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Write down your free associations
or some key words about…

• narrative
• narrative research
• narrative turn
• research paradigms
• constructivism
• postmodernism

… and discuss your findings
in small groups of 2 – 3 persons. 
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Narrative is a mode of verbal representation so 
seemingly natural to human consciousness that to 
suggest that it is a problem might well appear 
pedantic. But it is precisely because the narrative 
mode of representetion is so natural to human 
consciousness, so much an aspect of everyday 
speech in ordinary discourse, that its use in any 
field of study aspiring to the status of science must 
be suspected.

-Hayden White
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The narrative turn
• not just an academic discussion but a 

general trend
• (...) shift  from an information society into a  

narrative society, in which images and 
stories are more the basis for people’s 
consumer decisions than product 
information (Jensen 1999). 
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The etymology
Sanskrit

gna (the passing on of knowledge by one 
who knows)

⇒ Latin
gnarus
narratio (noun; narration, story) 
narrare (verb; to tell, to narrate)

⇒ English 
narrative (noun)
narrate (verb)
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The narrative turn
has been connected with:

1. The paradigm shift from realism toward 
constructivism 

2. The cultural shift from modernism to 
postmodernism
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What narrative research is not?

• not a method
• not a school of thought
• not a paradigm, but
⇒ a fragmented formation of research related 

to narratives 
⇒ a loose frame of reference, characteristic of 

which is that attention is paid to narratives
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Four views on narrative research:

1. Narrative framework as an ontological and 
epistemological presumption

2. Narratives as a form of data
3. Narrative research as a method of analysis 
- paradigmatic mode of thought -> analysis of 

narratives
- narrative mode of thought -> narrative analysis
4.  Narrative as a practical tool
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Ontological and epistemological
presumptions

Ontology: What is reality?
Epistemology: 
What and how can we know?
What is knowledge?
What is the process of knowing?
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The modernist science

The modernist science aims at generalisable 
knowledge; independent of context; 
timeless and universally applicable 

Ontology: realism 
Epistemology: correspondence with the 

claims and the facts in the world
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The narrative turn
has been connected with:

1. The paradigm shift from realism toward 
constructivism 

=> Human knowledge is no longer regarded as "a 
grand narrative" which tends to draw together a 
coherent and universal view on reality, based on 
the correspondence between the "things-in-the-
world" and sentences. Rather, it is a plurality of 
small narratives, local and personal in nature, 
which are always under construction. 
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The narrative turn
has been connected with:

2. The cultural shift from modernism to 
postmodernism

• the critique of dualistic thinking
• blurring the line between scientific reports and 

artistic expression
• the research reports come closer and closer in 

style and form to the novel, the short story, the 
forms associated with narrative fiction (Bridges
2002)
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The turn to constructivism
in science

The post-modern concept of knowledge rejects the 
traditional objectivist concept of reality, according 
to which reality can be illustrated by means of 
claims which can be proven true or false. 

Ontology: the social construction of reality 
=>relativism (at the most extreme end)  

Epistemology: knowledge being socially and 
psychologically construed 
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The turn to constructivism
in science

- no single dominant reality, but, rather, there 
are a number of different realities that are 
being constructed in individual’s  minds 
through their social interactions 

=> Research can produce authentic views on 
reality but not a “picture of reality”
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The turn to constructivism
in science

- knowledge is relative; dependent upon time, place 
and the position of the observer

- knowledge is a thread of narratives, which is 
constantly forming and changing; which 
constantly gets new material from the ever-
changing cultural pool of stories in order to  join it 
again

- the composition of identities is similarly based on 
the everchanging self-narratives
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From the rhetorics of modernism 
to the narrator’s voice

The modernist science: a meta-narrative, 
which sustains the image of objectivism and 
systematicism through rhetorical means 

- the use of passive form etc.
⇒an impression of the researcher is 

created as an objective and impartial 
observer

⇒“the eye of God- view”



Hannu L.T. Heikkinen (c)           
Whatever Narrative Research

From the rhetorics of modernism 
to the narrator’s voice

• cognition is the knowledge of some knowing 
subject who lives within a specific social and 
physical environment;  is someone’s child or life 
partner, and has lived a certain life

