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NARRATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS

For the past several years, there has been a discussion among psychol-

ogists regarding the nature of two different modes of thought, and some

disagreement as to which of these is more likely to provide insight into

human lives. One of these, the logicoscientific mode, has dominated

American psychology since the advent of behaviorism. Now, as the

behaviorist paradigm for psychological inquiry wanes, new models

emerge. One of these is based on the narrative mode of thought, which

only recently has made inroads into academic psychology. Interestingly,

although narrative is about stories and storytelling, this perspective has

not been brought to bear directly on work with the TAT. Closely tied to

this discussion about modes ofthought are larger philosophical questions

about the nature of reality and the nature oftruth. In turn, these questions

lead to further differences between the two modes in conceptions of

causality and in the nature of verification.

Two Modes of Thought

Behaviorism fits firmly into the mode of thought referred to as logicos-

cientific, paradigmatic, or propositional—a mode following, intellectually,

from logical positivism. In its extreme form—"ifyou can't see it, it doesn't

exist"—unseeables, such as "drives," were accounted for by operational

definitions, using such observables as "number of hours of food depriva-

tion" or "number ofbar presses to obtain food" as the objective, countable

events that became the meaning of "hunger drive." Yet, it was always

assumed that these events referred to ("meant") something underlying,

21



22 • INTERPRETATION OF THE TAT

something within the organism, probably within the brain, that was drive.

And here, as Gergen (in Spence, 1982, p. 292) has pointed out, lies a

problem rarely considered by psychologists operating in the behaviorist,

positivist mode—namely, that meaning can not be verified or falsified. In

the case of "drive," although bar presses or hours elapsed are observable,

the theoretical meaning of those observables—in this case, drive—cannot

be proven to be true or false. There is no observable referent of the

meaning; it depends on the observer's system of interpretation. This

becomes clear when we adopt an alternative frame of interpretation for

the same set of observables; bar pressing may now be interpreted to

indicate anxiety, or even boredom. But these alternative meanings, as

with drive, can be proven neither true nor false. They, too, are the result

of an interpretation. There is no observable referent that is clearly,

uniquely, and indisputably "hunger drive," "anxiety," or "boredom."

Thus, even within the logicoscientific mode of functioning, psychologists

are dependent on interpretive context for assigning psychological mean-

ing to observable behavior. We will return to the importance of context

and interpretation later.

The goal of the logicoscientific mode of thought is to establish

abstract, universal truth conditions—truth that is independent of context.

This goal is pursued by using procedures for formal and empirical proof,

along with logical arguments and hypotheses that can be tested against

observables. The prototype of the goal is seen in highly abstract, formal

mathematical systems in which ever more abstract categories are devel-

oped and then related to one another to form a system that represents

reality. Implicit in this mode of thought is the belief that there is one

immutable reality, waiting to be discovered.

Influenced by 19th-century science, Sigmund Freud attempted to

follow the paradigmatic mode of thought. Freud's recurring metaphor

for his work was as an archaeologist who was delving into the past in order

to uncover the historical truth of the patient's life (see Freud, 1937/1959;

Schafer, 1992; Spence, 1982). As is characteristic of this mode of thought,

Freud assumed that past events continued to exist in the patient's mem-
ory, unchanged and immutable. By uncovering these "facts," this "truth,"

he believed that understanding and then cure would ensue. In fact, Freud

believed that attempts to reconstruct the psychological past were facili-

tated in a way that the archaeologist's excavations were not, because he

found that past psychological events were repeated by the patient in the

present, both inside and outside the therapeutic situation. Although the

current manifestations of the past might be modified or distorted, it was

assumed that the original event remained buried in memory, unchanged.

By focusing on reconstructing the immutable past, Freud hoped to avoid

criticism that his method was based on suggestion or subjectivity, as well
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as to counteract disbelief in the material that he discovered (Spence,

1982).

