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In this two-part workshop, we will explore what “truth” can 
mean in our writing, research, and creative work.  

Part One will emphasize how truth matters in the gathering 
and representation of personal experience. We will discuss 
historical and narrative truth, accuracy, and the tenuous 
intersection of fact and fiction.  

Part Two will emphasize techniques we can use to tell our 
truths, ones that, if shared publicly, might generate harm to 
ourselves or others. We will discuss how this harm can 
happen, and how to use fabrication, composite characters, 
varying authorship, and pseudonyms to avoid such harm.  

Time will be reserved for interaction and application.



What do we mean by “truth”?  
What words do we associate with truth?  

How does truth matter for your work? 
  
When do we care about the truth of a work? 
When does seeking the truth(s) of a work 
seem irrelevant, or an inappropriate 
criterion for evaluating a work’s quality? 

T/truth Matters (?)
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“truth” is an issue of public discussion, research, and everyday performance.
Processes of navigating truth, however, are obscure and often unknown. In
this project, the authors highlight truth(s) of written life texts. They conceive
of truth as a rather than the “rhetorical device” to use for evaluating personal
research and believe that demanding factual, historical truth-of-life research
is faulty and problematic. By illustrating how genre, trust, memory, and
confession influence truth telling, the authors hope to question and enhance
truth-related conversations.
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The heart learns that stories are the truths that won’t keep still. There is always
another version, another eye to tell what it sees, another voice ready to speak.

Ronald J. Pelias, 2004

I’m a storyteller. I’ll work to make you believe me. Throw in some real stuff,
change a few details, add the certainty of outrage. I know the use of
fiction in a world of hard truth, the way fiction can be a harder piece of truth.

Dorothy Allison, 1996

I (Chris) wake up and turn on my computer. I walk into the kitchen, pour
myself a cup of coffee, and move to my desk. I open a news Web site. The
headline reads something like “The Wrath of Oprah” or “A Million Little
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Interview: Janice Morse 
Saturday, May 6, 2006; 7:30pm 

Second International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry 
Urbana-Champaign, Illinois 

 
Tony: I heard that Carolyn’s panel already had a few questions lined up there?   
 
Jan: How do you know that I answered them all? I said “pass” once.  
 
Tony: Which question… [Laughter] So the class, an overview: The class is doing an 
ethnography of the conference and we wanted to see how certain areas of research are 
represented. My group is interested in issues of life writing, particularly autoethnography, 
memoir… 
 
Jan: That’s not me, don’t ask me… 
 
Tony: That is why… 
 
Jan: Oh, oh… 
 
Tony: Mitch is not really either… 
 
Jan: He likes bones and stones. 
 
Tony: Yes, he does like bones and stones. What are… 
 
Jan: You should say “tell me what you do.” 
 
Tony: Tell me what you do. 
 
Jan: I do anthropological research in hospitals. And there’s a need to study anthropological 
behavior because there’s only one book out. And I don’t like it because it’s very psychological, 
psychological testing, and a bit quantitative. So I have to write the anthropology behavior book. 
Won’t that be good?  
 
Tony: That would be good. 
 
Jan: High quality. And then we’ll do another book: Antropology Behavior 2. I’m really 
interested in… I started studying comfort. When qualitative researchers go to study something 
like that, they don’t study the average behavior for every situation. They study extreme situations 
like when are the patients most likely in need of comfort. … We go to the emergency room. I 
study nurse behaviors towards patients in various states of agony. I videotape them.  
 
Tony: Wow! 
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Jan: Yes. If I had my computer here, I could show you stuff. I used to study narratives of 
suffering. But they’re not very good because what people tell you about suffering is muted by 
their state of enduring, trying to bear it. They’re overwhelmed by their suffering behaviors. 
Making them wait and stuff… I have trouble with those interviews… These are people who are 
dying very fast through resuscitation. So I had to go see what the nurses did. It was very special. 
And they said “Well Jan you can come and see what we do, but you can’t stay long…” And I 
said “if I bring some donuts can I stay?”  So I’ve noticed various modes of nurses talking. 
Patients who have been drinking or on drugs come in in a state of shock and they fight their 
caregivers. It becomes a while before they’re anaesthetized. If they had a head injury, it increases 
the blood pressure, which increases the severity of the brain damage... 
 
