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Writing Field Notes,
Interviews, and Stories:

[ssues of Memory and Truth

& | "M SOBRRY 1o have 1 tell you thar Ken dropped our dass,” T sy 1o che
siiedemes,
"Why!" comes the chorus.
“He didn't feel comforeable doing autecthnography.” | ell them.
“Did we make him uncomforrable?” Jud:.r asles. “Was there 1|,:|rr||:|:|:|tr|5 we
could have done”
*I dont think s0. He may nor have wanted eo reveal his life.”
"l understand that,” says Jack. under his breath.
“1iked his seciological whe on me in our interview,” says Hector, |
“He'll b comorcable writing more traditionally than swe're doing in here,
| respond, “He's planning to do secondury dar analysis in socinlogy.”
"Thar will be differen,” says Jack, and [ nod, :
“Today we're going to talk about aking feld notes on aur experiences,
and conducting and writing wp interviews where we ill{ludu-n“.r own stories,
1 say, changing gears, “1 wanr to wse Valetics study s a way :-_t thinking through
issues of memory and rruth. which come up anytime yvou're doing research.

1z
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Mexr week, we'll elaborage on vulnerable and thermpeutic writing, and extend
thar conversation m writing evocarively and with echical COCIOLs s,
“Valerie, tell us how yous project evolved,”

“Getting It Off My Chest” and Living
with Breast Cancer Survival

“As you know, I'm studying long-term brease cancer survive 5" Valerie
announces. “T've been working with Caralyn foe awhile, and I've alecady taken
Rotes ok own story, done my interviews, and wrirten 3 draft of each of the
WOMeEn's stories,

“This project starmed when 1 met Carolyn, [ soughr her out because | needad
someane versed in qualitative methods on my commimee. Ag firse. Caralyn
wasn’t sure she wanted 1o work with me. Then finally she gave in, though che
said [ had ro take a class from her before sheld be on my cornminee. She didn't
think I'd acrually follow through, Bue I did," she says teiumphandy,

“Though Caralyn resisted initally, [ insisted on working doscly with her, |
did everything she asked, and more. Finally, Carolya sid thar since she was act-
ing a5 co-chair of my dissertation, then we should fapmalize the relationship.
Meeilless w say, | rushed our quickly to take care of the paperwark before she
changed her mind, Mow, four years Later, ' in chis clss because she thinks 1 need
further eraining in mechods. [ don't wan 1o take it, bur, hey, here T am, T want
%o finish my dissereation.” | chuckle, reminded of haw blun: Valerie can be.

Taking Autoethnographic Field Notes, “Capturing”
Experience, Memory, and Emotional Reeall

“Larolyn mld me to stare by writing my story as field nores organized chrona-
logically,” Valerie continues. “Ar first, | resisted, because [ could ' figure out
how exploring my srory would add 1o whar's already published or how i would
fir with interviews of ather women, Then, follewing Caralyn’s advice, [ wrose
my memories of whar happened 1o me, Afer this, T read ather personal smories
s well as analyses of hreast cancer stories.? Whar [ wroe had a lot in comman
with other wamen's stories, Similar to me, most women resnember discover-
ing the lump—that's always a traumatic event, Then, they focus on the diag-
nosis and assessment of rrearment oprions, MNest, they deseribe waking up from
the surgery and then guing through the follow-up treatment. Fip ally, they
emphasize recovery and some sense of resalution,

“Mosr survivors describe ma king decisions abour reconserucrive surpery,
shopping for a prosthesis—if they decide to wear one—eheir hair falling out,
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and seeking alternative rrearment.” she continues, withour skapping a beat. 1
wrose about these things as well .. .7

“And whar did you learn from writing your sotes?” | ask.

" learned that cancer is more than a medical story; ivs a fecling story, 1
learned how scared 1 am even though I've been a survivar now for soven years,
And that was the inveresting thing—there are few staties abour long-tesm sur-
<ivors in the form of memoirs or in social science research, Mot survivors tell
their stories soon afier recavery from wearment, They're usually preroy optimistic
shaut secovery and often clain 1o be better off ar the end than the beginning,

*1 felt that, tae—the oprimism 1 mean—immediately after my oreatment
was over, that is,” Valerie continues passionately, “Bur | don't feed shat way now,
1 precend F'm an upbear, oprimistic person with no worries, a warrior who has
learned from hes experiences. But what [ had to face a5 | wiote my story is that
I'rm scared all the time that the cancer will come back. I've had carpal tunncl syn-
drome and ics probably from the cheme. Now | have swears st night, and 1 dont
knaw if its early menopause—another gift of chemo—aor signs of the cancer
returming. T soery, bur mncer has noc improved my life, and | cant make it inta
a gift, no marrer what romanticized memeoiss ot seli-help books mighe elaimn.*
1 don't have 2 renewed appreciation of each day; insead, [ have renewed fear”

*I identify with what you're going through,” Laura says, "I dent worry so
siach thar my bone cancer will come back, but 1 do worry whether my knee

replacement will hold and how many mere surgerics Il have ta have, That
hardly seerms like a gift.”

“Baoth of you, Laura and Valerie, are very courageous te il your stones,
Is it oo painful ro wrire abour these expericncest” [ ask, in resposise wo the emo-
tios wich which Valerie has rald her story

“I can handle it,” says Lawea, “especially if ir's in the context of odher peo-
ples” stories.”

“Including my scery is very important tome now,” says Valerie, "Holding
in these feelings. all these ycars, was difficule. [t had negative effects on my

psychological and physical well-being and on my family. It was hard pretend-
ingz; sometimes | thoughe T was going crazy, Mow [ realize | don’t have wo pre-
tend. Maybe through writing and ralking with other women abour their
experiences, | cn figure our another swory to live, one that might hielp me cope
better and not take so much out of me. [ hope 1o write myself as a survdvor in
a deeper, more meaningful way.”

