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ABSTRACT
An auto-ethnographic approach is used to detail the researcher’s insider reference
to encountering discrimination within the academy. The research brought into the situated
knowledge of the academy reveal discourses of ‘Othering’ and privilege that constantly
shifts when challenged. The writer describes how he was able to triumph in relaying
integrity using auto-ethnographic research as a medium to discover a deeper sense of self
by talking back within the Masters of Asia-Pacific Studies Program (MAPS) he is
enrolled in. Experiences brought to the fore allow the story teller being the researcher to
theorize from the flesh how social justice can be attained by situating one’s self
especially when multiple identities reveal a common point where self, culture, and
academia intersect. Realizing this intersectionality through the common thread of human
rights and proper ethics reveal how auto-ethnographic research is an alive and well
process that shifts the researcher to a more functional relationship within the academy
when done successfully. An auto-ethnographic approach allows research to live beyond
the written pages for it treats research as a socially conscious act that is both process and
product enabling new knowledge to be created from its very experience. Thus, this paper
relays the success of auto-ethnography through the Marshallese indigenous methodology
of Jitdam Kapeel (Skillful Inquiry), which is the Marshall Islands’ version of Talanoa
(Story Telling) as an empathetic apprenticeship worthy of merit.
Key Words: Auto-ethnography, story telling, skillful inquiry, indigenous methodology,
discrimination in academia
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Introduction
Auto-ethnography is a combination of autobiography and ethnography.1 It is an
approach to research and writing that elaborates, through analysis (graphy), personal
experiences (auto), in an effort to understand contextual and cultural experiences
(ethno).2 An auto-ethnographic approach challenges canonical ways of doing research by
situating the researcher as an insider, where as a method, it is both process and product
that treats research as a politically and socially just and conscious act helping navigate the
discriminatory terrain of the academy.3 This paper refers to self as the auto-ethnographer
and brings self and culture into the academic terrain to systemically analyze
institutionalized discrimination experienced within the academy.4 The author shares his
story through an auto-ethnographic approach via a Marshallese method of indigenous
skillful inquiry5 (Jitdam Kapeel)6 where the integral self (auto) provides an extra layer of
analysis (graphy) in understanding a particular culture and society (ethno), in this case, a
high culture of insensitivity towards people of Pacific Island descent. While story telling
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(Talanoa)7 is not new, an auto-ethnographic approach legitimizes story telling within the
research framework to take into account that a primary source to research, being an
enactor of an event, cannot be removed. Hence, as an appropriate method of narrative
inquiry, the auto-ethnographer being myself, explains his detailed journey in
encountering what Pacific scholars such as Konai Helu Thaman have called an
undemocratic academy towards Pacific Island worldviews in favor of Western constructs
that belittle Pacific pedagogies.8
My Story with Mental Colonization in the Academy
My story begins in the Marshall Islands where I as a Marshallese American often
travel home abroad to give back and fulfill our civic duty to our Pacific community. After
experiencing racism in the mainland south in Texas and in the tropical Hawaii as a
Micronesian, it was a nice calling to go back to the community where my indigenous
identity calls home as home is where the heart is. As it turns out, I was able to become a
giver by helping pass the first ever national climate change policy in the Marshall Islands
to help spearhead government action. 9 In this light, my journey with fighting
discrimination in academia took a drastic turn when I volunteered to teach.
Despite my level of success, something just felt missing with my new elitist job at
the President’s office and I felt as if it wasn’t doing it for me anymore because I wanted
to be more engaged with the community on a grass root level through direct contribution.
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The opportunity came when I saw a disturbing front-page newspaper article of the
situation in our high school. Our local high school had no teachers, no principal, and no
secretary. I quickly acted on my impulse because I feared collective failure as a human
being first and foremost. I wanted to be a true civil servant and I felt that the extensive
travelling to the international scene at my current job took away any opportunity I had for
real civil engagement. I soon left my job at the Office of the President when I chose not
to renew my contract at the Office of Environmental Planning and Policy Coordination.
My family was disappointed in me because I left a great job that gave me travelling
benefits, but I wasn’t set backed by their lack of understanding. My commitment to civic
duty is something I was always taught by my Marshallese culture and by my family, my
mom’s side in particular, and I was convinced that I was just acting on my good will.
When I left the Office of Environmental Planning and Policy Coordination, I
approached the new high school principal who had just taken post and asked her if I
could volunteer as a teacher. She gave me a volunteer post with no pay, but later, she had
to hire me on the spot because a teacher just walked out leaving students without an
educator to give them the education they were entitled to under their own constitution. I
don’t know whether this is luck or fate but it all worked out and I became a newly hired
teacher. When the accreditation process for our high school came, I quickly volunteered
my services to be an editor simply because someone had to do it and nobody was willing