The idea that psychological or other investigation should be aimed

at discovering the "aboriginal world"—the original, given, unsullied real-

ity (Bruner, 1986, p. 37)—has been called into question by Bruner (1986),

Sarbin (1986), Spence (1982), and Schafer (1992), among others. They

have noted that throughout the history of man an, alternate mode of

thought has been present and has been used repeatedly to explain,

enlighten, instruct, and inspire human actions. This mode—narrative
thinking, or storytelling—is intended to convince or persuade another of

its true-to-life representation of experience. Central to narrative thinking

is a concern for human intentions and actions and for the vicissitudes and

consequences ofthese (Bruner, 1986). Further, narratives focus on people

and on the causes of their actions and on subjective experience (Vitz,

1990). Through the use of concrete and interpersonal situations, narra-

tive thought presents the particulars ofexperience in time and place—that

is, particulars in a context—in contrast to paradigmatic thought, which is

concerned with propositions demonstrating logical or scientific univer-

sal separated from any emotional or specific context (Vitz, 1990). Rather

than searching for universal abstractions, narrative thought aims at

putting the more general human condition into the particulars of expe-

rience (Hermans, Kempen, & van Loon, 1992).

Reality and Truth

Narrative reality also differs from paradigmatic reality. Whereas the latter

is defined as historical truth—the "aboriginal reality" mentioned above-

narrative reality is a description that aims at verisimilitude (Bruner, 1986;

Vitz, 1990) and that recognizes a variety of perspectives that may be

brought to bear on rendering an experience comprehensible (Bruner,

1986). Thus each mode of thought has a different method for ordering

experience and construing reality. The contrast here is between a con-

ception of reality as single, fixed, and forever and reality as relative and

context based, known through multiple perspectives. As Bruner (1986)

has written:

The moment that one abandons the idea that "the world" is there once

and for all immutably, and substitutes for it the idea that what we take

as the world is itself no more nor less than a stipulation couched in a

symbol system, then the shape of the discipline alters radically. And
we are, at last, in a position to deal with the myriad forms that reality

can take—including the realities created by story, as well as those

created by science, (p. 105)
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These differences in the nature of historical and narrative reality

have implications for procedures of "proof or verification.

With science, we ask finally for some verification (or some proof

against falsification). In the domain of narrative and explication of

human action, we ask instead that, upon reflection, the account

correspond to some perspective we can imagine or "feel" as right. The
one, science, is oriented outward to an external world; the other,

inward toward a perspective and a point of view toward the world.

They are, in effect, two forms of an illusion of reality—very different

forms. (Bruner, 1986, pp. 51-52)

Narrative truth, focused inward, depends on interpretation and

especially on the interpretation of human intentionality. These interpre-

tations can be judged for their Tightness, but not in terms of their

correspondence to "an aboriginal 'real' world out there" (Bruner, 1986,

pp. 158-159). Rather, narrative truth depends on how well the interpre-

tation captures an experience, and the degree to which it embodies

features of continuity, closure, and the pieces "fitting together."
3

The importance of interpretation for narrative truth is part of a

larger concern regarding the role of construction in determining

reality. If reality is based on personal constructions, it is important to

realize that these constructions are formulated in part in terms of

what others have thought before us. Our current view of reality

depends on previous constructions. Further, as we develop, both as

individuals and as a society, our construction of reality does and will

change, a point made so clearly by the work of Piaget and cultural

anthropologists. "We do not operate on some sort of aboriginal

reality independent of our own minds or the minds of those who
precede or accompany us" (Bruner, 1986, p. 96). In the narrative

mode of thought, reality is constructed, not found.

Interestingly, Freud toward the end of his career moved from an

insistence on the archaeological model and the search for historical truth

toward a position in which he suggested that the "truth" may be unob-

tainable, and that the therapist may need to fill in the gaps, to "construct"

the truth. With this important change in his point ofview, he moved from

stressing the role of "interpretation" in the work of the analyst to the

conception of "construction."

