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7 Identity and narrative

The idea that identity has a narrative organization goes back to Erikson’s psycho-
soctal theory of identity (Erikson 1959, 1968). According to Erikson, the past
should be continuously reconstructed in the light of the present and the future,
Even independently of the allure of postmodern narrative metatheories, this
theory almost automatically entails the metaphor of narrative: essentially, identity
is nothing else but a continuously reconstructed biography (Ricoeur 1991). Thus,
a story that individuals construct about themselves will have a distinguished role
from the point of view of the continuity, integrity and unity of their own self and
from the aspect of other qualities of their identity. The intensive use of the nar-
rative metaphor in self-psychology that began in the 1980s (Gergen and Gergen
1988; Mancuso and Sarbin 1983} raises several issues that have already been
discussed in part in Chapter 3. These problems include, for example, the author-
ship of narrative, that is, the real identity of narrative substance and life story,
the social construct of life story, the relationship between historical and psycho-
logical truth, the status of narrative structures in the autobiographical construct,
the problem of who is the biography addressed to, the issue of monologicity and
dialogicity in narrative, or the problem of how the story-like formulation of iden-
tity is related to other possible, for instance categorical formulations. Several of
these questions have been discussed in Chapter | on the foundations of narra-
tive psychology. Of course, the theory that self can be conceived of as a biogra-
phy, a narrative is in accord with social constructionist metatheories which deny
that self, or the things of the world are stable, secure starting points, so-called
‘essences’ (Bruner 1991). Ricoeur’s (1965) interpretation of psychoanalysis is a
classic example of the psychological nse of postmodern narrative theories, which
sees the patient’s various manifestations not as symptoms of a biologically deter-
mined instinct dynamics but rather as a text that the analyst should interpret to-
gether with the patient. Joint text construction — therapy — results in a new, more
coherent story.

Nevertheless, the narrative concept of identity as a psychological construct
cannot be exhausted by mechanically translating the notions of narrative meta-
theories. ‘Philosophy seeks an answer to the question as to how narrative creates
the identity of the narrator (and the recipient of narrative). However, in psychol-
ogy the main questions wt need to answer are what conditions life stories origin-
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VI8 fIdentity and narrative

The identity (life story) of an individual consists of four main constituents:
nuclear episodes, imagos, world view and generativity scripts. These four con-
stituents are complemented by thematic lines and narrative complexity. Thematic
lines are recurrent content units of a life story. According to McAdams (1985),
the recurrent, crucial elements are related to motives of power and intimacy (see
Figure 7.1).

McAdams views narrative complexity as the index of self-maturity. Emphasis

is placed on story structure; stories are different from one another not only in
content but in complexity as well. In relatively simple stories there are very few
characters, the plot is linear and includes a small number of subplots. In contrast,
complex stories are subtle and include many elements and distinctions. The nar-
rator establishes several different relationships among the various elements and
integrates all of them into a hierarchical pattern of structure, The degree of com-
plexity can be regarded as a ‘development index’ because it shows to what extent
and in what way personal experience is related to the integrative framework of
meaning. At a ‘more mature’ level of development the individual framework of
meaning is relatively simple and uses a holistic, all or none approach to the under-
standing of self and society. In the case of a ‘mature’ level the individual frame-
work of meaning is subtle and hierarchically integrated in which paradoxes and
contradictions can be tolerated and the individuality of others can be recognized
and respected.

It is obvious that in McAdams' narrative model analysis targets psychological
contents that can be captured at the semantic plane of narrative, whether it is the
constituents of a life story or the thematic lines mentioned above that are taken
into consideration. This sort of content analysis can be implemented with the cate-
gories (imagos, nuclear episodes, thernatic lines, etc.) of an identity model that is
constructed in advance. Although McAdams should no doubt be given credit for
including biographical narrative as an empirically manageable source of data in
the study of identity and for taking pains to test the hypotheses — that is, the valid-
ity — that follow from the model by using a projective test of personality, the iden-
tification of the model’s categories and the content analysis using these categories
— due to their abstract nature — involve several elements of uncertainty.