=> the knowledge originates from these connections 
of understanding

• a central difference between traditional qualitative 
research and narrative research is the subjectivity 
of cognition  
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From the rhetorics of modernism 
to the narrator’s voice

• the traditional  qualitative research is still mainly 
objectivist=> “grand narratives”: reality is reduced 
to one, universal and monological “truth” which 
often also acts as a tool of power and manipulation

• narrative research does not aim at objective or 
generalised knowledge, but at a local, personal 
and subjective knowledge 
=> knowledge is formed as a more multi-voiced 
and multi-level entity, “small narratives”
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From the rhetorics of modernism 
to the narrator’s voice

• first person view in research reporting
=> ”This is the story that happened to me.”

”The emic account”
=> Narrative research as experimental writing:  a 

combination of literature, fictional and 
scientific discourse. 
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Modernism Narrative framework

• realism
• objective
• correspondence
• passive
• neutrality
• static knowledge
• distance from the process

of knowing
• etic account – an 

outsider’s view

• relativism
• subjective
• constructivism
• first person
• voice; empowerment
• dynamic knowing
• the presence of the 

knowing subject
• emic account– a story of a 

participant



Hannu L.T. Heikkinen (c)           
Whatever Narrative Research



Hannu L.T. Heikkinen (c)           
Whatever Narrative Research

Three basic types of data 
(Polkinghorne 1995)

Numerical form 
• e.g. Likert scale
Short answers 
• the responses of the research subjects comprised into words
• e.g.names, nationality, automobile names, hobbies
Narrative material 
• the informants express the happenings through their own telling
• documents not necessarily originally produced for the purpose of

research
• e.g. narrative interviews, free form written answers, journals, 

autobiographies 
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Narrative research is (mostly) 
based on diachronic data

diachronic data 
• temporal information about the sequential

relationship of events
• describes when events occured and the effect the 

events had on subsequent happenings
synchronic data 
• lack the historical and developmental dimension
• categorical answers to questions
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Two modes of knowing
– Jerome Bruner

• Paradigmatic cognition (logico-scientific 
cognition)

• characteristic of logics and mathematics: typical to 
it is exact and formal argumentation built by 
means of an argumentation based on logical 
propositions, the precise defintion of concepts and 
the presentation of categorisations. 
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Two modes of knowing
– Jerome Bruner

Narrative cognition
• the production of a thematically and 

logically proceeding narrative from events
• E.g history; teachers’ pedagogical 

knowledge
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Two modes of knowing
=> two modes of analysis

Paradigmatic cognition
⇒analysis of narratives

material is categorised into different 
categories and types

Narrative cognition
⇒narrative analysis

more the creation of a synthesis than 
categorisation (Polkinghorne 1995)
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Analysis of narratives

1. Concepts derived from previous 
theories (deductive; e.g Huttunen & 
Heikkinen 2002)
2. Concepts derived from the data 
(inductive; e.g. Grounded Theory; 
Glaser & Strauss 1967)
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Narrative Analysis 

- recursive movement from the data to an 
emeging thematic plot

- e.g. historians
collecting evidence from multiple 
resources => telling a story

- beginning, middle, end (Aristotle)
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Narrative Analysis 

- plotting: a selective and creative piece of 
work

- Not all data elements are needed
=> Narrative smoothing
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Narrative analysis => 
experimental writing

• narrative analysis walks the line between literature 
and scientific discourse

=>creative and experimental writing; somewhere 
between fictional and academic writing
e.g. fictional ethnography, autoethnography, narratives 
written in the first person, fictional texts, dramas, the 
production of a research text based on communication 
occurring between a researcher and research subject, 
aphorism, comedies and satires, etc.
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The power of narratives in 
various fields

• psychotherapy, pedagogy, teacher 
education, health care, geriatric care, social 
work and rehabilitation, business 
leadership, marketing, etc.
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The power of narratives in 
various fields

- narrative creates images and identities
Identity work:

fragmented nature of life is collected into a more 
complete entity, which in turn leads to an 
increased sense of control over life. 

Phychotherapy:
The therapist works with the patient to create a 
coherent narrative through which it is possible to 
overcome the life crisis and open new views into 
the future.
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