[image: Cover: Accidental Ethnography, An Inquiry into Family Secrecy, written by Christopher N. Poulos, published by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.]

Accidental Ethnography




WRITING LIVES

Ethnographic Narratives

Series Editors: Arthur P. Bochner & Carolyn Ellis

University of South Florida

Writing Lives: Ethnographic Narratives publishes narrative representations of qualitative research projects. The series editors seek manuscripts that blur the boundaries between humanities and social sciences. We encourage novel and evocative forms of expressing concrete lived experience, including autoethnographic, literary, poetic, artistic, visual, performative, critical, multivoiced, conversational, and co-constructed representations. We are interested in ethnographic narratives that depict local stories; employ literary modes of scene setting, dialogue, character development, and unfolding action; and include the author’s critical refl ections on the research and writing process, such as research ethics, alternative modes of inquiry and representation, refl exivity, and evocative storytelling. Proposals and manuscripts should be directed to abochner@cas.usf.edu

Volumes in this series:

Erotic Mentoring: Women’s Transformations in the University, Janice Hocker Rushing

Intimate Colonialism: Head, Heart, and Body in West African Development Work, Laurie L. Charlés

Last Writes: A Daybook for a Dying Friend, Laurel Richardson

A Trickster in Tweed: The Quest for Quality in a Faculty Life, Thomas F. Frentz

Guyana Diaries: Women’s Lives Across Difference, Kimberly D. Nettles

Writing Qualitative Inquiry: Self, Stories and Academic Life, H. L. Goodall, Jr.

Accidental Ethnography: An Inquiry into Family Secrecy, Christopher N. Poulos

Revision: Autoethnographic Reflections on Life and Work, Carolyn Ellis




Accidental Ethnography An Inquiry into Family Secrecy

Christopher N. Poulos


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, London and New York. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor and Francis Group, an Informa business, Taylor and Francis Group.]





First published 2009 by Left Coast Press, Inc.

Published 2016 by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017, USA


Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © 2009 Taylor & Francis

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Notice:

Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:

Poulos, Christopher N.

Accidental ethnography : an inquiry into family secrecy / Christopher N.

Poulos.

p. cm. -- (Writing lives : ethnographic narratives)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-59874-145-2 (hardback : alk. paper) -- ISBN 978-1-59874-146-9 (pbk. : alk. paper)

DOI: 10.4324/9781315435534

1. Ethnology--Authorship. 2. Ethnology--Biographical methods. 3. Problem families. 4. Secrecy. I. Title.

GN307.7.P68 2009

305.8--dc22

2008043119

Hardback ISBN 978-1-59874-145-2

Paperback ISBN 978-1-59874-146-9




Contents


	Dedication

	Foreword by H. L. Goodall, Jr.

	Preface

	Chapter One Family Secrets

	Chapter Two Accidental Ethnography

	Chapter Three Dreaming Autoethnography

	Chapter Four Out of the Shadows

	Chapter Five Evoking Archetypal Themes in an Ethnographic Life

	Chapter Six The Storied Life and the Courage to Connect

	Epilogue

	Reference

	Index

	About the Author





Dedication

This book is dedicated to my nuclear family: my wife, Susan, and my sons, Eli and Noah. We are beautiful together! And it is a tribute to my family of origin: my grandparents, James and Ethelyn and James and Fair Jewel; my parents, Bill and Nancy; my brother, Mike; and my sisters, Mary and Sarah. Other important characters in my life include members of my extended family: my aunts Nicky and Lana; my uncles Jim and Bud; my cousins Lynn, Norman, Wordie, Jimmy, and Terry; my in-laws Jackie and Ray and Amy and Ann and Katie; and my nieces, Abby, Ieva, Natalia, and Namaste. Thank you all for your part in making me who I am. Some of you are still here with us; some have passed to other worlds; you are each magnificent in your own unique way, and I love you all. Finally, I dedicate this work to the power of story to stretch, to heal, to transform.




Foreword

I thought writing this foreword would be an easy assignment to complete. After all, I’ve known Chris Poulos since I hired him out of his PhD program to be an assistant professor in a department I then chaired. Too, I knew a thing or two about family secrets, having spent the better part of five years researching and writing about my own. And I’ve read and admired his previous ethnographic work. So, when Chris invited me to contribute a few words to his book, I agreed.

Like I said, I thought it would be easy. Knock it out in a weekend easy.

It has not been easy. And the work has added up to a lot more than a weekend. Why? Describing why that is the case, in fact, is the nature of this particular narrative problem. It is the problem—albeit a happy one—of explaining what hasn’t been easy.