to volunteer within my own Marshallese community. It worked out well yet again as the
report received great reviews and our local high school was able to get an additional three
years of accreditation.
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Working under a government paycheck had its ups and downs even when you
work under the Office of the President and the Ministry of Education. Somewhere down
the line in my career as a teacher, a certain inaccurate textbook made its way to the
curriculum. This is where my experience with discrimination begins where I am held
legally captive along with my students through the Ministry of Education to teach a
textbook that was emotionally damaging to indigenous peoples. After evaluating the
accuracy of the first Marshallese history textbook, I began to find many errors and felt yet
again consciously coerced to do something about it for the sake of my country and my
people. It was not easy lobbying, and certainly not easy to apply the research skills I
gained in college, but in the end, it paid off. The textbook was banned and is currently
undergoing corrections which I also took part in.10 After succeeding in helping pass
legislation in the Marshall Islands to temporarily suspend the inaccurate textbook, my
healing journey took a drastic turn when I enrolled myself in the University of San
Francisco’s Masters in Asia-Pacific Studies Program (MAPS) only to encounter a new
form of institutionalized discrimination.
Why America, Why?
It seemed rather ludicrous that despite the United States through California being
a progressive leader in change, that I would have to use myself yet again to set an
example as to how the academy was still severely lacking in granting fairness. The
opportunity came when I took my first prerequisites, which included a Research and
Methodologies class. It was in this class that we had a guest speaker named Father
Carbonneau who explained the value of archival/primary source research in grounding
10
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present realities. This validating experience of me--hearing from a scholar--on the same
research strategies that I applied in suspending an inaccurate textbook served as
validation to my mental confinements that prevented me from jumping to that same
conclusion myself. It was in this moment where I realized that I was mentally confined
into believing that I was less than I actually was which left me in a sense of insecurity as
if my indigenous ways of knowing and being were less than normal or even credible.11
The famous Tongan scholar Epeli Hau’ofa said the same thing when he referred to
Marshallese in his classic essay “Our Sea of Islands” in which he states that
Belittlement in whatever guise, if internalized for long, and transmitted across
generations, may lead to moral paralysis, to apathy, and to the kind of fatalism
that we can see among our fellow human beings who have been herded and
confined to reservations or internment camps. People in some of our islands are in
danger of being confined to mental reservations, if not already to physical ones. I
am thinking here of people in the Marshall Islands, who have been victims of
atomic and missile tests by the United States.12
Epeli’s assertion hits the nail on the head as I realized that after years of mental
colonization going unnoticed due to it being normalized, I began to see myself the way
Westerners saw me which was that I was unsophisticated, lazy, undisciplined, and
incapable.13 This left me always questioning my integrity leaving me in a state of moral
11Desmond
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paralysis always waiting for external validation to pursue my own fate. Hence why, after
hearing this validating lecture by Father Carbonneau14, I began to take research beyond
the structured framework and began writing my auto-ethnography in my Research and
Methodology class linking the issue of discrimination with the current structure of the
Masters in Asia-Pacific Studies program which required a foreign language.15 I argued in
my paper that it seemed rather discriminatory that the foreign language offered to fulfill
the requirements were all Asian languages leaving out Pacific languages despite the
program being called Asia Pacific Studies.16 As a Pacific Islander who is also part Asian,
I felt discriminated and mentally liberated enough to challenge this rhetoric so I not only
shared my paper with my Research and Methodology professor called Dr. Leung but I
also shared it with the program director Brian Dempster and the University of San
Francisco Center for Asia Pacific Studies journal editor(s), mainly Dr. Woodhouse and
Dr. Dale. I must have gotten the attention of the program director Mr. Brian Dempster
because he arranged for the paper work to go through, where I had to petition formally,
after reading of my concerns in my paper.
Discrimination in MAPS program
As fate would have it, my language petition to legitimize Pacific language, in my
case Marshallese, was approved by the program director. However, when I submitted my
paper for publication in the Asia Pacific Perspectives journal to gain sympathy rather
than seeking publication, my paper was labeled as a THINK PIECE at best because my
14
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professor Dr. Woodhouse, who served as an editor in that same journal, was not familiar
with the purposes and principles of auto-ethnographic research.17 I will admit, it was
more depressing to hear that my paper was not a research article versus not hearing that it
was not getting published. The reason being is because I felt drawn back into a state of
mental confinement questioning my integrity as if my way of thinking was not academic
because it made me question my own capabilities because I wrote that same paper I
submitted for publication for a Research and Methodology class as part of the MAPS
program prerequisite to which I got an A on. For the sake of clarity, the following
screenshot in Figure 1 is given to illustrate my professor’s ignorant and biased response
to the qualitative research methodology of auto-ethnography.

