fer end of the line.
upset. What's the matter?” Art

azoo in the office today—long
‘forms to fill out, a barrage of
Lident after another. 'm feeling
semester panic. P'd hoped to fin-

O'TE: Thanks to our graduate students at University of
Laurel Richardson, and William Tierney for commenting on the chapter

ertz, Yvonna Lincoln,

%Q_ods Conference held in Ed
rch (Vol. 9, no. 5, Septem

yn Ellis gave a short portion of this article as a keynote a
monton, Alberta, Canada, February 1999, and published itin Qualita-

ber 1999, pp- 653-667) as «Heartful Autoethnography.”

“They’re fine,” Art replies quickly, “but Pm
not. 1 started working on our chapter for the
Handbook of Qualitative Research. The more 1
think about it, the more frustrated 1 become.”
«] thought you really wanted to do this.”
«Well, the first edition of the Handbook
did’t sufficiently highlight autoethnography
and personal narrative. So I initially thought it
would be a good opportunity to show how im-
portant it is to make the researcher’s own expe-
rience a topic of investigation in its own right.”
“Well, the timing is right now to do that,” 1
respond. “When the first edition was published a
lot of academics were trying to figure out how to
write their way out of the crisis of representa-
tion, but there weren’t many examples of au-

South Florida and to Mitch Allen, Norman

ddress at The International Advances in
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thors who made themselves and their personal

experience a central focus of their research.

Over the past § years, however, that’s changed

significantly, what with the beginning of the

Ethnographic Alternatives series, Denzin’s em-

phasis on personal writing in Interpretive Eth-

nography, Behar’s The Vulnerable Observer. . :»

“Granted, there’s been a wave of interest in
more personal, intimate, and embodied writ-
ing,” Art assents.

“So what’s the problem?”

“I think we’ve underestimated the con-
straints imposed by the genre of the handbook
chapter as a form of writing,” Art continues, ap-
parently deep in thought.

“But you’ve written many handbook chap-
ters before,” I point out. “Why is this different?”

“Because those chapters conformed to the

conventions of the handbook genre. They were
essays, not stories. But in this piece we want to
show, not just tell about autoethnography. Look
at any handbook on your shelf and what you’ll
find is that most chapters are written in
third-person, passive voice. It’s as if they ’re writ-
ten from nowhere by nobody. The conventions
militate against personal and passionate writing.
These books are filled with dry, distant, abstract,
propositional essays.”

“That’s called academic writing, darling.”
When Art doesn’t laugh, I continue in a more se-
rious tone, “But some of the authors in the first
edition of the Handbook of Qualitative Research
wrote in first person.”

“Yes, but the ‘T’ usually disappeared after the
introduction and then reappeared abruptly in
the conclusion,” Art replies.

“And the ‘T’ usually was a ‘we,’ and an ambig-
uous ‘we’ at best, which sometimes referred to
the authors as writers of the chapters and some-
times included all of us, whoever we might be,” I
add.

“And the authors almost never became char-
acters in the stories they wrote . . .”

“They couldn’t,” [ interrupt, now immersed
in the conversation, “because their chapters
weren’t really stories. They included little in the
way of dialogue, dramatic tension, or plotline,
for that matter.”

and sources, a sense of history,
others can use as justifications
work.”

and argui
for their

“I don’t question that they serve an imp
tant purpose. Hundreds of students have
inspired to do qualitative research by the-
edition of the Handbook of Qualitative R,
search, for example.”

“That’s true, and we can’t criticize han’db';)

writers for failing to do what they’re not aske
to do.” :

“But we can ask why authors aren’t enco
aged to write academic articles in the first pe
son, “ Art retorts. “Why should we take it for
granted that an author’s personal feelings and
thoughts should be omitted in a handbook chap-
ter? After all, who is the person collecting the ev-
idence, drawing the inferences, and reaching the
conclusions? By not insisting on some sort of
personal accountability, our academic publica-
tions reinforce the third-person, passive voice as
the standard, which gives more weight to ab-
stract and categorical knowledge than to the di-
rect testimony of personal narrative and the
first-person voice. It doesn’t even occur to most
authors that writing in the first person is an op-
tion. They’ve been shaped by the prevailing
norms of scholarly discourse within which they
operate. Once the anonymous essay became the

norm, then the personal, autobiographical story
became a delinquent form of expression.”

Just as I'm beginning to doubt that we can do
this project, Art says, “This morning I wrote out
some of my concerns in conventional social sci-
ence prose. Maybe this will give us a place to
start. If you have a minute, I’d like to read it to
you.”

Relieved, I say, “Sure, go ahead.” I glance to-
ward the large stack of term papers. They’ll have
to wait.

Art reads:

Like most social scientists educated in the
1960s and 1970s, I was socialized into the legacy
of empiricism. 1 developed an appetite for

generalizable abstractions and unified knowl-

I
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edge. The first social science bandbooks were
published when I was in graduate school, and
they fed this hunger for received knowledge. My
professors pressed the point that scientific
knowledge is cumulative and linear, so every
once ina while scholars have to step back and as-
sess the state of the field. Ironically, these assess-
ments sometimes Were referred to as
“state-of-the-art” essays (an art that was sup-
posedly science).- That’s what a handbook
did—it gave an objective, neutral read on the ev-
idence. The authors were the experts, but they
wrote as if they were anonymous. Because it
wasn’t important who gathered the evidence or
who judged and weighed it, bandbook writers
followed the conventions of using a passive
voice that erases subjectivity and personal ac-
countability. ‘
After I earned my Ph.D., I became increas-
ingly circumspect about the possibilities and
limitations of the human sciences. In the
mid-1970s, one of my colleagues, who was
teaching a graduate seminar on “the rhetoric of
science,” suggested that I study the growing lit-
erature on “the crisis of confidence” in social sci-
ence. 1 began by reading Kubn (1962), who
showed that the building-block model of science
lacked foundations; then Rorty (1982),
Toulmin (1969), and other philosophers who il-
lustrated how the “facts” scientists see are inex-
tricably connected to the vocabulary they use to
express or represent them; Lyotard (1984) de-
bunked the belief in a unified totality of knowl-
edge, questioning whether master narratives
were either possible or desirable; poststruc-
tyralist and deconstructionist writers, such as
Barthes (1977), Derrida (1978, 1981), and
Foucault (1970), effectively obliterated the
modernist conception of the author, altering
bow we understand the connections among au-
.thor, text, and readers; under the influence of
Bakbtin (1981), the interpretive space available
to the reader was broadened, encouraging multi-
ple perspectives, unsettled meanings, plural
voices, and local and illegitimate knowledges
that transgress against the claims of a unitary
body of theory; feminist critical theorists such as
Clough (1994), Harding (1991), Hartsock

(1983), and Smith (1990, 1992) promoted the
unique and marginalized standpoints and partic-
ularities of women; and standpoint bound-
ary-crossing textualists such as Trinh (1989,
1992), Anzaldda (1987), and Behar (1993, 1996)
opened our eyes and ears to the necessity of expos-
ing how the complex contingencies of race, class,
sexuality, disability, and ethnicity are woven into
the fabric of concrete, personal lived experiences,
championing the cause of reflexive, experimental,
autobiographical, and vulnerable texts.
In the wake of these developments, I doubt
whether a handbook chapter can help guide the
work of those who have turned toward
autoethnography and personal narrative if it
bolds to the voice and authority of a form of writ-
ing that this work seeks to tratisgress. How belpful
would it be to list references, define terms, ab-
stract from and critique exemplars, formulate cri-
teria for evaluation, or theorize the perspective of
the “I,” so readers can make our knowledge
theirs? No, we need a form that will allow readers
to feel the moral dilemmas, think with our story
instead of about it, join actively in the decision
points that define an autoethnographic project,
and consider how their own lives can be made a
story worth telling.

When Art stops reading, I say, “Well, that’s
clever. Although you started with the ‘I, you
quickly fell into using the handbook genre to ar-
gue against writing in the handbook genre.” I
can’t stop laughing. “Reminds me of how so
many of our texts argue in postmodern abstract
jargon for greater accessibility and experimental
forms.” .

“See how powerful the conventions are?” Art
agrees, now chuckling as well. Then he adds
more seriously, “Let’s just write to Norman and
Yvonna and bow out. Think of the time we could
spend on the beach instead. Get some immediate
gratification for a change.”

“I¢'s tempting, especially given how we’ve
been feeling lately that our life is too dominated
by our work—but no way. Not after P've already
agonized over writing the section on ‘what is

autoethnography?” You know how I resist doing
this kind of writing. At the same time, [ know it’s
important,” Ireply, as1 hear a knock at my door.




“I don’t think I’ll be satisfied, nor will you,
unless we find a way to transgress the conven-
tions. What if we were to create a story that
would work within the handbook genre but
also outside it, showing what we do as we tell
about it? That could be fun,” Art suggests play-
fully.

“How delightfully paradoxical,” I add in a
mischievous tone. “But we’d have to be careful
not to give the impression that we’re being
oppositional and advocating that everyone
should write the way we do,” I warn, expressing
something we hear often and try hard to dispel.
Then I get back into the irony of Art’s idea.
“Won’t our critics love it—you know, the ones
who already accuse us of being irreverent,
self-absorbed, sentimental, and romantic?”

Before Art can answer, I tell him [ have to go.
“Someone’s at the door. Bye—Come in,” I say in
one breath, in response to the third knock.

& Introduction to
Autoethnography

A woman in her mid-40s opens the door and
hesitates in the entryway. A large-brimmed,
floppy straw hat covered with purple bangles
hides her face. A matching scarf hangs loosely
around her neck. “Professor Ellis?” I nod. “My
name is Sylvia Smith. 'm a Ph.D. student in the
Psychology Department. I’'m planning to do my
dissertation on breast cancer, and your name
was given to me as a social scientist interested in
research on illness. I'd like you to be on my dis-
sertation committee. Three members of my
committee are from the Psychology Department
and the fourth is a research oncologist.”

“Hold it,” I say, my hands extended in front
of me to slow down her monologue. “Back up.
Have a seat and let’s talk about your project.”

Sylvia removes her scarf and hat with a
sweeping crisscross motion of both hands and
continues speaking as rapidly as before. “I want
to interview breast cancer survivors to under-
stand how they’re adjusting after cancer. I hope
to combine qualitative and quantitative ap-

/36  METHODS OF COLLECTING AND ANALYZING EMPIRICAL MATERIALS

proaches.

Send out 2 survey and then
interview . . . oh, maybe 30 women and inclﬁdé ;
African Americans and lesbians, older and
young women, professional and working-
women. That way I can generalize . . .»

“How’d you get interested in this topic?”
terrupt.

class

Iin-

“Well, uh,” she says, now stowing down and .
looking at me quizzically, “Pve had breast can-
cer.” Then, going back to her rapid-fire, asser-
tive style, “But [ won’t let that bias my research. .

—->rarch

You can count on that.”
ot c4an co

' “g@ll,” I say, and she immedi-
tﬂ}iis;sg_m;sa,dewncas&defeatcd\m_sture, be-

ore I add, “as you should.”

“What do you mean?” she asks, looking
straight at me with penetrating eyes. “I thoughtI
had to keep my personal experience out of my
research. If I want my study to be valid, I can’t

mention to my participants that I've had cancer,
can [?”

“Hold that question,” I say again, and move
my chair closer to hers. “Would you be willing to
tell me a little about your breast cancer first? It’ll
help me understand more about your academic
interest in the topic. Are you okay talking about
your own experience?”

“Of course,” she responds, “but I didn’t think
anybody at the university would be interested in
my personal experience.” She breathes deeply
and slowly begins her story about the lump she
discovered 7 years before, her mastectomy, and
follow-up chemotherapy. Then, “And it’s had a
big impact on my family, especially my relation-
ship with my daughter, and how I see my-
self . . .,” she says, her voice trailing off.

“How has it impacted your relati(wi_p,w_ith

your daughter?” I ask quietly.

“She has to worry about getting cancer as
well now. You know, the genetic link, and we
seem to have trouble talking openly about the
risks and about our feelings.”

Sylvia continues to talk about her daughter,
and’after a while, Task, “And your-self-image?”

“I could write a book aboiit ‘that;>she says,
shaking her head back and forth. “You know, I'm
a therapist. [ thought I could deal with it all. But
it’s hard to feel like a whole person. I don’t mean
because I lost a breast. Good riddance, I say to

that. Th
breast 1t
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keep g
story i
would
talks, I
glide r
can’t il
feel in
feel “g
thoug
grew |
difficl
The t
ke
.t
tured
ked v
from
short
ing |
scarf
“pas

S

coul
nual
mot
truc

gue
she

my
Syl

f
{
i
b




Autoethnography, Personal Narrative,

that. They were always too big anyway. 1 had

breast reduction on the other one when I had

reconstruction. It’s just . . . well . . . my life has

changed so drastically, except the day-to-day,
well actually that’s not all that different...”

She becomes animated as she tells her story.

Sensing that she is comfortable and desires to
keep going, 1 continue asking questions. Her
story inspires thoughts about myself. How
would I feel if I had a breast removed? As she
talks, I glance at her small breasts, then casually
glide my hands across my own large ones. I
can’t imagine their not being there. Wouldn't 1
feel incomplete, desexualized? Did she really
feel “good riddance” or is that a cover?

