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Abstract—This article examines how three interviewees construct the meaning of the ‘same’ life
events—marital infidelity and divorce—in radically different ways. All three narrate their experience, using
narrative structures to reconstruct and interpret events and yet, because they have different points to make
about the spouses’ affairs and their divorces, they combine story elements in contrasting ways. Using
narrative analysis, I show that what on the surface appear to be the same life events are, in fact, quite
different events. T argue that stress research needs to attend more closely to the personal meanings of life
events, and show how narrative methods can enrich studies of stress by illuminating how individuals make

sense of difficult experiences.
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INTRODUCTION

A core problem for health research is why individuals
react so differently to stressful life events involving
loss. For example, studies show that many people
exposed to separation and divorce are at higher risk
for a variety of health and mental health problems [1].
Yet others, exposed to the same stressful events,
appear to be resilient and remain healthy. In addition
to how personality and social resources may moder-
ate the effects of loss, another hypothesis is that
differences in the meaning of the situation may
influence health outcome.

Human actors’ ascriptions of meaning to actions
and events is not a new topic in social science [2].
Alfred Schutz [3] put the- issue squarely: ’

The world of nature, as explored by the natural scientist,
does not ‘mean’ anything to molecules, atoms, and elec-
trons. But the observational field of the social scientist—
social reality—has a specific meaning and relevance
structure for the human beings living, acting, and thinking
within it.

Although investigators of stress are beginning to
include discussion of meaning in their theories 4, 5},
we don’t know much about the process of making
sense. How do individuals actually go about con-
structing meanings for events that happen to them?
How do understandings of the same event differ?
What are the range of constructs that underlie these
understandings? Usually we don’t ask those we study
for the kinds of detailed explanations that would
allow these questions to be answered. Nor do we
systematically analyze how people look back on an
eventful experience to construct a meaningful and
coherent account of it.

Further, most traditional methods do not easily
allow subjects’ meanings to come to the fore. By
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adopting a natural science model, our methods can
eclipse the subject. The investigator controls meaning
through a series of research procedures. The structure

of the interview teaches the respondent to restrict his

or her answers to designated response categories. The
interviewer determines what is a relevant or complete
reply to a question. The data analyst classifies re-
sponses, frequently using a set of pre-existing coding
categories. In order to aggregate data for analysis, it
is assumed that respondents mean the same things by
their replies. All of these procedures result in the
dominance of the investigator’s definition of meaning
over that of the subject [6]. ,

This paper will focus on the meaning of life events,
“from the native’s point of view” (7. I will show how
what appears to be the same event—divorce in the
context of marital infidelity—gets constructed in rad-
ically different ways by different individuals. A
method will be presented for systematically studying
how individuals render meaningful the events that
happen to them, emphasizing the storied ways that
individuals describe and interpret their experience. 1
will show that there is a relationship between the
form of the story—its narrative structure—and the
meaning-making process.

This approach contrasts with the approach that
has been dominant in stress research, where life
events have been conceptualized and measured as if
they are objective occurrences. Even when subjective
elements have been introduced into stress models (e.g.
stress appraisal), the efforts have been limited, at best,
with investigators seeing them as qualifying the event,
thereby mediating its impact. But the event itself is
assumed to exist apart from its interpretive context—
a philosophical position that is consistent with
assumptions of logical positivism. Subjectivity is con-
ceptualized as modifying reality rather than creating
it. For example, a spouse’s affair might be rendered
less stressful by a person’s dispositional orientation—
it might be trivialized thus its meaning altered—but
the event itself is defined as inherently stressful,
independent of its appraisal [8, 9].

743



744

In approaching the question of how people make
sense of difficult experiences, Peter Marris’ {10] work
is particularly useful in providing a theory that
articulates the connections between loss, meaning
and psychological distress. He argues that with any
loss—of a specific person through death or a com-
munity through urban renewal—there is a crisis of
discontinuity for the self. Customary structures are
lost and the individual must reinterpret the world,
finding new structures of meaning. According to
Marris' theory, differentiated and self-conscious
structures of meaning evolve from two innate human
predispositions—to conceptualize or render sensible
our worlds, and to become attached to others. These
two predispositions interact with experience to form
habits of feeling, as well as behavioral strategies
for relationships. We depend on these interpretive
structures of meaning to act. Loss events, like death
or divorce, profoundly disrupt them:

When people can no longer find meaning in their situation—
whether because some crucial attachment which gave pur-
pose to life has been lost, or because the interpretive
structure has been overwhelmed by events it cannot grasp
or contradictions it cannot resolve—the loss of any basis for
action causes intense anxiety and searching, from which new
meanings have to evolve {11].