Barclay’s model for analysing the coherence of autobiographical
narrative

Barclay (1996) worked out a system of categories for the analysis of coherent bio-
graphical narratives (Figure 7.2) which can be identified much better at the level
of the text. In this model analysis is carried out along an information structure
and a narrative organization. The information structure is made up of elements
like leading and supporting characters, scenes and activities that constitute the
plot and their main features. The amount of information has a significant influ-
ence on the liveliness of a narrative, or conversely, the coherence of a narrative
lacking sufficient information or crammed with information deteriorates signifi-
cantly. The analysis of narrative structure takes place in accordance with three
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Figure 7.1 Life story model of identity (after McAdams 1985

Source: McAdams, Dan P. (1985) Power., Intimacy,
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(‘1 felt relieved’) carry the largest amount of evaluative information, Evaluation
often follows canonical forms in autobtographical narratives, There are three
basic narrative forms. A progressive narrative begins with some negative emotion
{negative emotional evaluation of the events), and as the events proceed, evalu-
ation gets more and more positive. A regressive narrative form also evolves in
time; however, the direction of the changes in evaluation is just the opposite: the
starting event is seen as positive, and this evaluation changes into a more negative
view over time as the events unfold. Finally, the evaluation of stahle narratives,
whether positive or negative, does not change over time. Evaluative patterns are
closely related to the schemas of genres. For instance, tragedy follows a regressive
schema of evaluation, while in comedy or romance a progressive schema can be
observed. According to Barclay (1996):

through an analysis of a coherent personal history, it is possible to construct
a theory of a person and the deep motivations that give him or her a sense
of meaningful being and a sense of groundedness in the present time and
space.

(Barclay 1996: 109-110)

Empirical studies targeting the analysis of biographies were made extremely
difficuit before by the fact that there were no procedures for content analysis
available that could be used relatively easily and securely for the analysis of rele-
vant psychological contents. Tt was largely due to this fact that extremely time-
consuming research on the content analysis of life stories had been relegated
to the background for many decades. The rapid propagation of the narrative-
autobiographical approach to individual identity in the past few years has largely
been facilitated - in addition to a change in the rigid positivist climate and a boost
in research on narrative, that is, narratology, mostly in literary theory but also in
other disciplines — by the speedy development of information technology, which
made it possible to conduct computer-assisted content analysis research. Chapter
9 will present a so-called narrative psychological content analysis model that
aspires to explore the psychological meanings of narrative not only at the levei of
words or themes but also at the level of narrative, along the lines of narrative quali-
ties like structure, organization, perspective, temporal relations and coherence.

The roots of knowledge about the self

Integrity, internal consistence, complexity and coherence are traits of life stories
that make it possible to draw conclusions about the state and maturity of an indi-
vidual’s actual identity. However, these are obviously cognitive variables that do
not reveal much about the emotional qualities of the identity of adults who have
verbal memory and a mature self, about a healthy confidence in reality, or the
lack thereof, about a readiness to change reality and about the complex process
of self-development. When commenting on autobiographical memory, Barclay .
and Smith (1992) argue that the memories that we accumulate during our {ives
are deeply rooted in our early relationship with objects. Infants learn about their
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own subjectivity in their relation to their caretaker. This is where infants experi-
ence their relation to their mother, their physical and emotional dependence on
her. The self is created through detachment from the mother. One essential ele-
ment of this process of separation is a potential space between mother and infant
in which several symbols of unity with the mother might emerge and gradu§lly
escape from the almighty control of the infant. The infant can tolerate sepgratlon
if the caretaker is a trustworthy mother who cares about the needs of her infant.
In such cases, for instance, infants may safely shut their eyes, because they can be
sure that their mother will be there when they open their eyes again. This is how
confidence is created. If infants can trust the external reality, they have no reason
to maintain the illusion that things are under their own control. Giving up the
illusion of control may be facilitated by so-called transitory objects — like plu.sh
teddy bears or nappies for sleeping — that remind the infant of those properties
of the caretaker over which the infant is believed to have almighty control. Plush
teddy bears and nappies are later replaced by fantasies and stories; in fact Ba?clay
and Smith (1992) suggest that autobiographical memories are such ‘transitory

objects’ too:

