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Exploding Method: A New Scholar’s Symposium

‘Speaking as a mother…’ – the productive limits of autoethnography

Abstract
The ‘reflexive turn’ in a range of disciplines, including cultural studies, anthropology and sociology,  has resulted in innovative combinations of methodology that place the subjectivity of the researcher at the heart of research.  In her discussion of the legacy of poststructuralist textual criticism, Elspeth Probyn stated that “as researchers, we don’t know what to do with our selves’, and advocates ways of putting experience and the self to work in research, at both the ontological and epistemological level.  In this paper I explore the issues arising in my own research around issues of researcher subjectivity and messiness, and my attempts to ‘do something with my self’ through and within my research.  I examine a particular moment of methodological failure, which had an ambivalent impact upon my self validations, as both a researcher and as a mother.  I explore the emotional and political investments at stake in research; for me, the qualifier ‘speaking as a mother’ operates as a (somewhat uncomfortable) epistemological guarantee whilst simultaneously producing a range of obligations.  I ask how my speaking from a particular moment or point of identity has produced a particular mapping of investments, loyalties and identifications that weave through my analysis, and, drawing on Sara Ahmed’s (2004) work on emotion, argue for an approach to autoethnography that takes account of the emotional politics of research.

This is a paper about my emotional investment in, and loyalties across, my research, how I am using my identity to make claims of knowledge and authority, and my attempt to use a moment of methodological failure productively.  This paper is also a response to Sandra Harding’s work on reflexivity, and, via Sara Ahmed’s work on emotion, a call to find ways as researchers to account for our emotions when our research goes wrong (and also, by extension, when it goes right).  Whilst I share the concern of my contemporaries about the consequences of the ‘reflexive turn’ in sociology – in its worst manifestation, endless autobiographical confession – I also find that a brief biographical note is justified, even absolutely necessary.  This paper is, then, the beginnings of what may prove to be a circuitous, anything-but-brief, biographical note.

My research examines the discourses of class, gender and respectability that are negotiated by and through the narratives of transformation within the genre of parenting makeover television.  When pushed, I have tentatively defined my methodology as a textual and discursive analysis, and my object of study as parenting television, including Supernanny (Channel 4), Little Angels (BBC) and House of Tiny Tearaways (BBC); but my choices are already far more complicated than this definition suggests.  By interpreting these texts as ‘emblematic texts or moments’ (Couldry, 2000), worthy of attention and energy, in a rich and complicated history of parental discourses (Hulbert, 2003), I have already selected my data as a socially situated researcher.  Why parenting television?  Why class and gender?  Why respectability?  I have previously justified my selection in terms of expediency (I cannot examine every text), popularity (local proliferations of these programmes across the globe, huge audiences) and political relevance (endless references by policy makers).  In the reflexive tradition, I want to examine the subjective motivations behind my selection, alongside a textual/discursive analysis, and this raises a number of related questions.  Why do these texts ‘feel’ emblematic to me?  What enables me to feel qualified to unpick themes of respectability?  How can I use my location to examine contemporary discourses of motherhood?  What does ‘speaking as a mother’ do?

‘Speaking as a mother’; moments, meanings and qualifiers

The ideal of research objectivity has been under sustained fire from a range of feminist, postcolonial and queer writers (amongst many others) all of whom challenge the idea that it is possible to produce knowledge that is timeless, reproducible and interchangeable, and that only knowledge that fulfills these criteria can be valued.  The fiction of objectivity can prevent researchers from examining suspicions, uncertainties and contradictions arising from their work too closely, for fear that the status of their research as objective be called into question.  It also denies the necessity of examining how research is chosen, evidence selected, and why some knowledge requires less than others in the way of the ‘burden of proof’.  

One attempt to undo the gold standard of objectivity comes from standpoint theorists, who replace it, or rather supplement it, with the interrogation of one’s subjectivity.  Lorraine Code, for example, claims that although objectivity may be a useful fiction, we should remember that who knows is as important as what is known.  In this sense, the authenticity, validity and accuracy of the knowledges that we produce as subjects are bounded by the parameters of our subjecthood.  In the process of ‘speaking as…’, we lay claim to identities as constitutive of these knowledges in ways that may sometimes be productive, and more importantly valued by those that ‘hear us as…’, but may similarly be reductive, misappropriated or misheard.  “Speaking as a mother” involves, like all identified speech, a qualification of one’s knowledge as a natural consequence of one’s identity, and granting that knowledge a status on the basis of the circumstances of the speaker.  Some examples:  

· Rosie O’Donnell’s discusses the occupation of Iraq in her primetime talkshow, in which she claims to be “speaking as an American, and as a mother’.  