«___ And the hair,” L hear her say through my
“Just look at my fuzz. It never really
Shaving it was the most
ing I've ever done.”

thoughts.
grew back like before.
difficult yet exhilarating th
The thin, inch-long brown and gray strands
don’t move as she casually tosses her head from
side to side. My fingers reach for my fine-tex-
tured, shoulder-length brown hair—Td feel na-
ked without it. [ even resist pulling my hair back
from my face. I wonder why she cuts hers so
short now, as if she’s drawing attention to hav-
ing had cancer. But what about the hat and
scarf? Does she use them in
“pass”? 1 wonder.
Sylvia and 1
could happen to
nual mammogram.
« ., .Pd had a
month
trudes into my thoughts.
But I do self-examinations every mon

gue back from inside my head.

“1 found it during my monthly self-exam,”
shaking the false predictability of

my world. I listen intently, understanding that

she continues,

Sylvia has a lot to teach me.

“Anyway, 'm inter
experience,” she says,
know, how it compares t0 min
something I've admitted before,
part, | mean.”

I nod. What do 1
n another student off the science mo

weal
deal with a science-orien

case she wants to

are about the same age. This
me. No, it couldn’t. I getan an-

mammogram just a few
s before I found the lump,” her voice in-

th,lar-

ested in other women’s

adding hesitantly, “you
e. That’s not
the personal

do now? I don’t want to

del and
ted committee. And
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I’m wary of getting involved in another stug
that simplifies, categorizes, slices and dices the
illness process. But Sylvia is a therapist and forth-]
coming about her feelings and what happened t
her. Maybe her study could explore the feelings
associated with breast cancer and be useful for
other women. The pain on Sylvia’s face, in spit
of the casualness of her words, also makes me
think that this study might be a useful explora-

nd L know it couldbea valuable ex-
gettin

A iE—

tion for her. A
perience for me as well. But what am I
into?
“Do you have any idea what I do?” T ask.
“Just that you study illness and do qualitative
Nobody does qualitative research in my

work.
tative course in

department. But I've taken a quali
education and I think could get my committee

to accept grounded theory for my dissertation re-

search.”
«[ don’t use grounded theory much any-

more,” | say. “Most of what I do is autoethnog-
raphy.”

«What's that?” she asks, writing the word

_utoethn&graphy‘ n her notepad as she looks at

me.
«f start with my personal life. I pay attention
and emotions. 1]
cmOoton>:

T A T
to my physical feelings, thoug ts,
se what I call systematic sociological introspcc-!
¥

use what I call systemalic 300 ——e—————"—
erstandan’ +—~ 7

tion and emotional recall to try to understand an
ton and - T ! l .
experience I've lived through. Then I write my. 2{
By exploring a particular}

a way of life, as|

(/'

CXpe
experience as a story..
life, 1 hope to understand
Reed-Danahay says.”

“Who?” she asks, pen poised in the

«Reed-Danahay, an anthropologist who
wrote a book on autoethnography.”

«How do I get a copy?”

«Don’t worry about thatyet. There’s plenty of
time to read about autoethnography. I want you
to experience autoethnography first.”

I ignore Sylvia's confused look, as 1 dig
through my file cabinet. «Sg if ] understand you

correctl thigMexpericnce to I‘; :
generalize to 2 larger group Of culture,” Sylvia | [) ‘”/
speaks to my back. /

“Yes, but that’s not all. The goal is also to enter

and document the moment-to-moment, concrete \

air.

- ortant_way of

—_—— PO o —
details of a life. That's an_important way Ol

knowing as well.
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“So, you just write about your life? That doesn’
sound too difficult,” Sylvia says casually.

I turn around, stare at her for a moment, as
though I'll get a sign as to whether I should pro-
mote autoethnography to Sylvia. When no sign
is forthcoming, I say, “Oh, it’s amazingly diffi-
cult. It’s certainly not something that most peo-

i Ple can do well. Most social scientists don’t write
well enough to carry it off, Or they’re y’re not suffi-
Ciently introspective about their feelings or mo-
-lently introspect:

tives, or the contradictions they experience.
Ironically, many aren’t observant enough of the
world around them. The self-questioning auto-
ethnography demands is extremely difficult. So
is confronting things about yourself that are |ess
than flattering. Believe me, honest autoethno-
graphic exploration generates a lot of fears and
doubts—and emotional pain. Just when you
think you can’t stand the pain anymore, well,
that’s when the real work has only begun. Then
there’s the vulnerability of _r_cv_ealjng_h)gq%glf,ﬁ

St I S N .
not being able to_take back < what you’ve written

or having any control over how readers interpret
i't.‘I\t’_sMHé}amde?m_your life is being critiqued
as well as your work. It can be humiliating. And
the ethical issues,” I'warn, “jWou’re
writing about family members and loved ones
't of your story.” ‘
Sylvia holds on to her chair, her eyes wide. I
smile and let out the breath 've been holding.
“Im sorry. I get really passionate about all this,”

I'say more gently. “Of course, there are rewardy
too—fog___g_x_gm% you come to understand
yburself__ir_q‘f_derep_eg_vyygys. And with understand-
;ing__yo _r_sglf,__@wszﬂmMs-
nnography provides an avenue for doing
| something_meaningful for yourself and the

———

Uworld. ..”

“Ah, here they are,” 1 interrupt myself as I
pull two stapled papers from my autoethnog-
raphy file. “The one on top is ‘Survivors,’ a pa-
per I wrote about my brother’s death. The other
one’s a chapter from Butler and Rosenblum’s
book Cancer in Tiwo Voices, a co-constructed
narrative about a woman with breast cancer and
her lesbian lover who takes care of her.”

“Co-constructed?”

“We'll talk about that later, For now, just see
how you respond to these stories, I think that af-

ter you’ve read them, what p
be clearer, 1f you’'re still interested th
a note and I’ll maj] you some othe;

“One more thing,” | add, pointj
labi on my desk.

[ have just writ
Denzin and Lin

“I'l want to me

ad the assignm
classes on ‘illness Narratives’ apd

ing emotion,’ Also, I want you to
Bochner, my coauthor, who teac

Autoethm

smile for a brief moment, untif |
minimum requirements if 'm-go
your committee,”
Autoethnograp
of writing and
ayers of consci
ioy th@@
raphers gaze,
widé-&@
culyﬁtil_lﬁi?fﬁi
I'shrug my shoulders as stand.and ppEnhE A NNE /o1, 1) )'
door. My exuberance, the waming Self_ tht_lf 3. Ot
quirements—any of these could, s¢ fract, a_ni__’:ej
Oh, well, better if it happens now Deck, 1990; 1
pecting this will be the last [ see 1997). As they
I've given her an easy way out. § ward and outu
scarf around her neck, throws he I songl_gﬂd_ﬂ_‘l
the papers I've given her into her lag; beyond distin
says good-bye, and quickly scurrie first-person v
Two days later, I arrive at schoo pear in a varte
faxed message from Sylvia. fiction, @VEL'
says, journals
and social sc
crete action,
spirituality, a
appearing as
affected by
ture, which
vealed throt
language.
Theterm
lation for at
pologist Ka
Dani’s own
ethnograph:
credite s
limite 2
thropologis

Dear Professor Ellis: :
This is some of the most powerful ¢
ever read, I identified with your gri
. your brother so suddenly. You re
how I felt when I found out I bad
Butler and Rosenblum. I recall exp.
kind of turmoil, confusion, and m
This work violates everything Ive..
about social science research, but
nated and want to know more. Wi
some materials to belp clarify th »
bractices of autoethnography? May,
kind of a literature review would suffi
you're at it, do you mind including -
autoethnographies?

I smile and pull out articles from
autoethnography file. Jago, Kiesinger;:Ko




Ronai, Tillmann-Healy—that ought to do
jt—and a section on defining autoethnography
I have just written as part of a chapter for
Denzin and Lincoln’s second edition of the
Handbook of Qualitative Research. 1 pause t0
read the draft, which is titled “What Is
Autoethnography?”

o What Is
Autoethnography?

S

Autoethnography is an autobiographical genrej
of writing and research that displays multiple

R D Py e ey g
layers of consciousness, conneciing the personal

to the Culfaral, Back_and_forth_autoethnog U
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the researcher is a full insider by virtue of being
yative,” acquiring an intimate familiarity with
the group, or achieving full membership in the
group being studied (p. 100).

Like many terms used by social scientists, the
meanings and applications of autoethnography
have evolved in a manner that makes precise defi-
nition and application difficult. It seems appro-
priate now to include under the broad rubric of
autoethnography those studies that have been re-
ferred to by other similarly situated terms, such as
personal narratives (Personal Narratives Group,
1989), narratives of the self (Richardson, 1 994b),
personal experience narratives (Denzin, 1989),
self-stories (Denzin, 1989), first-person accounts
(Ellis, 1998a), personal essays (Krieger, 1991),
ethnographic short stories (Ellis, 1995d), writ-

Lo ing-stories (Richardson, 1997); complete-mem-

2

raphers gaze, first through an ethnographi = ber research (Adler & Adler, 1987), auto-observa-

vide-agle Tens, focising owtiurd or Socialan

culural aspects of their personal experiencs

then, they look inward, exposing a vulnerabl
_they ook mware, =277 o -

self ?WEE@QR&-QX@MHmMg@ re

fraét, and resist cultural interpretations (se
Deck, 1990; Neuman, 1996; Reed-Danabay,

1997). As they zoom baclm_qﬁ@rwarq,in-
ward.and outward, distinctions between thepexs
sonWﬁUﬂLwame_hlumd,_iﬂm&ﬁm‘s
beyond distinct recognition. Usually written in
first-person voice, autoethnographic texts ap-
pear in a variety of forms—skort stories, ROEry;
fictioy, Quéf, photographic essays, personal es-
says, journals; @r’nenggd/hnd layered writing,
and social science prose. In these texts, con-
crete action, dialogue, emotion, embodiment,
spirituality, and self-consciousness are featured,
appearing as relational and institutional stories
affected by bistory, social structure, and cul-
ture, which themselves are dialectically re-
vealed through action, feeling, thought, and
language.

Theterm autoethnography has been in circu-
lation for at least two decades. Although anthro-
pologist Karl Heider referred in 1975 t0 the
Dani’s own account of what people do as auto-
ethnography, David Hayano (1979) usually is
credited as the originator of the term. Hayano
limited the term to cultural-level studies by an-
thropologists of their “own people,” in which

tion (Adler & Adler, 1994), opportunistic research
(Riemer, 1977), personal ethnography (Crawford,
1996), literary tales (Van Maanen, 1 988), lived
experience (Van Maanen, 1990), critical autobi-
ography (Church, 1995), self-ethnography (Van
Maanen, 1995), radical empiricism (Jackson,
1989), socioautobiography (Zola, 1982), auto-
pathography (Hawkins, 1993), evocative narra-
tives (Bochner, Ellis, ¢ Tillmann-Healy, 1997),
personal writing (DeVault, 1997), reflexive eth-
nography (Ellis ¢ Bochner, 1996a), confessional

. tales (Van Maanen, 1988), ethnographic memoir

(Tedlock, 1991), ethnobiography (Lejeune, 1989),
autobiology (Payne, 1996), collaborative autobi-
ography (Goldman, 1993), ethnographic auto-
biography (Brandes, 1982), emotionalism (Gub-
rium ¢ Holstein, 1997), experiential texts
(Denzin, 1997), narrative ethnography (Abu-
Lughod, 1993), autobiographical ethnography
(Reed-Danahay, 1997), ethnographic poetics
(Marcus & Fischer, 1986), native ethnography
(Ohnuki-Tierney, 1984), indigenous ethnography
(Gonzalez & Krizek, 1994), and ethnic autobiog-

raphy (Reed-Danahay, 1997). Nevertheless, so- -

cial scientists often discuss autoethnography as a
subtype of some other forms, such as impression-
istic accounts (Van Maanen, 1988), narrative eth-
nography (Tedlock, 1991), interpretive biography
(Denzin, 1989), new or experimental ethnogra-
phy (Ellis & Bochner, 1996b), sociopoetics (Ellis




& Bochner, 1 996a), or
(Biler, 1986).

Various methodological strategies have been
developed in connection with autoethnographic
projects, although they may be applied
forms of qualitative research, as well. These in-
clude systematic sociological ntrospection
(Ellis, 1991b), biographical method (Denzin,
1989), personal experience methods (Clandinin
& Connelly, 1994), feminist methods (Reinharz,
1992), experiential analysis (Reinharz, 1979),
narrative inquiry (Bochner, 1994), conscioys-
ness-raising methods (Hollway, 1989), co-con-

structed narrative (Bochner ¢ Ellis, 1992), and
interactive interviewing (Ellis, Kiesinger, o
Tillmann-Healy, 1 997). In some disciplines,
terms endemic to a particular field have evolved,
such as in sociology, personal sociology (Higgins
& Jobnson, 1988), autobiographical sociology
(Friedman, 1990), sociological autobiography
(Merton, 1972/1 988),  private sociology
(Shostak, 1996), and emotional sociology (Ellis,
1991a); in anthropology, anthropological auzo-
biography (Brandes, 1982), native anthropology
(Narayan, 1993), indigenous anthropology
(Tedlock, 1991), autoanthropology (Strathern,
1987), self-conscious anthropology (Coben,
1992), anthropology of the self (Kondo, 1990,
anthropology at home (Jackson, 1987), antbro-
pological poetics (Brady, 1991), and auro-
ethnology (Lejeune, 1989); and in communica-
tion, thetorical autoethnography (French, 1998),
performance autobiography (Miller ¢ Taylor,
1997), and autoethnographic performance (Park-
iFuller, 1998). Increasingly, however, autoet)-
nography bas becmdfal_}gjgiéf_ﬁéf choice in de-
scrt:E?hEEiiidiek""k—fig 5&9@44(@5 that connect the
personal to the cultural, frequently appearing in
titles of biooks veses, sections o books, articles,

‘ special issues of journals, and book series (for ex-
ample, Clough, 1997; Deck, 1990; Ellis, 1997,
1998a; Ellis ¢ Bochner, 19964; Gravel, 1997,
Herndon, 1993; Lionnet, 1989; Pratt, 1994;
Reed-Danahay, 1 997; Totter, 1992).