Memories, and autobiographical memories especially, are precisely such
transitional phenomena — symbols of the deep templates of caregiving we
come to rely upon, again and again, to serve our needs for emotional support
and responsiveness. We release such constructions into the space between
ourselves and significant others as a way of recapitulating and ‘stx:ucture-
building’ that occurred in our pasts. No less than a child will change its story
to suit its feelings, we also adapt our memories as our needs change or as the
needs of our partners change. Indeed, reconstructed memories in this sense
become a kind of currency of social life, especially for the purchase of inti-
macy. It is only in the presence of trusted others that we really surrendf:r our
illusions, and indeed bring them under another’s control. Serving a S]gI}lﬁ-
cant other’s needs, likewise, we adapt our memories in natural responsive-

ness to their emotional states. '
{Barclay and Smith 1992: 89)

Narrative ideas in the research on self-development

How does autobiographical narrative enter into self-development? According to
Stern (1989) several different forms of a sense of self evolve during the first years
of life. Core self emerges in the second or third month, which includgs the sense
of agency, coherence, continuity and atfectivity. This self is not reflexive and not
conscious. o
Subjective sense of self begins to develop at around the ninth month. Subjective
sense of self is not reflexive or conscious either. Infants become aware through
experience that they have subjective states of consciousness W.hiC]:l can be share-d
with others, with othey people who also have their own s.:ubjf:c‘tlve states. Thlls
new subjective self makes it possible to experience intersubjectivity and engage in

B T T T .

Identity and narrative 123

interaction. Contents of consciousness like the focus of attention, intentions and
emotional states become shareable.

Verbal sense of self begins to evolve at around the fifteenth to eighteenth
months. This sense of self is already self-reflexive and makes it possible to objec-
tify the self, as shown by the use of personal pronouns or by behaviour in front
of a mirror.

The different senses of self all organize subjective perspectives that refer to
the self. During the time of developmental leaps, when new cognitive, affective,
motivational and motor abilities appear as a result of maturation, infants have
to create a new subjective perspective of themselves that can organize the new
abilities. It is in this sense that the various senses of the self can be regarded as
the organizers of subjective perspective. Every new sense of the self opens up
a new dimension of experiences without fully absorbing or eliminating the old
ones. Different senses of the self live side by side. At around 2 years of age nar-
rative sense of the self begins to emerge. This is also partly the outcome of new
abilities like language or concept-formation. These new capacities enable and at
the same time force children to reorganize their subjective perspective into a new
form. The senses of agency, coherence, continuity, affectivity, intersubjectivity
and self-reflection are now reorganized in a narrative form. The monologues that
can be observed in the cot at around age 2 fulfil this function, the stabilization of
narrative self. This is the self that children will build on in the rest of their lives
when giving an account of their lives to others or to themselves.

With the evolution of narrative self the child crosses the border between the
reconstructable and the unreconstructable past. However, the assertion of the sub-
jective perspective, giving meaning to events of life, is not eliminated by narrative;
quite the contrary, meaning is provided precisely by narrative. What happens to
us becomes one of our own by the fact that it has some meaning for us. It makes a
contribution to the organization of the self, our knowledge about ourselves. Bring-
ing back the memory of some events of life and their narration in a particular situ-
ation show how an individual attributes significance to events, and what organizing
principles and processes of meaning creation participate in the reconstruction of
the events. The story of a slap in the face by a parent may be put in several different
ways. It may involve something like ‘Parents occasionally beat their children.’ Or;
‘I will never be able to forget or forgive that slap in the face. T felt myself humili-
ated to the dust.” Or in yet another way: ‘I had never been hit before, and that slap in
the face made me think. I would never have thought that I could make my parents
so angry.’ The first case is characterized by generalization, an impersonal way of
putting the event into words, as if it did not involve any emotions, or as if it was not
possible to remember what had happened. The second case may be thought of as a
story that is organized aleng the lines of vulnerability, defencelessness and humili-
ation. The third one can be viewed as the story of dependence, responsibility, a
strong relationship and realization. Note that the subjective perspective, meaning
based on experience and the ability to reflect on it consciously are expressed by
specific linguistic patterns in stories about the self. In Chapter 9 we will attempt to
identify exactly these linguistic patterns (see also the Appendix).
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Two mere things need to be emphasized at this point. One (.)f them is the effect
of early experiences and early self—develop_ment on the evolutton of adult per:c[)lrlx—
ality, including the emergence of pathological forms as well. Early senses ().bi e
self, as Stern (1989) writes, do not get lost; however, access to them is possibie,
if at all, only indirectly. In her research on deviant and normal y_oun_gstfzrs for- ex-
ample, Péley (2002) shows that the accounts. of several events of their lllves gflven
by deviant youngsters include stories in which there are many threatening, ru;-
trating and pressing psychological aspects and several instances of neglec; on the
part of the main characters, especially the parent.s, wruch —in ‘regard to what was
said concerning meaning creation in the actual situation — indicates some serious
problems in early self-development in the case of these young people. .

