Introduction*

Why Autoethnography?
Anne-Marie Deitering
In 2013, Karina Douglas and David Carless told a story about
the origins and development of autoethnography. Part of this story
focused on the responses this method has evoked in the academy and
the different challenges facing researchers who want to use it. A central point of their story is that these responses are hard to generalize:
“Thus, each person’s initial encounter with autoethnography—which
might be through a range of different channels—is especially significant in terms of the uptake, development, and influence of autoethnography within the academy.”1
This was certainly true for me. If someone had asked me “Why
autoethnography?” five years ago, I would have given a very different
answer than I will give today. On one level, that seems obvious. Five
years ago I barely knew what autoethnography was, but that is not
what I mean. Two years ago, right around the start of this project, I
happened to be at a moment where I was particularly open to learning new things. That moment provided a context for my encounter,
and in a different context I would have responded in a very different
way.
My encounter with autoethnography—the one that mattered—
happened when my husband started working with a new thesis
student. Shaun’s field is cultural geography, which has a lot of natural
alliances with anthropology and the interpretive social sciences and
which borrows liberally from methods and theories in those fields.
His student, Hope Sneddon, has an invisible disability and wanted to
explore that lived experience in her thesis.2 One evening, he told me
that he had suggested she try autoethnography.
* This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike
4.0 License, CC BY-SA (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/).
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2     The Self as Subject
“What’s that?”
“Exactly what it sounds like.”
On one level, autoethnography is exactly what it sounds like. It
is a qualitative, reflexive, ethnographic method where the researcher
is also the subject of inquiry. And just at that level, there were many
things about autoethnography that made me uncomfortable. The idea
of self as subject was strange. I was a little bit intrigued, a little bit
alienated, and a little bit suspicious.
I am a person who has always done well in traditional academic
contexts. I am really good at reading (and performing to) the rules of
the academic game, and at the same time I also get genuine pleasure
out of the ideas, forms, and modes of expression that can be explored
in traditional scholarship. Both of these things mean that I have been
rewarded, repeatedly, for staying in my comfort zones as a student. And
they mean that I have also been well rewarded for staying in my comfort zones as an academic librarian, as a researcher, and as a writer.
Right around this same time, I was reading a book about creativity and reflective learning. Fairly early on, I came across this passage—“The most memorable critical incidents students experience
in their learning are those when they are required to ‘come at’ their
learning in a new way, when they are ‘jerked out’ of the humdrum
by some unexpected challenge or unanticipated task.”3—and realized
with a start that my extensive, established comfort zone was likely
holding me back as a teacher and as a learner. This realization didn’t
fade; my thoughts returned to it for days. I made a promise to myself: for at least a year I would stay open to discomfort in learning. I
wouldn’t shy away from (and would even seek out) unfamiliar ideas
and experiences. When I encountered autoethnography I was discomfited, but I remembered this promise. I put my discomfort aside,
but not my skepticism. My inner voice raised a lot of questions.

How Can This Be Research?
I have always enjoyed thinking about epistemological questions—
how we know what we know—and this method is a rich source of
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those. Thinking about how a researcher can use deep reflection and
rigorous analysis to create knowledge that is meaningful and useful to
others is interesting. Thinking about a method where the researcher
is a visible and subjective participant in the research process speaks to
values I feel strongly about. And yet, my inner voice is still there asking questions of epistemology—Can a method like this be research?
What is research? Why do we do it? Why do I ask these questions?
Why do I answer them the way I do?
So before I get into the reasons why I find autoethnography
interesting, and the values that I think it aligns with, I think I need
to spend a little bit of time uncovering the assumptions that I am
bringing to this discussion. I trained as an historian before I was a
librarian, and that lens is still important to me. However, at this point
I probably identify most strongly as a qualitative social scientist. My
socialization as a researcher happened in two communities: history
and librarianship, and both of these contexts matter. The epistemological assumptions I bring to autoethnography are grounded in all of
these experiences.
