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The Paper Nautilus, Argonauta argo Linnaeus (named for the 
Argonauts who sailed on the ship Argo to find the Golden 
Fleece), and the Brown Paper Nautilus, Argonauta hians 
Lightfoot (Lat. hiare, to gape)... produce very handsome, 
fragile, shell-like structures. 

William Emerson and Morris Jacobson 
The American Museum of Natural History Guide to Shells 



Abstract 

This study works at the interstices of literary criticism, social work and life 

writing as it explores the application of narrative therapy in women's lives. 

Developing a spiral model of narrative therapy that I call the "Storied Nautilus," I 

explore the connections between narrative structure, the stories women tell about 

their lives, and their resulting sense of self and identity. 

Using a methodology that reflects the narrative model I propose, I combine 

autobiographical criticism and feminist literary criticism to read a range of literary 

life writing texts authored by women. Maxine Hong Kingston, Jeannette 

Winterson, Janice Williamson, Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, Adrienne Rich and 

Sharon Butala focus discussion on the impacts of gender and genre on the 

written life, while therapeutic accounts by Michael White, Alan Parry, Jill 

Freedman and Gene Combs demonstrate the healing value of storytelling. 

A literary review of the history of autobiography criticism establishes the 

grounds on which this study bases its analysis of subjectivity and identity. I 

amend the abstract status of the 'subject' as constructed in theoretical discourse 

to nuance the embodied and material individual situated socially and historically. 

Foregrounding this situated embodiment enables me to draw on Barbara Wier 

Huber's notion of the psychean spiral and to develop the storied nautilus as a 

potent therapeutic model that encourages the narrative linking and eventual 

coherence of discontinuous experiential fragments. Much of the therapeutic 



value of the storied life lies in the act of writing; understanding the processes 

through which women negotiate identity by writing their lives informs this study. 

Narrative therapy introduces the notion of changing the self through 

narration and revision; literary criticism details the grounds of narrative structure 

upon which change rests; and autobiography criticism nuances the notion of self 

that is in process. I bring the tools of literary criticism to the discourse of 

narrative therapy as I explore the generic differences between autobiography, 

memoir, lyric sequence and autographical fairytale and apply those distinctions to 

layered reading, writing, and critical practices in therapy. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

the paper nautilus 
constructs her thin glass shell. 

Giving her perishable 
souvenir of hope, a dull 

white outside and smooth-
edged inner surface 

glossy as the sea, the watchful 
maker of it guards it 
day and night; she scarcely 

eats until the eggs are hatched. 

The Paper Nautilus 
Marianne Moore 

My work brings together two seemingly unrelated disciplines—literary 

criticism and social work—by investigating the process of narrating, re-narrating 

and re-visioning people's lives. Because I am interested in the everyday, real, 

and practical lives of women and the shapes of their stories, I explore the 

practical application of narrative modes to women's lives through the practice of 

narrative therapy. In the context of narrative therapy located within a social work 

setting, I probe the junctures between women's lives and their texts. Combining 

the insights of both literary criticism and narrative therapy, the texts of women's 

lives may be understood on many levels: literary works women read or hear, 

written forms they produce, bodily symptoms they display and events they 

experience. Together these separate texts form complex narratives of women's 

lives. Altered life circumstances—relational, environmental, material, 

psychological, medical—affect personal narratives, the multiply-stranded 
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tapestries of women's lives. Questions of how and why and by what means these 

life changes can be mediated and narrated through textual and/or literary forms 

provide a focus for this work. Because narrative shapes, forms and structures are 

elemental to my project, I begin with an image—the nautilus—that evokes the 

spiral narrative form that is central to my therapeutic model of life writing. 

"Nautilus" refers to a species of cephalopod mollusk, a class of 

invertebrates that first appeared in the Cambrian period. The external shell of the 

nautilus cephalopod mollusk (as illustrated on the frontispiece) is a complex 

structure, multi-chambered and lined with mother-of-pearl. The nautilus shell "is 

coiled over the head in a bilaterally symmetrical planospiral ... only the last two 

whorls are visible, since they cover the inner whorls" (Barnes 434). The soft-

bodied mollusk constructs its shell chamber by chamber, building from the center 

out. Through a process of gas and fluid exchange, the nautilus adjusts the shell's 

internal pressure to regulate its bouyancy in the water that houses it. 

I have chosen the nautilus as a particularly apt metaphor for the 

therapeutic process based on life writing that I develop in my work. The concrete 

and visual image of the nautilus, constructed chamber by chamber in an ever-

widening spiral, grounds my theoretical model. The women I study in this project 

construct fragile yet durable many-chambered shells that begin with the self and 

spiral outward. Yet, unlike the external protection of the nautilus cephalopod 

mollusk, the spiral forms women construct are not only metaphorical houses that 

provide protective functions, but are also stories that shape and inform and 

transform their identities. 
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The poem segment that heads this chapter is taken from Marianne 

Moore's "Paper Nautilus" and provided the inspiration for the chambered nautilus 

image that grounds my work. Although closely related to the nautilus species, the 

paper nautilus is really a member of the octopus family and does not have a shell 

housing at all. Moore's poetic rendering refers to the paper thin white calcereous 

shell-like egg case made by female cephalopod in the octopus family properly 

called Argonauta but also known by its common name, paper nautilus. The egg-

case of the female paper nautilus provides a safe brood chamber for her young 

and a retreat for herself. Untrained as a biologist, when I first encountered 

Moore's poem I naturally associated the Argonauta (paper nautilus) with the 

spiral and multi-chambered shell of the nautilus species. 

Although I discard Moore's image of the paper nautilus in favour of the 

chambered nautilus, I choose to retain Moore's poem and her image of a 

"perishable/souvenir of hope" at the beginning of this project to illustrate my 

methodology. The processes of therapy, healing and self-storying are gradual 

and uneven. During therapy we often construct fragile structures that serve a 

purpose, but need to be replaced by other, more apt forms. Yet, in the 

overlapping and jostling together of images, language and forms, the unexpected 

happens. Beginning with Moore's "Paper Nautilus" and moving on to the 

chambered and spiral shell of the nautilus family preserves a sense of the 

dynamic of the critical processes in which I am engaged. Like the members of 

the nautiloid family, I too construct a shell structure comprised of many 

chambered segments: a many-chambered shell that reflects the theoretical 
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construction of this project and the process of women's therapeutic self-storying. 

Robert Barnes' description of the nautilus shell parallels the incremental and 

generative processes that shape both this project and self-storying: 

The shell of Nautilus ... is divided by transverse septa into internal 

chambers and only the last chamber is occupied by the living animal. As 

the animal grows, it periodically moves forward, and the posterior part of 

the mantle secretes a new septum... Where the septum joins the wall of 

the shell, there is a scar, or suture. The septa are perforated in the middle, 

and through the opening a cord of body tissue, called the siphuncle, 

extends from the visceral mass. The siphuncle secretes gas into the 

empty chambers, making the shell buoyant and allowing the animal to 

swim (434). 

In the chapters that follow, I develop a spiral model of self-storying that, like the 

shell of the nautilus, is built of a series of sutured chambers. Each chapter 

section comprises a chamber in its spiral structure. At its center is the self, the 

source of the shell's beginning. I build the structure by temporarily inhabiting 

various theories, concepts and models. I incorporate the work of others into my 

structure but in the end construct my own model. As my nautilus grows and 

evolves, it moves toward a model of narrative therapy that accommodates the 

nuances of women's self-storying strategies. 

Throughout this project, I interrogate women's positioning in relation to 

their sense(s) of self and their multiple stories through an exploration of their 

autobiographical or life writing texts. As Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenk note in 
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Life/Lines: Theorizing Women's Autobiography, autobiography provides a site in 

which to examine the relationship between women and self (re)presentation: 

"Autobiography localizes the very program of much of feminist theory—the 

reclaiming of the female subject—even as it foregrounds the central issue of 

contemporary critical thought—the problematic status of the se l f (1-2). While I 

use the term "autobiography" here as it has been used by Brodzki and Schenk, I 

examine the changing function of "autobiography" and its related yet significantly 

and differently nuanced relatives: "life writing," "autobiographies," "memoir," and 

"autography." I develop a set of terms that I believe more adequately captures 

the narrative process I describe. As I read the literary texts presented in this 

project, I am querying their stratagems—their structures, narrative voices, and 

silences—and the relationships between their generic implications and the lives 

of the women who write them and the people who read them. However, my goal 

is not only the critical function of a literary reader, that is textual analysis, but also 

to construct a relationship between those narrative strategems and the lives of 

real women. 

As author of this study, I am aware of my own roles and their effect on my 

work. I occupy several positions: reader and critic of other autobiographical texts, 

reader and critic of the narrative therapy discourse, and reader and critic of the 

literary and autobiographical discourses within which my project is situated. This 

work could have been written from many different perspectives: I have chosen 

the intersections of literary criticism and social work because these are the fields 

with which I am most familiar. More importantly, I am also writer, reader, and 
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critic of my own life story, the implications of which I cannot ignore as I pursue 

this work. In his introduction to Confessions of the Critics, H. Aram Veeser notes 

the connections between critics' use of anecdotes—an illustration taken from 

personal life history—and their ongoing career projects. Without establishing a 

causal relationship between autobiography and the critic's work, Veeser does 

note the strong links between the two: "Autobiography shapes itself within larger 

theoretical projects, but the larger projects continue in force" (xix). Certainly, 

there has been and continues to be a mutually informing dialogue between my 

work in narrative therapy and life writing and my personal life. According to the 

premises of my work, it could be no other way. 

Even more challenging than the endeavour to bridge the transdisciplinary 

border of literary criticism and narrative therapy has been my effort to find a way 

to validate the theoretical underpinnings of this work. Partly because of my 

training in the social sciences, I want to assess, verify, and validate the narrative 

therapy model. Yet, while I acknowledge the value of empirical research and 

assessment, I also recognise the impossibility, and more, the undesirability of 

achieving a wholly "objective" assessment of narrative practices. However, I am 

also of the firm conviction that unless I can demonstrate the practical value of 

adopting a narrative approach, the theoretical investigation of narrative therapy 

and life writing is a mere intellectual exercise. A fledgling storyteller when I first 

began this work during my undergraduate studies, I was already convinced of the 

power of stories and narratives1 to touch people's lives and, at times, to 

transform them. As I continued to read and experience many more stories and 
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personal histories, I recognised the unquantifiable moments that speak through 

people's shared lives. Although, even as I write this introduction, I still struggle 

with how to articulate and balance the various voices of my selves—storyteller, 

literary critic, graduate student, researcher, writer, mother, wife, friend—within 

this context, I share with the women whose lives I read a belief in the value of 

speaking one's personal history and a knowledge, born of personal experience, 

that women can beneficially story and revision their lives. The shape of this text, 

like the inside of the nautilus shell, is a spiral, circling around the core concept of 

narrative therapy. In four chapters, I approach the roles of therapist, client, the 

core story informing their relationship, and revisions to that story. I begin with a 

critical review of key nodules bringing social work and literary criticism together: 

narrative therapy, life writing, autobiography, genre and gender. 

Narrative Therapy 

Narrative therapy is both a theory and a methodology that has become 

popular over the last ten years in social work, psychology, and psychotherapy. In 

Narrative Therapy: The Social Construction of Preferred Realities, Jill Freed man 

and Gene Combs define it as "the retelling and reliving of stories" of people's 

lives (33). Narrative therapy is governed by a concern with the mutability of 

language and its uses to change people's lives. In his foreword to The New 

Language of Change: Constructive Collaboration in Psychotherapy (Steven 

Friedman ed), Kenneth Gergen addresses this concern: "the emphasis here is on 

language as it shapes and is shaped by human relationships... [o]f focal concern 
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is the way in which language frames the world, establishing the ontology and the 

array of values in which people invest their lives" (ix). One of the most fascinating 

aspects of narrative therapy is its foregrounding of language within the 

therapeutic process, and its preemptory demand that language use should not be 

viewed as transparent, neutral, or self-evident. Narrative therapy's interrogation 

of language appeals to me as a literary critic and stimulates a unique 

investigation of women's life writing texts. In this project, the literary critic and the 

narrative therapist are given the opportunity to converse with each other, to place 

both their congruences and their differences in proximity, in order to foster new 

narrative possibilities. Since narrative therapy does not mark distinctions 

between genres, nuances important to women's subjectivity may be elided. 

Likewise, in its preference for aesthetically polished texts or its reliance on a 

postmodern sensibility, literary criticism may slight oral narratives or texts written 

by non-professional authors. The rest of this chapter focuses on differences 

between various discourses that will be important nodes in the development of 

my revised narrative therapy model. 

Life Writing as Genre 

"Life writing"2 as a term is broadly used to describe a continuum of written 

forms that deals with personal narratives. Marlene Kadar takes it "to refer to a 

genre of documents or fragments of documents written out of a life, or 

unabashedly out of a personal experience of the writer" (1992:152). Life writing 

includes fictional and non-fictional texts and has the potential, Kadar notes, "to 
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cross genre boundaries and disciplines" (152). The propensity of life writing to 

push against boundaries of all sorts, including generic boundaries and critical 

boundaries, makes it an especially potent narrative model for therapy, but also a 

volatile form. The term "life writing," continues Kadar, is not only a structural 

classification of texts but is also a way of reading texts: "it anticipates the reader's 

determination on the text, the reader's colour, class, and gender, and pleasure in 

an imperfect and always evolving hermeneutic—classical, traditional, or 

postmodern" (10). The cyclical and always evolving interpretation that Kadar 

identifies as a feature of life writing arises from the shifting positions the reader 

holds in response to the life writing text. As the reader encounters the text, he or 

she is invited into a unique relationship to the work that differs from other fictional 

or non-fictional forms in its implicit contracts. 

The most significant contractual aspect of life writing is the close 

identification between the author of the text and the reader of a piece of life 

writing, an identification that is enhanced through a conflation of authorial and 

narratorial functions. That is, when we read a memoir or journal or 

autobiography, we lose any clear demarcation between the real-life author who 

pens the work and the constructed narrator who stands between the author and 

the text. Because of the entangled relationship between author and narrator, the 

reader of life writing is likewise implicitly encouraged by the textual form to 

conflate critical reading functions and personal experiential functions, leading the 

reader to a shared sense of proximity with the flesh and blood author that stands 

behind the life writing text. Partly through this minimization of distance between 
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author and reader, the written life and the text speak to each other and influence 

further lived and written experiences in the reader. 

However, to further complicate our notion of the rich interplay of narrative 

and interpretive functions in life writing, I note that the author of life writing is also 

a reader of her own text and the resulting crossing and mixing of critical and 

readerly functions draws the author too into the always evolving hermeneutic of 

writing the self. As Kadar notes, "in all the life-writing genres the life and the 

writing identify to their mutual benefit" (159). 

In this study, then, I develop the notion of the writer reading her own text 

as a layered arrangement of authorial, narratorial, and reading practices and 

apply my understanding of the dynamic and imbricated reading and writing 

practices of life writing as models for other women to begin their own life writing 

projects within a therapeutic framework. As a corollary to my principle of multiple 

layers of reading experienced by the writer, it follows that when a therapist 

engages in a narrative mode of therapy, she too is engaged in multiple acts of 

reading her own critical position and her own life texts. 

Because lives are varied, the forms in which they are written can differ 

tremendously. Life writing subsumes a range of autobiographical forms. The 

forthcoming Fitzroy Dearborn Encyclopedia of Life Writing identifies a variety of 

subsets of life writing including: autobiography, apologias, autoethnography, 

biography, case histories, collaborative autobiography, conduct books, 

confessions, diaries, epistolary fiction, exile narratives, gossip, interviews, 

memoirs, obituaries, picaresque novels, testimonies, and war narratives. Given 
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the comprehensive range of texts identified as life writing narratives, part of this 

project examines the generic labeling of texts and how generic categorization 

can be useful in the therapeutic deployment of life writing. Through a close 

reading of the discourse of autobiography, I determine that the term 

"autobiography" itself has become so laden with residues of meaning that, for 

many women, the word has ceased to resonate with meaning or, worse, has 

become an impediment in the narrative process. Indeed, in a recent study, 

Susanna Egan notes that the various "genres of autobiography" are in the 

contemporary moment "expanding, responsive to the politics of lived experience" 

(14). It is this "expanding" and "responsive" quality that I wish to demonstrate by 

moving away from the term autobiography. However, it is necessary first to read 

for the theoretical and practical meanings of autobiography as term and as 

discourse to consider how it influences life writing and, in turn, narrative therapy. 