On the other hand, most of the experiences that emerge 'after the self 18 est.ab—
lished do not necessarily become conscious and accegsnble to _self—reﬂectlop.
However, these experiences — and here we mean experiences .w1t.h a traumatic
effect in the first place — can disrupt the coherence .'emd continuity of the S'elf
through their emotional content and shake the foundgtlons of a sense of security,
value, confidence in others, that is, everything that is needed for the integrated
operation of an adult self.

Trauma and narrative

The life stories of pecple who have gone through a traumatic event sl-mw. Whi.it sort
of defence techniques and methods are used to elaborate the traur.nanc situation as
well as what the state of the self is during the process of elgbo_ratmg tl}e traumatic
event. Averhan and Laub (1998) describe the characteristic forms of remember;
ing a crucial trauma of the twentieth century, th'e Holqcz}ust. There are ‘severad
primitive defence mechanisms, processes of denial, splitting, de-realization an
s0 on at work in not knowing or not remembering. In tattered, fragmeniary mem-
ory, experiences are isolated from one another; they h.ave no context and the nar-
ration of events lack coherence. Kaposi (2003), referring to the strange structure
of Imre Kertész’s novel, Fateless (1975) written about th? Holocal%st, that _evokes
a sense of present time, recognizes Kertész’s greatnesls in venturing the impos-
sible. What should be told is a story for which the survivor of the events does nf)t
have a tale, a narrative. There are some cover-up memories that often appear in
connection with traumas, These are stories with fictitious o.r partly true elementg,
for example jolly, anecdotal details that cover up the experiences that are associ-
ated with the real events. When remembering tra}lmatlc events, we can observg
the phenomenon of reliving, when the narrator switches gff t‘he rgﬂexnve sehf an
recalls behaviours and emotions relating to the traumatic snuatlox.l. There 1shan
interesting observation concerning the trauma _Of the Holocau.st wl?lich shovtfs t]at
similarly to early relationships with objects, this tral.lma thflt is suh‘ered1 atla rela-
tively early age can play a crucial role in the pe‘rceptlon of mt_crpmjsoné_l te ?‘;lo.nls
and meaning creation in interpersonal events in the? future: life of an individual,
When going through a trauma, the individual tmrfsfers, as 1.t were, his or her own
experiences to actual life situations. The difficulties of coping with a trauma are
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shown by overgrowing narratives. This type of memory is characterized by con-
scious self-reflection that controls the narration; memories break loose and are
recalled with the intensity of the original experience, overflowing consciousness.
Four further forms of recollection indicate the restoration of self-identity, or we
might say, a more advanced state of mental health. An individual may make the
traumatic experience the topic of life or the topic of identity; in a positive case
for example, an individual may make sympathy and giving assistance to others
the guiding principle of his or her life story. An individual may also take the
position of a person giving evidence; from this Pposition the narratives that recall
details may lose their strongly emotional content. Trauma as a melaphor as a
type of memory indicates that the traumatic experiences have been elaborated in
a creative fashion. In this case an individual can use the experiences relating to
traumatic events in a creative way in resolving the developmental, emotional and
intellectual conflicts of his or her life and use certain aspects of the trauma ag a
metaphoric tool. Finally, the resolution of traumatic events may lead to knowledge
of action, a state of identity in which the individual not only knows facts but also
knows what to do with these facts. This means the restoration of the agency, the
disposing capacity of the self.