I think we do research in community and that how we do it—the
questions we ask, the methods we use, the evidence we interpret—
should depend on what the community needs. There’s a practical
edge to this view of research, and a social component as well: we do
research to help ourselves, and our community, do the work. What
we do is determined (at least in part) by what the community needs
to get things done. In the disciplines, work usually means doing more
research (though it could also mean teaching, or setting policy). In
librarianship, the picture is more complicated. Doing more research
is only one part of our work, but many parts of our work are about
research—about preserving, organizing, describing, and using it. This
is especially true in academic librarianship. To do our work we need
to understand and think critically about research, and sometimes that
means thinking creatively about doing research differently.
I think that the choices that we make to use (or appreciate) a
research method are not neutral, natural, obvious, or inevitable. They
are choices that are situated, contextual, and also social; we make our
choices as individuals and also as members of communities. There
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is not an objectively “right” way to do research. When we choose a
research method, that choice reflects something about our training,
our values, and the constraints (encoded or enacted) placed on us by
others.4 To do the work we need to critically examine the work itself.
All researchers should rigorously and carefully consider their methodological choices, and all researchers should make the reasons for
their choices visible. That is probably not a controversial statement.
I would expect most researchers (and readers of research) to accept
that basic premise. But in practice, some methods are more closely
scrutinized than others.
Since World War II, research across the social sciences has been
shaped by positivism, even as positivist methods have been the
subject of significant critique.5 This is important because positivist methods, like all methods, reflect certain values and also reflect
epistemological assumptions about what real research or real rigor is.
While there are not a lot of researchers who would describe themselves as uncritical positivists anymore, these assumptions persist.
This matters. It matters when we do not critique research that aligns
with those assumptions and when we do not engage in the critical
reflection needed to understand what these values and assumptions
are doing to our research practice.
So what are these assumptions, and how do they intersect with
autoethnography? Positivist research emphasizes objective, depersonalized observation. It valorizes the researcher as a dispassionate
observer, capable of keeping their subjective understanding out of
the research process. It defines knowledge as that which can be traced
back to a reality that the researcher directly perceived. Value judgments cannot be tested and are not knowledge. Positivist methods
reflect the assumption that the methods and practices of the natural
sciences can (and should) be applied to the social world and that
the results of research can (and should) be formulated as the type of
models and universal laws associated with those fields. The goal is
instrumental knowledge, describing the world as it is, not as it could
be.6
Today, many people will question some or all of these ideas, but
the underlying assumptions live on—we can see them whenever
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we reify quantitative methods and statistical analysis or import our
research practice from the natural sciences, when we reach for generalizability and universal laws as we interpret the results of qualitative
studies, or when we hold up replicability as the gold standard for
research.7 I think this is especially challenging for academic librarians
as we navigate our (sometimes uncertain) identity as researchers.
Shulamit Reinharz identifies four factors that shape our research
choices: formal training, personal values, community values, and
the constraints placed upon us by our institutions.8 It is my theory—
though it is an untested one—that when researchers or communities
feel that their authority or status is uncertain, then the last of these,
“institutional constraints,” will dominate. If we do not have shared
training or values around research to draw upon, and we don’t have
the experience to translate our personal or shared values into a research agenda, then this stands to reason.
And most academic librarians don’t have this training or those
shared values to draw upon. When we have had formal research
training, it usually comes from prior experience in another field.
Most MLIS degrees do not require a methods course, and most librarians do not write a thesis for the MLIS. There are many librarians
working in contexts where they are not expected to do research and
where research activities are neither supported nor valued.
I would take this even further and say that we also lack a shared
understanding of why we do research in academic librarianship.
Talking about his own field, Stanley Witkin said something that has
stuck with me: “Although social work identifies with socially progressive values and ideals, I find it to be an intellectually conservative
profession.”9 I think librarianship is too. The connections between
research and practice (and research practice and values) are unclear;
many librarians are never taught how to use research or theory to
inform practice, and many librarians never see this modeled. Yet, at
the same time, there is a significant subset of librarians working in
academic settings who are expected to do research or produce scholarship as part of their jobs. Without shared training or values to turn
to, the constraints laid out by the institutions demanding that practice
become paramount.
