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You once worked with a colleague on an essay about her father and their emotionally distant 
relationship. You asked if he should have the right to read the essay; she believed that he did not 
have the right to read the essay, at least at the time of writing. She soon wanted to publish the 
essay, so you asked again if he should have the right to read it. She still did not think so – the story 
was more hers, less his – though she was comfortable with the idea of him accessing the publi-
cation or giving him the essay in a few years. After much deliberation, and as a gesture toward 
compromise, she decided to publish the essay in a free, open-access journal – one that her father 
could easily access – rather than in a traditional, subscription-based journal that might take great 
effort to find.

In this chapter, we introduce ethical considerations as they apply to the study and practice 
of narrative research, especially narrative research that uses an author’s personal experiences. We 
first offer a brief overview of ethics, narrative, and narrative ethics. We then consider ethics of 
truth, memory, and working with the past, as well as issues of narrative ownership and narrative 
privilege. We conclude by considering ethical responsibilities of reading narratives.1 Throughout, 
we use examples from our experiences, and we demonstrate how narrative researchers can address 
ethical issues in practices of writing about self/others. We do not intend for our discussion to 
be prescriptive, definitive, or exhaustive but rather highlight possible ethical issues of narrative 
research.

Ethics

Brody (2002) refers to ethics as “the world of human activities that have important moral con-
tent” (p. 177). Resnik (2011) defines ethics as “norms of conduct” about “acceptable and unac-
ceptable behavior” (p. 1) and notes that ethical principles “do not cover every situation,” “often 
conflict,” and “require considerable interpretation” (p. 4). For us, ethics consists of the norms, 
morals, and ideologies manifest in words, texts, relationships, and actions.

Three interrelated kinds of ethics pervade research practices: prescriptive ethics, situational 
ethics, and relational ethics. Prescriptive ethics are norms, practices, and protocols that guide, and 
sometimes dictate, beliefs about and behaviors to use before entering a (research) situation or 
about research procedures (e.g., procedures established by ethics review committees). Situational 
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ethics are norms and practices that cannot be determined in advance and instead emerge in, and 
are contingent upon, circumstance and the particularities of context (Zaner, 2004). Relational 
ethics are norms and practices of considering, including, and caring for friends, family members, 
and research participants in our written representations (Ellis, 2007).

Narrative

Narratives are the stories we tell about ourselves, others, and society. “The human condition is 
largely a narrative condition,” Bochner and Riggs (2014) write. “Storytelling is the means by 
which we represent our experiences to ourselves and to others; it is how we communicate and 
make sense of our lives” and “how we fill our lives with meaning” (p. 197). Hardy (1968) offers 
a similar observation:

We dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, 
believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate, and love by narrative. 
In order really to live, we make up stories about ourselves and others, about the personal 
as well as the social past and future.

Fisher (1984) calls us “homo narrans” – storytelling beings – and Frank (1995) calls narrative the 
“self ’s medium of being” (p. 53). Not just rote facts or statements of information, narratives are 
assemblages of words-in-relation – assemblages that illustrate meaning-making processes, emphasize 
the significance of personal/social experience, and are tangled with intentionality/purpose, time, 
context, and audience (self and others).

Narratives can serve multiple functions. Narratives recount past experiences and events, 
offer an account of why a person or entity acted a certain way, and can inspire, teach, entertain, 
and serve as “simulators” of social life, safely training us for the “big challenges of the social 
world” (Gottschall, 2012, p. 58; see Brody, 2002). Narratives can allow others to bear witness 
to tragedy, serving as a reminder of harmful social practices (Greenspan, 1998; Rogers, 2004), 
and illustrate a person’s individual traits and/or establish a person’s/family’s identity (Boylorn, 
2013a; Goodall, 2006).

Canonical narratives are dominant and conventional stories about proper ways to behave and 
believe (Bochner, 2001), stories “readily recognizable as familiar human plights” (Bruner, 1991, 
p. 12). Examples of canonical narratives could include stories about the assumed benefit of
biological family relationships, the importance of consumerism in a capitalistic society, or the
heteronormative imperative and desirability for marriage. Given such pervasiveness, challenging
canonical narratives can invoke defensiveness and uncertainty.

