Typescript of article published in The Narrative Study of Lives, Volume 3 (pp.27-44). Thousand Oaks, Ca.: Sage Publications. (1995)

Imagining the Real:PRIVATE 

Empathy, Narrative and the Dialogic Self

-Ruthellen Josselson


When I was a freshman in college, taking introductory psychology, I was required to participate in a psychological experiment. On a dark, snowy night in February, I trudged through the snow drifts to a University of Michigan lecture hall where I was asked to write stories in response to brief descriptions of situations - like at the end of the first year, Anne is at the top of her medical school class. I was not in a good mood. I was angry about being dragged out in the cold and snow and I wrote stories as absurd and bizarre as I could make them. Satisfied with my revenge, I went home and forgot all about it. 


Two years later, I took a course in motivation with a well-known professor. I learned then that this "experiment" I had participated in was designed to assess "fear of success". For my final paper in this course, I was assigned to write about some aspect of the study of motivation, and I decided to reflect on my own experience being a subject in such a study. I began my paper describing the dark and snowy night, still parodying, now Hemingway. I was an impetuous student. The thrust of my argument was that a study that proported to be studying my motivation wasn't tapping it at all. Indeed, as a young woman in 1967, I knew about the fear of success. I knew about it deeply and pervasively. That was the central issue on which my life was poised at the time. The only problem was that no one was asking me what I knew or what I experienced. My responses to the stories reflected my resentment at being called out on a miserable night, not my deep struggles with what it meant to me to succeed. 


My professor took the argument in my paper to heart. To his credit, he felt I was worth arguing with. Point by point, he picked my position apart - he wrote nearly as much as I had. And at the end of his response, he wrote, "I think, Ruthellen, you should reconsider your plan to become a psychologist. I think you have an emotional resistance to the scientific study of man."


I was taken aback, but I became a psychologist anyway.  And I still believe in the truth that lies in experience, and still hold to a conviction that a psychology which does not take as its enterprise the study of whole human beings, in context, in time, is no psychology at all.  Since the time that I was an undergraduate in psychology, our understanding of what comprises "the scientific study of man" has changed. At least it is now more multiform and there are no longer universally-acknowledged paths to truth. Many have advocated the ideological position that psychology is, or ought to be, the study of how experience - conscious and unconscious - is organized, interpreted and reshaped throughout the life cycle and others have provided the epistemology for a different approach to psychological understanding.

 
New philosophical ideas rooted in hermeneutics are undergirding a return to the study of experience, a return shepherded by a revival of narrative and empathy as standpoints within psychological research. I take my title from Martin Buber whose idea of imagining the real is that of making the other present in their wholeness, imagining  "what another... is wishing, feeling, perceiving and thinking (1965, p.70)," not in a detached way, not as a set of variables, but as part of a process of a living Other. We cannot know the real without recognizing our own role as knowers, and that is why I am taken with Buber's idea of imagining it, for this is, I believe, an accurate word for what we do. We take whatever observations we have made of the external world and, making them part of ourselves, interpret them and tell a story about what we believe we know. Empathy and narrative are an inevitable part of all research, whether quantitative or qualitative in design, but these are processes which have been relegated to the shadows in psychology, disowned, disavowed but, like all that is repressed, everpresent.


Interest in the study of whole people, beginning with Murray's seminal work in 1938, has sputtered throughout the past 55 years. Despite intermittent critiques of psychology for abandoning this idea, the study of the whole person has never been part of the mainstream of academic psychological endeavor. In recent years, however, it has been enjoying something of a renaissance, largely in the wake of interest in hermeneutics and postmodern epistemologies.


In order to study whole persons, we cannot rely on logical positivist methods which isolate simple factors and trace their effects through statistical analysis. Such analysis aims for elucidating universals but effaces the intending individual. Whole human beings cannot be objectively described as though they were molecules. In order to approach this topic we need a metaphysics which embraces relativity and an epistemology which is simultaneously empirical, intersubjective and process-oriented (Flax, 1990). I propose that empathy and narrative are routes to imagining what is real in whole people in their world. 


