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Chapter 14

Approaches to Narrative Analysis: Using
Personal, Dialogical and Social Stories to
Promote Peace

Mary Breheny and Christine Stephens

14.1 Approaches to Narrative Analysis: Using Personal,
Dialogical and Social Stories to Promote Peace

When asked to describe disruptive experiences, people turn to stories. The expe-
rience of conflict has immediate relevance to peace psychologists who may be
interested in the power of narrative research to reveal the embodied experience of
trauma from the sufferer’s perspective, the social location of conflict situations,
and the importance of historical relationships to the context of these experiences.
Furthermore, narrative approaches to research have broader applications such as
analyzing the cultural justifications for violence (Senehi, 2002) and understand-
ing the struggle for independence and self-determination in situations of conflict.
There are many potential applications of and many different ways to conduct nar-
rative analysis. In this chapter we will focus on approaches to narrative analysis
that may be used to interpret accounts of embodied experiences of conflict and
trauma, and include recognition of the social context in which those experiences
are shared with others, interpreted, and situated. We will review approaches to
narrative analysis that are useful for understanding the social location of embod-
ied selves and describe the integration of these approaches. Conflict provides
the impetus for telling stories and creates a fruitful area of research for peace
psychologists.

Narratives are stories that order events across time and also structure accounts
of these events in ways that give meaning to the experiences of storytellers. Social
scientists have recognized that narratives are used to make sense of experiences
from within the storyteller’s social world and to constitute social identities (e.g.,
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Somers, 1994). Pioneers of narrative approaches in psychology, such as Sarbin
(1986), proposed that narrative is an organizing principle for all human action. He
suggested that the way we understand the world and make moral decisions is guided
by narrative structures. Bruner (1990) additionally proposed that the stories people
tell provide insights into the specific cultural rules for reacting and interacting and
for claiming or avoiding particular identities. Following the cognitive turn in social
psychology with its focus on individuals, Bruner argued for a turn to a social model
of mind rather than the isolating individual model of cognitive approaches:

When we enter human life, it is as if we walk on stage into a play whose enactment is
already in progress—a play whose somewhat open plot determines what parts we may play
and toward what denouements we may be heading. Others on stage already have a sense of
what the play is about (p. 34)

Bruner suggests that the vital organizing principle of the play of complex cultural
meanings with which we interpret our experience, knowledge and interactions in
the social world is narrative.

Accordingly, people often shape their reporting of experiences as stories. Quali-
tative researchers such as Baumeister and Newman (1994), and Good (1994) have
told their own tales about recognizing that stories told by participants in their re-
search (rather than the abstracted themes) conveyed the heart of the experiences
that were being studied. So, for researchers and participants alike, narrative is a
pervasive structure with which we convey and comprehend the experiences and
meanings of events, account for our own and other’s behaviour, or reveal ourselves
to others in the way in which we would like to be seen. In doing so, we also reveal
something of the operation of our social world.

Narrative-based analysis is not a method as such, but rather a theoretical ap-
proach to interpreting talk. Utilizing the notion of narrative as an organizing prin-
ciple in psychology does not immediately provide methodological approaches to
narrative research. Cortazzi (1993) describes sociological, psychological, literary
and anthropological models of narrative in a useful account of the ways in which
different disciplines have approached the notion of narrative analysis. However, de-
spite the burgeoning interest in stories and narrative approaches to conflict (Hiller &
Chaitin, 2014) there have been relatively few researchers in social psychology (for
examples, see Gergen & Gergen, 1984; Crossley, 2000) and peace psychology who
have used narrative methods. Therefore, we will begin by considering the aspects of
narrative analysis that may be useful in answering questions that are important for
understanding conflict and promoting peace.

Several authors have provided typologies of narrative analysis (e.g., Bury, 2001;
Cortazzi, 2001; Mishler, 1995; Phoenix, Smith, & Sparkes, 2009) that help us to
construct research questions and determine the focus of the analysis. Will our ques-
tions be best answered by pursuing the culturally available structure of narrative
forms, the interpersonal relations involved in narrative construction, the construc-
tive function of different stories, or the social forces and power relations that shape
narratives? Murray (2000) drew upon the work of Doise (1986) to propose four lev-
els at which narratives may be considered in psychological analysis: the personal,
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interpersonal, positional and ideological. This structure maps well onto others that
have been suggested in the literature (e.g., Langellier & Peterson, 2004; Somers,
1994) and provides a useful framework for considering the theoretical basis of each
aspect in turn.

