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Abstract: 

Within the archive sector in recent years commentators have predicted a paradigm shift 

within the discipline towards postmodern and interpretive research techniques. These 

methodologies attempt to supplant positivist truths with multiple interpretations of social 

phenomena. This dissertation argues that autoethnography, which has its origins in 

anthropology, is one such research methodology that could expand our understanding of the 

myriad roles archives play in shaping our understandings of personal and professional 

identity. Autoethnography is a branch of ethnography which uses the researcher’s subjective 

experiences within a particular social setting as a device to frame the investigation and as a 

source of data. 

The main objective of this study is to evaluate the applicability of autoethnographic principles 

in the investigation of the interaction between the family history user group and archival 

sources. By situating myself within this user group as a researcher attempting to reconstruct 

the origins and life of my grandfather using archival sources, I aim to explore the role of 

archives in the formation of identity from first-hand experience. Via participant observation 

and an in-depth semi-structured interview with a fellow family historian I am able to 

analytically compare my personal research journey with the experiences of others. The 

results of this study highlight the complexity and unpredictability of individuals’ experiences 

with family history research and argue for the need to question the perceived differences 

between personal and academic research. 

This study concludes that autoethnography provides several potential avenues for advancing 

our understanding of the relationships between archives, archivists and archive users. It 

advocates for its use as a tool for the continued professional and epistemological 

development of the archive sector, whilst cautioning that the more experimental and 
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controversial aspects of autoethnography are difficult to implement effectively and require a 

strong emotional commitment and a keen awareness of ethical principles. 

Keywords: Anthropology, Autoethnography, Family History, User Studies, Multidisciplinary 

Research Methodologies  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Archival Stage 

If the archive is a stage, its users and custodians are more than merely players; they are co-

authors trying to peek at one another’s scripts. The exchange between archivist and 

researcher is a performance which ‘become[s] transformed and naturalized into codes of 

behaviour and belief’1 until they are half-forgotten but very much alive between the layers of 

our actions and reactions. The research experiences of archive users begin long before their 

arrival at the search room, if they visit one at all. Their expectations on arrival are embedded 

in a lifetime’s worth of values, needs and preconceptions. Judith Etherton observed that an 

archive user may arrive with an emotional, familial and psychological background which could 

affect the experience and outcome of their research.2 Archivists, she insists, should anticipate 

these social contexts and make 'better choice[s]'3 in order to best serve a complex and 

potentially vulnerable user base. 

This dissertation is about that ‘better choice’ and the methods archive professionals could 

employ to enhance their sensitivity to the experiences of record users. Through an account of 

the practices of autoethnography I will argue that this postmodern research methodology 

would be a valuable tool in bettering our understanding of our stakeholders and ourselves. 

                                                           
1
 Terry Cook and Joan M. Schwartz, ‘Archives, Records and Power: From (Postmodern) Theory to 

(Archival) Performance’, Archival Science, 2 (2002), 171-185 (p. 173) 

2
 Judith Etherton, ‘The Role of Archives in the Perception of Self’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, 

27:2 (2006), 227-246. These users, Etherton suggests may include those with complex and disrupted 
social backgrounds, such as adoptees, individuals estranged from family members, those with physical 
or mental illness or children born from donor eggs or sperm. She argues that family history research in 
these instances is more than a leisure activity and that access to records and the tools to interpret 
them have a real and lasting affect on the collective mental health of these types of client. 

3
 Etherton, p. 241 
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There are questions as to the link between thinking about archives and practicing as an 

archivist.4 Can a research methodology better our behaviour in the search room and our 

ability to relate and communicate effectively with others? According to Cook and Swartz it 

always has. The theory of performativity posits that anticipation of preconceived notions of 

identity and behaviour reinforces cultural norms.  Behaviours are normalised as they are 

enacted and become part of the lexicon of our discipline. Theory and practice inform each 

other constantly, though Cook and Swartz lament that ‘archivists still venerate the myth of 

being objective or neutral parties’5 in the liminal space between records creators and users. 

The performance of theory and the whittling of theory through practice should not be viewed 

as isolated polarities. Instead they are elements that ‘cross-fertilize each other in the theatre 

of archives.’6  

If all action, even those precipitated by research and professional-based knowledge, are 

‘subjective, interpretive and narrative’7 what does this mean for the evolution of archives? 

Kaplan suggests one possible outcome in her comparison of the coming-of-age stories of 

anthropology and archival science. Archival science and anthropology exist in a domain 

where the creation, interpretation and destruction of material culture mediate the balance of 

power and knowledge in society. However, whilst anthropological theory has developed an 

arsenal of different epistemologies, including postmodern theories of interpretation, archival 

theory lingers at the drawing board. Kaplan claims that to mature, archival science should 

similarly adopt postmodernist principles that deconstruct assumptions of objectivity and 

                                                           
4
 For example, in the States, Kaplan argued that discussions often lead, erroneously, to the conclusion 

that ‘the intellectualisation of the field is incompatible with [the] practice of archives.’ Elisabeth 
Kaplan, ‘“Many Paths to Partial Truths”: Archives, Anthropology, and the Power of Representation’, 
Archival Science, 2 (2002), 209-220 (p. 217) 

5
 Cook and Schwartz, p. 174 

6
 Cook and Schwartz, p. 181 

7
 Cook and Schwartz, p. 176 
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neutrality and that value reflexive self-awareness. Detachment from the debates stimulated 

by postmodernism and the like, argues Kaplan, would beget paralysis, isolation crippling the 

development of the discipline.8 Kaplan presses that the aim of an archival response to 

postmodernism should be to form an ‘increasingly mature discipline, and... an evolving set of 

practices, the articulation of individual decisions in the day-to-day routine, that can be 

understood, evaluated, and improved over time.’9 

1.2 Research Focus 

1.2.1 The Postmodern Position 

The previous section established that there is a drive within the sector for the establishment 

of postmodern research methodologies in the fields of archives and records management. 

Postmodernism resists most attempts to pin it beneath a single definition, but its defining 

trait is that it undermines attempts to establish contemporary ideologies as timeless, 

universal rules. Drawing on the late 19th century philosophical principles postmodernism 

stresses that all theoretical paradigms are ‘meta-narratives’ constructed to suit a specific 

reality, situation or perspective.10 Richardson defines postmodernism as an act of doubt that 

suspects all truth, method, theory, discourse or genre and the political or cultural ends they 

may serve.11 

                                                           
8
 Kaplan writes ‘Respond we must [to the demands of postmodernism], or face irrelevance.’ p. 218 

9
 Kaplan, p. 220 

10
 For a brief history of post-modernism and its influence on ethnography see Giampietro Gobo, Doing 

Ethnography (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 2008) p. 59-62 

11
 Laurel Richardson, ‘Writing: A Method of Inquiry’, in Handbook of Qualitative Research, 1

st
 edn. ed. 

by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (California: Sage Publications Inc., 1994,), pp. 516-529 (p. 
517) 
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Barbara Craig, through an archival lens, summarises the value of postmodernism to the 

archive sector: 

‘Post-modern perspectives on writing and communication coupled with 

deconstructive techniques that reinforce sceptical questioning of 

documents, restrict claims that either the archival repository or its 

documents have stable, fixed meanings, and are particularly useful 

counterpoises to any easy and attractive equation between a reality in 

life and its recorded evidence.’12 

The value of postmodernism is the recognition of the inherent instability of any kind of 

practice. Rather than render practice meaningless, postmodernism declares all forms of 

behaviour meaningful. 13 

1.2.2 Autoethnography in the Archive 

Ethnographic research explores the everyday lives of people within broadly defined social 

settings. During ethnographic fieldwork the researcher aims to gain a depth of understanding 

of people and practices through a process called ‘participant observation’14. Though the 

concept of complete impartiality during participant observation has been widely rejected 

within anthropology15, postmodern ethnographers advance further by arguing that to 

                                                           
12

 Barbara L. Craig, ‘Setting the Students’ Bearings and Balance in Appraisal’, Archival Science, 5 (2005), 
391-402 (p. 401) Emphasis mine. 

13
 Cook and Schwartz are adamant that to promote an understanding of postmodernism and 

performativity in the archives sector would enhance, rather than undermine, ‘our professional identity, 
our sense of security...’, (Cook and Schwartz, p. 173) 

14
 Robert M. Emerson, Rachael I. Fretz and Linda L Shaw, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 1 

15
 Emerson et al, pp. 3-4 
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enhance the quality of ethnographic fieldwork, practitioners should have an explicit 

appreciation of their personal ideologies and tacit knowledge through a reflexive 

understanding of self. 

Autoethnography is a branch of postmodern ethnography which uses the researcher’s life 

experiences as a device to frame the investigation. Like ethnography, it uses qualitative 

research techniques to gain a deeper understanding of a social group or phenomenon, but 

unlike some ‘traditional’ ethnography it rejects attempts to remain objective and externally 

situated from the subject group. Autoethnographers intentionally become full participants 

within the social group or activity they are studying and record a reflexive account of their 

experiences. This ‘personal data’ can be synthesised with more traditional data sampling 

techniques (such as interviews) to build a layered account of a social setting.16 An 

autoethnographer employs this approach with the aim of fostering a more emotive, 

sympathetic and subjective interpretation of experience. Autoethnography offers insights 

into layers of individual and group experience which are often obscured in more ‘traditional’ 

qualitative techniques.  

The advantage of an autoethnographic approach is that it anticipates and acknowledges the 

socio-cultural context of the researcher’s experiences and the biases they bring to their work. 

Through the use of personal narrative autoethnographies can engage readers on an 

emotional as well as intellectual level.  Autoethnographies encourage the researcher to 

question their assumptions and conduct with others which provides opportunities for 

                                                           
16

 Chang defines autoethnography as ‘a qualitative research method that utilises ethnographic 
methods to bring cultural interpretation to the autobiographical data of researchers with the intent of 
understanding self and its connection to others.’ [See Heewon Chang, Autoethnography as Method, 
(California: Left Coast Press, 2008) p. 56.] The benefit of Chang’s definition is that it clearly 
distinguishes autoethnography from autobiography by emphasising the former’s focus on a defined 
research agenda and the need to engage with other research subjects besides the self. 
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personal and professional development as well as enhancing cross-cultural relationships and 

communication.  

The strengths and weaknesses of autoethnography are tied up in this fixation on subjectivity 

and its indulgence in creativity and self-reflection. Whilst this fosters accountability, visibility 

and openness within research, autoethnography treads the fine line between this and ‘a 

jargon-laden, self-indulgent quagmire of subjectivity and obfuscation.’17 Nevertheless, 

autoethnography could be one of many possible conduits to the much sort after 

interdisciplinary cooperation and experimentation between archivists and other disciplines in 

the humanities.18 

Kaplan concludes that the power embedded in archival science has been underestimated and 

that maybe a more self-aware approach to the discipline is warranted.19 I believe there is no 

‘maybe’ to the need for a more intimate, reflexive and candid portrayal of the creation and 

use of archives. Authors on the fringes of the discipline, such as Ghosh20 and Bashforth21, 

have already begun exploring these issues on their own terms. Kaplan’s warning that 

                                                           
17

 Cook and Schwartz, p. 182 

18
 Archivists such as Barbara Craig and Anne Gilliland-Swetland have argued for a plurality of 

approaches in the areas of appraisal and archival education respectively. Craig conceptualises the act 
of wider reading is ‘indispensable to the student and equally to the archivist.’ (Craig, p. 394) and 
Gilliland-Swetland writes that constrained professional curricular guidelines leave researchers and 
practitioners ‘unable to address identified local needs and emerging markets.’ [see Anne J. Gilliland-
Swetland, ‘Archival Research: A “New” Issue for Graduate Education’, The American Archivist, 63 
(2000), 258-270. (p. 267)]. 

19
 Kaplan, p. 211 

20
 Durba Ghosh, ‘National Narratives and the Politics of Miscegenation’, in Archive Stories: Facts, 

Fictions and the Writing of History, ed. by Antoinette Burton (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press), pp. 27-44 

21
 Martin Bashforth, ‘Absent Fathers, Present Histories’, in People and their Pasts: Public History Today, 

ed. by Paul Ashton and Hilda Kean (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 203-222 
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archivists could find ‘that others are already speaking for them- using their language in ways 

they may not even recognize...’22 may have come too late. 

1.2.3 Heritage that Hurts: Family History and Vulnerability 

If postmodernism and autoethnography are to be implemented within the discipline, a 

setting needs to be defined. In a survey of the frequency and nature of visits by family 

historians within 106 UK record repositories, Boyns concluded that a communication barrier 

between archivists and family historians in terms of unrealistic expectations and lack of 

preparation was a defining problem in designing references services onsite.23  

Etherton took this several steps further, arguing that the needs of family historians may 

extend beyond their immediate research enquiry. According to Etherton an understanding of 

past events and relationships plays an important role in a person’s emotional and 

psychological wellbeing. Family history research can have therapeutic value in some instances 

and its impact is often felt beyond the individual, reaching their families, children and 

likeminded researchers. 'The timing is ripe'24, Etherton writes, to explore this potential. 

Similarly, Martin Bashforth’s personal take on the healing potential of family history research 

suggests that the ‘family Historian’s core activity bares a close resemblance to “family 

reconstitution” techniques, shading into “community reconstitution” techniques.’25 Family 

historians cannot help but combine multiple personas and perspectives during their research. 

                                                           
22

 Kaplan, p. 218 

23
 Rosemary Boyns, ‘Archivists and Family Historians: Local Authority Record Repositories and the 

Family History User Group’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, 20:1 (1999), 61-74 (p. 66) 

24
 Etherton, p. 243 

25
 Martin Bashforth, ‘Absent Fathers, Present Histories’, in People and their Pasts: Public History Today, 

ed. by Paul Ashton and Hilda Kean (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 203-222 (p. 203) 
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Bashforth observed that family history research allows the practitioner to carry three 

personas: ‘One can be simultaneously the gatherer of materials... and the one who interprets 

the materials and presents this interpretation to the world... while physically and emotionally 

being the object of research.’26 

Making allowances for this plurality of needs, personas and perspectives within what was 

once thought of as a homogenous and uncomplicated research group is a challenge and few 

concrete suggestions have been made for how archive professionals should respond.27 I 

propose that in light of postmodern principles in our understanding of our discipline that the 

use of autoethnography in the study of archive use could be one such response. 

1.3 Research Objectives 

My main aim is to study the applicability of autoethnographic research methodologies in the 

investigation of the experiences of archive user groups. 

To achieve these ends I will: 

1. Identify the forms and features of autoethnography that may be applicable to archive 

studies, particularly in the analysis of the needs and experiences of archive users 

                                                           
26

 Bashforth, p. 204 

27
 For example, in response to criticism at the volume of archival resources consumed by ‘leisure’ or 

family history researchers, Moran and Taylor reasoned that through an exercise of professional 
discretion, the archivist should be responsible for their service and judge research requests on a case-
by-case basis. I agree that maintaining the autonomy of the reference archivist is ideal. However, 
without a framework for decision-making this autonomy to act could easily become a burden. [see 
Jenny Moran and Martin Taylor, ‘Lowering the Drawbridge: Further Thoughts on Discriminating 
Between Readers’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, 24:1 (2003), 55-64 (p. 63)] 
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2. Assess the advantages and disadvantages of an autoethnographic approach to the study 

of the family history user groups by situating myself within this group as a British person 

of Afro-Caribbean descent conducting her own small-scale family history project 

2.1. Using family historians researching Afro-Caribbean ancestors as a case study, explore 

the wider socio-cultural factors that shape the research experiences of this user 

group 

3. Determine the broader theoretical, practical and ethical implications of adopting an 

autoethnographic research methodology within the archive sector 

1.3.1 Strength in Plurality: The Value of this Research 

Experimentation can improve traditional research practices by stimulating debate and 

maturing our ability to relate more deeply to our subject matter.28 Cook and Schwartz call for 

multiple narratives and an awareness of inherent subjectivity in all facets of an archivist’s 

work. ‘The archival performance’ they insist, ‘should not only be consciously acknowledged, 

but enthusiastically celebrated.’29 

Archivists are special. Our jobs ‘embody choice at every turn’30 and our environment is not a 

neutral vessel for experience. I hypothesise that an autoethnographic approach to archival 

research would be a valuable addition to established methodologies because it would open 

                                                           
28

 Richardson does not view experimental or postmodern research methodologies as a divergence or 
rejection of other epistemologies. Autoethnographic and narrative practices are not for every 
researcher and are not an end in themselves because ‘process rather than product’ is their emphasis. 
Richardson, p. 521 

29
 Cook and Schwartz, p. 183 

30
 Craig, p. 401 
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‘new intellectual... spaces’31, question the legitimacy of tacit assumptions within the sector 

and heighten the archive world’s sensitivity to performance and power. By carrying out 

autoethnographic research an archivist may deepen their empathy and understanding of 

archive users and their reactions to them. Just as postmodernism demands awareness of 

performance and the loaded meanings within presupposed archival principles, 

autoethnographic research demands awareness of the personal and the interpersonal. 

1.3.2 Report Structure 

Having explored the key theoretical paradigms for this study, part two of this dissertation 

will, through a literature review, provide a critical analysis of autoethnography and the issues 

pertinent to the successful implementation of this research methodology within the archives 

sector, particularly within the sphere of family history research. Second I will explore the 

written expression of autoethnographies and the role of narrative and other creative writing 

techniques in the analysis of autoethnographic data, which will form the basis of my 

methodology in part 3. 

This will lead to an autoethnographic account of my own; using the techniques examined in 

the literature review and methodology I will compose a narrative of my experience 

researching my late grandfather using archival sources. By comparing my experiences with 

those of another family historian I interacted with during my research I aim to strengthen and 

advance my understanding of the value of family history research and its role in the 

formulation of identity.  

                                                           
31

 Cook and Schwartz, p. 177 
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2. Literature Review 

The following literature review tackles the first objective of this dissertation: 

“Identify the forms and features of autoethnography that may be applicable to archive 

studies, particularly in the analysis of the needs and experiences of archive users.” 

2.1 Archival Ethnography 

Ethnographic methodologies have a distinct allure. They are highly adaptable incorporating 

observation, surveys, individual and focus-group interviewing and participant observation.32 

They allow in-depth and long-term study of communities in their ‘natural’ environment 

utilising data collection methods that theoretically cause the minimum level of disruption to 

‘normal’ practice. When making her case for the use of ethnography in archive studies Gracy 

lauds this method as a path to conceptualising the record ‘in direct relationship to the 

communities of individuals who generate, accumulate, and preserve documentary 

evidence.’33 This humanised approach to research carries both advantages and disadvantages 

for our understanding of ‘archive culture’34. 

                                                           
32

 Gracy refers to ethnography as ‘another tool to add to [archivist’s] methodological toolkit’. [Karen F. 
Gracy, ‘Documenting Communities of Practice: Making a Case for Archival Ethnography’, Archival 
Science, 4 (2004), 335-365 (p. 335)] 

33
 Via a lens of archival science, Gracy defines archival ethnography as ‘a form of naturalistic inquiry 

which positions the researcher within an archival environment to gain the cultural perspective of those 
responsible for the creation, collection, care, and use of records.’ (Gracy, p. 335) 

34
 In this study ‘archive culture’ is a catch-all term for the multiplicity of relationships, principles, 

values, norms, rules and roles associated with repositories holding archive material. Culture is a ‘living’ 
web of behaviours and meanings. Archive culture is conceived of differently by different people at 
different times and in different places.  



Carly Donaldson-Randall 
“We need to talk about Granddad”: Autoethnography in the Archives 

19 

 
2.1.1 The Case for the Defence 

‘Anthropologists don’t study villages... they study in villages.’35 

An understanding of the inherent complexity of ethnographic research coincided with the 

maturation of anthropology. One of the most notable expressions of this is the principle of 

‘Thick Description’.36 A key attribute of thick description is that it renders individuals and 

groups as active participants within a web of interrelated meanings and social contexts. 

Culture is a thing practiced, not a thing observed.37 Thick description makes the layers of 

anthropological interpretation more accessible and expands the ‘universe of human 

discourse’.38 To Geertz doing ethnography is ‘like trying to read... a manuscript- foreign, faded 

full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations, and tendentious commentaries, but 

written not in conventionalised graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped 

behaviour.’39  

Generalisation versus precision of data analysis is a concern of ethnographic interpretation. 

Geertz reconciles these principles by arguing that thick description encourages generalisation 

within cases rather than between them. These generalisations applied with precision within 

specific instances can be compared and contrasted with other contexts, building a battery of 

                                                           
35

 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, (New York: Basic Books, 2000), p. 22 (emphasis mine) 

36
 Thick description is a way of seeing culture as a multiplicity of complex conceptual structure 

superimposed upon each other complete in their inconsistencies and irregularities. 

37
 As Geertz states ‘it is through the flow of behaviour... that cultural forms find articulation,’ p. 17 

38
 Also it accepts ethnographic outputs as second-hand fictions, the work of a ‘native’ being considered 

first-hand as it is ‘his or her culture.’ (Geertz, p. 14) 

39
 Geertz, p. 10 
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theory or perhaps better thought of as signposts along the ‘webs of significance’40 which 

make up culture. 