· Tanya Byron (host of the BBC shows House of Tiny Tearaways and Little Angels) promoting her motherhood alongside her professional qualifications in a maternal curriculum vitae
…

· …and one interviewer of Jo Frost (host of Channel 4’s Supernanny) rubbishing Frost’s ability to provide parenting expertise on the basis that she isn’t a parent
.  

· Having given a conference paper on parental discourses, a member of the audience approached me after and commented that he had wondered upon what basis I was speaking, but that he had been somewhat reassured once I’d mentioned my daughter during the discussion.  

The tensions between the ontological and the epistemological levels of living and being in the world – between what we are and what we can know – are familiar terrain for PhD students, particularly during the ‘reflexive turn’ of the human sciences.  Write about what you know, we are told, immerse yourselves, embrace messiness; these invitations acquire new levels of complication when we research subjects that are tied up with our subjectivities, or when our ‘speaking as’ is coterminous with our attempts to speak what, how or why.  In the best case, this indissolubility can result in fantastic insights into the very processes of identity (Skeggs, 1997, 2004: Kulick and Wilson, 1997; Munt, 1997), but in the liminal time it can lead to all manner of ontological shakiness: where does my research end and my ‘real life’ begin
?  What am I willing to disclose?  How can I guarantee that my lived intimacy to the subject does not result in a polemic tirade?  The comment above from my conference colleague was meant kindly, I’m sure, but nonetheless it left me uncomfortable about my political and epistemological investments in my research.  If I hadn’t been speaking as a mother, is my work less valuable?     

In a sense, my project endeavours to open up conversations about different knowledges surrounding motherhood, and to take my ‘speaking as’ as the foundation of this conversation, not as an apology regarding objectivity.  Rather than sanitizing my account of parenting makeover programmes by erasing the words ‘I’ and ‘me’, and imagining myself as a “silent, unobtrusive, but nevertheless significant and looming presence” (Pearson, 1993: viii), I am attempting to responsibly write my looming presence into my textual analysis.  From the moment I wrote my research proposal, the support that I receive as a researcher – whether it is unspoken, from my supervisor, faculty or other doctoral colleagues, or spoken, as in the case of the reassured conference guest – is, at one level, intrinsically bound up with the authority I am imagined to possess precisely though my ‘speaking as a mother’.  The question is, how can I make this useful?  How then, can I account for the processes of my ‘speaking as’?  Sandra Harding’s work on reflexivity and socially situated knowledge is an extension of Code’s logic, and in her case for a standpoint epistemology, she argues very clearly that an engaged and sustained analysis of where one stands should form the central foundation of one’s method; “to use the place from which we speak as a resource, a part of the method, a part of the instruments of inquiry”.  Harding argues that reflexivity is not a pre-cursor to the ‘real’ research, nor is it a kind of post-research exercise; furthermore, to leave the consequences of one’s standpoint as a task for the reader is lazy and irresponsible.  In other words, to write reflectively is not a substitute for reflexivity.  Harding is – rightly – critical of the temptation to begin and end reflexivity with confession; “You do the confession, and then you do the analysis as if your confession takes care of it.” (2003: 17)

Rather than abandoning objectivity as an impossibility, Harding claims that by speaking and writing from a socially accountable position on the margins, a strong objectivity is possible.  In her argument, a plurality of marginal voices produces more objective knowledge than the claims of one voice using what Haraway (1991) calls the ‘God trick’ (writing from nowhere)
.  Standpoint writers are suspicious of claims of a ‘view from nowhere’ (Code, 1993) and of surrogate, universal knowers, take as a given that knowledge is not politically innocent, and that my knowledge – like all knowledge – is historically finite and temporal.  This may also be a useful way to sidestep the essentialising temptation of speaking through identity and ignoring difference.  Speaking as a mother need not involve a claim to speak for all mothers.  What kind of mother do I speak as?  I speak as a mother who has a particular relationship to the televisual advice that I am engaging with, shaped by, amongst other things, the circumstances of my family, my own moments of desperation, the writers and thinkers I have inhaled, the specifics of my research, my class, gender, race, sexuality.  This would seem to be a far more useful approach than to deny that I speak as a mother at all, and to begin an accountable and thoughtful examination of how location produces knowledge.