14.1.1 Personal Experience

The individual story is always the immediate focus in narrative analysis since it
is stories told about everyday life that are the basis of narrative psychology. Tak-
ing the storyteller as the point of interest, narrative-based analysis may be used
to understand people’s experiences from a phenomenological perspective, which
enquires into the nature of those experiences. In ‘personal experience narratives’,
(Labov, 1972) events that have caused difficulties or disruption are described and
resolved. People use stories to work through and explain how this event turned out,
why it happened this way, what sort of self they were, and now are, in relation to the
events, and why they behaved in certain ways. A social psychological perspective
sees these personal stories as a way for narrators to actively achieve an identity by
shaping and explaining their actions (Skultans, 2000).

The experience of conflict provides an impetus for storytelling. Conflict can
disrupt biographies, threaten identities and question moral positioning. Narrative
analysis provides a way to understand these aspects from a social perspective. In
telling stories, people must narrate who they were in the previous world order and
who they became in the light of social change, while still managing a coherent and
positive identity (see Uehara, 2007). Narratives provide insight into the ways in
which individuals incorporate these changes across all aspects of their everyday
lives (which psychology has tended to neglect). An analysis of stories is able to
include not just the accounts of what happened to individuals, but the meanings
these experiences have within the narrator’s life situation and life history. For ex-
ample, Brough, Schweitzer, Shakespeare-Finch, Vromans, and King (2012) gath-
ered narratives of settling in Australia from refugees from Burma. Their narrative
methodology focused on providing refugees with the opportunity to narrate their
life experiences, negotiate the meaning of these experiences, and to evaluate the
significance of the experience of resettlement in their life story. These narratives
of suffering and hope pointed to the social location of the accounts and the ways
the narratives were shaped by the relationship between the person and their setting
(Brough et al., 2012).

Not all attempts at resolving suffering through narrative meaning-making are
successful. Uehara, Farris, Morell, and Ishisaka, (2001) argue that the very nature of
atrocity as outside everyday experience can mean that survivors cannot incorporate
phenomenological experiences of atrocity into a narrative structure of life before
and life after atrocity. This can mean ‘the survivor’s discourse is at some points
characterized by an absence of structural coherence—confusion of contexts, tenses
and time frames; unreflected enumeration of experience fragments; and disrupted
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theme progression’. (Uehara et al., 2001, p. 34). This does not mean that narrative
analysis is an inappropriate approach to understanding such experiences, but that it
may be necessary to hear these accounts as anti-narratives that cannot achieve nar-
rative coherence.

Somers (1994) describes personal stories as ‘ontological’ narratives that are used
to make sense of our own lives and define our identities. At the same time she notes
that ontological narratives, which embed the self in change across time, are
above all, social and interpersonal. Although psychologists are typically biased to-
wards the individual sources of narrative, they recognize the degree to which onto-
logical narratives can only exist interpersonally in the course of social and structural
interactions over time’ (p. 618). So, we must turn to the broader social world which
gives point and purpose to any construction of personal identity.

14.1.2 Interpersonal: Storytelling

Stories are told to an audience of at least one other (even diaries have an imagined
reader) and so the construction of a narrative may be understood from performative
and dialogical perspectives as a joint enterprise with an active audience. Rather
than being simply an account of past experiences, this focus includes the time of the
telling and the particular accomplishments of that moment. Langellier and Peterson
(2004) draw on the work of Merleau-Ponty to describe storytelling as not only about
embodied experience, but, as an embodied performance that is constructed in ac-
cordance with all of the material conditions of the telling, including who is able to
speak and what may be said in the situation. Langellier and Peterson (2004) provide
examples to show how narrators perform their identities through the positioning
of narrator, story characters and audience. This shift in focus to include audience
foregrounds research questions that ask about the reasons for particular order or
structure chosen by the narrator, and about the rhetorical claims to particular identi-
ties, or rejection of others (Riessman, 2003).