"Construction" is by far the more appropriate description. "Interpre-

tation" applies to something that one does to some single element of

the material, such as an association or a parapraxis. But it is a

"construction" when one lays before the subject of the analysis a piece

of his early history that he has forgotten, in some such way as [to

construct a narrative]. (Freud, 1937/1959, p. 363)
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It is clear in Freud's writing on this issue, however, that he still

believed that the historical fact existed, unaltered, immutable; although

not always recoverable, the analyst could surmise or construct the missing

data. Now, the curative agent became not the return of the repressed but

a conviction of the truth of the constructed narrative.

The path that starts from the analyst's construction, ought to end in

the patient's recollection, but it does not always lead so far. Quite often

we do not succeed in bringing the patient to recollect what has been

repressed. Instead of that, if the analysis is carried out correctly, we

produce in him an assured conviction of the truth of the construction

which achieves the same therapeutic result as a recaptured memory.

(Freud, 1937/1959, p. 368)

Verification

This shift from the goal of uncovering hidden memories to a focus on

creating a meaningful and believable construction raises the problem of

verification. Working in the "historical truth" model, there is but one

truth. But when reality is constructed, the way is open for multiple

interpretations, or constructions, for the same set of data. Here we face

the problem that in trying to understand or interpret the psychological

nature of the individual, we are dealing not only with the narrative

construction of that individual but also with the narrative construction

brought to the situation by the interpreter. And although there may be

but one single narrative, or set of narratives, characteristic of the individ-

ual under study, there is the possibility of as many interpretative narra-

tives as there are interpreters. Thus one of the main difficulties with the

narrative mode of thought is, that if reality is constructed, how does one

decide which construction is "true."

This dilemma has been well described by Steele (1986):

Hermeneutics, which is the art or science of interpretation, has since

its inception been concerned with the interpretation of text and

contexts. . . . While positivism has always maintained the existence of

the fact as a near sacrosanct unit of information unadulterated by

human interests and secured by objectivity, hermeneutics does not

seek a grounding in fact. It maintains that a fact is a construction, a

part of a whole. The fact both gives to and takes meaning from the

context of explanation in which it is situated, (p. 259)

Thus the meaning of a text, or, in a larger sense, the interpretation

of a life, will inevitably depend on the interplay between the storyteller's

narrative and the interpreter's construction—that is, on the interpersonal

context in which meaning is constructed.
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NARRATIVE INTERPRETATION INVOLVES A DIALOGUE

To conceive ofnarrative interpretation as dialogue, in which the narrative

of the storyteller is informed by the narrative of the interpreter and vice

versa, is to again make clear how there can be no single absolute

interpretation of a storyteller's narrative.

Faced with this situation of multiple interpretative narratives, which

cannot be validated by reference to past historical fact, how does one

choose among the alternatives? Different solutions to this question have

been proposed by different theorists. Steele (1986), based on the philoso-

pher Karl Popper's writings, proposes that narratives be evaluated not in

terms of whether they are true but rather in terms of whether they are

false.Just as science proceeds by refuting the null hypothesis, so the value

of narratives should be determined by the "falsification criterion." If the

narrative disagrees or conflicts with observations, one can decide that it

is false. These observations may include the narrative itself, which may
be determined to be false by noting such distortions as omission of

relevant data, inconsistencies, or tailoring of accounts to disguise incon-

sistencies.

Spence (1982) proposes a different solution to the question of how
to choose among possible narratives, at least as this applies to interpreta-

tion in the psychoanalytic setting. Rather than focusing on the historical

truth or falsity of the narrative, an interpretation might instead be

considered an artistic production. For, says Spence, "the historical truth

of the interpretation is not necessarily relevant to its clinical impact (read

aesthetic experience)" (p. 269). Artistic truth is not necessarily connected

with historical truth but does have its own standards as to adequacy and

goodness, as does a "good narrative" (Bruner, 1986). "The artistic model

is one alternative to the archaeological approach. We no longer search

for historical accuracy but consider the interpretation in terms of its

aesthetic appeal" (p. 270).