Figure 1: Screenshot of Dr. Woodhouse labeling auto-ethnographic research as a THINK PIECE
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In this light, I had to seek external means of validation by sending my paper
entitled “Indigenous Decolonization of Academia: Using the Marshall Islands as
Precedent for Social Injustice” to academic conferences. It got accepted to a conference
in Texas A&M University entitled the “2017 TAMU History Student Conference” but I
did not want another Texas racist experience so I submitted it to the International Festival
of Authors for the conference labeled “The State of (In)Equality: Social Justice Under
Siege” at Humber School of Liberal Arts & Science in Toronto.18 The paper got accepted
to this conference and I felt validated that my way of thinking was normal and credible
because the participants in this particular conference were already socially aware through
a heightened conscience of the intellectual value of indigenous knowledge systems.
However, external validation meant travelling to the international scene and it became
rather depressing that the Asia-Pacific studies program I was enrolled in was supposed to
provide that safe space to be validated yet here I was seeking external means of
validation because internally, the University of San Francisco which prides itself in being
a diverse campus fell short in meeting up to its commitments.
Me Again! Why Me!
My journey to validate my ways of knowing and being became challenged again
once I took a course entitled “Asia Pacific Society and Culture.” My professor, Dr.
Nelson, who also serves as the academic director for the Asia Pacific Studies Program,
had a habit of singling me out being that I was the only Pacific Islander in the program. It
was within his class that I felt Edward Said’s concept of the “Other” where my own
professor, Dr. Nelson, refrained me from exercising my right of free speech and told the
18
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entire class that I was from a different society and that I was not present with his exact
words being “Desmond is not here.” Although this was not my first experience with
discrimination in the program, it was the final straw because an academic director was
setting the precedent that it was okay to bully disenfranchised populations such as the
Marshallese people who were once used as guinea pigs for the American Nuclear testing
program that occurred between 1946-1958 in the Marshall Islands.19
At first, I followed University policy and protocols by contacting the Bias
Education and Resource Team (BERT) whose role is to “provide affected individuals and
communities a safe space to have their voices heard, to provide opportunities for
education to mitigate or prevent similar occurrences in the future, and to ensure a
comprehensive and timely response to bias incidents.”20 Of course, I was naïve as I felt
coerced to first talk to Dr. Nelson, the professor who discriminated against me, along
with the interim Program Director Dr. Ho. Despite our initial meeting attempting to
address my concerns, my professor Dr. Nelson disregarded my mislabeled complaints
and pursued to use me as a punching bag to single me out and make fun of my Pacific
identity and culture in class through constant mockery. It was a culture shock for me to
see a grown white man in his seventies sink that low given his position of power within
the academy and in San Francisco nonetheless. However, I was not phased/fazed because
upon mutual agreement, Dr. Nelson and Dr. Ho approved my request for an indigenous
Marshallese discourse for my final paper which I cunningly labeled THINK PIECE when
19
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in actuality, it was an auto-ethnography based on a qualitative case study methodology.
Something in me felt coerced to prove a point that there was nothing wrong with my
integrity for it was my professors, Dr. Woodhouse and Dr. Nelson, who harbored a little
bias and prejudice towards Pacific indigenous knowledge systems despite indigenous
rights being human rights as mentioned in the International Law Handbook.