I want first to challenge the idea that empathy and narrative are salient only for research approaches that are qualitative in design. I think that qualitative methods highlight these processes in their epistemology, but that they are  present in quantitative approaches as well. Data, after all, do not speak for themselves. They presuppose certain ways of asking questions and certain ways of interpreting results. The results of our experiments are never self-evident in their import. They are merely the occasion for us to try to weave a narrative in which obtaining a certain set of "significant" results makes sense - sense in the context of ongoing narratives both of epistemology and of a developing communal tale of human experience. And "sense" is a product of interpretation, grounded in the social conditions in which we live, formed by inescapable ideology and spoken in a consensual language. In quantitative work, we still must become empathic with our subjects, but at a greater distance.

The Empathic Stance

 Empathy has been undervalued and rarely taught in its own right in the social sciences, except perhaps by a few remaining followers of Carl Rogers. It has not been privileged as a means of understanding. Within psychoanalysis, Heinz Kohut(1977) caused a furor by advocating an "empathic stance" in relation to analytic material. He argued that the idea of an inner life is unthinkable without our ability to know via "vicarious introspection,(p.306)," his definintion of empathy. I might similarly advocate an "empathic stance" within research, a way of approaching data which allows for discovery rather than seeks confirmation of hypotheses and which fosters more exhaustive quests for explanation rather than the illusion of finding a preexisting truth. If we listen well, we will unearth what we did not expect. This becomes the paradigm for discovery.


I take as a premise that we cannot know the real - we can only create an image of it - that is collectively imagine it. In her analysis of the history of science, Evelyn Fox Keller (1985) distinguishes between the traditions based in Platonic knowing, a knowing that is metaphorically based in eros, union, transcendence and love and the Baconian model, based on power, control and domination. 


Heir to the Baconian legacy, modern natural science has taken prediction as its main goal. To this extent, it has been interested only in those aspects of the real world that are amenable to control. Hypothesis-testing models in psychology consider only part-aspects of people, titrating out bits that might be changeable given one intervention or another. With this goal in mind, this form of attention obliterates concern for the whole being and the dynamic tension by which the parts are integrated. What is often considered error variance in psychology is exactly that wholeness of person which we work so hard to factor out of our science.


The Platonic ideal of knowing, by contrast, knowledge as transcendence, involves the creation of, in Winnicott's phrase, a "potential space" in which the boundaries between self as knower and other as known are relaxed. In this space, aspects of the known are allowed to permeate the knower and this is the essence of empathy. Research then becomes a process of overcoming distance rather than creating it, moving what was Other, through our understanding of their independent selfhood and experience, into relation  with us. In that sense, in Buber's terms, we make the other present and know them better. The very indeterminacy between subject and object thus becomes a resource rather than a threat. Empathy is recruited into understanding precisely because its continuity and receptivity allows for a clearer perception of others. We aim to reach the internal array of an Other's experience, bounded always by our shared participation in a matrix of signification.  As both a tool and a goal of psychological research, empathy is premised on continuity, recognizing that kinship between self and other offers an opportunity for a deeper and more articulated understanding. Empathy becomes an attitude of attention to the real world based in an effort to connect ourselves to it rather than to distance ourselves from it. 


The empathic stance takes hermeneutics as its epistemological ground. When we study whole human beings, we are aiming to interpret others who are themselves engaged in the process of interpreting themselves. This was the essence of my undergraduate quarrel with my professor. I was deeply engaged in making sense of my own understanding of ambition and intellectual desire in the context of a world which made these suspect in women. I was wary of anyone who presumed that their understanding of my experience could be known without an empathic awareness of my own meaning-making efforts. The prevailing assumption at the time was that science could learn more about me by abstracting me out of my context than by studying me within it. 