Alternatively, Spence suggests that narratives (interpretations) might

be considered pragmatic statements—that is, statements that have the

purpose of inducing oneself or others to believe something is true even

though it is not known and could not possibly be known whether the

statements are true, as when a politician says, "I am going to win the

election next week."

Perhaps most critical to this question of how to choose among
narratives is the position that interpretations "are to be primarily consid-

ered as means to future effects and not the result of past causes" (Spence,

1982, p. 274). That is, the value of an interpretation will be found in the

effect it produces.

Our search for verification of the interpretation should be "forward
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looking," rather than searching in the past for substantiating historical

fact. As Freud noted, if an interpretation is incorrect, it results in the

therapeutic dialogue coming to a halt; "if nothing further develops, we

may conclude that we have made a mistake" (Freud, 1937/1959, p. 363).

On the other hand, an interpretation that is followed by the emergence

of new material has produced an event that serves as an indirect confir-

mation of the adequacy of the interpretation.

In sum, the clinical stories with which we work, that is, the narratives

of patients—their life history, fantasies, dreams, or TAT stories—do not

correspond to historical fact. Whatever the earlier life experiences were,

the material has since been transformed into a psychological narrative.

Each narrative thus constructed serves as a context for the transformation

of further experience into narrative form, creating what Schafer has

termed "story lines" (Schafer, 1992, p. 35) through which individuals

represent themselves.

At the same time, we who interpret patients' narratives do so by

means of our own narratives, our own story lines.

The application of these narratives provides the context through

which the patient's narrative is understood. This "dialogue" between two

narratives will, in successful therapeutic relationships, bring about a

change in both the patient's and the therapist's narrative. Some story lines

will serve as structures to which material may be assimilated; at the same

time, emergence of new material may require accommodation and

change in existing story lines.

No single designation of an action may be presented as final, defini-

tive, exclusive, or conclusive. Narrative priority may be given to a

particular description of an action only after carefully spelling out a

context of aims, conventions, circumstances, and practices, or at least

when there is ample reason to assume that the listener or reader knows

this context very well. The description to be given ofan action depends

on the kind of account one wants to give of it. No action can be

presented intelligibly or usefully if it is not in the context of an implicit

or explicit narrative. The narrative context helps readers understand

the description being employed at the same time as the description

contributes to the further development and persuasiveness of the

narrative account. (Schafer, 1992, p. 45)

NARRATIVE AND THE TAT

What are the implications of narrative theory for working with the TAT?
First, and most obvious, is the need to recognize that with the TAT, we
are working with narrative material. To do this successfully requires the
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listener to have a "narrative sensitivity," a certain way of listening to the

story.

Narrative Sensitivity

This sensitivity, or narrative set, has been discussed by Wyatt (1986) as a

"basic orientation, a way of listening and organizing" (p. 201). It includes

an awareness that stories refer to something more than, or different from,

the surface content, something that may not be consciously available to

the storyteller, or that he or she may not have intended to reveal. The
listener should be sensitive to implicit as well as explicit meanings in the

material. Gertrude Stein notwithstanding, a story about a rose may be

about more than a rose.

In addition, stories are understood to reflect process—the transfor-

mation of experience into story lines—rather than being references to

discrete historical events. Because there is a need to order and integrate

experience, there is a tendency for the storyteller to "work over" the same

thematic material, to repeat story lines, to express the same story line in

multiple variations (see Edelson, 1993). Narrative sensitivity includes an

alertness to this repetition. There is, in addition, a belief on the part of

the listener that, owing perhaps to the storyteller's need for unity and

consistency, it will be possible to recognize the underlying story lines as

they are revealed in the narrative.

In short, narrative sensitivity, as it applies to working with the TAT,

involves going beyond the material given—beyond the surface arrange-

ment of words, phrases, pauses, starts, and stops—to find story lines that

are repeated in various forms and with different content but are used to

express the storyteller's unique way of organizing experience. Sensitivity

to these recurring patterns is essential in working with the TAT.

