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Introduction

In 2017, we wrote and published a version of the final chapter of this 
manuscript in Journal of Narrative Politics (JNP). The story is a stylistically 
jarring autoethnography detailing our experiences with the United 
States-Canadian border and the two healthcare systems during the 
period of Donald Trump’s first presidential campaign and election. 
We wrote this piece using sections of diary entries, text messages, 
memories, and representations of government documents. Many 
journals within the study of politics would neither have published our 
work nor regarded it as political in nature.

Our intention in publishing “Vignettes of the Banal” was to 
illustrate through a personal story how binary systems such as borders 
and healthcare enact violence upon liminal modes of existence. While 
we maintained various layers of privilege in relation to crossing the 
border and accessing healthcare, we were exposed to fissure points 
in both of these systems during that time. What had previously been 
mundane aspects of our lives suddenly became sites of frustration and 
fear, taking on surprising urgency.

The last scene of the story that constitutes our final chapter is 
the birth of our child. While we recognize that our experience is not 
universal, our entry into parenthood was a distinctly ethical and 
political encounter. Surrounded by medical equipment and midwives 
in the privacy of our own home, we were struck not only by love and 
beauty, but also by a vastness that is impossible to fully describe. That 
evening, if only momentarily, forced us away from the immobilizing 
horror that often accompanies global politics, and toward a notion of 
life as vast, intersubjective, and complex. The birth of our child was a 
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sublime encounter and one that continues to provoke active political 
engagement. As Hannah Arendt writes, “The miracle that saves the 
world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal, ‘natural’ ruin 
is ultimately the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is 
ontologically rooted. It is, in other words, the birth of new men and the 
new beginning, the action they are capable of by virtue of being born” 
(1998: 247). Further to Arendt’s claim, the birth of our child illustrated 
not only how action is ontologically rooted, but that the intersubjective 
responsibility to act is ontologically rooted as well. What drew this out 
for us can be described as none other than the sublime, which we detail 
in the chapters of this manuscript.

While the final chapter of this book describes our own experiences, 
most of this text does not. Rather, the aim of this project is to bring 
together the discussions surrounding aesthetic theory within the study 
of politics as well as the narrative turn within International Relations 
(IR). We have been encouraged in these efforts by the rich scholarly 
works of Jenny Edkins, Roland Bleiker, Elizabeth Dauphinee, Naeem 
Inayatullah, Richa Nagar, Inanna Hamati-Ataya, Michael Shapiro, and 
Himadeep Muppidi, among many others.

Although we have valued the merits of storytelling approaches 
for some time, in 2017 and 2018, autoethnographic approaches to 
research received a scathing critique. In what is now known as the 
Sokal Squared hoax, the storytelling method of autoethnography 
was admonished and rejected. At the time, it was revealed that three 
individuals submitted fabricated articles to academic journals in order 
to test whether their claims could be published. Falsifying their names, 
affiliation, and asserting many times that their work had undergone 
institutional research board (IRB) approval, the Sokal Squared 
hoax sought to prove through the invalidation of certain research 
methods and subjects of study that various academic disciplines lack 
epistemological and methodological rigor. The hoaxers went as far as 
referring to autoethnography as “mesearch,” invoking a term meant 
to point to a singularizing and pejorative way of interpreting the 
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approach. Of course, this was only the most recent debate about the 
validity of certain types of qualitative methods. 

Storytelling methods in the social sciences have long been subject 
to extensive scrutiny, even before these interventions. While the use 
of certain methods, particularly those that are quantitative, is taken 
for granted in the study of politics, narrative and autoethnography, 
as illustrated by Sokal Squared, are often approached with deep 
suspicion, if not outright repudiation. Although what stories are told 
and in which context is decidedly political, the norms within the study 
of politics dictate that storytelling belongs within the humanities, or at 
least the precarious humanistic side of the social sciences, if anywhere 
at all. 