Narrative as a form of knowing

We have, however, entered a new age, the age of narrative, an interest that is sweeping a range of academic disciplines. The historians, grappling with narrative frames of reference, are wondering about the relationship between history and literature and between history and autobiography. Are autobiographies history? How do the stories which people tell reflect the dominant assumptions of their age? And people in literature are wondering about how to distinguish what has usually been thought to be literature from autobiography. Just as within psychology, the question of how to treat people's lived experience embarrasses our more technical understandings of intellectual conceptualizations.


Within contemporary psychology, Jerome Bruner (1986) has most championed the legitimization of what he calls "narrative modes of knowing." This mode privileges the particulars of lived experience rather than logical positivist constructs about  variables and classes. It is an effort to approach the understanding of lives in context rather than through a prefigured and narrowing lens. Meaning is not inherent in an act or experience, but is constructed through social discourse. Meaning is generated by the linkages the participant makes between aspects of her or his life as lived and by the explicit linkages the researcher makes between this understanding and interpretation, which is meaning constructed at another level of analysis.


The empathic stance orients us as researchers to other people's experience and meaning-making which is communicated to us through narrative. To understand another within the empathic stance means being able to understand their stories. In Clifford Geertz's (1973) way of thinking, it involves looking over someone's shoulder at the text they are reading and writing.  


Narrative is the means by which we, both as participants and as researchers, shape our understandings and make sense of them. The question is not whether narrative approaches are science, but how we can bring autobiographical awareness into scholarly conversation with our understanding of science. The truths inherent in personal narrative issue from real positions in the world - the passions, desires, ideas and conceptual systems that underlie life as lived. People's personal narratives are efforts to grapple with the confusion and complexity of the human condition. Our intellectual task as psychologists is to write a super-ordinate narrative that encompasses them. 


When we aggregate people, treating diversity as error variance, in search of what is common to all, we often learn about what is true of no one in particular. Narrative approaches allow us to witness the individual in her or his complexity and recognize that while some phenomena will be common to all, some will remain unique.


I have just finished an analysis of a twenty year followup of 30 women whom I have been following since they were seniors in college. My project has been to trace the development of their identity over time. In analyzing these interviews, I set myself the task of working with all the data, not just the women who fell neatly together in common patterns. The challenge was to try to understand the ones that didn't fit my emerging understandings as well as those who did. I found it an immensely humbling experience. For some women, I simply have to say that, try as I might, I simply cannot understand why their life course took one direction rather than another. Nor, in many cases, can they. This places our understanding in perspective. It treats diversity as the unknown, as either the not-yet-known or the unknowable. It is inherent in the work. It is not error. 


Narrative approaches also force us to supersede dichotomies. People are not either introverted or extraverted, field dependent or field independent, or this or that. Dichotomous thinking eliminates the inner contradiction that is intrinsic to human personality. Because people are composed of a dialectic of opposites, the self is inherently dialogic. But I will take this up in greater detail later.


Narrative is the representation of process, of a self in conversation with itself and with its world over time. Narratives are not records of facts, of how things actually were, but of a meaning-making system which makes sense out of the chaotic mass of perceptions and experiences of a life. This is the revolutionary idea that Donald Spence brought to us in his book Narrative Truth and Historical Truth. Even study of the most closely observed lives, those of people in psychoanalysis, is not an archeological excavation but an excursion into reframing story in search of lifeplots which better serve the individual in the present. 


My own research on the same participants over time has taught me a great deal about how narrative is reshaped and rebalanced as the lifecourse progresses. Events that loom large at one lifestage may be underground at another, only to recur. Amanda, for example, as a senior in college, was staking her adolescent independence on a relationship. Raised in a tight-knit, highly traditional Italian Catholic family, growing up on the same street as her grandmother and three aunts, Amanda found it difficult to conceive that her future life could be other than life as she had always known it. But in high school, she became involved with an African-American boyfriend, to the chagrin of all around her. Their reaction caused her to question all that she had previously believed. "With religion talking about love thy neighbor and all men are equal, and it was all right until he asked me out," she said. But, after six years, she triumphed by forcing her family to accept him. As she told her story at the end of college, she was certain of her future plans. She would become a social worker, marry her boyfriend and fight the prejudice. She was ready to pioneer, to struggle, to live her values with the man she loved. 