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If my untested theory is true, this also shapes how we think about
research. If institutional requirements are the primary factor we use to
make research choices, then that starts to shape what we think research
is for. It becomes about navigating those expectations, getting tenure or
a positive performance review. Safety is a powerful motivator. We try to
predict what the institution wants, and we deliver it. With some very,
very notable exceptions, our research is not animated by a strong sense
of its value or by a belief that it is the kind of research that informs the
work we want to do. For many of us, this means mimicking the methods of traditional research, even if our personal epistemology or values
would point us elsewhere. Bob Schroeder’s essay in chapter 15 of this
volume shows how entrenched positivist assumptions are in our field.
Without shared values or training that helps us frame and justify the
choice to use nontraditional or risky methods, we do not use them.
Positivist methods represent a conservative—and safe—choice.

Is It Worth the Risk?
In the summer of 2015, a group of thirty academic librarians,
including the authors of the chapters in this book, came together
in a learning community to explore autoethnography as a method.
We brought varied histories and experiences with us, and different
assumptions about research and knowledge. Learning in community
provided an important and supportive structure for doing the critical
exploration this method required of us, surfacing and analyzing our
own lingering positivist assumptions.
I came of age as a researcher in the 1990s, in an interdisciplinary
field that was part of a school of social sciences, and some of the assumptions I brought to the community were formed in that context,
where thirty years of challenges to positivism coexisted side-by-side
with research practices that overtly referenced the natural sciences.
By the 1990s, the positivist ideal of the researcher as neutral observer
had been so thoroughly challenged throughout the social sciences
that, to quote Linda Alcoff, it could “no longer, can never again, be
sustained, even for a moment.”10 These challenges came from many
directions, and many of them contribute to the theoretical justification for autoethnography:
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(1) new and changing ideas about ideals for research, a
recognition of the limits of scientific knowledge, and an
emerging appreciation for personal narrative, story, the
literary 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 identities and identity politics.11

Most of the members of the learning community had some experience with these lines of critique, but most of us had not followed
these threads far enough to arrive at autoethnography until we came
together to do so. I couldn’t possibly analyze all of these themes within the scope of this introduction, but I am going to spend a little bit of
time on one: Alcoff ’s “problem of speaking for others.”
This was part of a broader set of critiques described by the umbrella term crisis of representation. Some of these critiques focused
on troubling the positivist ideal of the objective, neutral observer,
arguing that a researcher’s subjectivities could never be really separated from the work. Others were ethical and political in nature,
pointing to the potentially exploitative nature of the researcher/subject relationship. These things are connected. If all representations
are subjective, mediated, and filtered, the researcher’s agenda matters,
and we have to question whether the researcher’s agenda will always
conflict with (and overwhelm) the needs and desires of the research
subject.12 From here, it is just a small step to autoethnography. If the
researcher’s subjective perspective is inherently visible in the research,
a method that lays that influence bare has value. If the researcher/
researched relationship is inherently problematic, then turning the
research lens on the self is a way to resolve those ethical dilemmas.
These thoughts matter, because as a method, autoethnography
is difficult to nail down. Doing autoethnography is not a matter of
adhering to methodological orthodoxy or conventions of genre. I
don’t think it is an accident that many of the best descriptions of
autoethnography focus not on what the method is, but on what the
autoethnographer does:
• Examines culture—what people do and believe—through the
lens of their own experience.
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• Positions themselves as a social being, interacting with the
world and with others.
• Reflexively examines their experience(s), moving back and
forth between the unique and particular to the social, political,
and cultural.
• Uses creative and evocative expression to show (as opposed to
tell) the meanings that are attached to experience.
• Balances rigorous analysis with honest emotion and creativity.