Importantly, we do not endeavor to make this text a platform to 
dispute the possibility that autoethnography, an approach where 
scholars utilize their own experiences to interrogate power structures, 
can be used in the criticized way. Of course, it is possible to deploy any 
method in a way that diverges from best practices. We do, however, 
propose that Sokal Squared did not prove that autoethnography 
inherently lacks rigour by making such a claim. Rather, the hoax shows 
that the three individuals associated with it and their proponents have 
not engaged sufficiently with the present methodological discussions 
surrounding autoethnography (or other storytelling methods) or 
its theoretical basis. The expectations about how and why to engage 
with autoethnography are cause of some dispute, but as Sarah 
Naumes writes, “While we can and should celebrate the narrative [and 
autoethnographic] turn and the ways that it has opened IR to inquiry 
that was not previously possible, IR scholars should approach narrative 
projects in the same way as other methods. Namely, narrative [and 
autoethnography do] not and should not escape critical examination 
because of either the content or the delivery” (2015: 831). In other words, 
autoethnography is and should be subject to scholarly critique. 

While the Sokal Squared hoax is premised on a set of non-
transparent assumptions, it still begs the question: why attack 
autoethnography? Or, why classify such scholarship as untruthful? 
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The obvious answer is that autoethnography has given a platform to 
voices and experiences that are frequently erased within the study of 
politics. Storytelling asks scholars to rethink their epistemological 
commitments – to accept lived complexity. Taking away such a 
platform further entrenches the erasure of these voices and experiences. 
Thus, we want to make clear that invalidating autoethnography in its 
entirety is not about questions of rigour, but of political commitments. 

The Sokal Squared hoaxers promote a vision of theory as objectively 
truth seeking. They dismiss that the stories that we are allowed to tell 
and how we are allowed to tell them is always a measure of power. On 
this point, Robert Cox’s framing of two types of theories is illustrative. 
The Sokal Squared hoaxers envision all theory as necessarily problem-
solving theory, which Cox claims, “takes the world as it finds it, with 
the prevailing social and power relationships and the institutions 
into which they are organised, as the given framework for action. The 
general aim of problem-solving is to make these relationships and 
institutions work smoothly by dealing effectively with particular 
sources of trouble” (1981: 128-129). This framing takes for granted a 
good-faith effort in scholarship, in which of course the Sokal Squared 
hoaxers did not engage. Regardless, the assumption by the hoaxers 
that all theory falls within the parameters of problem-solving theory 
implies the illegitimacy of any theory that “does not take institutions 
and social and power relations for granted but calls them into question 
by concerning itself with their origins and how and whether they 
might be in the process of changing […]” (ibid: 129). Cox describes this 
second type of theory as critical theory. 

If we take Cox’s framing seriously, storytelling methods fall 
squarely within critical theory. Looking at the manuscripts that have 
been published and discussed within IR in recent years as well as the 
content distributed by JNP affirms this positioning. The JNP website 
claims: 

Journal of Narrative Politics is less concerned with the objectivist 
academic analysis of narrative, and more with the expression of 
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narrative itself as a mode of knowing and a form of scholarship. The 
journal therefore aims to operate in the overlap between the languages 
of science and literature with the goal of showing how theory becomes 
practice and practice theory. It commits to diverse ways of storytelling 
as knowledge appropriate to the academy, rather than as merely the 
objects of scholarly inquiry. (cf. JNP webpage)

Thus, JNP responds to a call within academia to trouble the prominent 
erasures of marginalized voices and to show how “Theory is always for 
someone and for some purpose” (Cox 1981: 128; emphasis added). 

Notably, while Cox’s argument is useful, caution is needed precisely 
because in deploying such a framing, evaluative criteria for critical, 
theory are not necessarily substantiated. As Patrick Jackson writes, 

“[W]e learn only that theory that places the present in historical context 
is ‘critical’ while other theory is not, but this gives the reader very little 
guidance about how to go about generating good critical theory – let 
alone how to go about evaluating a critical theory” (2011: 183; original 
emphasis). To be clear, while the development of a set of discursive 
and ethical tools designed to evaluate narrative and autoethnography.  
texts is a promising undertaking, our primary concern rests elsewhere. 
Put differently, we endeavor to rethink the theoretical value of such 
efforts in order to move beyond the realm of problem-solving theory 
and into the domain of critical theory. This is necessary to summon 
a more rigorous and accurate debate on the political potential and 
positionality of narrative and autoethnographic texts.