De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2008) also describe the ways in which story re-
cipients are not a passive audience but take an active part in shaping the story by
rejecting some versions and contributing other views to shape the construction of a
narrative. These authors point out that bringing a more interactional perspective to
narrative analysis also shifts the topic from a narrow focus on identity to a broader
range of social actions, including making arguments, challenging other views, and
generally orienting the talk to local purposes. Beyond the immediate context of
the storytelling, Seaton (2008) draws attention to the larger communal history to
which personal stories belong. Communal narratives shape personal stories, which
are drawn into the larger project of a communal understanding of events.

In many research situations, the immediate listener is the interviewer. Mishler
(1986) has influentially argued that narratives from interviews are co-constructed
by the interviewer and participant. Frank (2000) goes further by describing sto-
rytelling as a recursively elaborated relationship. Tanggaard (2009) and van Enk
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(2009) have recently used Bakhtin’s theorizing about the cultural basis of dialogues
in everyday life to explore this dialogical view of narrative. From this perspective
the interview is seen as a conversation that produces narratives (based in socially
and historically available discourses). An important first orientation for the ana-
lyst is that there are at least two people immediately involved in the conversation
(as well as an orientation to future wider audiences). Interviewers are not neutral
bystanders and their direct contribution to shaping the narrative, as well as their
representation of a broader social world to which the narrative is oriented, cannot
be minimized or ignored.

These insights mean that we must consider the social context, both the imme-
diate players in the interaction and their audience, in the production of a narra-
tive. Narratives are constituted to anticipate the response of immediate and possible
audiences and to ward off unfavourable attributions by audiences. For example,
narrating ill health and pain is problematic, as the narrator can be viewed as lack-
ing fortitude. To address this, Uehara (2007) found that Cambodian women who
survived the Killing Fields of the Khmer Rouge resisted individualizing accounts
of pain by situating their pain within historical and political experiences. The nar-
rators moved between recollections of the experience of atrocity and current pain
to demonstrate the social location of these experiences. Acknowledging the ways
that narratives are constructed with an audience in place and in mind highlights the
competing interpretations of experience that the speaker must navigate to resolve
conflicts that the story has identified.

In trauma narratives, the narrator must trust the audience to receive the account
without minimizing the experience, denial, or victim blaming (Uehara et al., 2001).
Historically, Holocaust survivors have contended with disbelief, or the audience’s
inability to comprehend the extent of survivors’ suffering. At times, attempts to
narrate experience fail to relay the weight of atrocity (Kraft, 2006). The response
of the audience confirms whether the narrator has succeeded in revealing the grav-
ity of the experiences. When audiences respond in terms of their own difficult life
experiences, this indicates they have failed to appreciate the narrative of atrocity
as beyond the limits of everyday experience. The ways that narratives actively hail
audiences and attend to possible argument, dissent, or minimizing strategies makes
them particularly instructive for understanding conflicting accounts.

14.1.3 Positional: Constructing Identities

A broader interest in narrative research in recent years has been fuelled by new
interest in social identities based on ethnicity, gender and disability (Langellier &
Peterson, 2004; Somers, 1994). Narrative approaches have shown how people use
stories to define who they are to others (Somers, 1994) and in terms of others. Nar-
ratives cannot escape the structuring effects of identity, even when the story does
not explicitly make identity claims. For example, Gobodo-Madikizela, (2012) ana-
lyzed the way that medical students, reminiscing about their experiences of medical



280 M. Breheny and C. Stephens

training in Apartheid South Africa, were disrupted by the recollection that Black
students were excluded from postmortem classes when white bodies were the sub-
ject of the class. This story disrupted the nostalgic tone of the narrative and situated
all the speakers in terms of racial identity. In response to this, the medical students
responded with angry denial, distancing themselves from the practices of exclusion
that were part of their medical training to avoid being seen as benefiting from and
therefore complicit in these practices. Thus, narratives always locate the speaker
within possible identities. Even narratives that do not begin with the narrator claim-
ing a specific identity cannot escape the ways that social identity pervades how,
when, and to whom speakers can narrate their experiences.