Returning to the archive setting, the impact of archives staff and reference services on the 

‘web of significance’ within the repository has received increasing attention. Wood’s 

exploration of the fetish of the document and its effect on how users receive archives 

concluded that a chain of influence inextricably links the roles of the State, archivist and 

researcher.41 These perceived qualities can stimulate intense feelings towards the objects, 

such as records, which affects the way users view the object. Search room rules viewed as 

practical considerations by archivists in fact, Wood suggests, sanctify archives.42 The archivist 

is no outsider to the fetish of the document. Like the researcher, the archivist uses records as 

‘a reflection of their own identity.’43 

Gracy’s ethnography of the field of film preservation expands this relationship between 

record and record-keeper. The aim of her study is to record what is not typically recorded by 

placing an emphasis on the practice of record-keeping as opposed to its product. Gracy 

‘immersed’44 herself within the surroundings of her study through well-reasoned site 

selection, focus groups and semi-structured interviews which involved asking a series of short 

open ended questions designed to stimulate debate. By foregrounding an insider perspective 

Gracy was able to unpack the language of her profession and the relationships which develop 
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 Geertz, p. 5 

41
 Helen Wood, ‘The Fetish of the Document: an Exploration of Attitudes Towards Archives’, in New 

Directions in Archival Research, ed. by Margaret Procter and C.P. Lewis (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Centre for Archive Studies), pp. 20-48. She describes fetishism as the application of autonomous or 
spiritual qualities to a non-sentient man-made or natural object. 

42
 Wood writes that when viewed through a ritualistic lens the production of documentation for users 

maintains the archival record’s ‘uniqueness and mystique’, a mystique that serves the archive by 
emphasising its importance. Wood, p. 29 

43
 Wood, p. 36 

44
 Gracy, p. 340 
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between professionals and permeate modes of practice. Her qualitative perspective presents 

a culture that cannot be generalised: ‘Empirical reality... is complex, intertwined, understood 

must fully as a conceptual whole’45; a whole that is distinct from the particular perspectives 

of individuals within it. No single world view within this recordkeeping culture is prioritised 

because that would be antithetical to the poetry of lived experience.46 

Kalpana Shankar employs a similar methodology to theorize recordkeeping in an 

organisational context and the power structures which exist and shape record production.47 

Shankar studied the relatively autonomous and loose framework of an academic laboratory 

to understand the context of the creation of active records within a de-standardised 

environment. She argues that omitting the daily activities of note making and data crunching 

excludes the ‘witnessing, communication of results, peer authentication, peer review, and 

other “social” processes [that] first find expression in the laboratory record.’48 The complex 

interactions within the laboratory community ‘provide us with a framework, a set of lenses 

through which we can make recordkeeping more visible.’49 

                                                           
45

 Gracy, p. 360 

46
 Despite avoiding generalisation, Gracy hopes that her study will be useful for other researchers due 

to its clear framework. (Gracy, p. 358) 

47
 Kalpana Shankar, ‘Recordkeeping in the Production of Scientific Knowledge: An Ethnographic Study’, 

Archival Science, 4 (2004), 367-382. Similar to Gracy’s article, Shankar’s conjures up the metaphor of 
the ‘toolbox’, but this time the ’tools’ are the battery of tacit knowledge utilised in laboratory 
environments that plays a role in the creation of scientific knowledge and the professionalization of 
science. (p. 367) Ethnographic observation in this case study is an act of witnessing how these tools are 
used in knowledge production. 

48
 Shankar, p. 372 

49
 Shankar, p. 373 
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2.1.2 The Case for the Prosecution 

Ethnography is not a buffet of qualitative methodologies, but an epistemology: ‘a way of 

looking at the world’50 and the tools we use to understand it. Gracy and Shankar’s studies 

provide grounds for the argument that records creation is not just an organisational act but a 

deeply personal one even within an academic and professional environment. Nevertheless, 

their approaches to ethnography place a limited emphasis on their own identities as record-

keepers and researchers. Gracy teases apart the impact her bias as a preservation 

professional could have on her research51, whilst Shankar refers to her complicated 

relationship with science as a discipline as a potential roadblock to her research52. However, 

their preoccupation is to neutralise rather than embrace their subjectivity, which means they 

risk underestimating its role in shaping their behaviour and interpretations. 

2.2. Autoethnography 

Autoethnography by contrast wields bias as tool for enhanced interpretation of culture. 

Autoethnography is a genre of ethnographic and literary practice which elevates the personal 

experiences, opinions, cultural background and biases of the researcher to the surface of the 

text. An autoethnographer typically either takes part in the social practices they are studying 

and records their personal experiences or narrates an aspect of their life history that pertains 

to wider socio-cultural topics such as long-term illness or growing up in a working class 

environment for example. 
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 Ibid. 

51
 Gracy, p. 355 

52
 Shankar, p. 379 
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Views of exactly where to situate autoethnography within academic discourse are varied. 

Muncey considers autoethnography not a research method per say, but a process of 

reuniting the acts of doing research and living a life.53 Autoethnographic research occurs in 

the zones where self (the researcher) and other (culture and other individuals) meet in time 

and space. This encourages a reflexive analysis of social experiences; in other words an 

understanding of multiple world views and contexts that shape human experiences.54 Chang 

conceptualises autoethnography as a tri-part objective combining ethnographic 

methodologies, cultural in orientation and autobiographical in outlook and content.55 Reed-

Danahay characterises the autoethnographer as ‘a boundary-crosser’ with a dual identity as 

subject and interpreter.56 Ellis and Bochner are leading practitioners of ‘evocative 

autoethnography’57, which employs emotionally raw and honest introspection that seeks to 

engage readers through accounts of personal experience, such as terminal illness, abortion 

and bereavement.58 

                                                           
53

 Tessa
 
Muncey, Creating Autoethnographies, (London: Sage Publishers Ltd., 2010) pp. 2-3. Muncey 

defines an autoethnography as an individual focused study which evokes the imagination of the reader 
and contrasts ‘official, generalised narratives’ of social practise with individual stories. 

54
 Muncey defines the concept of identity and self as a process rather than a structure and this forms 

the basis of reflexive analysis, which is essentially analysis continually on the move. (Muncey, pp. 12-
16) 

55
 Chang, p. 215 

56
 Deborah E. Reed-Danahay, Auto/Ethnography: Rewriting the Self and the Social, (Oxford: Berg, 1997) 

p. 3 

57
 The methods and value of evocative autoethnography is covered in Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. 

Bochner, ‘Autoethnography, Personal Narrative, Reflexivity: Researcher as Subject’, in Handbook of 
Qualitative Research, 2

nd
 edn. ed. by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (California: Sage 

Publications Inc., 2000), pp. 733-768 

58
 Carolyn Ellis’ account of the death of her partner for example aims to test common sociological 

conventions on the cycle of bereavement and loss, whilst simultaneously engaging the reader’s 
empathy via the use of first person narrative to describe her partner’s deteriorating health. See 
Carolyn Ellis, Revision: Autoethnographic Reflections on Life and Work, (California: Left Coast Press Inc., 
2009) 
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2.2.1 The Self-Reflexive Dead End: Criticisms of Autoethnography 

Autoethnography is not without its detractors. From accusations of empirical weakness, 

solipsism and narcissism within autoethnographic texts to claims that few authors meet the 

ambitious requirements of an autoethnography and instead ‘lapse into some sort of 

intellectual masturbation.’59  

Lofland et al are less scathing in their criticism of autoethnography or more specifically its 

more evocative approaches.60 They argue that evocative autoethnography that focuses on 

describing the researcher’s personal and emotional experiences ‘tends to deflect the 

researcher from the analytic goals that are being regarded as the revision d’être for 

conducting field studies with the social scientific frame.’61 They conclude that evocative 

autoethnographers, with their emphasis on self-observation as opposed to broader social 

observation, have more in common with autobiographical essayists than social scientists and 

that ‘suspension of belief [in autoethnography] is narrowed in pursuit of advocacy of a 

                                                           
59

 Gobo, p. 63. He also states that ‘One suspects that turning into oneself and examining one’s inner 
lucubrations is a convenient alternative to the demanding and time-consuming task of fieldwork.’ 
Gobo’s comparison of autoethnography and subjective personal accounts to masturbation (something 
which he writes gives pleasure only to one’s self) is at odds with my experience of this kind of study. 
The interpretive ethnographies and autoethnographies I have studied in preparation for this 
dissertation were designed very much with readership in mind, embraced creative and expressive 
writings styles including poetry (Jacquie Kidd and Mary Finlayson, ‘When Needs Must: Interpreting 
Autoethnographical Stories’, Qualitative Inquiry, 15:6 (2009), 980-995), included the voices of others 
through detailed interviewing and long-term participant observation (Staci Newmahr, ‘Becoming a 
Sadomasochist: Integrating Self and Other in Ethnographic Analysis’ Journal of Contemporary 
Ethnography, 37:5 (2008), 619-643), were explicit in their methodological and ethical principles (Jaime 
J. Romo, ‘Experience and Context in the Making of a Chicano Activist’, The High School Journal, 87:4, 
95-111) and maintained that their value was in expanding readers’ understanding of specific social 
issues ranging from white privilege (Drick Boyd, ‘Autoethnography as a Tool for Transformative 
Learning About White Privilege’, Journal of Transformative Education, 6:3 (2008), 212-225) to child sex 
abuse (Carol Rambo Ronai, ‘Multiple Reflections of Child Sex Abuse: An Argument for a Layered 
Account’, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 23:4 (1995), 395-426). 

60
 John Lofland, David Snow, Leon Anderson and Lyn H. Lofland, Analysing Social Settings: a Guide to 

Qualitative Observation and Analysis (Belmont: Wadsworth/Thomason Learning, 2006) 

61
 Lofland et al, pp. 191-192 
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particular kind of institutional liberation or allegiance to a somewhat different authority.’ 62 

This situates the more rebellious or unconventional elements of autoethnography as a 

philosophical bind as well as (or instead of) a potential benefit. In other words they argue 

that autoethnography becomes preoccupied with its ethos at the expense of scientific rigour. 

63 

2.2.2 The Analytic Agenda 

In response to these criticisms Leon Anderson offered an alternative methodological 

framework called ‘Analytic Autoethnography’64, which carries the following features: 

1. The researcher has ‘complete member’65 status within the social group they are 

studying (i.e. they are a legitimate participant in the group’s conventions and 

activities). 

2. The researcher employs analytic reflexivity by acknowledging the reciprocal influence 

between the researcher and their subjects 
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 Lofland et al, p. 192. 

63
 However, Lofland and company do not throw autoethnography out with the bathwater. They frame 

their criticism with the central idea that autoethnography is not a bad principle but it can be put into 
practice poorly. ‘You [social scientists] therefore want to shape your work for both social scientists and 
wider audiences,’ they insist, which is not far from the aims of autoethnographers from analytical, 
evocative or other backgrounds. With their insistence on the importance of trueness, newness and 
importance autoethnography is not excluded, but it is held to a standard for better or worse. (Lofland 
et al, p. 192) 

64
 Leon Anderson, ‘Analytic Autoethnography’, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 35:4 (2006a), 

373-395 

65
 The concept of complete member status is a complex one which I will need to evaluate throughout 

my work. A research may be a member of a kind of social group by virtue of being born into it or 
acquiring familiarity through other means such as the onset of an illness or disability later in life. 
Others may be ‘converts’ to a particular group by becoming immersed into the social group over time 
as part of separate research agenda [see Anderson, 2006a, p. 379]. 
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3. The researcher is active and visible within the project ‘vividly revealing themselves as 

[a person] grappling with issues relevant to membership and participation in fluid 

rather than static social worlds’66 

4. The researcher maintains a dialogue with informants beyond the self, disciplining 

their personal narrative with robust data collection and interviews with others 

5. The researcher has a commitment to the analytic agenda by using their findings to 

contribute to the theoretical landscape (i.e. the researcher has a specific research 

question that has theoretical and practical value for their discipline) 

The advantages of an analytic autoethnographic approach are that it acknowledges the dual 

role of the researcher; they are at once within and outside the social setting they are 

analysing.67 Also by concentrating on the goal of fully analysing subjective experiences to 

enhance wider understanding of particular social settings, analytic autoethnography is 

explicit in its avoidance of author-saturated texts where personal reflection is more 

‘decorative flourish’ than a research source.68 

Anderson’s commitment to the analytic agenda is not above criticism. Ellis and Bochner 

consider this approach as a way of starving autoethnography of its identity as ‘unruly, 

dangerous, vulnerable, rebellious and creative.’69 Anderson replied to these criticisms by 

rejecting the strict contrast between analytic and evocative forms of autoethnography. He 
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 Anderson (2006a), p. 384 

67
 Anderson reminds autoethnographers that they ‘must orient... to documenting and analysing action 

as well as purposively engaging in it.’ (Anderson, 2006a, pp. 379-380) 

68
 Anderson, p. 385 

69
 Carolyn S. Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner, ‘Analyzing Analytic Autoethnography: An Autopsy’, Journal of 

Contemporary Ethnography, 35:4 (2006), 429-449 (p. 433) 
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frames his approach to analysis as drawing him closer to his participants rather than 

distancing him.70 Similarly, in her ethnography of a sadomasochist community, Newmahr also 

advocates for the effectiveness of analytic ethnography. She integrates sociological analysis 

with vivid personal accounts of her personal experience as a ‘submissive’. Newmahr rebuffs 

any suggestion that an ethnographer must choose whether to be deeply introspective or 

better understand a wider social phenomenon.71 

2.2.3 Ethics and Autoethnography 

‘... the intimate must not be confused with the confessional, it must also 

be distinguished from the explicit.’72 

Ethics are the bedrock for robust research practices which recognise the moral obligations of 

researchers, the rights of participants and the accountability standards which precipitate the 

arrival of well reasoned and honest conclusions from responsibly generated results. Gracy 

and Shankar’s ethnographies provide strong discussions of ethics and researcher 

accountability in the wider context of ethical standards in the archive sector. However, critics 

of autoethnography have noted that an autoethnographic focus on the personal experience 

                                                           
70

 In reference to his autoethnographic study of skydiving and the issue of accident and death within 
this activity, Anderson feels that he has ‘a responsibility to those who have shared their losses with me 
to use my sociological skills to better understand the contexts within which the deaths occurred and 
their losses were experienced.’ [Leon Anderson, ‘On Apples, Oranges, and Autopsies: A Response to 
Commentators’ in Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 35:4 (2006b), 450-465 (p. 458)] 

71
 Newmahr’s work is strictly an interpretive ethnography rather than autoethnography, but she does 

employ the kinds of introspective techniques and personal narrative used in autoethnographic work. 
She clarifies that good ethnographic (not just autoethnographic) analysis is evocative regardless of the 
tactic it employs to reach that standard. (Newmahr, p. 640) 

72
 Maryanne Dever, Sally Newman and Ann Vickery, ‘The Intimate Archive’, Archives and Manuscripts, 

38:1 (2010), 94-137 (p. 123) 
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makes adhering to ethical principles a serious challenge.73  This is a potential barrier to its 

acceptance as a research methodology within the archive sector which prides itself on its 

accountability to stakeholders. 

The inherent intimacy of autoethnographies carries personal and professional risks.74 Tolich 

flags issues of ‘assumed consent’ within autoethnographies which incorporate the 

experiences of the author’s family members.75  He argues that it is unethical to consider 

personal bonds as permission to expose the vulnerabilities of close kin. This, he insists, is a 

passive approach and may compromise readers’ comfort and engagement with the piece.76 

Without an ethical standard to aim for, autoethnography’s status as a research methodology 
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 Chang notes that even autoethnographies focused entirely on individual rather than group 
experiences are populated with other participants, such as family, friends and colleague. A truly 
reflexive account of personal experience will always include ‘the other’. (Chang, pp. 68-69). Anderson 
similarly writes that ‘analytic and theoretical understandings have their own ethical imperative and 
should be recognised as a “mode of caring” that seeks to illuminate the contexts and consequences of 
situated constructions of social life.’ (Anderson, 2006b). In this context empathy and robust analytical 
and ethical processes are seen as complimentary qualities in autoethnography. Regardless of this 
emphasis, there is little concrete ethical guidance in most autoethnographies. 

74
 Jago’s hesitated to publish her autoethnography on cohabitation because it contained personal 

information regarding her young step-children. [See Barbara J. Jago, ‘Shacking Up: An 
Autoethnographic Tale of Cohabitation’, Qualitative Enquiry, 17:2 (2011), 204-219.] Roach Pierson’s 
article, though not an autoethnography, outs her husband’s serial infidelities and apparent hypocrisy in 
the wake of their separation. [Ruth Roach Pierson, ‘Archival Research as Refuse, Penance, and 
Revenge’, Queen’s Quarterly, 114:4 (2007), 490-500 (para. 4)]. Her criticism also extends to the circle 
of (unnamed friends) who sided with her husband. Had Roach Pierson considered that her husband, 
their acquaintances or family may see the article? Does its appearance in a specialist journal protect 
her right to tell her story whilst making it unlikely that her husband would get the opportunity or 
impetus to tell his? Is outing someone who could be identified and traced by readers without their 
permission ever ethical? Whilst the work of Roach Pierson and Jago is situated around adversarial 
relationships (between ex-spouses and step-parents and children respectively) these challenges should 
not excuse a lax attitude to ethical guidelines. 

75
 Martin

 
Tolich, ‘A Critique of Current Practice: Ten Foundational Guidelines for Autoethnographers’, 

Qualitative Health Research, 20:12 (2010), 1599-1610. Building on Chang’s disavowal of the self/other 
dichotomy, Tolich considers the word ‘auto’ in autoethnography to be a misnomer: ‘The self might be 
the focus of research, but the self is porous, leaking other without due ethical consideration.’ (p. 1608)  

76
 Tolich is highly critical of the ‘insidious’ nature of presumed consent which treats relatives differently 

to other research participants and considers this a betrayal of autoethnography’s remit to enhance 
respect for the significance of personal vulnerability and emotion in research. The ‘healing potential’ of 
autoethnographic research should not come at the expense of the wellbeing of others. (Tolich, pp. 
1601-1604) 
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and its consideration for the emotional wellbeing of those besides the researcher become 

suspect.77  

In response to these concerns Tolich drew up ten foundational guidelines for ethical 

autoethnography.78 These guidelines converge around three core principles: that consent 

must be sought in advance of the research project and must be voluntary and non-coercive; 

that autoethnographers should not dodge accountability and should assume that their work 

will be read by all participants including family and friends; finally that the inherent 

vulnerability of autoethnographic research carries potential consequences for the researcher 

and participants.79 

2.2.4 Autoethnography as a Transformative Experience 

The potential advantage of an autoethnographic, as opposed to an ethnographic, study of 

archives is its potential as a transformative tool. Autoethnography mines autobiographical 

data to foster empathetic understanding between persons, but has parallel potential to 

stimulate the personal and professional growth of the author. Boyd, for example, utilises an 

autoethnographic account to unpack the ways his ‘privilege’ as a white man has affected his 
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 Kristina Medford for example presents a view from the perspective of someone affected by an 
autoethnography written by an ex-lover who excises his romantic relationship with her from his 
autobiographical text. Medford writes that she felt ‘diminished, silenced, erased’ by her exclusion. 
Medford is in favour of autoethnography as a methodology but cautions that love of autoethnography 
should never be blind. She concludes that autoethnographers should write with a wide audience and 
accountability in mind rather than hide behind the relative obscurity of academic texts to shield their 
subconscious or conscious omission or inclusion of controversial details. [Kristina Medford, ‘Caught 
With a Fake ID: Ethical Questions About Slippage in Autoethnography’, Qualitative Inquiry, 12:5 (2006), 
853-864 (p. 855)] 

78
 Tolich, pp. 1607-1608 

79
 Exposure of autoethnography’s ethical blind spot does not condemn the methodology. It marks its 

coming of age as an accountable and responsible practice. With an ethical framework engaged, 
autoethnography is better equipped to face its detractors and provide evidence of its transformative 
effect on researchers, participants and readers. 
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interactions with the African-American community.80 Romo’s retrospective autoethnographic 

account her experiences as an advocate for Latin-American students stated that her 

‘professional and personal growth has not been bounded and stable, but rather bonded by 

ideas and experiences that surround a dynamic learning process.’81 Taber similarly uses 

autoethnography as a way of circumventing institutional restrictions within research of the 

armed forces.82 

If we remember that ‘encounters between the scholar and the archive are embodied ones, 

where it is not only intellectual but also the physical and emotional dimensions that endow 

the experience with its unique texture,’83 then archival autoethnography may be one way of 

negotiating the transformative space between researcher and the researched. However, 

adoption of autoethnography within the archive sector requires serious engagement with its 

ethical and methodological dilemmas. 

2.3 Heritage that Heals 

Autoethnography attempts to unravel the layers of subjective interaction between people, 

material culture and social practices. This section of the literature review outlines the context 

for the application of this aim to the study of the use of records and other heritage objects in 

the formation of identity and relationships. 