Weiss’ [12] work on divorce could be interpreted in
light of Marris’ theory. He found that people con-
struct accounts—*a history of marital failure, a story
of what their spouse did and what they did and what
happened in consequence” [12, p. 14], and this can
be interpreted as a step in the prooess of reconstitut-
ing meaning. Weiss argues that accounts serve
important psychological functions, allocating blame
and imposing an order on an otherwise disordered
phenomenon. (Stress theorists might call this a form
of cognitive coping.) Viewed somewhat differently,
divorced individuals engage in a process of attri-
bution, assigning causality in an effort to reestablish
a sense of control in the wake of a relationship’s
end [13].

This theoretical tradition gives prominence to the
fact that accounts of life events are always versions of
reality, rather than objective and impartial descrip-
tions of it. Further, the meaning of events is not
static, but is constantly reworked as new events and
discontinuities must be integrated into the story of
one’s life. Meaning is constructed in context, for the
same event can take on different meanings depending
on the conditions under which it is remembered
[14,15]. Thus individuals actively engage in the
‘creation of reality’ in their tellings and retellings 16},
constructing their worlds and themselves through
interpretation.

DATA AND METHODS

I will use narrative methods to analyze how
“several respondents made sense of their experiences
by telling stories in a research interview. They all
faced a common issue—marital infidelity—yet each
constructed this event quite differently, a finding that
emerges from the detailed analysis of their talk.

Narrative analysis is particularly well-suited to
analyzing the process of making sense. As a universal
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human form for reconstructing and interpreting the
past, narratives link our experience of the world and
our efforts to describe that experience, or make
meaning of it [17]. Scholars from a variety of disci-
plines have provided systematic methods for analyz-
ing the structure of stories people tell to recapitulate
past experiences [18-20). They have shown that
narratives have a recognizable beginning, middle and
end and that within this overall structure, narrators
achieve their communicative aims through particular
linguistic choices. For example, in Labov’s [18]
model, a ‘fully formed’ narrative begins with a plot
summary (abstract), contains orientation information
(to place, time, characters and situation), a statement
of the sequence of events (complicating action) and
the attitude of the narrator toward them (evaluation),
a resolution of the action and a coda, or ending,
which returns the speaker to the present. With this
story grammar, the narrator creates a storyworld
and tells about a change in that world [20]. Besides
particular linguistic structures, narrators use explana-
tory systems to construct their narratives, derived
from the larger culture [21].

The design and overall methodology for the study
have been described in fuller detail elsewhere [22].
Briefly, 104 individuals who had been separated up
to 3 years were interviewed using a structured inter-
view schedule that included a number of open-ended
questions as well as established inventories. The
interviews, conducted in respondents’ homes, were
tape recorded and transcribed. Two-thirds of the
cases were located through probate court records in
a northeastern state; one-third came from interviewee
and informant referrals. Comparisons between
court cases and referred respondents indicate few
differences.

The three cases I will analyze in detail here were
selected because of a number of similarities in life
circumstances. Obviously, all the individuals had
experienced marital separation, an event associated
with a variety of health risks [1). They also had about
the same length of time to reflect back on their
experience, for each person had been separated 1-2
years. Last but not least, the spouse’s infidelity
figured in each person’s account of their marriage;
not casual sexual relationships, each spouse had a
serious involvement outside the marriage. Thus, from
the perspective of traditional studies of stress, these
individuals experienced two events that are usually
included on stress inventories—marital infidelity and
marital separation—events that are far from rare.
The three cases were also selected for the striking
contrast they provide; although all three had many of
the ‘same’ experiences, they made sense of them in
vastly different ways, as revealed in their narrative
accounts.

The analysis illustrates how the subjective meaning
of experiences and the social contexts in which
they occur cannot be abstracted from the events
themselves.

INFIDELITY AS BETRAYAL

Gloria is a 38-year-old white woman with a
Master’s degree and a professional job who had been
married to her minister husband for 15 years before
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she divorced him [23]. There were no children from
the marriage. When asked in a research interview to
state “in her own words what were the main causes
of her separation” she replied tersely “marital infi-
delity and alcoholism™. In a traditional interview, the
questioning might well have stopped here. Instead,
the interviewer probed for the interviewee’s under-
standing of these events, saying “tell me a little bit
about that, what that was like for you”. What
followed was a tearful narrative about her husband’s
repeated affairs (she had talked about his drinking
problem earlier). Transcript 1 contains the first part
of her response, which is arranged to display some
key features of its form: the clauses of the narrative,
the false starts, and the pauses of 4 seconds or longer
(p) [24]. The coding of the structure of the story is to
the right of the text.