If storytelling methods are situated primarily within the framework 
of truth versus falsehood, as the Sokal Squared hoaxers would have us 
believe, then they do, in fact, become problematic methods. Yet, if we 
eschew this two-dimensional plane of truth and falsehood erroneously 
grafted upon them, then we come to recognize, as so many scholars 
have previously pointed out, that academic enterprises are always, 
to an extent, subjective. This is not to say that there is no difference 
between truth and lies, but that humans live within complicated social, 
political, and cultural life-worlds. Each of us is present in our research 
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– recognizing and being explicit about this does not make the work 
weaker, but stronger. Narrative and autoethnography expose that we 
do not live in a world where truth simply does not exist, but one that is 
complicated and decidedly political.

While the Sokal Squared hoaxers ostensibly misrepresented the 
ongoing epistemological and methodological debates pertaining 
to narratives broadly and autoethnography specifically, they did 
point out a persistent concern with approaches to scholarship that 
are interpretive in nature. Again, it is not our wish here to 
invalidate questions that might relate to that concern, but to state 
emphatically that this debate has been misframed in two ways. In the 
first mis-framing, there is already recognition that narrative and 
autoethnography necessitate peer scrutiny. Autoethnography is not 
insulated from critique simply because of the form of writing. Further, 
a questionable autoethnographic work – such as the hoaxers rejected 
paper, “Self-Ref lections on Self-Ref lections: An Autoethnographic 
Defense of Autoethnography” (cf. “Academic Grievance Studies and 
the Corruption of Scholarship”) – does not invalidate the approach in 
its entirety. Rather, it encourages a more substantive discussion about 
how we should engage with these modes of scholarship. Whether the 
hoaxers and others accept the use of personal narratives within their 
disciplines, the world outside of the Ivory Tower continues to engage 
with storytelling as a viable mode of human inquiry, expression, 
and interaction. Storytelling is an integral aspect of the human 
experience. Thus, erasing narrative and autoethnography from 
the repertoire of methods available to scholars further entrenches 
academic manifestations of elitism. Methodological issues with 
autoethnography (which we believe were overemphasized in the 
case of Sokal Squared) tell us not that we should invalidate some or 
all storytelling approaches, but that the assessment criteria for these 
works is perhaps murkier than other methods because discussions 
about best practices are ongoing. 

In addition to the need for a continuing and robust dialogue 
surrounding the methodological implications of narrative and 
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autoethnography, we argue that storytelling approaches do more than 
give readers insight into a singular subjective experience. This brings us 
to the second mis-framing. Although narrative and autoethnography 
are methods of scholarship, they are also political theoretic texts in 
nature and must be treated as such. This book offers a vision of narrative 
and autoethnography as both methodologically and theoretically valid, 
looking to the aesthetic category of the sublime to show the political 
theoretical value of these works. In this way, we align with Jacques 
Rancière’s vision of the sublime qua Michael Shapiro which is taken up 

“not (as Kant had hoped) toward a shared moral sensibility but to an 
ethico-political sensibility that recognizes the fragilities of our grasp 
of experience and enjoins engagement with a pluralist world in which 
the in-common must be continually negotiated” (Shapiro 2018: 4). In 
this vision of the sublime, narrative and autoethnography point not 
intrinsically toward a new universal morality, but toward a rupturing 
with the dominant logics of our time that divide the ethical and the 
political into two distinct entities. Storytelling illustrates life-worlds 
other than our own that implicate each of us as actors responsible for 
seemingly far away geopolitical turmoil. 

This book, thus, celebrates storytelling as a stand-alone mode 
of political inquiry and an approach to political theorizing. While 
we engage in a discussion of textual narratives given the number of 
recent written projects within the discipline of IR, we view narratives 
as diffuse in style. A painting, film, or music video, for instance, has 
a similar capacity as a written work to engage with contemporary 
political issues, albeit in a different manner. Our intention in mainly 
looking at written text is not to preclude other modes of storytelling 
from our definition of narrative. We have, however, constrained our 
later inquiry to those narrative and autoethnographic works that could 
fit broadly within the territory of the study of politics and of which the 
authors have self-identified with these approaches. 