Autoethnographers vary in their emphasis on

the research process (graphy), on culture (eth-
nos), and on self (auto) (see Reed-Danahay,
1997, p. 2). Different exemplars of autoeth-
nography fall at different blaces along the contin-

postmodern ethnography

to other
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uum of each of these three axes,
agree on the boundaries of each
the precise definitions of the
ethnography. Indeed, many ywr;
and forth among terms and m
the same articles, Recognizing ¢
will mention, for beuristic purpo
used expressions that provide
range of approaches associated
nography,

cated starting
ence (e.g., Sm
lesser extent,

sonal experie:
search by sta
selves, explai
the project, 0
belp them in
ples, see Jone:
mary of refle

Researchers dis-
category and oy
types of auto-
ters move back
eanings even in
his limitation,
Ses, a few widely
a sense of the
with autoerh.

N — e ‘o
Although gfeﬂexive ethnogrgpbje_s' primarily - § pp- 258-263)
P T kson (1
focus on a culture ors ubculture, authors use their - Jackso
own exp\e_rieinces\zy L})_g_culturg_tgﬂEx[ye[y to b;nd ’_Z‘] cism to ref er
bac  on self and look more deej;zy a?éaz%, nogmpherjs_'
interactions. In native ethnographies, research: - other particif

ers who are natives of cultures that haye been

marginalized or exoticized b others write about

and_interpret. their own_cultures for others,
texts by “complete-meniber researchers,” re-
searchers explore groups of which they already

studied. Refl
all their sens
ing, and then
to learn abo:

son, 1989;
are members or in which, during the research pro- 1986). ;’.‘
cess, they have become full members wih com- of the ruie ¢
plete identification and acceptance. In personal other (Kulic_k
narratives, social scientists tahe on the dual 1996).
identities of academic and personal selves to tell In summ,
autobiographical srories about some aspect of tracing its b
their experience in daily life. In literary auto- distinguishes
ethnograpbies, an author’s primary identifica- (also called .
tionisasan autobiographical writer rather than a 1988), in wh

social scientist, and the text focuses as much on cus of the si

examining q self autobiographically as on inter-
preting a culture for a nonnative

De_ck, 1990).
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went on_in b
yent

audience (see narrative el

pher’s expei

In_rgﬂexiu%big;,,___{lzg_ researcher’s ethnographi

bersonal experience becomes impor_t@- and the emi

ilywa@_fli”ﬁﬂmleﬂhacultu@l{m logue or ent
Reflexive ethnographies range along a contin- members o

uum from starting research from one’s own expe- ethnographi

rience to ethnographies where the researcher’s ex- the _ Dersone

berience is actually studied along with other
barticipants, to confessional tales where the re-
searcher’s experiences of doing the study become
the focus of investigation. '

Mq!i!’%:}"
many ethne

fessional tai

o sém

Feminism has contributed significantly to le- Dumont, 1!
gitimating the autobiographical voice associated some wrote
with reflexive ethnography (for example, Behar,... losing ~ de
1996; Behar & Gordon, 1995; Krieger, 1991, - Thede. 3p

1996; Personal Narratives Group, 1989; Rich-

: is connecte
ardson, 1997). Many feminist writers bave advo-

shift in the
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pant observation 10 the “observation of
participation” and to an emphasis on the process
of writing. This shift was inspired by the
epistemological doubt associated with the crisis of
representation and the changing composition of
those who become ethnographers, with more
women, lower-class, ethnic and racial groups, and
Third and Fourth World scholars now represented

(Bochner & Ellis, 1999).
This changing composition also is associated

research from one’s own experi-
979). Thus, to a greater 07
bers incorporate their per-
standpoints in their re-

search by starting with a story about them-
selves, explaining their personal connection to
the project, or by using personal knowledge to
help them in the research process (for exam-
ples, see Jones, 1998; Linden, 1992; for a sum-

mary of reflexive studies, see Reinharz, 1992,
with concerns about power and praxis and with

pp. 25 8-263).
Jackson (198 9) uses the term radical empiri-  1ore ethnographers writing about their own peo-
cism to refer to a process that includes the eth- ple. &ﬂtiﬁé"&"ﬁﬁé@, for example, is written
nographer’s experiences and interaction with by researchers from the Third and Fourth Worlds
other participants as vital parts of what is being W@?ﬂdféaloniaﬁsm or economic
studied. Reflexive ethnographers ideally use subordination, including ~ subjugation__ by
all their senses, their bodies, movement, feel- "éWW@EﬁyEMM
ing, and their whole being—they use the “self” ?Eéfr_ﬂﬁz; Now as bicultural insidersloutsiders,
their own cultural

1o learn about the other (Cohen, 1992; Jack- 7ative ethnographers construct
son, 1989; Okely, ocusing on their own autobiogra-

1992; Turner ¢ Bruner, _stories (oftenf
1986). Particularly controversial is the notion ple, see Kinkaid, 1988; Rodriguez,

phies; for exam
of the role of sexuality in learning about the tions about the interpre-

1983), raise serious ques
other (Kulick & Willson, 1995; Lewin ¢ Leap, tations of others who write about them, and use
1996). oblematize the dis-
xive ethnography and

their dual positionality to pr
In summarizing refle d observed, insider

tinction between observer an
its history thoroughly, Tedlock (1991) and outsider (see, for example, Motzafi-Haller,
n ethnographic memoir 1997;

distinguishes betwee Trinh, 1989; for more detailed discussions,
[ tales by Van Maanen, see Neumann,

(also called confessiona 1996; Reed-Danahay, 1997;

1988), Wﬁefﬁf_g&?_p@ﬁ wf;o—iiﬁlgﬁ)- Tedlock, 1991).

cus of the story, tells a pers__(_?-_r_la‘lmég‘lg_ of what «Complete-member. researchers’is a term

wmg@@.i@@&sgﬂ:h, and  coined by Adler and Adler (1987) to refer to re-
' by ) searchers who_are lly committed 10 and_im-

narrative ethnography, where the ethnogra- s

pher’s experiences are incorporated into the  mersed in the groups/t_h/ey_s,tjﬁiy. During the re-

ethnographic description and analysis of others c vert” researcher identifies
2searcher 1CeV =

cated starting
ence (e.g- Smith, 1
lesser extent, researc
sonal experiences and

tracing

searchm% “co
with the group and “becomes the phenomenor ”

and the emphasis is on the “ethnographic dia-  with 17¢ ELHE = “b
logue or encounter » between the. n?ir_@grjzﬁd (Mehan & Wood, 1975) l_)M. For exam-
rrie"i(_;e/rsg‘,th_eg@ be_zrigstudiqi (p- 78). The ple, Jules-Rosette (1975) became a baptized true

otec believer in the African Apostolic church she stud-

ethnographic memoir is rooted historically in
the pe sonal diaries and journals kept by ied. The “opportunistic” researcher (Riemer,
Mq!_i_r_tQ%.’:}i (1967). Standing _Qg;jz_is_il'lgulders, 1977; sometimes called an indigenots researcher
many et mographers t who ]_‘o_l!giuﬂzg\tggn— in anthropology—see Tedlock, 1991) studies set-
fessional tales ';zﬂllqﬁt__th_e_ir r_g;_e_@n volumes  tings of which he ot she is already amember (such
separate _flc)_rp_j_/_'g_gt:__r__fgs_egicb ) documents (eg., as Hayano’s 1982 study of poker or Krieger’s
Dumont, 1976, 1978; Rabinow, 1975, 1977); 1983 study of a lesbian community).
some wrote under pen names in order to avoid In contrast to complete-member research,
losing academic credibility (e.g., Bowet, 1954).  where the emphasis is on the research process and
The development of this kind of reflexive writing  the group being studied, social scientists recently
is connected, according to Tedlock (1991), to @ have begun to view themselves as the phenome-
shift in the 1970s from an emphasis on partici-  non and to write evocative personal narratives
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specifically focused on their academic as well as
their personal lives. Their primary purpose is to
understand a self or some aspect of a life lived ina
cultural context. In personal narrative texts, au-
thors become “I,” readers become “you,” sub-
jects become “us.” Participants are encouraged to
participate in a personal relationship with the
authorresearcher, to be treated as coresearchers,
to share authority, and to author their own lives
in their own voices. Readers, too, take a more ac-
tive role as they are invited into the author’s
world, evoked to a feeling level about the events
being described, and stimulated to use what they
learn there to reflect on, understand, and cope
with their own lives. The goal is to write mean-
ingfully and evocatively about topics that matter
and may make a difference, to include sensory
and emotional experience (Shelton, 1995), and
to write from an ethic of care and concern

(Denzin, 1997; Noddings, 1984; Richardson,

1997).
Literary and cultural critics, Often join social
scienti in—employinig the term autoethnog-

raphy in reference to autobiographies that
self-consciously explore the interplay of the in-
trospective, personally engaged self with cultural
descriptions mediated through language, history,
and ethnographic explanation (see Deck, 1990;
Lionnet, 1989; Pratt, 1994). For example,
Lionnet (1989) and Deck (1990) both label and
explore Hurston’s (1942/1991) memoirs as
autoethnography, in which the traditional histor-
ical frame and specific dates and events associ-
ated with autobiography are minimized and the
attempt to demonstrate the lived expetrience and
humanity of authors and their peoples to outside
audiences is maximized. As Hurston (1942/
1991) explains about the folk songs she gathered
in her own research, “The words do not count. . ..
The tune is the unity of the thing” (p. 144). Deck
compares literary autoethnographies to self-re-
flexive fieldwork accounts, such as Shostak’s
Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung Woman
(1981) and Crapanzano’s Tuhami: Portrait of a
Moroccan (1980), in which the authors ground
themselves in their field experiences, reference
other social scientists who serve to validate the
characters in their stories, keep the autobiograph-
ical components mainly in the introductions and

epilogues, and focus personal revelations directly
on the fieldwork at hand rather than on their oy
personal development.

Social scientists also write literary and poetic
ethnography. Dan Rose (1991), for example, dis-
tinguishes between bis own personal poetry,
which is not connected to his anthropology, and
the poetry of other anthropologists such as Stan-
ley Diamond (1982), which focuses on the
ethnographic experience of anthropologisis—as
observers. Many anthropologistss—such-as Ed-
ward Sapir and Ruth Benedict, bave published re-
alist ethnography in mainstream anthropology
journals and personal poetry in literary outlets
(Bruner, 1993). Now Anthropology and Hu-
manism publishes fiction and poetry by anthro-
pologists. In sociology, Laurel Richardson, for ex-
ample, has published essays in literary (1995 )
and social science journals (1996) and poetry as
ethnography (1994a).

Autoethnography, native ethnography, self-
ethnography, memoir, autobiography, even fic-
tion, have become blurred genres. In many cases,
whether a social science work is called an
autoethnography or an ethnography depends on
the claims made by those who write and those
who write about the work. Whether a work is
called fiction or fact, autoethnography or mem-
oir, is connected to writing practices—social sci-
ence autoethnograpbies usually contain citations
10 other academics and use an academic, disci-
plinary vocabulary; publishing practices—who
publishes the book, how it is promoted (for ex-
ample, the field identified on the outside cover)
and labeled (ISBN number), and who the tar-
geted audience is; and reviewing practices—who
endorses it, who reviews it, and who writes about
it. Literary critics treat some autobiographies as
autoethnographies and not others; Hurston, who
sees berself as essayist, anthropologist, and fic-
tion writer (Lionnet, 1989), provides a good ex-
ample of the messiness and overlap. Mainstream
social science tends to classify autoethnographies
(for example, Ellis, 1995b) and life histories
about academic careers (for example, Berger,
1990; Goetting & Fenstermaker, 1995; Riley,
1988) into the genre of memoir or autobiography
(see Zussman, 1996). Perhaps the loose applica-
tion of the term autoethnography only signifies a
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greater tolerance now for the diverse goals of
ethnography and a better understanding of the
fallibility and indeterminacy of language and
concepts.

Smiling at the social science prose, I place
the copy of the Handbook draft in the package
with the stories I’m sending Sylvia. [ try to imag-
ine how she will take it in.

A week later, Sylvia again appears at my
door. “Okay, I read everything you sent me.
Wow, those personal narratives just blew me
away. Your autoethnography piece was interest-
ing, but hard to get through. It’ll be more help-
ful later, I'm sure,” she reassures, then contin-
ues quickly, “but now I'm very confused.”

“Listen, I only have 5 minutes,” I say. “I'm
going to a department colloquium.”

“Oh, ’'m sorry. Pll come back another time,”
Sylvia responds, retreating through the door-
way.

“No, wait. What confuses you?” L ask.

“Well, in my methods classes I was taught
that I had to protect against my own biases in-
terfering with my observations and that my re-
search should produce general knowledge and
theory. But the articles you gave me empha-
size concrete expressions over abstractions. So,
I’m confused about what my objectives would
be if 1 do an autoethnography. Why would oth-
ers be interested? How could I prove that what
I have to say about my experience is true?
Autoethnography isn’t really social science, is

ie?”

“Your timing is perfect. Come with me,” I
say, grabbing my keys and walking down the
hall. “I want you to hear somebody.”

We enter a crowded room where a talk is
about to begin. “That’s Art, my partner, the
good-looking guy sitting at the table,” I whisper
to Sylvia, as we take seats in the back.

