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What Is Autoethnography?

Writer Joan Didion notes simply and powerfully, “we tell stories 
in order to live.”1 In this book, we embrace Didion’s call, believ-
ing the stories we tell enable us to live and to live better; stories 
allow us to lead more reflective, more meaningful, and more just 
lives. The stories we discuss in this book—autoethnographic sto-
ries—are stories of/about the self told through the lens of culture. 
Autoethnographic stories are artistic and analytic demonstra-
tions of how we come to know, name, and interpret personal and 
cultural experience. With autoethnography, we use our experi-
ence to engage ourselves, others, culture(s), politics, and social 
research.2 In doing autoethnography, we confront “the tension 
between insider and outsider perspectives, between social prac-
tice and social constraint.”3 Hence, autoethnography is a research 
method that:

•	 Uses	a	researcher’s	personal	experience	to	describe	and	
critique cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences.4

•	 Acknowledges	and	values	a	researcher’s	relationships	
with others.5

Introduction to 
Autoethnography
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•	 Uses	deep	and	careful	self-reflection—typically	referred	
to as “reflexivity”—to name and interrogate the 
intersections between self and society, the particular and 
the general, the personal and the political.6

•	 Shows	“people	in	the	process	of	figuring	out	what	to	do,	
how to live, and the meaning of their struggles.”7

•	 Balances	intellectual	and	methodological	rigor,	emotion,	
and creativity.8

•	 Strives	for	social	justice	and	to	make	life	better.9

The goal of this book is to demonstrate how qualitative 
researchers can use autoethnography as a research method. In 
this chapter, we tell our stories of coming to autoethnography, 
discuss the concerns and considerations that led to the develop-
ment of autoethnographic methodologies, provide a brief history 
of autoethnography, and describe our plan for this volume. We 
hope this book will inspire you to use autoethnographic methods 
and provide you with ideas to explore and guidelines for research-
ing and writing your autoethnographies.

A note on our writing and citation choices: As you may have 
noticed, we use endnotes to document our sources and/or elabo-
rate our ideas. We do this for two reasons. First, we want to keep 
the primary text as readable as possible; an abundance of citations 
can interrupt and clutter the narrative. Second, while the primary 
text tells one story about autoethnography, the endnotes provide 
an additional, and perhaps more nuanced, account of the method. 
This secondary text also offers you additional resources for doing 
and thinking about autoethnography. You can decide how to read 
the text—for example, you might read the primary text all the way 
through and then turn your attention to the endnotes; other read-
ers might move from primary text to endnotes and back, while 
still others might turn first to the endnotes. Choose whatever 
reading method is most comfortable and helpful to you.

Coming to Autoethnography

Carolyn

I have been an ethnographer all my life. I also have been interested 
in peoples’ emotions and intentions, how they create meaningful 
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lives, and how they experience and cope with the problems of liv-
ing.10 During the 1970s, I had the good fortune of being at Stony 
Brook University, majoring in sociology. There I was able to pur-
sue my interests and immerse myself in the ethnographic study 
of community. Positivism ruled in those days, particularly in 
sociology departments—it still does—and I was encouraged to 
emphasize systematic data collection and traditional analysis over 
imagination and storytelling. In 1982, while an assistant profes-
sor in sociology at University of South Florida (USF), my brother 
died in a plane crash. That event, and having a partner in the last 
stages of emphysema, led me to begin keeping notes on my rela-
tional and personal experiences of grief and loss, which eventu-
ally resulted in some of my first autoethnographic writing.11 In 
1996, I moved to the Communication Department at USF and 
there I was able to continue the work that connected my sociolog-
ical eye with a communicative heart.12 Autoethnography fulfilled 
me as it combined my interests in ethnography, social psychology 
of the self and role-taking, subjectivity and emotionality, face-to-
face communication and interaction, writing as inquiry and evo-
cation, storytelling, and my social work orientation toward social 
justice and giving back to the community.