                                                           
80

 Boyd’s study resulted in a shift of his cognitive and emotional paradigm and allowed him to ‘see 
myself, my students, my colleagues and the world in general with a new set of eyes.’ (Boyd, p. 224) 

81
 Romo, p. 201 

82
 Taber’s autoethnography is as much a form of protest as a scholarly work. She utilised the 

methodology to overcome what she saw as a dominant and masculine paradigm within the military 
which sought to restrict her research into motherhood in the armed forces. [Nancy Taber, ‘Institutional 
ethnography, autoethnography and narrative: an argument for incorporating multiple methodologies’ 
Qualitative Research, 10:1 (2010), 5-25.] 

83
 Dever et al, p. 125 
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Within the wider record-keeping sector there is increasing appreciation for the role of 

records in the maintaining individuals’ well-being and sense of belonging. Ellen Luepker is an 

advocate of the use of record-keeping as an aid in the therapeutic process. 84  By allowing 

patients to participate in the creation and management of their clinical records the 

counselling process is demystified and bonds of mutual trust can develop between patients 

and counsellors.  Luepker welcomes a paradigm shift in psychotherapy which reframes 

therapy as something done by patients, not simply to them.85 She distinguishes three phases 

to a patient’s therapeutic journey: evaluation, treatment and termination of therapy. The use 

of records in therapy throughout Luepker’s three phase model creates real and metaphorical 

spaces where individuals can interact with records as part of an emotional healing process. 

The model’s main drawback is that it does not offer real contingencies in case patients 

choose not to access their records or if they are upset by what they see. However, Luepker’s 

discussion is an illuminating exploration of the ways responsibility can be mediated between 

practitioner and client, and the influence demonstrated through the creation, use and 

destruction of records. 

The museum sector provides some of the most developed discussions of the use of heritage 

to shape identity and bolster or threaten personal wellbeing. Clifford conceptualised the 
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 Ellen T. Luepker, Record Keeping in Psychotherapy and Counselling: Projecting Confidentiality and the 
Professional Relationship (New York: Brunner-Routledge, 2003) In listing the purposes of clinical 
records Luepker’s first point interestingly is that records facilitate communication between therapists 
and clients (p. 1). She places the greatest value on the relational aspect of records, their role in 
communication, confidence building and bilateral decision making in contrast to the legal, bureaucratic 
and scientific functions of records and data. 

85
 Luepker states that ‘Psychotherapy, thus, is largely an inductive process in which records become a 

map that shows where one has been and where one should go’, p. 92 
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museum as a ‘contact zone’; a space for encounters between peoples otherwise 

geographically, culturally or historically separated.86 

Bella Dicks focuses on the individual heritage consumer as opposed to cultural groups in the 

museum space. She defines the personal investment in history as ‘the prevailing cultural 

ethos of identity-focused heritage.’87 Heritage, she argues, ‘is about journeys’88 through 

physical, intellectual and sensual realms. From a museum perspective, Dicks notes that 

heritage taps into the idea that ‘people’s autobiographical narratives are never purely 

personal, but are closely intertwined with wider historical... forces.’89 She incorporates this 

idea into a continuum model where regions of personal heritage and identity merge with 

community and national histories (see Figure 1 below). 
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 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge and London: 
Harvard University Press, 1997) p. 192. This contact perspective has relationships at its core. It 
emphasizes how individuals are constituted in and by their relationships with each other. A contact 
zone is a place with shifting dynamics of power, understandings and practices. 

87
 Bella Dicks, Culture on Display: The Production of Contemporary Visitability (Berkshire: Open 

University Press, 2003) p. 125 

88
 Dicks, p. 126 

89
 Dicks, p. 126 
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Figure 1: Continuum of personal and private histories
90

 

 

Museum exhibitions are a complex web of incomplete narratives: ‘a past in fragments...’91 In 

an account of her visit to the Sabah Museum in East Malaysia, Olivia Guntarik discovered 

what she called a ‘voiceless’ exhibit where historically distant colonial practices were 

mimicked.92 From multiple perspectives she interrogates the Kadazan exhibition that 

unsettles as much as it confirms national ‘truths’ of ethnicity and discrimination.93  

Uzzell and Ballantyne utilise a similar concept of multifaceted journeys and negotiated truths 

within heritage sites to introduce the theory of ‘hot interpretation’, which argues that the 
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 Based on model by Dicks, p. 127. This continuum represents her main thesis that heritage can be an 
arena for the display of the self as much as for the display of the other (p. 142) 

91
 Olivia Guntarik, ‘Fragments’, in Narratives of Community..., ed. by Olivia Guntarik, pp. 340-368 

92
 ‘The trouble with representing history is that it can be an arduous task getting it right. You can never 

please everyone.’ (Guntarik, p. 350) 

93
 Guntarik considers that ‘[perhaps] this is why so many of us are reluctant to confront the confusions 

and contradictions in our own national histories.’ p. 360 
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interaction between visitors and heritage exhibits incorporates emotional as well as 

intellectual reactions.94 The dissonance between the cognitive and emotional reactions of a 

heritage consumer is neither strict nor straightforward. To Uzzell and Ballantyne neither 

reaction to heritage exhibits has interpretive priority over the other.95 Intellectual and 

emotional investments in heritage overlap and merge in multiple ways during visits to 

museum exhibitions, heritage sites or archives. 

Five factors, identified by Uzzell and Ballantyne, affect our engagement with heritage. These 

are represented below: 
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 David Uzzell and Roy Ballantyne, ‘Heritage that Hurts: Interpretation in a Postmodern World’, in The 
Heritage Reader, ed. by Fairclough et al, pp. 502-513 (p. 502) 

95
 They write that ‘The function of interpretation in this case is to make links, to remind us, to make us 

aware.’ Good interpretation in this case is the facilitation of reflection and debate instead of stale 
instruction. (Uzzell and Ballantyne, p. 503) 
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Figure 2: Five factors influencing interactions between heritage sites and heritage consumers
96

 

These five factors serve as focal points for understanding the active engagement with 

heritage. It blurs the lines between those ‘creating’ and ‘managing’ heritage displays and 

those observing them directly and from afar. There are three main caveats for the effective 

application of hot interpretation: 

1. Interpretation that affects individuals on emotional as well as cognitive levels will 

more adequately convey the meaning and significance of heritage 
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 Based on definitions by Uzzell and Ballantyne, pp. 503-509 

Time 

•Time separates us from events 
and changes their resonance 

•History can become rewritten 
and emphases change 
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Degree of Abstraction 

•Suggesting the relationship 
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emotional involvement is not 
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Place 
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visitors 
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2. Interpretation should be proactive and stimulate ‘community development’, which 

expands its relevance outside of the immediate, short-range tourist sphere and into 

the wider social realm. 

3. Interpretation of the heritage of Aboriginal peoples should aim to ‘interpret with, 

rather than about, Aboriginal people.’97 

Expanding these three stipulations within an archival and autoethnographic context, I would 

argue that an autoethnographic account of family history research could better convey the 

‘meaning and significance’ of the research experience. Second that the potential of heritage 

to influence others can occur at the individual, family and community levels. Finally that 

interpretation of the family history research process should not take place without two-way 

engagement with family historians themselves. 

Elsewhere in the heritage sector archaeologists have also been recasting their interpretative 

frameworks using principles of identity and subjectivity. McCarthy’s deconstruction of 

storytelling in archaeology unearths three implications for the use of fictional stories derived 

from archaeological data as a method to present findings.98 Firstly he argues that archaeology 

has the potential to be highly relevant and meaningful to the public because the stories it 

tells are based on material evidence that has a tangible connection with the human past. 

Second, a narrative approach shifts the professional mindset of archaeologists by imbuing the 

discipline with an increasingly humanitarian perspective which covers the life experiences of 
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 Uzzell and Ballantyne, pp. 510-511 

98
 John P. McCarthy, ‘More Than Just “Telling the Story”: Interpretive Narrative Archaeology’, in The 

Heritage Reader, ed. by Fairclough et al, pp. 536-544 (pp. 540-542) 
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individuals as well as civilisations. Finally, if used with caution and integrity,99 a narrative 

approach creates a bridge between truth and fiction, objectivity and subjectivity.  

Heritage and history have long been dichotomised into pairings such as subjective-objective, 

ideology-science, mythology-fact, marketing-education and personal-historical. These binary 

pairs are only beginning to come together and merge. The potential of autoethnography and 

other postmodern techniques is to further destabilise these strict divisions but not the render 

them meaningless. A postmodern approach to heritage studies instead encourages us to see 

these concepts as dynamic, changing and infinitely complex.  

2.4 Family History and Family Historians 

In anthropological terms ‘ancestors’ are forebears who are remembered.100 Kinship is 

fundamental to anthropology, which Good considers ‘hardly surprising, since it deals quite 

literally with matters of life and death, not to mention identity and personhood, honour and 

shame, control of property, and succession to positions of authority.’101 These themes are 

echoed just as strongly within the archive.  

Returning to Etherton’s study into the role of archives in the perception of self these 

anthropological concepts of family and personhood can be integrated into our understanding 
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 The ethics of a narrative approach to research is a rich subject in itself. McCarthy writes that ‘[the] 
data upon which our narratives are based must be available for independent review and 
reinterpretation by others, even if only relegated to the fine-print appendices at the back of the 
report,’ (McCarthy, p. 542). I would argue that for the health of any narrative produced from raw data, 
the data itself should feature prominently in the main body of work and the process of inference and 
analysis used to produce the narrative must also be open to interpretation. This is discussed further in 
the methodology chapter in parts 3.4 and 3.5. 

100
 Maurice Bloch, ‘Ancestors’, in Encyclopaedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology, ed. by Alan 

Barnard and Jonathan Spencer, p. 43 

101
 Anthony Good, ‘Kinship’ in Encyclopaedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology, ed. by Alan Barnard 

and Jonathan Spencer, pp. 311-318 (p. 311) 
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of records relating to the family. The importance of personal origins has been increasingly 

recognised as an innate desire, a drive propelling the need to strengthen bonds of connection 

with other human beings. But this process may be traumatic and difficult. Echoing Luepker’s 

work, Etherton argues that records can form part of a personal narrative that ‘plays an 

important role in making a patient feel that they are being listened to...’102 

Summarising advice from care professionals, Etherton suggests that front-line archive staff 

should ensure that they always tell the truth, avoid offering misleading information and not 

stoke false hopes. 103 Archivists, she stresses, must also be watchful for symptoms of anxiety 

in enquirers, maintain a supportive demeanour but in her endnotes Etherton admits that this 

requires training rather than adhoc empathy and good intentions.104 Similarly Uzzell and 

Ballantyne argue that while heritage professionals are willing to claim credit when visitors 

leave a heritage site having had a positive experience they may forget to consider unintended 

personal ramifications for visitors with a personal stake in that heritage.105 

The issue here is how to encourage an empathetic and flexible understanding of the personal 

value of family history. One possible approach could be the integration of academic and 

‘personal’ research by encouraging archive professionals to conduct their own family history 

research. 
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 According to Etherton personal narratives also have a part in palliative care increasing patient 
wellbeing and empowering patients, carers and practitioners (Etherton, pp. 228 and 230) 

103
 ‘Advice from care professionals is that we must never underestimate the need to know, especially 

for people separated from family or a family member, or the emotional upheaval that the search itself 
can cause.’ This is what Etherton calls a ‘drive state’, which combines cogitative, emotional and 
physical responses or needs to reach a goal. (Etherton, p. 235) 

104
 Etherton interviewed therapists and not archivists during her study. I believe this leads to a skewed 

perspective on the situation due to the health professionals' understandable bias. The experiences of 
archivists, as well as family history and genealogical groups, charities and so on are neglected due to 
the necessary scope and logistical limitations of the study. (Etherton, p. 245) 

105
 They ask: ‘How does one cater for those whom the interpretation provides a powerful, evocative 

and emotional experience?’ (Uzzell and Ballantyne, p. 512) 
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As a para-professional archivist, Bashforth situated his research into the paternal line of his 

family into the archival domain to evaluate the ways repositories arrange their collections.106 

Bashforth brings themes of masculinity, professional identity and father absence into the 

archive, through the use of his family’s stories.107Bashforth’s work is as much about the 

present and future state of his family as it is about the past. He utilises the concept of a 

personal archive to build a dialogue with his estranged daughter and to develop a deeper 

understanding of his identity.108 

Historian Mary Stewart harvested her family history to build a holistic picture of her ancestor 

and the wider historical context of 19th century New Zealand.109 Similar to Bashforth’s 

understanding that family history draws upon multiple research personas, Stewart found that 

she ‘could not pick out which parts of [her] work were family history, which were public 

history and which academic history: [She] had engaged with elements of all three.’110 Her 

research allowed her to build a rounded portrait of her ancestor whilst researching the wider 

religious and ethnic tensions of his era.111 
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 Bashforth utilises his experience of emotional estrangement from his father and his role as a father 
himself as a lens to interpret his father’s records: ‘This is the basic story around which the subsequent 
discussion about personal archives will weave,’ Bashforth, p. 205 

107
 Bashforth writes: ‘Because I have a personal connection with the subject of this collection the items 

are not silent and inert; they speak to me through my memories of the man, challenging my attempt to 
use my archival training as a means of containing what they represent.’ (Bashforth, p. 214) 

108
 Bashforth, p. 217 

109
 Mary Stewart, ‘Expanding the Archive: The Role of Family History in Exploring Connections within a 

Settler’s World’, in People and their Pasts..., ed. by Ashton and Kean, pp. 240-259 

110
 Stewart, p. 241 

111
 Stewart sees the value of his fusion of research personas as a way to ‘inform and enrich all types of 

history we produce, helping to achieve a more textured explanation of our pasts.’ (Stewart, p. 256) 
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2.5 Storying the Archive 

Personal journeys within the archive must be captured before they can be shared. The 

question is how do we present stories of archive use in an effective way and what 

complications would we face? 

Unlike some other disciplines within the humanities archive studies places a lesser emphasis 

on first person accounts of archive use, of touching documents and negotiating a repository. 

Tales of the ‘archive experience’ are broadly situated within three main categories: the 

archivist’s confessional tale112, data from interviews regarding the quality of reference 

services113 or narratives from scholars outside of the archive sector, including historians and 

sociologists.114 

Archives are read through the researcher’s own experiences. Ghosh’s account of her research 

into liaisons between native women and European men in India during the 18th century 

aimed to ‘expand our definitions of the kinds of knowledges that archives produce by 

destabilizing the notion that archives are only places of impersonal encounters with printed 

documents.’115 Ghosh also destabilised the division between fiction, anecdotes and historical 

                                                           
112

 Gerry Slater’s retrospective on his career and the archive sector following his retirement is one 
example, [See ‘Confessions of an Archivist’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, 29-2 (2008), 139-145]. 
The distance afforded by retirement and the authority earned through a long career gave Slater the 
motivation and time to deliver this address. It may also have given him greater leeway professionally 
and socially to divulge his experiences without fear of being considered overly subjective or 
sentimental. 

113
 Such as Yakel and Torres study of the experiences of genealogists. [Elizabeth Yakel and Deborah A. 

Torres, ‘Genealogists as a “Community of Records”’, The American Archivist, 70 (2007), 93-113] 

114
 Durba Ghosh provides an account of the different reactions her research garnered within British 

and Indian archives and how the cultural significance of her gender, status and profession reflects 
deep-seated racial and sexual tensions within Indio-British history, [See ‘National Narratives and the 
Politics of Miscegenation’, in Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions and the Writing of History, ed. by 
Antoinette Burton (Durham and London: Duke University Press), pp. 27-44] 

115
 Ghosh, p. 28 
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documents by drawing on published novels to examine the thematic tensions between 

literature and primary historical sources.116 

Ruth Roach Pierson, a historian and author, revealed that her research into the gender 

inequality in the Canadian military developed as a means for her to ‘revenge’ herself on the 

gender-driven double standards she encountered during her divorce.117 Her account of her 

research weaves historical information and references to archival sources with the visceral 

physical and emotional toll she encountered using the archive.  

‘Hour after hour I sat with my body facing the typewriter my head turned 

90 degrees to the left to read the microfiche screen. At night, back home 

in my hotel apartment, I, in an almost comatose state, would collapse 

into the one upholstered chair, lean back against a heating pat on my 

aching neck, a glass of wine in one hand. It was as though I had put 

myself under the power of a sadistic father confessor who had, for my 

sins, prescribed a set of severely self-punishing practices. Archival work 

as penance.’118 

Her experiences echo what Craven calls the ‘structure of feeling between record and 

reader.’119 Rejecting the ideal of historical objectivity, Roach Pierson discloses that the 

direction her published work took was partly fuelled by her sense of outrage at the 
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 Ghosh also weaves personal stories told to her by other researchers with her own research 
experiences and her thoughts about her ethnicity and career. (Ghosh, p. 32) 

117
 Ruth Roach Pierson, ‘Archival Research as Refuse, Penance, and Revenge’, Queen’s Quarterly, 114:4 

(2007), 490-500. 
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 Roach Pierson, para. 8 
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 Craven, p. 19 
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circumstances of her divorce and the ‘kind of vindicatory glee’ felt when exposing the wrongs 

she had not just perceived within the record, but had experienced as a married woman.120  

Beyond giving her a sense of ‘great satisfaction’121, Roach Pierson does not consider in the 

detail the ramifications of her experiences within the archive for her career and the work she 

produces. She does not apologise for her emotional investment in her work, which dissolves 

the binary opposition between objective and subjective research. Her outlook and her 

published work have reflexively nourished each other. However, the article stops short of 

considering the wider role of narrative testimony in historical research. 

Focusing on the archival sector Dever, Newman and Vickery argue that by revealing a 

researcher’s pathways through collections we can ‘interrogate the complicated relationships 

between historical subjects, the incomplete traces they leave behind and those of us who 

follow on, chasing, shifting and weighing those traces.’122 They model archival research as 

‘both literal and metaphorical forms of journeying.’123 

Yaeger Kaplan is uncompromising in her understanding of archival research. She writes that 

‘[private story-telling] dominates all stages of work in the archives. In the beginning, there is 

the story of a motivation; the story of a search, the story about the results... Yet conventional 

academic discourse requires that when you write up the results of your archival work, you tell 

a story about what you found, but not about how you found it.’124 These stories, successes 

and failures, are emotionally charged. For Yaeger Kaplan her challenge is to retrieve the 
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 Roach Pierson, para. 11 and 15 

121
 Roach Pierson, para. 18 

122
 Dever et al, p. 104 

123
 Dever et al, p. 113 

124
 Alice Yaeger Kaplan, ‘Working in the Archives’, Yale French Studies, 77 (1990), 103-116 (p. 103) 
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stories that are deleted in the final scholarly work and these ‘fables’ she insists can be 

analysed like a text.125 

Yaeger Kaplan’s work draws on mythology with references to Oedipus and Cassandra126; 

characters from mythology doomed by the information they uncovered. Paradoxically the act 

of telling these ‘archive stories’, according to Yaeger Kaplan, violates the spirit of the archive: 

its environment and its contents by forcing us to focus on the person digging ‘whose goal was 

to disappear behind the glory of her material.’127 Nevertheless, she does clarify that these 

stories are a necessary contingent of archival work and that these private truths are gauzy 

and fragile, easily erased as soon as research is concluded.128 The goal is to peel back this 

archival space; if we dare. 

The key distinction made by this kind of research is to displace the significance of archival 

records from the physical record itself or the information contained and resituate it in the 

metaphorical space between the researcher and the record.129 Autoethnography, with its 

reflexive outlook and balanced approach to personal experience and public consequences, 

could provide practitioners with the confidence to articulate their encounters with the 

archive as a physical space and as a repository of records that carry intimate significance for 

individuals and groups. By understanding the interaction between researchers and records, 
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 Yaeger Kaplan, p. 106 

126
 Yaeger Kaplan, p. 107. She writes that ‘Archival work is an epic, but it is also a dime novel, an 

adolescent adventure story. It is a mixed up genre whose tropes and figures cross over, multiply, 
intertwine.’ 

127
 Yaeger Kaplan, p. 107. I would disagree with this distinction between the researcher and the 

researched. The archive user is part of the archive’s life history; regardless of their individual intentions 
the user can never disappear. 

128
 These stories, she writes, ‘belong to this realm of [archival] passion, where intuition and 

coincidence turn random documents into results.’ Yaeger Kaplan, p. 115 

129
 They write ‘[we] prefer the view that meaning and significance are not necessarily inherent in the 

archival artefact... it is actively produced through engaged reading, which is always provisional 
inasmuch as it remains open to challenge and contestation.’ (Dever et al, p. 115) 
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the archive sector would be better situated to build bonds of common understanding and 

empathy between archive professionals and archive users. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

The literature review in part two explored the forms of ethnography and autoethnography 

that may be applicable to archive studies, particularly in the analysis of the experiences of 

archive users. It also presented an understanding of the current engagement with personal 

and family histories in the wider heritage sector. 

