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Family Bullies
Keith Berrya and Tony E. Adamsb

aDepartment of Communication, University of South Florida; bDepartment of Communication, Media and Theatre,
Northeastern Illinois University

ABSTRACT
In this essay, the authors use autoethnography to critically investigate the
problem of bullying within family contexts. They convey and analyze two
narratives that illustrate salient ways bullying happens within families, and
describe how the relational practices of understanding, dialogue, and for-
giveness inform such aggression. This inquiry provokes the reconsideration
of normative ways of conceptualizing the family, primarily by proposing a
more voluntary orientation to familial relationships. The authors also advo-
cate for more research to be conducted on bullying and family commu-
nication, and why autoethnography is a compelling method to use for this
research.

Folk wisdom often suggests that families are sacred to persons’ lives. Stories abound about the
significance of the family system, what families are and should be, and how family members should
interact and feel about each other. Many stories also assume that family members should support
one another and, if this is not the case, should commit to doing the relational work necessary for
getting along better. Indeed, assumptions and expectations concerning family communication
pervade our culture, and conceptualize family life and persons’ orientations to the family in certain
ways, effectively leaving little room for variation.

Yet, what if some familial relationships consist of perpetual hardship, harm, and, of particular
interest to the current essay, bullying behaviors? What should be said of family members who want
to avoid toxic family systems? What stories can dislodge the presumed sacredness of families and, in
so doing, offer more innovative and diverse possibilities for relationships and systems characterized
by pain and suffering?

In this essay, we use autoethnography to critically respond to these questions as they relate to
bullying within the family context. We offer two personal narratives that illustrate salient ways
bullying can occur and the hardship and harm it creates on people, interactions, and relationships.
These narratives also illustrate how the relational practices of understanding, dialogue, and forgive-
ness inform such aggression. We seek to convey bullying within families as a dynamic and complex
process which points to distressing ways of being in relation to/with family members. Further, we
hope to demonstrate the benefits and challenges of critical family communication research that
foregrounds personal narratives, emotion, and contingency.

Bullying

Bullying is an omnipresent issue in everyday cultural and relational lives. Researchers have
studied this problem for more than three decades. Although the concept of “bullying” resists a
singular definition (Harachi, Catalano, & Hawkins, 1999), the literature has typically included
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certain components that constitute the bullying experience, such as a person being exposed,
“repeatedly and over time,” to others’ “negative actions” (Olweus, 2010, p. 11). Research also
typically conceptualizes bullying as a deliberate subset of aggression that involves, and is possible
because of, a power imbalance between aggressors and victims. This imbalance leaves victims less
able to defend themselves physically, emotionally, and relationally. Being bullied can lead youth
to suffer from debilitating health issues, including depression (Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin, &
Patton, 2001) and self-harm processes, such as suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, or suicide
(Bowes, Wolke, Joinson, Tanya Lareya, & Lewis, 2014). These health issues can last for multiple
decades after the bullying has ended (Takizawa, Maughan, & Arseneault, 2014). At the same
time, youth who victimize others through bullying are prone to issues later in life such as more
serious violent behavior (Nansel et al., 2001), mental health concerns (Kumpulainen & Räsänen,
2000), and school problems, conduct disorders, and substance use (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008). In
these ways, bullying is a complex social process that often results in significant and life-shaping
consequences.

A vast majority of research on peer bullying has been rooted in more traditional social scientific
research. Although advantageous at bringing attention to the problem, this research has often
resulted in a wealth of aggregated and depersonalized findings that overlook the exciting potential
of narrative and autoethnographic inquiries—inquiries that foreground first-person narratives of
bullying, and in ways that stress a culturally situated and contingent understanding of the issue. In
addition, researchers commonly talk about bullying in social terms. Yet, there is a stark absence of
inquiry conducted from a communication perspective, particularly one that emphasizes relational
communication. Further, research on peer bullying almost exclusively focuses on how it occurs in
relationship to school, which, in effect, renders school a normative site of inquiry. Yet, bullying is
not confined to this one context, nor are its aggressors solely peers; indeed, it is lived and made
meaningful by youth within a diverse range of contexts (Monks & Coyne, 2011) and relationships,
including the family and sibling relationships (Bowes et al., 2014). Consequently, stories of
bullying within the family await our attention, and offer overdue and innovative ways in which
we can expand and diversify what we know about, and how we might respond to, this looming
problem.