• Contributes to making the world a better place.13
And what the researcher does is not neutral. There are epistemological assumptions embedded in autoethnography, as there are
in all research methods, and these methods can align, or clash, with
personal and professional values.
Reinharz shows that part of becoming socialized as a researcher
is internalizing the values of the discipline or community. When these
values conflict with lived experiences, that conflict can lead to disillusionment, alienation, or burnout. Librarianship has a longstanding
commitment to the particular, the local, and the specific. As a profession, we clearly value stories—preserving, sharing, and discovering
them—and we are committed to helping people create their own. We
believe that every book has its reader and every reader their book.14
We believe that we need diverse books, and we need more stories to
understand our world.15 Personal, reflexive, story-based methods like
autoethnography align with these values and also build on a culture
of reflective learning and reflective practice that is already strongly
influential within academic librarianship.16 Autoethnography’s focus
on the narrative and reflective, on the particular and subjective, allows voices and perspectives that are lost in aggregations of data to be
heard. Librarianship, especially academic librarianship, lacks diversity
in some important ways.17 Surveys and other data collection methods
that rely on numbers to achieve statistical significance will never be
able to honor the experiences of librarians who are part of the few
instead of the many.
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I think autoethnography represents a way that academic librarians can get at, share, and build on types of knowledge—embodied
knowledge based on lived experience and the things we learn from
and about our practice—that will be excluded from our research
conversations so long as we make safe, traditional choices. I want to
take a minute to dig into this idea because I am talking about practice knowledge as something distinct from theoretical knowledge,
and that can get messy. Theory and practice are usually described as
a binary, and as is the case with binaries generally, this one is problematic. Historically, in the United States, the relationship between
theory and practice in fields like librarianship (and teaching, and
social work) has been described as a mutually beneficial relationship
between professionals, who work in a practice environment (like the
library, or the classroom), and experts, who serve on the faculty of
professional schools in the university. Experts do research and generate theory, and practitioners apply it.18
This is complicated because I don’t think this is a binary that reflects something essential or inherent about knowledge or expertise,
but I do think that it reflects some of the social realities of the context
where many of us do our work. Experts in the university and practitioners in the field are usually embedded in different social structures
and subject to different rewards systems. This creates differences
between theory and practice that are socially constructed, not inherent or essential.19 Experts who rely on their peers in the university to
deliver rewards like tenure have no reason to write or research “for”
the practice community.
This matters for many reasons, but one of them is this: in this
context, the rewards system of the university determines what
“counts” as research and what “counts” as knowledge. In a situation
where the practice and expert communities are socially and structurally distinct, this might not matter. In a situation where a community
within the university has the confidence, status, and power to define
its own standards for rewards, this might not matter. But for many
academic librarians, it does matter. Faculty librarians teach and do
research, and also do a number of things related to the practice of
librarianship that faculty in the disciplines do not do. We do this
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work in the university, and we are subject to the rewards systems and
social structures of the university even when those systems and structures were not built for us. This is a problem; this leads to research
that doesn’t help anyone. This leads to work that is shoehorned into
forms and conventions that are traditional and safe even when those
methods aren’t right for the questions being asked or the populations
being studied.
To truly build knowledge about practice, that knowledge needs
to be situated, personalized, and rigorous. In Situating Composition,
Lisa Ede points a way forward. She describes a similar divide between
research faculty in her field, composition studies, and the instructors
and adjuncts who teach the bulk of composition courses on most
campuses. She argues that critiques of teachers that are built on a
theory/practice binary will always fall short. Using theory as a lens to
examine teaching (or librarianship, or social work) from the outside,
without understanding the deeply situated nature of the work, will
inevitably lead to analysis that is incomplete. She criticizes academia’s
tendency to distinguish knowledge from lived experience and makes
a strong case for theorizing practice—a case that is equally compelling for academic librarians. When we situate theory within practice,
we can look at knowledge holistically, integrating abstract knowledge and lived experience into a coherent whole. We can understand
knowledge in terms of relationships, in context, and not abstracted
through the lens of borrowed theory.20 In other words, to develop
meaningful practice knowledge and to theorize from practice, we
need to do localized, personal, embodied, affective, deeply situated,
critical, reflective research. Autoethnography is a method that allows
the researcher to do all of those things.