Meaning as Constructed

Narrative theory also tells us that TAT stories should not be approached

as windows into the historical past, or as X rays revealing some critical

event or engram in the unconscious. Stories do not reflect historical truth;

they provide a version of the underlying narrative, and they represent the

storyteller's reworking of experience into patterns, or story lines, that

serve to make experience comprehensible and meaningful. The story-

teller thereby constructs his or her world, and this construction is used

both to explain new experiences and to direct effort at coping with these

experiences. It is for these latter reasons that the discovery of the story

lines in the storyteller's constructions is important, not because they may

or may not reveal historical truth.
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Further, the meaning of a TAT story is not to be found in "observ-

ables," for, as discussed earlier, there are no observable referents of

meaning. Its meaning lies in the connections and patterns of experience

that are both revealed and discovered in the story. We, the listeners,

construct this meaning through interpretation.

Context

Narrative theory continually stresses the importance of context, a factor

that cannot be overlooked when working with the TAT. Story interpreta-

tion should occur within the framework of all the relevant contextual

factors. The most obvious of these is the TAT picture, which serves as the

immediate stimulus for story production. Different pictures pull for

different story lines (see Chapter 13). The context also includes the

situational features of the testing situation—the reason for testing, the

place, the examiner, and so on—as well as the intrapsychic reaction of the

storyteller to these features. Beyond this is the personal context of the

storyteller: health, ethnicity, age, gender, business/educational back-

ground, intelligence, and so on. "Blind analysis" of TAT stories (i.e.,

analysis without knowledge of the contextual factors and their effects) is

inevitably of limited value.

The importance of context for the interpretation ofTAT stories also

has implications regarding the level of analysis that may be considered

meaningful. Not only is the story to be understood as set in a physical and

psychological context; the words that comprise the story themselves occur

in a linguistic context. The meaning of an isolated phrase, or a single

word, often cannot be interpreted without knowing the context in which

it occurs.

Consider the meaning of the phrase "The boy stood up" when
occurring in several different "simple" linguistic contexts. "The boy stood

up" arouses a certain image, or meaning, in our mind. If, however, we
change the linguistic context by adding two words, "The boy stood up the

girl," a completely new interpretation of "stood up" is made. This change

in interpretation can not be fully explained by noting that a grammatical

object—the girl—has been added to the sentence, as is apparent in the

further sentence, "The boy stood up the hill," which produces yet another

meaning. Can this difference in interpretation be dealt with by noting

that the first object is human whereas the second is inanimate? The failure

of such a mechanical scheme is seen in the further change of meaning

when another human object is added to the stem, as in, "The boy stood

up to the teacher." Can the new word, "to," be independently described

in such a way as to explain the changed interpretation of "stood up"? Or,

consider the following two versions, both of which are highly similar,
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grammatically yet clearly lead to different interpretations: "The boy stood

up against all odds," and "The boy stood up against the wall."

We have, in this illustration, provided six different interpretations of

the phrase "stood up," each ofwhich is revealed only through the context

in which "stood up" is embedded. Even the meaning of individual words

is highly susceptible to context, as demonstrated convincingly in experi-

mental studies of semantic priming and humor based on punning.

It may seem quite unnecessary to stress the point that the interpre-

tation of narrative material is dependent on context, but I have done so

in order to demonstrate that the interpreter's narrative, or perspective,

should be one that does not destroy context. The linguistic context—the

ordering and sequencing of elements—is essential for understanding

narratives. And context, we have noted, extends beyond the linguistic

matrix. Context includes the intentions, aims, and wishes of the story-

teller, as well as the situation in which the story is told. "Deprived of the

actual context, the explicator of such a text must supplv his own, and the

resulting interpretation may shed less light on the . . . [storyteller] than

on the hopes and fears of the explicator" (Spence, 1982, pp. 285-286).

Context thus includes the narrative of the interpreter. Narrative

theory alerts us to the point that both the story interpreter and the

storyteller bring their own narratives to the task of story comprehension.