For one thing, I have found myself delighted and yet confounded by the rare intelligence and true innovation that ranges throughout this book, which is, I warn you in advance, an intriguing story and totally absorbing read. I knew Chris had great talent, just not this particular great talent. What he does so well is to engage the concept of family secrets by interrogating his own family’s secrets, at once seemingly as ordinary as yours or mine—from the spoiled innocence of utterances such as “Let’s not tell them” or “Let’s keep this between us”—through a steady and increasingly telling accumulation of the long-term effects of keeping those sources of lost innocence lost. So, instead those family secrets and conspiracies of silence seek, and find, alternative forms of expression: unspoken and therefore unresolved alcoholism, failed and problematic relationships, explosions of violent anger, nightmarish fears of being found out, and yet—through it all—moments of genuine humane surprise and sudden, almost noetic sensemaking, which sometimes occurs, as he shows us, through the alternative symbolic forms of expression we simply call “dreams.”

I couldn’t put it down. I couldn’t stop identifying with it. Not that my stories are the same stories, of course, but they are close enough. Too narratively close, in fact, for personal, much less scholarly, comfort. Chris’s family secrets are not my family secrets, nor will they be yours, but my bet is you will find in them a certain symmetry of secrecy, silence, and its aftermath, which is the until now untold story of what it costs all of us to live this way, with our old secrets, with our uncomfortable silences, and with our troubled if occasionally revelatory dreams.

Yes. Exactly. That’s what Dr. Christopher Poulos is really talking about. What he titles Accidental Ethnography is all about finding ourselves suddenly and irreversibly in unknown situations— “accidents”—that cannot, and should not, be ignored. We find ourselves in the most everyday of family experiences—finding an old photo album, listening to a story told reluctantly by a relative, anxiety about an encounter with someone close to us, a heart-pounding waking in the night, a peaceful, reflective walk in the day or even in the midst of a daydream itself—and at the heart of it is a poignant ethnographic moment, layers of cultural coding inscribed on the very soul of the everyday. If only we take the time, and have the tools to examine it.

Chris teaches us to examine it. He provides the tools.

Here’s the other thing. This is an immanently teachable book. The writing exercises that populate the ends of the chapters are entirely useful ways to think about and apply the lessons contained in the text. These lessons are no surprise to me. Chris has always been a gifted teacher who works very hard to show students how to engage ideas through examinations of their own personal experiences and taken-for-granted or at least unquestioned narratives. What makes this book’s applications unique are their ability to make students, including those of us who think of ourselves as lifelong learners, think on a higher level of reflective engagement.

Which brings me to my final point. One of the consistent joys of reading Chris Poulos’s work is that it so thoroughly integrates his intellectual background in religion, philosophy, and communication studies. Because he draws on these diverse and seemingly disparate sources of understanding, what we have is an inspiring record of a cultivated habit of mind—a way of disciplined thinking through life experiences that makes productive and creative uses of intellectual engagement. Many times reading through these chapters I found myself stopped in my tracks, saying “Hmmmm.” Some time later, I would once again return to the narrative after having made a sympathetic mental and emotional journey of my own based on his encouragement to do so and his own musings.

All of which is only to say, “Oh my!”

“Oh my,” because what you have in your hands is a truly remarkable story that will engage, I have no doubt, your most creative and intellectual energies. If it were a new novel or work of creative nonfiction, and if this were a perfect world, it would win some important awards for its narrative quality. If it were a textbook on how to do “accidental ethnography,” it would become a standard reference work, which, anyway, I think it will. From the other side of this story, let me say only this: I envy you the reading experience you are about to have.

Your secrets will never be the same.

H.L. Goodall, Jr.




Preface

On a recent morning, I happened to stop by my parents’ house for a brief visit. My parents, Bill and Nancy Poulos, are in their midseventies and semi-retired. It turned out that only my father was home, but he was apparently in the shower; my mother was out running errands. I decided to wait, to at least visit with my dad for a few minutes. As I strolled into the kitchen, something caught my eye. On the little built-in phone desk by the kitchen door sat what looked like a very old photo album. Perhaps these were photos of our family? My curiosity was aroused.

As I flipped the oversized book open, my hunch was confirmed. What greeted me were very old photographs—ranging in age from some time in the early twentieth century to the mid-1950s—mostly of my dad’s Greek side of the family. Some of the people in the photos were easily recognizable to me: my Greek grandfather and his oldest child, my Aunt Nicky; my uncle Jim; my grandmother; my dad as a teenager. The family photos were arranged in no particular order and interspersed with photos of people I had never seen or heard of, most of whom appeared to be Greek like my grandfather. As my dad entered the room, he said:

“Yeah, that was Pop’s old photo album. Mary found it when she cleaned out the basement.”

“Cool,” I replied. “Who are these people?” I point to a photo.

“Ah, those are some of Pop’s Greek buddies. I think that guy’s name was Nikkos or something,” Dad replies with a slight smile flickering across his lips.

“And that would be one of Pop’s stores?”

“Yeah, I think that’s the one on Broad Street.”