Riessman (2003) notes that narratives do not reveal an ‘essential’ self, but rather
a preferred version of the self, which is appropriate to the social context of the tell-
ing. These preferred selves may include a myriad of different identities such as a
masculine man, feminine woman, heterosexual man, or a general ‘good sort’. Tak-
ing a discursive theory perspective (e.g., Davies & Harré, 1990) means that possible
subject positions or identities, and the power relations involved in these positions,
may be taken into account when interpreting narratives. Langenhove and Harré
(1999) provide a theoretical account of narrative positioning to explain the inter-
play of biographical identity and the social situation of the account. Wilén (2014)
provides an example of the movement between conflicting identities as women in
her study narrated their experience of joining the military in Burundi. These women
moved between accounts of themselves as feminine women and as competent sol-
diers, a typically masculine identity. Through their storytelling, the women carved
out an identity as a ‘good soldier’, which acknowledged their femininity and sought
to promote this as an advantage in the military. Although allowing women to enter
the Burundi military was based on notions of equality, these women narrated their
impact on the military in terms of accounts of femininity, reinforcing the gendered
differences the inclusion of women was designed to resist.

Morality, in particular, has been revealed as a powerful positioning force that
can be illustrated by survival narratives. To lack fortitude or to be overwhelmed in a
crisis or traumatic situation is to risk being seen as a personal failure. Through nar-
ratives of trauma, narrators work hard to position themselves as heroic survivors.
As a specific example, Uehara et al. (2001) analyzed an interview with a man who
survived the Killing Fields of Cambodia as a child by eating the food meant for
animals and strategically befriending the Khmer Rouge. The man narrated this story
as an account of survival, drawing upon a recognizable storyline of triumph over
adversity through using skill and cunning. In producing this narrative, the speaker
must navigate moral positioning in terms of guilt about survival, and guilt regard-
ing how survival was achieved (Uehara et al., 2001). Attending to the positioning
force of morality reveals both the immediate identity of the storyteller and a broader
social imperative to be a certain sort of person.

As Radley and Billig (1996) have argued, people tend to position themselves as
worthy citizens within ideologies which naturalize and perpetuate social inequali-
ties. Intergroup conflicts are often framed around identity, and the conflict itself
can become a key element of group identity (Senehi, 2002). Narrative analysis
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provides a tool with which to trouble the enmeshing of identity and conflict. Both
acknowledging and resisting the narrative positioning of competing identities can
provide the impetus to overcome the ethnic, class, ideological, and cultural dif-
ferences that create barriers to peace. For example, Nepstad (2001) analyzed the
story of Salvadoran martyr Archbishop Romero to promote solidarity between the
Central American church and US Christians. By focusing on the religious identity
of the narrator, a shared religious identity was prioritized over differing national
allegiances. Narratives make available a range of identity positions, from broad
identity categories such as ethnic affiliations or gender to moral identities such as
being a ‘good father’ or ‘cunning survivor’. Emphasizing a shared identity in a nar-
rative account provides one way to progress beyond diverging accounts of conflict
and to move towards peace.

14.1.4 Ideological: Culture and Society

Rather than attending to the interactional and positional work of narrative, the re-
searcher may pay more direct attention to those broader social and cultural systems
of shared beliefs and representations in which narratives are embedded. Somers
(1994) describes these culturally shared stories as ‘public narratives’; those shared
by members of families, institutions, or states to explain historical events (Carretero
& van Alphen, 2014), understand the causes of conflict (Hagai, Hammack, Pilecki,
& Aresta, 2013), and make attributions about the motivations of characters in a
story (Slocum-Bradley, 2008). Somers (1994) separates such cultural stories from
broader ‘metanarratives’ such as those of progress, human rights, or freedom, which
are created within societies, shared, and used unconsciously to provide locations for
personal stories. It is these metanarratives that provide subject positions or moral
identities, both for the speakers and those in their social networks. Carretero and
van Alpen (2014) use the more popular term ‘master narratives’ to describe such
socially available narratives. Langellier and Peterson (2004) also drew upon post-
structuralist theorizing to develop the notion of master narratives. They point to the
importance of the reflexive nature of storytelling. Narrators have heard stories from
others, and are a narrator, character, and audience to their own story. Reflection of
public narratives in personal stories means that stories can both reproduce public
narratives and transgress or resist normative meanings and relations. Langellier and
Peterson apply the principles of discourse analysis to show how storytelling con-
structs multiple identities and constantly destabilizes and resists fixed master nar-
ratives. Conflict not only disrupts personal lives, it also destabilizes the norms and
values that people use to make meaning, and the institutions that structure social
life (Lykes, 2013).