Narrative ethics

“When we are children,” Bochner and Riggs (2014) write, “we soak up cautionary tales that 
shape and guide us. We are exposed to fairy tales and tall tales, ballads and legends, myths and 
fables, epics and folklore” (p. 196). Any discussion of narrative ethics may include determining 
and evaluating the maxims, moral principles, and norms of conduct inherent in, or advocated by, 
these cautionary tales, particularly how these tales can “shape and guide us,” the morals for which 
they advocate, and the “‘goodness’ and ‘character’” of the stories. Many of us praise or critique 
canonical narratives in this way, especially given the assumed dominance these narratives have 
on shaping and guiding personal/social beliefs and behaviors. Narrative ethics may also include 
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determining ways in which a story has been calibrated to an author’s intention/purpose, as well 
as discerning the social/material/temporal conditions of a narrative, especially circumstances that 
contribute to how audiences access, engage, and understand it.

In terms of research practice, a prescriptive understanding of narrative ethics may include 
satisfying ethics review committee requirements before/during/after conducting narrative inter-
views and implementing strict protocol to enhance standards of method, accuracy, and truth. 
A situational understanding of narrative ethics may recognize issues that arise in the telling of 
a particular story, such as uncovering sensitive topics during an interview (Corbin & Morse, 
2003), talking through different meanings of past events (Ellis & Rawicki, 2014), and/or dealing 
with unexpected and painful feelings during the writing process (Chatham-Carpenter, 2010). A 
relational understanding of narrative ethics may include more personally established norms and 
practices about responsibly representing others such as using composite characters or fiction to 
represent and protect others, or asking others for their reactions to our interpretations of their 
experiences. Note that we may not even recognize the relational ethics of a narrative until we 
publish it, which may then require us to later write a revision of, or a response to, the earlier 
publication (e.g., Ellis, 2009, 2014), or, if the publication motivates significant relational damage, 
only allow time to heal such wounds (e.g., Behar, 2013).

Truth, memory, and the past

The film Big Fish (2003) demonstrates how narratives can build (or tear apart) relationships, serve 
as sense-making devices in a person’s life, and constitute a person’s – and a family’s – identity. 
The film is an ideal text to illustrate ethical concerns about accuracy in our stories, especially 
differences between historical truth, the facts of an experience, and narrative truth, the meaning and 
significance of an experience.2

Big Fish opens with Ed Bloom, the father, telling a common story about the origin of his 
marriage and the birth of Will Bloom, his son. Frustrated with Ed for telling this story at Will’s 
wedding, Will criticizes Ed and refuses contact with him for three years. They resume contact 
when Will learns that Ed has been diagnosed with terminal cancer.

Although we learn that Ed conveyed facts through his stories, the film pivots upon Will’s 
frustration with not knowing many facts about his father, Will’s quick dismissal of his father’s 
stories as fictional, and Will’s refusal to discern the truths in storied experiences.

In one scene, Will tries to ask Ed about the (historical) truth of Ed’s stories. “The thing about 
icebergs is you only see 10%; the other 90% is below the water where you can’t see it,” Will says. 
“That’s what it is with you, dad. I’m only seeing this little bit that sticks above the water . . . I 
have no idea who you are because you have never told me a single fact.”

“I’ve told you a thousand facts,” Ed replies. “That’s what I do. I tell stories.”
“You tell lies, dad.”

Will struggles with the ability to discern the meaning and significance – the narrative truth – 
of Ed’s stories, as well as life lessons Ed learned because of his experiences.

Two additional scenes illustrate the tension between historical truth and narrative truth.
In one scene, Sandra, Ed’s wife and Will’s mother, gasps when she finds a past letter from Ed.

“What is it?” Will asks.
“It was during the war,” she replies. “Your father went missing. They thought he 

was dead.”



Narrative ethics

621

“That really happened?” Will asks.
“Not everything your father says is a complete fabrication,” she replies.

In another scene near the end of the film, Dr. Bennett, the family doctor, notices the relational 
distance between Will and Ed.

“Did your father ever tell you about the day you were born?” Dr. Bennett asks.
“Yeah,” Will responds, “a thousand times. He caught an uncatchable fish.”
“Not that one,” Dr. Bennett says. “The real story. Did he ever tell you that?”
“No.”
“Well, your mother came in about three in the afternoon,” Dr. Bennett says. “Her 

neighbor drove her, on account of your father was on business in Wichita. You were 
born a week early but there were no complications. It was a perfect delivery. Now, your 
father was sorry not to be there. But it wasn’t the custom for the men to be in the room 
for deliveries then, so I can’t see how it would’ve been much different had he been there. 
And that’s the real story of how you were born. Not very exciting, is it? And I suppose 
if I had to choose between the true version and an elaborate one involving a fish and a 
wedding ring, I might choose the fancy version. But then that’s just me.”