Autobiography: A Review of Critical Development 

The most well-known sub-genre of life writing is autobiography. 

"Autobiography" as a term was first used in 1797; before that, autobiographical 

writings were described by the terms apology, confession, or memoir (Winslow). 

M. H. Abrams, in A Glossary of Literary Terms, defines autobiography as "a 

biography written by the subject about himself or herself (15) in which the 

emphasis is on the author's developing self. As a genre, autobiography has 

developed in relation to a particular notion of the self, associated with "the post-

Enlightenment politics of individualism or the post-Romantic aesthetics of self-
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expression or both," according to Leigh Gilmore (xiii). Shirley Neuman stresses 

the narrating aspect of the autobiographical author and marks the relation 

between the author/narrator and the subject as autobiography's distinguishing 

trait: "autobiography's definitive feature is that it seeks to represent, or at least is 

figured upon, a (perhaps impossible) correspondence between its narrating T 

and a subject actually-in-the-world" (1992: 213). It is this relationship between the 

narrator and the flesh and blood individual who constructs and stands behind the 

autobiographical narrator that is central to my study. Because there is a close 

correspondence and identification between the narrator and the 

subject/individual3 in the world, what the autobiographical speaking subject 

represents or is understood to represent is crucial to the relationships between 

writer/reader/text. Through a survey of autobiographical criticism, I demonstrate 

the changing nature of the discourse surrounding the autobiographical subject 

and the resulting shifts in generic and genderic 4 implications for autobiographical 

or life writing practices. 

Although life narratives have been a popular form of writing for hundreds 

of years, as James Olney notes, in "Autobiography and the Cultural Moment" 

(1980), the theoretical and critical literature about autobiography in its broadest 

sense only really began in 1956 with the publication of Georges Gusdorf's 

"Conditions et Limites de L'autobiographie." Prior to that, biography had been the 

focus of most critical study in the life writing arena. Although not widely available 

for many years, Gusdorf's article nonetheless signaled a shift in interest from the 

history of others' lives (biography) to the history of one's own life (autobiography). 
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Gusdorf presents the autobiography as a reconstruction of the "unity of a life 

across time" (37), and argues that autobiography as a "second reading of 

experience ... is truer than the first because it adds to the experience itself 

consciousness of it" (38). Gesturing to a metaphysical presence beyond the 

work, Gusdorf reinforces a concept of autobiographical subject that more recent 

theorists of autobiography have sought to amend, a concept of self that this study 

will demonstrate is inadequate to the therapeutic process of narrating the self. 

Following Gusdorf's lead, autobiographical criticism began to explore the 

narrated self in more complicated ways, questioning traditional concepts of 

autobiography as form and as reading practice. Scrutiny of the relationship 

between self and the text resulted in critical forays like Paul de Man's 

"Autobiography as De-facement" (1979); James Olney's Metaphors of Self 

(1972); and Philippe Lejeune's Le Pacte Autobiographique (1975) (subsequently 

published in On Autobiography, translated by Katherine Leary in 1989). Paul de 

Man argues that the theory of autobiography is plagued by questions that arise 

from the practice of making autobiography into a genre, and thus elevating it 

above "mere reportage, chronicle, or memoir..." (919). de Man's solution is to 

render autobiography not as genre or mode but as a "figure of reading" (921) that 

"deprives and disfigures to the precise extent that it restores" (930). While I find 

de Man helpful in his emphasis on autobiography as a practice of reading, like 

Helen M. Buss, whose critical re-reading of de Man I address later in this 

chapter, I view de Man's construction of autobiography as linguistic disfigurement 

or defacement as contrary to the life narratives studied in this project. Women 
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who story their lives possess little of the authoritative autobiographical self that 

stands behind de Man's de-faced writer and often write to establish or achieve a 

sense of authority as life writer. They also are less interested in theoretical 

disfiguring than they are in the ramifications of practical and embodied defacing. 

Thus, revising the use of de Man's terminology, we can assess the means 

through which women face and figure their selves through autobiographical 

practices that force the linguistic act to reflect the state of the lived-in body of the 

writer. In addition, I place emphasis on the generic structure of autobiographical 

forms, asserting that the forms themselves apply pressure on the narrating self; 

understanding the forms within which women can narrate their lives is a crucial 

step in the process of facing and figuring their selves and their lives. 

Narrative therapy argues that one of the potent means through which we 

narrate our stories is through metaphor. As I worked through this project, I 

discovered that metaphor and symbols are key elements of most of the women's 

life writing texts I read. Sometimes, as I will elaborate in Chapter Three, when 

narrative structure threatens to fail, to be insufficient to bear the weight of the 

narrator's experience, metaphor bridges seemingly inarticulable gaps. Olney's 

work highlights the self's use of metaphor and allows me to bring into dialogue 

theories of autobiography and of narrative therapy. Autobiography, explains 

Olney, represents the already apprehended, unified, and essential "oneness" 

(1972: 24) of the subjective self and results from "the vital impulse to order that 

has always caused man to create..." (3). The metaphors, "way[s] of knowing," 

(31) that individuals use to express their life stories pattern the world as they 
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experience it. While I qualify and amend Olney's sense of the oneness of the 

autobiographical self, as it applies to women in therapy, Olney's work provides a 

way to understand the importance of metaphor as a means through which these 

women organize and apprehend the world and a tool through which they reshape 

previously experienced but not necessarily narrated events. 

While Olney's work directs our attention to the metaphorical and patterned 

expression of the autobiographical self, Lejeune's work focuses our attention on 

the relationship between the autobiographical text and the reader. Lejeune 

asserts the existence of an autobiographical pact whereby the reader trusts that 

the autobiographical "I" conclusively refers to the named author: "the narrator 

enters into a contract vis-a-vis the reader by acting as if he were the author, in 

such a way that the reader has no doubt that the "I" refers to the name shown on 

the [text's] cover..." (14). Significantly, many of the autobiographical texts written 

by women that I examine in this study interrogate the very notion of a stable 

autobiographical "I" while asserting the desire to negotiate a contract with the 

reader, albeit a different kind of contract than Lejeune imagines. 

The work of Gusdorf, de Man and Lejeune exemplifies the growing 

complexity of autobiographical theorizing, a richness of consideration that 

provides an ample basis from which to launch this transdisciplinary project. At the 

heart of the developing critical passion for autobiography, asserts Olney, is "a 

fascination with the self and its profound, its endless mysteries and, 

accompanying that fascination, an anxiety about the self, an anxiety about the 

dimness and vulnerability of that entity that no one has ever seen or touched or 
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tasted..." (23). Whereas Olney's emphasis has been on the generic implications 

of the self in autobiography, other theorists have explored the autobiographical 

self as an historical artifact. 

Historically, autobiography as a genre has been closely tied with a 

particular concept of the autobiographical self. In A Poetics of Women's 

Autobiography: Marginality and the Fictions of Self-Representation, Sidonie 

Smith points out that the traditional autobiography emerged in response to the 

sixteenth and seventeenth century growing sense of consciousness and 

awareness of individuality. Individuality, that is, for male autobiographers. Leigh 

Gilmore notes that "the notion of what an autobiography is ... is historically bound 

up with what we understand to be identity itself (17), an understanding that 

historically has been determined through the patriarchal order and tied to the 

male subject. Following the examples of St. Augustine and Rousseau in their 

respective Confessions, the life worthy of autobiography was seen as exceptional 

and singular. As Brodzki and Schenk assert, "the life being written/read is an 

exemplary one" (3) and conflates the male figure with the human 

representational self. Recent autobiography criticism rejects the singular and 

exemplary as the prime characteristic of autobiography. As Paul John Eakin 

observes, "the myth of autonomy dies hard," but in the contemporary moment we 

must recognize that the "relational sel f is central to "the definition of 

autobiography, and its history ... must be stretched to reflect the kinds of self-

writing in which relational identity is characteristically displayed" (43-44). One of 

the tasks of this study is to demonstrate how changing autobiographical practices 
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have resulted in models that narrative therapy can use to challenge 

autobiographical representations—like the exemplary, singular, male self—and to 

find life writing forms that are more useful for women than the traditional, linear 

model of autobiography. 

Sidonie Smith identifies three critical preoccupations in autobiographical 

studies: changing notions about narrative's capacity for truth-telling, the 

referentiality of language, and the nature of the autobiographical subject. In turn, 

changing notions of truth, language, and the subject push critical focus beyond 

generic considerations to include gendered concerns. The first criticisms, as 

identified by Smith, concentrated on the bios or verifiable life events of the 

autobiographer and viewed autobiography as a sub-category of biography. With 

its emphasis on the historical relevance of the written life, this view assumes no 

problematics with the autos or identity of the autobiographer and tends to 

evaluate the autobiography according to moral standards and usefulness. As 

well, it tends to emphasize lives of some public importance, an evaluation which I 

have noted above as not always synchronous with the lives of women. 

The second critical view ascribes more difficulty to the truth claims of 

autobiography and delves into the nature of the author's self-representation. 

Autobiography, through this critical lens, is read as a generic possibility, and the 

site of the author's self-fashioning: "Since autobiography is understood to be a 

process through which the autobiographer struggles to shape an "identity" out of 

amorphous subjectivity, the critic becomes a psychoanalyst of sorts, interpreting 

the truth of an autobiography in its psychological dimensions rather than in its 
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factual or moral ones" (Sidonie Smith 1987:5). Autobiographical or life writing, as 

site of generic possibility, becomes a useful node in my project through which to 

examine narrative strategies because it structures women as critics of their own 

lives and their identities-in-process. 

The third critical view challenges notions of referentiality and assumptions 

about the "I," or the self of autobiography. According to structuralist and 

poststructuralist concerns, autos may be just a convention or narrative stance. In 

such a view, "The autobiographical text becomes a narrative artifice, privileging a 

presence, or identity, that does not exist outside language. Given the very nature 

of language, embedded in the text lie alternative or deferred identities that 

constantly subvert any pretensions of truthfulness" (Sidonie Smith 1987: 5). 

Unmoored signifiers and signifieds of identity may seem to privilege a creative 

site of possibility in which the authorial subject constructs herself; however, as 

my project outlines, in discourses where women are already abstracted from their 

material and embodied selves, deconstructed notions of identity and selfhood are 

themselves constraining. Instead, I contend that women narrating their lives seek 

less to abstract themselves and more to embody and situate themselves and 

their senses of identity through narrative structure. Within the context of narrative 

therapy, this means that therapists need to educate themselves in the 

implications and effects of various narrative structures and self-consciously to 

examine their use of generic forms in therapy. 

Critical practice that expanded and challenged notions of autobiography 

as a genre flourished in conjunction with a practice that reexamined and 
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reinterpreted women's writings and their place in the autobiographical canon in 

order to show how female gender affects the form of autobiography. For 

instance, in "The Other Voice: Autobiographies of Women Writers," Mary Mason 

argues that women autobiographers grow in relation to an other presence and 

structure their autobiographical writings around their relationship with the other, 

rather than through their development as an individual: "the self-discovery of 

female identity seems to acknowledge the real presence and recognition of 

another consciousness, and the disclosure of female self is linked to the 

identification of some "other" (210). For example, in A Revelation of Love, the 

fourteenth century mystic Julian of Norwich focuses not on her personal growth 

through a conversion experience, but on one vision—of Christ's passion on the 

crucifix—which she gradually comes to understand in increasing depth and 

detail. The female autobiographers that Mason studies do not tend to present 

their lives as self-directed, exemplary role models, but as in relation with others: 

God, husband, or children. This notion of relationship with others is a central 

organizational device in many of the literary texts in this project and is also, I 

believe, one of the most under-emphasized elements of narrative therapy. 

Relationship, as I come to describe it, includes not only patterns of intimacy 

between the narrator of her life story and family members, friends, and 

colleagues, but also patterns of intimacy between the narrator and the therapist. 

As I argued earlier in setting out the multiple layers of reading and writing 

practices, the close relationship between therapist and life-narrator is enhanced 

and promoted by the implicit forms and contracts of life writing practices. 
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I have already indicated the importance of examining the autobiographical 

author as reader and critic of her own text. In terms of this project, one of the 

most interesting critical developments has been a focus on graphia, the act of 

writing: Barbara Johnson calls it "the careful teasing out of warring forces of 

signification within the text itself (Sidonie Smith 1987: 6). Many, if not all, of the 

literary texts I examine, graph complex systems of meaning about the lived life of 

the narrator which invite the critic to embark on a semiotic process of 

disentanglement. An extension of the interest in this semiotics of the text submits 

the reader of autobiography to critical examination of the process of signification 

established between text and reader. Thus, there are two levels of reader: the 

author/narrator who reads her own text/life and an other critically engaged 

reader. As an other reader, what are the implications when I read another 

woman's text/life? What are the effects of another woman's life narrative on my 

life? Because I am proposing the usefulness of other women's life writings for 

those who want to change their own lives, I am positing a similarity between the 

graphing of the narrator's own text and the plotting of an other's life text. The 

dynamic of narrative influence intrinsic to the life writing process has profound 

implications in the practice of narrative therapy as the validity of the standard 

model of relative distance between therapist and client is re-evaluated. 

My methodology is based in part on two evolving critical approaches— 

feminist criticism and autobiographical or confessional criticism—sometimes 

combined in a single critical practice, that have significantly impacted the 

evolution of autobiographical studies and that have led to a consideration of how 
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writing female gender affects life writing forms. One of the practices evident in 

the literary texts I study in my project is that of naming, a powerful narrative 

strategy known by most storytellers: "Stories, no matter how simple, can be 

vehicles of truth; can be, in fact, icons... stories are able to help us to become 

more whole, to become Named. And Naming is one of the impulses behind all 

art; to give a name to the cosmos we see despite all the chaos" (Madeleine 

L'Engle 1980:45). Cognizant of the power of language and the impact of the 

ways we name ourselves and our art, feminist critics have been drawing attention 

to both genre and gender concerns through a renaming of autobiographical 

forms. 

For example, instead of "autobiography," Leigh Gilmore prefers to use the 

term "autobiographies" to describe: 

those elements of self-representation which are not bound by a 

philosophical definition of the self derived from Augustine, nor content with 

the literary history of autobiography, those elements that instead mark a 

location in a text where self-invention, self-discovery, and self-

representation emerge within the technologies of autobiography.... 

Autobiographies, as a description of self-representation and as a reading 

practice, is concerned with interruptions and eruptions, with resistance 

and contradiction as strategies of self-representation. (42) 

Gilmore's terminology stresses the practices of reading associated with 

autobiographical forms and interrogates the representation of self within the 

discourses of autobiography. The impulse to rename becomes a strong force in 
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this work as I move toward naming practices that mirror the narrative revisionary 

process I suggest and that promote life-changing metaphors and stratagems. 

Whereas Gilmore focuses on how women represent themselves through 

life writing, Domna Stanton centers on why women represent themselves in 

particular ways. In The Female Autograph: Theory and Practice of Autobiography 

from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century, Stanton connects women's self-

representation to their status within the social and symbolic orders and renames 

women's autobiography "autogynography" to assert its gendered element: 

"Because of woman's different status in the symbolic order, autogynography, I 

concluded, dramatized the fundamental alterity and nonpresence of the subject, 

even as it asserts itself discursively and strives toward an always impossible self-

possession. The gendered narrative involved a different plotting and 

configuration of the split subject..." (15). The analyses of texts that follow in the 

remainder of my study demonstrate that the differentiated status of women in the 

social order is reflected in the plotting and configuration of their narrated selves. 