Autoethnography and critical family communication research

Our article brings together the purposes and practices of critical family research with those of
autoethnography. Critical research tends to describe instances of social harm and abuses of power by
identifying “deeply structured inequities, conflicts, and contradictions” (Baxter & Asbury, 2015, p.
190), and works to improve the “lives of the marginalized, oppressed, and disenfranchised” (p. 198).
Critical research offers suggestions for improving social life through personal and cultural awareness,
as well as ways to change harmful “micropractices of everyday family life” (p. 191). Critical family
communication research pursues these commitments, as the name aptly suggests, within family
contexts. In engaging with harmful norms, abuses of power, inequities, and contradictions, this
research describes both what exists, and also what should (not) exist within families.

Autoethnographers use personal experience to describe and examine intersections between the
personal and cultural, the micro and the macro, and the private and the public (Adams, Holman
Jones, & Ellis, 2015; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Autoethnographers convey personal narratives to
reflexively illustrate the ways in which cultural systems and ideologies inform and influence
personal experience. Autoethnographic research enables readers to immerse themselves within
personal experiences that might otherwise remain private familial interactions (Adams &
Manning, 2015).

Autoethnography is also known for its commitment to diverse representational forms, vulnerable
and evocative description, and articulating the particularities and complexities that comprise lived
experience. By engaging autoethnographic narratives readers come into intimate and emotional
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contact with issues of family communication, with the aim of documenting and living more aware
and meaningful cultural lives and showing some of the ways in which public, cultural discourses
inform private, personal experiences (Berry & Patti, 2015). For instance, my (Keith’s) account of the
relational complexities associated with addiction within the family system (Berry, 2012) demon-
strates how normative conceptualizations of father/son relationships—bonds that are or should be
close and supportive, as portrayed on television—misrepresent how some of these relationships are
actually lived in everyday life.

Using autoethnography to study family communication allows researchers to engage with the
tenets of critical family communication research described here. The use of personal narratives to
describe and critique harmful cultural systems and ideologies foregrounds taken-for-granted
assumptions that pervade normative family life and family communication research. As such, critical
family communication research focuses not only on what is present, but also what should (not) be
present within families, and aspires to re/imagine how family communication might be lived more
inclusively and equitably. In this way, Keith’s study of addiction serves to trouble, or “queer,” the
aforementioned generalized conceptualization of father/son relationships, challenging readers to
recognize more diverse possibilities for these relationships.

Yet, there are additional reasons for using autoethnography in the current project and for critical
family communication research. First, personal narratives remain underutilized in family commu-
nication research (Bochner, 2015). Openly talking about and using personal narratives in/as research
—as we do in this article—continues to disrupt the long-standing methodological silence about the
use and importance of the researcher’s lived experience. Second, personal narratives, especially
narratives about familial experience, make visible problems of family communication that have
previously been ignored, forgotten, or hidden.

For instance, autoethnographic research has focused on issues pertinent to family communication
including family secrecy (Goodall, 2006), adoption (Hudson, 2015), parenting and child rearing
(Bochner, 2012; Faulkner, 2014a, 2014b; Wyatt & Adams, 2014), and the grief and loss of a family
member (Ellis, 1993, 1995; Paxton, 2014). Moreover, the attention to particular and vivid detail in
these narratives allows researchers to interrogate specific, local, and often-private micropractices of
interaction, which other methods (e.g., surveys and experiments) have been unable to record and
analyze. Third, personal narratives function well in illustrating harmful connections between parti-
cular relationships and general cultural systems and ideologies, suggesting insights into changing
these relationships, systems, and ideologies. For example, Faulkner (2014a) uses autoethnography to
queer dominant ideologies concerning mothers and motherhood, namely the insidious belief that
mothers should innately and always love their children and childrearing.

We (Keith and Tony) orient to this project through unique and shared scholarly vantage points,
narratives, assumptions, and expectations about families and family communication. Keith studies
bullying as a matter of relational communication, culture, and identity negotiations. The story from
Victoria (following) stems from a larger autoethnographic book project on bullying, youth, and
identity (Berry, in press), in which Victoria and his communication students share personal
narratives about their lived experiences with bullying.1 Tony regularly teaches about family com-
munication and in his research focuses on the ways in which same-sex attraction has influenced his
relationships with family members. The personal narrative he shares is from his next research project
about “narrating forgiveness,” a follow-up to his book about self-disclosure, sexuality, and relation-
ships (Adams, 2011).

Next, we share two personal narratives about bullying in families, one narrative about sisters and
the other about cousins. We then use these narratives to explore complications regarding the
problem of bullying in terms of understanding, dialogue, and forgiveness. We conclude by offering
tentative observations about familial contexts conditioned by bullying.

