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began with the decision to marry, moved
through the years of the marriage, paused
to reenact especially troubling incidents,
and ended often with the moment of sepa-
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aware of the rules of conversational story-
telling. After coming to the end of the long
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tion and social interaction on the other
(Mishler 1986). Although dehumanizing
research practices persist, feminists and
others in the social sciences have cleared a

“space for less dominating and more rela-
tional modes of interviewing that reflect
and respect participants’ ways of organiz-
ing meaning in their lives (DeVault 1999;
see also Reinharz and Chase, Chapter 11,
this volume). We have made efforts to give
up communicative power and follow par-
ticipants down their diverse trails. The cur-
rent wellspring of interest in personal nar-
rative reflects these trends.

& The Narrative Turn

The burgeoning literature on narrative has
touched almost every discipline and profes-
sion. No longer the province of literary
study alone, the “narrative turn” has en-
tered history (Carr 1986; Cronon 1992;
White 1987), anthropology and folklore
(Behar 1993; Mattingly and Garro 2000;
Rosaldo 1989; Young 1987), psychology
(Bruner 1986, 1990; Mishler 1986, 2000b;
Polkinghorne 1988; Rosenwald and Och-
berg 1992; Sarbin 1986), sociolinguistics
(Capps and Ochs 1995; Gee 1986, 1991;
Labov 1982; Linde 1993), and sociology
(Bell 1988, 1999, 2000; Chase 1995; Boje
1991; DeVault 1991; Frank, 1995; Hol-
stein and Gubrium 2000; Williams 1984).
The professions, too, have embraced the
narrative metaphor, along with investiga-
tors who study particular professions.
These include law (“Legal Storytelling”
1989), medicine (Charon 1986; Green-
halgh and Hurwitz 1998; Hunter 1991;
Hydén 1997; Kleinman 1988), nursing
" (Sandelowski 1991), occupational therapy
- (Mattingly 1998), and social work (Dean
1995; Laird 1988). Storytelling, to put the
argument simply, is what we do when we
describe research and clinical materials,
and what informants do with us when they
convey the details and courses of their ex-

periences. The approach does not assume
objectivity; rather, it privileges position-
ality and subjectivity.

Narrative analysis takes as its object of
investigation the story itself. I limit discus-
sion here to first-person accounts in inter-
views of informants’ own experience, putt-
ing aside other kinds of narratives (e.g.,
about the self of the investigator, what hap-

" pened in the field, media descriptions of

events, or the “master narratives” of the-
ory).! My research has focused on disrup-
tive life events, accounts of experiences
that fundamentally alter expected biogra- -
phies. I have studied divorce, chronic ill-
ness, and infertility, and I draw on exam- -
ples from my work throughout the chapter.
Narrative analysis, however, is not only
relevant for the study of life disruptions;
the methods are equally appropriate for re-
search concerning social movements, polit-
ical change, and macro-level phenomena
(see in this volume Céndida Smith, Chapter
34; Czarniawska, Chapter 35). Because
storytelling “promotes empathy across dif-
ferent social locations,” regarding thé U.S.
abortion debate William Gamson (1999:5)
argues, for example, that storytelling has
counteracted excessive abstraction, bridg-
ing policy discourse and the language of
women’s life worlds; storytelling has fos-
tered the development of constituen-
cies—communities of action. Ken Plummer
(1995:174) puts it vividly: “Stories gather
people around them,” dialectically con-
necting the people and social movements.
The identity stories of members of histori-
cally “defiled” groups, such as rape victims,
gays, and lesbians, reveal shifts in language
over time that shape, and were shaped by,
the mobilization of these actors in collec-
tive movements. Examples here are “Take
Back the Night” and gay rights groups (see
Kong, Mahoney, and Plummer, Chapter

-12, this volume). “For narratives to flour-

ish, there must be 2a community to hear; . . .
for communities to hear, there must be sto-
ries which weave together their history,
their identity, their politics” (Plummer
1995:87).
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Storytelling is a relational activity that
encourages others to listen, to share, and to
empathize. It is a collaborative practice and
assumes that tellers and listeners/question-
ers interact in particular cultural milieus
and historical contexts, which are essential
to interpretation. Analysis in narrative
studies opens up forms of telling about ex-
perience, not simply the content to which
language refers. We ask, “Why was the
story told that way?” (Riessman 1993).