“This one of Uncle Jim is funny. He looks tough. Very much the James Dean type.” My uncle Jim, who died in his early forties of cancer, is standing, in this photograph, next to a friend. His hair is thick and swept back, a little greased. His short sleeves are rolled up a notch. He has a cigarette in his hand, a pack rolled up into one sleeve.

“Yeah. Jimmy was cool.” My dad looks pensive, which is not his usual mood.

“Too bad about him, Dad. I’m sorry you lost him so early.”

“I know. He lived a rough life. I think it all killed him.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean his whole life—everything about it—broken marriage, no real prospects. He was smart, but he just couldn’t find a line that suited him. Sure, he died of cancer. He smoked way too much, and he worked in the dry cleaning biz for too long. All those chemicals. But worse, he never seemed to be able to get it together. He just sort of drifted. And he kept drifting back home.”

My father is opening up here. I decide to go with the energy of the moment: “Tell me more about Jimmy. What was he like?”

“Well, like I said, he was smart, and funny. But I think he drank too much. All those strange moments, like the time he came home with only part of the car. I think it was the drinking. And, well, that sort of ruined his marriage. But worst of all, it seemed he could never really leave home,” Dad says.

“Why?”

“Well, I remember one time he asked me, ‘How’d you do it?’ I didn’t know what he was talking about, so I said, ‘Do what?’ ‘Leave home,’ he replied. ‘Leave her.’ He was talking about Mom, of course, who was pretty possessive. So I just told him I had to, I got married, got a job, had a family. He looked at me funny, and said, ‘Yeah, I tried that. I just can’t seem to escape, to get away, to leave.’ He just looked at me funny and walked away.”

“Wow. That’s tough,” I respond. “I guess he found a way out eventually, eh?” My dad looks sad, very sad. It seems like he’s had enough of this story, so I move on to another photograph: “Who’s this?”

“Oh, that’s your great-grandfather, George.”

It’s an old-fashioned photograph of a man with dark eyes, staring intently at the camera. He’s wearing a suit, an old-fashioned hat perched jauntily on his head. He does not look happy.

“Seriously? In America? I thought he lived in Greece. Actually, I’ve never heard anything about him, never even knew his name until just now.”

“Well, that’s because we don’t talk about him.”

“Really? Why not?”

“Uh, I guess the story goes that he sort of abandoned his family in Greece.”

“Really? What happened?”

“Well, I think he left his wife, my grandmother, when she was sick, and left her in the care of Pop’s sister. Apparently, he came to America and never contacted them again.”

“Wow. That’s harsh.”

“Yeah, Pop was furious at him. I think George followed Pop here.

I mean, Pop came first and then his dad came. They were in contact at first, but when Pop found out what had happened, he refused to speak to his father again. He never talked about him, either. As far as I know, my grandfather moved to California. Then, when he died, Pop got a call, asking what should be done with the body. Pop told them, ‘Bury him.’ That was it.”

“Seriously? I have never heard any of this story until now. I didn’t know he came to America, didn’t know his name, nothing. How do you know all this?”

“Oh, I sort of pieced it together.”

“And why have I never heard any of this until now?”

“Like I said, we don’t talk about this kind of thing.” We fall into thoughtful silence for a long moment.

“Hey, Dad. I like this. We should get together and talk more often. You know, you could tell me stories about your family.”

“Well, if you put me on the spot, I may not be able to think of any.”

“That’s fine. Maybe we should just talk and see where it goes.”

“Sure.”

A brief, simple interlude in an ordinary day. But inside an aging book of photographs, we somehow found an opening to a story. What’s more, at least one of the stories was a family secret, which seemed to just “slip out” in the spirit of the moment. A story that might otherwise never have been told, and certainly a rare moment for my otherwise taciturn father. I find hope in this moment: Secrets slipping into stories, stories building relationships, family history becoming present—all because of the opportunity presented, and seized, in the act of opening an old photo album.

There’s a lesson here somewhere.

Indeed, perhaps this is a significant moment in my family’s history—a turning point, an opportunity to engage our “narrative inheritance” (Goodall, 2005) in a new way. An accidental discovery— the photo album, hidden all these years in a dusty basement storeroom—led to an accidental revelation of a family secret, long held in silence—or at least relegated to the dusty basement of memory. Later, I asked my father if he had ever told that story about his grandfather to anyone else. “I think your mother knows,” he replied.

And I found myself thinking, as I stared at this old book of photographs, “I wonder how many stories are buried here? How much of what’s suggested by these photographs has never been spoken?” I thought immediately of Annette Kuhn’s contention, in Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination (1995), that a family photograph is most interesting because of what is suggested by it. It’s not what’s in the photograph—though that content may be our first clue—but what’s around it that is most fascinating. The space outside the frame of the photograph—and the people who inhabit that world and interpret both the photograph and the world it shows up in—have rich, varied, and sometimes startling stories to tell. Funny how something as simple as a photograph can trigger a revelation; funny how much is missing from every photograph, and how much each photograph might suggest.