Close to tears, Judy says, "1 feel the same way. | have to write my story.
Oitherwise, | fear | might not be able to live through in Iis impossible to held

back all these Feelings.
“I'm sorrpe” Judy says, taking rthe Bleenex Leigh hands her. "I just. . "
“Wie know, Judy” 1 say. *It's okay. Whar yau're poing through. Ir's hard.
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“Limagine other women share your sense of vulnerabilioy and s of con-
troel over cheir lives even vears after cheir rrearment,” [ say to Valerie, *[ chink
[ would," 1 add, inveluntarly shivering as | imagine the difficulty of cancer
hanging over me in such an intrusive way,

“That’s what T want to know—hew it feels o us, how we cope, or don'i—
whether the experience continues to be as fresh and scary wo them as ivsill is
1w me, [ want o coneribure vo knowledge, bue 1 also wane w help others—and
myself—create @ stocy we can live with, How Im existing now, denying my
feelings—this is no way o live.” Valerie shakes her head and sighs. ;

The studencs begin 1o engage in animated conversations abour suppress-
ing feelings, all ealking ac once. Their conversatians give me time o think abour
how to respond when studenes feel emotional in class, On this oceasion, 1had
rushed anto the silence because | wanced o protect Judy from crying. Now |
wonder if what she had needed instead was vo cry—ro cleanse herself for a
while of heavy emotion, Or perhaps have all of vs ery topecher—io feel a com-
munity of support. If not, maybe she hoped o walk abour her Feelings and try
aur another more emotional version of her store.

“hometimes [ think academia would be 2 more inviting and producrive
space if we were comfortable feeling more and openly expressing something
ather than bosedom or eriticiem,” [ say. Judy nods. then blows her nese.

“Juse like Valeeie, 1 learned a lor by weiting notes on my experience,” save
Penny, “though, ac the ome, I wasnt sure whar [ was doing. 1 wonder, when
shioald ¥t hcg.-m taking nofes Foir an auroech nography:™

“Ar soon as vou can. Sometimes you might decide 1o write abour an evenc
while veu are in the elucches of the experience, Bur often when we are in the
middle of an epiphany, such as Valerie’s experience of breast cancer, it's too dif-
fieule to find time, energy, or the inclination o write aboun i [ begin,

"I often wrire about an event whils its happening,” Judy offers. *Thac’s
what T did with my father”

"You've always been a journal wrirer,” T sap

she smiles, "Sure have. Ever since 1 was little. [ wrote about my hearing
lass and then later about my divorce, which [ continued in your class.”

“If you are used eo writing yourself through a crisis. then it will be easier
to recotd your thoughts and feelings while you're in one. [ found that record-
g,y thoughts and feelings while Gene was ill and dying was very therapeu-
te, and it became second mature w continue doing so. Though | have w cell
¥, [ stopped keeping a journal abour twe veaes alter he died, and [ really
haven’t kept one sinee.”

“Really?” “Thaes surprising.” Voices come out of the group.

"Mayhe net so surprising,” 1 respond. “James Pennehaker found mvo pat-
verns in his imerviews of several hundred studenes who keep diaries.? The
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smaller group writes almaose daily, uneil tranma serikes. The more common pit-
tern though is to wrire only during periods of soress and unhappiness.

"Tike vo write about an epiphany while I'm going thaugh it, such a5 with
my mather's illness.? OF course, all autoeshnographic writing socurs after expe-
rience. The question is how long afer?” | chuckle. "Onee T wrote notes for a
story about race relations in a small town more than rwenty-five years afer the
events ook place.® Whils | remembered the general contauss of whar happened
and how [ felt, 1 was sketchy on other details, such as the descriprion of the
plice and whar was sid,

“There are a number of ways 1o go abaur writing autoethnography,” T con.
tinug, wanting to convey more infarmarion before we move t our more G-
fortable realm of conversation. “It really depends on where slong the
conrinuum of art and science you locate yowrself, What claims do you want 1o
make? I you want wo claim you're following teaditional rules of ethnographic
methad, chen it would be best if you had kept notes on dhe experience as it
happened. The notes weuld serve s field nores and you'd write from those.”

“IF your didn’t have notes, how would you remember what actually hap-
penedi” Jack asks, .

“Da you think the notes would tell vou whar actually happened? Aren's
they partial incerpeerations as well "

“Yes, but then how would 1 make suse that whar | said was cruthful?”

“The ‘vrurh’ is that we can never fully caprure experience. What we <]l is
always a story abour the past, Gregery Bareson says stories are true in the pres-
ent though ot in the past.” Reld nores ase one sclective stary abour what hap-
pened written from a particular paint of view ar a particular point in time for
a particular purpase. Bue if representation is your goal, ifs best w have as many
saurces and levels of story recorded ar different times a1 possible, Even so, real-
ize that every story is parrial and situared,

“I€ you viewed your project as closer 1o art than science, then your goal

would not be so much to portray the fics of whar happened to you acewrarchy,”
T continue, “but instead eo convey the meenfngs vou anached to the experience.
You'd want v rell a story that readers could encer and fiel 2 part of. You'd wrice
in a way o cvoke readers w feel and rhisk abour your life and their lives in
relation to yours. You'd wane them o eXperience your experience as if it were
happening o chem,

“IF these were your goals,” 1 continue, “writing noes at the time the events
occurred would have besn useful, but not necessary: 1F you'ee writing abour an
epiphany, which you uswally are in chis kind of research, you may be too caught
up in living it o weite abou i”

*Bur then how do you remember all ehe dialogue and details larer?” Jack
asks,
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“When 1 wrate Fimal Negoriations, abour the chronic illness and death of
my first hushand, | didn't actually remember everything 1 wrore abour, cer-
tainly not the exact words we spoke anyway. [ had notes for much of whar ]
described, but 1 sill had to construcs scenes and dizlogue from partial deserip-
tions. And 1 hadn't kept notes for everything | wrote abour. Bur ic's amazing
the details pou can recall, andd for how bong, if the event was emortionally evoca-
tive. OF course, 1 also realize that all memory wkes place in the present and is
ariented toward the Furure. My current frames of memory—and my need o
have a coherent sense of myself—influenced whar I remembered and what the
meistories meant to me?