The study of personal narrative is a type
of case-centered research (Mishler 2000b).
Building on the kind of analysis articulated
most vividly by C. Wright Mills (1959), the
approach illuminates the intersection of bi-
ography, history, and society. The “pet-
sonal troubles” that participants represent
in their narratives of divorce, for example,
tell us a great deal about social and histori-
cal processes—contemporary beliefs about
gender relations and pressures on marriage
atajunction of American history (Riessman
1990a). Similarly, coming out stories, in
which narrators proclaim their gayness to
themselves and to others, reveal a shift in
genre over time; the linear, “causal” mod-
ernist tales of the 1960s and 1970s have
given way in contemporary stories to iden-
tities that blur and change (Plummer 1995).
Historical shifts in understanding and
growing politicization occur in the stories
of women with cancer whose mothers were
exposed to diethylstilbestrol (DES) during
their pregnancies (Bell 1999). Illness narra-
tives reveal “deeply historicized and social
view[s] of health and illness,” as Vieda
Skultans (1999:322) shows with post-
Soviet women patients’ accounts of hard-
ship, whose explanations are erased in their
physicians’ biomedical definitions of prob-
lems. As Mills said long ago, what we call
“personal troubles” are located in particu-
lar times and places, and individuals’ narra-
tives about their troubles are works of his-
tory as much as they are about individuals,
the social spaces they inhabit, and the soci-
eties they live in. The analysis of personal
narratives can illuminate “individual and
collective action and meanings, as well as

the processes by which social life and hu-
man relationships are made and changed”
(Laslett 1999:392).

¢ Defining Narratives
for Analysis

There is considerable variation in how in-
vestigators employ the concept of personal
narrative and, relatedly, in the methodolog-
ical assumptions investigators make and
the strategies they choose for analysis.
These are often tied to disciplinary back-
ground. In one tradition of work, typical of
social history and anthropology, the narra-
tive is considered to be the entire life story,
an amalgam of autobiographical materials.
Barbara Myerhoff's (1978) work offers an
carly example of the life story approach
and illustrates its potentials and problems.
Myerhoff constructs compelling portraits
of elderly Eastern European Jews who are
living out the remainder of their lives in
Venice, California. She builds these por-
traits from the many incidents informants
shared with her during extended field-
work. She artfully “infiltrates” her infor-

- mants, “depositing her authorial word in-

side others’ speech” to speak her truth
without “erasing the others’ viewpoint and
social language” (Kaminsky 1992:17-18).
In this genre, the stories that informants re-
count merge with the analyst’s interpreta-
tion of them, sometimes to the point that
stories and interpretation are indistinguish-
able.

In a very different tradition of work, the
concept of personal narrative is quite re-
strictive, used to refer to brief, topically
specific stories organized around charac-
ters, setting, and plot. These are discrete
stories told in response to single questions;
they recapitulate specific events the narra-
tor witnessed or experienced. William
Labov’s (1982) work illustrates this ap-
proach. For example, Labov analyzes the
common structures underlying a series of
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bounded (transcribed) stories of inner-city
violence told in response to a specific ques-
tion. Narrators recapitulate sequences of
actions that erupt and bring the danger of
death. The approach has been extended by
others who include more than brief epi-
sodes to analyze a variety of experiences
(Attanucci 1991; Bamberg 1997a; Bell
1988; Riessman 1990b).

In a third approach, personal narrative is
considered to encompass large sections of
talk and interview exchanges—extended
accounts of lives that develop over the
course of interviews. The discrete story as
the unit of analysis of Labov’s and others’
approach gives way to an evolving series of
stories that are framed in and through in-
teraction. Elliot Mishler (2000b), for ex-
ample, studied the trajectories of identity
development among a group of art-
ists/craftspersons that emerged from his ex-
tended interviews with them. The ap-
proach is distinguished by the following
features: presentation of and reliance on
detailed transcripts of interview excerpts,
attention to the structural features of dis-
course, analysis of the coproduction of nar-
ratives through the dialogic exchange be-
tween interviewer and participant, and a

_comparative orientation to interpreting
similarities and contrasts among partici-
pants’ life stories (see also Bell 1999).