And I was immediately struck by the contrast between this moment and most of the rest of my life in this family. This is a family that has long locked away “secret” knowledge behind a veil of silence. We just don’t talk about that sort of thing—about the “skeletons” in the family closet, about abandonment, and alcoholism, and abuse, and suffering. We don’t talk about our hurt, our loss, our grief, or the wrongdoings of others, especially of family members.

When we do talk, it is usually either “small talk,” or a kind of verbal sparring match that seems to function as a way to skirt around the secrets, to keep people in their proper places in the family pecking order, and to keep the deeper emotional connections that may be available in genuine dialogue at arm’s length.

We are separated, rather than united, by both our silence and our talk. We rarely fall into story. My family’s “narrative inheritance” is an interrupted, truncated, cleansed narrative, mostly filled with long spaces of silence, the gaps only occasionally filled by words.

I have always wondered why.

Why don’t we talk more?

Why don’t we talk about that sort of thing?

What purposes are served by holding our secrets close?

Is the pain of our collective grief just too much to bear?

Are we afraid to “bare our souls” through deeper engagement?

And what might be gained by moving from secrecy to story?

Why do families—which, presumably, could be the most intimate relationships we share in this world—so often have so much difficulty engaging at a deeper level?

Finally, what hope may be found in the possibilities presented when secrets do slip into stories?

Well, this is exactly what this book is about. As an inquiry into family secrecy, I hope that it will be read in the spirit of finding hope in the thin places we may fall into—by accident or by intention—that allow for openings to new possibilities, that allow families to move out of the shadows of secret misgivings into the reassuring light of story.


Hope

As I inquire into the depths and contours and possibilities of the secret worlds of families, I necessarily encounter some of the “darker” moments of the human spirit. But, along the way, I discover—in the eruption of a story, in the soft reminiscent light of accidental talk, in a burst of memory overstepping forgetting—a world of hope.

Of course, as we spin about on this blue planet we call Earth, we all suffer from moments that seem to be driven by whims of fate—moments of loss and pain and grief. Try as we might, even those of us who spend time preparing ourselves spiritually are almost never ready for the shock—the trauma, pain, grief, and suffering that come with significant loss.

Even when we expect it.

Disruption and tragedy, trauma and loss, death and destruction: Events in our world often strike us mute, leave us breathless, speechless, shaken, stunned. We find ourselves shrouded in the mists of confusion, lost in the shadows of dislocation, covered by the veil of sorrow that seems to engulf us at these moments.

At these times, we are acutely aware of the finite nature of this life we lead.

At these moments of interruption, anxiety may seize us. And anxiety can be a formidable force in this world.

In this post-postmodern moment, in these years after 9/11, in this Age of Anxiety, in this world of wars on terror and global warming and nuclear threats and grinding axes and explosive violence and disappearing resources and stiffening ideologies, we may well feel lost, bewildered, anxious, afraid. Despair, as Kierkegaard (1980) tells us, may, at these times, lurk about, just waiting for the opportune time to pounce and take hold. And despair, says that mad philosophical genius, is a sickness—a “sickness unto death.”

When trauma strikes a family—especially a family not trained or prepared or talented in the arts of fending off despair—the wound may quickly grow so deep that it cannot heal of its own accord. What happens at this point is crucial. We are at a moment of the most profound choosing. We can lapse into silence, the kind of dead/dread silence that morphs into secrecy—and thus spin a life of pain and sadness and mistrust and defensiveness and continuing, growing, living, darkening despair.

Or we can open ourselves to possibility. Here we find hope: in the soft conversation, in the thin wisp of a dream, in a flash of insight, in the in-breaking of memory, in the warm embrace of a friend, in a moment of laughter, in the light that finds its way in through a crack, in a story well told, in the joy of a child at play, in the music of the spheres, in the accident of discovery, in the drama that proceeds around us and through us and with us—proceeds inexorably, continues whether we want it to or not—here we find hope!

And hope may be our last best weapon against the darkness that threatens us.

I locate the nexus of possibility in this hope.

And then: We are called to action.

The action we are called to from this space of hope is, it turns out, communicative action. And in communication, as flawed and messy and misguided as it can be, I find a shimmering thread of hope. If, as my friend and colleague Buddy Goodall (2006b) puts it, “communication is—like our lives—best understood as a spirit in transit made manifest through voice—in talk, through stories, through what we say and what we choose not to say, as well as the other bodily architecture of sensing, feeling, knowing and being” (p. 37), then I, to achieve my full humanness, must find my voice to penetrate the dark shroud of secrecy.