“Whether you're writing during, immediarcly after, or much later, I rec-
ommend thar you start by raking retrospective field notes on your life, as
Valeeie did. [nclude all the devails you can recall, T find ir helpful o organize
my writing chronelogically first, using the main events to structure dhe ale. I
iry to write daily, rereading whar | wrete the day before, then filling in new
memorics. Remember, you are creating the story; it is nor there waiting o be
found. Your final stery will be crafted from thess nores.”

“What da you include in the notes?" asks Penny,

"Everything,” [ say, then langh. “OFf course, you can'. | like 1o concentrane
on emations and dialogue, bur irs also imporiant w describe places, colors,
sounds, and movements. Those descriprions will come in handy when you're
writing vour story.”

“Whar’s the difference berween field notes and a Arse draft of a stonys™ asks
Hecror.

“Fometimes lictle, but usually a lot, because in Feld nores you're trying to
et down a5 much as you can. Ina draft, you have to choose a plot line and
concentrate on developing ir, foregoing anything that doesn®t fit your theme.”

“Huowe wall 1 know when I'm writing from my perspective then and when
Iy current perspective is clouding my memory of whart happened?” Penny asks,

“Your current perspective abways clouds your memory, Annie Dillard says
that if you value your memory, don't write 8 memoic” I'd say the same thing
abaur an autocthnography. Writing will cloud your memory in that whar you
write will loom larger than dhe actual experience and essentially replace the expe-
mence, much like ‘snapshow of ypour vacation fix and become more real than vour
vacation. "1 Adrienne Rich says thar “the story of our lives becomes our lives,™!

Cue of the comer of my cye, 1 natice Leigh's brow is furrowed and her
mouth puckered. “Whar are you rthinking, Leigh?” I ask,

“Just wondering if the same is true of journaling. Does it change the eipe-
rience forever and fix it in che same way?" Leigh replics.

"1 never thoughe of thar before,” says Judy, jorring down notes. *T guess it
does, expecially if pou read and reread what pou wrate—which 1 always do."
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“Making memory more complex is chat it docint work in a loear ways nor
e life,” 1 offer. *Insead, thoughts and feclings circle around s, flash back,
chen Forward. The topicd is intersoven with the chronalogical. Thoughts and
feelings merge, drop from our grasp, then reappear in another context. In real
life, we don't always knew when we know something, Events in the past are
inverpreted from our current position. Yer that doesn’t mean there's ne value
in trying o disentangle now from then, as long as you realize it's not a project
you'll ever complete or ‘get right’s instead, you serive, as Richandson says, v ger
it contoured and nuanced in a meaningful way "'

“How do you do chai?” Penny asks.

*] use a process of emotional recall similar to the “method acting” of Lee
Serasherg ar the Aetors Studio.' [ imagine being back in the scene emarion-
ally and physically, Revisiting the scene emotionally lexds wo remembering other
derails. The advantzge of writing elose o the time of the event s thae it deesn
cake much effoet 1o acsess lived emotions—they're often chese whether you
want them to be or not. The disdyantage is that being so involved in the scene
emotianally means dhar i diffieult 1o ger outside ir 1o analyze from a distance,
from a culwural perspective. Yer both of thess processes, moving in and mov-
ing out, are necessary to produce an elfecrve autoethnography. Thac's why i's
good 1o write abaut an event while your feclings are still incense, and then o go
back to it when you're mere emotionally diszans, 1've had studens who were
great at gerring fneide emocional experience, bur they had tunnel vision. They
conldre move around in the experience. They were unabls w sec ivasir might
appear o others. They had rouble analyzing their thoughts and feelings as
socially consrructed processes.”

“T'm ot sure 1] ever be good at emotional recall.” Jack laments,

“It rakes peactice, and some people are berer at it than athers.” Reflecting
my canversation with Arr, | continuoe, “Thaugh | have no hard evidence, [
believe the process is often easier for women than for men, or at least mare

familkar.”

“I¢s time thas our ralents get celebrared,” says Laura. “The university terds
1o reward masculine charaseeristics and thinking.”

“That may be true, hue 1 wonder if women ars mere lilehy eo pet stuck in
the expetience and find it more problemaric o move outside,” offers Hector.

41 doubt it Laura replies. “We have so much hiswory of moving berween
worlds, Think of raising children and how women have to move smoothly
berween the rational and emotional every day of their lives.”

“Good painr,” 1 respond and then listen as she and Hector continue the
discussion.