We Know How to Learn
I keep coming back to this thought, expressed by one of the
members of the learning community at the start of our process: “As
librarians, we usually don’t learn how to do social science research
in library school, but as librarians we know how to learn, and we can
use that.” As librarians, we read, and thought about, and discussed
autoethnography for a summer. Then the real work of learning began.
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Every author engaged in their own process of learning by doing, and
in community we learned more by reading, sharing, editing, and
revising with others. Ultimately, this is the way that most people learn
how to do autoethnography; no one really knows how to do it until
they try.21
Here are some of my major takeaways from this experience:

1. There Is No Right Way to Do Autoethnography
All of the pieces in this volume share some characteristics: each
one is the result of a rigorous examination of the self and lived experience, and each one moves between the subjective and the cultural in
its analysis. How the authors do this, however, varies widely. Anderson and Glass-Coffin describe the average autoethnographer as an
“eclectic bricoleur” picking and choosing from all of the qualitative
methods.22 To create these narratives, these authors used familiar
methods like interviews, journals, field notes, and surveys. Some
systematically reviewed and re-reviewed their memories, others borrowed methods from fields like usability testing and archival research.
The forms the narratives take are equally varied. It may be hard to
see the common threads between David Michels’s academic analysis
and Sarah Hartman-Caverly’s speculative fiction, yet both of these
pieces are based on conventional social science methods, analysis,
and reviews of the literature. Autoethnographies have been written as
plays, poems, essays, articles, short stories, dialogues, comics, novels,
and more. Authors featured in this book used dialogue and conversation, theoretical vocabulary and scholarly conventions, footnotes and
artist notes, vernacular and verse to craft their narratives. Some narratives are thick with citations, and others are richly described. Some
tell about the past, others speculate about the future. Some force deep
thought, and others evoke strong emotion. Some do all of these things.
Each of these narratives connects experience to the broader
culture, but they also do this in many ways. Some of these essays use
“Big T” Theories like feminism or critical race theory to analyze experience. Others use research, historical artifacts, data, and “small t”
grounded theories to connect to culture. Theory is connected to story,
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it can be generated from story, and it works together with story: “Theory asks about and explains the nuances of an experience and the
happenings of a culture; story is the mechanism for illustrating and
embodying those nuances and happenings.”23 The presence of culture
in the narrative is not an afterthought—it should be there from the
start, “reciprocal” and “interanimating.”24
These narratives might push you to reflect upon your own experience. It is likely that you will find that some grab your attention and
others leave you cold. You should expect to relate to some more than
others, like some more than others, and find some more useful than
others.

2. Autoethnography Demands a Lot of the Reader
Autoethnography requires the reader to actively participate in
the process of creating meaning from experience. You cannot bring
the skills you have developed skimming lit reviews or discussion
sections to these narratives. The use and value of autoethnography
does not lie in representative samples, objective analysis, or broadly
generalizable conclusions: autoethnography must be approached on
its own terms.25 These narratives do not describe what is generally
true about experience; they interpret the meaning in the specific and
the particular. You should reflect as you read them, develop your own
interpretations and your own meaning, and bring them into dialogue
with your own experience.
Autoethnography can also be challenging because the material
and topics it covers can be difficult. At one point in our conversations
in the learning community, I raised the question, “Is there any room
for joy in this method?” (Heidi Jacobs’s essay shows that the answer
to that question is a blissful “yes.”) However, just as there is room for
joy, there is also room to examine experiences and emotions that are
difficult and even disturbing. Some of these essays will be difficult to
read because they raise challenging questions. Some describe painful
experiences. Some may reflect assumptions or ideas that push you to
reexamine your own. Some may offer interpretations you dislike or
with which you disagree.

