Critically evaluate how a Narrative Psychological approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity
This essay will outline the Narrative approach and how this could maintain but also help form one’s identity. In order to evaluate this approach, it is important to firstly look at the nature of ‘the self’, whereby the early ideologies were first introduced on how humans see themselves through the processes in their minds and own thoughts. Descartes, during the 16th, century suggested the theory of ‘dualism’ whereby the self was introduced under the notion of ‘cogito ergo sum’ or ‘I think therefore I am’. Here Descartes was suggesting that he could not doubt that he existed as he realised that he was the person doing the doubting initially, and therefore if he was able to worry and have these thought processes, then there was no doubt he himself existed (Johnstone, A., 1992). The self is best described as a set of beliefs one holds about themselves, this can also extend to their perceptions of their relationships with others and various aspects of their lives. These beliefs ultimately set the foundations of one’s identity as they grow older and go through different phases in their lives (Wolf, E., 2002).
With this sense of self having been established, it is possible for the individual to then question the world around them, or more specifically their lives ahead of them. This is where the Narrative approach could come into being, this is one theory which argues that human beings make sense of their world and lives through listening to or observing the stories of others around them. Winslade, Crocket & Epston (1997) suggested that each person finds the meaning of their own lives from the stories made readily available to them, by others, in various contexts. These interacting narratives go on to make up a lot of their sense of self as it guides them to understanding the world, as their closest friends and family have told them or showed them, it suggests these ideologies can be trusted and used. Essentially, the experiences of others are thought to pave the way of the next generation as they are told of past experiences, this could shape how the individual will deal with the same scenario if ever faced with it. Having had that knowledge passed on to them it’s not unfamiliar, as they have known someone who has experienced it, and therefore may feel more confident when faced with the same hurdle. This theory could ultimately help establish one’s self-concept and self-awareness, which will inherently make up their overall sense of identity.
As the individual grows, it is clear to see how their descriptions of themselves will start to change. This can be seen when a child describes themselves as ‘a girl who has blonde hair’ to an adult’s description of ‘I am adventurous and sociable’, essentially the physical description is being replaced with their psychological opinion of themselves. This is more visibly in depth, and it shows that with age comes knowledge and this ultimately comes from experiences, which is said to largely come from the influence of others via ‘story telling’. 
As the narrative theory is based upon the construction of identity, it’s important to consider the early ideologies of identity, which originally arose from two theories: Symbolic interactionism and perceptual control theory. Symbolic interactionism Is based upon the ability to view yourself as an object, whereby someone can work on themselves just the same as they can work on other aspects of their environment. The environmental changes they make will draw upon their own goals and behaviour’s, so making changes to their hair or home in order to benefit their lives in terms of self-esteem, health or outlook on life as a whole (Mead G. H., 2015). Whereas the perceptual control system theory suggests individuals will often alter typical behaviours, so that their perceptions of meanings of behaviours match their own identity standard (Burke, P. J,. 1991). This will see an individual looking to the social conventions of what are correct social behaviours, and then matching these to what they see to be their own identity, in hope they fall in line.
Narrative psychology is not only focused on the told story to others, but also the structure, function and content of such stories, which then goes on to help impact the individual’s life (Murray, M., 2003). The addition of stories can decide how someone may interpret the actions of themselves along with others which shapes their world and decision making. If someone is told a certain behaviour caused the opposing individual a lot of stress in one situation, then the individual may try to avoid encountering this behaviour themselves. As the individual is shaped, this is combined with real world experiences to co-construct someone’s life. The negative stance to the story telling impact could be if an individual is not a very good role model, this shapes the person listening and if they act in the same manner this could cause them to go through the same difficult experiences in life (Bruner, J. S., 1990)
It is said each person is constantly surrounded by stories which inherently seep into their unconscious and influence their identity (Murray, M., 2003) The nature of language and sociability conditions the individual listening to the narrative to assess how they feel on the individual telling the story, and also on the story itself. Narratives can be used to resonate with others and to share personal stories, with the reassurance that they understand due to the stories being similar to others, perhaps. The issues with the narrative approach can be the influence of power coming from one individual, which can often show dominance over the other. This can result in a negative experience for the less domineering individual, where they haven’t had the same opportunity to share stories. Another outcome could be two powerful individuals sharing a narrative story to which they do not agree on. This would possibly result in physical conflict or uncomfortable situation, as these dominants become a form of social discipline. 