Unlike the stories that Stacy Holman Jones and Tony Adams 
will tell below, I did not have “mentors” in autoethnography, and 
initially it was challenging to get this work accepted and pub-
lished. What I  did have, though, were like-minded colleagues 
and friends—Art Bochner, Norman Denzin, Laurel Richardson, 
Buddy Goodall, Mitch Allen, Ron Pelias, and many, many more—
who encouraged and supported autoethnographic work within 
an intellectual environment where postmodern, poststructural-
ist, and feminist writers were contesting issues of authority, repre-
sentation, voice, and method. Once Art and I joined our work and 
lives, the synergy propelled our autoethnographic and narrative 
projects forward.13 We turned our energy to connecting social sci-
ence and humanities; to making scholarship more human, use-
ful, emotional, and evocative; to developing a research program 
in which we could mentor students in interpretive social science 
with a focus on narrative and autoethnography; and to contribute 
more meaningfully to the world in which we live.

Once immersed in Communication I was fortunate to have 
many supportive colleagues, especially Stacy, then a colleague in 
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my department, who early on embraced autoethnography and 
continues now to carry the autoethnographic “torch” in so many 
wonderful ways. Together she and I were privileged to have many 
superb students, including Tony, who came to us already versed 
in autoethnography and eager to get on with telling their stories. 
I learn much from this younger generation of autoethnographers, 
and I am confident in their ability and desire to carry on the auto-
ethnographic movement in academia.

I continue to write stories that start from and explore my 
relational and emotional life. In this book, I  refer to my sto-
ries on minor bodily stigma, including tales of my own aging; 
emotional stories about loved ones in my life, such as caring for 
my mother and losing my brother; stories of relationships with 
neighbors, which bring up issues of social justice and extend my 
interest in ethics and method; and, most recently, stories about 
the lives of Holocaust survivors. In the latter, my focus has 
turned to “collaborative witnessing,” a form of relational auto-
ethnography that works to evocatively tell the experiences of 
others in shared storytelling and conversation.14 I continue to do 
work that is a “calling” and the cornerstone of that work is auto-
ethnography. In this book, I hope to further convey my passion 
for autoethnography, show how writing has positively affected 
my life, and open the possibility that it might affect yours in 
similarly constructive ways.

Stacy

I grew up in a research tradition that included personal experi-
ence, valued story, and sought the literary. In a collaborative grad-
uate seminar on ethnographic methods, Nick Trujillo taught me to 
consider every moment of our work—conducting fieldwork (and 
hanging out), creating field notes, reading the literature, discussing 
our research in the classroom, all of it—as experiences worth writ-
ing about deeply, analytically, and creatively. He also insisted that 
what we were doing constituted a worthwhile turn in the larger 
conversation about ethnography and autoethnography happen-
ing in and around qualitative research.15 Later, as I worked on my 
Master’s thesis, Nick encouraged, cajoled, and demanded—again 
and again—that I write the story, that I keep writing the story, that 
I just write the story. And so I wrote stories, lots of them.
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When I left California State University Sacramento in 1996 for 
the University of Texas (UT), I carried my love of story into the 
performance studies classrooms of Paul Gray, Lynn Miller, and 
Omi Osun Olomo. Omi taught me that working at the intersection 
of performance and ethnography meant understanding fieldwork 
as personal and knowledge as an embodied, critical, and ethical 
exploration of culture.16 Performance was a stage and a means for 
writing, telling, and living the story of my research with others. 
While at UT, I met Carolyn Ellis and Art Bochner, who under-
stood and encouraged my commitments to autoethnography and 
performance as complementary and of equal importance. And so, 
I wrote and performed and merged the two in/as performative 
personal writing—work that I have been doing ever since.

My work has focused on telling stories that clearly locate the 
personal in the field, the writing, and the political contexts of the 
research. In my essay on autoethnography for the Handbook of 
Qualitative Research, I  told some of my story about coming to 
autoethnography as an effort to create research that changes the 
world.17 Tony and I have continued to tell these stories, particu-
larly in our efforts to write autoethnography as a queer method.18

Today my work focuses less on the story of doing research 
and more on storying lives as research. I consider the power of 
texts to call us into and out of being, as well as how identities 
and lives are performed in relation to others, particularly stories 
about the shifting and changing nature of queer identities and 
the relationships and families we create in and through adop-
tion.19 Throughout this book, I will share several stories about 
my research, along with excerpts of the texts I have published 
on these topics. It is my hope that as I  share my stories you 
will observe ways of merging your personal experiences in and 
through your research.