These types of memory tied to traumatic events, which can be related to differ-
ent states of identity, show again that the organization of events that create iden-
tity can be tracked in the linguistic expression of narrative. The question again is
whether these linguistic forms are accessible only to a hermeneutic interpretation

or whether they exhibit patterns whose identification can lead to information of
diagnostic value.

Therapeutic narratives

It was Pennebaker (1993) who pursued pioneering research on the therapeutic
function of narrative and the possibility of drawing conclusions and predictions
concerning the state of mental health on the basis of the qualities of a narrative,
He requested his subjects, suffering from different physical and mental problems,
to periodically rewrite the story of a ‘traumatic event’ that meant a huge emo-
tional burden to them. He analysed the narratives in terms of the categories of the
words and the qualities of the story (coherence, organization, structure). His most
interesting findings concerned temporal changes in the narratives. The positive
emotional charge of the original story at the level of words and the completeness
of it at the story level could predict the resolution of the emotional state much less
than the change that occurred, in a positive direction in regard to positive emo-
tional content and coherence, between the original story and the one that was the
product of several attempts of rewriting. Similar results are reported by Stephen-
son et al. (1997), who analysed the therapeutic diaries of alcoholic patients and
found that therapy was successful with those patients who had a negative relation
both to themselves and to the therapeutic process at the outset, and this relation
turned more positive as therapy or the writing of the diary progressed. '
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Life story as a social construct
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Brockmeier (2001) draws attention to the fact that a retrospective teleclogy
manifests itself in biographies, A life story, similarly to biologicai life, sets out
from somewhere, from birth, and is headed for somewhere, for death. The need
for a meaningful and good life presses us for straightening out our wrinkles, and
we can do it at the level of interpreration, conscious reflection. This is true even if,
as has been seen before, we cannot always perform thig interpreting~rationalizing
Jjob perfectly in the case of serious traumas, Because of its ‘roundedness’, conven-
tionality and conscious reflexivity, a complete life Story is thus not suitable under
any circumstances for an analysis that is meant to draw conclusions for the devel-
Opment of the self, the organization of identity and a particular state of identity.
Integration and coherence are only one aspect of identity that appear, if you like,
at the plane of the plot. The development, the states and the qualities of identity,

rating significant events of life was introduced by Fitzgerald (1988, 1996} to the
study of autobiographical memory. Fitzgerald gave the following instructions to
his subjects when he requested them to tell 4 story:

Tell us three stories from your own life. We'd like you to seiect events that are
important to you, Often these are vivid memories but they don’t have to be,
Think of these as three stories that belong in a book about your life.

(Fitzgerald 1988: 263)

The results of an empirical, descriptive study using another technique similar to
the above show that significant events of life can be grouped into four categories
(Pataki 2001). The most frequent events were those related to some sort of an
achievement, followed by stories related to archetypal experiences (birth, death,
etc.), stories of personal relations {friendship, love) and stories of failure. Pataki
(2001) analysed the material trom the point of view of accepting or rejecting
categories of identity. However, these types of stories also have g message for

involved in them we can get to much deeper layers of self-organization.