Hence, my

underhanded trickeries got the better of me as I submitted the same style of autoethnographic research writing and posed it as a THINK PIECE to bring in another issue I
had with a similar professor who coincidentally was teaching the same class called “Asia
Pacific Society and Culture” alongside Dr. Nelson (See Figure 1). The response of Dr.
Nelson, as afraid as I was of being right, was similar to Dr. Woodhouse when she labeled
my previous auto-ethnography entitled “Indigenous Decolonization of Academia: Using
the Marshall Islands as Precedent for Social Injustice” as a THINK PIECE, and
automatically found room to belittle me further as if classroom belittlement was not
enough. He automatically treated my research as a THINK PIECE not knowing that I
labeled it as a THINK PIECE because Dr. Woodhouse called the qualitative research
methodology of auto-ethnography as a THINK PIECE. Hence, I felt coerced to rewrite
this wrong through the avenue of a second paper, which got published on the first attempt
of submission. For the sake of clarity to help illustrate this social injustice within the
University I paid thousands of dollars to attend and was promised a safe space within its
program brochure, the following point is illustrated in Figure 2 of Dr. Nelson’s ignorance
21
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drawing light to Dr. Woodhouse as can also be seen in Figure 1. When weighing their
comments to what an auto-ethnography is, it is clear that my professor’s harbored a
grudge against me due to a level of prejudice towards my Oceanic world view as even my
CAPSTONE teacher, Professor Aouie Rubio, was surprised that a professor and an
academic director at the University of San Francisco made such insensitive remarks
painting his own ignorance in the process.

Figure 2: Dr. Nelson’s comments on my Auto-ethnography

Ultimately learning of both my Professors’ bias made me a little depressed and it
really dampened my spirit because I was won over to apply to the University of San
Francisco when it stated that the University of San Francisco is committed to culture of
service that respects and promotes the dignity of every person.23 It bothered me that my
dignity was being lessened so I then had to meet personally with Dr. Shannon Gary of the
Bias Education and Resource Team (BERT) to rectify this. Their solution was to keep
23
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things quiet. They accepted my request to a directed study for my final CAPSTONE
project that is in line with their commitment to promote a culture of service that respects
and promotes the dignity of every person. However, I question this direction because it
seemed like they were catering more towards my white professors and thus created a
directed study approach where I literally am institutionalized as the Other being the only
Pacific Islander in that directed CAPSTONE project and here in lays the purpose of this
particular auto-ethnography.
I Don’t Want Another “Shame on Me Moment”
After realizing that my University were also catering to biased teachers that
mentally damaged me, I couldn’t help but take the initiative to apply to an autoethnographic conference in the University of Auckland after telling the program Director
Brian Dempster, Dr. Shannon Gary of BERT, and my CAPSTONE teacher Ms. Aouie
Rubio, what an auto-ethnography is.24 In this way of doing things, I continue to put on
records the crimes of social injustice and this paper is merely an extension of that witness
to fulfill BERT’s goal of mitigating or preventing similar occurrence in the future should
another Pacific Islander be unjustly subjected to inhumane treatments by the same
academy sworn to protect their dignity.
Intersectionality of Self, Culture, and Academia
My success in relaying my story to expedite my educational needs via the
qualitative research methodology of auto-ethnography led to my language being
legitimized as an indigenous person, it led to my human dignity being respected as a
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human being, and led to the academy, in this case, the University of San Francisco, to
reenact the commitment it swore to uphold when it accepted me into the Masters of Asia
Pacific Studies Program. Research lives beyond the written pages once truth is given a
space to perform its merit. Decolonizing academia is a two way street that involves
disrupting the research process of the researcher and the researched.