In conflict situations, social and cultural narratives can function as strategic nar-
ratives; narratives that provide a convincing case to explain current events and link
these events to competing interests, future goals, and actions to achieve these goals
(Coticchia & De Simone, 2014). The media provide a rich source of cultural nar-
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ratives that characterize the players in conflict in particular ways. For example,
Slocum-Bradley (2008) examined media representation of the Rwandan crisis to
identify the storylines the media promoted to justify the massacre of the Tutsi mi-
nority. These storylines narrated a version of reality in which ‘ethnic cleansing’ was
logical and ethnic diversity was destructive. Similarly, the root narratives about
the Israeli and Palestinian conflict provide culturally situated accounts that posi-
tion characters as either victims of interlopers or as attempting to live in peace and
therefore defending themselves (Hagai et al., 2013). Like the Rwandan storylines,
these root narratives situate the speakers in terms of an ‘other’ who is attempting
to disrupt the freedom to pursue a valued and morally correct life. These accounts
portray ethnic groups according to culturally available characterizations to narrate
an identifiable story of morally superior in-group members cast in opposition to the
immoral motivations of the out-group.

In addition to examining the role of master narratives used by the storyteller,
there is a case for using researcher knowledge of the social situation of storytell-
ers. This means being aware of historical and structural situations of which narra-
tors themselves are not always aware. An important critique of interpretivist ap-
proaches is that personal accounts alone provide only one view of social life expe-
rience (Smith, 1987; Williams, 2003). For example, Hershberg and Lykes (2013)
examined the lives of four girls in transnational families living between the USA
and Central America. The girls’ narratives described their experiences and meaning
making around family and encounters with US immigration and deportation. How-
ever, to more fully comprehend these narratives, the analyst situated them in terms
of the gendering of family and migration processes, and in the context of social
inequalities in Central America and the USA. These social processes demonstrate
the ways that versions of history structure what can be said, even when the narrator
is unaware of these structuring effects. Peace psychologists have a role in providing
such critical analyses of narratives to expose the racism, sexism, and other inequali-
ties that form the foundations of conflict. By working alongside local communities,
peace psychologists can support local people and organizations to analyze the un-
derlying causes of conflict (Lykes, 2013).

Bell (1999) showed one way in which we can account for the constraints placed
by social structure and available cultural narratives on the performance of personal
stories. While paying attention to the social construction of knowledge within so-
cial practices and relationships, she included historical changes outside the stories
themselves. Bell reproduced the stories of two women diagnosed with cancer in
their early thirties after being exposed to diethylstilbestrol (DES) medication before
birth. Using narrative analysis, she showed how their personal stories were related
to public narratives from two particular sites for the production of knowledge about
women’s experiences of cancer: medical science and the women’s health move-
ment. Because the stories were located in two different times, Bell was also able
to show that personal stories were connected to the medical and feminist contexts
of the times. One woman’s response to her DES cancer diagnosis was possible be-
cause of newly transformed power relations between women and physicians. By the
time of the second women’s story, the power relations that she described (activist



14 Approaches to Narrative Analysis 283

organizations as heroes and doctors as villains) were specifically related to recent
feminist activism around DES cancer. What can be storied changes over time. The
current social milieu influences what can be recounted, so an account of experience
given at one time will be different from an account given years later.

In addressing the influence of the broader social environment, other researchers
have included consideration of the effects of the storytellers’ social position in terms
of structural categories such as socioeconomic status, social class, race, or gender.
Riessman (2003) drew on the sociological theorizing of Bourdieu (Bourdieu et al.,
1993) in regard to the embodiment of social structures, to show that a reading of two
men’s stories, from a performative perspective alone, could not take into account
the importance of the difference in their social locations. Leonard and Ellen (2008)
similarly describe the ways in which social structures influenced the stories of peo-
ple with HIV. They highlighted the power of certain narratives and the dominance
of a certain type of HIV story produced by powerful social actors. Leonard and
Ellen’s research shows very different kinds of stories produced by people who are
living with HIV in poverty and under surveillance by state institutions. Similarly,
Lykes, Blanche, and Hamber’s (2003) accounts of narrating survival and change
also suggest the importance of going beyond what is simply told to investigate the
social relations and material conditions in which accounts are produced.