Will replies, “I kind of liked your version.”

By foregrounding the tensions between historical truth and narrative truth, Big Fish is a good 
text to think about what narratives are and how they work. Will initially disregarded the mean-
ing and significance of Ed’s stories as they foregrounded narrative truth. However, for Ed, these 
stories served as a way to recount history, convey life lessons, and relate to/with others.

Related to narrative truth and historical truth are ethical considerations of memory, work-
ing with past events, and assessing how a narrative has been influenced by memory, time, place, 
context, audience, and relationship. For example, in my (Tony’s) book (Adams, 2011), I discuss 
a childhood memory of being spanked by my father after he found me watching a television 
program that showed naked men. I was probably six or seven years old. I have remembered this 
vivid and scarring moment for years. When my mother read my book, she told me that no one 
had ever spanked me. No one. Ever. I told her that I remember my father spanking me a few 
times. She disagreed and said that she would not have allowed him to do so.

Even though I remember the situation differently, I agreed that maybe my dad did not spank 
me. However, I also told her that I remember a man spanking me often, with a brown leather 
belt, in the bathroom. I believe this man was my father; besides my grandfather, he was the only 
man with whom I had regular contact.

My mom continues to disagree. She may not have experienced what I remember, may not 
remember these events, or perhaps feels disheartened as a parent because she did not know about 
these spankings and, as such, could not prevent them from happening. When considering nar-
rative ethics, I should at least acknowledge my mother’s perspective and admit that maybe my 
father didn’t spank me. Although I believe someone did spank me as a child, I cannot confirm 
these memories with any certainty.

I (Derek) have a similar experience. In one of my essays, I recount the time when I came out 
to my mother – that is, when I told her that I was gay (Bolen, 2014). I write that she found a 
rainbow pride flag in a drawer while putting away my clothes. After the essay was published, 
my mom and I recounted the coming out story to my aunt and my partner. I decry the flag 
that made her suspicious. But when I finish, my mom says, “It wasn’t a flag. It was a teddy bear 
wearing a little rainbow sweater.” For more than 10 years, I’ve told the story that I came out when 
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she found the flag. However, she says it was a teddy bear with a rainbow sweater. I know the 
bear she’s talking about – I used to put the sweater on Bob, my cat. How can I make this story 
accurate? Do I need to add a revision (Ellis, 2009)? Or was the initial story already accurate, at 
least from my perspective? As Bochner (2007) writes, “our work is not about holding a mirror 
to the past through memory work, or about the authenticity of our memories,” but instead about 
“how we use traces to make stories that give meaning to our lives now and change who we can 
be in the future” (pp. 206–7).3 Although my mom challenged the authenticity of my memory, 
the meaning and significance of the event remain the same for me.

Related to the contingencies of storying memory is the ethical issue of semantic contagion – 
applying contemporary words or terms to past texts or experiences (Bochner, 1997, 2007; 
Hacking, 1995). For example, when I (Derek) try to contextualize my personal narratives of 
masculinity and sexuality in male friendships, I quickly learn norms for male-to-male friend-
ship. Men’s friendships have – at least for approximately the past 30 years – been described as 
side-by-side relationships, or relationships constituted by doing activities (e.g., playing sports; 
see Swain, 1989; Wright, 1982). However, the contemporary notion of bromance – a term used 
to describe close and intimate relationships between men, relationships that resemble character-
istics of female-to-female friendships (Gouldner & Strong, 1987; Wright, 1982) – troubles past 
descriptions of men/male friendship. As such, if I take late eighteenth century relationships out 
of their context/time and label them “bromances,” I engage in semantic contagion by misrepre-
senting these relationships through the use of a term that did not yet exist.