Whereas Stanton renames in order to note the gendered nature of the 

female subject, Jeanne Perreault proposes the term "autography" to foreground 

the processes of autos and graphia that help write women's lives. Autographies 

are not necessarily concerned with the progression of life events as are 

autobiographies, but rather use the act of writing as a part of the process of 

selfhood. Because identity is purposeful, intentional, and a result of daily 

practice, it is provisional and mobile, according to Perreault. Stressing the 

relations between self, community, and identity in women's life writing texts, 
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Perreault posits the autographical text as a site for negotiating both personal and 

communal identity and a means to perform a social and political act. 

I have reviewed a number of key critical shifts in autobiography theory. As 

the shifting notions of autobiography make clear, stressing any of the aspects of 

autos, bios, or graphia affects subsequent representation of self. Understanding 

changing critical assumptions about and interpretations of forms of 

autobiography helps me frame the shifting axes of narrative interpretation in a 

therapeutic context. The autobiographical text can thus be viewed as a fulcrum 

that balances personal and public subject positions; within narrative therapy, 

narrating a life story involves adjusting the distribution of public and personal 

roles. Changing the position of a fulcrum affects leverage and balance; writing an 

autobiographical text can effect wide-reaching social and political changes. 

Genre and Gender 

In terms of the relationship of genre and gender, the aim of Stanton, 

Gilmore and Perreault is not merely to fill a "blatant genderic gap" (Stanton) but 

also to "undermine the generic boundaries that have plagued studies of 

autobiography..." (Stanton vii) because of the problematic hierarchical and 

arbitrary nature of generic classifications. Recounting her search for women's 

autobiographies and autobiographical criticism, Stanton speculates that one 

reason for women's "ghostly absence" is that autobiography is a positive term 

when applied to male writers like Augustine, Montaigne, Rousseau, and Goethe 

but a negative appellation when applied to women's texts. The term 
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autobiography was used "to affirm that women could not transcend, but only 

record, the concerns of the private self; thus, it had effectively served to devalue 

their writing" (4). In order to sidestep this double standard, Stanton prefers to 

examine the structural elements of women's autogynographies and their 

positioning of the female subject within the hegemonic order; Perreault 

foregrounds the processes of self-construction through writing; and Gilmore 

emphasizes the reading practices and representation of self within the 

discourses of autobiography. All three critics are principally concerned with the 

difference that female subjectivity makes to the genre. By contrast, Estelle 

Jelinek's work reminds us not to neglect the specific genre choices and other 

stylistic features of women's texts. In The Tradition of Women's Autobiography: 

From Antiquity to the Present (1986), Jelinek defines as autobiography any text 

that "each autobiographer writes with the intention of its being her life story— 

whatever form, content, or style it takes" (xii, emphasis mine). Thus, letters, 

diaries, and journals are not considered autobiographies, while recollections, 

memoirs, or reminiscences are because the subject is deliberately and 

consciously interpreting her life from the vantage point of the authorship. 

However, Emily Carr's Hundreds and Thousands: Journals of An Artist, with its 

apparently contradictory impulses toward a private journal and a text intended for 

publication,5 reminds us that the distinction between private and public life 

records may not be easy to discern. Jelinek concludes that women usually 

"depict a multidimensional, fragmented self-image colored by a sense of 

inadequacy and alienation, of being outsiders or 'other'..." (xiii) yet, paradoxically, 
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they often display a sense of self-confidence and accomplishment in having 

overcome personal or professional obstacles. The narrative style reflects the 

content; women's autobiographies are "episodic and anecdotal, nonchronological 

and disjunctive" (xiii). We can thus conclude that women's autobiographies tend 

to refigure or reface the traditional form of the genre; the analyses that follow in 

chapters two to four illustrate that, in many cases, women refigure the genre to 

the extent that renaming becomes appropriate. 

While Jelinek observes the structural elements of women's texts, in A 

Poetics of Women's Autobiography, Sidonie Smith ties women's autobiographical 

representation to their culturally based gender differences. She uses theories of 

subjectivity and female individuation from Nancy Chodorow, Myra Dinnerstein, 

and Jane Flax to articulate the relationship between women's patterns of 

autobiography and their psychosexual development. These above-mentioned 

revisionists of psychoanalytic theory suggest that the processes of identity 

formation and individuation vary between males and females because of their 

differing relationships with their mothers during the pre-Oedipal stage. For 

example, according to Chodorow, a daughter is not required to relinquish or 

repress her attachment to her mother as the son is asked to do in order to 

identify with the powerful world of the father. Instead, the daughter connects to 

the world for a longer period of childhood through her relationship with her 

mother, while the son has an earlier experience of separation and the need for 

individuation. Thus, the daughter's experience is characterized by "more flexible 

and permeable ego boundaries" (Sidonie Smith 1987: 12). Because of these 
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culturally based differences, Smith argues, women bring different voices to their 

narratives—voices based on connection, relation, and support. 

Smith also considers "how the autobiographer's identity as a woman 

within the symbolic order of patriarchy [ie culture] affects her relationship to 

generic possibilities" (17) but pushes her critical discussion beyond limiting male-

female binaries. Smith situates the woman autobiographer within social 

discourses and posits a poetics of women's autobiography that examines the 

"ways in which the autobiographer's position as woman inflects the 

autobiographical project and the four marks of fictiveness that characterize it— 

the fictions of memory, of the "I," of the imagined reader, of the story" (45). 

Smith's poetics offers me a way to read the women's autobiographical writings 

represented in this study not through the lens of an oppositional binary, but 

through the lens of a poetics of difference that honours the voices, styles, and 

codings—both of genre and of gender—that shade each woman's life writing 

text. 

In addition to the codes associated with reading contracts, interpretative 

acts, and generic structure, another code associated with life stories that I will 

address in the context of narrative therapy is that of power. The Personal 

Narratives Group's collaboratively edited Interpreting Women's Lives: Feminist 

Theory and Personal Narratives (1989) addresses power relationships around 

the writing and production of women's narratives and the ethical questions raised 

in the production, reading, and discussion of these life stories. Using a "cross-

disciplinary, cross-cultural, and collective" (10) approach, the Personal Narratives 
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Group reads a variety of women's life writing narratives to understand more 

completely the "complex interaction between context, narrative form, and 

interpreter-narrator relationships" (12). This interaction produces many "truths" 

about women's lives, including a more comprehensive view of cultural influences 

that are not limited to a Western point of view. This rich collection of essays 

reminds us to address the power differential inherent within the therapeutic 

relationship and to consider the ethical implications of narrative therapy. Ethical 

considerations may include how to read and write other women's lives and who 

should direct the narrating of a woman's story. The collection also reminds us to 

be sensitive to the ways women may reflect their concerns—including concerns 

of power and agency—through the form of their writing. 

Buss, in Mapping Ourselves: Canadian Women's Autobiography, invites 

us to connect implications of power and culture with women's historical 

situations. Buss situates the female autobiographer in a site apart from either the 

hegemonically stable position of the traditional male autobiographer or the 

deconstructed poststructuralist subject represented by Paul de Man's "de-faced" 

author: "Women's historical and cultural experience has neither allowed them to 

be the self-actualizing individuals proposed by Gusdorf nor allowed them the 

illusion of power implied by the power to assume a "face" of their own that can be 

"de-faced" in the act of writing" (5). Considering the therapeutic setting as a 

cultural situation allows me to evaluate the multiple aspects of dis-empowerment 

women in therapy may encounter and the ways in which they may narratively 

reface and refigure themselves through a telling of their life stories. 
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While Buss attunes us to women's historical and cultural situations, in 

Autobiographical Voices: Race, Gender, Self-Portraiture, Frangoise Lionnet 

proposes a metaphor of metissage or cultural braiding as a concept and a 

reading practice that acknowledges women's situations and allows the reader to 

bypass the hegemonic system by establishing non-hierarchical connections 

within the text and between the text, the writer, and the reader. A major concern 

of narrative therapy is to reduce the power imbalance traditionally created 

through the therapist-client hierarchy. Lionnet's cultural braiding suggests a 

reading practice that is able to embrace the therapeutic reading of women's texts 

that are written from various positions of sexuality, ethnicity, class, and age as 

well as the power differentials entailed in their varied positionings. 

Both Lionnet and Shirley Neuman highlight the importance of 

acknowledging differences among individual women and their life narratives. 

Neuman's edited collection of essays, Autobiography and Questions of Gender, 

foregrounds the issue of gender in autobiographical narratives, but moves away 

from the previous critical emphasis on differentiating between autobiographies 

solely on the basis of gender. Instead, Neuman argues that we need to examine 

the differences within women's autobiographies by examining the intersections 

and interrelatedness of discourse, ideology, and representation that construct 

and represent gender. "The ideology and representation of gender," Neuman 

asserts, "in autobiography as elsewhere, remain subject to the limitations of the 

social discourses(s) constructing it" (5); ideologies and representations are "the 

product of political, cultural, and material factors at particular historical moments" 
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(5). Thus, the essays in Autobiography and Questions of Gender examine 

women's autobiographies from working class, lesbian, racial, and maternal 

perspectives and encourage me to choose women's life narratives from a variety 

of perspectives for this study. 

Like Buss and Neuman, Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson in De/Colonizing 

the Subject: The Politics of Gender in Women's Autobiography, speak of the 

need for a differentiated autobiographical subject based on historical and 

material conditions. Rather than the undifferentiated female subject that is often 

read as white, Smith and Watson insist on the need to stop "privileging the 

oppression of gender over and above other oppressions" (xiv). Instead, life 

writing criticism needs to read the imbricated aspects of women's lives: "The 

axes of the subject's identifications and experiences are multiple, because 

locations in gender, class, race, ethnicity, and sexuality complicate one another, 

and not merely additively...[n]or do different vectors of identification and 

experience overlap neatly or entirely" (xiv). Narrative therapy needs to pay 

attention to the overlapping influences in women's lives and to adopt critical 

practices that will adapt to multiple identifications and experiences. As I show in 

this discussion, bringing reading strategies from literary criticism to narrative 

therapy will help practitioners to develop these critical practices. 

One of the subject identifications narrative therapy has yet to address is 

that of the writing self authorized through the discourses of autobiography and 

life writing. In a corollary argument to that of Perreault's work on autography, in 

Autobiographies: A Feminist Theory of Women's Self-Representation, Leigh 
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Gilmore argues that autobiography is a major discourse through which the 

individual person is produced and maintained: "autobiography seems to stabilize 

truth and a subject who may utter it" (xv). Lumping men's and women's 

autobiographical texts together is a less than useful practice, says Gilmore; we 

can more profitably explore gender at the level of "each text's engagement with 

the available discourses of truth and identity and the ways in which self-

representation is constitutively shaped through proximity to those discourses' 

definitions of authority" (12-13). Examining self-representation under the praxis of 

autobiography leads us to consider the construction of self when the discourse of 

autobiography intersects with the discourse of narrative therapy. What of life 

narratives that are not authorized as autobiography, but rather as diaries, 

journals, memoirs, or autobiographical fiction? How does a shift of critical focus 

away from the discourse of autobiography and toward a discourse of life writing 

impact narrative therapy? 

A partial answer to these questions lies in Suzanne Bunkers and Cynthia 

Huff's edited collection of essays Inscribing the Daily: Critical Essays on 

Women's Diaries. The authors in Bunkers and Huff's collection examine the 

theoretical and cultural implications of women writing their lives through diaries 

and journals, instead of through traditional and linear autobiographies. They 

argue for an assessment of the diary as a particular autobiographical form and 

an "ongoing reassessment of its place within autobiography, writing by women, 

and the academic and cultural communities" (19). Bunkers and Huff theorize 

diaries' "narrative structure of repetition within the cycle of dailiness" (19), a 
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pattern that does not necessarily follow a "progressive timeline" or "culminate in 

the creation of selfhood through accruing tests of individual acts" (19). They posit 

a relational and committed nature of the diarist's self in her world and note her 

often encoded entries that speak as much through silences as through language. 

Because many women's only writing experience may be via journals and diaries, 

the journal form is an important site of investigation for narrative therapy. Thus, a 

useful tool for narrative therapy would be a conceptual organization of life writing 

genres that extends beyond the strictly autobiographical and that incorporates a 

gendered perspective. Throughout this work I build the conceptual framework 

required to supply exactly that tool—a new spiral model of life writing, resembling 

the chambered nautilus, based on a gendered perspective. 

Continuum of Genres 

In order to construct this gendered perspective, it is helpful to view how 

other critics have constructed the continuum of autobiographical or life writing 

forms. Susan Groag Bell and Marilyn Yalom, in their introduction to Revealing 

Lives: Autobiography, Biography, and Gender, hesitate to mark the generic 

distinction between biography and autobiography as firmly as other critics; 

instead they posit the model of a fan, ranging from the "more realistic accounts of 

diaries and letters" at one end through narrative autobiography in the middle and 

"the more imaginative forms of autobiographical fiction and poetry" at the other 

end of the fan (4-5). Bell and Yalom's study emphasizes not so much generic 

distinctions but the tendency for genre boundaries to overlap and dissolve in 
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many women's life writing texts. The essays in their collection work against the 

commonly held assumption in male autobiography and autobiography criticism 

that gender is a non-issue; they intentionally highlight the "complex interrelations 

of gender and other aspects of identity such as nationality, ethnicity, class 

divisions between "mental" and "manual" labour, religion, colonization, and even 

cross-dressing" (7). 

The notion of a continuum of autobiographical genres is a useful one. If 

we regard metaphor as a central organizing figure in the way we approach the 

theory and practice of narration, both within and without therapy, the 

metaphorical representation of any continuum becomes a highly significant 

moment. I am drawn to Bell and Yalom's notion of a fan continuum, because of 

the multi-dimensional implication of forms that pleat and fold in and out of each 

other. The fan image speaks of the differently plotted narratives of women's life 

writing and the discontinuous and hidden aspects they narrate. 

Narrative Therapy and Life Writing 

All of these critical insights of theorists I have discussed above can be 

brought to a revision of narrative therapy and its practices. In Narrative Means to 

Therapeutic Ends, Michael White and David Epston outlined their innovative 

"Therapy of Literary Merit" and sparked a new wave of family therapy. White and 

Epston conceptualize the therapeutic relationship as the site for performative 

storytelling whereby storying becomes both the catalyst and the means through 

which a person can alter his or her life: 
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insofar as the desirable outcome of therapy is the generation of alternative 

stories that incorporate vital and previously neglected aspects of lived 

experience, and insofar as these stories incorporate alternative 

knowledges, it can be argued that the identification of and provision of the 

space for the performance of these knowledges is a central focus of the 

therapeutic endeavor. (31) 

Narrative therapy is premised on the assumption that we are able to 

construct our own realities through language (Freedman & Combs); we are able 

to "story" our own existence (White and Epston). Narrative therapists help their 

clients to restructure their lives through a deliberate process of narration or 

construction of a "better story" or "preferred outcome." White uses a text analogy 

to describe the way people organize their lives around a problem, the constitutive 

aspect of stories in people's lives: "the career or lifestyle of the problem becomes 

the story of the problem" (4). The text analogy in therapeutic practice, argues 

White, enables "the interaction of persons to be considered as the interaction of 

readers around particular texts" (9). Rejecting a theory of underlying pathology or 

systemic structure shaping people, families, and lives, White instead views 

stories as the constitutive and shaping forces of lives and relationships. As a 

corollary to his anti-pathological stance, White asserts "'therapy' as a term is 

inadequate to describe the work discussed here ... In our work we do not 

construct problems in terms of disease and do not imagine that we do anything 

that relates to a 'cure'" (14). In his insistence that narrative therapy is not a 
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"cure," White opposes a medical paradigm that historically has shaped the social 

work discourse. 