In terms of social and cultural narratives, accounts speak through what is absent
as well as what is present in the telling of social, cultural and historical narratives.
Situations of atrocity and conflict may succeed in erasing the narrative traces of
particular marginalized histories. Narratives that lack currency within a particular
group will not be circulated (Senehi, 2002) and over time may disappear. For exam-
ple, contemporary accounts of pioneer life in the Ozark Mountains do not include
the presence of Black slaves. This absence provides an account of what is unspeak-
able. Brandon (2013) used archaeological evidence of Black people’s contribution
to pioneer life in the Ozark Mountains to challenge the prevailing history. Using this
evidence, the narratives of eighteenth-century Ozark Mountains changed to include
the role of Black slaves in this community. This re-storying was not unproblematic,
however, as these new narratives resisted accounts of exploitation and slavery and
instead offered narratives of inclusion and care of slaves. This points to the pos-
sibilities not only of challenging marginalizing narratives, but also offers a caution
in the recognition that people are active interpreters of the accounts they hear. They
construe narratives in light of current positioning, as well as historical and social
accounts, and altering a narrative is complex.

14.2 Integrating Levels of Analysis

The examples offered in the previous section show the difficulties of separating dif-
ferent categories of analysis. Murray (2000) emphasized that his schema of levels
(the personal, interpersonal, positional and ideological) is not simply about how
narratives are structured (they include all of the levels all of the time), but rather
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about his concern to work towards integrating different levels of analysis for use
in psychology. Many of the authors cited above explicitly integrate more than one
aspect.

In narrative research we are usually interested in how at least some of these as-
pects work together. For example, in constructing personal stories individuals must
use culturally available forms and master narratives; the identities that narrators con-
struct rhetorically only make sense if we consider them within these wider socially
available discourses; and we can only understand resistant stories in the face of nor-
malizing discourses. Radley and Billig (1996) have argued strongly that accounts are
both ideological, in that they perpetuate and normalize a range of social inequalities,
and dilemmatic, in that people must account for themselves to other people while
establishing their own identity in the world. In analyzing narratives of youth identity
in the context of conflict, Hammack (2010) identified intertwined analytic levels:
the personal story told by Palestinian youth about their own experience; the interper-
sonal co-creation between narrator and interviewer; the interpretation of these stories
collectively as ideological narratives of the burden versus the benefit of collective
identity for youth in such societies; and the public narratives that include positions
for moral and social identities. Similarly, Uehara (2007) demonstrates how narratives
are simultaneously phenomenological accounts of intensely personal experiences of
pain and suffering and critiques of the social and political origins of suffering. Mov-
ing between phenomenological account and political critique, Uehara argues that
the narrator unsettles the audience and through this unsettling, the audience must
acknowledge the social location of personal experiences.

Qualitative approaches that focus on individual experiences and accounts pro-
vide only limited understandings of conflict. Wider social explanations for conflict,
such as enculturated or sedimented practices and power relations, are not always
available to individuals (see Blaxter, 1997; Williams, 2003 for examples in health
psychology). Including theories of social structure to frame participants’ accounts
shows how behaviours are enmeshed in the broader structures of daily social life.
Narrative approaches offer opportunities to include both these social and individual
levels of explanation.

Murray (2000) was particularly interested in showing how narratives of experi-
ence could be used to reveal social processes and work towards social justice by
challenging master narratives that damage lives. For example, in regard to HIV/
AIDS in Africa, Mabala (2006) has described the way in which dominant groups
(including politicians and foreign aid providers) focus on individual behaviours
for HIV prevention interventions and neglect the powerful evidence for the role
of income inequality. Mabala highlighted the damaging and oppositional effects
on progress in HIV/AIDS prevention of this powerful and dominant perspective.
The anthropologist Farmer (1999, 2004) was a pioneer in using a narrative ap-
proach; he influentially described how narratives were employed to develop a
shared understanding of the arrival of HIV/AIDS in Haiti. Over time, the telling
of stories about the disease produced shared representations that were used to ex-
plain subsequent experiences. He has subsequently described how the accounts of
those in power, including programme directors, pharmaceutical companies, health
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practitioners and politicians directly affect the access of the poor to health care,
and how diseases develop in populations along structural fault lines. Leonard and
Ellen (2008) also argue that stories about living with HIV/AIDS from powerful
social actors dominate and obscure the illness experiences of poor and institu-
tionalized patients while shaping their lives. Work in this vein suggests that the
next step should be to use narrative enquiry to study the culture and actions of
the powerful, rather than just the knowledge, decisions, and behaviours of the
disadvantaged and victimized, who are often constructed as responsible for their
situation by dominant narratives (see Stephens, 2010). Such an approach could
focus on the inclusion of broader social theory and show how different accounts
are structured by these social differences. We can also put the stories of those in
powerful positions in post-conflict societies up for scrutiny. If peace psychologists
undertake more research to investigate and reveal the ways in which powerful
groups control the dominant narratives, then these understandings can contribute
to promoting more receptive social environments in which the needs of the poor
and powerless are heard.