When I reinterviewed Amanda when she was 33, this boyfriend has simply vanished from the narrative. Now married to another man, with two children and working full-time, Amanda's understanding of her present and past life was focused on her dream to realize a self that could both be occupationally engaged and mother at the same time. Her past was rewritten to lead inevitably to the end at which she found herself. Only when I asked directly about her former boyfriend did she tell me of the growing distance which had emerged between them when he dropped out of college. She recounted how she eventually realized that she could not have the life she dreamed of with him. He had become a footnote to her life. 


But at age 43, he was back as an important internal character in Amanda's life. The catalyst here was Amanda's struggle with her 15-year-old daughter who had become intensely involved in a relationship with a boy. It was not that Amanda didn't like the boy  - he was perfectly acceptable. What was hard to accept was her daughter's exclusive investment in him, an investment that was beginning to interfere with her academic success and with her other interests in life. "I just don't understand why she's had that need to get so involved in such a monogamous relationship at such a young age," Amanda said. "I look back and know why I rebelled. Because my parents were so strict. But I've let her do almost everything. I feel like I've done just the opposite of my parents in bringing her up and here she's doing the same thing. I didn't expect it from her." 


Through her daughter's experience, Amanda is now remembering intensely her own adolescence, a time that was relegated to the shadows just 10 years earlier. Only now her understanding of her adolescent involvement is cast as rebellion, not as love or principle, but as part of a disowned and outgrown dependent and rebellious self which she hoped would not appear in her daughter.


As the literary critic Peter Brooks says, the narrator always knows the ending. Narratives select the elements of the telling in order to confer meaning on prior events - events that may not have had such meaning at the time. This is a narrative transposition of Kierkegaard's famous statement that we live life forwards but understand it backwards. In understanding ourselves, we choose those facets of our experience that lead to the present and render our life story coherent. Only from a hermeneutic position are we poised to study the genesis and revision of people making sense of themselves.


Narrative models of knowing are models of process in process. When we  record people's narratives over time, we can observe the evolution of the life story rather than see it as a text in a fixed and temporal state. As a novel leads inevitably to its end, personal narrative describes the road to the present and points the way to the future. But the as-yet-unwritten future cannot be identical with the emerging plot and so the narrative is revised.  The future expressed in narratives contains the loose ends, the beginnings which expire, the desires that fade or fall by the wayside. Continuity and change are emplotted in narrative form. A "good-enough" narrative contains the past in terms of the present and points to a future which cannot be predicted although it contains the elements out of which the future will be created.

The Dialogic Self

Most narratives include a multitude of discourses and it is this multiplicity of discourse that resists being reduced to a single voice. When my students come back from the field, as it were, having completed an intensive interview, they are usually exhausted and overwhelmed. They told me too much, they complain, How will I make sense of it all. This is the problem, to be sure. But what kind of science operates better with less data? The issue is to reflectively decide on what aspects of narrative data to respond to - given that we can never contain another in their absolute wholeness. What we inevitably do is to create signposts to guide our knowledge of another.


If empathy is the road to the experiential core, how do we know when we have arrived? If narratives overwhelm us with their complexity, how do we focus them or summarize them so that we can learn from them? I have found some clues to these riddles in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, the recently rediscovered Russian literary critic and philosophical anthropologist. 


Bakhtin's critique of prenovelistic visions of the individual mirrors current postmodern critiques of academic psychology's view of the individual. In Bakhtin's view, before the genre of the novel, the individual was represented as a finished entity who "has already become everything he could become and [who] could become only that which he has already become. ...his internal world and all his external characteristics lie on a single plane (1981,p.34)" The emergence of the novel made possible the representation of the individual in greater complexity, as existing on multiple planes, all in dialogue with each other. Bakhtin's view of the self is relativistic. The self can exist only in relationship to some other, whether that other be another person, other parts of the self or the individual's society or her or his culture. In this view, the individual is always in process. "A dynamic authenticity was introduced into the image of man, dynamics of inconsistency and tension between various factors of this image; man ceased to coincide with himself and consequently men ceased to be exhausted entirely by the plots that contain them."