In this way, the interpretation ofTAT stories involves a dialogue, between

the story lines of the storyteller and the perspective of the story inter-

preter. Clearly, the perspective, or system of explication, that the inter-

preter applies to the TAT storv will construct meaning for that story; the

meaning of a story is intimately linked with the system of interpretation.

It is equally clear that there are as mam ways in which a story may be

interpreted as there are interpretive narratives. Should this be cause for

distress? On the contrary, the possibility of multiple interpretations

indicates the richness of narrative material.

Multiple Perspectives

We do not live out our lives with a single story line. The complexities of

human nature are expressed in a multitude of patterns, some intermin-

gling, some kept isolated. It is this very complex state of affairs that is

expressed through narrative. Disentangling that complexity in narratives

requires multiple perspectives.

In thinking about the TAT, it is thus useful to keep in mind that the

storyteller's narrative is expressed via multiple story lines. The story

interpreter, depending on his or her purpose, may "listen with a third

ear"—that is, with free-floating attention but without firm preconcep-

tions—in an attempt to recognize those story lines that are idiosyncratic
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to the storyteller. In fact, this is probably never fully possible, for every

interpreter begins with at least a few basic categories of experience that

will shape the listening process. It is then really a matter of the degree to

which the interpreter's narrative is intermingled with the storyteller's

narrative in arriving at the meaning of a TAT story. On the one hand,

the interpreter may focus entirely on the narrator's story lines as they

emerge and are found to be repeated in the stories told. The interpreter

is not committed to finding any particular pattern, any particular story

line, but is oriented to discovering story lines as these occur in the stories.

Repetition of similar story lines in narrative data will call attention to their

importance for the narrator. In this case, the interpretation of the stories

will largely be based on the storyteller's narrative and minimally on that

of the interpreter. This is the preferred approach when using the TAT for

purposes of clinical case study.

At the other end of the continuum, the interpreter may consciously

apply the story lines from his or her own narrative as a way of organizing

the material. Here, the interpreter will look into the stories for patterns

or descriptions ofexperience that coincide with the narrative constructed

by the interpreter. One example of this, discussed in Chapter 6, is Robert

May's narrative of deprivation and enhancement. It is May's contention

that stories may be characterized by one of two narrative forms, distin-

guished by the pattern, or trajectory, of events. In one form, the story

begins on a high note: Actions are successful, affect is positive, self-concept

is elevated. Then, as in many dramatic constructions, there is a turning

point, after which things go downhill: Actions fail, affect is negative, and

self-concept drops. This is the "enhancement followed by deprivation"

story. The second narrative pattern described by May is characterized by

the reverse trajectory: The story begins with episodes of failure, sadness,

and disappointment, but, after a critical turning point, there is success,

happiness, and fulfillment. Using carefully constructed categories to

characterize the occurrence of these patterns in TAT stories, May and

others have found the first narrative to be characteristic of the stories of

men, whereas the second pattern occurs more frequently in the stories

of women. As we will see in Chapter 6, these two narratives may also be

found in the historical myths and folk tales of the world.

Other approaches to story interpretation, such as the coding

schemes developed to assess various motivational dispositions (see Chap-

ter 15), although not strictly narrative in their design, share some features

with narratives. Perhaps the best known among these is the coding

scheme for the "need for achievement." To assess the presence of this

motivation as revealed through stories, the interpreter applies a set of

disparate categories to the story. Aspects of the story that fit these

categories are scored, yielding an overall numerical score that indicates
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the strength of achievement motivation in the story and, by inference, in

the storyteller.