Narrative ownership

Researchers who recruit participants for, and who participate in, narrative projects (e.g., oral his-
tories, life story interviews) often acquire an abundance of information to analyze. For example, 
if a researcher conducts ten confidential, one-on-one oral history narratives with survivors of 
domestic violence, the researcher has experienced all ten narratives; the individual participants 
have not. The researcher may then establish patterns and variances across all of the narratives – 
patterns and variances the participants are not able to observe. Even if participants could observe 
all ten narratives, they may not be able to spend as much time as the researcher to analyze them. 
Further, the researcher may have familiarity with existing research on domestic violence and 
maybe even personal experiences with domestic violence – familiarity and experiences that 
participants may not have. The narratives and the time spent doing the research – conducting 
multiple narrative interviews, analyzing these narratives, finding, reading, and synthesizing 
research on domestic violence, and including personal experience with the topic – will inform 
the researcher’s inter-pretation and representation of these narratives.

Given such complexity, should we, as narrative researchers, share our interpretations with par-
ticipants? What if participants disagree with our interpretations of their narratives? What if they 
decide that they do not want us to use their narratives in our project?

These issues describe the ethical issue of narrative ownership – or who “wields the final con-
trol and authority” over a narrative’s interpretation and representation (Smythe & Murray, 2000, 
p. 324). Narrative ownership can arise when a research participant feels a “sense of betrayal, a
feeling that the researcher has undermined participants’ authority to speak for themselves about
their own experiences” (p. 324). However, as Smythe and Murray (2000) argue, “the purpose
of narrative analysis normally is not to clarify what participants intend to say but, rather, to
interpret the underlying implicit meanings behind what they say” (p. 324). Josselson (2007)
makes a similar observation, noting our reports are often not “‘about’ the participants but ‘about’
the researcher’s meaning making” (p. 549). If participants do “find our writing troubling, it is

622



Narrative ethics

623

usually our interpretations they object to”; they are “unlikely to find a faithful representation of 
themselves,” but a “faithful representation” is not the sole purpose of narrative research (p. 550).

Although we may be relationally ethical by doing our best to involve participants in the inter-
pretation and representation of their narratives, as well as talk about how their narratives may be 
used in our projects, we should also recognize the purpose of some narrative projects, which may 
be to establish patterns (“themes”) across a variety of narratives or to provide an interpretation 
of others’ narratives based on our experience with a topic.

The issue of narrative ownership can also apply to the use of personal narratives (Ellis, 2007). 
Narrative ownership means considering which personal narratives we can share and determining 
the ways in which these narratives – narratives grounded in our lived experiences – implicate oth-
ers. Must I consult with others about what I can say about myself or about how they treated me? 
What if these others are too young to ask permission or unable to provide permission because of 
an estranged relationship, death, or a cognitive impairment such as Alzheimer’s disease? What if 
consulting with them about my experiences of/with them bring me harm?

Lamott (2012) does say, “You own everything that happened to you. Tell your stories. If 
people wanted you to write warmly about them, they should’ve behaved better,” but her advice 
is too simple. Many of us have behaved badly by saying or doing something we came to later 
regret; fallibility is part of what makes us human. To suggest that all of our bad behaviors are 
available for others’ writing makes us uncomfortable. We agree with the need and desire to tell 
our personal narratives and to claim ownership of our experiences, but we should also do our 
best to acknowledge narrative privilege.

Narrative privilege

Narrative privilege consists of considering who is able write narratives – that is, considering who 
has the physical ability to write, the mastery of the norms of writing (e.g., grammar, spelling), and 
appropriate resources such as time, money, and access to technologies that facilitate writing (e.g., 
notebooks, computers). Narrative privilege means considering who is allowed to write narratives 
and whose voices count – that is, taking into account social identities (e.g., race, gender) and 
institutional privileges (e.g., tenure) of sharing narratives. Narrative privilege consists of a per-
son’s ability to access particular narratives, including obtaining them (e.g., purchasing a book or 
journal article), understanding the narratives (e.g., issues of illiteracy or familiarity with academic 
jargon), and the ability to respond to a narrative.4 Being an ethical narrative researcher means con-
sidering these concerns when developing and sharing narratives; explicitly acknowledging these 
concerns – being reflexive about the stories we tell – is an even better, often more credible practice.