Tony: Wow. What was your… Why this now? What got you’re here? 
 
Jan: At this conference? 
 
Tony: This type of research. Did you just one day “I want to do this work…” 
 
Jan: I started studying comfort a long time ago. And then I realized that I needed to understand 
suffering in order to understand comfort. … I couldn’t understand comforting. I studied types of 
touch in postoperative infants, pain states in postoperative infants. So it’s really ethnological 
research. And I studied Alzheimer’s patients, patients who were restrained. I studied children 
who were nursed at home on a tracheotomy ventilator at least 12 hours. I did an ethnography of 
that.  
 
Tony: What is your… So you’re mentioning issues of research. What is research? 
 
Jan: I grew up discovering knowledge, finding out what is going on. We have to video when 
we’re looking at touch and talk because the behaviors are so transitory and so fast that we need 
to slow them down to see. We need to get someone from Speech Communication to study 
language and intonation. There are three international registers [of intonation]:  baby talk, 
birthing talk, and comforting talk. And it doesn’t matter what language you speak the intonations 
are the same. When I was in Hong Kong I talked about comfort talk... I came along with a tape 
of Catonese. So we’re confident [they’re universal]. It’s useful for very distressed patients, 
patients screaming and yelling. 
 
Tony: So research deals with discovery? 
 
Jan: I think it does. I don’t think just description but discovery. There’s all kind of relationships 
in the data. So if I were to… I really hate stuff used statistically. I’m trying to change that. 
Basically we use logic. Group simulation. Other forms of evidence used in other disciplines like 
engineering. So discovery could be [finding] quite high level correlations or associations. It’s not 
just description. It’s stuff that’s new and not known. 
 
Tony: So it’s [discovery] finding this new knowledge. So what are your thoughts with… What 
are your thoughts about life writing? Does life writing do this? 
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Part One 
What counts as “T/truth”  

Part Two 
Telling (our) “truths”



Part One 
What counts as “T/truth?”



T/truth Matters (?)
What do we mean by “truth”?  
What words do we associate with truth?  

How does truth matter for your work? 
  
When do we care about the truth of a work? 
When does seeking the truth(s) of a work 
seem irrelevant, or an inappropriate 
criterion for evaluating a work’s quality? 



Fiction, nonfiction 
Facts, lies, accuracy, false information/fake news 
Becoming an unreliable/untrustworthy narrator 
Resonance/narrative fidelity

T/truth

Form/genre: Is fiction truthful? Is poetry truthful? Is a 
drawing truthful? Are songs and song lyrics truthful? Do 
these questions matter?

Historical truth, narrative truth 
Hindsight | memory | variations in interpretation 
Semantic contagion 



Putting the Body on the Line: Embodied Writing and Recovering 
Through Domestic Violence, Marilyn Metta, in Handbook of 

Autoethnography (2013)

Form/Genre



When we need to know what happened—
to hold others accountable, memorialize 
and challenge problematic practices, realize 
the conditions of our existence—then 
historical truth seems to matter most. 
When our ideas and arguments are 
consequential, we need to be “realistic” 
and care about facts, accuracy, and 
material circumstances. 

When we want to imagine possibilities for 
living, new ways to be, when we need 
convey the significance of an experience, 
what it meant and how it felt, then we are 
more concerned with narrative truth. 

Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Grandma

Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



I have images of documents that—I trust (?)—are original. Yet 
humans created these documents and there was an apparent error…
15 years after the man’s death? 

What is the truth of race and racism in my (past) family? I don’t 
know with certainty. I have dates and names and locations—the 
facts, the historical truth that certain people did certain things at 
certain times in certain places. 

Yet these truths only take me so far. I care more about learning, 
creating, and adjusting the story of my family—a story that stemmed 
from finding these facts. You’d likely be bored by a mere listing of 
facts. How do we make the facts come alive? That’s narrative truth:  
What might those facts have meant?

Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



Historical Truth - Narrative Truth



When does, or has, historical truth 
mattered in your work?  

When does, or has, narrative truth 
mattered in your work?

Historical Truth - Narrative Truth
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Pelias agrees, noting that readers and writers have contracts that create
reader–writer relationships. “There are certain kinds of contractual obliga-
tions you evoke with certain types of genres,” Pelias says. “So if you evoke
the memoir, part of what you’re saying is, ‘I’m going to tell the truth as I
understand it’” (personal communication, May 5, 2006).

Pelias shares his concerns about writing that fails to uphold the
reader–writer contract and specifically references the A Million Little
Pieces (Frey, 2003) debate. “As [issues of truth] get more and more public-
ity,” he warns,

it makes people more and more skeptical. That’s truly troubling. We make
this bid for [life writing as] research. We say we are going to talk about
human experience as honestly as we possibly can to find a kind of collective
humanness among us all. But if I start hedging on the truth then it’s like I’m
fudging on the data. (personal communication, May 5, 2006)

When speaking of contractual obligations, standards of trust and truth
become increasingly troubling to figure out. As readers and writers, do we
always immerse ourselves in unwritten contracts? How might we negotiate
the terms of these contracts? And should we do all that we can to steer clear
of “bad publicity”?

Genres affect writing and reading experiences. However, for life texts to
help find a “collective humanness” and serve a beneficial epistemological
function, we need malleable understandings of how genres help and constrain.
A reader’s expectation of truth symbiotically relates to her or his expectations
of genre and degree of authorial trust. If trust wanes, truth follows.

truth Troubles and Memory Challenges

Memory is volatile. Sometimes, memory’s tales just won’t do the work they
are asked to do. They just won’t settle, won’t arrange themselves so that they
might be left alone. They are like scabs itching to be picked. They are wounds
always ready to bleed again. (Ronald J. Pelias, 2004)

Before I (Jillian) started my first job at Burger King, my mother informed
me of the dangers of working in the fast food industry. Based on her experi-
ences of working at McDonald’s, she told me about a pimply-faced boy who
mistakenly put his hand in a deep fryer in order to retrieve a pair of tongs.
“Whatever you do,” my mother said, “don’t go after anything that falls in a
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fryer with your hand. Just don’t do it! The boy burned his arm bad because
he didn’t think.” Thankfully, I rarely worked near the deep fryer, but when I
did I always thought of my mother’s story. I also recounted the anecdote to
my coworkers when discussing on-the-job injuries, but when I told my part-
ner the tale a few years ago he said, “That’s bullshit.” Frustrated, I immedi-
ately called my mother to verify my memory and the truth. “I never told you
that story,” she said. “I don’t even remember anything like that ever happen-
ing.” Did my memory fail? Did my mother’s memory fail?

Memory—or the accuracy of memory—affects the authenticity of a
story. Most life writers strive for accuracy in the stories they tell, attempts
that involve negotiations of narrative truth (conveying the essence of an
experience) rather than historical truth (factually accurate, verifiable infor-
mation; see Denzin, 1989; Spence, 1982). Holding memory accountable to
historical truth is typically impossible and fatally flawed.

Ochs and Capps (1997) conceive of remembering as “a subjective event”
(p. 83). Memory is partial, fleeting, subject to our positioning, intentional-
ity, and audience at the time of an experience (Bochner, 1997, 2007). As
such, memory is often a dilemma for life writers. Life writers desire to be
accurate (Hampl, 1999), but memory and truth troubles arise when, for
instance, family members share memories of the past only to discover that
their renditions vary. The goal of life research, however, may not be remem-
bering the past accurately but to convey the essence of an experience; accu-
rate memory is not a primary goal. As Devika Chawla notes,

You can’t really recreate because when you recreate or when you think you
are recovering a memory, you are really re-experiencing. It’s a new
[memory]. It’s a new experience. . . . The beauty of a story is that each time
you recollect you add a few more strands or plots. Sometimes you add char-
acters and sometimes the story becomes a life, an organism. . . . There is
not memory “out there” waiting to be discovered. . . . There is not one
memory of an event. There can be different memories. (personal communi-
cation, May 4, 2006)