“Welcome to another session of our Interdis-
ciplinary Colloquium Series on Interpretive Re-
search in the Social Sciences,” says Jim Spiro, a
departmental colleague who organizes the
talks. “Today’s speaker is Art Bochner, who
teaches a Ph.D. seminar on ‘narrative inquiry.” ”

“We have these talks every week,” I whisper
to Sylvia. “They’re pretty informal.”

“Art will present his remarks for about 15
minutes and then turn to questions from the audi-
ence,” Jim announces. “I've asked him to talk
about what some writers have called ‘the narra-
tive turn in the human sciences’ and to focus spe-
cifically on personal narratives. His talk is enti-
tled “Why Personal Narrative Matters.” Please
welcome Art Bochner.”

Art stands with his right foot hooked behind
his left leg, runs his fingers through his hair, and
begins.

& Why Personal
Narrative Matters

It’s my pleasure to be here today and to have this
opportunity to speak on a topic about which I feel
so passionately. As many of you know, I was edu-
cated as a traditional empiricist and spent most of
the first decade of my academic life plying the
trade I bad learned as a graduate student. In the
late 1970s I began to feel uneasy about the politi-
cal, philosopbical, ethical, and ideological foun-
dations of social science research (Bochner, 1981).
In my chosen field, communication research, em-
piricism rested largely on the premise that com-
munication between humans could be described
as an object. But human communication is not an
object, or a discipline studying objects. Commu-
nication is a process consisting of sequences of in-
teractions and the dynamic buman activity of
studying them. Moreover, as communicating hu-
mans studying humans communicating, we are
inside what we are studying. The reflexive quali-
ties of buman communication should not be
bracketed “in the name of science.” They should
be accommodated and integrated into research
and its products.

Like many other social scientists who took
these matters seriously, my confidence in ortho-
dox, social science methodology was shaken by
the critiques of poststructuralist, postmodernist,
and feminist writers. I turned to narrative as a
mode of inquiry because I was persuaded that so-
cial science texts needed to construct a different
relationship between researchers and subjects and
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between authors and readers. I wanted a more
personal, collaborative, and interactive relation-
ship, one that centered on the question of how
buman experience is endowed with meaning and
on the moral and ethical choices we face as hu-
man beings who live in an uncertain and chang-
ing world. I also wanted to understand the con-
ventions that constrain which stories we can tell
and how we can tell them, and to show how pea-
ple can and do resist the forms of social control
that marginalize or silence counternarratives,
stories that deviate from or transgress the canoni-
cal ones. The texts produced under the rubric of
what I call narrative inquiry would be stories
that create the effect of reality, showing charac-
ters embedded in the complexities of lived mo-
ments of struggle, resisting the intrusions of
chaos, disconnection, fragmentation, marginali-
zation, and incoberence, trying to preserve or re-
store the continuity and coberence of life’s unity
in the face of unexpected blows of fate that call
one’s meanings and values into question.

I refer to these personal stories as evocative
narratives (Bochner, Ellis, & Tillmann-Healy,
1997, 1998). The word evocative contrasts the
expressive and dialogic goals of this work with
the more traditional orientations of mainstream,
representational social science. Usually the au-
thor of an evocative narrative writes in the first
person, making herself the object of research and
thus breaching the conventional separation of re-
searcher and subjects (Jackson, 1989); the story
often focuses on a single case and thus breaches
the traditional concerns of research from general-
ization across cases to generalization within a
case (Geertz, 1973); the mode of storytelling is
akin to the novel or biography and thus fractures
the boundaries that normally separate social sci-
ence from literature; the accessibility and read-
ability of the text repositions the reader as a
coparticipant in dialogue and thus rejects the or-
thodox view of the reader as a passive receiver of
knowledge; the disclosure of hidden details of
private life highlights emotional experience and
thus challenges the rational actor model of social
performance; the narrative text refuses the im-
pulse to abstract and explain, stressing the jour-
ney over the destination, and thus eclipses the sci-
entific illusion of control and mastery; and the

-episodic portrayal of the ebb and flow of rela-

tionship experience dramatizes the motion of
connected lives across the curve of time, and
thus resists the standard practice of portraying
social life and relationships as a snapshot. Evoca-
tive stories activate subjectivity and compel
emotional response. They long to be used ratber
than analyzed; to be told and retold rather than
theorized and settled; to offer lessons for further
conversation rather than undebatable concly-
sions; and to substitute the companionship of
intimate detail for the loneliness of abstracted
facts.

Personal writing akin to evocative narrative
has recently proliferated in the mainstream press,
in new journalism, in creative nonfiction, and in
the genres of literary memoir, autobiography,
and autopathography (Buford, 1996; Harring-
ton, 1997; Hawkins, 1993; Parini, 1998; “True
Confessions,” 1996). All of the life writing genres
(Tierney, 1998; see also Chapter 20, this volume)
seem to have turned toward more intimate, per-
sonal, and self-conscious writing. I think the
move in the social sciences toward less anony-
mous, more personal writing parallels the same
trend in literature and journalism (Denzin,
1997; Neumann, 1996). Whatever the reasons, I
see ample evidence of a burgeoning interest
among diverse fields of social science in the gen-
res of personal narrative and autoethnography.
The examples I have in mind include the recent
special issues of such journals as Journal of Con-
temporary Ethnography (Ellis & Bochner,
1996b) and Qualitative Sociology (Glassner,
1997; Hertz, 1996); the book series Ethno-
graphic Alternatives, published by AltaMira
Press; the edited collections by anthropologists
(Benson, 1993; Brady, 1991; Okely & Callaway,
1992), sociologists (Ellis & Flaherty, 1992;
Hertz, 1997), and educators (Tierney & Lincoln,
1997); the many articles and monographs pub-
lished in academic journals such as American
Anthropologist, Anthropology and Humanism
Quarterly, Feminist Studies, Journal of Personal
and Interpersonal Loss, Qualitative Inquiry, So-
ciological Quarterly, Symbolic Interaction, Text
and Performance Quarterly, Western Journal of
Communication, and Women’s Studies Interna-
tional Forum.
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By way of example, let me briefly mention Atkinson (1997, p- 333 ), then your goal becomes

three published e@atwﬂ@ﬁ_@ﬂg}:— the}:z?{g@ic rather _than analy_t—x:c. Atkinson be—\ (s=o

lights the communicative practices through  lieves that a text that acts as an agent of self-dis- PC‘U"T

which the author’s identity evolves, is displayed, covery or self-creation—precmhmive

and put to use (Bruner, 1990). In particular, “challenge one faces when an expected life story i
a expec y

these writers illustrate how certain metaphors interrupted by illness, violence, or accident—can:
and meanings are narrativized into their lives.|~™ 75t be an academi resumably, if you don’t
Mukaia (1989) shows the lived experience O subject narrative to sociological, cultural, or some
“gnorexia from within,” expressing the ways in|  other form of analysis, treating stories as “social
which food and starvation are emplotted into ), facts,” then you are not doing social science.
ber identity; Ronai (1992) presents @ layered|x While passionately protesting the ways in which
story in which she performs her situated, multi-|T  some writers want “to privilege certain kinds and
ple selves, expressing her tortured ambivalence occasions of narrative performance,” Atkinson

in assuming the dual identities of social science (1997) aims to redeem (and privilege) the stan-
researcher and erotic dancer; and Ellis (1993) dard version of representational social science by
navigates the emotional maze of shock and grief] trivializing or dismissing any work that does not,
as she copes with conflicting academic and fam- in bis words, “use narrative to achieve serious so-
ily personas in the aftermath of her brother’s\  cial analysis” (pp- 338-339).
sudden death in an airplane crash. Each is 4} Let me_ briefly address the reservations ex-
first-person account, written as a story, that ex- Pfe.s:i‘?ﬁi bythese critics, First, there is the question™
presses vivid details about the author’s own ex- of narrative truth. What is the point of a storied
perience {The “resedrch 165" is the stors. com life? Narrative truth secks to keep the past alive in
plete (i but open) in itself, largely free of academic thﬂ_rféent. Stories show us that the meanings and
jargon and abstracted thé_gr_y‘_}"l)eﬁt rs privi significance of the past are incomplete, tentative,
lege "éi(.)mriesﬂ?);é;;m;;is, allowing and encour- and revisable according to contingencies of our
] agingaltéﬂéf{i_)é readings and? @Elﬁple_l_@e- present life circumstances, the present from which
tations. They ask their readers t0 feel the truth  we narrate. Doesn’t this mean that the stories we
of their stories and to become coparticipants, tell always run the risk of distorting the past? Of
\ engaging the story line morally, emotionally, course, it does. After all, stories 1earrange, redes-
aesthetically, and intellectually (Richardson, cribe, invent, omit, and revise. They can be wrong
199;;17_).’\ in numerous ways—ione, detail, substance, eic.
Tre question that I'm usually asked is, “To Does this attribute of storytelling threaten the
what kind of truth do these stories aspire?” Of- project of personal narrative? Not at all, because a
ten this question is asked in a tone that expresses  StOTY is not a neutral attempt to mirror the facts
skepticism, doubt, and even hostility. Some crit- of one’s life; it does not seek to recover already

ics (e.g., Mink, 1969-1970; Shotter, 1987) argue constituted meanings. Only within the memoro-
that stories give life a structure it does not have  politics surrounding the accuracy of recovered
and, thus, stories fictionalize life. Since theexpe- ~ memories, which emerged within the context of
riences on which narratives are based may be positivist psychology, would such a criticism be

vague and uncertain, the stories they arouse can threatening (Hacking, 1995)-

never be determinate or complete (e.g. Shotter, The truth of narrative is not akin to correspon-
1987). Given the distortions of memory and the dence with prior meanings assumed to be located
" mediation of language, narrative is always a  insome sort of prenarrative experience. One nar-
story about the past and not the past itself. rative interpretation of events can be judged

A second criticism is that personal narrative against another, but there is no standard by which
reflects or advances a «“yomantic construction of 1o measure any narrative against the meaning of
the self” (Atkinson, 1997) unworthy of being events themselves, because the meaning of
classified as part of social science. If you are “a prenarrative experience is constituted in its narra-
storyteller rather than a story analyst,” argues tive expression. Life and narrative are inextricably
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connected. Life both anticipates telling and
draws meaning from it. Narrative is both about
living and part of it.

Ititled this little talk “Why Personal Narrative
Matters” to emphasize that we live within the
tensions constituted by our memories of the past
and anticipations of the future. Personal narra-
tive, the project of telling a life, is a response to
the human problem of authorship, the desire to
make sense and preserve coberence over the
course of our lives. Our personal identities seem
largely contingent on bow well we bridge the re-
membered past with the anticipated future to
provide what Stephen Crites (1971) calls “a con-
tinuity of experience over time.” The narrative
challenge that we face as narrators is the desire
for continuity, to make sense of our lives as a
whole. “The present of things past and the pres-
ent of things future,” says Crites (1971), “are the
tension of every moment of experience, both
united in that present and qualitatively differen-
tiated by it” (p. 302). The work of self-narration
is to produce this sense of continuity: to make a
life that sometimes seems to be falling apart
come together again, by retelling and restorying
the events of one’s life. Thus, narrative matters to
us because, as David Carr (1986) observes, “co-
herence seems to be a need imposed upon us
whether we seek it or not” (p. 97). At stake in our
narrative attempts to achieve a coberent sense of
ourselves are the very integrity and intelligibility
of our selfhood, which rest so tenderly and falli-
bly on the story we use to link birth to life to
death (Maclntyre, 1981). In the final analysis,
the self is indistinguishable from the life story it
constructs for itself out of what is inherited, what

is experienced, and what is desired (Freeman,
1993, 1998; Kerby, 1991).

So the gquestion is not, “Doesmy story reflect
my past accurately?” as if lwere holding a mirror

e e odund

tomypast: RatherTmust ask, “What are the.con-
Sequences my story produces? What kind of a per- _
son does it shape me into? What new possibilities
does it introduce for living my life?” The crucial
issues are what narratives do, what consequences
they have, to what uses they can be put. These
consequences often precede rather than follow

the story because they are enmeshed in the act of

telling. “The story of our lives becomes our
lives,” writes Adrienne Rich (1978, p. 34). Thus
personal narrative is part of the buman, existen-
tial struggle to move life forward, Through the
narrative activity of self-creation we seek to be-
come identical to the story we tell, Anais Nin un-
derscores this desire for self-created, narrative
meaning when she announces, “I could not live
in any of the worlds offered to me. . . . | believe
one writes because one has to create a world in
which to live” (quoted in Oakley, 1984).
Lget impatient with writers who belittle or di-
minish the therapeutic consequences of stories.
They tend to draw a bard-and-fast distinction be-
tween therapy and social research, implying thar
narratives are useful only insofar as they advance
sociological, anthropological, or psycholagical
theory. For these critics, narrative threatens the
whole project of science. They reply angrily,
shouting the canonically given, professional re-
sponse: “If you can’t pitch a theory, then you
can’t play in the big leagues.” The most impor-
tant thing is to be smart, clever, analytical; that’s
what it means to be academic. What they oppose
is what they equate with the therapeutic: the sen-
timental, the mushy, the popular. Thus they en-
gage surreptitiously in what feminist critic Jane
Tompkins (1989) calls “the trashing of emo-
tion,” a war waged ceaselessly by academic intel-
lectuals “against feeling, against women, against
what is personal” (p. 13 38).

A text that functions as an agent of self-dis-
covery or self-creation, for the author as well as
for those who read and engage the text, is only
threatening under a narrow definition of social
inquiry, one that eschews a social science with a
moral center and a heart. Why should caring and
empathy be secondary to controlling and know-
ing? Why must academics be conditioned to be-
lieve that a text is important only to the extent it
moves beyond the merely personal? We need to
question our assumptions, the metarules that

govern the institutional workings of social sci-
ence—arguments over feelings, theories over sto-
ries, abstractions over concrete events, sophisti-
cated jargon over accessible prose. Why should
we be ashamed if our work bas therapeutic or per-
sonal value? Besides, baven’t our personal stories
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always been embedded in our research mono-
graphs? The question is whether we should ex-
press our vulnerability and subjectivity openly
in the text or bide them behind “social analysis.”