Bakhtin's theory of the novel is intimately tied to a theory of language, language being the medium in which reality is represented. His ideas offer much to inform the theory of narrative analysis, but here I wish simply to make the point that without the availability of our participant's language - and here I refer to what de Sassure calls parole, that is the signified - we as psychologists are locked into our own language systems and cannot represent another's worldview. Language connects experience to understanding. Only by listening to what our participants tell us of their experience can we enter into dialogue with their meaning system - and this is the value of narrative forms of investigation. In Bakhtin's world, reality is always too contradictory and heteroglot to be fit into a straightforward genre. Thus, he wrestles in literature with the same problems that contemporary psychology debates - the movement into a relativistic rather than a dualistic universe, a universe of human beings always in process, existing on multiple planes of present experience, poised in complex relation to the past and to the future.



If we wish to trace the growth of whole people, we must cease to regard people as finished entities and, somewhat paradoxically, we must find those places within narrative where the self is most clearly in dialogue with itself. These moments of crisis represent nodes of change in which the individual becomes other than he or she was. As Bakhtin points out, we cannot really represent evolution in literature. Rather, we refer to it through depicting crises and rebirth. In these dialogic moments, where the planes of self meet, the challenge to empathy and to our capacity to narrate is greatest and also where our learning about the other is maximized. In contrast to a mere recitation of events (which are themselves also dialogic), we might conceive of dialogic moments expressed in narrative which are personal keys to meaning-making, the place where a person's self-understanding is put to a self-imposed test. By witnessing the working through of internal contradiction, we are at the heartbeat of psychological organization, the points where the tectonic plates of experience move into contact with one another and herein, I think, lies the key to psychological entry into another.


 I can best illustrate these points with a narrative of a segment of an individual life story. In this final section, I present Fern, one of the women I have been following in my 20-year longitudinal study. In presenting her I wish to highlight the themes I have discussed in more abstract terms - empathy, narrative and the dialogic self. My aim in this study was to track the unfolding of identity in women and, in particular, to document moments and processes of revision. 


I choose Fern because she has been, in many ways among my participants, the most deceptively easy for me to understand on one level, and the hardest to understand on another. She leads me to my own internal dialogue. Over the years that I have been talking about her at conferences, she has also most aroused passionate censure among psychologists.  She typified a form of identity formation classified as Identity Foreclosure which bypasses exploration and holds to childhood-based goals, values and personality organization (Marcia, 1980). I will describe Fern in highly abbreviated form, my aim being to arrive at describing what I term a dialogic moment - a moment which allowed me access to what I think are the deepest processes of her identity revision and also to a greater understanding of the dialogic in psychological organization.

 
Among my sample of college senior women, Fern was the most difficult for me to resonate with partly because her interview was a "press release" of her certainty about things rather than an exploration of herself and her world. At the same time, among all the people I interviewed, Fern was easiest to label with psychological concepts. In both her interview and on psychometric measures, she was rigid, introverted,authoritarian, socially-isolated, dependent on her mother for structure, insecure but highly field independent. Attending a state University majoring in physical therapy, Fern's identity was most structured around an intense and concrete investment in the Catholicism of her childhood. When she was 11, her father died after a long illness and it had been a family project, led by her mother, to persuade him to convert to Catholicism before his death. Their success in this wedded Fern to her faith and all matters of belief and action were phrased in terms of religious dictates. Fern, at age 21, was perplexed by and scornful of her agemates forays into drugs and politics in the turmoil of the late 60s. "I don't understand people getting high on drugs," she said, "I can get high on life." 


Her image of herself was as a saint. She formed her occupational dream when, as a young girl, she had been the only one in the neighborhood willing to play with a younger neighbor who had cerebral palsy. Right then she determined that her life mission was to help such people and she had never wavered in her goal. 