Finally, Laura says, "Speaking of moving berween wolds.”
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“1 know,” I respond. "It's time to mave from cancentrating on the needs
of the mind 1o focusing on the needs of the body. Be back in ten minutes,”

Interlude: Teaching Antocthnography

During break, alone in my office, 1 think about o difficuldr iv i5 oo ceach qual-
itative methods courses well, including auroethnogeaphy. My autecthnogra-
phy syllabus pragresses in a logical, developmental way: from laying the
foundation and contextualizing autoethnography: to different approaches wo
aurocthoography; o autcethnegraphy in interview research and personal nar-
rative; 1o taking notess 1o writing stories and dealing with the isswes of writing
eruthfully, therapeutically, vulnerably, evocasively and ethically; vo thinking of
writing as inquiry: to che different forms writing can takes o ovaluating and
publishing autoethnogrphy; to aking it to the community: and, finally, to
participant response and eeflections on wrinng,

But autesthnography does nat proceed linearly. The “smges” are not muw-
ally exclusive. Ofren they all eollapse on you aconce. Students can't do " with-
out considering “y.” They have o make sthical decisions bebore they begin the
praject, They should know how to introspect and analyze the material a5 they
take ficld notes. Sometimes they must choose another topie or change their
approach. They have wo have some sense of the available forms the weiting can
tabee, and their talent for that kind of writing, before knowing the approach they
want to take, Sometimes stdents can't make sense of someching I'm present-
ing without knowing something clse | have nor yer covered. Sometimes | bring
up issues before it seems chronologically appropriate to do so, Somerimes | ask
students ro hold off on a particular topic—have faith thar eventually all their
questions will be answered and the important issues covered. That is hand for
them, since they want te know everything ac once. Ideally, [ want them to
know everything before they start their projecs, Bug the dme frame of the class
makes thar impessible. Moreover, most learning comes in the doing. You cant
be an autoethnographer witheut doing autcechnography.

| require students to complers research projects through dhe course, Thus,
it is sometimes necessary to ealk, our of sequence, about something unique
a particular project thar must be figured our before o soudent can go 1o the mexe
step, Sometimes 2 student makes @ mistake and we use thar as a momene of
leacning. 1 tell them chey inevitably will make mistakes; that it is part of doing
research. | encourage class members w listen o problems that others bring up.
sinee they oo may encounter similar issues. Even if they don't, these details ane
where the larger issues play out. [ stop to prabe, but not wo much, and pro-
vide ermotional support.
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Some stucdenss feel I'm sending them inee the woods without a compass, ™
Bur a compass does no good {in fact, it could do harm} if they rely an it befoce
they ve wandered around o bit and goten the lay of the land. [n any ethno-
graphic reseacch, the issue being rescarched almost always gers murkier before
it gets clearer. We have 1o deal in unceringy. Then 3 point comes thae 1 ell
students, "Gt out your compass. You now have 1 focus on where you're going
or you'll never ger there in the time we have available.”

Tcacﬁinﬁ .'-I'||.I:\'I'.|I!E|.'I I'II.'IEEFI'I].' 1% tim-ll.al.‘ Ecr Eu:r}';ng Gk A aum:'rhnngnphic
project, The proeess is murky, especially in the beginning, The class docsn’t
always proceed linearly. T have to remain Aexible, be open to uncerainey, and
rrust the process and myself. My students or eopasticipanis—real human beings
in real sisuations—have 1o be my first consideration. Sometimes they ger emo-
tivnal and | have o figure our the best way to respond. Sometimes | feel
emorional, Somerimes 1 reveal painful details abour my Life. [ oy 1o moded how
ta Feel and expres emotionaling ver also be able 1o srand back and examine it
frewm the ourside in.

Teachin Ean awraeth nnE;.aphir_ elise 55 like WIi.[iI:I.E BEE] uu[l.'lf'[h]ll.'lEl.‘..FJi:r'.
How do you both themarize chaprers!classes yer deal with processi How do
you HEIJI".‘ agir whar o leave m“rl." p-'n:n there’s never |:n:|:|ug|"| LLITHE im & SepiRcs-
ter or space in a thirty-page article or cwo-hundred-page book? Hmm . .. no
easy answers here,

Interlnde; Emotions, Politics, and Social Change

“Winuldn't it be nice if men could be more emotianal®™ Laoca stares, when el
bepins, conrinuing her discussion wich Hecvor.

“Your generalization s based on heteresesisc and whire biases," says Hecron
"Gay men are emotienal. 5o are Latino men, At least chey show it more.”

“Yisu'ra ri$1. [ wean mﬂg:l:.zm]i':ing." Laura adenirs, b|MEIJ'|'I|5 .'iiighﬂ:r'. aend
ewisting her hair arcund her finger. She wens her bedy in her chair, and [ wan-
der if her lep is bothering her.

“This whole elass and the books we read are all bizied,” accuses Hecror,
leaning forward so he can see me. "We've read lirtle abour people of other racial
and ethnic groups. While white women write many of the personal swries, white
men scem o be the theonsts. And oy to find A gay author amang the gmup."

[ wane to lash out at Heetor. Instead, 1 take a deep breath and wair for
somenne else to respond. When nobody does, T ask, "Hectar, are there soofies
your have in mind that you'd like o bring in for the class wo read?”

“Mot really, | just thoughr it was interesting how whive the readings are,”

“Muore white wemen do auroethnography chan any other group,” 1 say
defensively, “though more and more, members of other groups are jaining in.

:
I
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To name a few, Deborab Augtin, Ruch Behar, Joy Fierce, Dhanel Cotanda,
Richard Rodrigues, Michael Arringron, Cherrfe Moraga and Gloria
Anzaldia,' | probably could and should de a beter job of representing mcial,
ethinic, and sexual diversiny, though the work of class members is cerrainly
diverse, We have [ack, an African American male, writing abouwt interracial :Ela.-
tionships; Leigh, who is Jewish, is writing about Messtanic Judaism; Ken had
plannned 1o write about gay men who want childeen; and you, with a hybrid
idenricy. are writing abour finding vus your father was Mexican,”

“But Ken dropped out and the majosiny of this class is compased of whiee
wamen whe want to write victim narratives abour their personal lives,”

The class again s silenr, Finally, “We're writing survivor narrarives,” siys
Judy, "Nobody in here is writing herself s 3 vicnim."