1This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of South Florida (Pro00014179).
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Bully sister

Victoria recalls having a happy childhood.2 She and her four sisters were homeschooled, and they
spent much time together. She remembers playing “cops and robbers” throughout the neighborhood,
playing on the swing their dad hung on a tree, and relishing knowing that they could play while
other kids were stuck in school. Yet, as the girls aged, their relationships began to change in negative
ways and the sisters’ warm connections turned cold.

Victoria believes this happened primarily because of the strained relationship her family had with
Lily, her middle sister, whom Victoria refers to as her “bully.” According to Victoria, Lily never
seemed to fit in with other family members, and often acted in destructive ways. “Lily could play
with, frustrate, and poke at me until I exploded,” she writes. “I was her punching bag, and she was
my enemy.”

When Victoria was around Lily, she simply worked to survive. She also grew to hate Lily, which
fueled additional, and harsher, attacks, not to mention a hardening of the feelings she held for her
sister.

Every smug smile, every word of mine that went unheard by her as she yelled over me, and every tear of mine
that dropped in anger [. . .] served to transform her from sister to monster. The monster was what I hated, and
what led me to form a stiff armor around my heart towards her and all that she represented. I could not feel any
compassion for her.

For Victoria, Lily could not do anything right, only inflict pain. As such, she tried to avoid Lily as
much as possible.

As the two sisters aged, many of their interactions changed. Lily’s manipulation and teasing of
Victoria had subsided. Victoria began to feel more comfortable, and stronger, during their argu-
ments. She began to defend herself against her sister. However, even with the positive changes,
Victoria’s anger continued. “As the roles of our relationship changed, I went from the victim of her
bullying to bitter acquaintance,” she writes. “[Lily] remained argumentative and volatile within the
whole family, which gave me reasons outside of our past to hate her.”

Victoria lived with a grudge over Lily’s abuse, which slowly diminished the little affection she had
previously felt for her. Victoria had been hurt too many times, and she could not accept how Lily
continued to treat other family members, all of whom Victoria loved deeply. She specifically recalls a
time when the family went on their annual camping trip and how Lily’s anger disrupted the event.

It was in the middle of the day, and the weather was cool as I lay and read in my sleeping bag. I was in the tent
and could hear everyone around the fire. Their conversation slowly became heated and I soon became more
alert to what they were saying, and what I heard awakened the beast of bitterness in me. My mother pleaded
with Lily to simply enjoy being with family, instead of constantly finding fault with others and the situation. She
told her she loved her and that she was wanted there, to which Lily responded, “I don’t even want to be here. I
don’t care about any of you!” As I heard those words leave my sister’s lips, sentiments I had heard from her so
often in the past, I wanted to scream. I could not understand why she hated the family I loved so much, and
why she chose to tear apart my mother’s heart. But I stayed in the tent, fuming.

Experience had taught Victoria to avoid Lily’s comments; engaging them, she writes, would
“invite an active volcano to erupt.”

According to Victoria, these kinds of situations were common in the family: An argument would
happen, Lily would not be satisfied, and would then withdraw. The arguments centered on any
number of issues. Sometimes Lily didn’t like the way other family members cleaned the house;
sometimes they didn’t eat as healthy as she did; sometimes they wouldn’t exercise or play basketball
with her. Although Lily continued to attack them, family members did not yield to her, which
Victoria believes only fueled Lily’s anger. “Because we would not conform to what she wanted,” she
writes, “because she could not control us, she hurt us as much as she could.”

2I (Keith) use the authorial, third person voice to help situate Victoria’s narrative.
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Moments like these cultivated more anger and bitterness in Victoria. “In her presence, my skin
crawled. I was immediately on edge, walking on eggshells, ready for a fight, and ready to take
anything she said and use it against her.” Having a sister for a bully also added a layer of difficulty
and complexity to their relationship. “I could not run away from my bully, because I lived with her,”
Victoria writes. “I held the pain she caused in my life in indignation that she should expect anything
positive or loving from me.”

As time passed Victoria believes that she tried to let go of her anger and forgive Lily. Yet, each
time she would attempt forgiveness, Lily would do something that further angered Victoria,
prompting her to feel more disdain and to increase the relational distance between them. She
tried, and then didn’t try, for many years to reconcile the past with Lily.