So, in seeking to penetrate the dark veil of secrecy that can shroud family life, I hope that this project will help us all move toward transformation. To put it simply, I want to show a way to transfigure silence into talk that counts. If we can, somehow, carve out a space for stories that matter, perhaps we can heal our deeper wounds. Perhaps we can live in a new, brighter world of empathic, therapeutic, healing dialogue—a world where we need not fear the pain, the grief, or the icy grip of secrecy. This is the gift I can offer to my family and to the world: I write secrecy into story. It is a gift born of light and shadow, of dreaming and waking, of stories and silences. It is a gift issuing from a dream—the thin but powerful dream that, in shining a little light on the dark contours of secrecy, we may yet be released from anxiety, despair, pain, and grief.

It is a gift of the heart.

It is a gift born of hope.

It is a gift driven by faith in communication.

And communication—that “spirit in transit”—is, if anything, an adventure.

Come, join me on this adventure.



Overview of the Book

At the end of Writing the New Ethnography, Goodall (2000) calls on ethnographers to engage “a dialogic ethic and a transformational vision” aimed at “evolving to a higher state of scholarly consciousness” (p. 198, emphases in the original). I believe that this evolution to a higher level of scholarly consciousness through the practice and implementation of a dialogic and transformative ethic of writing is best served, in this moment of anxiety in our broader culture, by carefully probing the shadows that sometimes hover at the edge of daily life.

Then, in the Ethnographic I, Carolyn Ellis (2004) calls us out, and urges us to push the boundaries of what we can do with this kind of writing. There, she defines autoethnography as “research, writing, story, and method that connect the autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political” (p. xix). And she does that by writing an ethnographic novel about teaching ethnography, thus truly engaging her transformational vision, and helping all of us evolve.

So, in this book, following these pioneers, I focus on blending writing about potential and actual revelations with musings on the methodology of writing in this way. The stories are drawn from the shadowy, liminal spaces of human life—between dreams and daylight, between memory and action, between secret and story—and then placed within a framework of the communicative dynamics of contemporary everyday life among friends, in the family, and in the broader community.

My aim is to illuminate, develop, and open up to readers and writers of “new ethnography” the often-unexplored thresholds that lie between the conscious and unconscious realms of human life.

I explore the anxieties, dreams, secrets, memories, musings, dialogues, silences, stories, visions, shadows, imaginings, relations, and flashes of insight that push their way into everyday consciousness—and, sometimes, into communication.

In Chapter One, Family Secrets, I explore the openings and the eruptions and slips that can lead the researcher into a family’s “heart of darkness”—that place in the closet, under the floorboards, down in the basement, behind the photographs—where secrets may reside. Here we are drawn into exploring some of the most difficult, painful, dysfunctional, and powerful material that a family scholar may ever encounter. But on the far side of the “dark night of the soul” is the light of hope. Hope is drawn out of despair as the courage to create a new vision and a new life for the story that may transform the family’s trajectory. Renewal is found in the soft conversation, in the story, that moves the secret out of its place of captivity into the communicative repertoire of the family.

In Chapter Two, Accidental Ethnography, I offer a story about weaving the shadows and shreds of memories, intuitions, dreams, fantasies, insights, and reflections into everyday story writing practice as I struggle to engage spirit as fully embodied, courageous consciousness. A methodology of the heart pumps life into the project, as I face questions of spiritual knowing as a primary pathway to health and well-being (Pelias, 2004). In the end, I tilt toward a call for embracing rising spirit as an opening to “accidental ethnography.”

In Chapter Three, Dreaming Autoethnography, I move from the world of story to the world of dreams and back again, making a case for the inclusion of dreaming into the methodological repertoire of the autoethnographer. I dream my way into writing and find, along the way, all sorts of signs, clues, and pathways to follow. I offer suggestions for the integration of the dream/story into the larger storied life of the (accidental) (auto)ethnographer. And, following the suggestions of my own dreams, I begin to center the praxis of autoethnography within the context of an unfolding family story of pain and loss, of secrecy and silence, and of the potential for the dream/story to bring light to this project.

In Chapter Four, Out of the Shadows, I explore the common practice in families of keeping secrets close, thus allowing them to develop a life of their own. The problem with this practice is that the secrets often won’t stay put, and begin emerging into everyday life as (sometimes unwelcome) interruptions in the flow of healthy living. Indeed, secrets and memories—if they remain untold stories—may, at times, be crippling. As I write the secrets into stories, I discuss the process of storying family secrets as a way to engage personal and family healing and as a way to develop a deep, evocative, and healing autoethnographic practice in difficult contexts.

In Chapter Five, Evoking Archetypal Themes in an Ethnographic Life, I work toward the possibilities inherent in drawing on the mythical and spiritual traditions and archetypes available within our broader cultural and historical context by invoking symbols and story-lines from our mythological heritage. I see the evocation and invocation of mythos as a way to explore the deep, unconscious, shared patterns of understanding that illuminate the meanings of our lives, our relationships, our writing, our stories. At the mythical center of human life lies the bonds of family, and the threats that those bonds endure in times of grief; here, I invoke the option of re-engaging and re-creating a shared mythos for the wounded family. In this way, I offer new avenues of hope for the family mired in secrecy.