“Instead, their goal is vo reduce the stigma and marginalization of ill-
ress anel disabiling” 1 say. "They aren’t asking for pity and they aren’t por-
weaying themselves as pathetic and helpless. On the contrary. they use
narrative as 4 source of empowerment and a form of resistanee 1o canonical
discourses."”

“aybe so. But | doube any of these stories will change anything,” Hector
continues. " They mighe even lead o women becaming more vulnerable and
mare likely 10 ke on a victim identity, Whire men will conrinue dominating
and dictating the stories thar ger rold.”

'E!-t":ng able to write p:mn;l narrative and inelude emetions is preeey rads
wcal inand of icsell," 1 sy,

"Maybe for you, bur ner for me." Hector replies. *1've been educared ar
USF where emotions and personal stories have been a parc of most of my
classes. So including emotions and our own lives is nor something thar [ have
had 1o fight for. You didn't have that. so you keep rebelling against your own
ciducation,”

“Thats true, bucwair untl you get outside USE You might be surprised,
depending on where you are hired, that ir's not always sccepeable to write social
science as peesonal narmarive or to fnclude your cmaotions in what you write”

h':.::-ll'lﬂ:-'l'lls I'i!Ehr,:'l Latira says inte the silence. "1 see it in some of the cir-
cles | teavel. Auroethnography is on the marging, and some academics donlt
consider whar we do s research,”

[ want to write political critique anyeay” says Hecror.

Alter a pause, Penny says. “Maybe we should get back to interviewing,
Class members nod in agrecenent, I'm glad someone else in the dass broughe
us back o the topic. [appreciate how Hecror reminds us of the political dimen-
siong of whar we do, though semecimes T wish dhe teminders were done less
cricically and in a way thar was less likely ro close down conversation. Is eriti-
cism the most cffective way to change peoples minds or hearts?
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Conducting and Writing Up Interviews:
From Accnracy to I'|.-[i:|:c'm|.'_||..r to Truth

*Talk maore abour your interviews,” | say 1o Valerie.
*1 1.1-=.|1|:r:r.‘|. ta di inferaciive interypews :.r.||:|. 1 thnug!'it ﬂl-e:}r'd. |:||: FI[I.‘_T[],I- mu:h
like conversarions you have with Friends. 5o | did my spied with each pamicipane
abour how we would share our stores. Bur few of them really were inceractive

“What were they then?” [ask.

*Some of the women got 5o into telling their story dhere wasn't room for
me o add anything. But mosc sat ﬂlum!:,' after answering a question until 1
ashed the nexr question,”™

*I puess chey're so sed o the authoristive interview siteagon,” | gay, “thag
they expect the sesearcher 1o ask the questions. We see it on TV all the time,
and cerrainly in social science thar’s che way it's heen,™ ¥ i

*1 eried to go with the How, like Caralyn told me 1o do, but then T wor-
ried chat [ wasn't doing it right. Was | parriciparing enough, or too much? |
didna't want my story to ger in the way of the stories the women were relling,
50 | held back. In che middle of the interviews, | figured out that | didn't always
have 1o be saying something to be participaring. [ reflecved on my story as the
participant talked abour hers. That worked as long as [ was sqill liscening,™

“And some of the interaction comes in when you write, when you imag-
ing whart you were thinking or might have been thinking then—or even just
adding what their words lead you o think abour ar the point of writing. The
reflections mever !.t-DF." T say, as Valerie 1:|LI.Ii.1:|-' takes notes,

1 hadn't thoughr of chac,” says Valerie.

B¢ there anything about your researcher self in vour stories?”

“Mo. Should | pur char inf”

*That's part of your experience, 't i" [ask. " You are a breast cncer sur-
vivor and 2 researcher, so I'm sure vou had reflections about the research expe-
rienee and how you were doing a5 & researchen”

“You bet 1 did,” she =10

*Broadening the meaning of ‘interactive’ and “reflexive’ will give you more
ways 1o include your own story”

“Crood, beeauwse 1've had rouble knowing how o do thar.”

"Would you ralk about writing up the interviews!”

*Certainly. I've wrirtten a draft of each,” Valerie answers, *bur I'm not
happy with whar I've produced. Following Caselyn’s suggestion, | rried 1o write
each interview in a different formar 1o reflece the different qualities of the incer-
views. For the one in which I told more of my story, | chose the form of a ler-
ter vo my diary. The result was that | took authorship of the other woman's
story. In another imerviewer's story, [let the respondent tell her story in a
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maonologue, using as many of her own words as possible, beeause she salked
aonstop. T couldn't ger a word in edgewise. Using another fonr, [added in the
reflections thar occurred to me about my own experience as [ heard her talk, 1
wrare a third, the most interacrive of all, as a conversation, Here the reader geos
more af my words and Fewer of my reflections. [ wried oo write all the stories
diffecently, but Pve run out of forms, so I'm having o repeat them with my
other two participants.”

“Wauld you like to read one of your interviews to the class?” 1 ask.

“I'mi nor sure they're working yet.”

“What isn't working?™ [ ask

“When 1 read what | wrote, the stories sound wooden. [ haven'r caprured
the passaon that was generated in the interviews, | mean, my gosh, sometimes
we cried with sach ather. That’s not in my stories,”

“You'll find that not every formar you oy will work in an artistic or truch-
ful way,™ 1 say. “Sometimes you have 1o write something thar deesnt wirk, before
vou find a formac that does. Besides the written page is not the same as the
usteractive interview, You loss che nonverbals, the Frce-to-Face cues, and so on.”