Introduction     13

3. Autoethnography Is Very, Very Social
While the deeply reflexive and experiential aspects of autoethnography may suggest a solo author and a solitary process, that would not
be accurate. The autoethnographer is constantly negotiating relationships with others. This can be a part of the research design, as seen in
“Carving Out a Space” (chapter 8), a collaboratively authored essay
created by a group of teaching librarians from George Mason University. However, even when an autoethnography is not written collaboratively, the process is still social. Researchers will gather data from
others, or check their memories with people who shared their experiences. They will ask for additional details or perspectives on events.
Story is at the heart of autoethnography, and most authors find
that their stories did not happen in a vacuum. The autoethnographer
has to balance desires that may conflict: the desire to give an honest
account; the desire to paint friends or loved ones in a positive light;
the desire to treat the people who appear in their stories confidentially and with respect; and the desire to raise the stakes of the narrative
with drama and conflict.
The presence of other people can also create complex ethical
dilemmas. Ethics for the autoethnographer are “highly contextual,
contingent, and primarily relational.”26 When the people in a story
are marginalized, and when there are uneven power relationships to
negotiate, the author must decide if they can ethically tell the story
in an honest way. A story may resurface details or events that some
would prefer to keep buried, while others may feel those same details
must be shared. Sometimes, characters or events can be substituted or
anonymized. In other cases, changing the details would be dishonest
or obscure the meaning.
Whether or not a project is considered suitable for review by
institutional review boards, there is a responsibility to tell our stories
ethically. Some autoethnographers will use techniques like “process
consent,” where they check in with participants during every stage
of the project to reevaluate consent to ensure that participants have
a voice. They will weigh the risks and benefits to other people implicated in their study and do what is possible to mitigate the harm and
protect confidentiality and anonymity.27
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4. Autoethnography Is Not an Easy Way Out
There are things that are difficult about ethnography that seem
like they would be easier with the self as a subject. In practice,
however, most are not. It might seem easier to get inside your own
head than someone else’s or to understand your own biases, representations, and emotions. Sometimes it is. It might seem easier
to figure out what symbols, events, or structures mean to you than
to figure out what they mean to other people. Sometimes it is. It
might seem easier to know that you are sufficiently informed to
consent to being a research subject than to be 100 percent sure that
someone else is. Sometimes it is. But in all of these cases, sometimes it is not.
When it is not, the barriers in the way can be much, much
harder to overcome. These are edited, public, performative pieces.
Susanne Gannon describes the process of writing an autoethnography as the process of “writing the self into being.” We don’t discover
or uncover that self; we create it deliberately.28 The desire to manage
how we present ourselves in our stories—what version of ourselves
we want the world to see—is very powerful. The autoethnographer
has to fight against the desire to create an idealized version of their
self. In the learning community discussions, we struggled with questions about the desire to be liked and to show our best selves. Some
of us continued to grapple with these questions as these narratives
developed.
This isn’t new for social scientists and ethnographers, but it is an
inherent, constant thing for autoethnographers to manage. Reflexivity, at the level that autoethnography demands, is hard. The autoethnographer has to face the possibility that they may learn things
about themselves (or about other people) in the process of doing this
research that they did not expect and that they do not like.29 To do this
research ethically, the researcher must take self-care seriously. People
will frequently push themselves to do things they would not ask of
others. It is very possible that without care, the autoethnographer will
not honestly evaluate the risks to their selves and their identities in
advance.