It angers

indigenous peoples when the West seeks to claim ownership of our ways of knowing and
being, particularly our imagery, and then simultaneously reject those people who those
descriptions are about from seeking opportunities to rectify misconceptions of their
cultures and society

As Dr. Smith perfectly states in relaying this truth

It angers us when practices linked to the last century, and the centuries before
that, are still employed to deny the validity of indigenous peoples’ claim to
existence, to land and territories, to the right of self-determination, to the survival
of our languages and forms of cultural knowledge, to our natural resources and
systems for living within our environments.”27
The 21st century realities speak truth in relaying the need to decolonize our frames of
thoughts so that we may view people as equally human to avoid discourses of Othering.28
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By bringing my story to the fore using the Marshallese story telling methodology of
Jitdam Kapeel (Skillful Inquiry), I raise the question of whether social justice is slowed
down because of institutionalized discrimination that prevent indigenous peoples from
validating their own ways of knowing and being that were in existence prior to
colonization. As mentioned at the outset, the program I am enrolled in promised a safe
space yet when my professors were confronted to give me that academic space, a sense of
cognitive dissonance appeared where their white privilege was being questioned and as a
result, it questioned their legitimacy as ethical academics painting light to their white
fragility.29 It is important and not to mention very significant to give space to the
voiceless and part of that process requires one to swallow their pride and hang their
prejudice before entering the classroom especially when you are part of a racially
dominant group that benefits from the oppression of minorities. The grievances of
minority populations are extremely real and although this has caused untold anxieties in
the privileged mindset of White Americans who are losing their edge on White Privilege,
it nonetheless indicates that institutionalized discrimination that allows bias to be justified
in a University is partly to blame for giving the mistaken notion that people have agency
to practice prejudice in a classroom simply because of the Ivory Tower mentality.
In Conclusion
To Conclude, Decolonization is an ongoing process and discrimination as is with
my case, can be supported directly and indirectly through the social conditioning of the
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settler’s mentality.30 However, as indicated at the outset, this has a damaging effect on
indigenous Pacific populations and needs to be reworked to consider whether the
academy is being culturally appropriate and ethically sound in situating an indigenous
perspective that takes the ethics of cultural discernment into consideration. 31 It is
important to note that theorizing has always made us human for it validates that every
human being is entitled to think for themselves.32 The decolonization movement led by
Pacific scholars such as Dr. Nabobo Baba33, Dr. Smith34, Dr. Trask35, Dr. Konai Helu
Thaman36, and recently myself37, indicates that our movement to be seen and validated
showcases the very act of us thinking for ourselves by decolonizing the western
constructs that seek to mitigate our truths from being heard raw in its form as originally
meant when it first existed in the first place. Dr. Trask defines racism as
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A historically created system of power in which one racial/ethnic group
dominates another racial/ethnic group for the benefit of the dominating group;
economic and cultural domination as well as political power are included in the
systemic dominance of the exploiting group; a monopoly of the means of violence
is also held by those in the dominating group.38
Additionally, Dr. Trask defines the response to racism through Righteous Anger which is
“The emotional/psychological response of victims of racism/discrimination to the system
of power that dominates/exploits/oppresses them. Righteous anger is not racism; rather, it
is a defensible response to racism.”39 In this light, this auto-ethnography is a product of
righteous anger and is meant to further decolonize our frames of thoughts by recording
the bad and good deeds, allowing fair judgment to take place. This paper is merely an
additional instrument of analysis that pays reference to the slow progress of
decolonization. It paints reference to indigenous resistance to further mental
decolonization and describes the classic white privileged response to denying academic
spaces for decolonization practices to take place that are deemed beneficial and in line
with the University of San Francisco’s core values, missions, and commitments.40 In this
light, it is fervently hoped that this auto-ethnography will seek to better the University of
San Francisco as it seeks to better itself through truly living up to its motto “Change the
World From Here” by first changing the way they treat people who are culturally and
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linguistically different. My experience in encountering discrimination in 2017 and living
with it at my University in 2018 is more than likely why the University of San Francisco
jumped 100 spots down in the QS World Ranking System where it was ranked #701 in
2017 only to have their ranking drop drastically in 2018 at #801.41 By not changing the
way they do things, the University of San Francisco continues to drop down in
educational value. In this light, my auto-ethnography is concluded with this self-inquiry
to my readers asking them to tell themselves whether what they do (whether it be
conformity or resistance) is part of the solution to decolonizing academia or part of the
problem

as

to

why

resisting

decolonization

and

promoting

discrimination, both directly and indirectly, continues unabated.
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Appendix B (Figure B: Etymology of the word IaKwe)
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Appendix C (Figure C: Ethnolinguistics of the proverb Majuro Mejen Armij)
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Appendix D (Figure D: Nuclear Witnessing of REACH-MI)
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Appendix E (Figure E: Outline for MAPS CAPSTONE)
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