The sisters remained estranged until late one summer night immediately following Victoria’s high
school graduation ceremony. She doesn’t recall why they were talking, but does remember some-
thing had angered Lily earlier in the evening. After giving Lily time to calm down, Victoria
approached her and asked if they could talk. Victoria recalls the conversation:

Lily sat on the floor in the middle of the kitchen while I sat on a red chair in the corner, leaning on the counter.
She sat there, listening to me as I explained how her actions could be destructive to others and to herself. I told
her how the family loved her, and I apologized that we often made her feel out of place. I was patient, calm,
gentle [. . ..] She heard me as I spoke to her about respect, love, forgiveness, and letting go of control. She took
my advice, and, in turn, thanked me. We smiled and laughed together, even acknowledging how terrible our
relationship had been.

Even though the once-embattled sisters began to change the relationship, Victoria still struggled
with the ways she chose to respond to Lily’s bullying. “Now that we are older,” Victoria writes,

I can also acknowledge the way my reaction to Lily was a form of bullying [. . ..] Where I could have been the
friend she needed, I chose to isolate her. I chose to alienate her out of anger, out of spite and I gave myself the
satisfaction of hurting her. In many ways, my behavior was a contributing source to her chaos. I was another
voice telling her she was inadequate, she was a failure, and she didn’t belong.

Victoria connects these concerns to her faith.

Ironically I grew up in a Christian household, and I was taught the importance of loving one’s enemy. It took
me so long to grasp that concept within my own family. I always felt convicted when I read the biblical verse
that says, “Anyone who states ‘I love God’, but hates his [sic] brother is a liar.” I knew the hate I held toward
Lily was wrong, and the version of bullying that resulted from it was undeniably wrong. Throughout my
teenage years, I was constantly hearing the importance of forgiveness, the call to love first of all, no matter what.
I knew how bitterness, if we don’t deal with it properly, eats away people and permeates our whole lives. But it
wasn’t until I laid down my pride and admitted that my actions towards Lily were despicable, and that I was in
need of her forgiveness, that I began to properly deal with our relationship.

Although Victoria believes the relationship has improved, she also concedes that she still feels the
influence of Lily’s bullying in her life. Victoria still gets angry with her sister. However, the bitterness
has left their relationship and they are working on a friendship.3

Bully cousin

I (Tony) come from a small biological family. My mother is an only child, and my father has one
sister, my aunt. Although I have a biological half-sister, I was primarily raised as an only child. I was
close to my paternal grandmother, and my aunt and uncle have one child, my cousin Danny, who is
10 years older than me. I have a few distant cousins, but my mother, father, grandmother, aunt,
uncle, and Danny were my primary family members.

During my youth, I disliked visiting my aunt and uncle, because visiting with them also meant
visiting with Danny. From as early as I can remember (probably age 5), most every time I would

3Victoria does not elaborate on how their reconciliation has affected the larger family system.
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interact with Danny, he would want to “wrestle” me. This involved grabbing my arm, throwing me
on the floor, bending my arms and legs in hurtful ways, and trying to get me to scream and cry.
Once I began to scream and cry, he would exert more force and more pain, as well as call me a
“sissy” and a “wimp.” His persistence showed a desire to overpower me, which wasn’t hard to do,
because I was not as strong as him physically or emotionally. Even though I would try to stay in close
proximity to my mother, father, grandmother, aunt, and uncle, hoping that at least one of them
would protect me from Danny’s wrath, they rarely intervened. When they did intervene, it would be
at the point when I would scream too much or even cry. I often left these wrestling instances
exhausted and in pain.

When Danny moved away from the family to attend college at 18, I did not see him as much. As
such, the wrestling no longer continued. However, the occasional times when I would see him, he
would call me a “faggot” or ask if I “had a boyfriend.” Even at his first wedding, when I was 22, he
introduced me as the “family faggot” to the wife’s relatives. He also asked if I brought a man as my
date. Danny’s homophobic ridicule did not end until the next year when I told him that I identified
as gay, or, using his terms, as a faggot.

Since coming out to Danny, he has been supportive and friendly. When I do see him, usually once
each year, he no longer teases me, tells me to call him if I ever need any help, and asks sincere
questions about my relationships with men. Given what I perceive to be a reversal of his harmful
actions, I sense he recognizes he may have harmed me in the past, especially with the constant,
dehumanizing accusations about my sexuality. In other words, after coming out as gay, Danny has
never again ridiculed me for being a faggot or having a boyfriend.

From my perspective, my relationship with Danny—at least for the first two decades of my life—
was constituted by conflict and disdain. Danny may have been “joking” about my faggotry and may
claim—as might the others who were complicit in his bullying (e.g., my mother, father, grand-
mother, aunt, and uncle)—that he was trying to condition me into becoming a tough and resilient
man. Nevertheless, in the last 15 years I have avoided contact with Danny, not out of my fear of him,
but rather because I cannot forget the ways he emotionally and physically harmed me.