In Chapter Six, The Storied Life and the Courage to Connect, I explore the meanings and the ramifications of living the ethnographic mystery in the face of trauma. I suggest the possibility of rising to engage in a courageous dance with the storied, autoethnographic life, thus carrying our core life stories into the center-space of our most significant relationships. Employing an imaginative personal extension of the pattern of a storied text that has appeared in popular culture—the novel and film Big Fish—as a way to probe the centrality of story as a connective “glue” for our human social world, I move toward development of an ethos of storied family life as a primary means of healing and redemption. Accidental ethnography, coupled with the courage to connect, then, becomes a primary means of dialogic living that can illuminate relational life in ways that other methodologies, practices, and actions cannot.

In the end, I focus on the organic process of writing autoethnography as a way of living. Beginning with the story of how I came to write autoethnography, I fold together the embodied writing of life’s dreams, memories, shadows, secrets, and stories as they emerge and offer some practical help for the new ethnographer hoping to open a new way of life by writing life.

For students and others interested in engaging accidental ethnography as a practice, I must acknowledge off the bat that it is a little strange (and maybe even paradoxical) trying to teach people how to stumble into accidental life moments and seize them as writing opportunities. After all, what I am advocating is a way of being constituted in an imaginative openness to the possibilities inherent in the strange eruptions of memory, dream, and secret that may occur in one’s life. As such, it is hardly a step-by-step process. Nevertheless, I offer, at the end of each chapter, a section entitled Reflection, in which I attempt to offer some advice on how one might go about engaging the accidental ethnographer within. These sections, which include my personal reflections on the process of writing accidental ethnography, followed by some exercises and queries the reader might engage with, are meant to be suggestive only. I do not argue for a methodology for practicing accidental ethnography; rather, I seek to help you become attuned to the possibilities for story available to you in your life world.

In the end, you may find the beginning of a new story. You will have arrived at a crossroads, an intersection that offers great promise for living a storied life in a new context of illuminated memories, dreams, secrets, and imaginings that reach toward the unveiling of mystery and toward imagined possibilities for meanings engaged in the writing life. I propose engaging narrative conscience and accidental ethnography as a primary pathway toward reaching beyond our current consciousness into Goodall’s “higher state of scholarly consciousness” (Goodall, 2000, p. 198).

In short, I offer two primary suggestions: (1) that the writing of lives is a deeply meaningful and significant ethical process arising from a call of conscience that cannot be ignored (Hyde, 2001, 2006); and (2) that the storying of our secrets via the practices of accidental ethnography may be our best hope for the ongoing survival of our families, communities, cultures, and world. As we find secrets swirling about us, darkness encroaching, we must find a way to light the path to the future; the light that ethnographers can offer is the light of compelling, engaging, imaginative, heartful story-making.

As you go about the business of living, learning, and relating—as you seek to connect with the other humans in your home, in your workplace, in your classrooms, in your churches, your synagogues, and your civic groups, with your families and your neighbors and your friends and your colleagues—I hope you will find, somewhere in the pages of this book, hope for a storied, meaningful, well-written life. And I hope you will find inspiration for crafting your own autoethnographic story.
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My paternal grandfather, a Greek immigrant who changed his name to Jim Poulos and became an American—a Southern Baptist American!—was always a bit of a mystery to me. He spoke in a thick accent, and we didn’t talk much. Pop was taken from this world early in my life, and so I only have a few memories—and the shards of stories I have been able to piece together. His wife, Fair Jewel Poss Poulos—though everyone called her Grandmommy—was, first and foremost, a cook. Everyone I know who ever tasted her fried chicken, or her biscuits, or her macaroni knows that they have tasted a bit of heaven and longs for just one more bite. But, alas, she has gone on to cook for God.

My parents, Nancy and Bill, and my siblings, Mike, Mary, and Sarah gave me the gifts that allowed me to survive—and eventually to thrive—in this world. They are the foundation on which my life stands. I owe them my very existence and I love them more than they will ever know.

Like most little boys growing up in the 1960s, when I was ten years old, I had a best friend. His name was Eddie Hampton, and we had many adventures together. He is still the source of many great memories and stories.

Today, my wife Susan makes all things possible in my life. She carries the light that my grandfather has now left behind. Her spirit infuses our home and our lives as a family in ways that I can only be inadequately grateful for. And my kids, Eli and Noah, who are a source of daily inspiration and very real magic, will, of course, carry the torch long after we are gone. What a gift!