As a promotion of the narrative turn, we reject the vision of 
humanistic engagement as inferior to empirical research not because 
we wish to claim that stories are superior vehicles for engagement, 
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but because we acknowledge the importance of methodological 
pluralism to the social sciences. Of course, as discussed above, we 
do view storytelling approaches as stand-alone forms of political 
theorizing. We assert further that stories in the form of narrative 
and autoethnography open up discussions that have been frequently 
silenced by popularized engagements with the study of politics. In turn, 
it prompts a reconsideration of the type of ethics that Western schools 
institutionalize through syllabi, lectures, and research protocols. 

Although narrative and autoethnographic stories do not offer 
a scientific notion of politics because they are unfalsifiable and 
unreproducible, this book engages with narrative and autoethnography 
as necessary approaches to a pluralistic study of politics. This is 
to say that although scientific research plays an important role in 
our understanding of the world, there are social and humanistic 
interpretations that add layers otherwise rendered invisible. The 
purpose of narrative and autoethnography is not to portray empirical 
studies as obsolete, but to engage in more complicated accounts 
of our life-worlds – ones that are impossible to represent outside of 
storytelling. While methods aiming for scientific accuracy attempt 
to control variables and isolate causes, storytelling accepts that life is 
unpredictable.

To be clear, our aim here rests beyond sparking a renewed debate 
about which approaches are more or less valid or to reify a binary 
between empiricism and interpretivism. In fact, many of the major 
issues of our time require novel approaches where scholars and 
practitioners alike step outside of this methodological vision, shedding 
the prescriptions of our solitary disciplines in order to take up those 
approaches that properly fit the research questions. These approaches 
cannot, by definition, function as predefined. Rather, our objective is 
to explore the political theoretic potential of storytelling approaches 
such as narrative and autoethnography.

The narrative turn certainly popularizes methods that celebrate 
storytelling and, often, foregrounds the author in an academic 
text. While many of the initial pieces published on narrative and 
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autoethnography grappled primarily with making the case for these 
methods within IR scholarship, much of the discussion now focuses on 
the potential embedded within the narrative turn and how narrative 
and autoethnography ought to be deployed. From this discussion, 
questions have emerged about the proper way to critique narrative and 
autoethnography. However, little has been written about either the 
placement in the study of politics of narrative and autoethnography 
within IR or what the aesthetics of narrative and autoethnography tell 
us about what these methods are doing. 

This project addresses this lacuna by surveying the narrative 
turn in IR as well as how it can fruitfully contribute to political 
theory. Centrally, we argue that it is a mistake to view narrative and 
autoethnography solely through the lens of IR scholarship. While 
narrative and autoethnography emerged in the study of politics 
in response to ongoing concerns about the way the field of IR is 
studied and produced, this project makes clear that narrative and 
autoethnography should be viewed as political theory more broadly. 
To make space for the narrative turn within political theory, a re-
evaluation of the discipline is necessary to better grapple with the 
complexity of political life through a more diverse and inclusive field of 
voices. The narrative turn is already importantly achieving these goals 
and, thus, these works ought to be viewed as political theoretic texts. 
Not only does the narrative turn problematize who and from where 
political ref lections and expressions can emerge, it does so explicitly 
through a rejection of a technocratic style of academic writing. The 
disruption of technical norms and practices comes about from the 
very way that the text is presented. We argue that one of the ways that 
storytelling – in the form of narrative and autoethnography – does 
this is through the sublime aesthetics of these projects, summoning 
a vision of the political that is strikingly complicated, dynamic, and 
f luid.

As narrative and autoethnography continue to gain readership and 
authorship, this intervention seeks to further add dialogue between 
scholars of IR and political theory by stressing more inclusive forms of 
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theorizing. By opening up a dialogue on the content of IR and political 
theory, we invite other scholars to rethink their own epistemological 
and methodological commitments to better illustrate how disciplinary 
boundaries function by upholding power structures and rendering 
certain voices and bodies illegible. Our hope for this text is to present 
a wholly new perspective of the political potential of this type of 
storytelling through a vision of the sublime aesthetic of its presentation 
that brings about an encounter with the political. In an age of political 
turmoil and dissent, this work stresses the potential for storytelling to 
act in emancipatory ways and to give voice to those previously unseen, 
unheard, and uncounted. 