I also find it difficult to forget how other family members did not intervene in the bullying. When
I shared my fear about Danny and tried to seek their protection, I did not feel heard or safe; I tried to
avoid harm, though these family members disregarded my pleas for help and, I assume, treated the
wrestling as typical play for boys. Granted, I was probably perceived as a sensitive male child whose
homo/sexuality may have worried these others and they may have wanted Danny to try to
“straighten” me. I believe this because none of them ever stopped the homophobic comments
made by Danny—comments that did not occur just one time, but rather most every time we saw
each other for nearly a decade.

I would be remiss not to mention the ways in which my family system cultivated and celebrated
masculine strength, resilience, and heterosexuality. Throughout much of my childhood, my father
tried to get me to be less of a sissy by engaging in acts often associated with associated with White,
middle-class notions notions of masculinity, including playing sports (e.g., baseball, basketball, golf),
taking me fishing, and scolding me for refusing to go on roller coasters, in haunted houses, and
whenever I expressed a fear of guns and fireworks. I have been to three female strip clubs with my
father, and Danny once hired one of his female friends, a sex worker, to come to my father’s house to
(try to) have sex with me. All of my relatives regularly asked me about the women I found sexually
attractive as well as about my sexual experiences with women (and not men). Motivated by such
pressure, I often said that I wanted to be a priest—a stated desire which tended to quell questions
about my hetero/sexuality. When it became increasingly obvious that I wouldn’t pursue the priest-
hood, I erratically tried to have a few serious, yet asexual, relationships with women, each of which
lasted about 6 months. In these ways, in this family system, I too was complicit in establishing and
maintaining the appearance of heterosexuality, though I felt as though I did not have much of a
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choice to live, or identify, otherwise; there were too many risks with identifying as queer, some of
which I experienced after coming out to my relatives.4

In recent years, I have received invitations from Danny to attend family events such as gradua-
tions, reunions, and holiday gatherings. When I see him, we typically talk about his parents’ health
issues, his recent travels, and how many years he has left to work before he can retire. But this is the
most intimate way I can interact with him; the accumulation of past experience motivates me to stay
away from him in particular, as well as away from general family events.

Troubling family bullies

These stories provoke important questions about bullying within families: How does one mean-
ingfully reconcile the anger and bitterness felt toward a relative who has repeatedly harmed them?
What happens if the victim cannot escape the bully, or even have the ability to speak against the
bully? How does a person carry the weight of the past—the accumulation of harmful experiences—
into the present and future relationships with the aggressor? Does an adequate understanding of the
conditions of bullying, which people may not be able to attempt to cultivate until they age and mater,
alleviate past harms? The trauma of bullying entails not only the hurt of the attacks in the present,
but the scars and memories that remain for victims, and their fear of possible reprisal in the future.
In this section, we engage these complicated questions by offering insights into negotiating bullying
behaviors with family members as well as the general family system.

Although Victoria and I (Tony) describe how we worked to defend ourselves from our family
bullies over time, some of the ways in which we defended ourselves involved avoiding the family
member, and avoiding conflict with those members as much as possible. Yet, although avoiding the
bullying might have kept us safe and away from conflict in some ways, avoidance had its limits, and
our suffering persisted. Further, even in moments absent bullying, thinking about the bullying, as
well as possible future instances of aggression, meant that we both frequently thought about our
aggressors. For instance, Victoria often worried about (not) engaging Lily, and I often worried about
(not) engaging Danny. Our avoidance required time, emotional labor, and kept us from living well in
other areas of our lives, such as cultivating and maintaining more positive relationships with family
members.

However, this avoidance also speaks to a distinct characteristic of bullying that occurs within
family contexts: frequent and continued avoidance of the bully was nearly impossible (Berry, in
press). As Victoria writes, “I could not run away from my bully, because I lived with her.” Being
bullied by a relative, especially when the bully resides in the same physical space and same family
system as the victim, creates the conditions that make possible and necessary more consistent
contact between bully and victim. Thus, there are more chances for harmful conflict (see Carr &
Wang, 2012). Put differently, living together increases the need for interaction between bully and
victim: eating at the dinner table; passing each other when entering or leaving the bathroom;
watching television or using a shared computer; and participating in family events such as reunions,
parties, and funerals. Some of these practices may be unavoidable. In addition, increased contact
means increased chances to struggle with uncertainty, thus, leaving pressing questions for victims
and bullies: When will we be near each other again? What will they do to me? What can I do to
them? Aren’t we supposed to love each other as family members? What if I/we don’t love each other
like family, and what if I am content with our disconnection? In this way, family members and the
family system are in a perpetual state of dis-ease and characterized by a lack of peace and tranquility.