Part three will consider research objectives 2 and 2.1: 

2. Assess the advantages and disadvantages of an autoethnographic approach to the 

study of the family history user groups by situating myself within this group as a 

British person of Afro-Caribbean descent conducting her own small-scale family 

history project 

2.1. Using family historians researching Afro-Caribbean ancestors as a case 

study, explore the wider socio-cultural factors that shape the research 

experiences of this user group 

The following section describes the chosen data collection and analysis methodologies for 

this study, which comprise a combination of autoethnographic fieldwork, a semi-structured 

interview and interpretive data analysis. Finally the advantages of these approaches, their 

limitations and the strategies employed to mitigate methodological shortcomings will be 

discussed. 
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3.2 Autoethnography as Method 

My core research strategy adheres to the standards identified by Anderson in his 

conceptualisation of analytic autoethnography, which were laid out in part 2.2. This 

methodology was selected because its focus on research participants besides the self will 

generate data containing a greater breadth of perspectives, which better suits postmodern 

and interpretive frameworks where complexity of environment and variation in experience is 

embraced. Its emphasis on the relationship between researcher and participants also 

provides a stronger basis for an ethical research agenda. Below is a point-by-point statement 

of the ways I will adhere to Anderson’s framework: 

1. I will be conducing ethnographic fieldwork during a meeting of the Caribbean 

Family History Group130; a research group for individuals researching ancestors 

from the Caribbean. I have ‘complete member status’ within this social setting 

because I am conducing research into my Jamaican-born grandfather. 

2. I will employ analytic reflexivity by acknowledging the reciprocal influence 

between myself and others131 

3. I will be active and visible during the project and upfront about my research 

agenda 

4. I will maintain a dialogue with informants beyond myself, disciplining my 

personal narrative via a semi-structured interview with another family historian 

researching Caribbean ancestors. 

                                                           
130

 The Caribbean Family History Group is a research support group for individuals researching 
ancestors from the Caribbean. They meet monthly in either London or Solihull and have an advocacy 
role in promoting archival sources relating to the history of Caribbeans in and outside of the UK. I was 
invited to their meeting in Solihull in July 2011 and recorded my observations and experiences as part 
of this dissertation. 

131
 ‘Others’ in this case include my family members and other family historians I encounter. 
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5. I will commit to an analytic agenda by using my findings to contribute to the 

wider archive sector. 

3.2.1 The Ethnographic Other 

Principles two to four of Anderson’s model for analytic autoethnography stress the 

importance of analytic reflexivity via a reciprocal interaction between the researcher and 

research participants. Additonally, these principles argue for a highly visible researcher whose 

participation in the research setting as well as their personal perspective and bias is 

acknowledged as an active element in the research process. A two-way interaction between a 

researcher and research participant is more akin to a conversation than a traditional 

question-answer interview model. A ‘conversation’ places all parties on a more equal footing 

in terms of guiding the direction of a discussion, defining terms and questioning assumptions. 

Hollingsworth and Dybdahl’s argument for the critical importance of conversation as a 

method of data collection highlight the use of a constructivist framework for designing and 

interpreting interviews.132 The constructivist perspective posits that there is no single 

interpretation of data and that data is constructed within contexts which frame its 

interpretation; knowledge is co-constructed, co-analysed and co-interpreted by researchers 

and participants. 
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 Sandra Hollingsworth and Mary Dybdahl, ‘Talking to Learn: The Critical Role of Conversation in 
Narrative Inquiry’, in Handbook of Narrative Inquiry, ed. by D. Jean Clandinin, pp. 146-176 (p. 150) 
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Figure 3: Intersection of epistemology, theory and methodology in constructivist approaches to 

research.
133

 

Figure three above observes the principles of a constructivist research methodology, which 

adhere to Anderson’s key principles of analytic autoethnography including the reciprocity of 

researcher-participant relationship and a more even distribution of power between parties 

within a study in order to gauge more accurate representations of life experiences and to 

conduct research in an open and ethical manner. In order to collect data on the process of 

family history from others I will conduct open-ended interviews which utilise the principles of 

constructivism and conversational interviewing techniques. 
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 Adapted from Hollingsworth and Dybdahl, pp. 150-151 
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3.2.2 Confidentiality and Ethics 

Research ethics are a framework to guide the decision making of researchers, participants 

and other stakeholders. They enable research to generate the fairest and richest data 

possible and demonstrate that researchers have a long-term investment in their research 

outcomes.  

The aim of the interview in this study is to understand how individual family historians 

perceive and rationalise their behaviour and how their approach to their research has 

manifested itself in the information they have retrieved and in their relationships with others 

including their families, other researchers and record professionals. I also plan to inquire 

about their opinions of the long term personal and social values of family history research 

and the range of challenges they faced during the process. Interview as a qualitative 

methodology provoke the following ethical concerns: 

 How do researcher’s skills in listening, talking and sharing knowledge and decisions 

with participants and colleagues affect the outcomes of their work? 

 How do researchers take account of power differences between researchers and 

participants? How do we try to avoid the misuses of power and respect participants 

and colleagues rights? 

 How do researchers remain aware of their feelings, hopes for their research and fear 

and anxiety about mistakes and the effect of these on their research outcomes? How 

do they respond to participants similar concerns?  

 What are the possible effects of a research project touching on issues of class, 

ethnicity and family? How do we approach these topics in a way that makes 

participants feel safe? 
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Autoethnography carries more specific ethical considerations such as the consideration of 

researcher honesty and the anonymity of participants and family members. The strategies of 

data collection and analysis detailed below will attempt to answer these issues. 
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3.3 Data Collection 

 

Figure 4: A flowchart depicting the dual approach to my research methodology 

 

Autoethnographic 
Research Process 

Conduct research into 
the life of my 
grandfather 

Interview  relatives for 
background information. 

Record life history 
information. 

Attend Caribbean Family 
History Group meeting 
to interact with other 

family historians 

Conduct family history 
research using archive 

sources. Record 
observations in research 

journal 

Collate and describe 
data from research 
journal and archival 

sources 

Compare and contrast data 
collected from personal research 

and discussions with/observations 
of others. 

Approach family 
historians researching 

Caribbean ancestors for 
interviews 

Conduct Interview with 
another family historian 

Transcribe interview. 
Identify themes and 

issues covered by 
interviewee 
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Analytic autoethnography requires a parallel, two-pronged approach which synthesises self-

observation with observation of others. During this study I will conduct research into the life 

of my Jamaican grandfather whilst engaging in discussions with others conducting similar 

personal research. The final stage of the research process will involve a detailed account of 

the results of my family history project and a comparison the personal observations I made 

during the process with the experiences of another family historian.  

3.3.1 A Structured Approach to Autoethnography and Self-Observation 

The first of Anderson’s principles for analytic autoethnography states that he researcher has 

‘complete member’ status within the social group they are studying, maintaining the dual 

role of participant and observer, which they must reconcile or at least account for. In order to 

fulfil the personal-data portion of autoethnographic study I will collect what Chang calls ‘self 

reflective data’ by conducting ‘autobiographical fieldwork’134. Through systematic 

observation of the periods I spend conducting family history research I will be able to track 

my emotional, cognitive and interpersonal experiences. This data, inscribed into a research 

journal and later rewritten and interpreted during the data analysis stage.  

However, this personal journal is not kept completely up to random observations. Chang 

frames her self-observation techniques within a series of exercises designed to probe 

personal values including the construction of a ‘culture gram’135, which links various aspects 
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 Chang, p. 89 

135
 See Chang, pp. 97-99 for instructions on how to complete a culture gram. A copy of my completed 

culture gram, which provides some context for my interpretation of my data, can be found in the 
appendix. 
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of an individual’s sense of identity to reframe researcher’s perspective to accept a wider 

range of interpretations for autoethnographic data.136 

3.3.2 The Oral History Method 

Dever et al impress a concept of archival research as relying ‘on encounters, as well as the 

need to discover linkages and to test the limits and modes of history making.’137 Interaction 

with others during this research project is vital to formulate a greater appreciation for the 

networks of influence which are built during family history research. 

In respect to the focus of this dissertation, which is the personal value of family history 

research, a methodology which respects the fluidity of identity and acknowledges the power 

dynamics between interviewer and interviewee is most suitable. In light of these issues of 

ethics and power I will incorporate techniques utilised during oral history interviewing. Oral 

history interviewing aims to produce an accurate portrayal of an individual’s opinions and 

experiences in their own words whilst taking into account the interpretive bias of the 

interviewer and his or her relationship with the interviewee. 

Portelli was one of earliest defenders of oral history as a legitimate data gathering practice.138 

He argued that oral history had specific qualities not found within written sources including 
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 For example, by incorporating my opinions about my profession with my views on my family and 
race I can increase the depth of description and analysis I can apply to the observations generated 
during my family history research. Identities are not presumed to be fixed in a culture gram. A culture 
gram represents a particular point in time and space; in this case it represents my state of mind at the 
outset of my research into my grandfather. 

137
 Dever et al, p. 96 

138
 Alessandro Portelli , ‘What Makes Oral History Different’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. by Robert 

Perks and Alistair Thomson, pp. 32-42 
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the ‘aural’ attributes found within pauses, tone, volume and rhythm which carry social, 

personal and emotional significance ripe for analysis.139  

The defining aspect of the oral history movement was the repositioning of the narrator which 

pulls them into the narrative and makes them ‘a party of the story.’140 Yow outlined this 

conceptual shift, which grew to articulate the effect of the interview process on the 

interviewer, their reactions and intrusions into the interpretive process.141 

Oral history is complimentary to autoethnography because it promotes a sceptical stance 

towards objectivity and aims for deeper awareness of power dynamics and subjectivity 

during the research process.142 Oral history also considers the human mind to be ‘...not a 

passive depository of facts, but an active process of creation or meanings.’143 

During the recording of interview testimonies ‘both interviewer and narrator have in the back 

of their minds the presence of other audiences.’144 The eventual completion of this 

dissertation is a factor that will affect my actions as researcher and the opinions of potential 

participants. In light of this I have composed an information sheet and consent form which 

describes the agenda of this research project, hypothesises as to its long-term value and 
                                                           
139

 Portelli writes that ‘[by] abolishing these traits we flatten the emotional content of speech down to 
the supposed equanimity and objectivity of the written document’, pp. 34-35 

140
 Portelli, p. 41 

141
 Yow argues that ‘we need to not only question our own work, we need to place published writing in 

a total context which includes revelation of our own agendas when the reader needs this information 
to evaluate the research.’ See Valerie Yow, ‘“Do I Like Them Too Much?’ Effects of the Oral History 
Interview on in the interviewer and Vice-Versa’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. by Robert Perks and 
Alistair Thomson, pp. 54-72 (pp. 62-63) 

142
 On the political and ideological elements of oral history, Portelli concludes that ‘Writing radical oral 

history, then, is not a matter of ideology, of subjective sides-taking or choosing one set of sources 
instead of another. It is, rather, inherent in the historian’s perspective in the story in the assumption of 
responsibility which inscribes her or him in the account and reveals historiography as an autonomous 
act of narration.’ (p. 41) 

143
 Portelli, p. 37 

144
 Yow, p. 66 
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details as to where copies of the dissertation will be kept.145 In this way I hope to 

communicate that my awareness of the rights of research participants does not end at the 

completion of the interview. This kind of awareness of our mutual responsibility and stake in 

the research process therefore is situated ‘on the main stage’146 of this project. 

Anderson and Jack provide three broad suggestions for ethical interviewing: the interviewer 

should immerse themselves in the moral language of the interviewee to become sensitive to 

the self-perception of participants, allow participants to make meta-statements about their 

own where they reflect upon what they had just said and finally to listen to the specific logic 

of the narrative, i.e. its unique aspects including seeming inconsistencies and the rhythm and 

construction of the narrative.147 The potential of an oral history-style interview calls for ‘a 

shift in methodology from information gathering... to interaction, where the focus is on 

process, on the dynamic unfolding of the subject’s viewpoint.’148 Beyond formulating 

questions, learning to listen ‘in stereo’149 to receive the implicit meanings beneath explicit 

exposition is a key skill required in effective interviewing. 

3.3.3 Conducting the interview 

Building on these principles of oral history interviewing Hollingsworth and Dybdahl developed 

eight key principles for conversational interviews as a data collection technique, which I will 

adopt. They advise that researchers: 
                                                           
145

 A copy of this information sheet and consent form can be found in the appendix. The information 
sheet also allows research participants to request access to the final report. This addresses the unequal 
distribution of power between researcher and participant by allowing those involved full access to the 
end product their participation has helped to generate. 

146
 Yow, p. 67 

147
 Anderson and Jack, pp. 137-139 

148
 Anderson and Jack, p. 140 

149
 Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack, ‘Learning to Listen: Interview Techniques and Analyses’, in The 

Oral History Reader, ed. by Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, pp. 129-142 (p. 130) 
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1. Develop bonds of trust with participants and listen non-judgementally. 

2. Initially scaffold or structure conversations around defined themes and concepts150 

3. Encourage talk about topics that are controversial or difficult. 

4. Allow emergent purposes for the conversation to develop even if they fall outside the 

immediate scope of the research question. 

5. Value different discourse styles, vocabularies and definitions of key terms. 

6. Specifically articulate the learning that occurs through conversational exchanges with 

others and how this affects the researcher’s interpretation of the results. 

7. Examine personal assumptions and bias. 

8. Pay attention to issues of power in the relationship between researcher and 

participant. 

3.4 Framework for Data Analysis 

The competent analysis of narratives and life histories is an ethical imperative. This 

imperative bridges the seemingly insurmountable ‘breach’ between empathetic 

understanding and academic rigour, but the complexity and quantity of data generated 

during open-ended interviews can make consistent and valid analyses difficult to achieve. 

During her analysis of interview transcripts produced during her ethnography of film 

preservation, Gracy utilised an ‘open coding’ method during which interview testimony and 

field-notes are scrutinised for key phrases, tacit understandings and associations between 

concepts until analytical saturation has been reached. This process is selective, conceptual 

and layered.151  

                                                           
150

 A list of themed interview questions used during this research project can be found in the appendix. 

151
 Gracy, pp. 352-354 
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Gracy presents a self-critique of her methodology as a reply to potential accusations of 

bias.152 Comparatively, an autoethnographic approach carries a greater emphasis on bias as 

something to be acknowledged but also utilised during the interpretive process rather than 

suppressed. Gracy’s description of the way she structured interviews skims the surface of 

reflexive analysis because does not delve into the roots of her bias and the reason for her 

assumptions as a professional.153 But her aims for intellectual honesty regarding her 

assumptions mean little attention is paid to the sources of her the ‘strongly held beliefs.’154 

With these issues considered, I have selected an alternative framework for the analysis of 

data. Drawn from a metaphor originating in the field of photography, Pamphilon’s multi-

disciplinary ‘Zoom Model’ for the dynamic analysis of life stories acknowledges several facets 

of the interview process from a constructivist perspective: that narratives are in a continual 

process of ‘becoming’, that the voices of interviewers and interpreters are not passive but a 

major contributor to the generation and presentation of data and that a narrator is ‘creating 

herself with the telling.’155 Pamphilon achieves this by weaving multiple and potentially 

contradictory perceptions, attitudes and social mores into a single analytical framework. 

Pamphilon’s approach relies on a visual metaphor; that of the camera zooming in and out to 

select and capture elements in the foreground, middle ground and background. As a 

photographer composes a photograph by actively engaging with their subject matter, the 

interviewer negotiates the auditory, textual and sub-textual layers of a narrative. Interviews, 

                                                           
152

 Gracy, p. 355 

153
 She writes that ‘I always sought to present an even-handed, balanced description of events and 

interactions’ (Gracy, p. 356) 

154
 Gracy, p. 356 

155
 Barbara Pamphilon, ‘The Zoom Model: A Dynamic Framework for the Analysis of Life Histories’, 

Qualitative Inquiry, 5:3 (1999), 393-410 (p. 394). The zoom model draws on post-structural discourse 
analysis as well as psychology and anthropology, which suits the approach of this research project. 
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like photographs, ‘are not taken, rather they are made’156 and the systems which we use to 

move between layers of meaning should be demystified. The components of this model are 

illustrated in figure five below. 

 

Figure 5: Components of Barbara Pamphilon's Zoom Model 

The macro-zoom frames the socio-cultural dimensions of a narrative, examining the impact of 

dominant social discourses and narrative structures or storytelling conventions of wider 

society. Meso-zoom provides for narrative dimensions such as the functions of description, 

argumentation, themes and vocabulary to construct answers. The auditory qualities of 

interviews, which may be lost in the transcription process, are emphasised by the micro-

zoom level of Pamphilon’s model. Pauses, tone, speed, stuttering, laughter and volume are 
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gauges for the emotions that ‘reveal the fullness of each life account.’157 Finally the 

interactional zoom positions the voice, reactions and behaviour of the interviewer as a track 

which can follow, overlap or diverge from the narrative path taken by the interviewee. 

Pamphilon believes that this awareness of self should be actively and responsibly embraced 

and that it enhances rather than undercuts the interpretation of a life history.158 

This methodology is suitable from an autoethnographic perspective because it rejects the 

assumed objectivity of the investigator, challenges the power dynamics between researcher 

and participant and conceptualises the interview as a multi-directional conversation as 

opposed to a unidirectional exchange between interviewer and ‘subject’. The model reflects 

the adaptations and negotiations carried out by both parties during the construction of self-

image and relationships.159  

3.5 Framework for Data Presentation 

The act of writing is essential to ethnographic practice: ‘The ethnographer “inscribes” cultural 

discourse; he writes it down.’160 The act of taking fieldnotes based on observations of a 

transient event leaves a faint mark or partial representation of that event. The way data is 

presented to readers is instrumental in stimulating a response. Autoethnography aims to 

                                                           
157

 Pamphilon, p. 404. 

158
 She writes that ‘I believe we must begin to take risks by self-consciously, but not self-centeredly, 

writing ourselves into the text.’ (Pamphilon, p. 405) 

159
 Much like Uzzell and Ballantyne‘s hot interpretation referred to in Part 2 ‘openly admits that 

information is by its nature value laden and attempts to engage with the whole person’, the zoom 
model engages with the entire interview process including the relationship between interviewer and 
interviewee and the interplay of cognitive, social and emotional exchange that occurs. 

160
 Geertz, p. 19 (emphasis in original) 
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engage readers on an emotional as well as cognitive level through creative use of narrative 

forms, such as poetry and verse.161 

3.5.1 Writing as a method of inquiry 

Within autoethnography writing is more than an act of telling. ‘Writing is also a way of 

“knowing”- a method of discovery and analysis.’162 Postmodernists consider language the 

building blocks of social organisation, power and subjective experience. ‘Language’ 

Richardson explains, ‘is not the result of one’s individuality; rather language constructs the 

individual’s subjectivity in ways that are historically and locally specific.’163 Identity is co-

constructed continually during the composition of narrative accounts. This emphasis on 

continual and context specific creation of narratives recalls the importance of a reflexive 

approach to research promoted via autoethnography. Evocative experimental forms of 

writing display interpretive frameworks of their own, including their use of language, 

structure and motif. These literary devices should be analysed as ‘cultural products’ and as 

‘methods for rendering the sociological.’164 

In an attempt to capture those aspects of an interview that are believed by some scholars to 

be ‘unavailable in a written text’165 such as pauses, tonal changes and laughter I have 

explored the approaches to transcription and creative writing that present an auditory 

information in a visual way. 
                                                           
161

 For example, Kidd and Finlayson employ literary devices such as personification and motifs which 
act as anchors in the interpretation of their autoethnographic accounts. These motifs provide structure 
without suffocating the voices of research participants. Though their semi-fictional vignettes were time 
consuming to produce, they blur the boundaries between research and literature to make the overlap 
between personal, cultural and academic interpretation visible. 

162
 Richardson, p. 516 

163
 Richardson, p. 518 

164
 Richardson, p. 521 

165
 Anderson and Jack, p. 140 
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Transcripts of oral recordings are akin to translations; ‘they are always partial and selective 

textual representations’166 of multifaceted speech and action. Therefore the act of 

transcription requires repeated engagement with recorded sound in order to develop and 

amend the transcript.167 My method of interview transcription is as follows: 

1. Make a ‘raw’ transcript of the interview with minimal notations aside from details of 

pauses, interruptions and other noise (such as laughter) 

2. Select passages of speech which carry insight into themes of identity, family history, 

relationships and heritage.168 

3. Re-engage with recordings of these passages. Re-listen and make detailed notes of vocal 

inflections, tone, cadence and rhythm.  

4. Repeat until I am satisfied that I have ‘captured’ the content and context of the recording 

as I have interpreted it. 

5. Use notes taken during repeated listening of the interview to make an analysis based on 

Pamphilon’s zoom model.169 

Transcription is a series of choices which orientate the meaning of an exchange and the 

identity of its actors. How do you write a sigh? To aid consistency and interpretation I have 
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 Tim Rapley, Doing Conversation, Discourse and Document Analysis (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 
2007) p. 50 

167
 Rapley recommends that that a transcription should be produced and reproduced in multiple drafts 

in order to capture the tone, rhythm and cadence of speech, which carry meaning, until the author is 
satisfied. (Rapley, p. 53) As with autoethnographic description, which is a representation of an event at 
a particular time and place and from a particular perspective, transcriptions are living documents that 
carry the weight of the author’s conscious and subconscious perspective (in this case mine). 