Sometimes I think: Art, zf only you coulddoa
better job communicating “the important differ-

/
ences between a refifesentational gnd argevoca-

- tive social science. Why is it so hard to grasp that

pérsonal wiarrative is moral work and ethical
practice? When the narrator is the investigator,
to a certain extent she is always asking what it is
right to do and good to be. At its most extreme,
those who want “to put narrative in its place”
(Atkinson, 1997, p. 343) seem to think there is
only one right place to put it. They seck to pre-
serve what already bas been lost (Gergen, 1994;
Schwandt, 1996). They think that if these per-
sonal voices can be silenced, then perbaps they
can return to business as usual in the social sci-
ences, protected against the contingencies of hu-
man experience, restored in their traditional be-
lief in a transcendent position from which to
speak (and interpret) with authority, freed of
moral choices and emotional dilemmas, and in-
spired to champion control over fate, facts over
meanings, and rigor over peace of mind.

“Well, I guess this is a good place to stop and
throw this session open for comments or ques-
tions,” Art invites. People in the audience shuf-
fle in their seats anxiously, then several hands
go up. “Yes, Billy,” Art says, pointing toward a
philosophy professor I recognize.

“Art, you mentioned that your turn toward
narrative was provoked by postmodernism.
Could you elaborate on that?”

«] had read Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions and was impressed by his
argument that there was no way to distinguish
unequivocally what’s in our minds from what’s
_out there in the world. About the same time, I
was introduced to the writings of Wittgenstein
(1953), Heidegger (1971), Gadamer (1989),
and Derrida (1978), and to speech act theory.
In quite diverse ways, all of this work stood in
opposition to the view—that now seems incred-

ibly naive—that language could be a neutral
or transparent medium of communication.

Whether we apply language to ourselves or to the
world there always is slippage, inexactness, inde-
terminacy. Then along came Richard Rorty’s Phi-
losophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), which
provided a powerful synthesis of the challenges
to our most venerable notions about truth and
knowledge. It was hard to read Rorty without
feeling totally shaken. I came away convinced
that the foundations of traditional epistemology
were fallible. No strong case could be made that
human knowledge was independent of the hu-
man mind. All truths were contingent on the de-
scribing activities of human beings. No sharp dis-
tinctions could be made between facts and values.
If you couldn’t eliminate the influence of the ob-
server on the observed, then no theories or find-
ings could ever be completely free of human val-
ues. The investigator would always be implicated
in the product. So why not observe the observer,
focus on turning our observations back on our-
selves? And why not write more directly, from the
source of your own experience? Narratively. Po-
etically. Evocatively. No longer was there any
deep reason to believe that social science is closer
to physics than to literature or poetry. Besides, I
became a social scientist because I thought it was
a way to address deep and troubling questions
about how to live a meaningful, useful, and ethi-
cal life. Somewhere along the way these ques-
tions took a backseat to methodological rigor.
Now I felt liberated to grapple with these ques-
tions again, more dialogically, through personal
narrative.”

A woman I don’t recognize stands and shouts
from the back of the room, “I’ve always found the
postmodernists depressing and cynical. They
seem to be saying you can’t know anything. It all
seems so destructive.” Laughter circulates
through the audience and I notice a number of
people nodding in agreement

/—'\C‘ T
of pastmod_ermsr;ptoo Atleast I read it that way.

Inthe writings of certain postmodermsts andpar-

a renewed aﬁbrecnatlon for@dn_p_ggn,zfntu tiGd,
p€rsonal experience; bodiment n@

lg Thcy ve helped uS 'CLOSS S some of the bound-
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focus attention on diversity and difference in-

stéad of_l_;?_ify}_qd_gign_j.lggg’. I don’tregard these

moves as negative or depressing. Perhaps, like

you, I find them unsettling, even painful at
times. But that’s where the learning is. We lose
our innocence and our lost innocence validates
some good values. We gain tolerance and humil-
ity. Sometimes we’re ashamed of how much
we’ve excluded from our experience, tried not
to see, hidden from. And we should be. We don’t
need to run from the fear or anxiety we feel. We
need to learn from it. Racism, sexism, poverty,
homophobia, disability—these issues touch all
of us. We can’t hide from them. We're all
complicit in some way. No one’s immune, invul-
nerable. So it’s important to get exposed to local
stories that bring us into worlds of experience

that are unknown to us, show us the concrete

daily details of people whose lives have been

underrepresented or not represented at all, help

us reduce their marginalization, show us how

partial and situated our understanding of the

world is. Maybe that’s depressing to some of
you, but I think it’s enlightening and possibly
transforming.”

“I think you misunderstood her,” a man in
the front row interjects. I recognize the voice of
a colleague wedded to mainstream social science
methods. “The resistance and political dimen-
sions are clear enough, but some of us still want
to know how we can tell when we’re right, when
our representations are accurate and we can gen-
eralize.”

. Art sighs in frustration and continues, “We
may have to agree to disagree. I take the crisis of
representation more setiously than you do. For
me, it necessitates a radical transformation in the
goals of our work—from description to commu-
nication. That’s the inspiration for the narrative
turn. As I see it, the practices of human commu-
nication—the negotiation and performance of
acts of meaning—should become our model for
how we tell about the empirical world (Bochner
& Waugh, 1995). Then, we would feel com-
pelled to produce narrative, evocative, dialogic
texts that show human beings, including our-
selves, in the process of creating, negotiating,
and performing meaning in a world of others,

making our way through a world that poses ob-
stacles, interruptions, contingencies, turning
points, epiphanies, and moral choices.”

“So what are the goals? I don’t quite follow,”
the same man continues. “Could you be more
precise?” _

“The goal is to encourage compassion and

promie dialogue. Actually, Twoutd be pleased it
we understood our whole endeavor as a search
for better conversation in the face of all the bar-
riers and boundaries that make conversation dif-
ficult. The stories we write put us into conversa-
tion with ourselves as well as with our readers. In
conversation with ourselves, we expose our vul-
nerabilities, conflicts, choices, and values. We
take measure of our uncertainties, our mixed
emotions, and the multiple layers of our experi-
ence. Our accounts seek to express the complex-
ities and difficulties of coping and feeling re-
solved, showing how we changed over time as
we struggled to make sense of our experience.
Often our accounts of ourselves are unflattering
and imperfect, but human and believable. The
text is used, then, as an agent of self-understand-
ing and ethical discussion.

“In conversation with our readers, we use
storytelling as a method for inviting them to put
themselves in our place. Our dialogue centers on
moral choices, questions having more to do, as
Michael Jackson (1995) observes, with how to
live than with how to know. The usefulness of
these stories is their capacity to inspire conversa-
tion from the point of view of the readers, who
enter from the perspective of their own lives.
The narrative rises or falls on its capacity to pro-
voke readers to broaden their horizons, reflect
critically on their own experience, enter em-
pathically into worlds of experience different
from their own, and actively engage in dialogue
regarding the social and moral implications of
the different perspectives and standpoints en-
countered-Invited to take the story in and use it
for themselves, readers become coperformers,
examining themselves through the evocative

power of the narrative text.”

Art pauses to take a sip of water. Jim, the col-
loquium organizer, turns toward him and says,
“Iiked your attempt to enter into dialogue with
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the critics of narrative inquiry, but you left out
one of my main reservations. How do you react
to critics who say that personal narratives simu-
late reality TV? Aren’t these narratives reflec-
tive of the culture of confession and victimiza-
tion and don’t they end up as spectacles that
sentimentalize, humiliate, and take pleasure in
revealing anguish and pain? Personal narratives
remind me of victim art. They play on your
sympathies and manipulate your emotions.”

«Iye heard that one before, Jim. My first re-
sporse is to consider the source. That’sa partic-
ular reading, by a particular person. So it’s al-
ways the case, in my view, that the criticism
speaks the critic’s life too. The text’s meanings
are never transparent. There is always a connec-
tion being made between the reader’s con-
sciousness and what is being read. So I wantto
know something about the reader—her inter-
ests, desires, values, premises, and what she re-
sists and why.

“So, Jim, where are you in this picture?” Art
teases. He pauses and smiles gently as the andi-
ence chuckles and Jim looks around quizzically,
shrugging his shoulders.

“Seriously, Jim,” Art continues. “I didn’t
mean to put you on the spot. Well, maybe I did.
But, as a critic, | don’t think it’s your job to con-
demn something categorically. 1 think you have
to look at the merits of each case. I¢’s hard for
me to respond in terms of some general princi-
ple. If you take a genre of stories that might be
called ‘illness narratives,” for example, the sorts
of stories that Arthur Frank (1995) has ana-
lyzed, well, 1 think the goal is to reduce the
stigma and marginalization of illness and dis-
ability: Most of these stories are written by peo-
ple who don’t want to surrender to the victim-

ization and marginal identities promoted by the
canonical narrative of medicine. Many of them
try to write themselves as survivors, displaying
their embodiment as asource of knowledge. It’s
hard to understand how anyone could read
Anatole Broyard (1992) or Nancy Mairs (1986,
1990, 1998) or Audre Lorde (1980)—and 1
could name dozens motre-—as victim confes-
sionals. They aren’t seeking pity and they don’t
portray themselves as pathetic, helpless, down-

trodden characters. If anything, they use narra-
tive as a source of empowerment and a form of
resistance to counter the domination and author-
ity of canonical discourses. I think that Couser
(1997) thoroughly discredits the ‘victim art’ ar-
gument by showing that the vast majority of nar-
ratives focused on the ‘recovering body’ ‘are
much more likely to devictimize their subjects
and others like them’ (p. 291). Their main func-
tion is to confirm and humanize the experience of
iliness by bearing witness to what it means to live
with bodily dysfunction and to gain agency
through testimony. So, what are the choices, Jim?
Erasure? Silence? Surrender? I think you have to
understand some of the identity politics that are
involved here too. Whose stories get told? By
whom? And for what purpose? I know you’re in-
terested in cultural and political implications of
narrative. Don’t you think these stories help us
understand how culture and politics are written
on the body?” ,

“I see your point,” Jim says, “but I still worry
aboutoyeurismand the way these personal sfo-

. -
ries indulge our culture’s perverse curiosity about

“the private, peeking in on damaged selves. How

do we judge the merits of these stories? When do
we know they’re reliable and telling?”

“Ithinkit’s _gh_c;_same‘j_\;g_gyﬁnt wgrnlal_lggabout
any author or anyﬂgﬁz_l—racte_r. Is'—t.}g_e- work &1_9:5:
o—r__dlshom_zsﬂ Does mH(:ig_uﬂt}hqr take the measure
of herself, her i i i

lence, mixed feelings? Do you gain a sense of

nce, mIXec L=

emotional reliability? Do you sense 2 passage
tm;mongg_a_[_epiphany to some communi-
C@Mon per se, but some trans-
formation from an old self to a new one (Rhett,
1997)? Does the story enable.yon to-understand

and feel the experience it seeks to convey? There
is complexity, multiplicity, uncertainty, desire.
Phillip Lopate (1994) refers to the personal essay
as something akin to basic research on the self
that ends up as ‘a mode of being’ (p. xliv). I’s not
science; it’s not philosophy. The same can be said
for the evocative, personal story. I¢’s an existen-
tial struggle for honesty and expansion in an un-
certain world.” .

[ tap Sylvia’s shoulder and whisper, “Notice
how Art dodges questions that try to get him to
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stipulate categorical criteria, He always wants to

hotes or anything. How would I do it Where
would I start?”

balance rigor and imagination, He thinks if
you’re too bound up with rules, you probably
won’t do anything interesting. Anyway, Pve got
to meet another student jn my office for a
makeup exam. P'll meet you back here after the

gathered around Art talk-
ing Passionately about th

“The woman facin
tell Sylvia.

eir writing projects.
g us is Lisa Tillmann-Healy,” I
“She’s published 2 story about her
Own eating disorder, and she’s recently finished
her dissertation on straight couples’ relatio
ships with gay men, telling the story of her own
friendships. The woman to her left is Deborah
Austin, who writes lyrical poems and did her dis-
sertation on African Amerijcan marriages in the
aftermath of the Million Man March, For her
dissertation defense, she performed a script she
wrote based on focus groups she studied. Chris-
tine Kiesinger, the woman talking to Art, has
published severa] stories from her dissertation
on women with eating disorders, You might be

interested in looking at her dissertation to
how she weaves her stor

n-

see
y with the story of one
of her participants. Qver there, that’s Laura

Ellingson,” | say, nodding just to the [eft of the
lished an article recently in
Qualitative Inquiry on how her own illness af-
fected her understanding of other cancer pa-
tients and the organizationa environment at the
cancer hospital she js studying, and how, in turn,
this experience helped her reinterpret her own
illness. Il give you a reprint. Laura js talking
with Leigh Berger, who published a story about
her relationship with her hearing—impaired sister
and another about her father who was institu-
tionalized for menta] illness. She’s studying Mes-
sianic Judaism now, observing her own transfor-
mation as she Participates in a religious group,
Come, I'll introduce you to them.”