Although this method does not meet all the criteria for narrative—for

example, the motivation score is not dependent on the order in which

the categories occur, and the scoring of a category is not influenced by

the context in which it occurs—still, the overall approach to assessing

motivation in this way does make certain narrative assumptions. First,

before any category may be scored, the interpreter must consider the story

as a whole, to determine the major theme of the entire story. This decision

cannot be made without considering the interrelationship of the story

components and the way in which they are organized to result in some
intended point of view or outcome that can only be understood in the

context of knowledge about the earlier parts of the story. Only if, after

this consideration, the story is determined to have a central thematic line

focused on the motive in question (i.e., only if this is a narrative primarily

about that motive) may the coding interpretation proceed.

Second, the coding systems developed for the various motivational

dispositions are all based on a common hypothesized underlying pattern

of experience—that is, on a narrative. This narrative prototype charac-

terizes human motivation as consisting ofa sequence ofevents that begins

with the arousal of a motive or need. The narrative continues with the

arousal being closely followed by some anticipation of success or failure

in attaining the goal that would satisfy the need. The sequence continues

with the individual engaging in some activity that is instrumental to

attaining or not attaining the goal. The context in which this activity

occurs is important, for there may be an obstacle to attaining the goal,

due either to some block in the external world or to some problem within

the person. The narrative sequence ends with positive affect if the goal

is attained or negative affect if it is not. This abstract form of the

motivational narrative has been translated into various versions, depend-

ing on the particular motive under consideration—for example, achieve-

ment. These versions are made explicit, so that it is possible to determine

the degree to which any TAT story coincides with any motive version (i.e.,

to determine the degree to which the storyteller's narrative is explained

by the interpreter's motivational scoring scheme).

Whether, then, the story interpreter uses an approach that is fully or

only partially a narrative approach, it is the interplay between the

interpreter's and the storyteller's narrative that creates a dialogue. On
the one hand, the storyteller's narrative is used to substantiate the story

interpreter's narrative, which, in turn, may or may not be modified by

this encounter. On the other hand, the interpreter's narrative provides

meaning to the storyteller's narrative. To really understand stories, there

is thus an ever-shifting point of reference. The narrative of the storyteller
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influences and determines the narrative of the interpreter, which, so

modified, is used in turn to understand the story. This continual shifting

in point of reference and revising of story lines is the narrative dialogue.

How this process is used to establish interpretive schemes for the TAT is

further discussed in the chapters that follow.

Does this mean that every interpretive scheme for stories is narrative?

Clearly not. Mechanical attempts to interpret stories by counting the

frequency with which certain words or word types occur are clearly not

narrative approaches. Such word counts destroy the form of the story (the

pattern, the sequence) and ignore context and intention as though irrele-

vant for comprehension. Likewise, scoring schemes that rely on checklists

to characterize what the storyteller did and did not say overlook the

important qualities that make one story different from another—different

not because of using different words but because the words are arranged

in different ways to convey different meanings. Word counts and checklists

cannot convey these narrative differences. Borrowing an axiom from

Gestalt psychology, a narrative is more than the sum of its parts.
6

Intention

In considering the nature of the narrative dialogue, we made mention of

the interpreter's intention. Intention, like context, is an integral part of

narrative. Just as the interpretive narrative will be determined by the

intention of the interpreter (e.g., case study vs. motivation research), so

the TAT story itself must also be understood as expressing psychological

intentions, and as reflecting how human interaction is based on those

intentions. Listening with narrative sensitivity involves recognizing the

importance of intentions—their origin, their nature, their effects—for

understanding the story. Intentions are among those unobservable con-

nections that lie between facts and that explain the facts. TAT stories

without intentions are not really stories at all but rather are best described

as picture descriptions.

In this connection, it may be helpful to keep in mind Bruner's (1986)

description of the essential features of a story. Stories, Bruner (1986) has

suggested, involve two "landscapes" simultaneously present. The "land-

scape of action" (p. 14) includes an agent, an intention or goal, a situation,

an instrument, and something that may be referred to as a "story

grammar" (p. 14). The "landscape of consciousness" (p. 14) consists of

"what those involved in the action know, think, or feel, or do not know,

think, or feel" (p. 14). These two components of stories, while present

simultaneously, are distinct: "It is the difference between Oedipus sharing

Jocasta's bed before and after he learns from the messenger that she is

his mother" (Bruner, 1986, p. 14).
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Thus, in addition to noting the "action" of the story, the intentions

and the perpetrators and obstructors of those intentions, we will simulta-

neously pay attention to the consciousness or lack of consciousness

surrounding those intentions.