168
 Due to time restrictions, transcribing entire interviews in this manner would be impractical and 

likely unnecessary. In order to make a deeper analysis of the interview in view of the aims of this 
dissertation I will focus in on passages with key words and terms such as ‘family’ and ‘history’ as having 
priority for analysis. A full ‘raw’ transcription of the interview can be found in the appendix.  

169
 Rapley reminds us that the written transcript should never be used as the starting point in analysis. 

The transcript is a memory aid and a way of shaping and presenting interpretations of conversation to 
readers, but the act of transcription is the fertile ground where analysis occurs. (Rapley, p. 70) 
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devised a key to represent ‘un-writable’ yet evocative elements of speech (see figure six 

below).170 

 

Figure 6: Key for the transcription of recorded interviews
171

  

                                                           
170

 Rapley argues that a transcript is always ‘a secondary, memory device’ to the original event and can 
never be a complete record of that encounter. Instead transcriptions are a method of communicating 
what was said and how it was interpreted and translated by another. (Rapley, p. 64) 

171
 This key is based partly on Poland’s Instructions for Transcribers (reprinted in Rapley, p. 57) 

Pauses: Pauses are denoted by  a longer 
than usual space on the page,  

e.g. "I don't                      know for sure." 

Trail off: a speaker trailing off is denoted 
by an ellipsis (...) 

Laughter/Coughing etc: are indicated 
between asterisks , e.g.  *laughs* 

Interuptioned speech: are shown by a 
hyphen (-) 

Overlaps: when two speakers talk over 
each other this is shown with the second 
speaker in brackets beneath the section 
they spoke over,  

e.g. Mary: That's exactly what I said. 

                               John: (I remember.) 

Volume changes: are indicated by 
changing font sizes, e.g. an increase in 

volume:  

"Oh, no. I definetely don't agree with 
that."  

Emphasis: strong emphasis on words is 
indicated with italics, bold or CAPITALS to 
reflect a moderate, strong and very strong 

tone respectively 

Held Sounds: when vowels and 
consonents are extended, this is shown via 

hyphens, e.g. "That was go-o-o-d"  
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3.6 Limitations 

Autoethnography carries several potential pitfalls. Personal narratives in distinguishing 

themselves from traditional scholarly writing can unwittingly perpetuate the false dichotomy 

(between the personal and the professional, the emotional and the rational) that they seek to 

deconstruct. My aim with this project is not to provide a rigid framework for the pursuit of 

knowledge by family historians, but to develop a series of principles through which archivists 

and archive users can reflect on their practice and interactions within realms of experience 

including but not limited to the professional and the personal or interpersonal. 

Perception of the researcher by others is an additional factor to reconcile with 

methodological design and data analysis.172 I will be upfront about my research agenda. 

However this may lead to potential participants interacting with me in anticipation of the 

work I am producing, which could skew their interactions with me. The information sheet 

explaining the context of my research could help to mitigate these issues slightly, but my 

visibility as a researcher is essential for ethical reasons and the consequences of this will have 

to be accounted for during the data analysis stage. The information sheet and consent form 

provides participants with the right to reply to my research, which may help in balancing the 

power dynamics within the researcher/researched relationship. 

                                                           
172

 Whilst her academic background was an advantage to Shankar during her study she observed that 
the negative experiences she had had during her career as could affect her work. She concludes that 
she was ‘far enough away’ from her previous experiences to prevent triggering ‘long-held 
resentments’. (p. 375) Nevertheless, the dismissal of potential researcher bias and the vague reference 
to past resentments leaves a missing piece to Shankar’s own research. She discusses power dynamics 
within the laboratory environment and the reticence of lab staff that she interacted with but down-
plays much of her perspective and reaction to these events though she does observe favourably that 
her work helped her to study herself and resolve conflicts about her professional and personal 
identities (p. 379) thought this does not appear to have been part of her initial research design. 
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Due to limits in time and word count, the extent to which I can call my study ‘narrative 

inquiry’ or ‘ethnography’ is limited. Hollingsworth and Dybdahl define extensive relationships 

between researcher and participant as a key characteristic of narrative and ethnographic 

research.173 My study will lack the extended scope and depth of mainstream ethnographies. 

However, this approach will allow me to gain a working knowledge of a variety of research 

techniques. 

A related limitation is my research sample size. I will be combining personal data recorded 

during my family history research with data from a single ninety minute interview with one 

family historian researching Caribbean ancestry and my observations of a field visit to a 

meeting of the Caribbean Family History Group. This will limit the extent to which I can build 

generalisations from my results and will increase the chances of me failing to collect rich 

data. However I would argue that “failure” is a pejorative and perhaps unjustly so. A 

disappointing result within any study, but particularly ethnography which deals with systems, 

practices and meanings, is still a result.174 My objective is to test the value of 

autoethnography as a research methodology within a fairly small case study. The variety of 

data I plan to gather and the utilisation of analytical frameworks, such as the zoom model, 

should provide ample opportunity to achieve depth of analysis. 

Part four of this dissertation presents the results of my research in the form of written 

accounts of my experiences as a family historian and an analysis of my interview with and 

observations of other family historians. 
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 Hollingsworth and Dybdahl, p. 157 

174
 Shankar agrees, noting that ‘one can learn a great deal from the negative cases.’ (p. 376) 
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4. “We need to talk about Granddad”- Autoethnography in the 

Archives 

4.1 Family History as Rite of Passage 

Arnold van Gennep revolutionised the way anthropologists saw ritual175. van Gennep argued 

that ceremonial activities should be seen as a whole; something studied within its context 

from beginning to end. 

 

Figure 7: Schema of ‘rites de passage’ 
176

 

                                                           
175

 In this thesis ‘ritual’ is defined as action separate from ‘everyday practices’ which has an assumed 
purpose, function or meaning and that either explicitly supports or tacitly legitimates social structures. 
Meanings behind rituals may be contested even within one social grouping and ritual symbols may be 
modified over time. See Jon P. Mitchell, ‘Ritual’, in Encyclopaedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology, 
ed. by Alan Barnard and Jonathan Spencer, pp. 490-492. 

176
 Adapted from Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. by Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle 

L. Caffee (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, 1960). Though inspired by positivist principles of 
generating ‘grand theory’ based on empirical observation, the rites of passage model presents an 
flexible schema to compare ‘rites de passage’ from a variety of cultures, contexts and activities. These 
stages do not see the same emphasis in all ceremonies but each stages provides a broad interpretation 
of, not just the ‘what’ of ritual, but the why. The model incorporates the physical movement of 
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This formed the basis of the ‘Rites of Passage’ model which marks the passing from one stage 

of life and into another. Rites of passage incorporates three main ideas: that human life 

follows a course which is malleable and contains often cyclical stages of development, that 

these cycles cover three phases of passage (which are separation from normal practice, 

transition into a formative zone where change occurs and re-emergence from the ritual 

process with an altered status or identity). According to van Gennep’s model, shown in figure 

7, life is built from cycles of renewal and crisis. Rituals cushion transition through these 

crises.177 Ronald L. Grimes’ revision of van Gennep’s thesis broadens the definition of ritual as 

a structured socio-cultural response to a threat, life crisis or the need to mark a milestone.178 

In this way archives act as a layered zone for the enacting of rituals: there is an act of 

transformation within the creation of a record, such as a birth certificate that marks an 

individual’s citizenship as well as in the processing of a current record into a record-keeping 

system and perhaps eventually into an archive. The act of researching and sharing 

information, the pursuit of knowledge, objects or texts for an outcome, whether defined or 

unknown, is also a rite of passage- a transformative event. This structure of separation-

                                                                                                                                                                        
participants through ritual and its symbolic significance for the changes that occur in social 
relationships or statuses. 

177
 In the introduction to the 1960 translation of van Gennep’s seminal work, Solon T. Kimball outlines 

the lasting significance of the rites of passage model: ‘[van Gennep’s] analysis... is valid for 
understanding the problems associated with the “alienated” and the “unclaimed” of modern societies. 
It also has relevance for theories of change.’ He also writes that there is a growing realisation that 
‘mental illness may arise because an increasing number of individuals are forced to accomplish their 
transition alone and with private symbols.’ (van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. by Vizedom and 
Caffee, p. x and xviii) 

178
 Funerals, birthdays, graduations, the menopause: these are some of the life events and activities 

which Grimes suggests can be marked by rites of passage. [Ronald L. Grimes, Deeply into the Bone: Re-
inventing Rites of Passage, (Berkeley and LA California: University of California Press, 2002).] 
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transformation-reintegration is reflected in the following account of my experiences as a 

family historian.  

4.1.1 Separation 

‘I’ll put the microphone there just to test it...’ I told my mum, because I’d forgotten what I’d 

planned to say to her, ‘I tested the microphone on myself but uhh  yeah. So yes 

I wanted to research my granddad  as part of my dissertation and  what sort of things 

would you like to tell me about him to help me do the research? Do you know his date of 

birth?’179 

Mum exhaled, eyes rolling upward slightly, ‘Well I’ll tell you everything I remember what I 

know. What I remember. Alexander Randall, known to his friends as Dicky. I think he was born 

in 1915, around that time, in St. Catherine’s in Jamaica. He had a brother called James     Jim 

and a sister called Leah. L-E-A-H I think is how is how you spell her name. And um I remember 

um what he told me really. He lived in Jamaica it was quite countryside really quite rural and 

came to Britain I think in the late 1950s-57-58. Um he worked as a shed man for British Rail 

um. He died in 1981.’ 

I frowned, ‘That’s later than I thought.’ 

‘Later than you thought?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

                                                           
179

 The autoethnographic accounts in this chapter are written in italics to distinguish narratives based 
on my memory with my analysis and the data gathered during the interview with Sebastian. I have 
written these accounts with the consent and blessing of my mother. 
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Somehow I’d always imagined that my grandfather had died a good decade or so before my 

birth. Now the distance between his life and mine had been cleaved in two. And I wasn’t 

prepared. 

Families choose which stories to pass on. This is part of the act of child rearing. The stories 

chosen bend the lens of family heritage and become imbued with what Ruth Finnegan calls 

‘symbolic depth’180 over time. These narratives are re-spun each time they are told.181 Family 

stories are interpreted differently by each family member. This conversation with my mother 

was my first step into the world of family history research. I had entered with a mental list of 

the facts I had hoped to obtain: dates, names and places. My aims were strictly factual and I 

had been unprepared for the weight of the knowledge and the assumptions I had had to 

readjust. 

Finnegan asks if we can believe facts from oral evidence and flags the elements of family 

knowledge which are liable to be inaccurate such as names (which may be changed) or ages 

and dates (which could have been omitted or altered for the sake of legality or vanity).182 The 

advice is sound and by extension, in my view, demonstrates that the process of correction 

(i.e. of clarifying inaccuracies in the family thread) reveals more than the ‘true’ fact on its 

own. The adjustment of the age of an infant to mask a premarital pregnancy for example 

reveals much about the perceptions of individuals and cultures. It sheds light on what we may 

be tempted to think of as human frailty or tragedy and on our own extreme reactions to what 

may have been common acts at the time. We may feel betrayed by the record. 
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 Ruth Finnegan, ‘Family Myths, Memories and Interviewing’, in The Oral History Reader, ed. by 
Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, pp. 177-183 (p. 177) 

181
 ‘Those who enunciate and guard the traditions,’ writes Finnegan, ‘are thus not just passive 

transmitters but also, in a way, active creators of family’s ethos.’ (Finnegan, p. 178) 

182
 Finnegan, p. 181 
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Though I had not been lied to (the dates I had carried in my head were part imagination, part 

genuine mistake) even the slight revision of my family’s life history separated me from the 

taken-for-granted structures of knowledge I had built growing up. Uzzell and Ballantyne’s 

model for engagement with heritage, covered in Part 2, demonstrates that the time between 

a historical event and the life of those experiencing it can reduce or increase its emotive 

impact.183 By drawing my grandfather’s death closer in time to my birth, my emotional stake 

in this part of my family history was enhanced in a very real way. 

I’d been trapped between the urge to put aside the information I had learned from my mother 

and the drive to prove or disprove it. Somewhere in this haze I’d accessed the GRO index 

online and found the entry for my grandfather’s death. The envelope containing his death 

certificate is on the counter dangerously close to my coffee. I play with it until the numbness 

wears off, letting it flap back and forth in my hand as I climb and descend the stairs. When I 

tear it open and feel the watermark with my fingers I’m laughing at how morbid and how 

inappropriate I am. 

As I read the record of my grandfather’s death I linger on his middle name ‘George’, which I’d 

never have guessed. I confirm the date he died and count the months, years between it and 

the day I was born (4 years, 6 months or there about). Finally I read the cause of death: 

‘Pulmonary Embolism, fracture left tibia and fibula, Verdict: accidental death.’ I fold the paper 

back and slip it into its envelope.184 

Our expectations of the emotional response to records should not be reduced to clichés. 

Clifford, in reference to aboriginal material culture, stressed that ‘it would be wrong to 
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certificate has diverse implications for my research and my feelings regarding my family’s past. 
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reduce the objects’ traditional meanings, the deep feelings they still evoke to “contact” 

responses. If a mask recalls a grandfather or an old story, this must include feelings of loss 

and struggle; but it must also include access to powerful continuity and connection.’185  

Whilst Etherton’s article framed records as affecting an individual’s sense of self her work 

couches the resulting emotional reactions in relatively broad terms.186 However, when I 

handled written proof of the circumstances of my grandfather’s death as a result of injuries 

incurred when being hit by a car at a pedestrian crossing, my emotional reactions were 

layered and confused. Feelings of loss, excitement, fresh grief and guilt co-existed. 

4.1.2 Transition 

I arrived on time at Solihull library to meet with the Caribbean Family History Group armed 

with my death certificate. Malcolm, the group’s chairman guides me to a seat at the 

computer cluster and logs me on. 

‘Do you have a pedigree chart yet?’ he asks as he slaps the mouse a few times and the 

computer blinks awake. 

I shrug and kick my bag under the desk, ’Uh. No.’ 

He hands me a sheet of paper with a blank family tree that stretches across four generations. 

I blanch, realising I could barely fill about a quarter of it with what I know. 
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Malcolm leaves me and I start to fill in the details of my family tree, including my mother’s 

date of birth and my grandfather’s full name and details from the GRO certificate. 

‘Oh, uh,’ Malcolm glances over my shoulder and tells me, a little hesitantly that there’s a 

certain etiquette when filling in a pedigree chart.  

Surnames are written in uppercase and dates are abbreviated. Patiently, Malcolm flips the 

sheet and jots down the methodology he uses to organise his family history research. I 

suddenly feel self-conscious but also fascinated.187 

Whilst not a focus group setting, the Caribbean Family History Group meeting reflected 

similar dynamics as described by Farnsworth and Boon in their analysis of focus group 

behaviour.188 The focus group, rather than a neutral canvas for individual opinion, is ‘like any 

other social practice where the individual is influenced in what they say and how or if they 

say it by the group’s dynamics.’189 The group, like any other social setting, has its own rules 

and conventions. Performative experience within a group environment can reveal the 

meanings behind shared activities and ideas. From my observations of this research group I 

realised that family history research is often conducted with a high degree of precision and 

that its presentation to others, whether in the form of hardcopy folders or blogs, is a source 

of pride.190 
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 A copy of my ‘semi-finished’ pedigree chart following these conventions can be found in the 
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 John Farnsworth and Bronwyn Boon, ‘Analysing group dynamics within focus groups’, Qualitative 

Research, 10:5 (2010), 605-624. Their study explores how group identities are reflected in focus groups 
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the way family historians organise their work. As an archivist I arrange and catalogue regularly. Whilst I 



Carly Donaldson-Randall 
“We need to talk about Granddad”: Autoethnography in the Archives 

72 

 
Control is a core element of Wood’s article on the fetish of archival documents and 

information191, but whereas she emphasises the control placed on a document by the 

archivist, the family history research group I observed placed their own forms of control on 

records and information with encoded structures, etiquettes and conventions for display and 

communication. 

 

Within thirty minutes of this group research session I discovered online a scan of the recorded 

entry of my grandfather’s birth taken from the Jamaican archives and published on 

familysearch.net.192 

My great grandfather was named Hyman and he was a cultivator. I have nine great aunts and 

uncles. My great grandmother’s name was Maybell/Mabel and she had at least seven 

different maiden names: Darcas. Dacres. Dacan. Dacers. Davis. Dades. Daseres. 

It’s likely that she hadn’t been literate and the registrars had had to approximate the spelling 

of her name as best as they could. Before my arrival here I’d barely thought about anyone 

beyond my grandfather but now I have his parents and brothers and sisters laid out on a 

computer screen. 

                                                                                                                                                                        
see the organised work of family historians as a way of controlling records, the family historians 
themselves may have very different interpretations of the significance of the way they conduct their 
work. The culture gram I drew in preparation for this study, a copy of which is in the appendix, shows 
that my identity as an archivist is central to my understanding of my research experiences. It is one of 
the lenses I use to view the world and informs my analyses. 

191
 Wood, p. 42 
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 A copy of my grandfather’s birth record detailing some of the information mentioned is in the 
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My head spins and I’m already mentally piecing together what I imagined their lives had 

looked like. I scratch down their names and their dates of birth in my note pad as a loud cheer 

swells up behind me. I turn and find a group of about six people hunched over another family 

historian’s computer, watching intently and chatting away as the researcher follows a 

potential lead through cyberspace. Family history, I’ve found, is like a spectators’ sport. When 

the family historian’s lead turns out to be a red herring, the crowd shares an exaggerated 

groan of commiseration. 

In their survey of the information seeking behaviour of genealogists, Duff and Johnson noted 

that differentiating people with the same name within registers could be achieved via the use 

of directories, comparative dates and biographical information.193 Nevertheless, what their 

survey does not discuss is the role of intuition and hunches in the research process and the 

effect these emotional responses have on the researcher. During my field visit to the family 

history group’s research meeting I observed that recollections of research carried out by 

members included accounts of ‘failures’ and dead-ends as well as successes. Grime’s 

approach to rites of passage embraces the value of individual narratives arguing that through 

the telling and retelling of experiences of a rite can stretch the significance of the event 

across time, downplay its effects or throw its contradictions into high relief.194 Family history 

research as a rite of passage in this setting is more than a sum of its results; it is a living, 

continuous and embellished narrative of every twist, turn, derailment and triumph that is 

designed to be shared and to entertain likeminded others. 
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4.1.3 Incorporation 

I made it home from the Caribbean Family History Group meeting at seven in the evening. 

‘How was it?’ my mother asks. I sink onto the arm of her chair and she takes my hand. 

I tell her that I’d found something: the names of her grandparents.  

She sits up, ‘Well?’  

I show her a printout of her father’s birth record and we drink it in together. 

The family history information I retrieved had come from online surrogates of original records 

stored halfway around the world.  Dever et al weigh the physicality of paper with the 

movements associated with sifting through boxes where elements of wear and tear have 

settled over time. These features ‘fuel our reading-room romances with the physical object’ 

they argue and are not found via a computer screen.195 On the other hand, Craven argued 

that the experiencing of interacting with an online record is different to handling an original 

document but is not without drama: ‘The relationship between an individual and the digitized 

image here seems to be more like that experienced by a person watching a film: visual and 

intimate...’196 She suggests that by downloading a copy of a document a family historian may 

feel that ‘it has been removed from its archival context and that it is being placed and owned 

in its family context.’197 My experience falls in line with Craven’s considerations of online 

surrogates versus original documents. The digitised record of my grandfather’s birth was 
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virtually shifted in context from its repository to my family unit; it was reincorporated into 

the family fold. 

4.2 Traces198 

The following analysis compares my experiences of family history research with that of 

Sebastian Matthews, a Barbados-born family historian who shared his experiences with me 

via interview.199 This section utilises Pamphilon’s zoom methodology for analysing life 

histories and is transcribed using the conventions explained in the methodology in part 3. 

4.2.1 Knowing and Unknowing 

CARLY- And what sort of uh            contribution has that technology made to your         

research? Has it made it easier? 

SEBASTIAN200- It’s uhh       the technology        helps in      presentation *laughter* at least it         

yeah it is useful.  

                                                           
198

 Rapley considers the title of a transcript to be significant because some terms, such as ‘fragments’ 
convey the ‘partiality’ of the transcript, in other words that it is a subjective written interpretation of 
an oral recording carrying several layers of meaning and omitting other possible meanings. (Rapley, p. 
54). I have used the title ‘Traces’ to emphasise that these passages are pieces of a longer conversation. 
These passages enable me, as ethnographer, to ‘trace’ these words back to the time they were 
recorded and take into account how the process of researching this dissertation has affected my 
interpretation and feelings about this interview over time. Finally, these passages are twice removed 
from the original exchange between Sebastian and me. The audio recording is a partial trace because it 
captures sound but no images. The transcript is a partial trace of the recording, because it has limits in 
the way it can present aural aspects of communication. The transcript is effectively a trace of a trace. 
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 A full transcript of the interview is in the appendix. 
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preserve anonymity. 