Researching effect, researching affect

If I am to write my looming presence into my research, and to incorporate a degree of reflexive writing in my research, my instinct is to start with my instincts.  This project arose partly out of my emotional reactions, investments and loyalties towards contemporary visions of motherhood, and the magnetism of standpoint theory is that it makes a space for the possibility of interrogating your emotional investments.  In her psychoanalytically informed paper ‘Towards an Anthropology of Self and Feeling’, Michelle Rosaldo (1984) challenges the assumption that ‘feeling’ can be opposed to ‘thinking’, and that affect – the emotional reactions and responses of subjects – can be explained away through models of personality and individuality.  She discusses, with a wealth of enthnographic examples, the impossibility of separating the ‘ideal types’ of thought and feeling once and for all, and the necessity of interpreting both as coterminous:

“Feeling is forever given shape through thought and thought is laden with emotional meaning.  What distinguishes thought and affect, differentiating a ‘cold’ cognition from a ‘hot’ is fundamentally a sense of the engagement of the actor’s self.  Emotions are thoughts somehow ‘felt’ in flushes, pulses, ‘movements’ of our livers, minds, hearts, stomachs, skin.  They are embodied thoughts, thoughts seeped with the apprehension that ‘I am involved’ (1984: 143, original emphasis) 

Rosaldo argues for an approach that makes sense of affect as embodied cognition – and that such an approach enables the ethnographer to explore the ways in which, through these processes of embodiment, this affect acquires power, tension, relevance and sense, emerging through our individuated histories.  More recently, but certainly picking up the same thread, Sara Ahmed (2005) conceives of emotion not as something that emanates from a stable ‘within’, nor as a contaminatory force which invades from ‘without’ (as, respectively, psychoanalysts and crowd theorists have), but rather as the point or moment of contact at which subjectivity is formed, negotiated and manoevered about.  To paraphrase Ahmed, emotion does not reside in subject or object, but rather it produces the barriers between them; the experience of emotion happens as we move, slide over or stick at these barriers.  As a researcher exploring maternal subjectivities, and simultaneously as a subject implicated within those technologies that produce ‘the maternal’, I feel drawn to this model of the processes of affect.

In particular I want to reflect upon the emotion of shame as an affective economy that is elaborated and filled in by these texts, and how the experience of shame becomes ‘sticky’ with affect.  Shame, for Ahmed, must be witnessed; even alone, the shameful subject imagines the witness.  It can be understood as a self-feeling, of the subject being against itself, desiring concealment even in its exposure, of being visible when one is not ready to be visible (for example the shame in a physical exposure).  “To have shame witnessed is even more shaming” (2004: 103).  Ahmed is less interested in what emotions are or how they feel – but what they do.  Shame seems to me to be central to the texts I am examining, and central to my responses to them.  I want to now unpick a particular episode in my research had shameful resonances for me in a range of ways.

Methodological failure and maternal validation

One of the methodological cul-de-sacs that I traveled up was triggered by an idea to take part in a parenting makeover program – specifically Supernanny – and to reflect upon my experiences of that process, in order to unpick the discourses and visions of parenting that participants and producers struggle with.  My forays into this particular methodological option was cut short by my rapid rejection from selection, over the brief course of two emails and two phone-calls. 

My failure to get on Supernanny was an ambivalent moment; on the one hand, it pissed on my vision of myself as covert researcher extraordinaire, able to immerse myself within a role for fruitful data collection.  It was simultaneously, and rather unexpectedly, a moment of maternal validation for me.  Having listened to my plea to be considered, a programme researcher who I know only as ‘Pam’ stated with sympathy that my daughter’s behaviour “does not sound extreme enough to warrant a visit from Supernanny”.  Speaking as a mother, I was delighted.  

In terms of shame, my failure to demonstrate an adequate amount of desperation and anxiety about my daughter’s behaviour, to ‘play along’, speaks equally of my ambivalence about these programmes as it does about any ‘truth’ of my mothering experience.  Sara Ahmed considers shame to be a recognition that one has failed to live up to an idealization – in order for this emotion to ‘work’, one must value first the idealization that one has failed to live and second, those who witness this failure.

“The idealization of another is presumed if the other’s look matters to me…if we feel shame, we feel shame because we have failed to approximate an ‘ideal…my shame confirms my commitment to such ideals in the first place” (2004: 106)  

This fits in nicely with the conceited vision of myself that I hold dear, as independent of such petty concerns as parental respectability.  Clearly, I did not sufficiently value the mechanisms of these parenting discourses that call for shame to perform as an ashamed mother.  More uncomfortably, and more likely, was I unwilling to immerse myself in maternal shame, even for the purposes of my research?   This goes back to that ‘other’ reading of shame – shame as an exposure.  Even speaking to a stranger on a phone can result in discomfort and anxiety about what could or must be revealed, and the overpowering desire to conceal, remove oneself from judgement, finish the call.  Which risks are worth taking?  The entire premise of Supernanny
 operates upon moral judgement, and as it turned out, the cost of some forms of immersion are too great for this researcher.  