There is an alternative way to understand this same scenario: the increased possibility for
interaction provides members with additional chances to engage in meaningful dialogue. Family
members might be able to address the bullying, reconcile differences, and minimize or eliminate

4For more information about the ways in which members of my family cultivated and celebrated strength and resilience,
masculinity, and heterosexuality, see Adams (2006, 2011, 2012, 2014).
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further attacks. However, the immediacy that conditions their relationship can also create obstacles
for victims. They may have to secure the needed rest between attacks, try to have private conversa-
tions with trusted others, and find time to meaningfully reflect on, and to feel through, the pain. At
the very least, this routine contact, similar to bullying at school, can lead to complicated and
contradictory interactions between persons who are trying to be happy and well within the family,
all the while also weathering constant, harsh, and impersonal relational communication.

These bullying situations speak to significant and ongoing conflict in family members’ lives,
which, as we would argue, is further shaped by three relational practices: understanding, dialogue,
and forgiveness. Understanding involves identifying, comprehending, and maybe even empathizing
with the conditions of people’s actions, such as why they may have responded in particular ways, and
how those responses are meaningful, or not, to their lives. Dialogue is a process where people try to
come together to talk, often spontaneously, honestly, and without judgment, to clarify particular,
often conflicting beliefs, values, and practices (Anderson, Baxter, & Cissna, 2004). Forgiveness
happens when a person develops a more “positive attitude” and “some element of good will” toward
an offender (Gerrard & McNaughton, 2011, p. 98). In turn, these practices are interrelated:
Understanding can facilitate dialogue and forgiveness; dialogue can facilitate understanding and
forgiveness; and forgiveness can facilitate understanding and dialogue. Often the purpose of these
practices, at least when used in actual contexts of communication, is to improve, or feel better about,
a relationship.

Understanding, dialogue, and forgiveness add unique and complex questions in response to the
aforementioned narratives. What if Victoria had been able to better understand Lily’s bullying as a
call for help? Even though Victoria was the primary victim of the bullying, how might Victoria have
responded differently, more empathetically, and in ways that invited Lily to be closer to her, rather
than putting distance between them? Further, how might that empathetic relating have helped
Victoria and/or the family generally to reconcile the bullying that continued to occur, and the
harm that had been done?

For example, Victoria describes how she reacted to being bullied in defensive ways that showed
anger, fear, hatred, and avoidance. However, she wrote this story a few years after the bullying had
subsided. The distance temporally has likely enabled her to reflect and write with a different
perspective. Victoria concedes she contributed to Lily’s bullying behaviors; did not have or show
much care for Lily; and her reactions to Lily did not sufficiently align with principles of her religion,
Christianity. She also notes the possibility that Lily’s dis-ease in the family heavily influenced her
anger and bullying, and her bullying might have been different had she experienced more care.
Indeed, maybe Lily felt powerless against the force of the larger and more united and powerful family
system. In these ways, Victoria suggests that performing less defensively and being more empathetic
might have helped to lessen Lily’s felt isolation. It is also possible, of course, that no added care or
love would have lessened or eliminated Lily’s anger and pain, and careful understanding might have
only resulted in more defensiveness and bullying.

In contrast, I (Tony) have a more difficult time trying to understand Danny’s past actions,
especially the early instances of wrestling. Although I believe Danny probably perceived our
wrestling as innocent play, my child-mind perceived those experiences as harmful physical attacks.
More importantly, I could not defend myself. After all, he was bigger, stronger, smarter, and 10 years
older than me. I also believe that Danny was joking when he would ask about my boyfriends, and
when he would call me a faggot, especially since these questions and comments ceased after I came
out to him as gay. Had I come out earlier, these questions and comments may have ceased earlier,
but I will never know. But understanding the wrestling as play and the homophobic comments as
jokes still does not make it easier to forgive his actions, nor does it disqualify these behaviors as
bullying.

We could characterize Victoria’s description of confronting Lily on the summer night of her
graduation as an instance of dialogue. Still estranged, and even on a day when Lily was angry about
something, Victoria risked to engage Lily spontaneously, honestly, and without judgment. Victoria
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narrates the interaction as two sisters opening up to each other, sharing honestly, and listening
actively and empathetically. Consequently, her account speaks to the possibility in dialogue of
relational partners confirming each other, treating one another as unique and valuable beings.