“I read the articles by Lisa and Christine,”
Sylvia reminds me, “Interesting that they are al]
women,” she says thoughtfully, and then ex-
claims, “Wow! This is exciting!” | smile, but be-
forelcan say anything, Sylvia blurts out, “I want
to write my story. Byt | haven’t been keeping

sert them into the coffee machine, “’
I'say. “Cream and sugar?”

purse.

fees outside and sit under a tree
fect Florida spring day. “Is th

¢ Doing Autoetbnogmp/ay:

“Answering your questions will take 5 while,
Let’s go get a cup of coffee. You cap meet the
other students later,” 1 decide, waving to them
over my shoulder. “There are a number of Wways
to go about writing autoethnography,” I'say as
we walk. “It really depends op where along the
continuum of art and science you want to locate
yourself. What claims do you want to make? If

you want to claim you’re following traditional
rules of ethnographic method

€ experience as jt

uld serve as field notes
and you’d write from those.”

“If you didn’t have note
member what actually hap
“Do you think the note

actually happened? Aren’t
tations as wel]?”

s, how would you re-
pened?” Sylvia agks,

s would tell you what
they partial interpre-

“Well, yes, but then how would I make sure
that what I said was truthful?”

“The truth is that we can never capture expe-
rience. As Art said, ‘Narrative js always a story
about the past,” and that’s really all field notes
are—one selective story about what happened
written from a particular point of view for a par-
ticular purpose. But if fepresentation is your

goal, it’s best to have as many sources and levels
of story recorded at different times as possible.
Even so, realize that eve

Iy story is partial and sit-
uated.”
I'take four quarters from my pocket and in-

'm buying,”

“Oh, no. Let me Pay,” she insists, opening her

“Next time, Okay?”
“Okay. Just black for me.” We take our cof-
to enjoy the per-
ere a way other

. . i

calk | Considerations ;

When 1 return, Sylvia js standing alone — '
watching the students
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than representation to think about personal
narrative?” Sylvia asks.

“Well, yes, if you viewed your project as
closer to art than science, then your goal would
not be so much to portray the facts of what hap-
pened to you accurately, but instead to convey
the meanings you attached to the experience.
You’d want to tell a story that readers could en-
ter and feel a part of. You’d write in 2 way to
evoke readers to feel and think about your life,
and their lives in relation to yours. You’d want
them to experience the experience you’re writ-
ing about—in your case, breast cancer.”

“If these were your goals,” I continue, “writ-
ing notes at the time the experience occurred
would have been helpful, but not absolutely
necessary. If you’re writing about an epiphany,
which you usually are in this kind of research,
you may be too caught up in living it to write
about it.”

“But then how do you remember all the dia-
logue and details later?”

“When 1 wrote Final Negotiations, about the
chronic illness and death of my first husband,
didn’t actually remember everything I wrote
about, certainly not the exact words we spoke,
anyway. | had notes for much of what T de-
scribed, but I still had to construct scenes and
dialogue from the partial descriptions in my
notes. And I hadn’t kept immediate notes for
everything [ wrote about, though I constructed
them later. But it’s amazing what you can recall,
and for how long, if the event was emotionally
evocative. Another story [ wrote, about race re-
Jations in a small town, was constructed with-
out notes more than 25 years after the event oc-
curred.”

“But how can that be valid?”

“It depends on your definition of validity. 1
start from the position that language is not
transparent and there’s no single standard of
truth. To me validity means that our work seeks
verisimilitude; it evokes in readers a feeling that
the experience described is lifelike, believable,
and possible. You might also judge validity by
whether it helps readers communicate with oth-
ers different from themselves, or offers a way to
improve the lives of participants and readers or

even your own. Take alook at Lather’s discussion
of validity and counterpractices of authority in
the Sociological Quarterly, 1993, Ibelieve itis.”

Sylvia looks up from her note taking and gri-
maces, “What about reliability?”

“Since we always create our personal narra-
tive from a situated location, trying to make our
present, imagined future, and remembered past
cohere, there’s no such thing as orthodox reli-
ability in autoethnographic research. However,
we can do reliability checks. When other people
are involved, you might take your work back to
them and give them a chance to comment, add
materials, change their minds, and offer their in-
terpretations.”

“Generalizability? Is that a concern?”

“Of course, though again not in the usual
sense. Our lives are particular, but they also are
typical and generalizable, since we all participate
in a limited number of cultures and institutions.
We want to convey both in our stories. A story’s
generalizability is constantly being tested by
readers as they determine if it speaks to them
about their experience or about the lives of oth-
ers they know. Likewise, does it tell them about
unfamiliar people or lives? Does a work have
what Stake calls ‘naturalistic generalization,’
meaning that it brings ‘felt” news from one world
to another and provides opportunities for the
reader to have vicarious experience of the things
told?”

“That's sure different from what Pve learned,
but I think I understand. Still I don’t know where
to start my own project.”

“Why don’t you start by writing a draft of
your story. Think of it as making retrospective
field notes on your life. Include all the details you
can recall. I find it helpful to organize my writing
chronologically first, using the main events to
structure the tale. I try to write daily, rereading
what I wrote the day before, then filling in new
memories. Remember, you are creating this
story; it is not there waiting to be found. Your fi-
nal story will be crafted from these notes.”

“But how will I know when I’'m writing from
my perspective then and when my current per-
spective is clouding my memory of what hap-
pened?”

M A
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“Well, you won’t really. Memory doesn’t
work in a linear way, nor does life, for that mat-
ter. As Denzin and also Ronai say in Investigating
Subjectivity, the book I edited with Michael
Flaherty, thoughts and feelings circle around us,
flash back, then forward, the topical is interwo-
ven with the chronological, thoughts and feel-
ings merge, drop from our grasp, then reappear
in another context. In real life, we don’t always
know when we know something. Remember Art’s
talk—events in the past are always interpreted
from our current position. Yet that doesn’t mean
there’s no value in trying to disentangle now
from then, as long as you realize it’s not a project
you’ll ever complete or get completely right; in-
stead, you strive to get it ‘differently contoured
and nuanced’ in 2 meaningful way, as Richardson
says in her Handbook chapter.”

“What do you mean? How do you do that?”

“J use a process of emotional recall in which I
imagine being back in the scene emotionally and
physically. If you can revisit the scene emotion-
ally, then you remember other details. The ad-
vantage of writing close to the time of the event
is that it doesn’t take much effort to access lived
emotions—they’re often there whether you
want them to be or not. The disadvantage is that
being so involved in the scene emotionally
means that it’s difficult to get outside of it to ana-
lyze from a cultural perspective. Yet both of
these processes, moving in and moving out, are
necessary to produce an effective autoethnog-
raphy. That’s why it’s good to write about an
event while your feelings are still intense, and
then to go back to it when you’re emotion-
ally distant. I've had students who were great at
getting inside emotional experience, but they
had tunnel vision. They couldn’t move around
in the experience. They were unable to see it as

it might appear to others. They had trouble ana- .

lyzing their thoughts and feelings as socially
constructed processes. I'll give you my arti-
cle on systematic sociological introspection,
which talks more about introspection as a social
process.”

“I’d like that. But ’'m not sure I’d want to feel
all those emotions again. And some of the feel-
ings I've had and still have about my cancer I
wouldn’t want to share. I'd feel so vulnerable.”

“Well, that’s your call. But if you’re not will-
ing to become a vulnerable observer, then maybe
you ought to reconsider doing autoethnography.
If you let yourself be vulnerable, then your read-

ers are more likely to respond vulnerably, and

that’s what you want, vulnerable readers. l agree
with Ruth Behar, who wrote in The Vulnerable
Observer that social science ‘that doesn’t break
your heart just isn’t worth doing.” My goal is the
same as Dorothy Allison’s—‘to take the reader
by the throat, break her heart, and heal it again.’
Vulnerability can be scary, but it also can be the
source of growth and understanding.”

“P’ve always assumed my task as a social sci-
entist was to deliver knowledge and stay invul-
nerable,” Sylvia responds. “I didn’tknow I had a
choice.

“So, suppose I am willing to be vulnerable,”
she continues slowly. “How do 1 get from field
notes to writing in a way that opens up myself
and readers to being vulnerable?”

“Do you ever read fiction?” When she nods, I
continue, “Well, think about how a good novel
makes you feel. It does make you feel, right?”
She nods again, waiting for what [ will say next.
“What provokes these feelings?”

«“Sometimes I identify with the characters. 1
feel for them. Or I think about being in the situa-
tions they’re in, doing what they’re doing, or
imagine what I'd do in the same situation. And
sometimes I stop reading to think about how my
life is different or similar.”

“Exactly. Good fiction writers make you feel
the feelings of the characters, smell the smells,
see the sights, hear the sounds, as though you
were there. They do this with devices of fictional
writing such as internal monologue, dialogue
among the characters, dramatic recall, strong
imagery, things like scene setting, character de-
velopment, flashbacks, suspense, and action.
You enter the reality of the novel through a dra-
matic plotline, which is developed through the
specific actions of specific characters with spe-
cific bodies doing specific things.”

“Then how is what you do different from fic-
tion writing?” ‘

“A number of social scientists have addressed
your question. Take a look at Denzin’s discus-
sion of the relationship of social science writers
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to the new journalists in Interpretive Ethnogra-
phy. Susan Krieger’s early piece on fiction and
social science and Richardson and Lockridge’s
new work on fiction and ethnography also
might be helpful.”

“The two genres are more similar than dif-
ferent,” I continue. “As Walt Harrington says
about intimate journalism, in autoethnography
you try to write from inside the heads of partici-
pants and evoke the tone of their felt lives.”

“Of course, writing and publishing conven-
tions are different,” I add, now switching gears.
“You’re a social scientist, so that probably will
affect what you look at and how you see. And,
among social scientists, autoethnography often
has more of an overt analytic purpose and an
analytic frame. Remember how Carol Ronai in
the piece I gave you layers analysis through her
personal narrative? But in Final Negotiations, |
emphasized that analysis can come through
story and dialogue too. Arthur Frank says in The
Wounded Storyteller that it is important to
think with a story, not just about a story.
Thinking with a story means allowing yourself

to resonate with the story, reflect on it, become
a part of it.

“P’d suggest you read some exemplars of this

work and note the different ways authors inter-
sect story and analytic frame. Look at some of
the books in the AltaMira Ethnographic Alter-
natives series edited by Art and me. For exam-
ple, Jones’s Kaleidoscope Notes uses conversa-
tion, songs, poetry, stories, performance, and
autoethnography to examine women’s music, a
folk music club, and ethnography; Angrosino’s
Opportunity House is made up of fictional sto-
ries of adults with mental illness that are based
on his decade of participant observation work;
and Markham’s Life Online uses her own expe-
riences to study life on the Internet. Our Com-
posing Ethnography and Fiction and Social Re-
search by Banks and Banks both showcase a
multitude of creative forms of narrative writ-
ing.” _

“Aren’t decisions social scientists make dif-
ferent from fiction writers?”

“Well, generally, autoethnographers limit
themselves, unlike fiction writets, to what they
remember actually happened. Or at least they

don’t tell something they know to be false. Well,
even that’s not so clear-cut. It depends . . .”

“On what?”

“Well, say you want to protect the privacy of a
character in your story. Then you might use com-
posites or change some identifying information.
Or you might collapse events to write a more en-
gaging story, which might be more truthful in a
narrative sense though not in a historical one.”

When Sylvia looks at me questioningly, I say,

“You know—the story evokes in readers the feel-
ing that the tale is true. The story is coherent. It
connects readers to writers and provides continu-
ity in their lives.” When I see a look of recogni-
tion on Sylvia’s face, I continue, “Even realist
ethnographers, who claim to follow the rules for
doing science, use devices such as composites or
collapsing events to tell better stories and protect
their participants. Yet they worship ‘accuracy’ in
description. A friend of mine, Sherryl Kleinman,
says, If it didn’t happen, don’t tell it. That’s an-
other version of ‘Don’t put words in participants’
-mouths if they didn’t say them.” But, of course,
ethnographers do put words in participants’
mouths all the time.”

“Really? How can they get away with that?”

“By relying on memory, editing, and selecting
verbatim prose out of context and then surround-
ing it with their own constructed analytic con-
texts. When it comes to analysis, most traditional
ethnographers have no problems reaching be-
yond description for all kinds of interpretation.”

“Give me an example.”

“Qh, from limited time and access in the field,
they create the ‘typical’ person or day, the ‘com-
mon’ event. They use ambiguous and qualifying
descriptors like most, some, frequent, and few.
And, of course, they reify concepts such as social
structure and organizational climate. I did this
too in my first study of two fishing villages. Let
me tell you, when community members read
what [ wrote—well, what I saw as typical was cer-
tainly not what they saw as typical. What I wrote
told you more about how I organize my world
than how they organized theirs.”

“Don’t believe the propaganda,” Art says,
suddenly walking toward us with a stack of books
piled in his arms.

I laugh and ask, “Hi, where have you been?”
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“In the library, retrieving some sources for
our Handbook paper.”

“They look pretty heavy to me,” [ say, smiling
as I eye the titles on the spines of the books. “Art,
this is my student Sylvia, the one who is studying
breast cancer.” '

“Oh, yes, hi. I noticed you sitting next to Car-
olyn at my talk today.”

“Yes, I found it very interesting,” Sylvia re-
plies. '

“We were just talking about how autoethnog-
raphy differs from fiction,” I explain.

“Oh, was Carolyn giving you her rap on how
you have to be systematic and stick to the facts?”
Art asks, turning to Sylvia. “Just the facts,
ma’am,” he mimics.

“Ah...,” Sylvia stalls.

“Art, stop it,” I say playfully. Then turning to
Sylvia, I explain, “Art and I have this running
commentary on writing autoethnography. I ar-
gue that you try to construct the story as close to
the experience as you can remember it, espe-
cially in the initial version. That doing so helps
you work through the meaning and purpose of
the story. He likes to argue that what’s impor-

tant is the usefulness of the story. Of course, [
agree that our stories should have therapeutic
value...”