14.3 Methods of Narrative Research

The very word narrative suggests spoken and written stories. There is certainly a
very strong tradition of discursive and textual analysis in narrative research. Most
of the work cited above has relied on this tradition and much of the data for these
sorts of analyses is collected in interviews. Accordingly, there is a rich literature on
narrative inquiry (see Clandinin & Connelly 2004) and narrative interviewing in
particular (e.g., Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000; Mishler, 1986; Wengraf, 2001). Fur-
thermore, there is ongoing discussion within the narrative research literature about
the nature of stories as objects for research. For example, Phoenix and Sparkes
(2009) discuss the legitimacy of ‘big stories’ (the grand narratives of a life) versus
that of ‘small stories’ (those told during interaction about everyday occurrences) as
the focus of analysis. Kraft (2006) describes episodes or ‘small stories’ as discrete
events based on deeply felt emotions and physiological experiences. These episodes
are strung together in sequence as the story moves through time and place and the
episodes are shaped in accordance with narrative conventions (Kraft, 2006).
Stories may be related using media such as words, imagery, sound, movement,
or combinations of these. Keats (2009) describes the use of spoken, written and
visual texts together in narrative analysis. Spoken texts are usually recordings of
interpersonal or group interviews and also more informal group discussions or com-
mentaries. Written texts may include transcripts of recordings, journals, emails, let-
ters, books and articles. Visual texts may include objects, photographs taken for
the research or brought to the research setting, art work and any collected artefacts
that bring meaning to the stories. These forms refer to and reflect on each other. For
example, people may comment on their own interview transcripts, and photographs
are often used to elicit discussion. Keats provides a detailed approach to the analysis
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and presentation of results from this kind of research project, which is particularly
appropriate for including understanding of complex contextual issues.

Spoken and written narratives may continue to be the main resource for narrative
analysts and we have an increasingly rich literature to draw upon as guidance in the
elicitation and analysis of those stories. However, there are also situations in which
language may not be the best resource. Leonard and Ellen (2008) describe the dif-
ficulties of establishing a narrative relationship between two cultures. In their study
of institutionalized persons with HIV/AIDS they noted that the interviews were not
a conversation. Their ‘participants’ initially saw the interviews as additional surveil-
lance in their lives and talked only in the terms used for such intrusions. Leonard
and Ellen note that research

...in public or collective projects like peer or outreach education programs—is not as sim-
ple as listening to the words that are available to render these actions meaningful. In part,
this is because people cannot always find a language for their experiences, or that language
might not be readily accessible to them. (p. 54).

Similarly, Mayan women found that performing narratives of pain and resistance
offered possibilities for personal transformation that went beyond the possibilities
of spoken narrative accounts (Lykes, 2013). For reasons such as these, researchers
are turning to other types of data that can provide narratives of everyday life.

14.3.1 Photographs

Photographs have already proved useful in a number of narrative enquiries. Bell
(2002) describes how photographs have long been used to tell stories and repro-
duce societal myths using narrative forms. Photographs can both reflect and resist
dominant public narratives of gender, family, class and illness. Spence used pho-
tographs to consciously create stories that resist the power of Western science and
medicine. She contested the reduction of people to bodies and body parts and the
creation of passive patients in the health care system. A new and growing focus is
on the use of photographs taken by research participants to contribute to the shar-
ing of experience. Radley and Taylor (2003a; b) used interviews and photographs
taken by research participants to explore patients’ experiences of recovery during
and after their stay in hospital. They used a recursive approach to the analysis of
photographs and participant comments together to ensure that the visual objects re-
tained their immediacy and material meaning. These meanings included the graph-
ic representations and the material objects themselves, as well as the act of taking
the photographs. Radley, Hodgetts, and Cullen (2005; 2006) used similar photo
elicitation techniques to study the everyday lives of homeless people in the UK.
Murray (2009) also describes the use of video films that are particularly appropri-
ate for capturing stories that include movement from place to place. Photographic
or video narratives can help put the participants’ own agendas in the foreground
of the story.
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These narrative approaches have immediate practical applications in both thera-
peutic and community work. Community researchers are using ‘photo-voice’ ap-
proaches in increasing numbers to give disesmpowered people an opportunity to tell
their own stories. For example, Lykes (2000) adopted this approach to develop a
participatory action research project using oral history interviews and photography
to communicate, analyze, and share women’s stories in rural post-war work. The
women photographed their own and others’ stories of daily life, which documented
the ongoing effects of war, eventually creating an exhibition that travelled around
Guatemala. The women developed ethical strategies for analyzing and presenting
their collective record to others and critically reflected on their own and the group’s
work ‘developing a shared vision towards collective action for change’ (Lykes,
2000, p. 393).