Like White, many people who use narrative approaches in therapy are 

reluctant to reduce their process to a series of techniques. As Jill Freedman and 

Gene Combs note, "It is more important to approach people and their problems 

with attitudes supported by these ideas than it is to use any particular 'narrative 

technique'" (22). Most narrative therapists connect their practice with a 

postmodern outlook on reality, an outlook with the following assumptions, 

according to Freedman and Combs in Narrative Therapy: The Social 

Construction of Preferred Realities: realities are socially constructed, are 

constituted through language, and are organized and maintained through 

narrative (22). Indeed, as White argues, narratives are interpretative frameworks 

through which we shape multiple realities: "human beings are interpreting beings" 

who can only interpret the meaning of life events and experiences through a 

frame of intelligibility. White proposes that "stories constitute this frame of 

intelligibility" (1995: 13). It is through our stories or self-narratives that we shape 

our lives. White emphasizes that his is not a representational view of reality. Life 

stories, for White, are not mimetic but constructionist:6 they do not mirror reality 

but help to create it. 

White and Freedman and Combs illustrate a shift from modernism to post

modernism. In Story Re-Visions: Narrative Therapy in the Postmodern World, 

Alan Parry and Robert Doan connect the development of the narrative approach 

to the shift from the modernist, epistemological view that dominated Western 
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culture until the 1950's and 1960's to the postmodernist, ontological view that is 

predominant now. The postmodern construction of meta-narratives that 

interrogate the validity of dominant master narratives influences both the 

development of narrative therapy and the changing face of autobiographical 

criticism and their respective notions of self. 

Narrative therapy values multiple selves amid a range of possibilities, yet 

argues against the need to formulate an underlying theory of the self. 

Underpinning these ideas rests the basic assumption that there are no essential 

truths. In Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends, White and Epston state that a 

practice "situated within the context of the narrative mode of thought would take a 

form that ... encourages polysemy and the use of ordinary, poetic and 

picturesque language in the description of experience and in the endeavor to 

construct new stories" (83). This emphasis on the possibilities inherent in a multi-

voiced language parallels the focus of many of the literary texts I have chosen for 

this project—texts that refuse to inscribe a single narrative voice—yet remains 

too relativistic for daily application. Although the women narrators in my project 

revel in disjunctive gaps and narrative multiplicity, they assert a need for self-

coherence and intelligibility. 

In its unreflective stress on multiplicity of selves, the narrative therapy 

discourse, I argue, is gender blind. The value of multiple voices seems to be 

assumed under the banner of postmodernism. Narrative therapy does not state 

the pragmatic usefulness of multiple voices for women or the daily practicality of 

a worldview that seems all too relativistic. Women's voices and their relationships 
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to their stories, those they are being asked to change, and those containing a 

"preferred" outcome often remain mute in the narrative therapy discourse. In 

addition, if we are to theorize how people can change their lives/selves through a 

narrative process, I believe we must articulate our understanding of a core self. 

Narrative therapists, however, have moved away from articulating any sense of 

the underlying psychological or developmental self. In the following section, then, 

I begin to clarify my basic assumptions underlying the notion of the self in 

narrative therapy. 

The Self in Therapy 

Of central importance to an exploration of the changing self in life 

narratives and/or in therapeutic processes is a conceptualization of the self. In 

this project, I argue for a self that balances performativity and organization, 

change and stability. Providing a way of thinking about self that negotiates both 

stability and change, is a sense of self articulated by Jane Flax. In Thinking 

Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and Postmodernism in the Contemporary 

West, Flax differentiates between a "unitary" or singular self and a "core self," an 

important distinction, she contends, that escapes postmodern theorists: "All 

possible forms of self are confounded with the unitary, mentalist, de-eroticized, 

masterful, and oppositional selves [postmodernist critics of subjectivity] rightfully 

criticize" (218). The "core self," according to Flax, is a "basic cohesion 

within...selves" (218-19) that recognizes social interdependence, unique 

characteristics, and the ability both to effect a change in language and to be 
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affected by language. Flax notes the absence of a "core se l f in people suffering 

from "borderline syndrome," in which "the self is in painful and disabling 

fragments" (218). Thus Flax distinguishes between a sense of self that is able to 

embody multiplicity and a fragmented, schizophrenic brokenness that is not self. 

Flax's distinction also enables us to trace the narrative structuring processes in 

people who move from fragmented senses of self to more coherent selves 

through the acts of writing the life. This is a helpful model for women in narrative 

therapy. 

Perreault builds on Flax's description of "core self," but finds Flax's use of 

the "core sel f distracting in its connotations of physicality; she prefers to read 

Flax's term "as 'energy' rather than 'object' or 'location'" (17). Feminist 

autographical texts then, according to Perreault, do not articulate a site of 

subjectivity or self, but an energy (17). A core self provides both the stability from 

which the subject can initiate change and the flexibility through which she can 

transform herself. Flax posits a woman's need for a core self before she can 

begin the process of change or transformation: "Only when a core self begins to 

cohere can one enter into or use the transitional space in which the differences 

and boundaries between self and other, inner and outer, and reality and illusion 

are bracketed or elided" (219). The transitional process, according to Perreault, 

occurs through the writing of the self: "This energy, then, manifesting itself 

textually as 'I,' has the power to bracket, elide, connect, or differentiate parts of 

self and world" (17). Perreault gives a sense of mobility to the writing process. 

While both Flax and Perreault give good descriptions of the transitional and 
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processual aspects of writing the self, some texts I read in the ensuing chapters 

suggest that even incoherent selves, selves not yet organized into a clear sense 

of coreness or stability, can begin the transitional process through the act of 

writing the self. Understanding the effects of generic narrative forms becomes 

crucial then as the therapist, narrator, reader and critic choose which structures 

best serve the need of the narrating self. 

There are several ways to consider the core self in more fluid ways as 

process. Like Perreault, Sidonie Smith writes extensively about the 

autobiographical impulse and stresses the performative aspect of autobiography. 

For Smith, there is "no fixed or preconstitutive identity" (1995:21). Rather, 

through moments of recitation and reiteration, the narrated self performs aspects 

of self that become the self in a constituting process: 

The history of an autobiographical subject is the history of recitations of 

the self. But if the self does not exist prior to its recitations, then 

autobiographical storytelling is a recitation of a recitation. Ultimately, as 

Jerome Bruner has argued, the life as lived experientially is itself 

performative. The living of a life becomes the effect of the life as lived. (21) 

While Smith provides a useful stress on the performative aspects of writing the 

self, she implies the non-existence of a coherent sense of self prior to one's 

writing or recitation of self. Does this mean that the unwritten self is a blank 

slate? Is the person who comes as client to the social worker a tabula rasa upon 

which the social worker writes her own text? Is the client able to choose any story 

she wishes to rewrite her personal narrative? Perreault and Flax's discussions of 
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core self help me articulate the limitations of perceiving only the performative 

aspects of autobiographical or life writing and bring me closer to an 

understanding of the dynamics of agency in the process of self-storying. On the 

other hand, Smith's articulation of the performative possibilities of writing the self 

can be read as informing the core self. 

Agency, I believe, occurs when the energy of the narrating self enacts 

self-awareness and a sense of possibility through the process of writing. The 

performative ability of self, or what White and others call the social construction 

of reality, can be both constrained and enabled by material, conceptual, and 

ideological conditions. Balancing an awareness of the historical, material, 

gendered self with the catalyzing energy of the core self helps me both to ground 

my work in the realities of women's everyday lives and to imagine possible re-

narrations of their lives/my life. 

In "Constructing the Subject, Deconstructing the Text," Catherine Belsey 

expands on the importance of ideology as enabling constraint in the process of 

self-storying. Ideological practices work through a variety of discourses to put 

people in both real and imaginary relationships to the world around them and to 

fix them in identity, argues Belsey. One of the major forms of ideological fixing 

occurs through the discourse of language: "In reality, it is only by adopting the 

position of the subject within language the individual is able to produce meaning" 

(595). Paradoxically, however, only through language can the person as subject 

escape absolute ideological fixing and initiate change. Through the articulation of 

subject positions "I," "you," "she," "they" we learn our relations to others and our 
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relative subject positions: "'identity,' subjectivity, is thus a matrix of subject-

positions, which may be inconsistent or even in contradiction with each other" 

(596). Because we can simultaneously or sequentially occupy various and 

contradictory subject positions, our sense of self is ultimately not fixed but 

shifting: "The subject is thus the site of contradiction, and is consequently 

perpetually in the process of construction, thrown into crisis by alterations in 

language and in the social formation, capable of change. And in the fact that the 

subject is a process lies the possibility of transformation" (597). 

The narrating self, I argue throughout this project, is neither wholly 

performative nor wholly essential or preconstitutive. Instead, women's narrative 

selves are products of material conditions, familial circumstance, histories, 

narrative scripts, performative recitations and narrative rewritings. A vital part of 

this discussion, then, surrounds the question of agency. How does a woman 

(re)narrate her story? To what extent is she able to perform various aspects of 

her self? Narrative therapy introduces the notion of changing the self through 

narration and revision; literary criticism details the grounds of narrative structure 

upon which change rests; and autobiography criticism nuances the notion of self 

that is in process. In turn, narrative therapy is revitalized by the work that thrives 

upon its initial formulations. Like the process of narrating the self, the theoretical 

work of this study is also a work-in-progress, a spiraling around and through 

ideas and practical applications, an expanding of possibilities and transformation 

of potential in language. 
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Issues of performativity, self-in-process, subjectivity, and identity formation 

are central to this project. At the most basic level, narrative therapy in particular 

and social work in general are premised on the idea that people can change. 

Questions of how that change comes about and what it represents invite us to 

examine the construction of identity and multiple aspects of self within the 

context of social work and narrative therapy discourse. 

Michael White's position in the narrative therapy field exemplifies the need 

to examine the person within the context of discourse. An Australian social 

worker and family therapist, he is often equated with narrative therapy and is 

credited by many critics as the person responsible for the development of the 

narrative approach as it is now most frequently used (Besa; Lyness and Thomas; 

Parry and Doan; Tomm). In "Re-authoring the Stories We Work By: Situating the 

Narrative Approach in the Presence of the Family of Therapists," Bruce Hart 

delineates the extent of Michael White's presence in the fields of narrative and 

family therapy: "Over the last ten years narrative therapy, and in particular the 

work of White, has become increasingly influential in the family therapy field, 

giving White position and recognition leading to the American Association for 

Marital and Family Therapy endorsing him a "master therapist" (181). Parry and 

Doan say "White's influence on the field has finally brought family into the 

postmodern world" (17). Most of the literature that discusses narrative therapy 

cites the work of Michael White. 

Because of his pervasive influence, initially I intended to focus the 

narrative therapy portion of this study through the published writings of Michael 
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White. However, as many critics have significantly contributed to the 

development of the field of life writing, so have many narrative therapists 

enhanced our understanding and thinking about therapeutic life narratives. 

Focusing on only one person's work would impoverish this discussion and 

deprive the dialogue between life writing and narrative therapy of valuable 

insights. I also think that Michael White's stature in the field has become an 

impediment to my use of his work as the primary critical tool regarding the 

narrative therapy aspect of this discussion. As Kenneth Gergen notes, within a 

narrative approach to therapy, there is a "suspicion of the taken for granted ... 

coupled with a related distrust of the authoritative voice" (x). Using White as the 

authoritative voice in narrative therapy would seem to run contrary to the project 

of narrative therapy itself. Thus, though I use much of Michael White's material, I 

also read the work of other people thinking about narrative therapy. 

In the ensuing chapters, I read women's life narratives alongside accounts 

of narrative therapy. Rather than building a linear or chronological structure, I 

inscribe a spiral motion between texts. The narrative therapy texts have been 

selected to illuminate aspects of the literary texts and of the facet of the 

therapeutic or narrative process under discussion. Reading the narrative therapy 

texts in conjunction with, opposed to, and in proximity with, the literary texts will, I 

anticipate, lead to unexpected moments of understanding, illumination, and 

narration, thus imitating the narrative therapy process of discovery. In choosing a 

non-linear format, I display my preference for a narrative that revels as much in 
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ruptures, gaps, and liminal spaces as it does in connections, crossings, and 

synthesis. 

I draw my rationale from "The Narrative Perspective in Therapy," in which 

Michael White suggests reading widely outside of one's discipline for "metaphors 

that encourage new ways of thinking about therapy" (12). I return to the metaphor 

that headed this chapter, that of the nautilus. The spiral nautilus is a multi

dimensional model that builds on Barbara Weir Huber's notion of the spiral as a 

cogent metaphor for women's lives. In Transforming Psyche, Huber presents the 

spiral as an image for women's stories that narrate their life journeys. 

Reinterpreting the Psyche myth, Huber describes what she calls the "Psyche 

features in women's autobiographies" (142). Women's psychean narratives are: 

"experiential, sequential, and concerned with process, with crises that are 

moments of passage and psychological growth, of recognition and transformation 

contextualized as intense moments in a life journey; 'digressions,' as they appear 

in women's writing, turn out to be spirals out and back to re-collect experience 

that 'adds to' narrative..." (143). The spiral, as I have developed the notion from 

Huber's image, keeps turning back into itself even as it expands outward. Thus, 

the spiral does not unwind, thereby divesting itself of momentum and learned 

potentials, but re-turns and re-visits moments, events, and experiences, always 

in a slightly different orientation than in the first experience. Like the cephalopod 

mollusk, as the storied spiral grows, its many chambers fill with air to buoy the 

spiral. Employing the spiral as the basis for my therapeutic model opposes the 

linearity and climactic denouement that characterizes most traditional 
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autobiographies. The heroic triumph and attainment of journey or goal that is 

implicit in the structure of the linear and climactic narrative is replaced through 

the spiral by a process of self-storying that is always in development and always 

unfinished. Following the trajectory of the spiral, throughout the remainder of my 

project I circle in and out of the narratives that have informed and shaped the 

growth of this nautilus as a model of narrative therapy. 

Chapter Two, "Therapist as Auto-Critical Agent: Starting at the Spiral's 

Bodied Center," details my critical position and examines how I situate myself as 

storyteller, literary critic, and writer about narrative therapy, in the process re

naming important terms relevant to this therapy. Sharon Butala's 

autobiographical narrative The Perfection of the Morning portrays the author's 

need to understand herself—her history, her values, her needs—before she can 

negotiate a place for herself in community with others. Like Butala, the social 

worker or narrative therapist must address the self as agent before she can 

effectively help anyone else. Reading Butala's text beside Michael White's 

Narratives of Therapists' Lives and Emily Carton's "Working With People With 

Dementia: A Social Worker Uses Creative Writing to Recreate a Life Story" 

shows how I approach the texts in ensuing chapters and grounds my articulation 

of the therapeutic ethics of narrator, storyteller, critic, and writer. I describe a 

model of the social work "planned change process" (Brill) to demonstrate the 

nature of the self-storying process. 

Chapter Three, "Untellable Stories: An Autobiographies of Healing through 

Janice Williamson's Crybaby! and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha's DICTEE," 
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examines the limits of storytelling and writing life narratives through two texts that 

complicate our notions of the autobiographical subject and of narratorial 

representation of the self. Dictee and Crybaby\ struggle to articulate "untenable" 

stories that can only be told in the gaps, inconsistencies, and inadequacies of 

language and work to face and figure themselves through life writing forms that 

cross generic boundaries. Francoise Lionnet's theory of metissage, or cultural 

braiding, helps me negotiate the reading of these texts, not by reducing their 

difficult stories through hegemonic forms or practices, but by expanding an 

understanding of the subject positions voiced by the narratives. One of the 

subject positions that grounds Williamson's narrative is based on a bodied 

understanding of her experiences, a basis of many women's life narratives. 

Through a reading of Michael White's Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends, the 

basic elements of narrative therapy are set out; in turn the narrative process can 

be read through Lionnet's metaphor to expand the applicability of White's literary 

analogy to women's lives. I link Barbara Huber's notion of the spiral as metaphor 

for women's lives to Brill's model of the social work change process to further 

develop a model of the gendered change process in narrative therapy and offer 

the spiral shape of life writing forms as the most potent model for therapeutic 

change. 