At the time fo this first interview, Ferm seemed to see herself, as Bakhtin might say, in epic terms, one-dimensional and finished. She felt she had become who she had to become and, having become so, could only continue to be as she always had been. And my psychological standpoint presented convenient labels; she fit  nicely into the ready-made categories of personality theory. Perhaps in part because of the way I presented her in speeches later, psychologists were quick to prophesy dire outcomes for Fern. She will get depressed, my psychoanalytic colleagues especially, said. She will have a breakdown before she's 40. The developmental psychology literature was no less pessimistic. Foreclosures, people like Fern, are generally discussed in the most pejorative terms. 


But I discovered when I met Fern again when she was 34, that dire things did not befall her. On the other hand, she hadn't changed much. She became a physical therapist and married a man who allowed her to convert him to Catholicism and to all her rules for living. She had two children and still understood everything in terms of religious teaching. She resisted the liberalization that the Church was undergoing in the 70s and clung to the more traditional views. Her life was filled with missions, callings; she was still unwavering in her conviction about what was right and wrong and still maintained that she never strayed from the true path. She was clearly still a Foreclosure, but she had adjusted to life and was contributing to society not only through her work but through numerous charitable involvements. If there were other inner voices beside the epic one which still permeated the narrative of this time, they were too muffled for me to be able to hear. Her interview, her narrative, was a recitation of achievements and ideological stances and I, in response, still could only label her. I couldn't learn from her much about the inner workings of the self.


Now, in that we are all steeped in the same narrative tradition, it is undoubtedly apparent to you that this story will change at the next observation moment. Narrative convention, how we tell stories, is mediated by our culture. And as psychologists, we are more responsive to change than to continuity. Plot of story, like plot of lives, involves progress toward meaning. 


If Fern hadn't changed, I probably would never have chosen her to present. Yet I couldn't know that when I went to interview her ten years later. I was, indeed, surprised at the revisions she had made in herself and her understanding of her world. Fern at 43 had changed and with this change in her came a change in my ability to know her empathically. What made her accessible to me was her narrating what I now think of as a dialogic moment in her life.


Not long after I saw her when she was 33, Fern decided to speak to her priest about a growing feeling of disappointment she had in her marriage. She felt that her husband wasn't as affectionate as she wished he would be and she felt guilty about harboring resentment towards him. He priest suggested that they participate in marriage encounter workshops through the Church. In this process, Fern discovered that it wasn't just he who had to change, that she, too, had to revise her understanding of their relationship. This opened for her the world of others, of recognizing and tolerating their difference, of locating herself in a more shifting but, at the same time, more sure place in the world. This change Fern told me about at age 43. I could hear her ruefulness at her prior self, one narrative superseding and encompassing another. Fern's sense of self was becoming more layered.


In the intervening 10 years, Fern has also been through a crisis at work. As the Director of Physical Therapy at a large urban hospital in a time of worsening economic conditions, her department was dealt yet one more budget cut. Now the uncompromising Fern reared up once again. This was beyond her ethical sense of what it meant to do her work. Her department couldn't adequately serve their patients with the funds the hospital administration was willing to allot them. But Fern's salary was the lion's share of the family's income. Nevertheless she resigned. She mortgaged their house and emptied their savings in order to establish a private service which would serve disadvantaged clients who were being turned away under the hospital's system. Fern was frightened: she was putting her family's welfare in the service of her scruples, but it was something she felt she had to do. 


Fern prayed. But the reality was more turbulent than she had envisioned. Business partners reneged on their commitments. People she shared an office with left without paying the rent. For the first time, Fern had to be careful about what food she put in her grocery cart But she managed to keep afloat. 


At the center of Fern's life, though, is not her work, but her wish to provide for her children. When her 16 year old son came home with news of a class trip to France, Fern was determined that, despite the money struggles, he should go. She took out a loan. Now here, in Fern's report of her experience of her son's trip, is what I term the dialogic moment. And here we must listen to Fern.