Carly Donaldson-Randall 
“We need to talk about Granddad”: Autoethnography in the Archives 

76 

 
I haven’t really mastered it either. It’s about finding time to do all of these things and it’s-      

it’s only when you find time to put a few hours in that you do and that goes and comes. I 

might put it down for months and go back to it. But at least uh          I would say that it’s     I’ve 

had ah        a lapse           

a lapse in the sense that I found who owned my gre-e-a-at- gre-e-a-at - gre-e-a-at grandfather 

and   and just finding out the name of that       owner         uh     I wouldn’t say it was sort 

of shock  but  there’s some       

 subconscious   

traumatised   

situation  

that st-stops-stops you from going further and it’s very difficult to go further in Barbados 

because  Barbados did not ah  import a lot of slaves uh after a certain period. They 

bred  their  own and uh and they were mainly women for... 

And though it was an entry point from Africa it was just a clean up job and sent off to 

other islands to order etcetera. Uh so uh linking it with Africa, which was the step that I 

wanted to take, uh was a little frustrating because the records that    direct me there I haven’t 

really got into   uh    really researching that because th-that that’s the big one because the 

records are here and uh I think there’s a subscription for that and    

 I haven’t           pursued it. 

--- 
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This extract of the interview carries rich data on the macro-zoom level, in other words in 

terms of the emotional reactions and aural qualities such as pauses and hesitation. 

Sebastian’s careful emphasis on ‘owner’ and the ‘subconscious traumatised situation’ of 

discovering that information suggests that his anticipation of what he may or may not find 

has had a paralysing effect on his research. 

During her discussion of records as a therapeutic tool, Luepker noted that several of her 

patients denied any interest in discussing their records. She does not dwell on this point but 

from my own research I have noticed that the urge to stop research is as powerful and vital 

as the desire to continue. This builds into what Luepker calls ‘client self-determination’201, 

which establishes record use as an act of empowerment. Dever et al ask ‘how, then, do we 

live with- and work with- the patterns of knowing and not knowing thrown up by these 

sources?’202 I would argue that patterns of knowing and unknowing are a part of a self-

managed research journey guided by a mixture of intent and intuition. 

Omission of certain topics during a discussion may also be relevant. During his narration of 

the historical context of slave records in Barbados Sebastian’s speech slows down at ‘They 

bred their own’ before trailing off at ‘and uh they were mainly women for...’ which is a 

possible reference to the premeditated ‘breeding’ of slaves by slave owners during the 

period. 

                                                           
201

 Luepker, p. 93 

202
 Dever et al, p. 101 



Carly Donaldson-Randall 
“We need to talk about Granddad”: Autoethnography in the Archives 

78 

 
During his talk with the U.S Oral History Association author Alex Haley told the story of his 

African ancestor, ‘Kin-Tay’, bought to North America by slave traders203 Haley’s retelling of his 

African ancestor’s life as a slave is lucid but not stale and ‘matter-of-fact’. Like Sebastian in 

the above extract, Haley omits further expansion on potentially harrowing themes, ideas and 

revelations, such as the implication that female slaves having children with their male owners 

may have been raped. His tale is poignant and powerful in its deliberate, deafening silence on 

these emotive issues that arise from genealogical records. There is room for hypothesizing 

that the imagination, stimulated by deliberate or inadvertent omission, is more powerful that 

‘the telling’ of facts. The silence is not empty; it is a space to negotiate emotional responses 

to information (written and spoken). 

4.2.2 Shock and Awe 

The emotional impact of family history research is covered next when Sebastian expands on 

his reasons for not pursuing information on who owned his ancestor. 

CARLY- How did you feel about that information when you found it? 

SEBASTIAN- “How-I-felt-about-it”? *laughs*    Well   it’s  you 

don’t know how you feel about it. It’s it is one of those feelings you can’t describe, you just 

feel it. *small laugh* I don’t think I can say, you just feel it. It’s a numb feeling. A numb 

feeling.  

And how do you describe a numb feeling? 
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CARLY- I do sort of know what you mean about that numb feeling. It takes a while to 

really absorb.  

SEBASTIAN: (I think so) 

CARLY: And I found that    sharing it helped me to  come to 

terms and put it into words. Did you find the same? 

SEBASTIAN- *Coughs*   (Well)    I think I’m a little stuck  

 because   the OWNER of my great-great-great-grandfather was 

a ‘Gill’ and I  one of the national of Barbados is a lady called “Sarah Gill” and there was 

just this link to this national hero owning my grandfather, which I haven’t pursued  ah 

and I don’t know why I haven’t pursued it       but that’s part of the whole numbness which 

I’ve had a couple of years. I’m not saying it is her but it’s part of the same family, uh and 

   I just don’t know.  

So that needs some research. 

--- 

An interesting element of this extract is its use of increasingly broad narrative themes (which 

Pamphilon describes as the meso-zoom level). Sebastian’s narrative moves from a discussion 

of his personal research to the broader historical context of the Barbados slave trade. 

According to Dick’s model shown in part 2.3, Sebastian’s narrative moves from the adult-self 

to ancestor-self to public history context. There are different possible interpretations of this 

evolution of his story. It reflects his historical knowledge and experience in researching the 
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wider socio-economic situation surrounding the West Indian slave trade. It could indicate his 

reluctance to focus at length on the trauma of discovering who had owned his ancestor. 

Alternatively framing his family history in a wider historical context could be a tool to adjust 

to the emotional toll of his personal research. Luepker observes that giving emotional trauma 

a name externalises it and ‘diminishes its timeless hold over clients and expands clients’ 

perspective about what happened.’204 By giving his family history this broader context 

Sebastian may be externalising his trauma. This is shown again when Sebastian discusses the 

slave trade in economic terms: 

--- 

CARLY- When you did your family history how did your feelings about events and that history 

    how did that change? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah, okay. “How-it-changed.” Well   the slave trade as a trade is 

market forces. It’s markets as I said and you heard it before. It’s property selling, people. And 

there’s   uh an enslaved African who fre-e-ed himse-e-elf, who bought himself, U-U-

Utonga Koogana. Koogana said uh  

if there were no buyers  

there’d be no sellers.  
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That said it all as far as the trade is concerned because uh      who needed the people, who 

needed the labour to create those kinds of conditions, who created the business to get the 

people   it’s like in that wider broader feel. 

CARLY- And what particularly sort-of encouraged you to think about it in terms of uh trade 

and market forces, looking at it as an economy? When did that start? Did you start thinking 

about it in those terms? 

SEBASTIAN- I would say that  it was later than earlier you know in my life you know. And its

  its by recognising and learning what it’s really about. It was about money. *laughs* 

And uh   I’d say it was later in my life that it started seeing it that way. 

CARLY- What sort effect do you think it had on your perception of your your  family and 

  your past, thinking about it in those terms? 

SEBASTIAN- Wha-a-at effe-e-e-ct? Uh well the whole experience was a traumatic 

experience and uh  we can say  post-traumatic *laughs*. It was a post-traumatic 

experience and and I was still effected one way or the other by it. And effected my family 

too, you know. Values, relationships, you know. Families itself because the family itself is an 

imposed  it’s not a family that was there before enslavement  which was uh had 

strong roots *laughs* Was part of something to      uh  enhance and make better. 

 Something that was functional. 

CARLY- The family history that you’ve done  do you think it’s changed you as a 

family man,  as a parent, as a grandparent? 
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SEBASTIAN- I won’t say it’s changed me. It uh  it-it-it sort of made me recognise what I’d 

lost *laughs* you know and and it’s more of if some of if   the customs and all 

the things that were there to protect younger people and older people and rules and 

responsibilities, if all those were still  values   it would be a different 

outcome. It would be different. 

CARLY- Do you still feel that sense of loss? Now looking back do you feel a sense of what your 

family lost through enslavement generations ago? 

SEBASTIAN- I think it’s part of our selectiv- collective subconscious  you know. It 

can’t be nothing else you know, because we see that from the time we’re  things are 

triggered by names,  places, it’s part of our collective subconscious. 

--- 

Just as the emotions I felt when opening my grandfather’s death certificate were complex 

and layered, Sebastian reports that his sense of loss has become embedded in his 

subconscious and could be triggered. Barbara Jago’s discussion of father absence echoes 

some of these themes. She admits that: ‘I want to know where my father is, but mostly I 

don’t... I seem to care less and less as time goes by. But then Father’s Day hits and I’m right 

back in the sadness and grief.’205 Jago’s autoethnography of father absence nods to the peaks 
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and troughs of the research drive state; the need to know and the fear of knowing are 

inseparable.206  

In the above extract Sebastian uses the term ‘post-traumatic’ to describe aspects of his 

research experience. Similarly, when describing his journey to West Africa to meet the clan 

he believed his ancestors had been a part of, Alex Haley recalls his shock and awe during the 

visit, which is described as something happening to him rather than simply something he is 

doing. He wrote that his senses ‘had become truncated. They didn’t work right.’207 

Family history research is a complex process on a personal level and may be abandoned and 

returned to several times. The drive for self-determination via heritage is not a constant; it 

ebbs and flows.208 

4.2.3 Professional and Amateur Identities 

During the interview process, Sebastian provided commentary on his understanding of the 

work of family historians in the context of amateur and professional research. In reference to 

a collection of stories based on historical records that he had helped others to write, 

Sebastian states that: 

SEBASTIAN- We didn’t see ourselves so much as writers. We see ourselves as compilers  

  you know  and sharing the past because the whole      it was        we also 

discovered more things *laughs* it led on to places we discovered.  
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--- 

As the interview continued I had asked if he planned to continue writing about his ancestors: 

--- 

CARLY- Do you plan on continuing writing more essays like these uh on other family 

members as you learn about them? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh if they need to be added to, you know... 

CARLY-      (So you know when to stop?) 

SEBASTIAN- No we don’t do things like that. Things just happen, you know. One of 

the things I see with young people is that they’re so professional. Things just happen you 

just do things. You sing because it makes you happy. You don’t sing for money, you know. 

That type of things. You just do things. 

--- 

During Shankar’s ethnography of record-keeping in the laboratory environment she 

discovered that many of the scientists she approached did not see recordkeeping as worthy 

subject for study because “they did it all the same way”.209 Similarly Sebastian’s emotional 

reaction, indicated by his rise in volume, to what he believed was my framing of his work in 

the context of professional writing suggests that he values the improvisational and organic 
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qualities of family history research. This contrasts with my experiences at the Caribbean 

Family History Group meeting where a more systematic, but still personally meaningful, 

approach to research was common. 

My reaction to this exchange was an attempt to reassert my role as interviewer by teasing 

out exactly what he meant: 

--- 

CARLY- Do you think of it as a collaborative   effort really? Something that just 

happens, that people come back to if they choose too. So you can build up when you get 

there almost organically. 

SEBASTIAN- Sure. Very much so. Very much so. 

--- 

Within a peer group discussion narrated within Hollingsworth and Dybdahl’s article, one 

participant observed that when a researcher announces explicitly to a participant or another 

researcher that they do not understand something ‘you’re announcing your vulnerability and 

we’re kind of trained not to do that. If you admitted that in school, someone with power 

would take advantage of that and tell you what to do.’210 I feel I displaced some of this 

reticence during the interview process when I failed to correct Sebastian on what I had been 

implying with my original question. From the ‘interactional’ level of the zoom model this 
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interview process involved interviewer and interviewee debating and often misunderstanding 

their contrasting perspectives on the value of family history research. 

Nevertheless, it did raise some interesting issues with regards to the way family historians 

view their work. In Ian Mortimer’s much critiqued article on the difference between 

‘professional’ researchers and ‘leisure’ researchers he placed greater value on the work of 

the former, than the latter.211 My exchange with Sebastian opens up another possible 

interpretation of this contrast. It could be argued that the absence of a ‘professional’ 

approach within family history research is not necessarily a mark against this kind of research. 

Instead, his view of family history frames it as an organic and liberating activity, as opposed 

to contrived, deliberate and financially driven. 

4.3 Metamorphosis 

A transformation, according to Grimes, is a ‘momentous metamorphosis’212 brought about by 

symbol-rich actions and the safe transition through a significant or even dangerous zone.213 

Similarly my journey as a family historian has allowed me to mediate my personal and 

professional sense of identity through the research process. The caveat of rites is that they 

‘do not always do what they ought to.’214 The emotional and personal significance of 

information gathered during family history research is layered, complex and unpredictable. 

Transformation is change; change is neither positive, nor negative, nor neutral, nor singular. 
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In this way attempts by archive professionals to control or guide the practice of family history 

are not the final word. Practice is unpredictable. You cannot capture it; it moves faster than 

you.  
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5. Conclusion 

‘Rites of passage end when the special moment subsides in a way that 

renews one’s ability to embrace the ordinary.’215 

5.1 The Value of Autoethnography 

The first and third objectives of this dissertation were to identify the forms and features of 

autoethnography that may be applicable to archive studies, particularly in the analysis of the 

needs and experiences of archive users and to determine the broader theoretical, practical 

and ethical implications of adopting an autoethnographic research methodology within the 

archive sector. 

In light of my literature review and the completion of my own autoethnographic account I 

believe that all forms of autoethnography ranging from the highly analytical to the deeply 

evocative to those that include testimonies from participants besides the researcher to those 

that focus primarily on the experiences of the writer can be adapted to studies of the archive 

sector. What is imperative though is that any autoethnographic account is planned and 

implemented with clear methodological and ethical standards. The inclusion of personal data 

from individuals including relatives requires unambiguous consent from all parties. During 

this dissertation I employed the use of consent forms and information sheets to describe the 

form and function of my work. Beyond this I have adopted the advice of ethnographers such 

as Tolich and Medford who argue that autoethnographers must write as if those they are 

writing about are reading over their shoulders. In my information sheet I offered to share the 
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results of my finished work with the family historians I had interacted with as a gesture of 

openness and transparency. 

The transformative qualities of autoethnography as well as its versatility as a methodology 

means that it has potential as a tool for the continued professional development of archivists 

in areas such as community engagement. Autoethnographies of archive experiences could 

provide a battery of accessible but analytical examples of the value of archives in personal 

and cultural development. 

Autoethnography’s biggest strength and also its stumbling block is its depth of analysis, which 

can logistically limit the breadth of research. My autoethnography, due to time and word 

limits, includes data from myself and one other. Therefore its wider use in, for example, the 

design of search room facilities in archives for family historians is limited. However, 

ethnographies of all kinds tend to be designed to explore the peculiarities of specific social 

settings rather than provide highly generalised theories. During her ethnography of film 

preservation Gracy likens normalisation and generalisation of lived experience to 

dehumanisation.216 Similarly Shankar selected the academic laboratory site of her study 

based on its ‘specificity and strength of local characterisation.’217 The value of ethnographies 

lies in the way they are compared and contrasted in order to encourage the 

conceptualisation of social settings as containing intricate and dynamic webs of meaning. 

Etherton’s study of records and their role in identity development for example moves from 

discussions of archive users with serious afflictions (patients with fatal illnesses) to the 'less' 

traumatic scenarios (research by prospective adoptive parents of their own backgrounds). 
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But the nuance of difference between and within these respective user groups is lost. 

Autoethnographic and ethnographic accounts attempt unpack these differences 

Methodologically ethnography requires proficiency in multiple data collection and analysis 

techniques, including participant observation, interviewing and composition. The language of 

ethnography, knowing when ‘to ask the right questions’218 and how better to understand the 

learned behaviour within a social setting can produce fascinating results. However, it is very 

labour intensive and emotionally draining, which may make it unattractive or inconvenient 

for some researchers.  

Interview techniques that embrace the subjectivity of the researcher are also difficult to 

master because they require a dual awareness of participant and the self. Anderson and Jack, 

during their interviews with women from farming communities in the States, acknowledged 

their fear of manipulating individuals and of breaching ethics by broaching uncomfortable 

subjects may have led to them subconsciously dodging certain lines of conversation.219 

Perhaps the hardest element to include within the pressured environment of an interview is 

the suppression of premeditated assumptions about interviewee testimonies or 

motivations.220 I believe I particularly struggled in maintaining this dual awareness between 

my definitions of concepts and those of Sebastian. But by bringing these misunderstandings 

to light via my autoethnographic account and my analysis of the interview transcript, I was 
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able to account for some of the discrepancies in the different ways family history research is 

conceptualised within the archive sector. 

An ethos of plurality, subjectivity and interdisciplinary within the sector would need to be 

more than borrowing new and fashionable methodological tools from the outside. Louise 

Craven asked if ‘a postmodernist view of the archival text, with understanding drawn from 

literary criticism, cast any new light on our perception of users?’221 I believe it can but in 

order to approach this aim, a more fluid understanding of inquiry and research perspectives 

needs to be approached within the archive sector. The effect of postmodernism and anti-

positivism in the archive sector encourages an academic landscape where change and 

development requires inter-disciplinary cooperation and intra-disciplinary experimentation. 

5.2 ‘... from a place of hurt’222 

The secondary objectives of this dissertation were to assess the advantages and 

disadvantages of an autoethnographic approach to the study of the family history user 

groups by situating myself within this group as a British person of Afro-Caribbean descent 

conducting a small-scale family history project and explore the wider socio-cultural factors 

that shape the research experiences of this user group. 

Family history research exists in a place of hurt and of healing. Within communities 

researching Caribbean ancestors themes of slavery and displacement are inseparable from 
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feelings of pride and accomplishment. As researchers, family historians learn to coexist with 

‘ambiguity, with the details we cannot pin down and even the downright error.’223 A strong 

support network exists for family history researchers including their families and like minded 

researchers. Within family history groups and between individual researchers there are 

various competing social norms and perspectives, ranging from those who are focused very 

much on systematically organising and disseminating research to those who conceptualise 

their research as organic and evolving. 

A positive outcome of my autoethnographic research as a family history researcher was its 

transformative effect on my view of family history as complex social world. Rather than 

distract me from the ethical and inter-personal issues of research, autoethnography’s focus 

on evocative accounts has deepened my appreciation of the value of family history research 

and the rights, agency and individuality of those who carry it out. By engaging with this topic 

on a personal level through research into my grandfather’s origins I was able to experience 

the contradictions and complexities of the emotional engagement with records. 

The value of records in the shaping of identity revolves around the significance of known and 

anticipated information. Wood writes that ‘the very act of knowing of [a record’s] existence 

means one is almost sharing a secret.’224 As Sebastian’s reluctance to research his ancestor’s 

owner shows, knowledge of the existence of records even without the ability or will to access 

the documents carries a singular quality in itself. His family history research was inseparable 

from a wider understanding of the history of slavery and its continuing impact on the 

identities of those with Afro-Caribbean heritage. The line between personal and public 

history becomes blurred during family history research. 
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Bashforth observed that ‘The idea of thousands of families conducting three or four 

generation family history studies, using the products of family history research and being 

organised among themselves represents a revolution waiting to happen...’225 

This revolution is already happening within archives, libraries and online. But where does that 

leave archives? Are archivists the unwitting partners in the research journeys or even rites of 

passage of family historians and what does this mean for the profession? These are questions 

archivists need to approach in order to better understand the role of records in the 

psychological and emotional wellbeing of others. 

5.3 Where to go from here 

Grimes wrote that ‘[it] matters greatly not only that we birth and die by how we birth and 

die.’226 In literate cultures we birth and die in the record. The act of unearthing records of 

birth, death and events in between carries great significance for our perceptions of our own 

lives and identities. Not unlike a rite of passage, family history research has the potential to 

transform our identities. Records have a sensory quality which is ‘at the core of emotions 

towards archives.’227 Alex Haley speaks of ‘the crush of print’228 he encountered during his 

family history research as if written documents are a condensation of multiple concepts, rich 

but tightly woven and difficult to penetrate. The archive provided historian Ruth Roach 
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Pierson with the means to build a platform to come to terms with her own outrage. ‘They say 

living well is the best revenge. Possibly,’ she muses, ‘But so also is archival research...’229  

Personal accounts of the creation, pursuit and use of records are already here and they are 

not going away. In order for archivists to fully understand the web of experiences within an 

archive or through the use of records, these narratives should be embraced. 

Autoethnography is essentially transformative. It provides a mechanism through which to 

observe the experiences of others whilst reflexively confronting personal assumptions and 

bias. My research was conducted via the lens of an archivist as well as a daughter, 

granddaughter and woman of Caribbean and British descent. Within a relatively short space 

of time I was able to develop my professional understanding of the roles of electronic 

surrogates versus original documents and my ability to anticipate and empathise with the 

gauntlet of emotions experienced when researching an ancestor or loved one. If accounts 

such as these can become part of the archival lexicon, a more empathetic and flexible 

understanding of human engagement with archives is possible. 
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Appendices 

Appendix One: Interview Participant Information Sheet 

Information Sheet 

Title of Project: Autoethnography in the Archives 

Duration of Project: 1st June to 1st September 2011 

Name of Principal Investigator: Carly Donaldson-Randall (Miss)  

Course: MA in Archives and Records Management, MA Thesis Research Project 

Organisation: University College London, Department of Information Studies 

Thank you for considering taking part in this research project. 

What is the purpose of this study? 

This study is being completed as part of my Masters Degree in Archives and Records Management 
at University College London (UCL). The research aim for this study is to investigate the needs, 
opinions and experiences of family historians and researchers.  