“Therapeutic value?” Sylvia stammers.

“Yes, I think of it as action research for the in-
dividual. Though therapy might not be the ma-
jor objective in our research, it often is a useful
result of good writing,” I respond.

“That reminds me, Art . . . uh, may I call you
Art?” Sylvia inquires. When Art nods, she con-
tinues, “What you said in your talk about the fo-
cus of stories, well, I thought therapy and re-
search were separate entities. I mean, 'm a
therapist, but I assumed I had to keep that role
separate from my interviewer identity, because if
Tacted as a therapist it might bias the data. And

wouldn’t it be unethical?”

Art and I look at each other and try not to
smile. Her questions and concerns help us real-
ize how close together our positions are. |
quickly interject, “But you told me you hoped
your research would provide understanding of
what happened to you and help others who face
similar circumstances cope. So what will you do

if an interviewee breaks down or if you see a
place where you could be of help?”

She looks at me, waiting for the answer, then
murmurs, “I’m not sure.”

“What would you want someone in a similar
situation to do for you if you were a research
participant?”

“Well, I'd want them to care about me and try
to understand where [ was coming from, “ she
responds softly. “Otherwise I wouldn’t want to
share my life stories with them.”

“And wouldn’t it be unethical for a researcher
not to help or empathize with you if you were in
need?”

“I’ve never thought of it that way before, but
I'would want my subjects to feel that I care about
them. What good would my research be if it
doesn’t help others who are going through this
experience, especially my subjects?”

“Participants,” [ say quietly.

“Participants,” she repeats, her face turning
red. “But isn’t it true that not everybody can do
good therapy? I mean most academics aren’t
trained therapists.”

“Being able to do therapy and being a trained
therapist are not synonymous,” I respond, and
Sylvia nods in agreement. “In fact, ethnographic
training might be just as important for a thera-
pist as therapeutic training.”

“And therapeutic training probably should be
a prerequisite to being an ethnographer,” Art
adds, laughing.

I'smile and continue, “But you're right, not
everybody is comfortable or capable of deal-
ing with emotionality. Those who aren’t prob-
ably shouldn’t be doing this kind of research
in the first place, or directing students who

»

are.

“Perhaps you should give her citations to arti-
cles on some of these issues, like the ethic of car-
ing and personal accountability, maybe Collins,”
Art suggests, as several of his books fall to the
ground.

“I will,” T say, helping to retrieve the
books. “Other feminist writers would be helpful
too. Let’s see, Lieblich, Miller, Cook and
Fonow, and Oakley. They’d be a good start,” I
say, marking them off as I return each book to
Art’s stack.
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«And there are good summaries in Reinharz
and also in Denzin’s Interpretive Ethnography,”
Art adds. He then turns to Sylvia, “But enough
I want to know more about how

literature,
if you were an interviewee.

you’d respond
What would make you comfortable enough to
tell your story?”

«“To know the other person was listening,
really listening. I'd want someone I could cry
in front of, actually who might cry with me.
A person who might tell me some of her
story if she had been through a similar experi-
ence.”

“So are you going to share your story with
your participants?” 1 ask.

“Ah...Ithink...”
“Go on.”
“Well, I was going to say that my story would

contaminate theirs, but 'm not so suxe any-

more.”
Artand I smile. “Thisis probably enough for

now,” 1 say. “We’ve come a long way. Why don’t
you think about how this conversation provides
clues for how you might want to do your own
interviews and let’s pick up this topic next time
we meet.”

We say our good-byes, and Art and I make
our way to our car. “Are you sure this is the right
move?” Art asks. “Is she ready to write her
story?”

«Oh, I think she’s ready. I sense she wants to

tell her story.”
«What if it opens up things for her that are

just too painful?”
«pil keep in close contact with her, just in
‘case. But in my experience with personal narra-
tive, people pretty quickly find their own com-
fort zone. They know when the time’s right. But
PIl make sure to provide opportunities for her
to pull back or change gears in the project, if she
needs to. She can always do that survey,” I add,
playfully tugging at his arm and then skipping
ahead.

«] admire how much you’re willing to risk
with your students,” Art says lovingly when I re-
turn to help him pick up the books that once
again have toppled to the ground. “And how
much you care about them.”

«Game with you,” I say.

«I¢’s not easy being vulnerable, especially in
the academy, where you're expected to be in con-
trol and keep your private life removed from
your professional life. That’s what I tried to say in
‘I’s About Time.” ”

“I¢’s scary, when you think about the profes-
sor at Colby who asked students to write personal
narratives and ended up being charged with sex-

ual harassment. Of course, we don’t know what
really happened there; we have only Ruth Shalit’s
report,” I add. “Maybe his private and profes-
sional lives did become too entwined.”

«That’s certainly a possibility. But what about
the article in the Chronicle of Higher Education
that described how some of Jane Tompkins’s col-
leagues attacked her for suggesting that the emo-
tional and spiritual lives of university students are
just as important as their intellects?”

“Maybe we should just write fiction,” I offer.
“Now wait a minute,” Art reprimands. “You
know everything we write is fiction . . .”

+ Doing Autoethnography:
Method and Form
e

Two weeks later, Sylvia appears in my office. “Hi,
['ve written most of my story about my past now,
and 1 waited until I was almost finished before 1
began reading other personal narratives of breast
cancer. It’s been very therapeutic,” she says, “to
write and to read. But I'm not sure I'm getting
anywhere on my dissertation. I have so many
questions.”

« jke what?” I ask.

“Why would anybody want to read my story?
How does my story differ from what’s already
published? And how will my story fit with the in-
terviews [ want to do of other women?”

«Slow down. Are you learning anything?”

“Oh, yes, at every turn.”

“Tell me what you’re learning.”

«“Well, that I have a lot in common with other
women’s breast cancer stories. For example,
most women tell of their discovery of the
lump—that’s always a traumatic event—then the
diagnosis and assessment of treatment options,
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then they describe waking up from the surgery,
going through the follow-up treatment, and fi-
nally there’s recovery and some kind of resolu-
tion at the end.”

“Interesting, that’s almost exactly how
Couser summarized breast cancer narratives in
his book on illness narratives,” I respond,
pleased with how much reading Sylvia has done.

“Most survivors describe making decisions
about reconstructive surgery, shopping for a
prosthesis—if they decide to wear one—their
hair falling out, and seeking alternative treat-
ment,” she continues without skipping a beat. “I
wrote about these things as well, and . . .”

“And have you learned anything new from
writing your story? Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut
you off, but I'm curious.”

“Yes, that cancer is more than a medical story,
it’s a feeling story. I learned how scared I am
even though I’ve been a survivor now for 7
years. And that’s the interesting thing—there’s
little about long-term survivors in stories or in
social science research. Most survivors tell their
stories soon after recovery from treatment and
they’re usually pretty optimistic about recovery
and often claim to be better off at the end than
the beginning.

“] felt that too, the optimism I mean, immedi-
ately after my treatment was over, thatis,” Sylvia
continues passionately. “But [ don’t feel that way
now. I try so hard to pretend that ’'m an upbeat,
optimistic person with no worries, a warrior
who has learned from her experiences. But what
I had to face as I wrote my story is that ’'m scared
all the time that the cancer will come back. P've
had carpal tunnel syndrome and it’s probably
from the chemo. And now I have sweats at night,
and I don’t know if it’s early menopause—an-
other gift of chemo—or signs of the cancer re-
turning. I'm sorry, but cancer has not improved
my life and I can’t make it into a gift. Holding in
these feelings, all these years, has been difficult
and I think it’s had negative effects on my psy-
chological and physical well-being and on my
family.”

Sylvia begins to cry. I touch her shoulder and
hand her a Kleenex. We sit silently for a while,
sadness connecting us. Needing to stay in the
role of adviser, I hold back my tears. “Do you

still want to continue this project?” I ask gently.
“Qr is it too painful?”

“Oh, no, I have to continue it,” she responds
forcefully, although her voice shakes. “What 'm
experiencing is important to me. It was hard pre-
tending; sometimes I thought I was going crazy.
Now I realize I don’t have to pretend. There are
other stories to live and write. Maybe through
writing and talking with other women about
their experiences, I can figure out another story
to live, one that might help me cope better and
not take so much out of me. Maybe I can write
myself as a survivor in a deeper, more meaning-
ful way, like Art was talking about. You know, I
can’t help wondering how other women feel
years after their treatment. That’s what I want to
know—how it feels to them, how they cope . ..
or don’t,” she adds, the tears starting up again.
“Does the experience continue to be as fresh and
scary to them as it still is to me? Maybe I can both
contribute to knowledge and help others—and
myself—write a story we can live with. How I'm

living now, denying my feelings—well, thisis no

way to live.”

“Okay, we're getting somewhere now,” I say
softly. “I think you have your topic. I imagine
that other women share your sense of vulnera-
bility and loss of control over their lives. IthinkI
would,” I add, involuntarily shivering as | imag-
ine how difficult it would be to have cancer
hanging over me in such an intrusive way. “Now
how do we find out how other long-term survi-
vors experience cancer?”

“P'd like to do intensive interviews with survi-
vors of more than 5 years,” Sylvia responds ener-
getically, “and include an African American
woman—there’s so little on their experience of
breast cancer—and maybe even a lesbian
woman, because I think their experiences might
be different. How many participants would [
need? Twenty-five?”

“Oh no,” I laugh. “If you’re going to do in-

tensive interviews, you’d need only a few, maybe
five or six including yourself. You’ll want to in-
terview each woman a number of times to build
trust in the relationship, and also so they can
read and respond to each ttanscript before you
follow up with the next interview.”

“How much will I participate?”

]
3
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“Given that you share aspects of their expe-
rience, the interviews should be an interactive
conversation, [ would think. But you have to
play that by ear. Rather than overlay method
onto experience, you want to relate your ap-
proach to each woman’s life and think about
what would help her to tell her story. In some
cases, participants will feel comfortable having

“a conversation, if you set it up that way. Butas a
society, we’re so accustomed to the authorita-
tive interview situation that some women still
will expect you to be the authority and ask all
the questions. Some might inquire about your
story; others will be too glad for an opportunity
to tell their own to pay attention to yours.
They’ll want you to be the researcher and thera-
pist. Perhaps a few of the women will want to
write their stories. Remind me next time to give
you an article on interactive interviewing that [
wrote with Christine Kiesinger and Lisa
Tillmann-Healy, where we had conversations
over dinner about eating disorders. It’ll get you
thinking about form and the problems of doing
interactive interviews—the time involved and
the emotional commitment and ethical issues of
dealing in such a personal realm. I'll also give
you a piece I wrote with Art on co-constructed
narrative, which describes a two-part process of
individually writing stories that are then shared
and co-constructed by several participants.”

“I guess there’s no interview schedule then?”
Sylvia asks, but since she’s smiling, I don’t re-
spond. “How will the chapters look and where
will my story be?” she asks, this time seriously.

“The form will evolve during the research
process. You might start the dissertation with a
short personal story, to position yourself for the
reader, or tell your longer story as a chapter. Or
you might integrate parts of your experience
into each participant’s story, each of which
could form separate chapters. Or write your
story in comparison to one of the participants
who is similar to you, as Christine Kiesinger did
in her study of eating disorders.

“Perhaps you will write each chapter in a
unique form to reflect the different experiences
you had in each interview,” I continue, “or to
reflect something about the character of each
woman’s story. For example, if a participant

tells her story without much input or questioning
from you, you might write in the thoughts you
had as you listened to her and reflected on your
life. If another interview is interactive, you might
write dialogue to show the process of communi-
cation and interpretation that occurred between
you. If you’re successful, you should not only ‘un-
mask’ them and yourself for others, but, as Har-
old Rosen says, you should also discover the face
under the mask. '

“Or,” I continue hesitantly, “you could write
the dissertation, as Elliot Eisner suggests, in the
form of a novel. The plot would consist of your
research journey. You’d let readers experience
with you your search for understanding, the
questions you ask, how the women respond,
what their answers open up for you, new ques-
tions that arise, and how you interpret their sto-
ries. In that case, you might end by showing how
your stories compare and finally how your story
changed as you took in and interacted with the
other women’s stories. You’d have to be careful,
though, that your story didn’t overshadow
theirs.”

“Yes, and it would probably be hard to get my
committee to buy a novel.”

I nod in agreement, and then remind her, “No
matter how you tell the story, the writing has to
be engaging and evocative. That’s not how social
scientists have been taught to write. You’ll essen-
tially have to learn how to write by reading nov-
els, and by writing and rewriting and getting
feedback. Of course, I'll provide response, but
you might want to consider joining a writing
group as well.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sylvia responds, jotting
down notes as she talks. “Won’t [ also have to do
traditional writing? What about analysis, for ex-
ample? Will I do grounded theory?”

“Well, your committee will demand an ana-
Iytic chapter, you can bet on that. [ also think you
need one. The article I wrote on stigma con-
vinced me of the benefits of moving between nar-
rative and categorical knowledge, though I don’t
think that is necessary in every study.”

I continue hesitantly, “You could do a straight
grounded theory analysis. Then you’d divide
chapters by concepts that emerge, or types, or
some kind of category. Or each chapter might
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represent a stage in the illness process, like Da-
vid Karp did in his study of depression. If you
choose grounded theory, you’d need to pay a lot
of attention to coding your materials and com-
paring and analyzing your data along the way,
and you’d write in an authoritative voice about
the patterns you saw. If you choose this strategy,
I’d recommend you follow the procedures that
Kathy Charmaz describes in the new Handbook
of Qualitative Research.”

“What would happen then to the women’s
stories? And my story?”