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5. Autoethnographic Rigor Exists and Is Challenging
Once the researcher becomes comfortable with all of the issues
surrounding subjectivity, reflexivity, and narrative, new challenges
emerge. It can be very easy to decide that if everything is subjective,
nothing can be accurately represented and there is no objective truth
to discover. If any format is fair game, then the accuracy, truth, or
honesty of what we write does not matter. At this point, the researcher can embrace an uncritical relativism and cynicism or hang on
to their optimism and empathy. Ellis displays the kind of dogged
optimism that is necessary: “I want to retain a distinction between
saying our work is selective, partial, and contestable and saying that
the impossibility of telling the whole truth means you can lie.”30
The autoethnographer needs to recognize the challenges that subjectivity brings and do what they can to understand and communicate
how their assumptions, biases, and experiences affect the research.
They need to do what they can to predict how their research will affect
others and to mitigate any harm. At several points in this essay, I have
used the word situated to describe autoethnography. This is important
here. In “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway faces these tensions
head-on. She articulates a feminist objectivity that sits in between the
relativism of postmodernism and the reductionism of positivism. She
does not wholly reject the idea of the “real world,” even as she agrees it
is impossible to pin an objective reality down. In this view, the researcher earns credibility not by proclaiming an objective, positivist,
universal truth. Instead, it is the researcher who acknowledges their
partiality, location, and positioning—and is transparent about what
those things mean to the analysis—who should be heard.31
Linda Alcoff takes a similar path through the problem of writing
for others. She shows that writing from a personal and subjective
position is not an easy way around the ethical and political challenges
researchers face once they understand their own power and subjectivity. “Speaking for myself ” does not mean I am not responsible for
the impact of what I say, on others and on the discourse. Nor does it
mean that my experiences can be meaningfully decontextualized and
analyzed separately from the rest of my world. Others will be a part of
my story, even when I speak for myself. And yet, she believes we must
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still try to do the work of research by creating “wherever possible
the conditions for dialogue and the practice of speaking with and to
rather than speaking for others.”32

6. Revision Is Essential
In traditional research, the writing stage is frequently described
as “writing up the results.” This implies that the real work of making
meaning from data is complete before writing starts, and the researcher need only transcribe those findings. In practice, things are
rarely so straightforward, but that image still remains.
Any writer knows that the process of writing and revising is a
learning process. This seems to be particularly true, and particularly
important, in autoethnography. The questions and the focus of the research both emerge as the researcher writes and revises. Writing can
generate new connections and ideas. Writing through an experience
can help us make sense of that experience. Writing can clarify our
memories and help us generate new ones. Rewriting can bring new
details and juxtapositions forward.
During revision, the author can start from a new point, try a different format, use new metaphors or symbols, write from a different
character’s perspective—any or all of these can jump-start new ideas
and new insights. Several of the authors in this collection used wellthought-out, formal processes to collect and analyze data about their
experiences and still found that the bulk of the analysis happened as
they wrote and revised. And once the focus of the piece is identified
and clarified, then the author has yet another type of revision to do.
They decide how to structure the story and how to describe the characters and events. They figure out the literary and storytelling techniques to communicate that meaning clearly and evocatively.

7. Autoethnographies Are Never Really Finished
Autoethnographic narratives strive for truth and honesty, but
they do not tell the whole truth about any experience, person, or
event. They are written for an audience. While they are grounded
in reflection and introspection, they are deliberately public-facing
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pieces. To finish and share them, the author needs to remember that
they are never really finished: “As an autoethnographer, I tell a situated story, constructed from my current position, one that is always
partial, incomplete, and full of silences, and told at a particular time,
for a particular purpose to a particular audience.”33
Memories shift, and perspectives change. New experiences shed
new light on past events. And the same holds true for the reader, who
may bring new and different insight to the piece every time they read it.
The essays in this book should be read as specific, grounded, theorized interpretations of moments in place and time. As much work
and revision that went into each one, they are not finished and will
never be complete. They changed as they were being written, revised,
read, and reread. And they will likely change for you too, as you read
and revisit them.
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of early versions of this introduction on an unreasonably short time
line. This piece would not be the same without their help, or without
Shaun Huston’s insight, expertise, and unwavering support. Finally, I
would like to extend my heartfelt gratitude to all of the members of this
learning community for one of the best experiences of my life.
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