My many teachers come next. Mrs. Eaton, my seventh-grade English teacher, was the first who believed in me as a writer. She taught me the tough lessons about using language, but she also encouraged me, once I knew the rules, to go out on a limb. Many great teachers would follow. My world and my life were challenged and changed by you all, but I owe a special thanks to Bob Gilgulin, Evelyn Boggs, Gary Cummings, Jim Campbell, Nancy Hill, Hazel Barnes, Jim Palmer, Mike Preston, Wallace Clift, Greg Robbins, Will Gravely, Alton Barbour, Al Goldberg, Darrin Hicks, and Carl Larson. I owe the deepest debt of gratitude to my teacher and advisor, Roy Wood, who encouraged me from the beginning as I embarked on this ethnographic journey, and who remains my teacher, mentor, and friend.

And then there are the great writers—oh, the writers! A large part of the intellectual exigency, the inspiration, and the energy that drive the writing of this book arises from close reading of the work of many friends and colleagues who operate in the vibrant, emerging, and experimental realm of autoethnographic and performative writing about human social life. I am inspired by the spirited, heart-pumping, life-filled, and passionate writing that constitutes what Bud Goodall (2000) has called the “new ethnography.”1 I owe much to the many novelists, playwrights, poets, and philosophers in the existential-phenomenological traditions of evocative writing about the human condition. The great writers, philosophers, and poets of the Western tradition have taught me much about the beauties and rhythms and calls of the written word. I also owe a debt of gratitude to the many scholars of family and relational communication, who seek in their work to shed light on the most fascinating aspects of human life. There are too many to name, but each, in his or her own way, has influenced this work.

My story-loving colleagues Jennifer Baker, Sharon Bracci, David Carlone, Kim Cuny, Dan DeGooyer, Jessica Delk McCall, Pat Fairfield-Artman, Joyce Ferguson, Spoma Jovanovic, Pete Kellett, Etsuko Kinefuchi, Killian Manning, Jody Natalle, Donata Nelson, Roy Schwartzman, Carol Steger, and Sarah Wilde have helped and supported me more than they will ever know. And my many friends and colleagues around the country have had deep and lasting influence on my scholarship, my writing, and my life. There are too many to name, and I am afraid I will forget someone, but at the very least I must acknowledge Melissa Aleman, Ron Arnett, Will Ashton, Ken Chase, Devika Chawla, Chris Davis, Diana Denton, Norman Denzin, Deanna Fassett, Elissa Foster, Amira de la Garza, Pat Gehrke, Michael Hyde, Bob Krizek, Lenore Langsdorf, Lisbeth Lipari, Denise Menchaca, Melanie Mills, Jeff Murray, Carol Rambo, Ron Pelias, Larry Russell, Lisa Tillmann-Healy, Nick Trujillo, and John Warren. You have all influenced my thinking and my writing in ways that I can only begin to imagine.

My students, especially my graduate students, many of whom are now out there seeking to become full members of the academy, have often been my greatest teachers, pushing and challenging me to reach new heights, and, of course, reading and commenting on my work. Here’s to you all, but I must thank especially Jennifer Aglio, Scot Aitcheson, Korrie Bauman, Kris Bell, Robin Boylorn, Lori Britt, Debbie Cardamone, Dwight Davis, Cindy Dew, Becky Diverniero, Rich Jones, Susanne Jordan, Erika Lytle, Heather Murdock, Emily Quinn, Jason Quinn, Victoria Richard, Meg Miano Robinson, Amy Smith, Kristin Southworth, Armond Towns, Katie Hicks Williams, and Sherri Williams, all of whom have tried their hand at accidental ethnography. I could not do this work without you. More recently, I have had the great pleasure of working closely with the students of colleagues around the country, especially Tony Adams, Bert Ballard, Andrew Herrmann, Michelle Leavitt, and Jillian Tullis-Owen.

Very special thanks must go to Bud Goodall, who first hired me to do this work, who has believed in me and supported me since the beginning, and whose writing, after all, is what inspired me to become an ethnographer. And to Art Bochner and Carolyn Ellis, who have supported, inspired, and stood with me through this book and other projects, I can only say this: The world is a much better place because of your presence, your writing, and your teaching. Ethnographers around the world are writing great stories these days, and you are the true pioneers. Thank you.