“I'm rrying 5o hard to capruee what each respondent said and how she said
ir, and what 1 actually thoughe and el ae the time, thar 1 chink my effores have
gotten in the way of the siory,” Valerie voluneers.

“This may be a good rime to talk abour acaumcy and ruth in writing,” | say.

“Baut aren’t dhey the same thing?” asks Jack.

“Wa," | respond. "The stories Valerie is writing may be accurate in teems
of who said whar when. But, as Valerie said, they are not truthful, ar least noc
in the s=nse of truthfully conveving the emational experience that eccurred in
the intersiew,”™ 7

“Yalerie," | say, "vou're trying 0 hard 1o be accuraie or factual that you're
lnsing the heart of the story. | doubs then that these stories will capnare reacders.
As Zinsser savs, ‘[Flidelity to the Facts is no fres pass m the readers attencion,” "0

“That's suse true.” says Valerie, looking dejected, 1 don't even want to read
some of them myselE"

“I start with the assumption chat lanpuage is not tansparent, and there’s
no single standard of truth,” 1 say. "This premise questions the concepr of
descriptive validine—thar restarchers are ‘not making up er diswerting the things
they saw and heard.™! [ would argue that all validicy is interpretive and depen-
dent on context and the understandings we bring o the observation,™

"Sa then should we just do away with validiey?™ Jack asks.

“We should redefine it for our purposes,” Hecror suggests, “though I'm
st st hese”

“Good point. Heetor,” [ say and smile, looking for my notes on validigy:
When [ find them. | say, *Lincsln and Guba ask how we know when our secial
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inquities are faithful enough to some human construction that we and those
we stidy Feel safe to ace on what we find. In seeking to redefine validity, these
anthes urn to criteria for judging the processes and outcomes of research pro-
jects rather than the methods by which eurcomes are produced, A standard
of fairness judges whether all stakeholder views are reflecred in the rex
Ontological and educarive suthenticity assesses whether theee is 2 raised aware-
fiess in che research participants. Cacalytic suthenticiny and acrical auchentic-
ity evaluare actions by participants and resea rehers to prampr social and
palitical acrion if that is desired.™

“In autnethnographic wotk, [ Toak ae validicy in terms of what happens to
reackers as well as w0 research participants and researchers. To me, validicy means
shar our work seels verisimilitude; it evokes in readers a feeling chac the expe-
rience desceibed is lifelike, belicvable, and possible, You also can judge valid-
ity by whether it helps readers eommunicace wich others differen from
themselves or offers 2 way to improve the lives of participants and reader—or
CWEN FOUr oW,

“Ohne way 1o improve lives would be to help the people we study under-
stand their words berrer, and the way those in power shape them. Then, per-
haps our respondencs might rransform their own worlds,” Hecror suggests.
“Then aur research waould be pelitical.

“I guess that would be catalytic and tacrical antheaticiey,” Hecror says, and
[ nod, thinking how much more effective Hecror is when hes offering some-
thing positive rather than attacking,

“We also might aske their help to undessrand our world,” says Laura.,

“And consider the sonssquences of our stories for us, the sworyellers, as well
45 far those who read and serve as characrers in our stories,” volunreers Leigh.

“We also might chink abour what kind of a person the story shapes us
inco,” savs Penny. .

“And rhe new possibilicies it introduces for living our lives,” says Valerie.

"1 alse chink we should consider how well the starvelles was able to coms
municate with other participants,” Judy sugpests. “Did ke of she have good
relationships wich them:"*

*1 like the transpressive nature of these definitions,” says Hexstar. ]

“There's more.” 1 respond. “Laurel Richardson wses the meraphor of acrys
eal o deconstruct teaditional validing* A cryseal has an infinice number of
shapes, dimessions, and angles. Iracts asa prism and changes shape. Lt seill
has structure, What we see depends on our angle of vision.

“Another writer, Patti Lather, propeses counrer-practicss of autharity ‘i‘_’l
rupture validiny as o ‘regime of truch™® and lead 1o a critical polivical 2 :
She mentions four subrypes: isonic validity, concerning the problems of repe
resentation; pasalogical validicy, which honors differeisees and uncartaintes
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rhizamatic validity, which seeks out mulriplicin; and volupruous validit, which
seeks our echics through practices of engagement and selfreflexivin.

“This gives you a lot to think about regarding how ro define validity, and
many ways to consider validity in your projects,” [ conclude, “Perhaps we
should end here. Valerie, I'll edit your stories and remurn them in a few days.
Why don't you think mare about how you want to revise them? [f you have
trne, 1y Tewriting ene and bring it w che nexr class. 1 think your experience
l1as been helphil o everyone.”

“1 sure hope so,” Valerie says, sighing as she geus her books rogether.

“Wair a minure,” Jack says 1o me, inte rrupring Valeries leave-taking ges-
rures, “You say our stories should be eruchful, bur then you say they don’t have
vy e accurate. Wouldn't you say that this is 2 lor like writing fiction?™

“Ic’s simialar,” [ respond. "And some social science auchors wiite fiction as
social science.™ For example, Angrosing wrote fictional stories based on his
ethnographic work abour adulee with menizl retardasion, ™

“Why would he do chae?” asks Jack.

"He felt thar the techniques of fictien allowed him o get 1o the truth of
his participants’ cxperience withour risking revealing the identity of any spe-
cific character or place. He wanted o show life being pecformed, so that read-
ers could enter the experience and draw their own conclusions.

“Angrosing’s text makes different claims from most social science texts,
which purpare to be ‘factually teve,'” 1 continue, "Angrosing claims o convey
the truch of experience.

“Mast of the time writing and publishing conventions are different for
social seientises and fiction writers. Identifring as social scientises affeces the
decisions we make about what and how to write."