What autoethnography is teaching me today is this: telling our 
stories is a way for us to be present to each other; the act provides a 
space for us to create a relationship embodied in the performance 
of writing and reading that is reflective, critical, loving, and cho-
sen in solidarity.20 I grew up and was nurtured in a research tradi-
tion that embraced autoethnography as a legitimate, important, 
and telling methodology. Although choosing autoethnography 
wasn’t a professional risk during my graduate education or early 
in my publishing career, telling personal stories in/as research 
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always carries personal, relational, and ethical risks. I view these 
risks as necessary not only for our research but also for living 
meaningful lives and changing the world in important and vital 
ways. I hope that this book will encourage you to embrace writing 
and telling stories as not only a way of life but also a way to make 
life better—for you and for others.

Tony

I first encountered autoethnography when I entered the Master 
of Arts program in Speech Communication at Southern Illinois 
University Carbondale (SIUC) in 2001. Lenore Langsdorf, my 
thesis advisor, advocated for the use of narrative and personal 
experience in research, and I  took courses on performance 
theory and autoethnography with Ron Pelias. Elyse Pineau 
and Craig Gingrich-Philbrook were doing innovative work on 
auto-performance and embodiment, and I took classes alongside 
many contemporary autoethnographers, including Keith Berry, 
Jay Brower, Nicole Defenbaugh, Scott Gust, Ben Myers, Sandy 
Pensoneau-Conway, Satoshi Toyosaki, Adrienne Viramontes, and 
Amber Zimmerman.

I began my Ph. D. at the University of South Florida (USF) in 
2004. In my first semester, I took a course on Narrative Inquiry 
with Art Bochner, and my final paper evolved into my first 
autoethnographic publication about the strained relationship 
I had with my father.21 I took another course with Art on the 
Social Construction of Reality and completed an independent 
study with him the following semester on narrative ethics.22 Art 
soon agreed to direct my dissertation on narratives of coming 
out and continued to work with me to publish my dissertation 
as a book.23

At USF I also took a course on autoethnography and another 
on qualitative research with Carolyn, and Stacy and I began to 
investigate the fertile relationship between autoethnography and 
queer theory.24 Many of my peers were working in/with autoeth-
nography, including Robin Boylorn, Andrew Herrmann, Chris 
McRae, Jeanine Mingé, Patrick Santoro, and Jillian Tullis, and 
I continued to find myself supported by the legacy of prior USF 
autoethnographers, including Christine Davis, Laura Ellingson, 
Elissa Foster, Christine Kiesinger, and Lisa Tillmann.
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Although I  attended graduate programs that cultivated and 
embraced the use of personal narrative and lived experience, I ini-
tially steered clear of autoethnography as the primary research 
method for my dissertation; stubbornly, and ignorantly, I thought 
that the method would thwart the possibility of having an aca-
demic career. I worried more about pleasing (imagined) tradi-
tional scholars at other schools than about pleasing the professors 
with whom I worked and doing the work I felt mattered. Thus, 
for the first two years of my doctoral program, I  formulated a 
more traditional ethnographic study to investigate mediated rep-
resentations of the environment found at The Florida Aquarium. 
Though this research was intriguing, it did not satisfy me in the 
way that autoethnographic research on relationships would do, 
once I allowed myself to embrace this approach.

On February 28, 2006, near the end of my second year in the 
doctoral program, my life changed abruptly: Brett Aldridge, an 
ex-boyfriend and close friend from my time at SIUC, passed away. 
His sister told me that he died of diabetes-related causes, but two 
of his friends told me that Brett might have committed suicide 
after telling his father he was gay.25

Although I  recognized that I  could not find out for certain 
how Brett died—his physical presence was gone regardless of 
how he passed—I did reflect on the onslaught of negative com-
mentary I had been experiencing in regard to coming out and 
sexual orientation. I  recalled various homophobic experiences 
in the classroom and with students who tried to save me from 
my homosexuality; discriminatory practices centering on sexual 
orientation that others relayed to me; and the criticism of fam-
ily members in response to my coming out and their attempts to 
silence any discussion of same-sex attraction.