Focusing on family historians researching Caribbean ancestors as a case study, I plan to explore 
the physical, educational, social and cultural factors that have shaped their research experiences 
and decisions, and to identify the kinds of support and services that have affected their research. 

The results of this project will be compiled into a dissertation, which will be submitted to UCL by 
September 2011 for assessment. After that time the dissertation will be available in print or in 
digital form to students and staff at the university for educational purposes. 

What is “Autoethnography”? 

Autoethnography is a research method in which the researcher participates in the kind of activity 
they are studying. For this project, as well as interviewing family historians, I will also be carrying 
out research into my own Caribbean family background which I would be happy to discuss. 

I have chosen an autoethnographic research methodology because my hypothesis is that by 
carrying out my own family history research I will be able to gain a greater understanding of the 
value of this activity and the needs and experiences of those who take part in it. 

Who is eligible to be interviewed for this study? 

Any adult (over 18 years of age) who has carried out research into Caribbean-born/ Caribbean-
based ancestors. 

Due to the limited time and resources for this study, any interview participant would have to be 
based in London. 

What would my role be in this study? 

Because you are an individual researching or who has researched an ancestor who was born or 
who had lived in the Caribbean, I would be interested in hearing about your experiences in trying 
to gain access to relevant records and your opinions on the value of this kind of research. 

I would be grateful if you could take part in a short interview to discuss these topics. 

How long would the interview last? 

Approximately 90 minutes in total. This would include a short introduction where you would have 
the opportunity to ask me questions about the study. 
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Would the interviews be recorded? 

Yes: Audio only. The recordings are for data collection purposes only and would be transcribed in 
the final report. The audio would not be shared, broadcast or used for any other purposes.  

However, if you prefer not to be recorded this interview could be conducted with handwritten 
notes instead. 

What would happen to the audio recordings once the study is over? 

The audio recordings would be transcribed and the transcript would be included in the final 
dissertation. The audio recordings would be stored for 1 year in case there are any queries about 
the report. After this time the recordings and any backup copies would be deleted. 

Would my name and personal details be included in the final report?  

No. Your name and the names of any individuals or institutions you mention would be replaced 
with a pseudonym to protect your and their anonymity. Any information that is likely to identify 
you or others would also be changed or removed. 

Would I have to answer every question during the interview? 

No. You would be free to pass on any question. You would also be able to terminate or postpone 
the interview at any time if you wish. 

Are you only conducting interviews on a one to one basis? 

No. I would be happy to interview participants in pairs or groups with the consent of all parties. 

How do I give my consent to take part in this project? 

If you would like to take part please contact me via the email address or telephone number 
below. We would arrange a convenient time and place to meet for an interview where you would 
be given a consent form to read and sign. A copy of what this form would look like is included 
below. You would not need to bring it to the interview as a copy would be provided for you. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you would maintain the right to withdraw 
your consent to be included in this study at any time before, during or after the interview. 

If I do withdraw from the study, what would happen to the information gathered during my 
interview? 

The information and recordings would be erased and not included in the final report. 

How could I get a copy of the finished report? 

By notifying the researcher. Copies can be provided by email in PDF format after 1
st

 September 
2011. 

Will the finished report be published? 

It is possible that the report, in abridged form, would be considered for inclusion in an academic 
journal. If you would like to take part in the project but have any reservations about this please let 
me know and we can discuss this further. 

How can I contact the researcher if I have any further questions or concerns? 

The researcher can be contacted at this email address: carly.donaldson-randall.10@ucl.ac.uk or at 
this number: 0791 002 8211. 
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Appendix Two: Interview Participant Consent Form 

Interviewee Consent Form 

Title of Project: Autoethnography in the Archives 
For information about this research project and its aims, please see the attached Information Sheet. 

Duration of Project: 1st June to 1st September 2011 

Name of Principal Investigator: Carly Donaldson-Randall (Miss)  

Course: MA in Archives and Records Management, MA Thesis Research Project 

Organisation: University College London, Department of Information Studies 

Please tick box if you agree 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the attached information sheet dated June 2011 
for this research project and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the project and 
my role in it. Also these questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my 
participation at any time without giving a reason.  

3. I understand that the final MA dissertation produced from this study may be published in an 
academic journal and that the thesis text may be made available by UCL in its digital repository 
or in print after the Examination Board has determined the outcome of the MA examinations. 

 

4. I understand that within the final report for this research project my real name and the names 
of anyone or any group or institution I discuss will be replaced with a pseudonym to preserve 
mine and others’ anonymity. 

 

5. I understand that the data will be collected and stored in accordance with the Data Protection 
Act 1998. Audio recordings will be retained for the duration of the project and for a period of up 
to 1 year afterwards to allow re-examination of the data if necessary. After this period the 
recordings would be deleted. 

 

6. I agree to take part in the above named study. 
 

 

Name of Participant:................................................................. 

Signature of Participant:............................................................. 

Participant Email Address (Optional)
230

:................................................... 

Date: ....../......./2011 

Name of Interviewer: Miss Carly Donaldson-Randall 

  

                                                           
230

 It is possible that the interviewer may need to contact you again to check facts or clarify details. 
Participants’ names or contact details will be held in the accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 
They will not be passed on to any third party or reproduced within the final report. Any personal 
details will be retained for 1 year from the end of the project before being securely disposed of. 
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Appendix Three: Interview Questions 

The following is a list of questions used during the semi-structured interview. These questions 
provided jumping off points for topics pertinent to the study, whilst being open-ended and 
flexible enough to leave room for the interviewee to flag other issues that are meaningful to 
them. 

 

Background of the participant 

First I would like to get an idea of your experiences with family history research and the 
elements of it that are important to you. I’ll listen first and won’t interrupt, but I may take a 
few notes as you talk. When you answer take all the time you need.231 

1. Could you please describe the research you have carried out into your family 

background? 

2. Before you began your research, what did you know about family history or 

genealogy in general? 

Starting Research 

3. Why did you decide to do this research? 

4. When you began your research into your family history what, if anything, did you 

expect to find? 

5. How did your loved ones react to the research you were doing? When did you tell 

them about it, if at all? 

6. How did family or friends contribute to your research? Did they provide information, 

stories or documents to help? 

7. How does your research compare to the stories you had heard about your 

background from relatives? 

8. Can you tell me about the first pieces of research you completed into your family 

history? Did you feel they were successful? What did you learn? 

Research Process 

9. How did you organise your research into your family’s past? Did you dedicate special 

space, equipment or resources to the task? 

10. Where did you do your research? Can you describe a typical day’s family history 

research? 

11. Did your experiences of doing this research match up with the expectations you had 

had at the beginning? 

12. Thinking back on the research you have done, which particular experiences stick out 

in your mind? 

13. Have you interacted with other family historians? 

                                                           
231

 This short introduction was used to orientate the interviewee and to remind them of their rights as 
research participant and the purpose of the study. It also encourages the participant to relax and 
broach subjects which are important to them, rather than those they assume would be important from 
my point of view. 
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14. What contributions have archivists, librarians or professional researchers made to 

your research? 

15. Has there been anything that has created barriers for your research? 

Resolution to Research 

16. How did you feel about the results you achieved from your research? 

17. What sorts of reactions did you get from others when you shared your research? 

18. What would you say has been the value of your family history research to you? 

19. Do you feel that your research has had an impact on how you see yourself and your 

relationships? 

20. Are you still conducting family history research? 

21. Why did you decide to share your experiences in this interview? What did you hope 

to get out of this interview session? 

22. Is there anything you wanted to tell me about your research or about family history 

research in general that you have not had the opportunity to say yet?  
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Appendix Four: Register entry for the birth of Alexander Randall232 

  

                                                           
232

 Scan accessed via www.familysearch.org [30
th

 July 2011] 

http://www.familysearch.org/
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Appendix Five: Detail from the death certificate of Alexander 
Randall233 

 

  

                                                           
233

 Source: General Registrar Office [July 2011] 
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Appendix Six: Complete Interview Transcript 

Sebastian Matthews Interview Transcript, Wednesday 3rd August, Stratford Library, 
London 

CARLY- Okay, first question. Um, could you please describe the research you carried out into 
your family background? Start any time you like. 

SEBASTIAN- Ah, the research I carried out. Ah the research really came through uh the 
interest I’ve always had in history and trying to understand a little bit more about my past 
and where I came from. Uh I think this FH was generated through the wider experience of our 
enslavement as a people and how we survive and cope and still survive and still coping. Uh 
and really about the family to see if I can also trace back my family into the time they were 
property really. 

CARLY- Before you began your research what did you know about FH and G in general. Did 
you know anyone who had done their FH? 

SEBASTIAN- Yes I have a cousin who is a professor of history so he basically started very much 
uh into a study of the family and uh my latest pa- I’ve done bits and pieces like doing some 
research here and there but uh he was the main uh instigator and researcher for the family 
on my mother’s side. Uh and I just try to build and continue some of the gaps. He really 
exhausted his work in Barbados which is where we were born. And uh so all the records 
normally comes back through the crown service uh to England so I had to search research 
and find the records to make the final link of the.. the eldest or the longest family member 
that we found records for. 

CARLY- And were there any family members who helped you apart from your cousin? 

SEBASTIAN- Well there was general interest but uh it’s uh a lot of people don’t see, well there 
are degrees of interest. Some people are very keen and some people don’t see the 
connection. 

CARLY-Yes, I found that too. Did you get a lot of information from family stories told to you as 
you grew up? 

SEBASTIAN- Ye-Yes. It’s a matter of... yes I did get some information from uh but at the time 
when I got the information I don’t think I put it to best use because I forgot most of it and it 
wasn’t really recorded and by the time you get back to it they’ve either died and gone or 
something of the sort or they’re ill. 

CARLY- And how did what you found out in records match up to the stories you’d been told? 
[pause] How did they compare? 

SEBASTIAN- I thought the records were different to the stories we had been told because 
they were more everyday stories and stories related to uh social situations and records 
related the figures and.. so they were different really from the information received from 
family members... and being of course there we’d give things like birthdays and things like 
that. It was general social situations and stories about the family. 

CARLY- So how important was it for you have specific dates? When you did your research did 
you focus first on dates and places and build up from there? 

SEBASTIAN- Uh... well we were very fortunate in Barbados to have a good archive 
department and um a department too that is helpful and their support and information and 
as I said my cousin who is a trained researcher too he was able to make use of the facilities 
there in a positive way. 

CARLY- And did you use the facilities in Barbados as well? 
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SEBASTIAN- Yes I did uh I found them a bit cumbersome you know, especially the microfilm 
and things of the sort. Uh it was uh a very patient job and meticulous type of work that you 
have and uh so you have to spend days and sometimes weeks just researching and looking 
over and going back over. And if you’re on holiday that sort of can take up too much of your 
time. 

CARLY- How did you organise your time? 

SEBASTIAN- Well it was not... I mustn’t give you the impression that it was a professional. It- 
it happened and I have information uh but I don’t think I approached it as a professional. It 
was just family interest. I would say the family interest mainly for my grandson because I feel 
it’s very important for uh young people to have some roots of where they’re from uh because 
that rootedness helped them to- to have uh a sense of identity uh and self-esteem. 

CARLY- So how have you passed that information down to your grandson? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh yes he related to it already and he- he knows some of the links back uh it’s 
not a major interest to him because his interests goes and comes [laughs] He’s only nine 
years of age, so hmm but this information is there and he have it and he can always refer to it 
and the tree keeps building because we have got a tree and he keeps- and he can refer to it 
when he’s ready. 

CARLY- What format does that tree take? Is it in hard copy or have you used software? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh we use Family Tree History. 

CARLY- Do you have a subscription? 

SEBASTIAN- I bought I bought the uh the- the set and I don’t think you subscribe to the set, 
you just put it on. And right now my site is all wiped off but I’ve got to set it back up. Had a 
crash and I’ve got to reload and all that. 

CARLY- And what sort of contribution has that technology made to your research? 

SEBASTIAN- Its, the technology helps in presentation at least, yeah it is useful. I haven’t really 
mastered it either. It’s about finding time to do all of these things and it’s- it’s only when you 
find time to put a few hours in that you do and that goes in. I might put it down for months 
and go back to it. But at least uh I would say that it’s- I’ve had ah a lapse a lapse in the sense 
that I found who owned my great great great grandfather and... and just finding out the 
name of that... owner uh... I wouldn’t say it was sort of shock but there’s some subconscious 
traumatised situation that stops you from going further and it’s very difficult to go further in 
Barbados because Barbados did not ah import a lot of slaves uh after a certain period. They 
bred their own and uh and they were mainly women for- and though it was an entry point 
from Africa it was just a clean up job and sent off to other islands to order etcetera. So uh 
linking it with Africa, which was the step that I wanted to take, uh was a little frustrating 
because the records that... direct me there and haven’t really got into uh... really researching 
that because th-that that’s the big one because the records are here and uh I think there’s a 
subscription for that and... I haven’t pursued it. 

CARLY- Are you still trying? 

SEBASTIAN- [coughs] Excuse me sorry. Am I still trying? Well I’ve put it down for the moment 
uh but I would pursue it if I... if I was supported or if there was uh someone else looking with 
me and working for me and have the sort of same interest. But just going into the archives 
department or search room or what not... just on my own you know, if I was part of a group I 
think that would have been helpful so we can help each other. 

CARLY- Have you been part of any groups? 
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SEBASTIAN- No I have not. 

CARLY- Have you ever considered joining one? 

SEBASTIAN- Not yet. I didn’t know there were any, particularly in the area I was looking at. 

CARLY- And when you visit archives do you ever meet any other family historians or 
genealogists? 

SEBASTIAN- I don’t visit them. It’s only basically the archive I’ve visited was in Barbados. I 
haven’t done a lot of visits. I got a search done over here when the slave records in 2007 
were released and that’s where I found the link with my... who had owned my great great 
grandfather and and that’s where it stopped for me at the moment. But it it’s stopped and 
start, but the start haven’t got there because as I say the start would be... if it was someone 
else, more than myself doing that. 

CARLY- And you mentioned earlier that uh... the technology that you use helps to present er 
your work in a particular way. Is that important to you the way your family tree is presented? 

SEBASTIAN- Well presentation is always important you know I mean it’s nice on the eye and 
easy to read and makes sense and you can follow it through. And the technology that can 
provide that is always good. 

CARLY- Did you adapt it in any way? Did you have a particular way you like to present it? 

SEBASTIAN- What I would like to do is get some photographs involved and I haven’t got 
around to that. But I think that if I was part of a group I might be more inclined to do osme of 
that work, because I... it is so.. others helping you along way and supporting you instead of 
you just- Like if I can have a specific time two or three hours this week doing some work on 
the tree. I know others wanting to do that and they have a look at it. Because my family 
would comment on it but I though you know uh because it’s about uh I have other things to 
do and other interests. 

CARLY- What sort of comments did they make? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh they have been very positive comments. It’s not uh- its just other people 
finding the time to do that. It’s other things in other people’s lives.  

CARLY- Have they ever requested any information from you to look up? 

SEBASTIAN- I haven’t been approaching that sort of professional way that I have the expertise 
and that I can go and do this. Since most things in my family are very much collective uh we 
help each other along way. And one daughter who is my youngest daughter who is the one 
who is more technically savvy than the rest of us. I think she takes the lead in doing more f 
the- [coughs] excuse me. Helps me out most of the time. 

CARLY- Is that very important to you that your family is involved? 

SEBASTIAN- Well yeah, sure. It’s a family tree. *laughs* It’s difficult to have a family tree 
without family involved.  

CARLY: Has that encouraged you? 

SEBASTIAN: Oh yes that *coughs* has encouraged me. But it’s a matter of time I think. People 
do find it difficult to find time. I could do with a little water... 

CARLY- I have a couple of bottles... in my bag. Here, you can have this one. You can keep it. 

SEBASTIAN- Hey, thanks. Come prepared had you? Thank you. 

CARLY- That’s okay. Thinking back to the first pieces of family history research that you did, 
could you tell me a little bit about that? Tell me what you remember. 
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SEBASTIAN- Um A lot of... there was one thing about my family history on my other’s side, it 
was always everyone spoke about my grandfather you know and he was always a-a- key 
figure whenever we talk about... our family. So it... so really... he was a sort of businessman 
and uh a successful man in the area and I think we benefited from that so... it was things we 
centred around. 

CARLY- So where did you begin looking into your grandfather?  

SEBASTIAN- Well uh uncles, aunts. You know the relatives around. 

CARLY- Once you’d gotten information from relatives did you start branching out into 
archives or websites? 

SEBASTIAN- [coughs] Sorry about that. Um it wasn’t just me it was my cousin and myself. So 
he did most of the work. He did most of the work. 

CARLY- You said you visited archives in Barbados. So what was that experience like? Your 
interactions with archivists there? 

SEBASTIAN- Well they were excellent. I brought along things like information from 
researchers, which they give you. Uh brought a library guide which they also provide and 
they’re always at hand to support you. 

CARLY- Did you find the information very accessible? 

SEBASTIAN- Very accessible. Whatever you require they bring it for you. 

CARLY- And did they provide any other support? 

SEBASTIAN- Well they answer questions as good as they can and if they feel like it would lead 
you to another- yeah they’d point you in the right direction. And they also supply that too. 

CARLY- Thinking back on the research that you’ve done is there any particular experience or 
piece of research that you’ve done that sticks out in your mind? 

SEBASTIAN- More... I- I haven’t been such as a searcher. I collated information. I got people to 
do the research for me. You know instead of out going, digging through it. 

CARLY- Is there are particular piece of information that sticks out in your mind? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh you mean the biggest pieces? Yeah I remember one uh... getting the 
information about who owned my great great grandfather. 

CARLY- When you began did you expect to find this? 

SEBASTIAN- No, no no. I never- [coughs] No I didn’t expect to research there because even in 
Barbados that sort of records only that information is back in England, as you know. On the 
colonies we had to send back how many slaves they owned and what not and and and the 
reason for that was tax reasons because they had to pay taxes on their property. 

CARLY- How did you feel about that information when you found it? 

SEBASTIAN- How I felt about it? [laughs] Well... it’s... you don’t know how you feel about it. 
It’s it is one of those feelings you can’t describe, you just feel it. I don’t think I can say, you 
just feel it. It’s a numb feeling. A numb feeling. And how do you describe a numb feeling? 

CARLY- I do sort of know what you mean, about that numb feeling. It takes a while to really 
absorb. I found that sharing it helped me come to terms and put it into words. Did you find 
the same? 

SEBASTIAN- [coughs] Well, I think I’m a little stuck because... the owner of my great great 
great grandfather was a ‘Gill’ and I... one of the national of Barbados is a lady called Sarah Gill 
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and I was just thinking of this national hero owning my grandfather, which I haven’t pursued 
ah and I don’t know why I haven’t pursued it but that’s part of the whole numbness which 
I’ve had a couple of years. I’m not saying it is her but it’s part of the same family, uh and... 
just don’t know. So that needs some research. 

CARLY- Apart from the feelings of numbness and the lack of time, are there any other barriers 
to the work you’ve done? 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah there’s also that feeling that I’d like to link that with Africa and that’s an 
obstacle there for me. I’ve seen that can get... I haven’t moved further than that. [Laughs] 
Yeah so it’s those two things- working around the Gills and what that means and tying that 
with a national heroine. Ah the only woman funnily enough of five or six national heroes of 
the island. And also the link with Africa. 

CARLY- And have you ever met or interacted with a family historian who has made it back to 
Africa? 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah I... I there was a... Habinter (?) was his name. He traced his family history to 
Jamaica and he’d done some writing. I went to one of his lectures that he had he was... 
Jamaica was much different from Barbados. Jamaica had opportunities for people to go and 
do things independently. IN Barbados uh if you had a 17th century map you’d see that every 
blade of grass is owned by some European or some Englishman usually. So uh there wasn’t 
much opportunity to go out there and develop after emancipation so you were still tied very 
much to the same system on a plantation. 

CARLY- So how much did you learn about the general history of Barbados and the slave trade. 
Did you have information about that before you did your family history or did you learn more 
about it as you did your family history? 

SEBASTIAN- ....uh... well you speak about history. First of all, my school history... was much 
wider than it is taught now because it was a world history and it was taught when I was 
young and history it was different then geography. Geography we would talk about people 
and places and history was about events. And uh I remember my first history book at a 
secondary school and that was a book called history through the ages. That was replaced by a 
Caribbean CXC syllabus where history starts with the discovery of Columbus, Columbus 
discovering the Caribbean. All of ancient Africa and all the civilisation and the Egyptians still 
very... it’s not taught to young people now so their world starts with Columbus. Geography 
was shaping me... to answer your questions... with Geography it was maybe the standard 
would be people and homes of many lands and that was very uh European bias uh 
consolidated the season in that we had to make ourselves even feel more inferior- well not 
more inferior, feel different. We never saw ourselves as Africans. [laughs] It was those 
people. You know. So ah coming to this country and I had to learn by experience seeing 
things how they really are. Helped me to uh see Africa differently and... looking at my the 
experience from learning through my family history is maybe frustrating to see anchored in 
uh... explore it further. 