“In your view, how da decisions social scientists make differ from those of
ficeion writers?” Jack asks.

"Generally, autoethnogrphers limic themselves wo what they remember
astually happened. They don't tell something they know to be false, though
that's not so clear cur. le depends, ..

“On what™ Jack asks.

_"3ay you want to peotect the privacy of o research participant you've made
t:m:: & I’-!'ﬂl.':lcrfl' in your story. You might use composites or change some jden-
:E‘;‘ﬂl:t_l:ll‘lrm%t';ﬂn. Or you mighe collapse events to write 3 more engaging
i Wkl I i i i
rorial “n:"]?"ﬂ st be mare truthful in a narrarive sense though ot inan his-
When Jack I-u:-.ruks at me questioningly, | say, “You know—the story evokes
:mm'im_ the feeling that the wale is true, The story is coherent. Tt conneets read-
- '-"IJ- writer and provides continuicy in their lives, Or as Plummer puss i, |
¥ looking down at my notes, "what macvers is dhe way in which the story

in
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enables the reader i enter the subjective world of the teller—te see the world
fram her or his poine of view, even if this world does nat ‘match realiny

When | see a look of undersranding on Jack's fice, | continue. “Even real-
152 ethnographers, who claim o follow rules for doing science, use devices such
as making composites or eollapsing events mo rell berer stories and protect their
participants. Yet, they worship ‘sccwracy.’ They say, iF it didn't happen, don't
eell it. Dont put wards into participants’ mouths. Bue ethnographers do pur
wonds in participants’ mouths all die time."

“Hew can they ges away with chas?” Jack asks, 'm enjoying Jack's ques-
rions, [ sense his desire now to kaow rather than simply to challenpe.

"By relying on memary, editing and selecting verbatim prose out of con-
rext, and then surrounding it with their own construcred analytical convexs,
The worst offense, in my mind, is omining details thae don’t fir the analysis,
or playing down their imporeance. Bur even withour thar, when it comes to
analysis, most teaditional echnographers have no problem reaching beyand
descriprion for all kinds of interpreration.”

“Lrive me an example,”

“They create the 'typical’ person or day, the ‘common’ event. They use
ambiguous descriproes like ‘most,’ ‘seme,” 'frequent,’ and “few.” They alzo reify
concepts such as socil serusture and organizational dimare, 1 did this wa in
my dissercation, the study of two fishing villages, And, let me tell you, when
community members read whar [ wrote, whar 1 saw as rypiical was certainly mot
what they saw as rypical. Whar | wrote teld you more about how I organize
my world, than how they organized theirs,™*

“So then it dossn't really marcer whar vou write?”

“lvmaneers alrighe. What you publish has consequences. Unless yons inform
the audicnee you are doing otherwise, 1 believe you should try to canstruc che
story as close to the experience as you can remember ir, especially in the inical
version. IF you do, it will help you work through the meaning and purpose of
the story. Bur it's not s impartant thar narrarives represent lives accuraely—
anly, as Art argues, ‘thar narrarores believe they are doing 5o, A believes that
wie can judge one nasrative interpretacion of events against another, but we can-
ned measiere a narrative againss the events themselves because the meaning of
the events comes clear only in their narracive expression,”

“5o if we're not judging so much on accuracy, what are we judging on:”
asks Jaclk

“How about the usefulness of the story?® Art argues thar the real ques-
tion is what nareatives de, whar consequences they have, 1o whar uses they can
be pue.?” Narrarive is the way we remember the past, cum life into language,
and disclose 1o ourselves and others the ruth of our experiences.® In moving
from concern with the inner veridicaling o ourer pragmacics of evaluating si-
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fies, Plummer also looks ar uses, finetians, and roles of stories, and adds thar
they ‘need 1o have fherorical power enhanced by acstheric delighr.”**

“1 agree with Art and Ken Plummer,” | continue. “And [ would soy expli-
citly thar our stories should have therapeuric value ..

“Therapeuric value!" Jack stammers. “'ve come a lesrg weay in this class,
bue 1 just can’t go there.”

“Maybe vou can,” [ say, looking at my watch, b lees wair until nexe
weel, It's past time to end elass. We'll allow vou the company af your currene
convictions withour challenge far one more week.”

Jack smiles as he collects his books: “You're a orip,” he saps, making me
senile inotuen.

“Hey, [ like your new duds,” [ say, noning his casual, purple, cotten tshin
and black jeans, *Purple is my favosiee color.”™

I know,” Jack replies, pointing to my long, Rlue Fish, purple panis;
rnacching vess and tshire and dangling carrings with purple stones. ™ You wear
|:||.|.rir]|.' all ehe e

1 listen in as Judy and Leigh hang around to ealle 1o Walerie abour her study
and Hector engapes Jack abour therapy and research.

Reflections on Living the Antoethnographic Life:
Life Seeps into Work

After class, Tudy comes to my office.™ When | sce wears gather in the corners
of her eyes, | say, “How abour a hugs®

She relaxes in my embrace for o moment. then pulls back quickly when
lier hearing aid whistles. "Stupid thing,” she sys, stting and fiddling wich hee
lzfr hearing aid.

“Whars going on?” 1 ask,

"I think Dad's elose to dying.” Tears roll down her cheeks. | place my
hand an her shoulder and wait silently wntil she can speak. When she does,
her words pour sur quickly, “1 had o sign the DNR [do not resuscitare] orders
:.'u::rcl:’d:l.‘:.‘. fdidn't know what to da abour the clause on the :FI!EI'JEHE tuhe.
Da’s Living will srares chat lie docsn't want arnificial feeding. Bur [ jusc can'’
... [ ean't honor Dad's wishes on this and ler him starve to death, [ rold
the nurse tha il be should become comatose then | mighe want to reconsider,
bur right now | wang Dad 1o be given some chance of recovering, Did [ deo
thie I.'iEhI: Lhingi‘"

“You handled things the best vou eould. Don't second-guess yourself,”
T reassure.