In the long run, it is unlikely that my failure to be part of the programme makes my research incoherent; rather than abandon the experience as a moment of non-coherence, though, I decided to unpick it for the emotional experiences I emerged with.  The notes I studiously took during the phonecalls with the Supernanny researcher reveal my affective response to be resignation, a mild flush of triumphant pride, dismissiveness.  Who needs to go on this programme anyway?  The episode stands for me as a reminder that the overbearing power of the affective economy of shame – the shameful mother – is such that I could not bring myself to tell a sorry tale of failure and anxiety, despite a great alibi (its only for my research) and a wealth of critical capital that would have enabled me to dismiss the entire experience if I so wished.

I feel a whole range of emotions through my research – disgust, shame, anxiety, occasional triumph.  This episode has reminded me to pay attention to those embodied thoughts, those feelings.  It is also important to find a way to maintain a sense of distance, sometimes, and to carefully assess what risks and disclosures are acceptable.  The particular combination of researcher and mother that I live complicate my research in ways that are not easily answered by any epistemology tracts.  There is the risk every time I begin conversations with other mothers about the programmes, something which is often interpreted as a macabre fascination with discipline.  I become embroiled in uncomfortable moral discussions about smacking; if I have ‘come out’ as a doctoral student I am cast as a reluctant expert of some kind.  There is also the risk, demonstrated by the careful reluctance of some colleagues to freely discuss the compulsion to watch this kind of programming, as if I will be somehow offended ‘as a mother’.  Perhaps I just hang out with the wrong academics, or mothers, or both.  The significant point is that the affective resonances of our subjects are the reasons we become compelled to explore them – and that those affective resonances are themselves as interesting as the thoughtful, distanced, balanced analysis we produce.

I would like to extend Harding’s call to ‘marginal voices’ beyond a dossier of confessional marginalisation, then – hear my difference, listen to my voice – to take account of the emotional politics of research.  Whilst I began my methodological considerations with a grimace at the qualifier ‘speaking as a mother’, I am trying to find ways to account for the ways in which my ‘speaking as a mother’ positions me and enables me to position my research.  

Bibliography

Sara Ahmed (2004) The Cultural Politics of Emotion Edinburgh University Press

Lorraine Code (1993) “Taking Subjectivity into Account” in Alcoff and Potter, eds Feminist Epistemologies New York: Routledge

Nick Couldry (2000) Inside Culture: Re-imagining the method of cultural studies London: Sage
Donna Haraway (1988) “Situated Knowledges; the science question in feminism and the privelege of partial perspective”, Feminist Studies 14, 3

Sandra Harding (1993) “Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What is Strong Objectivity?” in Alcoff and Potter, eds Feminist Epistemologies New York: Routledge

Elizaboth Hirsch and Gary Olsen (2003) “Starting from Marginalised Lives: a conversation with Sandra Harding” JAC rhetoric, writing, culture, politics Vol 15, issue 2

Anne Hulbert (2003) Raising America: Experts, Parents and a century of advice about children New York: Knopf
Don Kulick and Margaret Wilson, eds (1995) Taboo: Sex, Identity and Erotic Subjectivity in Anthropological Fieldwork London: Routlege 

Geoffrey Pearson (1993) “Foreword – Talking a Good Fight: Authenticity and distance in the ethnographer’s craft” Oxford University Press

Sally Munt (1997) Butch/Femme: Inside Lesbian Gender London: Cassell

Michelle Rosaldo (1984) “Towards and Anthropology of Self and Feeling” in Schweder and LeVine, eds Culture Theory: essays on mind, self and emotion Cambridge University Press

Beverley Skeggs (2004) Class, Self, Culture London: Routledge

� See Byron’s profile on her webpage at www.bbc.co.uk/parenting/byron


� For the full interview, see Decca Aitkenhead, ‘You’ve been very, very naughty’ The Guardian 22.07.06


� It dawned on me, as I spent yet another children’s birthday party making surreptitious notes about the performance of maternal capital, that any ongoing idea of my ‘real life’, a life outside research, is probably a fiction, and that it is unlikely that I can have my birthday cake and eat it.


� It is useful to see these two critiques as untidy mirror equals – Donna Haraway’s critique of relativism (of being nowhere, claiming everywhere) and Lorraine Code’s critique of absolutism (of being everywhere, claiming nowhere).


� And, I would add, the entire makeover genre