“Well, you’d use snippets from all the stories
where they applied in each chapter.”

Sylvia pauses for a moment, jots down some

notes, and then says thoughtfully, “I don’t think
s0. It seems to me that would take away from the
evocative nature of the stories as a whole, which
is the value of my study. Besides, the women de-
serve to tell their own stories, though I know I’ll
influence how they get told . . .”

“Iagree,” I interrupt, relieved, “given the na-
ture of your project and your goals. But just be-
cause we decide to do analysis doesn’t mean we
have to do it traditionally.” Sylvia’s eyes open
wide. “What about inviting all your participants
to read each other’s stories and then meet to-
gether and tape-record the discussion? This
could serve as the basis for your analysis—you’d
‘ground’ the analysis in your participants’® un-
derstandings, as well as your own. You might
provide your own interpretations for them to re-
spond to0.”

“Okay,” Sylvia says, leaning forward, speak-
ing passionately. “I really like this idea. I'll invite
my participants over for dinner one night. It’ll
be my way of doing something for them. Before
they come, I'll send them the stories I wrote
about each of the women. Then . ..”

“As long as you get permission,” I caution.

“Oh, yes,  know that’s important. Maybe I’ll
only send them their own stories.” She pauses,
then suddenly blurts, “What if somebody wants
me to leave out something?”

“Then you might omit it, or ask your partici-
pant to help you rewrite it. Or you could fiction-
alize a detail in a way that camouflages the actual

event but still conveys the meaning you want to
get across. Or use pseudonyms or composite
characters, if that helps.”

“I’d also want them to listen and respond to
my interpretations. But what if they disagree
with my analysis?” she asks suddenly, frowning.

“That can happen, so you have to have some
understanding up front about how youw'll handle
that. Perhaps you’ll put alternative interpreta-
tions, yours and theirs, into the text. Or you
could listen to their interpretations without giv-
ing them yours.”

To provide an example, [ say, “Susan Chase, a
sociologist, chose not to give her analysis to par-
ticipants to read before publication, though she
asked for permission to use their words and gave
them an opportunity to amend their narratives.
She makes a distinction between what she
wanted to communicate in her analysis—how
culture shapes narrative process—and what her
participants wanted to communicate in their
narrations—their life experiences.

“In any case,” I continue, “you’ll need to ex-
plain in your dissertation the kinds of decisions
you made and on what grounds you made them.
You owe that to readers.

“It’s a hard balance,” I continue, suddenly re-
minded of readers, “giving readers the informa-
tion they expect without betraying the trust of
participants, I mean. As Ruth Josselson says,
when we get to the writing stage, we tend to take
ourselves out of relationship with our partici-
pants to form a relationship with readers. How
can we help then but have feelings of betraying
our participants?

“Oh, and it gets even more complicated,” 1
say to Sylvia, whose hand covers her open

mouth as she shakes her head in disbelief. “We
haven’t even talked about your family members

yet. They may become central characters in your
very personal story. Say your husband or daugh-
ter doesn’t want you to reveal things about them
or your relationship to them. What do you do
then?” )

“Oh, my, I hadn’t thought of that,” she says
quietly, “But I'd bave to talk about my family in
order to penetrate the depths of my experience.

-

N
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How could I ask my participants to do this, if I

couldn’t2”
«This is one of the most important ethical

problems in this kind of research. Because now
we’re not just talking about faceless, nameless,
unidentifiable subjects—if we ever were. Your
intimates are identifiable individuals with
names. Don’t they deserve the same consider-
ation as your participants who have given you
permission to write about them?”

“Well, of course . . .”
“Are there any situations in which the

‘greater good’ outweighs individuals’ rights to
privacy, in which you have a right to tell your
story even if other characters in it object?”

When I see the look of defeat on Sylvia’s
face, I realize thatTam transferring too many of
my own concerns to her too quickly. “Hey,
these issues don’t all have to be resolved today. 1
just wanted you to know that they will come up.
We'll discuss each one as it arises and try to
make good, ethical decisions.”

Then, before Sylviahasa chance tobe too re-
lieved, 1 add, “But by the next time we talk, we
do have to consider how to get your proposal
past the IRB committee. Yow'll want to read Mi-
chael Angrosino and Kimberly Mays de Pérez’s
discussion of IRBs in the new Handbook. You'll
have to be strategic in writing your proposal,
because the first thing the committee will ask is
about your independent and dependent vari-

ables. Then they’ll wantto see a cOpy of yourin-
terview schedule. All the tatk of risk and ceding
of responsibility by the university that they’ll
want you to put into your consent form, well,
that will likely scare away some participants.
But we have to go through the process to pro-
tect the university and ourselves, especially
since yow’re dealing with an at-risk population.
The board will be concerned with how you’re
protecting your participants—their identities
and their well-being. At the least, you'll have to
provide the name of a therapist your partici-
pants can see. 1 don’t know how the board
would respond to your telling them that you’ll
be the therapist,” I laugh. Then add more seri-
ously, “But really protecting the participants

and your family members—well, in the end that’s
left up to you and me.” 1 pick up the book I was
reading when Sylvia arrived to indicate our time
is up.

«] think Pm ready for those syllabi now. You
know, from the courses you’ve taught.” I smile
and hand Sylvia the syllabi waiting on my desk.In
turn, she hands me a folded piece of paper. “I’s a
poem I wrote about losing my breast. I know it
isn’t research, but...”

«Of course it’s research. Think about includ-
ing it as part of your story. Have you read any of
Laurel Richardson’s ethnographic poetry?”

’m about to get started again, when Sylvia
says with a twinkle in her eye, “So will you be on
my committee?”

“Only if you're still planning to do that sur-
vey,” 1 say, both of us chuckling as we wave

good-bye.

- Defending and Expanding
Autoethnography (One

Year Later)
e

“Hi, Art, I just had to call.”

“Why? What's the matter?”

“] just got out of Sylvia’s proposal defense.
Actually it wasn’t as bad as 1 expected. I think she
held her ground. Hey, would you quiet the dogs?

I can hardly hear you.”

“Qh, yeah. I guess that antibark contraption
you bought for Christmas isn’t working any
better than all the other ones we’ve pur-
chased. Likker, Traf, Ande, Sunya—quiet, your
mom’s on the phone,” Art yells, and 'm amazed

when they actually stop barking. “So what hap-
pened?”

“YWell, 1 started the questioning and at first it
went very well. Committee members seemed to
understand what we were proposing. But then
when it was their turn to ask questions, suddenly
we moved from talking about the experience of

breast cancer to talking about bias, validity, eli-
gibility criteria, operationalization, control vari-
ables, confounding factors, building models,
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replicability, and objectivity. In response, I found

myself giving long speeches peppered with
words like literature, literary license, evocative,
vulnerable, narrative truth, verisimilitude, inter-
active, and therapeutic.”

“Nothing like these forays out into the other
world to make you realize how fortunate we are
to have created what we have in the Communi-
cation Department, where we take the signifi-
cance of this work for granted,” Art responds.

“That’s for sure. The experience gave me a
lot of empathy for what students and young fac-
ulty members in other universities may have to
go through to do this kind of work,

“But,” I continue, “something very interest-
ing happened near the end of the defense. I was
listening to the oncologist talk about prediction
and control when I began thinking about how
important these goals must seem in his daily
work life. So instead of giving yet another
speech, I asked the oncologist what it is like to
have to tell women the bad news, to deal with ill-
ness and death all the time. Before | knew it, we
were having a conversation about feelings, how
emotionally difficult his job is, and how he’d like
to do it better. He told the story of how upset he
was yesterday, when he had to tel] a 34-year-old
women, a mother of two young children, that

she probably has less than 6 months to live and
how bad he felt when she apologized for taking
up too much of his time. He had tears in his eyes
when he was telling the story. I mentioned Rob-
ert Cole’s work and he told me he had read The
Call of Stories and admired the writings of Wil-
liam Carlos Williams. I tried to show him how
the goals of Sylvia’s work relate to what Coles
was saying about how we use stories to try to fig-
ure out how to live our lives meaningfully. I felt I
had reached him where he lived, at the site of his
subjectivity and deep feelings. Unlike the first
part of the meeting, it seemed both of us had let
down our guards and were communicating with
each other as human beings.”
“Wow, that must have been some moment.”
“It was. You know, I think this s the future of
what we do. To figure out how to introduce per-
sonal ethnography into the practical contexts of

everyday life, to people whose work would be
enhanced by it, like doctors, nurses, social work-
ers, administrators, and teachers.” _
“I've been giving that issue a great deal of
_ thought lately,” Art responds. “I think there’s 5
lot to gain from extending all of ethnography be-
yond the academy so that we stop thinking of jt
as exclusively an academic practice. Couldn’t
the work of many people in the service and help-
ing professions be thought of as ethnography?
To do their work effectively, service workers
have to gain intersubjective understanding in
contexts that cross the boundaries of age, ability,
race, class, and ethnicity. [ mean any time the
success of your work depends on developing
some degree of intercultural understanding,
then you have to use the social skills we associate
with ethnographic empathy. Wouldn’t you say
that psychotherapists do this? Aren’t they
ethnographers of the self?”
“Of course. And good teaching involves eth-
nography too,” I add. “Over time you try to
work your way through the barriers of unfamil-
iarity, distance, and difference toward a spirit of
collaboration, understanding, and openness to
experience and participation. When we learn
how to open ourselves to ourselves and to each
other, we find it easier to drop some of our resis-
tance to different ideas. I like to think of this as
working toward an ethnographic consciousness
in the classroom that is personal, intimate, and
empathic.”

“That’s very close to how I see the private ge-
riatric care managers I’ve been studying for the
past 2 years,” Art responds. “As they work be-
tween long-distanced families and their elderly
relatives, they become ethnographers of aging.
They aren’t academics. They don’t do academic
research and they don’t write articles. Yet inev-
ery other respect they think and act as
ethnographers. In each case they manage, they
function as a channel through which pass the
emotional, economic, medical, and social crises
that must be negotiated by families coping with
the contingencies of aging. They occupy a
unique, dynamic, holistic, and engaged perspec-
tive. They are participants and observers and
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into the hands of those who work with and make
policies about mental illness.”

« don’t know if this Handbook piece will help
with that,” Art says. “But it may encourage more
people to do autoethnography and help legiti-
mate this approach for those students and young

of aging.”
«We like to think we havealot to teach peo- faculty members you’re worried about. Those are
important goals we’ve tried to achieve in our

ple in the public sector, but they have a lot to

teach us as well, if we just listen,” Tadd. “Yet 1 chapter. 'm glad we’ve written it.”

know, as Elliot Eisner discusses, that it will be “Me, too,” I say, smiling as 1 think of Art’s ini-
difficult to wean scholars and the American  tial resistance to writing for the Handbook.
public from a view that measuring, comparison, “So, then, we’re finished with this piece?” Art

their private lives are deeply affected by their
public and professional services. As storytellers
and autoethnographers, they have as much, if
not more, to teach us about the concrete, every-
day details associated with aging as do scholars -

and outcomes are all that matter.” asks.
“Looks like it,” T reply. “Let’s reward our-

«But 1 think we’re slowly knocking down
some of the walls,” Arts says encouragingly. selves and go to the beach for the weekend. We
’ need to get out of our offices and engage in some

“We’ve opened a space to write between tradi- | '
tional social science prose and literature and to other life experiences, or else the only thing
) . . L
stimulate more discussion of working the ¢ re going to be able to write about s writing.”
{3
spaces between subjectivity and objectivity, pas- b Em what abzut the chapter for the Hand-
sion and intellect, and autobiography and cul- ook of Loss and Trauma and the one f'or the
ture. Look at all the book manuscripts we’ve re- Handbook of Interpersonal Communication we
: ] . ; itred )
ceived to review for our series. | take that as Just CST:“R to do? We really should get
. . starte rt says.
strong evidence that more and more academics p o 4 . )
think it’s possible to write from the heart, to Art!” T yell, as T hear sm?ultaneously his
laughter and a knock on my office door.

bring the first-person voice into their work, and
to merge art and science. don’t think there’s
any danger of going back to the way it used to
be, not in our lifetimes anyway.”

“Yes, we’ve encouraged writers to make eth- u Ref erences
nography readable, evocative, engaging, and
personally meaningful. And it’s working. Auto- Abu-Lughod, L. (1993). Writing women’s worlds:
ethnography is being read widely by graduate Bedouin stories. Berkeley: University of Cali-
and undergraduate students. Now it’s time to fornia Press.
show its usefulness in the public realm. It’s in-  Adler, P A., & Adler, P. (1987). Membership roles
teresting that this is the same argument being in field research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
made in some of the mainstream sociology jour- Adler, P A., & Adler, P (1994). Observational

nals. Have you seen the symposium in Contermn- techniques. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln
(Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research

porary Sociology on ‘engaging ublics in social
dialogue’?” 1 aﬁ P (pp- 377-392). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
“Yes, 1 read it yesterday. Pethaps our pur- Allison, D (1994). Skin: Talkingabout sex, class,
poses are coming together for a change. After and .lzterature. Ithaca, NY: Flrebra.n d
) . Angrosino, M. (1998). Opportunity House:
all, that’s what we are trying to do in the Eth bi . I dati
Eth hic Al R > . blish thnographic stories of rr'zenta retardation.
nographic Alternatives series, to publis Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira.

Anzaldda, G. (1987). Borderlands/la frontera:
The new mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute.

Atkinson, P (1997). Narrative turn in a blind al-
ley? Qualitative Health Research, 7, 325 -344.

books that say something meaningful and at-

tract a wide andience.”
«Like Mike Angrosino’s stories of adult

mental illness. Now we just need to get the book
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