Often, Narrative stories will negatively impact on someone’s life, in which case narrative therapy can be a source for improvement. These sessions can be an environment whereby the hope is to enhance one’s skills they habitually use and replace them with more insightful and satisfactory stories. These larger narratives will reflect more dominant social plot or story lines, which they would then use as a reference to their everyday lives. The hope is to improve upon the way someone would handle a situation or develop within social groups, especially if they find it difficult to construct a narrative in the first instance (McAdams, D. P., 2008). An important aspect to remember within the Narrative approach is that the social context in which they occur in can be real, imaginary or a cross connection of the two. Imaginary dialogues are essential elements to the narrative constructions one will create in the real world, as the impact of the story is often subject to its relatability, humour or stand out nature. These combined create a story not to be forgotten in social circles (Ricoeur, P., 1991). This form of communication is imperative to the social world we now know today, as during the last 20 years the notion of discussing feelings and stories has made the population more likely to open up about issues they may be having. With the understanding that multiple interpretations and stances can be taken on a topic, this allows the challenge of dominant narratives to occur. These challenges must occur in order to learn and debate. The level of skill that is needed for a topic to be challenged can be substantial for a concrete argument, this encourages individuals to gain life experiences in order to back up their stories they wish to tell. 
It is said that a certain amount of awareness must be considered when interpreting the stories in the media, with television shows being a particular worry as they seemingly depict ‘normal’ lives but in actual fact are set up in order to provide entertainment. This must be considered when idolising such shows as they are not a correct interpretation of what is real life. These shows prey on the emotional investments from their audience members, who may look up to these ‘ordinary’ people who have drama-fuelled, extravagant lifestyles to match. However, this shows an unrealistic expectation for the younger generations watching the show (Skeggs, Thumim, & Wood., 2008). A positive to such shows, no matter how ‘real’ or fake they are, can allow someone to become open to more than one interpretation of a situation rather than shy away from the alternative. This meaning that the extravagant and somewhat unbelievable dramatics within some shows can also open a portion of our lives that many try to hide away and not discuss as it doesn’t necessarily adhere to social conventions. The sociability of the human race and how we have changed over (as little) as the last 20 years, can see conventions changing and becoming more modernised. However, there is still an undoubtable element of embarrassment whenever something occurs outside of social norms, these ‘norms’ which were ironically instilled by the human race themselves over many years (Skeggs, Thumim & Wood, H., 2008).
With this information in mind, it is easy to say the narrative approach is arguably a large part of our society and how we, as individuals, will grow and shape ourselves and future families. This portion of one’s life is integral to understanding experiences lived by others like us. Through the notion of story telling the individual can explore what other people live like, as they only have the knowledge and outlook that they themselves possess. This ultimately derives from our innate drive of curiosity, as the intelligence possessed by humans makes them eager to learn. In order to learn humans must ask questions, listen to experiences and decide how to embark on the situation themselves (Essers, 2009). However, what must be considered is the relation one narrative storyteller has to the listener, as this can impact how they tell the story, the construction of it and, essentially, it’s resonation with the individual. The human race learns and become more knowledgeable via experiences, which in turn reflects the narrative approach. The difficulty with this theory though, is that every individual person has their own perception on themselves, events which have occurred in their lives and in others. This then influences their story being told, so this must be considered when taking a narrative approach into account. An individual’s story has the power to tie in the past, present and future, which amounts to their identity and therefore their life story.
Social identity theory and categorisation link closely to the narrative approach with it being said that prototypes of norms or outlooks of a situation only being stereotyped once shared throughout a group (Tajfel, Turner, Austin & Worchel., 1979) The idea is that these ideal types which are ultimately agreed upon throughout one group, will set their opinions on other groups which differ from theirs in certain aspects. This can be seen throughout society, whether it be in those highly opinionated due to religion or a social group in school etc. These stereotypes will bind the ingroup together and allow them to bond, as they share the same stories when referring to other outgroups. The negativity this possesses though can become rife in terms of depersonalisation of the outgroup, when trying to build their own group to a higher standard they will attempt to knock others down- self enhancement (Tajfel et al., 1979)
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, it is clear to see the role these narratives and social group communication plays in an individual’s everyday life. The imperative role stems from our innate nature to socialise, which is only natural as the ‘herd is safer in a pack’ so to speak. Unless we have these interactions, social referencing cannot occur which instill’s how to deal with a situation. However, it is also prominent for social mobility and change to take place, which shows an individual moving on to different social groups. This may be due to the ever changing opinions of a young individual as they grow and hear many stories from people who are perhaps outside their usual social group, but also if their current group shows to be unstable with various in-group competitions, then this will cause them to opt out and move on. This is all part and parcel of a human life, change is inevitable, it is rare (unless in strict upbringings and cultures) that someone will stay within the same social circles their whole lives and obtain the same opinions (Hogg, Terry & White,. 1995) An individual will gain their life experiences through their own means; however, the specifics are influenced by many groups they will belong to. An example of this will be ones work colleagues, University peers and then family or religious groups too. These all will equally help and guide someone to co-constructing their identity and self-concept, the goal is to aid them into finding their own path and where they feel they belong. What is important to take away from this theory is the notion of story telling evidently aids our understanding of what may otherwise be an unfamiliar topic area, such as illness. This topic in particular allows one to get a feel for what the painful journey through recovery may be, what the symptoms were and what the outcome of the process was. The specific part of how the symptoms occurred and what they were, could even save a life one day as that individual would be able to recognise something suspicious on the body if that ever was to happen (Crossley, M. L., 2000)
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