That encounter speaks to a more respectful and loving performance as sisters. The dialogue did
not “fix” their relationship or “erase” the past. However it did allow them to begin to understand
each other and build a friendship. We don’t know if the hurt had been forgiven, and the new
relationship certainly would take time. Even more, there was no telling if and when the bullying
might return. Nevertheless, by experimenting in the aftermath of bullying in these more dialogical
ways, the sisters had begun to engage each other’s personhood and their experiences and concerns
with greater care.

In contrast, as a lonely—and the only—gay child in my (Tony) heterosexual family—and there-
fore having an additional burden of trying to “explain how it is that a duck could have come from a
family of swans” (Weston, 1991, p. 75)—attempting to spontaneously, honestly, and without judg-
ment talk about being gay could have been dangerous for me. I may have been held accountable for
not only having to justify my gayness, but also to cope with disparaging remarks about my sexuality.
Given such conditions, dialogue felt impossible and unsafe; I did not have a trusted support system. I
never even knew another gay person until I left my hometown at the age of 21.

Understanding why people may have acted in harmful ways and making attempts to dialogue
about these harms can cultivate the conditions for forgiveness. For example, Victoria writes,

Where bullying stripped me of my own sense of identity, forgiveness gave me the strength to heal from the past
hurt. [Forgiveness] also gave me the ability to see that she and the other bullies I have encountered are not
monsters, but flawed humans in need of grace from the ones they hurt. When forgiveness is extended, it is a
chance for bullies to realize their wrong, and to turn from it, because one of their victims still thought they were
worth the effort to love them.

Victoria concludes by surmising how her story of bullying, and later of forgiveness, is about the
challenges of living with hurt, and the call to love and forgive when both might feel as though they
are the least desirable of ways to respond to bullying. She speaks to the relational logic of trying to be
the “bigger person” and “rising above” negativity or harm, ostensibly to be able to live in a space of
reconciliation and love. Note that understanding and forgiveness do not allow the abuser off the
hook but rather to better understand the contexts of their actions. Indeed, it means realizing that “no
matter which side of the conflict you’re on, had we all lived each other’s lives, we could all have done
what the other did” (Berry & Magee, 2015, p. 80).

Improved relationships, indicative of forgiveness, may have happened between Victoria and Lily,
but in a more complicated and uncertain way between Danny and me (Tony). Today our relation-
ship has improved in that I have not been the target of physical harm or disparaging comments for
more than a decade, and we typically engage in civil interaction. However, the struggles remain, as
we do not have an improved relationship in the sense that I do not desire to see or spend time with
him; I am content with our typical once-a-year, 10-minute conversation. Further, I am not sure
about how Danny feels about us, but I am also content to not care.

Has forgiveness happened? If surmised against the past actions of our relationship, then yes,
forgiveness has happened. From my perspective, Danny and I have an improved relationship, as I
have “some element of good will” (Gerrard & McNaughton, 2011, p. 98) toward him and his actions.
However, if our relationship is framed against the canonical assumption that family members are
obligated to get along (Carr & Wang, 2012), an assumption that feels prominent in Victoria’s story,
then our relationship still needs some improvement. But I do not want to further improve my
relationship or increase my contact with Danny; for me, our relationship feels sufficient and
satisfying.

Understanding, dialogue, and forgiveness in family situations of bullying like these are compli-
cated issues. Being able to better understand someone’s actions does not mean dialogue or forgive-
ness will or should happen. Indeed, understanding, dialogue, and forgiveness are relational
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conditions that make more supportive interactions and relationships possible, but they do not
necessarily cause these outcomes. Further, just as dialogue entails conversation partners working
to relate more openly and transparently, the process is not always comfortable, nor does it lead to
positive outcomes. Dialogue can be unproductive and even dangerous, just as forgiveness may not
always be possible, quick, or permanent, especially if hurt happens again within a given relationship.

Endings and beginnings

We end by offering three critical arguments about family communication. These arguments fore-
ground harmful norms about family life, and aim to (re)imagine how family communication and
family communication research might be more inclusively and equitably conceptualized and prac-
ticed. In particular, we describe implications of considering families “nonvoluntary” relationships
characterized by obligation (Carr & Wang, 2012), discuss the importance of using “bullying”
terminology to understand harm that occurs in family contexts, and make a case for more
autoethnographic family communication research.