Chawla highlights the contingency of memory. Hampl (1999) continues the
discussion about writing memories, noting, “I do not simply relive the expe-
rience. Rather, I explore the mysterious relationship between all the images I
cold round up. . . . Stalking the relationship, seeking the congruence
between stored image and hidden emotion—that’s the real job of memoir”
(p. 30). Writing memories requires recognition of the limits of remembering
accurately. Memories are not as easily accessible as books in a library. Life
texts also change as perspectives, intentions, and situations change.
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Tullis Owen, J. A., McRae, C., Adams, T. E., & Vitale, A. (2009). truth 
Troubles. Qualitative Inquiry, 15(1), 178-200. pp. 189-190



Smacking(s)

Hindsight | Memory | Variations in Interpretation



What is the true interpretation? Who is 
accurate? Who decides? 

Could we ever determine the historical truth 
of either situation? Should we even care 
about historical truth?  

Can you identify a situation from your work 
where “claims” or “facts” were disputed?

Hindsight | Memory | Variations in Interpretation



Share your journey and 
struggles with readers …  

Sometimes the search 
for truth is the goal/
reward/contribution. 

Hindsight | Memory | Variations in Interpretation



Hindsight | Memory | Variations in Interpretation



Presentism | Semantic Contagion

Child abuse 
Sexual harassment/abuse 

Race (e.g. “mulatto”) 
Ability 
Sexual orientation 
Gender identity



Berry, K., Gillotti, C., & Adams, T. E. Living Sexuality: Storying LGBTQ Relationships, Identities, and Desires. Brill | Sense.  p.179

Presentism | Semantic Contagion

https://brill.com/view/title/56398


Part Two 
Telling (our) “truths”



Are there truths you cannot share? Are 
there people, contexts, and topics you 
cannot write about/represent?  

When should we NOT tell our truth(s) 
about certain people, contexts, topics? 

Telling (Our) Truths



Telling (Our) Truths



Aunt

Telling (Our) Truths



Adams, T. E. (2011). Narrating the Closet: An Autoethnography of Same-sex Attraction. Routledge.  p.139

Telling (Our) Truths



Telling (Our) Truths



Narrative Privilege | Publishing | Accessibility  
Who can write/produce/access a text? Who can respond to an account? 
Exercise caution with fault and framing — which can alter historical truth. 

Changing names and identifiable characteristics 
Fiction/composite characters 
Manipulating Authorship 

“Sometimes I think they deceived me—told me tall 
tales as truth—while I deceived them—pretended to 
be just talking when I was recording … They thought I 
was coming to ‘sit and talk a spell’; I thought I was 
coming for data. They thought they were 
entertaining me with tales; I thought they were 
telling me what really went on.”

Ellis, C. (1995). Emotional and Ethical Quagmires in Returning to the 
Field, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, p.93

While I was, and am, thoughtful about what I reveal about my child, we 
have recently had difficult conversations about the availability of my 
work online*, its potential accessibility to her school friends and as a 
possible source of embarrassment. 

* My work is typically available only on password-protected databases, 
though sometimes it becomes more widely available when others post 
files of my work. In the past, I have written to those who have posted 
these works and asked them to remove the works in an effort to 
protect my child’s privacy. Still, publishing the work means that it is 
accessible—and that I want it to be accessed and read—by others, 
including people who may know my child. 

Adams, T. E, Holman Jones, S., and C. Ellis. (2015). Autoethnography. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Telling (Our) Truths



Changing Names and Identifiable 
Characteristics

Adams, T. E. (2011). Narrating the Closet: An Autoethnography of Same-sex 
Attraction. Routledge.  pp. 68-69



Fiction/Composite Characters



A N O N YM O U S A U T H O R , P H D

Highlighting Numbers
Students Stalking Faculty and the Lasting Impacts of a Flawed System

