
Critically evaluate how a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity.
Social Knowledge and Identity



To enable the Critical evaluation of how the narrative psychological approach can contribute to how people construct and negotiate identity, it would be prudent to firstly attempt to define narrative psychology and its approaches in relation to both the construction and negotiation of identity.
The narrative psychological approach is concerned with how individuals construct, what they call their lives and themselves in the process and is carried out using narrations, Narrative psychology looks at how individuals give meaning to their lives and as cultural personal beings (Bauman, 1986). Narrative psychology focuses on the investigation of human nature whilst exploring the language used to describe the aspects of human existence. However, Albright (1996, p. 19), when referring to narrative, states ‘…literature is a wilderness, psychology is a garden…’. Thus, social identity theory is the study of interplay between personal and social identities. It aims to specify and predict the circumstances under which individuals think of themselves as individuals or as group members. Language in the form of narration plays an impact part in both individual and group identities. For example, an individual may speak differently at home to their parents than they do in a group (Harris, 1995). Hence, the narrative psychological approach consists of social categorisation, social identification and social comparison. The concept of identity is used in diverse academic disciplines which vary in nature (Quigley, 2011). For example, mathematics, chemistry, art, history, psychology, and sociology (Bosma, de Levita, Graafsma, & Grotevant, 1994). Psychologists have used it as a means of understanding the self or individuality (Archer & Parker, 1994; Yardley & Honess, 1987).
Thus, narrative theory distinguishes between the theme of a story and its form or telling. This notion is at the core of narrative psychology, whereby narrative is proposed as a way of understanding cognition (Bruner, 1986; 2004), and the concept of narrative templates (Wertsch, 2008), is utilised to explain the similarities in how collective or personal memories or accounts of recollections are structured and expressed. There have been a number of linguistic studies of narrative that have examined only recounts of single telling’s (Stapleton & Wilson, 2017). These also focused on structural or serial features, with a related concern to define narrative discourse (Stapleton & Wilson, 2017).
Thus, since the 1960s, the study of narrative has been utilised as a way of understanding cognition, which includes memory and identity (Bruner, 1986; 1990; 2002; 2004). Wertsch (2002; 2008) suggests that narrative templates underline collective accounts, and, become a part of narrative psychology, thus, these templates structure shared understandings and memories of events and outcomes. Self-contained narratives form a part of narrative psychology. Stapleton and Wilson (2017), examined how the same template was utilised across different speakers and settings, and through a range of discourse activities, and to analyse performative and interactional differences between two telling’s. Furthermore, this demonstrated that the role of narrative used as a framework enables identity positioning.
Ricoeur (1984), suggests that a narrated event and how it is told is the narrated event (Juzwick, 2014; Sarangi, 2008; Thornborrow, 2014), Hence, the same basic story can be told in different forms on different occasions of narrating, Thus, this dualistic idea is drawn from a number of academic traditions which includes psychology (de Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012; Juzwick, 2014; McQuillan, 2000). Thus, in narrative psychology, narrative is seen as a way of understanding cognition. Furthermore, this is seen as a deep structure that underpins everyday thinking and expression.
Bruner (2004), utilises the work of early Russian formalists whereby the overall theme of the discourse which includes sequence, language, and plot alongside the type (i.e.) romance, whereby many instances exist. McQuillan (2000) identifies that there are similar distinctions between theme, and realisation throughout the history of narrative.
White (1973) suggests organising narratives as tragedy, romance, comedy, and satire in the application of this to psychology (Gergen & Gergen, 1993). However, Bruner (2002) specifies that, in relation to individuals’ life-stories, that they generate and tell their narratives from the range of possible lives and worlds available to them. Thus, we make sense of our own and others’ stories within the narrative forms that our culture provides for us. Furthermore, Bruner (2002) argues that narrative is not only our preferred but the requisite vehicle for communicating individuals’ goals along with their ups and downs. In regard to collective and individual memory and interpretation, Vygotsky (1987) adds to Bruner’s discussion of underpinning narrative forms. Wertsch (2008) examines the process of collective remembering and interpretation as a series of dialogic realisations of an underlying cultural representation of events or narrative template. Thus, narratives are always located within previous articulations of others and individual voice of the teller. If this is collective narrative it must be textually co-ordinated with these other versions and representations. Specific narratives according to Wertsch (2002; 2008), focus on particular events which are specific to particular cultural traditions and moreover, may be expected to differ from culture to culture.
Blum-Kulka (1997) and de Fina & Georgakopoulou (2012) emphasise that narrative is often distinguished between the story and the telling. Thornborrow (2014) suggests that the social functions of narrative are defined, and further suggests that there are three distinct approaches; primarily, is focussed on the formal and structural features of spoken narrative,  which was based on Labov’s (1982) study of narrative components and sequencing. Secondly, it examines the cultural meaning and significance of spoken narratives, including the features that make a tellable story within a given setting (Ochs & Capps, 2001). Thirdly, here is the exploration of interactional analyses (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). Related to this is the concept of discourse function of an analytic focus on what is actually being achieved both socially and rhetorically in the construction of narratives (Edwards, 1997). Stories themselves have been examined along with the way it is told by individual tellers in different contexts. For example, Blum-Kulka (1997) identified three individual elements in narrative analysis; the story, the teller and the recounting of the story, and  the telling itself which is central to the narration. Furthermore, de Fina and Georgakopoulou (2012) discuss the work of Gerard Genette (1980) who underlined concepts of the various ways that the story can differ in each instance of telling it. In other words, every individual as a way of telling their own stories suited to the audience they are playing to (Norrick, 2009; Ochs & Capps, 2001). Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (2008) establish that situated, interactional and functional features vary in everyday conversational narratives which are diverse in format and function. Furthermore, these can be partial and fragmented, and are embedded in local interactional contexts as well as in broader social and cultural structures, such as small, individual stories.
Small stories are seen as marrative orentations and performances arising in real life which are often in conversational form. Hence, small stories is an umbrella term which is used to represent a whole range of narrative dicourses and narrative oriented activities, for example, projection, deferral, and allusion. Furthermore, small stories partiality and fragmentation unfold during the course of interaction and ofthen focus on the recent past or unfolding events that fulfill social and interpersonal functions and may compormise shared stories and tellings (Ryan, 2008). However, the small stories concept is often criticised as having a lack of precision and internal inconsistencies (Norrick, 2009; Stapleton & Wilson, 2017).
Context and meaning construction are key to situated analysis. As narrated in interactional settings stories reflect both the local interaction itself, including roles and relationships that the individual is attempting to manage (Norrick, 2009; Sarangi, 2008). This means that the same basic narrative is likely to be performed differently by different speakers depending on the context in which they are interacting, or, by the same speakers within different settings, thereby reflecting their roles and perspective on the setting. Thus in this way conversational narratives are both contextualised and contextualising (de Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008), in that they both reflect and, to a greater or lesser extent, shape and define the small story (Souto-Manning, 2014). Most studies have focussed on examining one-off, or self-contained narratives. However, Stapleton & Wilson (2017) argue that sense making and identity functions should be associated with shared narrative content as conceptualised within narrative psychology. Furthermore, the delineation of forms and features of narrative discourse has devised a different discourse of activities which may combine to work and realise underlying narrative.
In conclusion, the narrative psychological methods are a useful tool in determining individuals reasons and attitudes towards certain instances and events in either their direct lives or as a result of an incident that has no direct effect on them, but puts them in a place that may be unfamiliar or had never thought about. A classic example of this would be September 11th or as Americans insist on calling it 9/11. A major catastrophe that had a global impact.
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