For example, I (Tony) have published several essays about my father that I have not shared 
with him (Adams, 2006, 2008, 2012). In each essay, I tried to acknowledge narrative privilege by 
describing my purpose for representing him in my work, his inability to respond to my narratives 
(e.g., his writing skills/training, lack of time, access to a computer), and by trying to seriously 
consider how he might respond to what I write about him/us. I also tried to provide compli-
cated yet respectful accounts of my experience and avoid making accusations of fault and blame. 
When I first started writing about him/us, I thought I would write only about the times when 
my father hurt me. However, when I began writing, I realized that I might have simultaneously 
hurt my father with my comments and actions. Instead of blaming him for our problems, which 
I initially planned to do, I began to understand our relationship as one in which we both hurt, 
and were hurt by, each other.5

Narrative privilege is more complicated if we write about people who may not be able to 
respond to our writing. For example, what if my father cannot read my narrative because of 
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illiteracy or a lack of familiarity with academic writing/jargon (e.g., Boylorn, 2013a)? What if 
we write about someone who has limited cognitive ability, such as autism (Zibricky, 2014) or 
“mental retardation” (Rambo Ronai, 1996)? What if we write about children (e.g., Faulkner, 
2012; Jago, 2011) or about people who have died (Ellis, 1993; Goodall, 2006)? These authors take 
great care in representing others who do not have the ability to respond to the representation. 
They accomplish such care by using reflexivity – that is, describing how they have constructed 
the representation, being as transparent as possible about conflicting feelings, making themselves 
vulnerable, refusing to fault and blame others, and trying to consider how the represented others 
might view these representations. The authors also do not critique the absent others but instead 
offer nuanced accounts of contexts, relationships, and cultural issues such as the lived experiences 
of race, class, and gender (Boylorn, 2013a), disability and expectations of motherhood (Zibricky, 
2014), cohabitation and step-parenting (Jago, 2011), faults in the medical industry and social 
pressures of pregnancy (Faulkner, 2012), sibling relationships, loss, and grief (Ellis, 1993), and 
family secrecy (Goodall, 2006).

There are other ways to accommodate narrative privilege. For example, we intentionally used 
second-person narrative voice in the opening story to this chapter to suggest that either of us may 
have experienced the situation. Even though we based the story on one of our experiences with 
another person, we did not acquire the person’s permission to tell the story. Given that we also 
assume the person could access the story, we disguised the person in particular ways: the person 
was not necessarily a colleague or a woman, and the person did not necessarily complete a project 
about a father. In addition to such masking, accommodating narrative privilege may include the 
use of fiction (e.g., Leavy, 2013), writing under a different name (e.g., Anonymous, 2015; Carter, 
2002), or creating composite characters (e.g., Ellis, 2004).6

Accommodating narrative privilege may also mean co-authoring with our participants. For 
example, in response to my (Derek’s) struggles with narrative privilege, I have co-authored papers 
with friends, an intimate other, and my brother and sister. My sister, Erin, and I recently consid-
ered the politics of our relationship in our collaborative writing endeavors (Pensoneau-Conway, 
Bolen, Toyosaki, Rudick, & Bolen, 2014). She grapples with feeling inadequate as a writer, and 
I struggle with the speech act of asking her if she’d like to write something – wondering if she 
feels like she could say no, given that I am her brother. We often conclude that, despite these 
feelings, we are fortunate to accommodate narrative privilege in our ability to story our experi-
ence together.7

Narrative privilege also means considering the use and influence of the representational 
medium used for a narrative – that is, not only about the ways in which the form (medium) 
influences the content (McLuhan, 1964), but also the access others have to using the form and to 
using the form well. For example, in many Western contexts, writing is an exalted skill and the 
written text is a privileged medium (Conquergood, 1998; Ong, 1982; Pineau, 2000); the better 
writer and reader you are, the more “professional” opportunities you may have. As academics 
working with (written) narratives, many of us are trained in the tools of text – a specialized prac-
tice not accessible to everyone. Given such bias, many narrative writers advocate the use of more 
accessible language and more accessible representational forums such as blogs (Boylorn, 2013b), 
as well as the use of more visual and arts-based narrative work (see Bartleet, 2013; Tomaselli, 
Dyll-Myklebust, & van Grootheest, 2013).