Note


	Some of the new ethnographers are: Alexander, Ashton, Bochner, Boylorn, Chawla, Chester, Clair, Conquergood, Davis, de la Garza, Denton, Denzin, Drew, Ellis, Fassett, Foster, Frentz, Geist-Martin, Goodall, Hocker Rushing, Holman Jones, Jovanovic, Krizek, Lincoln, Lockford, Pelias, Pineau, Rambo, Richardson, Rushing, Russell, Scott-Hoy, Tilmann-Healy, Trujillo, Warren, Weems, and others. I also owe much to the participations and observations of Bateson, Garfinkel, Geertz, Giddens, Goffman, McLaren, Philipsen, Turner, and Van Maanen. I have grown intellectually with (difficult but rewarding) help from the philosophical words of Arnett, Bakhtin, Baxter, Baxter and Montgomery, Buber, Camus, Cissna and Anderson, Deetz, Fisher, Gergen, Hyde, Jung, Kierkegaard, Levinas, Marcel, May, Merleau-Ponty, Rawlins, Rogers, Sartre, Schrag, Shotter, Stewart, and Tillich. I have been inspired, since childhood, by great writers from Annie Dillard to C.S. Lewis, from J.R.R.Tolkien to William Faulkner, from John Steinbeck to Walker Percy, from Thomas King to David James Duncan, from Michael Parker to Anne D. LeClaire, and so many, many others whose work you simply must read.







Chapter One Family Secrets

DOI: 10.4324/9781315435534-1


Language brings us together; it pulls us apart; it makes possible our fictions of the past, and our imaginings of the future.

—Annette Kuhn, Family Secrets: Acts of Memory and Imagination




You’re only as sick as your secrets.

—Anonymous




An (Accidental) Introduction

This project is born out of an uprising—an eruption if you will—an in-breaking of a story that won’t stay put, won’t die, won’t be kept down, won’t fall away, won’t bow to the forces of darkness, won’t be beaten into submission by the demands of secrecy. The book consists of memories, dreams, reflections, secrets, whispers, and imaginings shaped into stories aimed at developing our understanding of human communication and extending the sensibilities and practices of the autoethnographer as she or he sets about the process of “writing lives.” It is also a story about family, about those most intimate connections we experience in our human world. And it is an inquiry—specifically, into the commonplace practices of family secrecy. It is a challenge to the shock patterns that people fall into in the face of trauma.

I have set out, in these pages, to shed light on the dark folds, to open the doors to the closets of secrecy, to engage the power of story as a way to penetrate—and perhaps lift ourselves out of—the darkness of despair. Most of all this is a story, a story about the healing power of story itself. It is a story about the primary counterforce working against secrecy, about the practice of spontaneously and vigorously developing a dynamic and centered family storytelling practice—a practice that, when fully engaged, breaks down the barriers of secrecy. Along the way, I offer a narrative exploration of the questions, dilemmas, obstacles, pitfalls, and contours of the journey of autoethnographic/narrative research into the communicative lives of self, friends, and family members.

I embarked on this project because I firmly believe that we need, in these troubled times—need perhaps more than anything—stories of mythic proportions, stories charged with the power of love, stories that evoke change in longstanding destructive patterns, stories that urge us to shift the energy of pain and loss and secrecy toward the light of joy and integration and communication.

I also believe that one powerful way to get to that release from anxiety and despair—and thus turn toward wholeness and healing— can be found in the active practice of autoethnographic writing. So this book is an autoethnographic meditation on the craft of the family autoethnographer, on the spiritual and ethical and methodological and practical concerns and practices of the autoethnographer who writes about family lives. The book is thus framed within a series of stories about the complexities, anxieties, and eruptions that occur in everyday family communicative life and about how these matters affect the writing of autoethnography.

I ask as a central question: By what alchemy might a reflexive, conscientious storyteller evoke, emit, and open the secret lives of families into stories of powerful, transformative healing?

And, from that question, many more pour forth …

How might we represent the memories, dreams, reflections, secrets, silences, stories, dialogues, and deceptions of those we come to know?

What are the consequences of particular choices of representation?

What is the role of memory, and the status of “truth,” in the writing of narrative accounts of these matters?

How might we who aspire to write lives become open to stumbling, sometimes accidentally, into a story?

How might the autoethnographer mindfully follow the urgings of the heart, the flood of dreams, the breath of a secret, the wisp of a memory, to find that great treasure, the evocative tale of human life?

How might we expand the practice of autoethnography to include the incremental, the accidental, the spontaneous, the random spark?

How do mythic consciousness, archetypal and personal shadow energies, dreamwork and synchronicities, memory and narrative conscience inform the choices and the work of the autoethnographer?

What are the ethical contours of the relationships between the writer, the reader, and the characters in an autoethnography?

These and other vital questions will be raised, opened, played with, wrestled with, cared for, responded to, and storied.

So, in the end, the book is a study of the deeper contours of memories, dreams, reflections, silences, secrets, and stories as they play out in family relationships. At the same time, through positioning engaged/accidental autoethnographic practice at the center of a conscience-driven research life, I offer direct reflection on the process of writing autoethnography, with a particular focus on the troubled, sometimes agonizing, often contradictory needs to evoke and stimulate actual life, while at the same time being careful not to harm others.

The study is deeply grounded in the idea of dealing with anxiety and secrecy via the invocation and practice of narrative conscience—a way of approaching the writing of (auto)ethnography that emerges from the synergy of the ethical and the mythical impulses that reside deep within each of us.
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