CARLY- How did your feelings about events and that history change? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah, okay. How it changed. Well... the slave trade as a trade is market forces. It’s 
markets as I said and you heard it before. It’s property selling, people. And there’s uh an 
enslaved African who freed himself, who bought himself, Utonga Koogana. Koogana said uh if 
there were no buyers there’d be no sellers. That said it all as far as the trade is concerned 
because uh... who needed the people, who needed the labour to create those kinds of 
conditions, who created the business to get the people... it’s like in that wider broader feel. 
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CARLY- And what particularly sort-of encouraged you to think about it in terms of uh trade 
and market forces, looking at it as an economy? When did that start? Did you start thinking 
about it in those terms? 

SEBASTIAN- I would say that it was later than earlier in my life you know. And its... its by 
recognising and learning what it’s really about. It was about money. And... I’d say it was later 
in my life that it started seeing it that way. 

CARLY- What sort effect do you think it had on your perception of your family and your past, 
thinking about it in those terms. 

SEBASTIAN- What effect. Uh... well the whole experience was a traumatic experience and 
uh... we can say –post-traumatic [laughs]. It was a post-traumatic experience and and I was 
still effected one way or the other by it. And effected my family too, you know. Values, 
relationships, you know. Families because the family itself uh is imposed it’s not a family that 
was there before enslavement which was uh had strong roots [laughs] Was part of something 
to enhance and make better. Something that was functional. 

CARLY- The family history that you’ve done, do you think it’s changed you as a family man, as 
a parent, as a grandparent. 

SEBASTIAN- I won’t say it’s changed me. It uh it it it sort of made me recognise what I’d lost 
[laughs] you know and and it’s more of if some of if... the customs and all the things that 
were there to protect younger people and older people and rules and responsibilities, if all 
those were still values... it would be a different outcome. It would be different. 

CARLY- Do you still feel that sense of loss? Now looking back do you feel a sense of what your 
family lost through enslavement generations ago? 

SEBASTIAN- I think it’s part of our selectiv- collective subconscious, you know. It can’t be 
nothing else, because we see that from the time we’re... things are triggered by names, 
places, it’s part of our collective subconscious. 

CARLY- So as you’re going about, doing work, is there anything in particular that makes you 
stop and flash back to your family history research that makes you think ‘oh, I understand 
that now’ or makes you think differently now that you’ve done this research? 

SEBASTIAN- Well what... yeah anthropology has always been a interesting thing and uh I think 
I I would like to see more anthropology done on Europe. You know it seems to be lacking 
there, you know and uh on balance I think I’d like to be a European anthropologist. 

CARLY- Do you mean in a biological sense or a social sense or both? 

SEBASTIAN- Both. Like Margaret Mead and yeah just find out how people understand their 
origins and where they came from and what they are. 

CARLY- So how far back does your interest in anthropology go? Is it back to your family 
history research or is it much earlier? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh no, it goes back to humanity uh recorded history, ten thousand years of 
recorded history that we know about and we only talk about two thousand years so- 

CARLY- So if we move onto sharing your experiences of family history. What are the reasons 
in particular that you chose to take part in this interview? 

SEBASTIAN- Uh it was, not why I wanted to take part. It’s why not take part? It was uh Sarah 
told me that a young student was looking for some volunteers and I was a student too 
[laughs] and I’m still a student by the way. I know how hard that it. 

CARLY- It’s much appreciated. What did you study as a student? 
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SEBASTIAN- Oh I did youth work. I’m a qualified youth worker. Youth and community work 
and it’s... a long time ago. 

CARLY- What sort of communities did you work with? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah, spent most of my, all of my youth work in Newham and I transferred my skills 
into mental health work and I worked with African and Caribbean people specifically in 
mental health and I use history very much as part of my work. 

CARLY- How do you use it? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh I develop a program called ‘Wellbeing through Heritage’ [chuckles]. 

CARLY- So how does that work? 

SEBASTIAN- Well first of all uh... a lot of the problems around mental health in my experience 
was uh... discriminatory, over repetition uh... expectations from others that that didn’t that 
wasn’t real, that didn’t work out you know I mean because you’re a big man and you’re black 
and you’re not going to attack somebody, but the fear there that you’re going to attack. Uh 
and people respond and react to situations other people put them into. So I developed a- 
well it really came out through... the area we were in in Tower Hamlets where uh very unique 
as one of the ports where black people settled back from the 18th century and we were able 
to research those people and help them to recognise that they had a settlement here and 
Lucy that you just met, uh she I got to know her from them because she also was going to 
help us. She completed research into the thousands, because there was a population of 
about fifteen to twenty thousand Africans in London in the 18th century and they’ve all 
disappeared or integrated or gone somewhere. And there were many people walking around 
who years ago were Africans and now they are not. So we were going to do some work on 
that. But getting back to helping people with mental health difficulties uh feel good about 
themselves and help themselves stay out of hospital and recognise who they are and by 
helping them to find out who they are is helping them understand their past and where they 
came from and uh people see where they came from they grow gain strength and started to 
feel good about themselves and then they can talk about it and write about it. Uh it can be a 
great healer. 

CARLY- So how did this project come about? How did it start? Were you there from the 
beginning? 

SEBASTIAN- Oh ah, I’d been to uh... it was for Black History month in 1999 or around there 
and I was the only person there... there was another friend, a black person, who was there to 
give this walk about of African’s so I said to that person this sounds good, I’d be happy to use 
this information to help my the group of black people I work with in mental health learn 
about this and do something about it and we worked together and we developed and and 
wrote a book out of it. We had an exhibition and uh it lead to other things like to 
reminiscences with seamen. That work then led on to sailors of the Caribbean which is an 
education pack for children in Tower Hamlets, a CD research. It led onto the London Slavery 
gallery which is now in the museum in Docklands and uh that came out of our reminiscence 
work and the recommendations that came from that and the support that we gave to get 
that in 2007. I sat on the advisory group for that gallery and it just kept on uh helping people 
to realise that they have to do their own research and find out who they are instead of having 
others tell them. Uh that piece of work that I did with them her majesty told me, gave me a 
message for the group because I was given an MBE for that work and was very pleased to 
complete that. So to me history is important. 

CARLY- Do you remember anything from working there... a uh person that you helped using 
history? Is there anyone that sticks out to you? 
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SEBASTIAN- Oh everyone is. Everyone has been so positive and contributed so much. Uh back 
there was one in particular, she didn’t write, she wasn’t part of the major group but she told 
her counsellor that she was writing a book and she was accused for illusions of grandeur and 
she was threatened [inaudible] so you have to be careful. To even speak the truth. 

CARLY- So the group that you worked with, how was that organised? Did you have networks 
of support? 

SEBASTIAN- First of all uh in 1995 there was a movement throughout country in users’ 
involvement in services and I was asked to do some work with black users who were not 
engaging in the users’ movement and that users’ movement was through patent’s consults in 
hospitals etcetera. So I got uh the opportunity to organise users and it came about as a 
working group which organised a conference to... just a needs assessment conference with 
our community. And like most conferences it was very successfully held, it had about seventy 
people there. People who organised that conference had never attended a conference in 
their lives so to me that was... we were very well supported by another organisation and we 
had some very interesting recommendations and we decided to stay on to make sure those 
recommendations were met and that’s how the organisation came about and it lasted ten 
years uh and we were we got quite a few of those recommendations together. One we 
missed, which was a building a research centre for our community but uh we got changes of 
food in the hospital and uh some of the other recommendations we got through. But uh 
spent ten years and felt it was time to move on. 

CARLY- What other recommendations did you achieve at the hospital? 

SEBASTIAN- Well... the big ones were the spiritual needs because we had... that was 
recognised as a very important one especially young men who had Rastafarian belief systems 
around them they were elders were able to come in speak to them. Many of the young 
women were not getting hair care products and creams and things like that. That was 
introduced through our team uh, things like uh we wanted nurses to go back to wearing 
uniforms. We didn’t get that but we got the nurses should wear a seen badge which we could 
see because that can create difficulties because if you don’t know the difference between a 
patient and a nurse it can lead to trouble. So it was things like that, all of that is all 
documented so you’re welcome to that. 

CARLY- Were people...? I don’t know how to phrase this... Uh the people you worked with at 
the hospital did they find it easy to wrap their heads around the idea of history being 
important to an individual’s mental heath? 

SEBASTIAN- I never went into the hospital. The hospital was were the group supported 
people, went in for visits etcetera. But this was uh like a black history group within our group, 
which was... about eight members and took on different activities like we choose a writer to 
work on and build up etcetera specifically on our interests and then extended it outwards to 
things like Black History Month etcetera. But all this was called... the name of the book that 
we wrote was called ‘Heritage Stories’ and Heritage Stories [laughs] these were narratives of 
five slaves, five enslaved people and you know it captured everything that was done by the 
members themselves and to see the- the skills and ability giving people opportunity to be 
creative... just sit back in amazement. It is- it is providing opportunity for people to grow and 
if you have low expectations of someone or you feel they have written more for this or that 
then I find it good. 

CARLY- Then how did that method come about, to use a narrative style of writing rather than 
a more traditional... non-narrative way of writing. 

SEBASTIAN- Well we looked at the five writers and five of us took on the writers to read their 
narratives and the develop it and then we had an overview of it another time uh and then the 
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chair done a summary uh and we- we had it in a brochure form and Arif Alli from Isif Press 
came and said ‘hey we not put this in a book’ you know so he went and published it for us. So 
you can get it on Amazon. 

CARLY- So how did people take to the writing? Had they written before? 

SEBASTIAN- No [laughs] 

CARLY- Then how did they take to writing? Like a fish to water? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah well they... I did things like I found people that people were really nice and 
helpful, that’s one thing you have to recognise and there was... Tower Hamlets Technical 
College there was uh her name slips at the moment but she ran some courses for us which 
you know which was about confidence building really and ideas start it off, getting uh familiar 
with computers and writing itself and what not and it started. 

CARLY- Do you know if any of those writers are still writing now? 

SEBASTIAN- ... I think it was really for the book, for the publication. I mean it wasn’t... I really 
can’t say if they’re still- you know. That was what we did it for. I can’t say, some of them have 
left the group too. So I can’t say. Possibly. 

CARLY- Were there any other creative or narrative projects or was it just for that project? 

SEBASTIAN- Well uh Oona King the MP, ex-MP, she used our work in her speech in the House 
of Parliament then they were debating for funds for 2007 so we can say that we contributed 
very much. You can get your hands on that speech if you wanted it. [laughs] Interested in 
Oona pieces of work and she did many and uh and we know what 2007 was all about. 

CARLY- So sharing the narrative was important to you. 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah. 

CARLY- How did you and the other writers feel seeing your work in print? 

SEBASTIAN- We didn’t see ourselves so much as writers. We see ourselves as compilers you 
know and sharing the past because the whole.. it was we also discovered more things 
[laughs] led on to places we discovered. The White Raven Tavern which is in White Chapel 
and this where black people used to meet uh where in those days many of the black people 
wasn’t baptised in the parish because baptism that’s another story really because religion 
there, and so they had uh many of the surgeons and the hospice people around London 
Hospital used to have something called uh they used to help the poor and used to help and 
they used to give handouts in two places: one in Lissen Grove and one in Whitechapel. And 
the one in Whitechapel was in the White Raven Tavern and we decided we got permission to 
meet there and we were able to feel involved as part of the writing where black people were 
meeting in the 17th and 18th century and that was- that was pretty powerful. That was pretty 
powerful so we-we-we just came along with the presence of our ancestors being with us as 
we were doing that project. 

CARLY- So there was a sense of place or geography? 

SEBASTIAN- Very much so, very much so. 

CARLY- I see you’ve brought some things with you over there. Did you want to show them to 
me? 

SEBASTIAN- No I really didn’t know what you wanted today so uh these are just the slave 
records of the- 

CARLY- Are these your records? 
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SEBASTIAN- No, no these are just- I bought along. This is all the slave records of the Matthews 
plantations which I have never don’t have uh... my father’s side of the family. I really don’t 
have a lot of information on so I’m pursuing that. And that’s from 1867 that was difficult... 
most of the people were dead [laughs] uh this was just all of the Matthews from the area I’d 
found. My father’s [inaudible] And this is just part of the family tree I bought along to show 
you where my great grandfather would have gone and... you remember that slavery was 
abolished uh 1834 and somewhere they had the records for but I didn’t bring it along with 
me. He was born in 1817-1819 approximately because that was estimating. [His phone rings] 
Oh I thought I’d turned off this. [Turns phone off] Uh and this was another rung down here. 
You can have a look. 

CARLY- So tell me about this here. 

SEBASTIAN- This is as far as we’ve got. We’ve got records for him, who was owned who was 
owned by the Gill family.  

CARLY- Samuel Allen? 

SEBASTIAN- Yes. His wife Beth. I can [opens sheets of paper] Ok uh... they had uh Alfred 
Allen... this is my grandfather. Uh this is the one who you can have a little look at this uh and 
this... if you have five minutes you can read this and you’d have a pretty good understanding. 
[Shows CARLY an essay he had written about his grandfather] And my grandmother Mary we 
were talking about- married in 1907 and these are from the records of the archives in 
Barbados so this is where we’re talking about the records, these are all there. Uh... these are 
uncles and this is my mother and coming down here this is my brother uh this is me and my 
wife. And I had a relationship with a lady which brought about a daughter here. These are 
two daughters from my wife. Then I have a grandson from this one. This is what it was all for. 
Uh if you want to spend a couple- this is a piece of... just have a quick browse. 

CARLY- Where did this come from? [Referring to the essay from earlier] 

SEBASTIAN- This is I developed that from what my cousin did. 

CARLY- Okay. 

SEBASTIAN- Because he did the research. 

CARLY- And you wrote this? 

SEBASTIAN- Yes, I built on what he had done. 

CARLY- Why did you write this? Was it for an article or personal use? 

SEBASTIAN- No just develop it for- yeah and share it at least with the family. 

CARLY- So you go though each of your ancestors in this with as much contextual information 
as possible? 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah it was basically is as I said Kit-Kit who was my grandfather. He was the one 
who everyone spoke about. So it is to the children of Kit-Kit that he wrote this so we just 
extended from where Kit-Kit came from leading up to here and also showing how the family 
spread over the years and who went where. And always focusing on Kit-Kit because the 
family tree goes further. And that’s one of the problems with family trees it can go- it can be 
as big as you want it. You know it can really extend so all the information here I mean- it’s 
massive. I’ve got it on disc so it can... it just gets it just gets grows and grows. And that is why 
I said I prefer- I would have liked to work with someone who can who you can bounce off. 

CARLY- Do you plan on writing more essays like these on other family members as you learn 
about them? 
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SEBASTIAN- Oh if they need to be added to, you know. 

CARLY- So you know when to stop? 

SEBASTIAN- No we don’t do things like that. Things just happen. One of the things I see with 
young people is that they’re so professional. Things just happen, you just do things. You sing 
because it makes you happy. You don’t sing for money. That type of things. You just do 
things. 

CARLY- So how does it make you feel? 

SEBASTIAN- It’s just a legacy. I’m sure others would add a little bit, add something. Someone 
in the family would find an interest, someone... so you just do your own thing along the way. 

CARLY- Do you think of it as a collaborative activity? Something organic that develops. 

SEBASTIAN- Sure. 

CARLY- The way you’ve done this family tree did you use family tree software? 

SEBASTIAN- Yes this one was done using family tree but I just picked up this but it’s absolutely 
massive if you want to see. 

CARLY- It can just keep going? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah yes. Because it’s much more detailed. All of these have trades in and what not 
so all of that is in- a special when I got to the Caribbean I collect what I can. 

CARLY- Is there anything you wanted to tell me about your family history research that you 
haven’t had the chance to tell me so far? 

CARLY- Is there anything you wanted to tell me about your family history research that you 
haven’t had the chance to tell me so far? 

SEBASTIAN- Ah, no just uh want to add that you know it’s something that I enjoy and I think 
others would enjoy uh and it’s there for young people, for those who come in after you to 
have that information instead of being lost and-and that sense of rootedness they have some 
sort of roots. Because why  maybe you can help me here uh I’m looking for because we have 
a problem definitely its people from the Caribbean it’s that we’re dead very quickly and 
there’s no other people from the Caribbean to replace us so in about twenty to thirty years 
time there’ll be no more Caribbean people. So uh people like myself have to tell their stories 
now and record all of the experiences so that those who are coming, people like yourself I’m 
going to presume that you were born here, you couldn’t call yourself if you were born here 
Caribbean. You can only be born in one place. So although you might identify as Caribbean 
because of your appearance. You weren’t born there. 

CARLY- No I don’t. Because my grandfather was  Jamaican, he came over and my mother was 
born in London. She is very much British, a Londoner and she passed that down to me as well. 
That’s the way I think about. Really. Yeah... 

SEBASTIAN- That’s fine. That’s fine. So all I’m saying is that my children here who were born 
here can’t say they are Caribbean because they were born here. You know just wouldn’t 
sound right so in the future what’s going to happen is that all the people from the Caribbean 
would disappear and you need to preserve that now and what I’m doing with Martha and 
others is to use here also as a opportunity to record some of that stories. We want an oral 
history project with the aim of preserving that experience here. Okay, and we’re looking for 
people like yourself to help with transcriptions or things so- or anyone you know who can 
help us because we haven’t got any money to- so some voluntary support. 

CARLY- What sort of transcriptions?  
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SEBASTIAN- Oh transcriptions from the oral history- 

CARLY- Ha well I’ll be getting a lot of practice doing this. 

SEBASTIAN- Well you know some of your colleagues or someone else you might know even 
you might think of voluntary becoming one of the archivists for us. 

CARLY- You know a lot of the students on the course are always looking for experience. 
Anything records related. 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah well that’s what we’re looking for. because you know the Black Cultural 
Archives there hopefully next year or two should be doing that but they can only do a limited 
amount and other people would have to feed into them and we can feed into them too and 
other areas where black people... all the other boroughs can feed into with exhibition and 
whatever is. So what is now like to make a contribution to Newham. We came here before 
there was a Newham, it was East Ham. So uh we need to preserve it and mainly for seniors, 
they would love to share those stories. And when we have the stories they’d need to be 
transcribed. Everything is about money so if some of your colleagues would be willing to help 
us. 

CARLY- Have you contacted the Oral History Society? 

SEBASTIAN- Well if you notice we.... no we’re not. Can you tell me a bit about that? 

CARLY- Uh it’s basically a society of enthusiasts who are really interested in oral history. They 
are connected to lots of voluntary projects, one in London and one for people of Pakistani 
origin. Uh the Oral History society has a website and they have links with the British Library 
and British Library sound archive because they do a lot of oral history recordings and have 
special rooms- sound proof rooms. I went to the British Library on a day course on doing oral 
history and that was really interesting. They talked about transcription and archiving. They 
have links to volunteers as well. They’re very helpful and knowledgeable. They have a lot of 
resources and they have a journal as well. 

SEBASTIAN- Yeah I’ll check that out, you know. And some of your fellow students who want 
to you know I mean- 

CARLY- Yes UCL is a big campus with people from all over the world interesting in trying new 
things. 

SEBASTIAN- Yes. Why I was keen with you too was that Caribbean link. Because sometimes 
we can get lost in other things. So I wanted to hold it, something you can still manage and not 
really a lot [laughs]. So that was important and I’m interested in what you’re doing. I’m 
looking definitely to get help with the transcripts if any of your colleagues, if you can ask 
them to help I’d appreciate that. So if there’s something you can send me? 

CARLY- Yeah, I’ll look into that. 

SEBASTIAN- So I’ll leave that with you then. 

CARLY- Yeah sure. 

SEBASTIAN- If you could send me some information that would be helpful. 

CARLY- There are a lot of other campuses in the University of London. They might be 
interested. 

SEBASTIAN- Okay, well we may not have enough work for everybody [laughs] 

CARLY- Yeah [laughs]. 
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SEBASTIAN- No we’re still in the early states. It’s about just one or two people and then they 
become more established and see how things developed and extend it. 

CARLY- Do you have any long term plans with what you want to do with the recordings or 
transcripts? 

SEBASTIAN- We’re working here with the archive’s department. 

CARLY- And how did you start the project? 

SEBASTIAN- Because of the archives. I’ve known projects to do with family trees and histories 
here which I attended and I’m part of the outcome from what they have started. So this I’m 
starting to do a bit coming back because when it’s all about Newham and you have preserved 
Newham history. 

CARLY- Is there anything else you wanted to add? 

SEBASTIAN- No. It was just a pleasure. 

CARLY- It was great to meet you and this information has been very useful I definitely look 
into the book. So thank you very much. 

SEBASTIAN- Thank you.  
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Appendix Seven: A ‘culture gram’ representing the multiple 
dimensions of my personal and professional identity.  

The diagram offers a broad context for my personal perspective and its impact on my analysis 
of the data generated during this autoethnography.234 

  

                                                           
234

 The culture gram concept was developed by Heewon Chang in Autoethnography as Method. 
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Appendix Eight: Pedigree Chart  

My pedigree chart incorporating the information gathered during my family history 
research.235 

 

                                                           
235

 The information written in red represents the information I obtained through the family history 
research process. 