Some authors working in the life narrative area ask for self-defining memories,
They define this type of memories as vivid, highly memorable, personally im-
portant, at least one year old, and convey powerfully how one has become the
PErson one currently is (McLean and Pasupathi 2006; Singer and Salovey 1993).
A similar technique is to eljcit furning point narratives when subjects are asked to
write about an important transition or change with respect to their understanding
of themselves (McAdams 1993; McLean and Pratt 2006). )

A further advantage to an episode of life Story — as compared to a complete
life story — is that although it appears in a story format, it can take into account
the fragmented nature of the self and emphasize particular aspects of the self.
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It is less reflexive than lifelike in its nature; it is less tied to conventions, an.d is
governed, at best, by narrative conventions. Any deviation from these conventions
can be interpreted in terms of the emotional meaning of the evel?t. Thus a com-
plete life story is not necessary for self-development and for drawing meamngful
conclusions about identity states and qualities. The qualities of self—represcntatl'on
and intra-psychic states are expressed in the narration of sign-iﬁcant- au_toblo—
graphical episodes. However, it requires the narration of potentw}lly 51gn1ﬁc.ant
events of life that affect some fundamental dimensions of emotional meaning
creation. In Péley’s (2002) research on normal and deviant young [?eople, the.self—
representational qualities of defence and security were ‘triggered’ by r:cca]lmg a
successfully resolved threatening situation and another one that the subject.could
not overcome. The need for separation and detachedness and the experiences
related to them were expressed in the episode relating the events of straying away
for the first time, and self-evaluation and the internal efforts and repre.sen-ta-tlons
of support related to it were mobilized by an achievement story that the individual
was proud of.

Stories about the self are analysed by sophisticated coding schemes (McAdgms
et al. 1996) or by ratings (Pennebaker 1993), if not qualitatively. ’[‘heswj st01l'1e.s,
however, all have composition, which, in turn, can be analysed at a lmgu1s.nc
level. If we can uncover correspondences between the compositional charaf:terls-
tics of life stories and the identity of the narrating person, we make a significant
step ahead towards transforming narrative psychology to real science.

Summary

This chapter outlined psychological approaches to the relation betweep varigus
forms of life narratives and various forms of self and identity. Theories Wth‘h
have also developed empirical methodologies in order to infer to_different quz_all-
ties of identity from narratives or to trace the process of identity COI‘lStI.’U(:‘.tIOTI
through narratives are presented more extensively. The o'vera]l characteristic of
these approaches is that they deal exclusively with narrative conteI?t. When they
draw inferences to identity, they consider only content configurations, at most.
The chapter also discussed the social constraints on life na.rratives and the role of
narrative in psychotherapy, particularly in trauma elaboration.

8 Language and soul

The title of this chapter refers to the fact that language is in intimate contact no
only with cognition and consciousness, as has been analysed in Chapter 2 whet
discussing the epistemology of psychology, but also with the entirety of humar
mental life. The categories of the relationship to reality are formulated in lan.
guage and through language, but in the same way it is language that mediate:
emotions and motivations that produce the patterns of these relations characteris-
tic of individuals and groups of individuals.

Language and world view

The recognition that reality is mediated to people by language and their world
view is determined by language goes back to Wilhelm von Humboldt. According
to Humboldt, people live in a world that their language defines for them. The first
book of Wundt’s ten-volume Elements of Folk Psychology (1916) also deals with
language, and when dissecting the above idea, it draws conclusions concerning
the mentality of different peoples with language as well as their mental frame on
the basis of linguistic features, vocabulary and grammatical structure. This trend
takes language to be a cultural object form which psychology can be unfolded
through interpretation, and there is no way to empirically verify the relationship
between linguistic data and psychological phenomena. Similarly, there is no way
to explore relationships between collective identity and the mental processes of
individual people that constitute collective identity. The theory of linguistic deter-
minisms (discussed in Chapter 2), which was motivated not by the preliminaries
of folk psychology but rather by the linguistic observations of cultural anthro-
pology initiated by Franz Boas, also tries to capture the relationship between
language and culture.

The fallibility of the folk psychological approach is clearly illustrated by Sdndor
Kardcsony’s (1976} analyses of the relationship between the Hungarian language
and the Hungarian frame of mind. From the observation that ‘Hungarians do in
fact prefer to use coordinative sentence structures using “and”, “but”, “or”, “thus™
and “therefore” to using so-called clauses; therefore it is a coordinative language’,
Karicsony (1976: 26) derives traits of the Hungarians such as a special concep-
tion of authority relations or a disposition to passive resistance. In Kardcsony’s