Richardson (2000) has argued that the rigid expectations of academic writing constrain how 
we write and what we can write about. Extending this critique beyond monographs written for 
peer-reviewed journals, consider the institutionalized (con)text of the doctoral dissertation. Dis-
sertations vary according to discipline in ontological assumptions and epistemological approaches –  
not to mention differences in scope, length, and expectations of rigor. One expectation about the 
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dissertation is that it should be solo-authored (Gale, Speedy, & Wyatt 2010). However, Gale and 
Wyatt’s (2008) dissertation was an exploration of relationship in/and collaborative writing. The 
body of knowledge to which they sought to add – collaborative writing – necessitated departing 
from the conventional, solo-authored dissertation. Although no explicit rule against a co-authored 
dissertation existed, their academic institution initially supported the implicit, sole-authored con-
vention in dissertation authorship. The institution eventually altered the standards to make sure 
the co-authored dissertation would be rigorous enough to constitute the work of two people.

Reading narratives

To this point, we have considered narrative ethics from the perspective of writers and ethical 
issues related to writing narratives. We conclude with an exploration of narrative ethics in read-
ing narratives, the third part of the writer-text-reader tripartite of narrative texts.

In a recent autoethnography seminar course that I (Derek) taught, a group of ten students read, 
discussed, and wrote personal narratives in response to the personal narratives and autoethnogra-
phies of others (e.g., classmates, published essays). As the end of the semester approached, I felt 
proud of the way students embodied virtues of personal narrative and autoethnography, especially 
vulnerability. Weeks of sharing their narratives aloud in class fostered connections unlike any I 
had observed in nearly ten years of university teaching.

When the semester neared its end, I attended a department-sponsored poetry event at a local 
bar. Arriving early to secure seating with colleagues, we watched the bar fill with students. Many 
of the students from my seminar attended the event, and some even participated. Leaving our 
seats in the back, my colleagues and I approached the stage and stood with many of the students. 
Two students from the seminar course stood next to us – one visibly intoxicated, and one not at 
all. In the commotion of the event – performances, cheering, drinking alcohol, loud bar talking – 
I briefly observed the two interacting. One touched the face of the other, and the other politely 
recoiled. “I am only touching your face because I know you don’t like it,” the student said. The 
poetry event ended, and I did not interact with the students again that evening.

During my office hours before the next class meeting, the touched student came into my 
office and closed the door. Uneasy, she explained how the other student violated her trust. She 
said that she had shared her discomfort with others touching her face in a story she told in the 
confidence and safety of our classroom. She felt betrayed that someone used her narrative against 
her. My stomach dropped – first for not recognizing the significance of the touch, and once 
more for the damage that had been done. I apologized for myself and for the other student. Still 
uneasy, I didn’t know what to say to restore her confidence (in our class, personal narrative, and/
or me). All I thought to say verged on blaming her, the victim.

“If you’re interested in continuing to write personal narrative beyond our class,” I 
said, “this is always a possible outcome. For all of the good that can come from 
telling stories, there’s always the possibility of some bad. This probably won’t be the 
last time someone uses your story against you.”

“I understand,” she replied.

We finished the class and the experience never came up again.8 But I think about the expe-
rience often, every time I write.

Once a narrative becomes public and permanent by way of text, authors lose control of where, 
when, and how texts may be used and interpreted. With personal narratives (e.g., autobiogra-
phies, memoirs, autoethnographies), this lack of control can feel ever more tenuous, especially 
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if others use personal information against us. As readers of narratives, especially personal narra-
tives, we suggest doing our best to identify the ways in which we interpret the tales of others – 
interpretations based on our social identities, interpretive resources, and experiences.

Given the intimacy of personal narratives, we recognize these texts as unique and delicate. 
Because of the face touch experience, I (Derek) implore readers to consider the ways they treat 
the stories of others because how they treat the stories of others may represent how they treat 
others. And if we are our stories, how would we want others to treat us/our stories? I challenge 
readers to ponder their relationships with authors and the stories they tell and encourage read-
ers to transcend impersonal readings in favor of being-with authors and stories. Relationships 
between readers, writers, and texts are not fixed or finite.

Although personal experiences are not beyond reproach, they should be evaluated in particular 
ways, especially if they offer struggles with stigma, resistance, and adversity, document limitations 
and failures of the body, and/or aim to “assist a community of fellow sufferers” (Bochner, 2012, 
p. 161); many of us write to say, “You’re not alone” and/or “I feel alone.” As such, evaluations
of personal narratives should focus less on the life choices made by the author and more on the
construction of the narrative, the values a narrative promotes, the ways the author tries to establish
connections with readers, the credibility of the narrator and the ways in which the author makes
meaning of past experiences, and the author’s (lack of) attention to ethical issues such as narrative
ownership and narrative privilege.

