balances which are in use in the situation. The 

counterparts in our examples were white German women and researchers, who served as a channel for 

a dialogue with ‘Romania’ and with ‘the global world’ and a dialogue with a ‘Germany’, the narrator 

belongs to. This first level also has to be seen in a wider context of power relations in society. Both 

interviewees are positioned as outsiders in their society. With their biographical narrations they create 

dialogues between themselves and the society they live in, by connecting their outsider positions to other 

positions within society.  

On the second level, the historical or processual level, narrating offers the possibility to enter a 

dialogue between the present and the past, with the historical background on a societal level as well as 

with the historical experiences on a biographical level. In the narrations of our interviewees, experiences 

of the history in the Republic of China are interconnected with the present situation of the Chinese 

migrants in Romania today. The German history of National Socialism is interconnected with the present 

situation of People of Color and their way of choosing their belonging in Germany. Ms. Pohl is getting 

into a dialogue with the past in order to distance herself from the present German society. By criticizing 

the National Socialism and its influence until today, she aims to clarify, that she doesn’t belong to 

Germany. Mr. Wang uses his biographical resources of know-how concerning changing circumstances 

and positions in society. His voices in the present derive from experiences he made in the past. 

Thirdly, narrations connect different locations and spaces. Within a narration it is possible to 

refer to a place even if one hasn’t ever been there physically. On this level, narrations are imaginary, 

they make things happen, which are not “possible” or not ‘locatable’ in real live. Both examples show 

that voices from different places are connected for example by entering into dialogue with the Germans 

through references to South Africa or with the Global community of Chinese migrants. 

Narrations are shaped by dialogues. An analysis of narration therefore needs to consider the 

level of dialogues. We argued that narrations have to be analyzed as interconnections between elements 

on different dialogical levels. If done so, it is helpful to get a better understanding of dialogues and 

narration in different current cross-cultural situations. 
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