Chapter Four, "Talking Stories: Narrative Circle-Making," investigates the 

refiguring of old stories into new ones through narrative forms of the 

autographical fairy tale, the adoption self-narrative and the memoir. I examine 

two literary texts, Maxine Hong Kingston's The Warrior Woman: Memoirs of a 
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Girlhood Among Ghosts and Jeanette Winterson's Oranges Are Not the Only 

Fruit, and one therapeutic narrative in Tovah Lichtenstein and Rutie Baruch's 

article '"I Was Born From the Earth': Reconstructing the Adoption Self-Narrative 

in the Treatment of a Preadolescent Girl" as models of empowering narratives for 

women. Through the theories of Paul Smith and Roberta Sands, I then examine 

the complex and often problematic nature of self and identity for women today. 

Smith's notion of the "dis-cerned subject," in which human agency exceeds the 

limits of the traditionally figured unified and theoretical "subject," in conjunction 

with Paul Ricoeur's "narrative identity," helps me build a useful and practical 

theory of storied representation in which narration of the self in therapy 

articulates various subject positions through a range of narrative strategies and 

gendered forms. I name the process of narrating one's life "self-storying" and 

predicate it on a mutual trust and intimacy established between narrator and 

practitioner/interlocutor, a relationship based, at times, on a reciprocal 

autobiographies of healing. 

In Chapter Five, "Re-Visioning our Narrating Selves: Maxine Hong 

Kingston's The Woman Warrior and Adrienne Rich's "Sources," I read Michael 

White's examination of the "disorderly process of therapy" (22) in conjunction 

with Rich's lyric sequence and Maxine Hong Kingston's memoir. Theresa de 

Lauretis' notion of a consciousness of self as a "particular configuration of 

subjectivity, or subjective limits, produced at the intersection of meaning and 

experience" (8) helps me conceptualize the uneven acts of therapy and of 

storying the self as fluid, continuous processes set in a never-ending spiral. 
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Paralleling the shape of the women's life narratives that I study, in this final 

chapter I take the multiple strands of story I have been following throughout the 

project and weave them back into a whole. 
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Chapter Two 

Therapist as Auto-Critical Agent: Starting at the Spiral's Bodied Center 

.. .and the big bad wolf came and said, 
Little pig, little pig let me in." 
"No, no, not by the hair of my chinny chin chin." 
"then I'll huff and I'll puff and I'll blow your 
house in." 
The wolf huffed and puffed and he huffed and puffed 
and couldn't blow the house down. 
The first pig built his house of straw; the second of wood. Did the 
third pig buy his bricks or was he given them, and why? Where did 
he get his money to buy his bricks with? 
Straw, wood or brick. The moral of this tale, is that the right choice of 
materials secures safety. 

How to Build Your House Safe and Right 
Marlene Nourbese Philip 

This is a story of what happened to my house when I met the Big, Bad 

Wolf. When the Big, Bad Wolf huffed and puffed and tried to blow my house 

down, he couldn't. And that was a problem, because I was stuck in my house 

and I needed his help. Sometimes help comes in strange forms. 

Therapist as Agent 

Social work has been called a "helping process"; the fundamental basis of 

the process is relationship. Regardless of which particular method of social work 

is practiced—individual, family, community—the relationship between social 

worker(s) and client(s) structures and guides the process. As Francis Turner 

notes, "Within clinical social work practice, the helping relationship has long been 

considered the cornerstone of effective helping" (58). In her seminal social work 
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text, Social Diagnosis, published in 1917, Mary Richmond presents the entire 

casework (individual social work) process as the study and use of social 

relationships. Other key writers describe the relationship between worker and 

client as the "basic means" (Perlman), the "major determinant" (Hollis) and the 

"soul" of the social work process (Biestek). 

The social work process, also called a "problem-solving process" 

(Johnson) or a "planned change process" (Brill), is a purposeful and active 

engagement between worker and client to help mobilize dormant capacities 

within the client. Felix Biestek, in The Casework Relationship, defines the helping 

relationship as "the dynamic interaction of attitudes and emotions between the 

caseworker and the client, with the purpose of helping the client achieve a better 

adjustment between himself and his environment" (13). Because the relationship 

between worker and client is at the heart of the social work change process, the 

social worker's use of self is a crucial determinant and tool in the establishment 

of an effective relationship and in its outcomes. The social worker as person and 

tool is an active agent in the change process. 

The Critic's Self: Starting Where the Therapist Is 

One of the primary principles of social practice is "starting where the client 

is" (Biestek), that is, tuning in to the client; listening to the client's needs and 

desired trajectory of change, and working at the client's speed. For the most 

effective use of self as tool and agent, the therapist needs to adopt a critical 
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stance toward herself: her theoretical orientations, her basic values, her 

strengths, her weaknesses, and her personality. Although theoretical orientations 

and modes of practice within the helping situation inflect and shape the change 

process, more influential, I argue, are the helper's orientations to others, to 

herself, to the agency or situation within which she works, and to the beliefs that 

consciously or unconsciously shape her actions. Together, the outward 

theoretical orientation and the inward, personal orientation form the social 

worker's practical and ethical stance. 

When using narrative forms and strategies as the basis for therapeutic 

practice, we can consider the implications of narrative ethics. As Adam Newton 

postulates, narrative ethics consists of "the ethical consequences of narrating 

story and fictionalizing person, and the reciprocal claims binding teller, listener, 

witness, and reader in that process" (11). Thus, a narrative ethics implies a 

reciprocal and dialectical process between narrative and teller, teller and listener, 

witness and reader, therapist and client. Narrative ethics also implies a 

responsibility for the telling and reception of narratives. The ethics of a narrative, 

and thus the responsibility for the handling of narratives, are dependent on the 

relationships of the narrative place, moment, and text and are invested first and 

foremost in the therapist/practitioner. 

The most basic tool of a social worker or narrative therapist's practice is 

the practitioner's self. As Adrienne Rich notes in her essay "Notes Toward a 

Politics of Location," we need to reclaim our closest geography, our bodies. Not 
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an abstract body, as in "the body," but the specific body, "my body." Adopting 

Rich's strategy to work from the center out, I begin with my self, a bodied self that 

responds to stories and narratives on more than an intellectual level, making 

clear my relationships with key texts and my positions as reader, critic and 

narrator as a preliminary step to forging an ethics and practice of narrative 

therapy. 

Through the course of reading various social sciences journals during my 

undergraduate career, I happened across an article that fastened a fierce hold on 

me, Lenora Greenbaum-Ucko's "Who's Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? Confronting 

Wife Abuse Through Folk Stories." At the time, I was a fledgling storyteller, 

learning the art of weaving stories under the tutelage of and through association 

with a group of storytellers led by Mary-Eileen McClear, in Baden, Ontario. Once 

a month we gathered in the second story of Mary Eileen's converted barn, the 

wood-burning stove stoked in winter, with fragrant apple cider simmering on its 

burner, and we told stories—anecdotes, autobiographical tales, memorized 

mysteries, folktales, poems, ballads—stories of all shapes. 

While I had, since childhood, been an ardent reader, lost to the world for 

hours and even days while I immersed myself in faraway worlds, it was only as I 

sat in rapt wonder and listened to stories unfold in the wavering light of the story 

barn that I realized the power of stories to move beyond the solitary reader. I felt 

a communion with the teller and the other listeners that fed me, caressed my 

imagination, and seemed to bind filaments of connection between us. "When we 
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are touched by a story," according to Alida Gersie, "we are amongst others 

moved, because the tale resonates with our own life experience. Its echo has 

called forth the half-remembered fragments of the story of our life. Thus, every 

storyteller connects listeners not only with the nurturing myths of their culture but 

also with told and untold life events" (18). Sometimes, when a story was deeply 

moving, and that happened in many different ways and for various reasons, a 

hush fell after the story ended that we were all loathe to break. We sat in a rich 

silence while the power of the story resonated through us and moved the air 

among us. 

When, at length, I ventured to start telling stories myself, I felt in a new 

way the joining between teller and listener, between image and word, and 

between story and silence. Sometimes the stories were well-told, interesting, and 

enjoyable, but just stories. Other times, the words seemed to leap from my 

tongue with a life of their own, startling in their clarity. At such moments, I felt an 

energy from the audience that responded to the story and fed it. I began to think 

of such stories or storytelling experiences as numinous; I felt their transformative 

effect on me and I suspected a similar effect on the audience. When I 

encountered Greenbaum-Ucko's article, I sensed a related transformative 

potential in her therapeutic use of folktales and was stirred to delve into the realm 

of storied therapy. 

Greenbaum-Ucko's article provided the impetus for my Senior Honours 

Thesis, which eventually became Storied Social Work or The Healing Tale: An 
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Investigation Into the Use of Narrative and Story in Social Work. Since that initial 

work, I have continued to research, think around and write about people who 

story and revision their lives. In Aram Veeser's words, storying the self has 

become one of my "career projects," a work that has a dialectical relationship not 

only with my academic and professional work but also with my personal life and 

work. 

Greenbaum-Ucko claims that folk stories can be used to great effect in 

group therapy with women who have experienced or who currently are 

experiencing wife abuse. Many folktales from around the world portray domestic 

abuse in great detail; "Bluebeard," "Cinderella," and 7a/es of the Arabian Nights 

come readily to mind. In Greenbaum's-Ucko's group therapy, the facilitator 

presents a folktale that portrays domestic abuse, after which the group is 

encouraged to discuss the tale in terms of the characters within the story. Once 

the women in the group have discussed the story, the therapist encourages the 

group members to alter the story's ending. 

Significantly, during the group therapy process, the storying effort is 

attached to the folktale and not directly to the women's lives. Folk tales create a 

safe way to confront sensitive issues around wife abuse without the client 

needing to self-disclose. The women in the group are able to talk about the 

characters in the tale and what they think the characters are feeling without 

mentioning the specifics of their own situations. Folk tales also show women that 

their experience of abuse is not isolated or abnormal. As Greenbaum-Ucko 
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points out, many abused women feel they are at fault and are living in an 

unusual, isolated situation: "One of the battered woman's most immediate needs 

is to understand that wife beating is an all-too-common phenomenon and that 

she is one in a long line of women maltreated over the centuries and across the 

world" (415). 

Discussions around folk tales can also help women understand the 

motives behind abuse, by making clear power inequalities; they also can propose 

alternate methods of resolving situations. As Greenbaum-Ucko notes, within a 

group that was constantly changing in its client makeup, use of folk tales 

provided a basis from which to address pertinent issues without pressuring the 

women overtly or tacitly to contribute personal experiences. Many women in the 

group were still living in abusive situations. Some had been in and out of the 

same relationship many times. Addressing the issues obliquely through folk tales 

allowed the women to get involved at their own pace and provided a non-

judgemental vehicle for discussion. 

When almost ten years ago I read Greenbaum-Ucko's "Who's Afraid of the 

Big Bad Wolf?" I lurked around the edges of the pages and inserted myself as a 

ghostly presence, a phantasmal member of the group. Disavowing any 

conjunction between my situation and those of the women in the group, I was 

nonetheless drawn to the notion of redesigning the endings of the folk tales. I 

sensed a power in revision, though I could not foresee how it might apply to my 

own life. Like the women in Greenbaum-Ucko's group, I was still in an abusive 
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marriage and needed the safety of thinking obliquely about my life through the 

refracted lens of an other story. I wasn't yet ready to talk about my story or, for 

that matter, to think overtly about my situation. As I worked through the 

implications of Greenbaum-Ucko's article, however, and the premises behind 

narrative therapy, I began to understand the disparities between the private life I 

was living and the stories I wanted to believe about myself. My personal story 

had become one of an isolated, limited existence, in which every action was 

cautiously and fearfully considered. Yet, this personal story collided with my core 

beliefs, under siege though they were, that upheld the fundamental integrity and 

worth of each and every person. Lynn Hoffman proposes that it is "particularly 

helpful for the therapist to think of problems as stories that people have agreed to 

tell themselves" (3). I had unconsciously agreed to tell myself that there was no 

way out of the position of defenseless victim that I was in. Until I understood first, 

that that was the story I was telling myself and second, that there was a way to 

change the plot and ending of the story, I would remain a character like those in 

Greenbaum-Ucko's unaltered folk tales. Challenged by the title of Greenbaum-

Ucko's article, "Who's Afraid of the Big, Bad Wolf?," I began to re-evaluate my life 

through the narrative shape of the story of the three little pigs. Like the three pigs, 

I too felt besieged by a wolf: my house was not a safe place for myself or for my 

children and I suspected that perhaps my dwelling was straw-like instead of 

brick-like. Yet, the more I wrestled with the story, the more deeply I realized that I 

could read the narrative on more than one level. What was the big, bad wolf I 
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was afraid of? Could the wolf represent several aspects of my life story? Was the 

house the physical place in which I resided or did it also symbolize the stories I 

inhabited? If so, were there any ways in which the wolf could aid me by 

destroying my straw-like house so that I could rebuild a stronger house/story? It 

became clear that I needed to question my relationship with the metaphorical 

Big, Bad Wolf in my life and to challenge the story in which I was characterized 

as a victim. 

One of the ways I began to seek a different perspective on my personal 

narrative was to integrate the professional discourses in which I was engaged, 

most significantly the social work and storytelling discourses, with the discourse 

of my private universe. While a rational, intellectual rapprochement between the 

personal and professional domains in my life occurred relatively quickly and 

easily, just recently I realized that the emotional and physical rapprochement 

took considerably longer. I knew that I had an extreme aversion to particular 

kinds of narratives, especially those that depicted any form of threat, coercion, 

manifest or implied violence. However, not until I read and digested Adrienne 

Rich's essay "Toward a Politics of Location," did I understand my reaction was as 

much a physical, embodied reaction as an intellectual one, an unconsciously 

remembered bodily knowing and flinching in anticipation of violent acts. A crucial 

step in my critical self-assessment as agent and tool, an awareness of my 

limitations and the scope of my reactions to certain narratives, led me to a more 

fully considered attentiveness to my interactions with the people and the texts 
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with which I worked. In consequence, I also became much more attuned to the 

responses others might have toward stories and texts, responses evidenced not 

always through verbal language, but through body language, hesitations, 

aversions, and silences. I began to read people's reactions to various stories and 

narratives through skills and knowledge gained from a social work base and 

through active listening and response skills developed through a storytelling 

practice. 

As I spent more time with this work, both personally and professionally, I 

discovered a desire to bring each of my roles and orientations to the project. As I 

rotated the hats I wore, so to speak, I perceived the unique insights that the 

literary critic, the social worker, the storyteller, the mother, the wife brought to an 

understanding of the narrative process. I also determined that the dialogue in 

which these aspects of myself engaged challenged narrative therapy as it is now 

practiced to adopt some of the methods and reading strategies of the literary 

critic. For instance, women's life records were layered with multiple identifications 

and experiences, indicating that narrative therapy should accommodate these 

imbricated aspects of women's lives. Narrative therapy, in turn, coaxed the 

literary critic to put theory into practice and to adapt reading and writing 

strategies that were insufficient for the material circumstances of the flesh and 

blood woman who incorporated all these subject positions. As a graduate student 

with four young children, moving through life passages from single motherhood 

to remarriage, while working and studying, I determined that any narrative in a 
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woman's life that is to speak powerfully to her and for her must be relevant to her 

particular, immediate, and material life circumstances. Literary criticism, though 

moving toward a more embodied perspective, tends to dwell in the rational and 

theoretical realms. Social work continues to remind me to return to the daily 

happenings of women's lives. Shaping the ways I thought about and wrote about 

the work was my intuitive connection with story and storytelling. Even in a 

theoretical work, I recognize, the principles of "story" impel me. Thus, though 

both narrative therapy and postmodern literature value a fragmented multiplicity 

of selves, the stories I heard women tell about themselves and the stories that 

worked when I told them were not as chaotic as might be supposed. I want to 

make evident the processes that brought me here to this revisioning of narrative 

therapy and thus in the ensuing chapters I untangle the strands of text, theory 

and experience that I derived from each of my areas of expertise and study. 

Because I was first dedicated to social work before I took up literary studies, I 

begin my narrative trek with the discourse of social work. 