In Carr and Wang’s (2012) study on forgiveness, some interviewees indicated that had a friend
inflicted upon them a similar kind of hurt as a family member inflicted, they would “dissolve” the
relationship (p. 48). Carr and Wang use such statements to identify the norm of “obligation” that
often characterizes family relationships—that is, the norm that suggests family relationships, unlike
friend relationships, cannot be chosen—they are “nonvoluntary” and, as such, should be maintained
regardless of conflict (see Hudson, 2015). The norm of obligation can also imply that people who
emotionally and/or physically distance themselves—become “estranged” (Agllias, 2013; Carr,
Holman, Abetz, Koenig Kellas, & Vagnoni, 2015)—from their family are naïve, deficient, or
irresponsible. After all, as normative logic suggests, “blood” is (supposedly) “thicker than water.”

However, our first argument rejects the norm of obligation and the notion that family relation-
ships are nonvoluntary. Instead, all family relationships should be understood as chosen, voluntary,
and less obligatory relationships, and we encourage family communication researchers to consider
the harm that can stem from referring to families as nonvoluntary relationships. Further, family
estrangement should be considered “a balanced and appropriate response to an unhealthy situation”
(Agllias, 2015, p. 117). Persons may have to remove themselves, unapologetically, from the family
context especially when bullying exists, and they should not feel shame or guilt for doing so. Arguing
for the appropriateness of family estrangement can also make estrangement less of a “hidden loss,”
an issue that, as Agllias (2013) notes, is currently “difficult to speak about in public, resulting in
social isolation or superficial social relationships” (p. 6).5

We do not suggest that just because bullying exists within a family then a person should abandon
family relationships. Instead, it is important to challenge and reconsider the canonical, nonvoluntary
understanding and social importance of these relationships, especially in extant research and every-
day conversation (e.g., asking others about their relationships with family members). In families
characterized by physical and emotional violence, continued instances of hurt, and unresolvable
conflict, being estranged from specific family members and/or the general family system may be a
necessary and healthy response. Further, people should not be shamed solely for avoiding or
abandoning family relationships, e.g., shame as manifest in comments such as “they’re your family
—you’re obligated to them,” or by framing the deliberate lack of contact with a family member as a
“broken” relationship (Carr et al., 2015, p. 139), or by suggesting the lack of contact as indicative of a
lack of love for one’s enemy and, as such, a slight against some religious dogma. Conceiving of
families as more voluntary and less obligatory can also cultivate different expectations about how
certain roles within the family—“parent,” “child,” “sibling—can interact. For instance, conceiving of

5Persons may also wish to remove themselves from a family absent of bullying, or even absent any problems. In these situations,
too, shame as a response to such decisions about estrangement, we argue, is not a mindful response.
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a troubled sibling relationship as more voluntary might encourage siblings to interact in innovative
and productive ways, as they are no longer presumed to be beholden to each other.

Second, the personal narratives we’ve explored show family communication problems rooted in
deliberate, repeated, harmful, and power-based aggression—ways of relating typically talked about as
bullying kinds of behaviors. In turn, their authors name and understand this lived experience as
bullying. These factors lead us to advocate more research that focuses on bullying in the family, and
specifically using the term, or metaphor, of “bullying.” Doing so, we argue, requires researchers to
look more closely at the micropractices informing such aggression, to take seriously the terms and
perspectives being used by the people who are closest to these problems, and to trouble prescribed
categories and normative prescriptions concerning what bullying is, as well as how, where, when,
and why bullying can occur. We do not aim to equate family bullying with peer bullying; rather we
contend the differences in the location and type of relationship between bullies and victims involved
need not dismiss such aggression in the family from being categorized as “bullying.”6

Focusing on bullying in the family may also benefit family communication research. This
direction presents an opportunity to take a leading role in researching a contemporary and applied
research problem; a chance to include more diverse stories and storytellers within family commu-
nication research; and, drawing on the depth and breadth of inquiry available in extant bullying
literature, an additional and unique lens through which to examine issues of conflict and aggression
as it occurs within families.

Finally, we call for more family communication research that uses autoethnography (see also
Adams & Manning, 2015; Berry & Patti, 2015). For nearly three decades, this approach has allowed
researchers to introduce and engage more silent and undervalued problems that condition people’s
relational lives, problems such as grief and loss (Ellis, 1993, 1995), emotional, physical, and sexual
abuse (Ronai, 1995, 1996), and depression (Jago, 2002, 2011). To be sure, autoethnographic research
has often brought care, insight, and hope to problems often previously plagued with harm, uncer-
tainty, and distress. Yet, there is more work to be done. We assume many realities of family
communication to be dynamic and complex, if not at times dumbfounding, overwhelming, and
harmful. If, as critical family communication researchers, our desire is to continue to learn about and
change these realities in meaningful ways, then autoethnography remains an approach to be strongly
considered for this critical labor.
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