Ethically reading narratives means considering the dynamic relationship between authors and 
their stories. We may never be able to determine an author’s intent, but we assume authors do 
not write with the hope of being harmed. Likewise, when authors render themselves vulnerable 
and story their bad behaviors, we should be able to value the reflexivity required to write and to 
consider how their stories contribute to different, and sometimes better, ways of living. Even 
though we will encounter poorly written stories, stories that lack narrative merit, or stories that 
do not attend to the ethical issues we have considered in this chapter, we advocate reading per-
sonal narratives in constructive yet considerate ways.

Conclusion

You end this chapter thinking about a colleague who wants to write about her (still living) abu-
sive mother, another colleague who wants to write about the sexual affairs he has with students, 
and another colleague who gathers and analyzes written narratives about domestic abuse. You 
think about the ways they could or maybe should write these narratives and about the informa-
tion they probably can and cannot share (e.g., the names of the mother, students, and survivors; 
the specific locations and intimate details of the situations). You think about their impeccable 
writing skills, awards, and publishing successes, their attempts at owning these experiences, and 
how the people they implicate in their stories may not ever know or be able to respond. You 
think about the ways readers might respond to their narratives and hope others treat the stories 
the way you, the way they (srs and readers) would like to be treated – offering constructive, 
considerate criticism. And you hope they consider all of these issues every time they narrate life.

Notes

1 Although many of the ethical considerations we discuss can apply to other narrative forms, such as per-
formance, art, film, and music, given space limitations we foreground written narratives. For important 
discussions about the textual bias of scholarship and assumptions about what counts as worthwhile nar-
ratives/academic texts, see Conquergood (1998) and Pineau (1995, 2000).

2 For a discussion of narrative and historical truth, see Spence (1982) and Bochner (2014).
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3 Bochner (2014), Ellis (2009), and Tullis Owen, McRae, Adams, and Vitale (2009) all discuss ethical con-
siderations of working with narratives about the past and limitations and failures of memory.

4 In response to a woman’s magazine that characterized poetry as a “less ‘rigorous’ or ‘serious’ art form” 
than prose, Lorde (1984) describes the inherent biases and privileges built into media use and evalua-
tion. Poetry, she writes, is often devalued because it is the most “economical” art form, a medium that 
“requires the least physical labor, the least material” and a form that can be “done between shifts, in 
the hospital pantry, on the subway, and on scraps of surplus paper . . . A room of one’s own may be a 
necessity for writing prose, but so are reams of paper, a typewriter, and plenty of time” (p. 116). Lorde 
also suggests poetry has functioned as the “major voice of poor, working class, and Colored women,” 
and this connection between a medium (poetry) and its users contributes to the medium’s devaluation; 
poetry (and poets) becomes a lazy, secondary, and unworthy form when juxtaposed against supposedly 
more rigorous and serious prose. In this example, Lorde addresses issues of narrative privilege when she 
considers who has the resources to write in particular ways, as well as which representational forms are 
(not) valued.

5 This is my perspective of our relationship; my father may not understand our relationship in this way.
6 Note that these strategies are not always practical or effective. Even if a person uses composite charac-

ters, the people on whom these characters are based may still find themselves in the characters. Or an 
article written under a different name may not allow the actual author to be identified. Further, these 
masking techniques may be impossible if we write narratives based on our experiences with close, 
intimate others. For example, it would be difficult to construct a fabricated, fictional text about my 
(Tony’s) father or create composite characters based on family members, especially since I come from 
a small family. I could frame my father as the father of one of my research participants, but the direct, 
personal ties to my experience – ties that often add to the appeal and credibility of personal narrative – 
would be lost.

7 Collaboration can also be affected by the other person’s lack of resources to write. For example, the other 
person may not have the time (Irwin, 2006), ability, or knowledge of the dominant/required technological 
materials or proficiencies to collaborate. Collaboration may also introduce additional issues of narrative 
ownership, especially in decisions about who gets to have the final approval of a manuscript.

8 With the exception of, months later, me asking her if I can write a story about the experience. She quickly 
agreed. I tell myself that it is because she, too, believes the story is an important story about telling stories.
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