Knowledge and Theory Base 

Historically, social work's knowledge base has been interdisciplinary, 

drawn from the fields of psychology, sociology, medicine, behavioural science, 

and psychiatry. The knowledge source that practitioners adopt tends to drive the 

theory that informs their particular practices. Francis Turner argues that in 

contemporary Canadian social work practice, there are more than thirty different 
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theoretical bases that drive practice. However, he identifies commonalities to the 

theories. Each theory addresses "some aspect of the person-in-situation;" 

investigates the connections between person, environment, personality, 

relationships and values; addresses the nature and goals of the helping 

relationship and the helping process; identifies its "own cluster of helping skills, 

and techniques for intervention;" and examines "what kinds of situations it is best 

suited for" (27). A sense of the client as situated in the helping context is central 

to each of the theories. 

Though most social work theories share commonalities, many 

practitioners prefer a dominant theoretical frame of reference, a practice that 

creates difficulties for the client, suggest Jeffrey Zimmerman and Victoria 

Dickerson, because each theory implies a version of truth. When a client is asked 

to accept a particular theory or theoretical approach, she is required to accept 

one version of truth among several competing versions. Instead of adhering to 

one theoretical mode, Zimmerman and Dickerson advocate using the conceptual 

framework of narrative metaphor. Narrative metaphor can be used in three ways 

in therapy. It can help conceptualize the presenting issue; help the therapist 

evaluate clients and the effect that their "meaning-making" or use of narrative 

metaphor is having on others; and help the therapist understand how the 

problem affects the way clients construct stories and create meaning in their 

lives. Using narrative metaphor causes a profound shift in theoretical outlook 

because "each metaphor presents different implications for how change is to 
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occur" (1994:234). The client is then free to balance, combine or choose 

elements of the narrative that are preferable to her instead of feeling compelled 

to choose one version of truth. Using narrative metaphor as an alternative to a 

particular theory base allows the worker to respect the right of the client and to 

exercise one of the fundamental values of social work, the principle of client 

individualization. 

Another practice that broadens the limiting aspects of theoretical 

orientation for both practitioner and client is the practice of re-membering, as 

outlined by Michael White in Narratives of Therapists' Lives. Re-membering 

practices, according to White, are not merely recollections, but active 

identification and acknowledgement of people who have helped form our 

narratives about ourselves, our identities, our knowledges, and our living skills 

(8). White advocates "re-membering practices" for therapists to counteract 

potential burnout and fatigue, practices that he believes "to be a potential source 

of generativity for therapists, and that can provide a source of ongoing 

sustenance to us in our work" (8). Burnout arises from therapists' [faulty] 

theoretical considerations of their practice, the "relational practices that structure 

the interaction between therapists and the persons who consult them," and the 

therapist's self practices that manage their own identity (White vi). The process of 

recollecting and actively searching for memories that have shaped our sustaining 

narratives about ourselves and our relationships significantly counterbalances 

the potentially draining, dehumanizing effects of institutional and theoretical 
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interactions and contributes to a generative and engaged self practice of 

narrative interaction. 

In addition to encouraging sustaining modes of practice, re-membering 

practices can help people in therapy to excavate and examine old meanings and 

narratives for their value in current situations and dilemmas. For example, in one 

case study, Michael White discusses his work with James and Elaine around 

their parenting practices. Responding to the issues raised by the children's 

school, which was concerned about what it considered emotional abuse of the 

children, and to the parents' shouting at and demeaning of their children during 

an initial appointment, White focuses on helping the parents identify their 

reactions to their children and finding remembered moments when they had 

avoided abusive practices. Turning away from an authoritative position that 

would have labeled and reduced James and Elaine's parenting as abusive and 

thus established an adversarial relationship, White instead offers the parents a 

series of questions: "have either of you ever found yourself saying or doing 

anything in your relationship with your children that went against your better 

judgement? Or that compromised your wisdom? Or that in some way 

contradicted how you want things to be in your relationship with your children?" 

(1997:41). As the interview progresses, White realizes that, although better 

judgement becomes more fully described for the family members, "for James it 

remained a relatively thin trace, and ... it might not be strongly constituting of his 

further interactions with his children" (41). 
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In several subsequent appointments, White explores James' experience of 

being parented and discovers James grew up in an abusive family. However, 

more significantly, James begins to remember other people who had offered him 

a different parenting model. Parents of his school friend Frank had welcomed 

James into their home, often feeding him breakfast, giving him treats, and 

involving him in their home life. White wondered if James would like to reach out 

to Frank and his parents and ask them some questions that might help James 

bolster his sense of better judgement and parenting wisdom. Mary, Frank's 

mother, was still alive, and was delighted to meet with James and White. Mary 

and her husband Bob had figured James was being abused at home and had 

wanted to help. At that time, there still was a "conspiracy of silence" (White) 

around abuse and the Georgios were advised to leave the boy alone. Anguished, 

however, they decided to do what they could to reach out to James: "The only 

course that seemed available to them was to provide James with whatever 

nurturing they could in the limited opportunities that were available to them" (44-

45). Bob and Mary "accidentally" discovered James each morning as they picked 

up the paper or did outside work. They had told James he could knock and come 

in whenever he wanted, but he didn't, "So, Bob and Mary just went right on 

discovering him" (45). 

James was deeply moved to uncover parts of the story he had never 

known: the deliberate and continued nurturing and care Mary and Bob had 

lavished on him and Mary's continued wondering what had happened to James 
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in the intervening years. James and White invited Mary to participate in the 

sessions with Elaine, James and their children. Together, they explored 

respectful and nurturing parenting practices James and Elaine could use with 

their children. James' re-membering practices not only gained him a rich sense of 

past connections and a model of parenting practice he could bring to his own 

family; they also helped him re-establish connections with Frank and Mary, an 

extended kinship group that also fed their family life. 

As the above case study demonstrates, the words used in practice bear 

considerably on its outcome. Instead of boxing James and Elaine into the 

category of abusive parents, White explores respectful parenting practices richly 

described by words like "understanding," "respect," "tolerance," and "giving" (43). 

White also introduces the term "re-membering" to James and Elaine that figures 

the metaphorical process of being membered again, or being reinserted into the 

association of nurturing, respectful parents. Figuratively James and Elaine can 

identify with other parents who rely on their parenting wisdom. Concretely, the 

figure of re-membering also leads James and Elaine to a firm and tangible 

connection with Frank and Mary. 

Terminology 

Terminology grows from a theoretical perspective and, in turn, influences 

practice. As the metaphors and theories practitioners use inflect their work, so do 

the terms they use to describe their practice. Terminology used within the social 
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work discourse sometimes poses a problem, not because of its accuracy, but 

because of the relationships of power, privilege, and gender that are hidden 

within the terms themselves. Terms within narrative therapy that are also used in, 

and may be derived from, literary criticism and narrative studies likewise can 

prove problematic unless we clarify precisely how those terms are understood 

and being used. Michael White encourages us to use poststructuralist thought 

and practice to bear on the terms and descriptions we use in the culture of 

counselling and psychotherapy : "Poststructuralist studies engage us in ... terms 

of description that are not the taken-for-granted terms when it comes to matters 

of life and to human action-terms of description that are unfamiliar" (1997: ix). In 

turn, in this section of my project, I apply the act of defamiliarization to the major 

terms that arise from the multiple discourses in which I engage and build a set of 

terms specific to the practice of narrative self-storying. 

White notes that, although he uses the terms "therapy" and "therapeutic 

conversation" 7 throughout his texts, he remains dissatisfied with them (1990:14). 

In response to White's encouragement that we consider the implications of the 

terms we use in a therapeutic discourse and in response to my belief that the 

words we use impact our understanding and our practice, I first reflectively 

consider terms that have been taken for granted as common and essential social 

work parlance—including the term "social work." In particular, as Peter Camilleri 

asserts, "Social work is embedded within the discourse of helping as a practical 

activity. It is if anything a practical activity in which individuals display 
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considerable skill and energy in the world of disadvantage, of misery, of poverty 

and of anguish" (2). Many authors have explored the evolution of the social work 

profession and the establishment of accepted definitions of what constitutes 

social work (Bartlett; Biestek; Brill; Gordon; Johnson; Loewenberg; Piccard; 

Pincus and Minahan; Schwartz and Zalba); a thorough and representative 

definition is offered by Rex Skidmore and Milton Thackeray: 

Social work may be defined as an art, a science, a profession that helps 

people to solve personal, group (especially family), and community 

problems and to attain satisfying personal, group, and community 

relationships through social work practice, including casework, group 

work, and community organization. Social work practice today is often 

generic, involving all three of the traditional methods. The major focus is 

on reducing problems in human relationships and on enriching living 

through improved human interaction. (7) 

Traditionally, people belonging to the social work profession are 

designated as "social workers," often shortened simply to "workers." The people 

who seek help from workers are called "clients," "patients," or "customers," 

depending on the theoretical inclinations of the worker. "Patient" displays a use of 

the medical model, most commonly encountered within psychiatric or hospital-

based social work practice. "Customer" is a more recent adoption, connected 

with Brief Therapy or solution-focused models. For instance, the Brief Therapy 

Center in Palo Alto developed three tiers of clients which Steve de Shazer and 
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colleagues subsequently adapted: the "visitor," who is uncommitted to the 

therapeutic process, under duress, and often in therapy because of others' 

concerns for her; the "complainant," who has a particular problem, but who sees 

herself either as powerless or as having the ability to influence the problem but 

who has not invited the therapist to help her; and the "customer." The customer is 

"someone who comes in with a complaint, about themselves or about some other 

person(s), of which it is possible to gain a relatively clear description, and about 

which he or she quite clearly wishes to do something and for which the 

therapist's help is being sought" (Cade and O'Hanlon 54). While the foregoing 

triad of terms may help the worker more clearly to describe what he or she 

understands as the client's level of commitment, the words "visitor" and 

"complainant" label a person as resistant to change and may themselves 

establish metaphors of practice that hinder effective change. 

"Client," as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary is "one who is under 

the protection or patronage of another, a dependant" (320). Yet, connotations of 

client are similar to that of "customer" and imply a business or economic model. 

"Therapy" remains within a medical model and is associated with pathology; it is 

defined as: "The medical treatment of disease; curative medical or psychiatric 

treatment" (Oxford English Dictionary 905). While, like Michael White, I have 

been unable to come up with an alternate term to describe the process of 

therapeutic change, I do suggest a way to reframe the pathological model. 

Instead of presenting the therapeutic or change process as a cure for a disease 



67 

or pathological state, or as a material exchange between a worker and a client, I 

suggest narrative therapy as an intervention to help a person who is located on a 

continuum of mental, emotional, physical states which range from a place of dis

ease to a place of more ease. Reframing the therapeutic discourse allows us to 

describe a person's relative positioning and therapeutic progress without limiting 

the person through pathological labeling. It also allows the use of the phrase 

"person in therapy" as a more neutral term than "customer," "client," "visitor," or 

"complainant" but retains the positive connotations of healing. 

Max Siporin notes that it is not solely by accident that "social work is the 

only profession in our society in which the professional person is called a worker. 

It is thus emphasized that he or she is a doer of jobs and tasks, an agent and 

producer of services and goods" (4). According to this view, the social worker 

maintains the effective functioning of general members of society, a perspective 

that gestures to the origins of social work in the mid- and upper-class "friendly 

visitors" who volunteered to help lower-class clients. "Social workers," stresses 

Siporin, "are professional helpers designated by society to aid people who are 

distressed, disadvantaged, disabled, deviant, defeated, or dependent. They are 

also charged to help people lessen their chances of being poor, inept, neglected, 

abused, divorced, delinquent, criminal, alienated, or mad" (4). Notions of 

normalcy are embedded within Siporin's view of the social worker's role; his 

definition challenges us to consider our relations to the people we help and to 

hegemonic pressures of conformity. 
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Camilleri explores the gendered relationship and nature of terminology 

and advocates a careful teasing out of the cultural and professional notions of 

social work discourse: "The presentation of social work as essentially gender 

neutral glosses over the issue of how 'help' and 'care' is embedded with received 

notions of femininity and masculinity. The research on social work needs to be 

grounded in the recognition of the gendered nature of social work" (4). Camilleri 

acknowledges the 'work' that involves both the practitioner and the client; William 

Schwartz and Serapio Zalba acknowledge the usefulness of the term "work" to 

describe "the essential business of the enterprise" (8). While I find the term 

"worker" to describe the practitioner not useful because of the distracting 

connotations of commodity and exchange, naming the essential business of the 

change process as "work" avoids designating the effort as coming from either the 

therapist or the person in therapy and validates the energy expended by both 

participants in the change process. Because of the stigma still associated with 

social work, psychiatry and other forms of therapy, calling the acts of therapy 

"work" in our capitalist economy can elevate the activity into a more socially 

acceptable realm. However, "work," for all its positive qualities, is not a 

thoroughly effective term when merging the change process with a narrative 

methodology. For all of these reasons, I suggest the term "practitioner" as a 

generic substitute for "social worker," a word that nuances the practice—the art 

and science—of social work. 
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As the terminology of social work is problematic, so is the terminology 

associated with narrative therapy. Michael White and David Epston term their 

process "restorying" or "reauthoring" (1990) while Jill Freedman and Gene 

Combs talk about the "retelling and reliving of stories" (33). None of these terms I 

find wholly satisfactory, partly because, for many women, the narrating they 

engage in during a therapeutic process may be the first conscious engagement 

in telling or graphing their own story and thus there is no sense of the repeated 

acts of narration implied in the prefix "re" these terms employ. As intimated 

earlier, many women also shy away from using the term "autobiography" to 

describe the form in which they shape their life events. To bypass the intricate 

difficulties of either set of terms, I would like to propose a pair of alternate terms 

to express the therapeutic process of narration: self-storying and narrating the 

self appellations that designate two separate, though often interweaving, steps 

of the narrative therapeutic project. "Self-storying" refers to the process of 

consciously engaging with one's personal histories, events, and experiences. 

Self-storying includes acts of remembering, recalling and reciting stories shaped 

by oneself and by others. "Narrating the self," on the other hand, is the act of 

organizing one's stories into narratives. As I explore throughout my study, writing 

one's narrative concretizes the narrated experience and makes more accessible 

the shaped story for scrutiny. The distinctions between story and narrative are 

perhaps not ones we normally make. However, they mark important differences 

that are central to my work. 
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Narratology, that is the branch of literary criticism concerned with the 

theory and practice of narrative in all literary forms, 8 observes fine distinctions 

between elements of event, plot, narration, and text; such distinctions stimulate 

us to think beyond a loose usage of "story" and "narrative" and to comprehend 

the discrete steps of storying and narrating. According to Mieke Bal, the narrative 

text is not synonymous with the story: "A narrative text is a story that is told in 

language; that is, it is converted into language signs" (7-8). The story is a fabula,9 

"a series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or 

experienced by actors" (5). The narrative text then is conceived as three-layered, 

consisting of the fabula, the events that are "primarily ... the product of 

imagination" (49), the story that orders the events, and the text that converts or 

narrates the story into language. Gerard Genette furthers the complex notions of 

story and narrative. Story, he says, is the "signified or narrative content" (27) and 

narrative the "signifier, statement, discourse or narrative texts itself (27). 

Narrative itself has three layers of definition according to Genette: the narrative 

statement, "the oral or written discourse that undertakes to tell of an event or 

series or events" (25); the events that feature in the discourse, "the succession of 

events, real or fictitious, that are the subjects of this discourse, and to their 

several relations of linking, opposition, repetition, etc" (25); and the act of 

narrating itself (26). The narrating act is central to the realization of narrative 

texts because "Without a narrating act ... there is no statement, and sometimes 

even no narrative content" (26). Bal and Genette's formulations help us grasp the 
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distinctions between a person's experience, from which she draws events 

(fabula) that she organizes into tales (story) that she believes about herself and 

her life. When she converts these, perhaps unconscious, stories into discourses 

through writing or talking, they become narrative texts available for listening, 

reading, interpreting, and critiquing. It is probably most accurate, then, to speak 

of people storying their lives when they actively recall incidents, events, 

experiences, or memories. By contrast, they are narrating their stories when they 

shape these storied events into some textual form. The therapeutic process of 

self-reflexively apprehending one's life is self-storying; graphing that storied self, 

whether verbally or in written language, entails narrating the self. 