Despite differences in these approaches,
most investigators share certain basic un-
derstandings. Narration is distinguished by
ordering and sequence; one action is
viewed as consequential for the next. Nar-
rators create plots from disordered experi-
ence, giving reality “a unity that neither na-
ture nor the past possesses so clearly”
(Cronon 1992:1349).2 Relatedly, narrators
structure their tales temporally and spa-
tially; “they look back on and recount lives
that are located in particular times and
places” (Laslett 1999:392). The temporal
ordering of a plot is most familiar and re-
sponds to the characteristic Western lis-
tener’s preoccupation with time marching
forward, as in the question, “And then what
happened?” But narratives can also be or-

ganized thematically and episodically (Gee
1991; Michaels 1981; Riessman 1987).
Narrators use particular linguistic devices
to hold their accounts together and com-
municate meaning to listeners (forareview,
see Riessman 1993:18-19). Human agency
and imagination are vividly expressed:

With narrative, people strive to config-
ure space and time, deploy cohesive de-
vices, reveal identity of actors and relat-
edness of actions across scenes. They
create themes, plots, and drama. In so
doing, narratots make sense of them-
selves, social situations, and history,
(Bamberg and McCabe 1998:iii)

If all talk in interviews is not narrative
(there are questions and answers about de-
mographic facts, listings, chronicles, and
other nonnarrative forms of discourse),
how does an investigator discern narrative
segments for analysis? Sometimes the deci-
sion is clear: An informant signals that a
story is coming and indicates when it is over
with entrance and exit talk (Jefferson
1979). In my divorce interviews, for exam-
ple, responding to a question about the
“main causes” of separation, one man pro-
vided a listing and then said, “I’ll clarify this
with an example,” an utterance that intro-
duced a lengthy story about his judging a
dog show, an avocation his wife did not
share. He exited from the story many min-
utes later by saying, “That is a classic exam-
ple of the whole relationship . . . she chose
not to be with me.” As the story was espe-
cially vivid, I used it along with others to
theorize about gender differences in expec-
tations of companionate marriage in the
contemporary United States (Riessman
1990a:102-8).

Stories in research interviews are rarely
so clearly bounded, however, and often
there is negotiation between teller and lis-
tener about placement and relevance, a |
process that can be analyzed with transcrip-
tions that include paralinguistic utterances
(“uhms™), false starts, interruptions, and
other subtle features of interaction. De-
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ciding which segments to analyze and putt-
ing boundaries around them are interpre-
tive acts that are shaped in major ways by
the investigator’s theoretical interests,

Deciding where the beginnings and end-
ings of narratives fall is often a complex in-
terpretive task. I confronted the problem in
astudy of stigma and infertility as I began to
analyze a woman’s narrative account of her
multiple miscarriages. The research was
conducted in Kerala, South India, and else-
where I describe the fieldwork (Riessman
2000a, 2000b). At a certain point in the
project, I began to focus on identity devel-
opment for women beyond childbearing
age, how older women construct identities
that defy stigma and the master narrative of
motherhood.

Below, I present a portion of an inter-
view with a woman I call “Gita,” who is 55
years old, married, childless, Hindu, and
from a lower caste. Because of progressive
social policies and related opportunities in
Kerala, Gita is educated, has risen in status,
and works as a lawyer in a small municipal-
ity. The interaction represented in this ex-
tract took place after she and I had talked
(in English) for nearly an hour in her home
about a variety of topics, most of which she
introduced. These included her schooling,
how her marriage was arranged, and her
political work in the “liberation struggle of
Kerala.” We enter the interview as I reintro-
duce the topic of infertility. My transcrip-
tion conventions are adapted from those
recommended by James Gee (1986).3