Verification

Finally, narrative theory contributes to our thinking about approaches to

verifying TAT interpretations. Narrative theory points out that there is

no way for working backward, from effect to cause. With the TAT, we may
believe that the story is "caused" by the storyteller's narrative, his or her

representation of experience, but we cannot prove this, for example, by

going back inside the individual and extracting an independently existing

narrative for comparison. Rather, narrative theory indicates that the

value of an interpretation is to be determined in terms of its effect. The
question becomes: What does this interpretation of a story help us to

understand that another one does not? Rather than searching for evi-

dence from the past that might validate our interpretation of the TAT,

we may instead look to the future to see whether the interpretation will

illuminate other aspects of the storyteller's life that are currently cloudy

or unknown, or, alternatively, whether future information will show the

interpretation to be false. The criterion for a "good" interpretation then

becomes whether it will produce new meanings, clarify current puzzles,

or demonstrate new relationships as yet unknown. The question then is,

What do we now understand about what may happen in the future that

we did not understand before? And, what can we now predict about this

person that we could not predict before? Verification always lies ahead,

not behind.

SUMMARY

This chapter has described the difference between narrative thought and

logicoscientific thought. We have seen that narrative reality, truth, and

verification are not based on historical fact but rather depend on verisi-

militude. Narrative truth and the meaning of stories will be found in

forward-looking connections to other aspects of the storyteller's life

rather than in attempts to demonstrate historical truth.

This chapter has also expressed the view that the TAT is a narrative

and expresses a narrative. For this reason, the interpreter requires narrative

sensitivity—a belief in implicit meanings and underlying story lines. From
this viewpoint, the TAT story represents a construction of reality, not a

reconstruction. Whereas the narrator creates meaning through the con-
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struction of story lines, the listener creates meaning through interpreta-

tion, which is itself a construction. In this way, narrative interpretation

involves a dialogue between the narrator and the interpreter.

Narrative constructions are also influenced by context and reflect

intentions. Although the narrator may or may not be aware of these, the

interpreter must be. Further, due to the richness of narrative stories, they

may be interpreted from multiple perspectives, each as "true" as the other.

In the chapters that follow, we consider several of these perspectives for

interpreting TAT stories.



• FOUR •

Context and Storytelling

Storytelling as a means for communicating profound insight into

human nature has been with us for a long time. But, as indicated

in the previous chapter, it is only recently that psychology has

recognized this form of communication as valid and as an

alternative to the logicodeductive method borrowed from other scientific

disciplines. Narrative thinking involves imagination and the description

of concrete, human situations that appear to be true. It is a way of

rendering a reality that recognizes human motivation, subjective experi-

ence, and the importance of time and place for understanding what is

being communicated. In contrast to propositional thinking, which dem-

onstrates logical or scientific universals that transcend the particular and

are context independent, narrative thinking is tied to emotions, inten-

tions, and most especially to the particular context in which these occur

(Bruner, 1986; Hermans et al., 1992; Vitz, 1990).

CONCEPTS OF NARRATIVE

Although there is considerable agreement that narrative is an important

concept in understanding individual lives, there is less consensus about

the nature of this concept. Narrative has been variously referred to as a

root metaphor for interpreting a life (Sarbin, 1986), as a story told by a

person to describe the self, or, alternatively, as a model for determining

action (Sarbin, 1986) as influenced by level ofego development (McAdams,

1988a) and as the overt expression ofunderlying, unconscious "mandates"

or "scripts" (Alexander, 1988; McAdams, 1988b; Tomkins, 1978). In these

renditions of the concept, narrative is something that resides within the

person who is "telling the story"; it is something that shapes, or is, the story
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