How can we find a language to represent the actors or characters in this 

therapeutic narrating act? Finding the characteristic social work designations 

insufficient for these purposes, we can turn to work by the Personal Narratives 

Group to help us find an alternate language. Formed in 1984, the Personal 

Narratives Group is a collaborative group of women scholars who investigate 

women's personal narratives. In their collected essays, Interpreting Women's 

Lives: Feminist Theory and Personal Narratives, the group discusses issues of 

authorship and voice when working with life stories: "Whose story is to be told? 

"Whose voice is to be heard?" (201). An alternate terminology is suggested by 

the Personal Narratives Group, which stresses the shared ownership over life 

narratives in a collaborative process. As the members note, "None of [us] 

represented here is comfortable with the traditional scholar's assumption of the 
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voice of authority in the creation or interpretation of life stories" (201); in scholarly 

work, paired terms such as "researcher-subject" are common. The Group instead 

submits "narrator" and "interpreter" for consideration: "The original "narrator" who 

tells her life and the "interpreter" who records or analyzes various dimensions of 

the relationship between narrator and interpreter" (201). 

Acknowledging the validity of their terms within a narrative discourse, I 

propose adopting The Personal Narratives Group use of "narrator" and 

"interpreter" to emphasize the roles of the women who relate their stories and the 

people who hear, interpret, and reflect back those stories to the narrator. To 

further emphasize the practitioner's role in eliciting the narrator's story and the 

dialogic aspects of the narrative process, I also use the term "interlocutor," that is 

"one who takes part in a conversation; an interpreter; questioner" (Webster's 

510). Moving away from the terms "client" and "worker" by substituting "narrator" 

and "interlocutor" unmoors the dynamic of storying from the social work 

discourse, with its hidden gender and power biases. When I want to stress the 

knowledge-based, skilled person positioned in the practice of social work or 

narrative therapy, I use the term "practitioner." However, in certain cases when 

the author is clearly working within an established discourse, I maintain the 

integrity of their texts and use the author's terminology. 
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Skills 

In addition to a critical reflexive stance, a thorough knowledge base, and a 

considered use of theory and terminology, practitioners also need a range of 

practical skills. Skill is the ability to use knowledge effectively and readily in 

execution or performance and the "competence that brings knowledge and 

values together and converts them to action as a response to concern and need" 

(Johnson 60). The practitioner requires proficiency in many skills including basic 

helping skills, engagement skills and communication skills. Basic helping skills 

include perception and assessment of the client, development of a helping 

relationship and selection of an appropriate helping strategy. Helping skills are 

based on the principle of acceptance—working with people at their pace and 

accepting them for who they are. Engagement skills invite the narrator into the 

helping relationship and change process. Observation, assessment, and practice 

of principles are also integral aspects of the practitioner's repertoire of skills. 

Communication skills involve more than just talking with a person seeking 

help, although social work is based on talk. Social work training involves 

developing interviewing techniques, building the ability to read body language, 

strengthening perception of all non-verbal cues, as well as increasing facility with 

language. Yet, as Camirelli notes, although "social work is about 'talk'", "the 

discourse of social work is ... very quiet about the implications of social work as 
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'talk.' Language is treated as a technical aspect of communication" (91) despite 

social work's reliance on the interview at the heart of its process. 

The practice of storytelling offers us a way to think past the limited view of 

social work talk as technical communication, solely a means to an end. 

Storytelling is a mutual exchange between teller and audience. The teller speaks 

the story, but the narrative is shaped by the interaction between teller and 

listeners. A Haitian storytelling practice demonstrates the integral relationship 

between storyteller and listeners. " 'Cr/ 'c?' 1 0 the Haitian storyteller calls out when 

she or he has a story to tell. 'CracY the audience responds if they want that 

storyteller to begin. If they do not respond with crac!, the storyteller cannot begin" 

(Wolkstein 2). Responding to the storyteller with the ritual crac! implies listeners 

are pledging themselves to the tale and to the teller: "they listen to hear that the 

story is told correctly. Embellishments are accepted, confusion or losses of 

memory are not. The listeners comment on the events and characters of the 

stories. They comment on the storyteller's talents. And as soon as a song begins 

within a story, the audience joins in" (Wolkstein 2). 

Within social work or a narrative therapy practice, communication is a fluid 

and dynamic interaction between all members of the relationship. Though less 

commented on than other aspects of the helping relationship, practitioners are as 

much affected by the people with whom they work, their stories, and the 

narratives that link them in the process of therapy as people who seek help are 

shaped by the same factors. As noted earlier, engagement with life writing forms 
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tends to heighten the intimate connections between narrator and reader. When 

narrator and interpreter in a therapeutic setting meet through the narrator's 

personal narratives and the practitioner becomes interlocutor of the narrator's 

life, the practitioner is even more drawn to respond on a personal level to the 

narrator. The practitioner wanting to use life writing as an integral part of the 

therapeutic process, then, must be aware of the closeness encouraged by this 

category of narrative form. Historically, the therapist/client relationship has been 

predicated on a sense of professional distance, practised to a greater or lesser 

degree by social workers and therapists depending on their theoretical 

orientations. In recent years, therapists have been revising that distance to some 

extent and have been reevaluating the necessity or desirability of professional 

remove from the person in therapy. As is already evident and shall become more 

so in this work, as I adopt the role of interpreter and interlocutor to women's life 

narratives, I feel compelled to share in the self-storying process to some degree 

for several reasons: to engage in a dialogue of similar codes and conventions, to 

acknowledge the courage and risks the narrators take when they expose their 

personal narratives, and to derive the same benefits as do the narrators from 

their use of the life writing form. The self-reflexive enquiry, writing and revision of 

one's life through story is as vitally important to the interlocutor as it is to the 

therapeutic narrator. Once I accept the premises of narrating the self, I cannot 

unknow its benefits as they relate to my professional life. The acknowledgement 

and use of those benefits and, on the opposite side, their liabilities, are an 
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important and integral part of the skilled use of self as change agent. To 

demonstrate the complex web of effects elicited by life narratives in the 

therapeutic context and the practitioner's use of her narrating self, I now take up 

a social work account of a professional narrating event. 

In "Working With People With Dementia: A Social Worker Uses Creative 

Writing to Recreate a Life Story," geriatric social worker Emily Carton recounts 

her intriguing narrative reconstruction of the communications between narrative, 

narrator and practitioner to aid her work with clients at the end of their lives by 

helping her become a more empathic and connected listener. Carton notes that, 

to be the most help to the people with which she works, she needs to understand 

their history and values. However, for "people with dementia, the ability to share 

information about their lives is difficult and sometimes nearly impossible" (69). 

Carton becomes a "detective, a storyteller, a seeker of a past life" to discover the 

memories and history of people who have lost their own links with the past. 

Carton relates one attempt to forge links with the past life of her client, a woman 

who had been wandering from a senior housing facility to search for a rabbi she 

believed lived nearby. Carton wrote the story "Memory" by adding what she 

knew about the woman to a creative filling in of the blanks. While acknowledging 

the story is not strictly factual, Carton admits the "writing made it possible for me 

to see behind the dementia and to create a picture of her prior to the dementia" 

(70-71). In this case, the impetus of Carton's narration of portions of the old 

woman's life is directed, not to the narrator, that is the woman who is Carton's 
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client, but to the interpreter, Carton the practitioner. As was intimated in the 

introduction to this work, Carton's narrating of the life of a woman who cannot 

share in the narrative process raises ethical issues for the practitioner, including 

whose story is it, who should narrate the story, and is the story really the old 

woman's if she doesn't have a hand in shaping it? 

"Memory," Carton's creative retelling of a portion of her client's life, shows 

the elderly woman slipping away before dawn to find a stone house where she 

believed she would find an old friend, Rabbi Shulman. The house's occupants, a 

young couple, invite the woman in, comfort her with some tea, read the 

identification bracelet she wears, and call her daughter. Through the first part of 

the narrative, the woman is purposeful in her action, but unable to locate herself 

or to understand her relationships to the people around her: 

the old woman drank her tea in silence. After several minutes the young 

woman again appeared in the doorway. "I just spoke with your daughter. She 

said that your neighbor has the key to your house. We are going to take you 

home. Your daughter is on her way." 

"Who?" the old woman asked. 

"Ellen. Your daughter." 

"Oh, how nice! I didn't know you knew her." (72) 

When Ellen arrives at her mother's house, she gently reprimands her mother for 

wandering away. Faced with her mother's insistence on finding Rabbi Shulman, 

Ellen reminds her mother that the Rabbi has been dead for some five years. The 



78 

mother is shocked, and then begins to rock: '"It can't be true,' she said, shaking 

her head more and more in disbelief. 'Not him. Not him too'" (74). 

The second part of "Memory" speaks to the woman's past life and 

describes the Rabbi's connection to her life, her first meeting with him, his 

attendance at her wedding, her son's bar mitzvah, the yearly events that marked 

her family and social life: 

Abe, I can see you. Your face is round. Your hair hints of red. Your voice 

is soft. What color are your eyes? I can't see them. I lean forward and 

squint. We stand. We recite together. We sit. We rise. We sing. I listen to 

your voice and make up a story. Once upon a time there was a man who 

sang to the heavens and invited me to join in his song. Mother asks, 'Do 

you want to get into the receiving line to meet the new rabbi?' Yes. No. 

Maybe. I do. I don't. Next week. It's too crowded tonight, I say, but she 

pulls me into line anyway. 'What make you too shy tonight?' she asks too 

loudly. When I shake your hand I am still blushing. You didn't know! 

What? Oh, yes. I remember. My wedding. It was a perfect day... (75) 

Narrated in an interior monologue, flowing from association to association, 

the second part of Carton's story propels us into the woman's mind and 

memories, rescuing them from obscurity. The ability to remember is clearly 

important both to the main character in the story and to Carton who writes the 

story. Carton strings together the memories, part fictional, part factual, of the old 

woman, as a memorial to her past life and as a means for Carton as practitioner 
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and interpreter to feel connected to her client, to reach beyond the difficult 

behaviours of a person with dementia to the person who is represented by the 

story. In the words of the story, the ability to remember mitigates the loss of 

death and function: "If life is like a wheel and everything is going round and 

round, does it ever stop? Do the dead fall off? Not exactly, Ellen. Put your hand 

on your heart. Put your hand on your head. Abe says the dead live in your 

memory" (76). 

Carton's storying of Ellen's past life helps Carton to cope with a person 

who is no longer who she was, but who is troubled by dementia-induced loss of 

memory and erratic behaviours. Carton's effort to retrieve a sense of the old 

woman as she once was resembles what L. Shulman refers to as "tuning in" or 

"preparatory empathy". A tentative process, open to revision, preparatory 

empathy involves taking time before meeting with a person in a therapeutic 

setting to identify with feelings and concerns she may bring to the meeting. 

Writing "Memory," Carton positions herself to identify with the old woman's 

feelings of loss, grief, and aloneness and brings a more coherent narrative sense 

of the woman's life to their interactions than the woman herself is able to provide. 

Carton provides the re-membering practices that the woman cannot perform for 

herself. In so doing, Carton initiates a dynamic narrative between the woman, the 

woman's present, disoriented state, the woman's past, and Carton's relationship 

with the woman. Acknowledging the fictional elements in her story helps Carton 

avoid appropriating the woman's narrative while opening up a narrative space for 



80 

imagining the past. Carton's empathic reaching out toward the woman and her 

storying of the woman's possible memories help Carton recover a sense of the 

woman's dignity and help her to move beyond the woman's trying behaviours. 

However, despite the many benefits Carton apparently receives from 

writing Ellen's story, we must raise issues of voice and ownership of story here, 

for it is clear that Carton stories Ellen's life with no input from her. My unease is 

somewhat mitigated when Carton openly acknowledges the authoring role she 

plays. Clearly, the narrating is primarily for Carton's benefit, though we can 

presume that Carton is able to work more empathically with the woman following 

the narrative event. However, could the same result have been achieved with a 

different kind of narration that did not rewrite the woman's voice without her 

input? The next chapter, "Untellable Stories," depicts some ways in which 

fractured stories can stand on their own, a method that can be adapted to 

situations like the one in which Carton finds herself, without the practitioner 

taking the client's story for her own. 

On the other hand, however, Carton seems to be careful to retain the 

factual aspects of the woman's life, where they are known. Carton's care to 

respect the woman's own story and life is echoed in Carol Ganzer and Suzanne 

England's work with families who care for relatives with Alzheimer's disease. 

Ganzer and England attempt to bring together research and practice in a way 

that "attendfs] to the client's story [and does] not [...] re-author the story in terms 

of the research" (175). By attending to families' narratives and the process of 
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storymaking that underlies their narratives, "social workers can not only enact the 

principle of starting where the client is, but also remain attentive to the client's 

reality" (175) that may be marked by inconsistencies, paradoxes, allusions, and 

metaphors. An understanding of the storied nature of social work interactions, as 

demonstrated by Carton, Ganzer and England, makes room for a narrative space 

that is more than merely technical communication. Instead, a storied interaction 

is a richly textured and polyphonic intermingling and dialogic series of responses 

between stories, narrators, interlocutors, and narratives. 

Self-Knowing 

The most effective stories are those that resonate within the teller before 

they are released for the listener's pleasure. A teller cannot tell well a story that 

has no meaning, relevance, or resonance for her. Learning how to know which 

stories work for each teller is one of the skills of the practice, a skill based on a 

deep self-knowing. As in storytelling, in social work a practice of self-knowing is 

essential in developing the practitioner's range of skills, methodologies, and 

strategies. The most basic aspect of self-knowing relevant both to storytelling 

and to social work is the awareness of one's biases and values. One of the 

legacies I bear from my social work undergraduate days is a remembered 

injunction from a gifted teacher, his oft-repeated dictum to "know thyself!" A warm 

and compassionate man, my first teacher of social work, Jim Harris, insisted that 

we cannot possibly be objective, unbiased, or value-free. We all have prejudices, 
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he asserted. What is important is that we become aware of our own values, the 

bases on which we make decisions, our strengths and our weaknesses. It is only 

when we engage in a deep learning process about our selves that we can help 

others. In a discussion on the use of the social work "helping relationship," 

Francis Turner concurs: "Social workers must develop a thorough understanding 

of their own reactions to other people and various human situations. Their own 

life experiences, relationships, problems, beliefs, and values will be the basis of 

their feelings and behaviours. Professional helpers should have a well-developed 

self-awareness and be able to identify their subjective reactions to events. 

Subjectivity ought not to obstruct the helping process" (56). Subjectivity, as is 

used here by Turner and elsewhere within the discourse of social work, means 

unexamined bias. Later we will encounter "subjectivity" as used within the 

discourse of literary criticism to mean the state of a person as subject. 

Central to the social worker's ability to use her self effectively is her 

capacity for self-knowing, an ongoing process, I maintain, that is enriched by a 

balance between objective and subjective self-evaluation. Named and articulated 

by social work writers in various ways, self-knowing is a value that undergirds the 

discourse of social work. Pincus and Minahan emphasize the broad range of 

skills, knowledge, and capacities the social worker needs to bring to a helping 

relationship to facilitate change effectively. Knowledge is necessary, but by itself 

is inadequate. The worker also needs an awareness of her own resources and 

an ability to use aspects of her self capably and imaginatively: 



In order to help others change, we need to combine our creativity, 

spontaneous feelings, individuality, concern, and love for others with a 

body of knowledge about human behaviour, the social environment, and 

processes of change; with proficiency in using techniques or procedures; 

and with a method of problem solving that utilizes our knowledge and 

techniques and provides a systematic guide for our change efforts. (34) 

Thus, a practitioner's successful involvement as agent in the change process 

rests on a constellation of knowledge, repertoire of skills and self-understanding. 