The plan of the book proceeds as follows. In Chapter 1, we offer a 
definitional framework for narrative and autoethnography, drawing 
upon various fields of study. We also explore how and why the narrative 
turn emerged in the discipline of IR. While we argue that the narrative 
turn was essential within IR because of ongoing debates about the 
subject and object of study within the field, situating narrative and 
autoethnography within the study of politics as IR scholarship now 
needs to be challenged. This chapter offers readers an understanding 
of the placement of narrative and autoethnography and what literature 
currently exists.

From this position, we argue in Chapter 2 that narrative and 
autoethnography are not wholly new methodological approaches to 
IR scholarship, but are, rather, part of a lineage of political thought. 
Through this lens, we argue that narrative and autoethnography 
should not be viewed simply as methods within IR scholarship, but 
as political theoretic texts as well. We suggest that these texts invoke 
discussions of the idea of the political, not only within the text itself, 
but beyond, while simultaneously emphasizing the necessity for 
political education and mobilization through an invitation into an 
aesthetic experience of the sublime. To show the theoretical richness 
of narrative and autoethnography, we offer a broad sketch of the 
epistemological boundaries of political theory as a discipline. From 
there, we show how these texts are already present within scholarship, 
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yet a more thorough recognition is necessary, particularly in the area 
of pedagogy. The chapter draws to a close with a pedagogical exercise 
to highlight how narrative admissions can be used inside and outside 
of the classroom.

In Chapter 3, a genealogical account of the sublime is offered. We 
engage with the concept of the sublime to deploy a conceptual bridge 
from our appraisal of the narrative turn in Chapters 1 and 2 into a more 
comprehensive assessment of its political potential here as well as in 
Chapters 4 and 5. This evaluation spans from ancient to Enlightenment 
to postmodern interpretations – as we survey key thinkers such 
as Longinus, Burke, Kant, and Lyotard – in order to show how the 
experience of the sublime has evolved over time, importing an ethical 
dimension. While interpretations of the sublime have often focused 
exclusively on aesthetics, we show that the turn towards morality 
brings with it an important modification to the limits and avenues in 
which an encounter can be understood. This crucial revision enables 
us to take up the sublime in a decisively political sense: one that reveals 
the vicissitudes of life in common. 

What follows in Chapter 4 is the presentation of a new theorization 
of the sublime to capture the current conditions of the world; 
a theory of the sublime – for the many, and by the many – that 
offers a vantage point into the vastness and promissory quality of 
narrative and autoethnographic texts. Principally, we suggest that 
scholarship has much to gain through an analysis of how narrative and 
autoethnographic texts invite readers into an aesthetic experience. 
Following the assertion posed by Naumes’ 2015 article, “Is all ‘I’ IR?” 
that assessing a piece as ‘good’ narrative or autoethnography is unique 
from assessing a piece of literature as well-crafted, we suggest that 
the lens of the sublime can indicate the possibilities inherent within 
narrative and autoethnographic approaches. In so doing, we assess 
four recent narrative or autoethnographic texts to show how this form 
of personal-political writing offer insights into the socio-political 
realities with which traditional academic scholarship often fails to 
fully engage. 
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In the final chapter, we present our article “Vignettes of the Banal” 
(2017), originally published in JNP, to show the theoretical and stylistic 
possibilities of the narrative turn. “Vignettes of the Banal” explores 
the liminal temporal status of bodies functioning in conf lict with the 
hegemonic time of the nation-state. Through an autoethnographic 
excavation of two simultaneous stories of the potentiality of life and 
death, we interrogate the function of both territorial borders and 
boundaries crafted around embodied experiences. Namely, as two 
American academics studying in Canada, we ref lect on the role of the 
nation-state in policing not only citizenship, but the partition between 
illness and wellness through our experiences of childbirth and a 
possibly life-threatening medical condition. These events illuminate 
the difficulty of navigating these life-moments as they occur not 
only within a defined border, but also when they transcend or cut 
across territorial lines, essentially leaving these categories in f lux. By 
uncovering the fissures rendered possible by the very inevitability of 
existence qua moments of life and death that operate outside of the 
linearity of the time of the nation-state, we might begin to to reimagine 
and recreate patterns of existence freed from unnecessary authority.

We draw this project to a close in the postscript by offering 
ref lective and personal remarks on the evolving nature of storytelling, 
the narrative turn, and the need for political resistance. For now, we 
explore the emergence of the narrative turn in International Relations.