“I'm warried abour my dissertation,” Judy suddenly says, "l do’t know
what ['m gning ro do, and then L have comps coming up, and 1 nesd o submit
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a proposal wo [RE, and [ have to alk to my commicmes members, and [ don'
know how to describe my project to them.”

“Slow down, Mone of this has ta be thouphe abour now,”

| knlml-, burina FIFANES way, [ |5l|:r: l.'['l.inll;ing_ zhout 12, " she SAYs- “lIe takes
my mind off Dad, even though my distertation will be abour him.™ Given how
[ el when [ took noves on my parmer Genes dv.'mm. 1 understand how wric-
ing can feel like an escape from living the wpic you're wrting about, Semetimes
[ wonder, though, if Judy should be writing abour her father’s dying while &e's
happening. She insiscs this is whar she wans w be working on now. [ remem-
ber being overwhelmed by death and grief when [ was writing about i, living
ir, and reaching it

“Carolyn, | dont wane to tell other peoples’ stories,” she suddenly pleads,
“I'm so involved in mine, I'd Like ro focus just on in™

[ Feel 7 {]:jﬁ W13 [0 LT ::]’.rcrii:nl::' with her M_A cheste, "Wl see,” [ say.
“Let's take everything one step ar a rime.”

“1 want 1o ger done, quickly” she blures our, "There's so much 1o de, and
T hardly have any time with my hushand. When this is all over, 1'd like to go
an vacations and have fun. Maybe [ shouldn’t be trying to ger a Ph.DCT

“Monsense,” 1 say. “Anyway, now is noc the dme o be making these deci-
ginng. Disertations are not semething o be done quickly, They ke Lo of effor
and rewriting. 1 want you ro pick a wopic thar you can really be invalved in.™

"My own stocy—that’s what 'm involved in.”

“If you write only your story, you'll have to do i as fully 25 possible. I'm
ralking abour interviewing your siblings, possibly the doctors and nurses who
:].[[E'I'Ld }"l'.'rur fill']utr. and duing FFI.I'I;I:;FH.I‘II: nbsnn'ﬂ.#in-n in 1|'|¢- r|1||:::inE hnmc.h

“Bur my siblings and [ are barely speaking.”

“Hary of doing an awtoethnography i t include as much of the experience
as possible. Lot of siblings have conflics when cheir parencs are dying.” | admond-
I:IJ.EF. I:h:inkihg aboat ey mothers decerioration aned wondenng how my siblings
and [ will handle her demise. "Perhaps you could shine some light on thar and
show through your own story how people can come back wgether after such an
event. Of course, thar would mean youd have to be willing 1o mend fences.”

The sad look on Judy'’s face speaks of the impassibility of the task [ have sex
for her. T suddenky realize that we are having the conversarion [ was committed
aat 1o have now. The disertation cn wait; now she has m live throogh her father
dying. "Cheay, enough. Go deal with youwr cusrent sinsation. Just keep addng noces.
We'll talk about che rest larer,” She rises to go, and 1 stand and hug her tighdy.

“Thanks for always being here," she says, as she fiddles again with her
whistling hearing aid, “This is so hard,” she says, coving. "I'm soezy. [ didat
want v cry in front of you.”

I hand her 3 Kleenex. “1d worry if you didn't break down. Keep me poszed.”
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“Oh, L will,"” she says, a8 she smiles and then walks out the dooe, 1 see thar
Penny has waited for her, and [ relax when | hear her ask abour Judy's father

As 1 drve home, [ think about my interaction with Judy and how much
I have become a parc of her story, | feel both 2 responsibility and a desire o
aceompany her, and studencs like her, through their experiences, espectally if
their trauma becomes part of their scholarly exploration. [ believe in reaching,
the whole student. Taking into account the ather kinds of things going on in
srudents’ lives and the impact of studying rrauma on their well-being, all fecls
like parr of direcring aurcethnographic projects. Sometimes | feel drained and
am concerned that | can't be chere for all of them. Criher times, energized, |
realize how much 1 need them—how they help give my life meaning,

Perhaps it’s a good ching [ don't have children, I think, IFT did, [ wonder
if I would have the time and enengy 1o maintain the relationships with my st
dents that auteethnography requires. My musing gives me renewed apprecia-
cion for faculny members who do both.

As I walk in my front door, the answering machine clicks on. In spite of
the barking dogs greeting me, 1 hear Judys wice and [ hurry ro the phone, "I'm
ar the hospital now,” she says. “Dad’s feecding tube came aut. He might have
removed it himself. T told them noe o por it back in. Fve signed his death war-
eant. Now | know the dying process has begun. T rald Diad ic's akay for him o
diz and he smiled. T also cold him thae I'd like o keep him around longes. Juse
wanted you o know, Canolyn.”

Arz and [ listen together. As T reach o pick up the phone before it dlicks
off, Art puts his hand on my hand and says softly, "Dinner’s ready, Ear fiear
before you call her back. Thar will give her a chance 1o ger home and you a
chance wo relax a bir fiese.”

"Good idea,” | say, thankful for his concern and For a licdde respite. Tmause
pace myself. T fall into the chair and Art serves dinner while our four dogs ke
turns climbing all over me. “T love you.,” 1 say to them all, including Are. [ feel
o loving, and loved. and blessed. Those feelings come, in pars, from being
tnclusted in Judy's story,