Although Gita could answer my ques-
tion “Were you ever pregnant?” directly
with a yes, she chooses instead to negotiate
a space in the interview to develop a com-
plex narrative. She describes terminated
pregnancies, going to a political demon-
stration, and coming home to her hus-
band’s anger, whereupon the scene shifts to
the actions of her in-laws and her husband’s
refusal to be examined for infertility. This
was unlike other women’s accounts about
failed pregnancies in my interviews. Al-
though temporally organized, Gita’s plot
spans many years and social settings, and

emotions related to the events are absent.
She makes no reference to sadness, disap-
pointment, or other feelings common to
narratives of miscarriage and infertility.

In an effort to interpret this segment of
the interview, I struggled to define its
boundaries. Initially, I decided to conclude
my representation of the narrative with

. what seems like a coda at the end of Scene

4: “But-afterwards I never became—[preg-
nant).” The utterance concludes the se-
quence about pregnancies—the topic of my
initial question. Ultimately, however, I de-
cided to include the next scene, which com-
municates various family members’ re-
sponses and the reported speech of Gita’s
husband (“No, no, I will not go to a lady
doctor”). The change in decision coincided
with a theoretical shift in my thinking
about identity construction. I became inter-
ested in how women in South India resist
stigma when infertility occurs (Riessman
2000b). It was crucial, then, to include the
episode about the in-laws, the interaction
with the gynecologist, and the husband’s
response to the request that he be tested.
Although not my focus here, the narra-

tive excerpt could have been analyzed asan
interactional accomplishment, that is, as a -
joint production of the interviewer and the
respondent. Such a focus would require
retranscription so as to include all of my ut-
terances (deleted and marked with == i
the interview excerpt), the ways I elicited
and shaped the narrative (for examples of -
this approach, see Bell 1999; Capps and
Ochs 1995; Mishler 1997; Riessman 1987;
see also Poland, Chapter 30, this volume).
The narrative also could have been ana-
lyzed with a primary focus on cultural con-
text, centering on the prominent role of the
wife’s in-laws, for example, in defining and
managing infertility in India (for an exam-
ple, see Riessman 2000a). And the narra-
tive could have been analyzed in terms of
problems it solves for the narrator—an an-
gle into the text Iwill develop shortly—and
other problems that narrative creates. In-
vestigators interested in psychological pro-
cesses, narrative therapy, and change
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Cathy:

Gita:

Now 1 am going to go back and ask some specific questions.
Were you ever pregnant?

Pregnant means—You see it was 3 years [after the marriage]
then | approached {name of doctor]

then she said it is not a viable—{pregnancy}.

So she asked me to undergo this operation, this D&C
and she wanted to examine him [husband] also.

Then the second time in 1974-in 75,
next time~four months.

Then she wanted [me] to take bed rest
advised me to take bed rest.

Because | already told you

it was during that period that [name) the socialist leader
led the gigantic procession against Mrs. Indira Gandhi,
the Prime Minister of India, in Delhi.

And | was a political leader [names place and party)
1 had to participate in that.

So 1 went by train to Dethi

but returned by plane.

After the retumn | was in [pame] Nursing Home
for 16 days bleeding.

And so he [husband] was very angry

he said “do not go for any social work

do not be active” this and that.

But afterwards | never became-{pregnant}
Then my inlaws, they are in [city]

they thought I had some defect, really speaking.
So they brought me to a gynecologist,

one [name), one spedialist.

She took three hours to examine me

and she said “you are perfectly{normal], no defect at all”
even though | was 40 or 41 then.

“So 1 have to examine your husband.”

Then I told her [doctor] “You just ask his sister.”

She was—his sister was with me in [city].

So I asked her to ask her to bring him in.

He will not come.

Then we went to the house

so then I said “Dr. [name] wants to see you.”

Then he fhusband] said “No, no, | will not go to a lady doctor.”
Then she [sister-inJaw] said she would not examine him

they had to examine the—what is it?—the sperm in the laboratory.

. But he did not allow that.

Scene 1

Scene 2

Scene 3

Scene 4
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