 "So he went on that trip to Paris and I was so angry at him because he came home and the main thing he wanted to talk about was leaning out the hotel windows and hollering up to the girls above and talking about other experiences that I could have arranged in the seedier parts of town here for much less money. He wasn't talking about seeing the Mona Lisa. His first recounts were of adolescent experiences and I was furious...I wanted to say, 'I didn't work for the last six months for you to come home and talk about this stuff.' SO I just didn't say anything. I know my expectations were different than his, but I still have a hard time letting go of mine. Because that was my dream too that went and what came back was not the dream that I sent." And here, with the poignancy of that statement, she laughed.


 Now - in this brief vignette are multiple aspects of Fern in dialogue with each other. The narrative is not one of action, but of tension among self experience and inner resolution. "I was so angry at him...So I just didn't say anything...Because that was my dream too that went." In this statement is a signifier of the massive internal change that Fern has undergone. But her statement, if we listen dialogically, invites our empathic knowing rather than an impulse to label. The text that Fern is creating of her life now includes multiple points of view - so different from how she was in college when she couldn't understand the rebellion of her agemates. And she can honor that awareness even when it is most painful to her, when it represents her difference from her much-loved son. Yet she still holds to her own morality-based stance, a condemning self that retains its continuity with an older dominant self and abhors what seems to her to be a sin-filled world.. And these are poised in relation to her mothering self that is determined to let her son learn from his own experience. Fern's awareness and choice, then, exists in relation to her son, to her understanding of the ethical context she carries and to her knowledge of contemporary adolescent culture as well as in relation to her representation of her own past and future selves. The planes of self are in motion and we see them organized in dynamic relation to each other - this, in Bakhtin's terms, is the dialogic self. 


The essence of the novel, in Bakhtin's analysis is its capacity to put different orders of experience into dialogue with each other. Similarly, when we read an interview, we can track this dialogue between different orders of individual experience or the dialogue of the individual with the social world of others. People tell us about their awareness of their own multiplicity, different self-experiences, often with different usages of language.


In addition, human consciousness exists always in relation to other consciousness. All expression is oriented to a response from some Other and shaped by the context in which it occurs. "To be means to communicate" says Bakhtin(1984). 


Beyond representing people in their situation in the world, an adequate psychology must depict people as poised for change.  

Existing dialogue points toward a new discourse which we cannot predict. We observe the immense inner growth in Fern as she becomes more cognizant of - and communicates - her inner dialogue, but there will be continuing alternations in her consciousness. Perhaps tomorrow she will decide to "say something" to her son and the narrative will require further rewriting. Bakhtin stesses that human beings are defined by their "unfinalizedness." We retain always the capacity to surprise ourselves and others (Morson,1986). Context, to Bakhtin, encompasses "infinite dialoge in which there in neither a first nor a last word (1986, p.167-8).


Only through an empathic stand toward people's narration of their life experiences can we uncover the dialogic nature of the self - the dialogue both within the self and the dialogue with the world that is the center of process in development and in living. Only by observing the tensions and flow in this dialogue can we construct a meta-narrative of whole people, not by reducing people to their parts, but recognizing in the interplay of parts the essence of wholeness. Only then are we positioned to imagine the real.


I am proposing then, that an empathically-grounded narrative psychology take as its aim the explication of the architectonics of the self - the ways in which parts are held in dynamic relation to one another and maintain themselves in unending dialogue. This is what I feel was missed when I was a subject in a psychological experiment. At the time, my wish to succeed was held in dynamic tension with my wish to be other things as well - feminine, well-liked, acceptable - and my fear that the social world in which I found myself would not allow me all my parts. In psychology, we must have room for people to have all their parts -for Fern's struggle to bring her moralism and her humanism, her religious traditions and her existence in an ethically complex world into relation. The essential message of hermeneutics is that to be human is to mean and only by investigating the multifaceted nature of human meaning can we approach the understanding of people.
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