These reflections forced me to contend with some of the ways 
people were ostracized because of their sexuality and who, as could 
have been the case with Brett, might turn to suicide after expe-
riencing such pain. I also realized that although my work on the 
environment and at the aquarium was important, the intimate, per-
sonal, and relational work of same-sex attraction mattered much 
more; lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) per-
sons were being harmed by the ignorance and hate of others, and 
I could not let these injustices proceed unchallenged. Thus, I turned 
to doing the kind of work that mattered most to me and to bringing 
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my emotions and experiences into the research process. I turned to 
writing stories that others could use in times of relational distress, 
and I re-turned to the original principles of my graduate education, 
especially to doing and living autoethnography.

* * *

As our stories illustrate, autoethnography is a method that allows 
us to reconsider how we think, how we do research and main-
tain relationships, and how we live. Our stories of coming to the 
method tell of moments when excluding or obscuring personal 
experiences felt uncomfortable, even impossible. Our stories are 
not unique to us; they also illustrate a change in how researchers 
approach their work. As we show in the next section, autoethnog-
raphy developed in response to a series of concerns and consider-
ations about social scientific research and qualitative inquiry.

The Development of Autoethnography

Three interrelated concerns and considerations about social sci-
entific and qualitative research contributed to the formation of 
autoethnography: (1) new and changing ideas about and ideals for 
research, a recognition of the limits of scientific knowledge, and 
an emerging appreciation for personal narrative, story, the liter-
ary and the aesthetic, emotions, and the body; (2) a heightened 
concern about the ethics and politics of research practices and 
representations; and (3) the increased importance of social identi-
ties and identity politics.

Changing Idea(l)s of Research

Throughout my (Carolyn’s) education as a researcher, I questioned 
how social science could leave out the particular, nuanced, and 
complex elements of social life. Personal experience, storytelling, 
care and emotions, and bodies were considered “feminine” and 
unpredictable and, therefore, a barrier to producing objective and 
rational research, even though subjectivity, experience, emotions, 
and bodies are integral elements of research and rationality.26 If 
our task as researchers, as social scientists, is to study the social 
lives of humans, then we cannot relegate elements of human lives 
or experiences to the periphery, nor can we bracket out the ways 
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our lives and experiences are intertwined with our research proj-
ects and participants. I  did not believe in the “self-regulation, 
guilt, pain, the denial of pleasure and the silencing of voice” 
that was required to produce so-called proper academic subjec-
tivities.27 Nor did I think that the worst sin I could commit as a 
researcher was to be “too personal.”28 I valued the personal, and 
I wanted to include—even to feature it—in my work.

Further, the idea(l)s of prediction and control in the hard sci-
ences (e.g., chemistry, physics, and biology) do not translate to the 
movements and meanings of humans in social interaction or speak 
to the significance of human thought and action. Although we may 
be able to make educated guesses about cultural patterns and prac-
tices, we can never predict what other people might think, say, or 
do. Nor can we establish singular, stable, or certain “truth” claims 
about human relationships. Social life is messy, uncertain, and emo-
tional. If our desire is to research social life, then we must embrace 
a research method that, to the best of its/our ability, acknowledges 
and accommodates mess and chaos, uncertainty and emotion.

Thankfully, I was not alone in questioning the assumptions 
and transferability of scientific methods to the social sciences and 
qualitative research, particularly in ethnography. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the idea that researchers could separate (researcher) selves 
from the research experience created a crisis of representation 
in the human disciplines (e.g., anthropology, communication, 
gender and race studies, sociology, psychology)—an “ ‘identity  
crisis’ ”29 that “prompted a rethinking of the form and purpose 
of sociocultural investigation and description.”30 As anthropolo-
gist Renato Rosaldo says of the crisis, “The once dominant ideal 
of a detached observer using neutral language to explain ‘raw’ 
data has been displaced by an alternative project that attempts 
to understand human conduct as it unfolds through time and in 
relation to its meaning for the actors.”31

The crisis of representation called into question many objec-
tives and practices of mainstream social research, including:

•	The	goal	of	seeking	universal	Truths,	especially	with	
regard to social relations.32

•	The	possibility	of	making	certain	and	stable	knowledge	
claims about humans, experiences, relationships, and 
cultures.33