ABSTRACT This autoethnography explores the communication and helpful/hindering systems available

for faculty being harassed and stalked by current or former students. Highlighting general statistics and

the numbers in my own student-stalker experience, I use this work to elucidate socio-psychological

reports and qualitative accounts of stalking experiences, while integrating my own background and

identity ambivalence as a combined woman, educator, and stalking victim. Last, I offer implications

and practical insights regarding support for faculty within the university and criminal justice

systems. KEYWORDS stalking, student-stalker, university safety, criminal justice, autoethnography

“The cultural constructions of romantic and passionate love throughout the ages in
poetry, song, and historical narrative suggest that obsession and mad, driven pursuit of
a love object is both terrible and often ironically heroic.”1

39: the number of unwanted, direct communications from my stalker—often involving
undying professions of love.

Stalking is generally defined as repeated, unwanted communication that produces fear
about safety in its victims.2 The latest statistics note that approximately 15 percent of
women and 6 percent of men in the United States have been victims of stalking in their
lifetime.3 Often managed with the assumption of a tryst gone wrong or of misguided fear,
stalking is an insidious, misunderstood beast. Spitzberg and Cupach note that widespread
discussion of stalking as a crime was not prevalent until the 1990s.4 The first anti-stalking
laws developed in California, and many states quickly adopted their own. Social and
behavioral scholars also began to take notice, and research about stalking, stalkers, and
impacts on victims followed suit.5

Over 1,000: the number of days I felt things I should not have to feel because I won-
der(ed) when he will/would contact me again.

Within the context of a university setting, student stalking on college campuses is
widespread, and much literature devotes space to preventing these kinds of behaviors
and their impacts for college students. However, little attention in the literature high-
lights student stalking of faculty members.6 In one study, 67 percent of faculty surveyed
experienced unwanted contact from a current or former student, 6 to 11 percent of which
were severe enough to warrant the label “stalking behavior.”7 Morgan found that the
number may be even higher, with 33 percent of the 1 ,000 faculty participants
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QUALITATIVE HEALTH RESEARCH / November 2002Carter / HOW MUCH SUBJECTIVITY?

How Much Subjectivity Is Needed
to Understand Our Lives Objectively?

Shelly Carter1

The author provides a first-person account, based on diaries and reminiscences, of a woman
living in an abusive relationship. Using parallel texts, she juxtaposes the experience of
spousal abuse against information derived from research literature and raises questions con-
cerning objectivity in scholarship.

The powerful normally determine what is said and what is sayable. . . .
When the powerful label something or dub it or baptize it,
the thing becomes what they call it.

—Frye (1983, p. 105)

PROLOGUE

It is March 17, 2001. Robert and I are driving up to a popular tourist attraction—
Rainbow Lake—with a friend. Ahead of us, one lone person on a mountain bike
pulls out onto the road. His black tights have blue knee inserts—the same as I
bought my former husband. The biker is wearing a blue cowl. It is identical to the
one my former husband bought himself in 1991. I see the biker’s shoes. They are
black with yellow stripes. I have seen these same shoes on the shelf where I once
lived.

I look at the man’s face. It is “him.” His cheeks are thinner than they were 3 years
ago. My mouth begins to sour. I turn to Robert. “You aren’t going to believe this,” I
say, “but that is ‘him.’ ” I think to myself what an easy target he is. How can I still
think this? The steering wheel I am holding gives me a sense of power over his fate.
One small jerk of the wheel and I could run him over. I stop myself from thinking
these thoughts. I feel as though I am entering into dangerous territory. “It is a very
unhealthy place to be,” I tell myself. “You have moved beyond this.” Where does
such anger come from? It lies dormant, and then it all comes back. It is all so clear
again. The pain that I try to leave behind is ever present. Why can’t I let all of these
feelings go? Is it because I have seen him?
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Manipulate Authorship



Share what you did and didn’t know, variations in 
interpretation, concerns about presentism and 
semantic contagion, privacy, how you altered 
information; honesty and vulnerability can enhance 
credibility, reliability. 

Exercise caution when writing about others and 
particular contexts, especially academic contexts. 
Assume that everyone will read/view your work. 

Just because we create/write something doesn’t 
mean we have to share it.

Lessons in truth-telling



Comments

Questions

Lessons
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