Transcript 1

01 (Crying) That's where the pain is
02 (p) | guess that's where the dream ended.

AB*

04 We'd been married about 8- no 10 years OR
05 and we were in the parish |
06 (p) and Keith began having an affair with a CA
parishoner f
07 25 years his junior R
08 who he claimed to be a counseling case for
6 months
09 until | got wise

10 (p) and | asked him CA

11 and he said yes, he was having an affair but
he was trying desperately to end it.

12 Two years later he was still having it.

13 (p) and that nearly drove me literally nuts EV

14 that drove me almost to suicide l

15 And when we left the parish OR

16 and he decided to go to Greenville |

17 ) thought (p) “Oh good, maybe this will all E
end because he won't be near Militown.” |

18 And | remember when we bought our first O
house

19 we'd lived in school houses and parsonages

20 he still was seeing Bea

21 and | said “Damn it, if you take that black CA
mud pot of a relationship irito our new home
it will kill me.” :

22 And he took it, for the first 4 or 5 months.

23 And it was very difficult EV

24 but | kept thinking maybe, maybe, with
Greenville

25 and he gets into something he really likes

26 maybe that will take care of it.

27 Except he went to Greenville and he started RE
up another one

28 (p) and that is still going on.

Coda

*AB = Abstract.
OR = Orientation.
CA = Complicating action.
EV = Evaluation.
RE = Resolution.

In form, Gloria’s response has all the features of a
story [25}]—a nonfictional narrative account that
moves through time, involves specific past-time
events, and makes a point. Its effect comes not so
much from the objective events but from the con-
text that Gloria supplies, and the associated affects
that render the events so meaningful to her. Whereas
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she might have organized her account in many ways,
she chooses to organize the plot around her sus-
picions and their confirmation (see complicating
action—CA—on transcript) and this linguistic
choice signifies the critical importance, to her, of
discovery.

She tells us how to read the plot—what it means
to her—by contexualizing the events, in orientation
clauses (OR) that give background information about
the particular women, when and where her husband
became involved with them and, even more vividly,
in evaluative statements (EV) that describe her
rationalizations, and her despair. Here, she reveals
her attitude toward the events, conveying that she
was severely traumatized (“that nearly drove me nuts,
that drove me almost to suicide™). To frame the story,
which is told in the past tense, she begins and ends
in the present, telling the point in an abstract (AB)—
“that’s where the pain is, that’s where the dream
ended”—and the current state of things in a coda at
the end—the latest affair is on-going. Put simply, a
second world existed along side the manifest world of
their marriage [26], and the dialectic between these
worlds—between his secret and the betrayal she
felt—is embodied in the form of the narrative.

But how did the marriage end? Although Gloria
has used key elements of story grammar to vividly
reconstruct her marital experience, there are a num-
ber of issues that are left hanging. Looking first at the
content of what Gloria has said so far, it is not clear
when or why she decided to leave. Her account up to
now suggests some passivity; her husband is chroni-
cally unfaithful and she is chronically patient, even as
she also expresses her anger and hurt. Her attri-
butions so far suggest that her husband’s sexual
behavior is something over which he has little control,
and she patiently hopes the affairs will end when he
finds church work he really likes. Looking next at the
form of the narrative, the story lacks the clear
resolution that narratives typically display. Although
it ends with a coda, bringing the action back to the
present, there is no peak to the narrative. As listeners,
we want to know what happened next. Gloria re-
solves these related problems of content and structure
by developing the plot in a further episode of the
narrative, carrying the action through to the decision
to divorce.

Transcript 2

32 But when he went to Greenville | thought EV

33 well he's excited about it, he liked his work
down there

34 But the more | heard about Bea, Bea, Bea, CA
Bea, Bea

35 | thought, “Oh, jeez, here we go again.”

36 And (p) toward the end of this third year OR
there, no second year |

37 (p) he was telling me that | was just being CA
very paranoid and didn’t understand, it was
just a good friend

38 By the end of the third year OR
39 he was telling me that he didn’t have any |
problem having Bea and me CA

40 he didn’t see anything wrong with having
two women and two parishes and two
homes.

41 And finally he told me 2 years ago that | had
to make up my mind about that.
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42 And | said “0.K.” and that's when | decided RE
to get a divorce.

43 Cause he, for the first time, owned that he EV
was having the relationship

44 and that he had no intention of changing it

45 and that he didn’t see why it should have any
effect on our relationship

46 and at that point | realized there was no point.