14.3.2 Archives

As part of a process of recognition, remembering, reconciliation and peace build-
ing, archives of testimonies about atrocities have been developed. These include the
Apartheid Archives Project, Holocaust archives and genocide archives of Rwanda.
The Apartheid Archives Project collected narratives of the everyday experiences of
South Africans to document the impact of Apartheid on daily life in which person-
al memories of experience were specifically solicited (Stevens, Duncan, & Sonn,
2010). Narratives collected for this purpose differ from those collected in interviews
with researchers in several ways. Firstly, the act of testifying lacks the interactional
movement between the speaker and the immediate audience, which is usually the
interviewer. Kraft (2006) notes that testimonies in the Holocaust archives produced
mostly spontaneous remembering. The survivors produced mostly uninterrupted
accounts lasting up to 40 minutes, without the imposition of structure from the
interviewer. Secondly, those testifying to such events may be aware of multiple au-
diences who over time will listen to and evaluate the accounts they provide. Rather
than attending to local interactional expectations, the narrator may orient to these
potential audiences. Thirdly, Kraft (2006) notes that these testimonies are bounded;
there is no possibility to prompt the speaker to elaborate or provoke the narrator to
justify their account of what happened and why.

Narratives are accounts of experience through time, and archival materials in-
clude at least three aspects of time: the time when the experience happened, the time
between the experience and the telling, and the time since the telling and the analy-
sis. All need to be acknowledged in the analysis. When did the story happen and
what were the social and historical pressures at that time? Is the speaker recounting
recent experiences, or experiences they have co-existed with over a long period of
time (Kraft, 2006)? What social changes have occurred since the testimony was
provided? These elements provide ways to examine the impact of social change on
narrative possibilities.
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14.4 Conclusion

People tell stories and understand their world in terms of stories that are shared and
reproduced, and embroidered and altered to accommodate personal and historical
circumstances. Stories are designed to connect with others, and are able to be inter-
preted within particular cultural contexts. Narrative analysis can be used flexibly.
Narratives provide an orientation to the way we organize our world. The use of
narrative forms and stories in everyday life can be observed by using a wide range
of methods that go beyond talk to include visual narratives and place. Furthermore,
stories may be interpreted using an armoury of theoretical approaches that support
an integrated approach to analysis. Narrative analysts may draw upon phenomeno-
logical, communication, dialogical, poststructural, and other theorizing to interpret
individual experience. Using these interpretive tools, researchers are able to explore
particular embodied experiences by analyzing narratives, the very form that humans
have developed as a highly sophisticated mechanism with which to share mean-
ings and purpose, constitute agency and power, or resist the operation of particular
dominant ideologies.

Since the ‘narrative turn’ in the social sciences some critics have become con-
cerned about the enthusiastic use of narrative approaches to any research questions
(e.g., Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). Narrative analysis cannot be taken as a direct
route to personal experience, and personal experiences do not explain everything
about experiences of conflict. A single perspective or voice may not be able to pro-
vide the level of interpretation that is required by a research question, and written
and spoken texts may not always be the appropriate source of data. When structural
relations are recognized beyond the text, talk between researchers and members of
disempowered groups in society is often complicated by the very power relations
that we may wish to investigate. Taken together, these issues suggest that research-
ers must be careful to choose an approach that is relevant to the research question
rather than being driven by the method. Most importantly, they must be ongoingly
reflexive about their reasons for the research, their role in the research, the needs of
research participants, and the importance of the relationships that are developed in
the research context.
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