47 Absolutely no point. .

Note how this episode is tightly structured by time;
the complicating action (CA) recapitulates the se-
quence of events, as Gloria understands them, over a
period of several years that she carefully demarcates
(OR). The peak of the narrative is her discovery—her
husband intended to continue to have a double life.
A key event in the plot—her husband’s charge that
she should make up her mind if she could live with
his double life—changes the state of affairs (no pun
intended!), and at this point she resolves the story
(RE) and decides to divorce. In the long evaluative
segment that follows (EV), Gloria muses about the
meaning for her of her husband’s justification and
articulates that her efforts to keep the marriage
together ended (“‘at that point I realized there was no
point. Absolutely no point™). Her attribution has
changed; rather than seeing his sexual behavior as
situational, she sees it- as characterological and she
blames him.

Gloria ends the narrative after describing a discus-
sion with a marriage counselor, who supported her
decision. (Due to space constraints this portion of
narrative is not included.) She leaves the storyworld
she has created, and returns to the present:

65 And uh (p) before | went nuts or committed suicide
66 1 said | better get out

67 that's what | did.

68 And he's stili with her.

In sum, the significance and fateful import of
infidelity is quite clear in this instance, taking on its
meaning in the context of one woman’s narrative
account of her divorce. Importantly, it was not the
events by themselves that were traumatic, but the
interpretation placed on them by the narrator—
meanings that are built into the dramatic structure of
the narrative itself. The complex and changing attri-
bution process is revealed in the details of her talk.

Although Gloria’s interpretation was not unique
among those in the sample {27], not everyone viewed
affairs in this way.

INFIDELITY IN THE CONTEXT OF ILLNESS

Burt is a 43-year-old white man with a high school
education who had been married for 25 years before
divorcing. He and his wife had two children from the
marriage. No longer employed as a factory worker,
Burt was confined to a wheelchair because he had an
advanced case of multiple sclerosis. When the inter-
viewer asked a closed-ended question about who had
initiated the separation, he told a story about his
wife’s infidelity.

Transcript 3

01 (p) Yes, | did [play a part in the decision to AB
separate] because she was involved with
another man

CATHERINE KOHLER RIESSMAN

02 See, she met this man at work CA

03 and she wanted t0 go out with this man

04 and | said, you know, “go ahead if you want to

05 it's your life.”

06 | mean “you don’t have to stay here with me
all the time.”

07 And (p) she finally moved out

08 and she moved in with this man.

09 And | mean | didn't want her EV

10 still being married to me and going out with
this man

11 you know, so that's when | went ahead and RE
filed for divorce.

Looking first at the content, Burt strongly suggests
that he gave his wife permission to have an affair. He
does not affix blame on her for getting involved with
someone else, nor does he seem to blame himself. He
filed for divorce, not because he was angry or hurt,
but in order to resolve a contradiction she faced—;
being married to him while living with ‘this man’.

Burt achieves this message by the way he constructs
his story. Lest we miss its point, he begins with an
abstract (AB)—he got divorced because of her in-
volvement with another man—which hints at but
does not fully explicate the role his wife’s affair played
in his decisional process. He develops a plot line with
a series of complicating actions (CA)—how she met
‘this man’, what she wanted to do, what he said to
her, and how she finally moved out. The story, told
in the simple past tense, sets up the contradiction
which he then resolves, by filing for divorce {RE).

Because his message is so different than Gloria’s, he
uses story structure in a very different way than she
does, and with very different effects. The narrative is
almost all plot (and a sketchy one at that), with very
little elaboration; he does not orient the listener to the
events (OR), nor provide any commentary about his
feelings in the evaluation (EV). Related to these
linguistic choices, he remains emotionally distant
from the events and his attributions about what went
wrong in the marriage are not made explicit. Yet on
the surface, it appears that his wife’s affair was the
focal trauma, the crucial incident leading to the
dissolution of his marriage. When put in context,
however, it becomes clear that the narrator has a
different interpretation.

When the interviewer went on to ask what were the
main causes of his separation, Burt replied without
hesitation “my disease”, adding with emphasis “the
main cause, she wouldn’t accept it”. When asked to
elaborate, he answered by developing a second story,
key portions of which are reproduced below.

Transcript 4

01 Well in '75 | was diagnosed OR

02 you know at that time | was still able to walk CA
but | had to

03 drag my right leg

04 and as the years went on

05 the leg got worse

06 my right arm started to get weak

07 I'd start losing my balance

08 my coordination was going

09 and uh then l—naturally | had to start using
a walker

10 and | don’t think she liked the idea of EV

11 having to help me all the time in the morning

12 help me get dressed