While social work has always maintained an emphasis on the importance 

and use of self as tool in the planned change process, though practiced in a 

variety of ways, literary critics have, until recently, been trained in what the 

authors of The Intimate Critique call the methods of "objective criticism" (1), a 

discourse that is "pseudo-objective, impersonal, and adversarial." Literary critics 

are now voicing their dissatisfaction with the prevailing scientific-logico method of 

critical discourse and are proposing alternative methods of critical discussion. 

William Zeiger urges critics to adopt forms and ways of knowing about literature 

other than the traditional method of scientific thesis and argument (Freedman 2), 

while Peter Elbow advocates a polyphonic critical discourse, "an awareness of 

and pleasure in the various competing voices that make up their own" (Freedman 

2). 

Elbow's articulation of the usefulness of polyphonic voices within the 

critical discourse echoes Peggy Penn and Marilyn Frankfurt's proposal of the 
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efficacy of "narrative multiplicity" in the therapeutic process. Language, suggest 

Penn and Frankfurt, has the inherent potential to generate a reply. Narrative 

within therapy works through the power of language. "Narrative multiplicity" is the 

narrative invention of many selves to accommodate the many contexts of our 

lives. Through a polyphonic discourse that invites competing or disparate roles, 

relations and subject positions to speak to each other, the person in therapy is 

able to gain new insight into existing situations and relationships as well as 

potential solutions to problems. The most effective forms of narrative, according 

to Penn and Frankfurt, emerge when the use of writing is introduced to therapy. 

Writing catalyses the development of new voices and therefore the creation of 

new narratives. Writing can take the form of notes between sessions, biography, 

dream recording, poetry, dialogue, and letters written to people dead or alive. 

Within these writings, Penn and Frankfurt find their clients can try out alternative 

voices and thus the acts of writing and speaking establish a reflective process 

between therapist and client, among clients within a group, and between aspects 

of the client's own self. Over time, the reflective dialogic process creates a 

"participant text" or therapeutic narrative: 

We have observed repeatedly that, in the act of writing, meanings that 

have been ignored or have remained unsaid are invited into the relational 

field by way of the text. Words cross or bump up against one another 

when captured in writing, cracking open, revealing other words that may 
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evoke experience of self with others, through visual memories, sounds of 

distant voices, or reawakened feelings. (220) 

The polyphonic nature of Penn and Frankfurt's participant text in turn evokes 

Mikhail Bakhtin's discussion of the polyphonic nature of discourse within the 

novel. "The novel," asserts Bakhtin, "can be defined as a diversity of social 

speech acts (sometimes even diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual 

voices, artistically organized" (262). As defined by Bakhtin, the novel 

incorporates stratified levels of discourse ranging from the compositional form 

imposed by the author to the represented languages, discourses, modes of 

written and spoken representation, and direct speech of the characters, to 

various scientific, religious, political, or scientific discourses incorporated through 

written or oral forms. Through the combination and interplay of the levels of 

discourse, "heteroglossia [raznorecie] can enter the novel; each of them [level of 

discourse] permits a multiplicity of social voices and a wide variety of their links 

and interrelationships" (263). Heteroglossia, according to Bakhtin, is "another's 

speech in another's language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a 

refracted way. Such speech constitutes a special type of double-voiced 

discourse. It serves two speakers at the same time and expresses 

simultaneously two different intentions: the direct intention of the character who is 

speaking, and the refracted intention of the author" (324). 

While the impetus behind the writing of a novel and the writing of a 

personal narrative in the context of a helping or therapeutic process are not 
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identical, as the functions and effects of each text differ, still we can draw some 

tentative conclusions from Bakhtin's work that apply to a storied narrative 

therapy. The double-voiced discourse or refracted intention of the author, 

expressed through heteroglossia, that Bakhtin speaks of, provides us with a 

model for understanding the dialogic relationship between aspects of a person's 

self as she inhabits multiple positions of writer, reader, critic, editor, and reviser 

of her life narrative. As the writer of her own story, the person in therapy is first a 

narrator, often conceiving of her narrative in a single line, coherent and mono-

voiced. Yet, in the inclusion of references to other people, snatches of memories, 

stories, songs or dialogue belonging to other people in the narrator's life, a 

subtext is introduced into the narrative that creates a polyphonic resonance 

inviting a dialogic response. The invited response is issued, first, to the narrator's 

other selves: older versions of the present self, imagined or hoped-for future 

selves, selves in other roles and guises. As the narrator rereads, writes about, or 

talks about her narrative, she becomes a critic of her story, a reader with a 

purpose, and ultimately, if she continues in the process, an editor and reviser of 

her life narrative. How one moves from being a narrator of her life to becoming 

more fully engaged as interpreter, that is as critic, editor, and reviser, is little 

articulated in social work or narrative therapy literature. However, recent work in 

literary criticism contributes to an understanding of the dynamics between texts 

and their multiple selves and readers that I can then relate to the self-storying 

process. 
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Frances Zauhar notes recent feminist theories are positing a collaborative 

model of reading between the reader and the text: "A significant number of 

feminist scholars who deal primarily with the work of women writers have 

relinquished the model of the detached analytical reader and begun to create a 

model of the reader engaged in and even transformed by the literature she 

reads" (107). An awareness of the effects of the text on the reader does not lead 

to a diminished critical ability, in Zauhar's view, but increases the opportunity to 

understand the origins of readers' responses and to attune one's reading ear to 

the voices of others: the writer, the people within the narrative, other critics who 

engage with the narrative, and so on. A willingness to be attached to and 

affected by a life narrative—whether written by an other narrator in the context of 

a helping relationship or by one's own self—opens the 

listener/reader/interlocutor/interpreter to hear a range of voices, silences, 

nuances and possibilities. A practitioner who is co-interpreting life narratives with 

their original narrator and who is willing to listen to polyphonic and multiple 

voices, listening to what at times may appear to be a chaotic text, shows a 

respect for the narrator and for the life the narrator is sharing. Such an 

interlocutor is also inclined to listen to hear the narrator's "preferred story" rather 

than imposing her own agenda on to the narrator. As I incorporate the practice 

and method I am developing into this study, attentive reading of multiple narrative 

voices is a deliberate reading strategy designed to break down the hierarchical 
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privileging of certain narratives over others and to listen for as yet unheard 

narratives. 

In addition to a move toward a dialogic model of critical reading, some 

literary critics are including autobiographical elements in their criticism to create a 

form that may be much more powerful and more useful for readers than a purely 

rational and detached model. "It is important," says Zauhar, "to realize the power 

of such reweavings of criticism and autobiography" (115). Inclusion of my own 

autobiographical moments in this project are deliberate attempts to bridge the 

theoretical and the practical, to minimize a sense of distance promoted by an 

authoritative critical stance, to ground the rational and abstract work of this 

discussion in the experiential, and to divest the critic of authority over the text, 

author, and other narratives. As Zauhar articulates, "Reading the self through 

the text, reading the text through the self, is significant. Such reading and writing 

enrich the reader, her reading, and the others who read her work" (116). How I 

came to be writing this work is as much a product of the texts I have read as 

anything else. Disclosing portions of my journey that led to my understanding of 

narrative possibilities demonstrates a therapeutic autocritical practice. Weaving 

the autobiographical in, through, and among theories, models a therapeutic self-

storying process that engenders a powerful polyphonic and participant text, a text 

capable of enabling persons therapeutically to articulate a sense of self/selves 

and to work toward positive change. 
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In a similar intertwining of personal and professional trajectories, Sharon 

Butala describes in The Perfection of the Morning: An Apprenticeship in Nature 

how the personal and the professional are inextricably linked and how, as she 

struggles to comprehend an enormous upheaval in her personal life, her 

professional writing life grows into being. Her move to live with her new husband 

Peter on his isolated ranch at the Southern tip of Saskatchewan prompts a 

dramatic reassessment of her former urban, academic way of life and plunges 

Butala into a search for her self that lasts many years. Deeply distressed by her 

move and struggling with her painful efforts to fit in to the rural, agricultural 

society in which she found herself, Butala describes how "during my first years 

here I often bitterly regretted my decision to come here to live... I came a 

stranger to this magnificent but in some ways terrible place to live, with its more 

tragic than triumphant history" (xii, xiii). As Butala tries to situate herself in a new 

community, away from the close circle of family and women friends she had left 

behind, the act of writing becomes an agent through which she concretizes, 

assimilates and ultimately understands the process of finding her self in which 

she is engaged: "gradually, although never easily, I found both a way to feel at 

home in my own skin, and in this place" (xiii). 

The process of understanding her life differently entails, for Butala, a 

"struggle to fit—to become congruent" (xiii). Central to Butala's process of finding 

congruence are the moments of illumination and discovery—emotional, 

psychological, physical, and spiritual—she recounts and through which the 
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reader of Butala's text may connect to her own experiences: "As a way out of my 

frustration, I wrote them down. I did this with no clear reason in mind... I wrote 

them out of a deep drive, a need to fully assimilate them, so extraordinary did 

they seem at the time that I couldn't think of them as my life until I had in some 

familiar way concretized them" (43). Ultimately, through her writing, Butala 

comes to an understanding of her self and of her identity as a writer; writing 

becomes both a vehicle for understanding and a product of her search. "I 

discovered that the writer I've become is the Self I've been in search of for so 

many years. But at the same time it has been the act of writing that created and 

continues to create that Self I've at last found, and that acts as the instrument of 

integration between myself and my environment, chiefly my home in the 

landscape" (xiii). 

Eventually Butala realizes the extent to which she is reordering her whole 

life: her psyche, her soul, her relationships—in short, her self. What she was 

doing was nothing short of a personal therapy, recorded and illuminated through 

a series of journals (themselves evolving in form), dream records, short stories, 

and novels. "I couldn't help but examine my own history, the story of my own life, 

which I began to mentally write, and sometimes put in my journal, for the first 

time. I began to comprehend that until I understood my own life I would not 

understand anything at all, and that I could not go on trying to found a new life for 

myself, trying to make myself into a new person, till I had some clarity about my 

old life" (69-70); "by learning to name things in my environment, by discovering 
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the scheme of the place and the way the parts fit together, I was making them my 

own, and by this I was slowly healing myself (86). 

Like Butala, it was not until my experiences were made tangible and 

concrete that I was able to assimilate, understand, and change the plot of my life. 

A major factor in the making real, the concretizing of my experience, was the 

shock of recognition of the incongruence between my beliefs about how I thought 

my life, relationships and the world should be ordered and the life I found myself 

living. There was a lack of congruence or consistency between the stories I 

believed about the world and the life-narrative in which I was engaged. When I 

began to write of my encounter with Greenbaum-Ucko's work and the personal 

relevance I extrapolated from her text, I could clearly, for the first time, perceive 

the disparity between the fabula or events in my life and the story I was trying to 

make myself believe. Though I was caught in a narrative that made it seem as if I 

was a little pig being threatened by the Big, Bad Wolf, I was not a pig at all. 

Although I identified with the vulnerability and fear the pigs experienced, I knew I 

did not belong in that fable. I needed to find a story and then a narrative that was 

more congruent with my inner sense of myself and of the world. 

Consistency between one's "inner" and "outer" universe is, according to 

Joseph Palombo, the basis of a cohesive self-narrative. Building a theory of the 

development of meaning and the "organization of the meanings of experience 

into self narratives," (249) Palombo asserts that during a person's development, 

two universes of meaning evolve: the personal universe, consisting of subjective, 
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"inner meanings," and the public universe, with objective, "outer" meanings. The 

existence of beliefs from both universes of meaning and the interplay between 

belief systems create a person's self narrative. Consistency within and between 

each of the two universes provides a cohesive self-narrative. Disparity between 

the two universes, however, disrupts and distorts a person's self-narrative. 

Incongruence, or pathology in Palombo's terms, "may be conceived as the 

failures in the integration of personal and shared meanings. It also may be 

understood in terms of the disharmonies within the person's narrative" (261). 

While I discard Palombo's use of the term "pathology" because of its damaging 

or limiting effects of labeling and its medical classification of processes as 

diseased or needful of a cure, I maintain his more descriptive term 

"incongruences" as a helpful way to understand potential moments of dis-ease in 

one's narratives. The source of the disharmonies or incongruences I was 

experiencing at that period in my life slowly became evident to me as I worked 

with Greenbaum-Ucko's "Who's Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?" The changes I 

made, however, took time and progressed as I returned over and over again to 

central issues, making more headway each time I revisited the same space. The 

image of a spiral, as more fully explored through literary criticism in chapter three 

and via social work theory below, became a vital metaphor for the ongoing 

changes in my life story and a synchronous connection between the disciplines 

that shaped my personal and professional trajectories. 
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Change Process 

Naomi Brill, in Working With People: The Helping Process, provides a 

helpful way to conceptualize the change process that addresses the necessity of 

revisiting areas of difficulty in different ways until they are resolved. Brill portrays 

the change process as a series of spirals circling around and around, coming 

almost back to the starting point with each revolution, but continuing in a forward 

direction. According to Brill's model, the change process involves the following 

steps: engagement, assessment and definition of problem, goal setting, 

consideration and selection of modes of intervention, establishment of plan, 

interventive action, evaluation, and reassessment. Other difficulties or related 

issues may become apparent as one set of problems is addressed. The 

practitioner/interpreter and person in therapy may then repeat the change 

process, based on a new set of problems. 

What then is the impetus that prompts a person to change? How does one 

move from a position of being bounded and hemmed within a constraining life 

story to a position that conceives of and then initiates a new narrative? First and 

most importantly, I believe, a person must accept that change is possible. Part of 

the engagement stage of the change process entails building trust between the 

interpreter and the narrator, trust that the practitioner has a set of skills and 

experiences that will help the narrator to change her life in a way she desires and 

trust that the practitioner creates a safe and viable environment within which 

change is possible. Use of narrative enters into this site of potential change and 
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provides three aspects of potentiality: a language in which to speak about 

change, a model of how change can occur, and a vision of what that change can 

resemble. Narratives achieve these aspects of potentiality in two ways: by 

presenting a horizon of change, that is a new narrative structure, and by 

imagining new possible worlds in which to situate the (re)storied narrative. 

Change becomes attainable only when a current life story can be reframed and 

the narrative line replotted. Thus, according to my refined version of narrative 

therapy that has been infused with the discourses of literary criticism, storytelling 

and autobiography, at the heart of the narrative therapy process are the twin 

endeavours of introducing possible worlds and reframing the life narrative 

through changed narrative structure. 

Horizons of Possible Worlds: Metaphors of Meaning 

I derive the concept of possible worlds from work by the semiotician 

Umberto Eco. Possible worlds, says Eco, is a concept developed from semantics 

and fiction theory, a representation of a fictional place constructed by a text. 

Umberto Eco describes how a possible world functions within a fictional text: 

A fictional possible world is a series of linguistic descriptions that readers 

are supposed to interpret as referring to a possible state of affairs where if 

p is true then non-p is false... (66) 

In other words, possible worlds are constructed through the narrative and fit 

within the parameters established by the narrative discourse. Properties of 
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possible worlds are governed by the rules and structures determined explicitly or 

implicitly through the fictional discourse. According to Eco, "Possible worlds can 

be viewed either as "real" states of affairs ... or as cultural constructs, matters of 

stipulation or semiotic products" (66). When readers encounter possible worlds 

within fictional texts, the worlds are introduced into the reader's meaning-making 

system. If some connection is forged between the fictional possible world and the 

reader's private meaning-making system, that is the stories the reader believes 

about herself, the reader may be able to envision incorporating aspects of the 

possible world into her own life narrative and subsequently change the plot or 

horizon of her life. 

Connections are most powerfully forged between possible worlds and a 

personal meaning system through metaphor. Joan Atwood and Laurie Levine, in 

"Ax Murderers, Dragons, Spiders and Webs: Therapeutic Metaphors in Couple 

Therapy" cite T. Blakeslee's research which evaluates therapy using metaphor 

against traditional dialogic therapy. Metaphor is derived from the right part of the 

brain, the intuitive, creative, image-making hemisphere. Whereas traditional 

psychotherapy addresses the left brain through a linear, logical process, therapy 

that addresses the right brain through metaphorical narratives helps people 

achieve change more quickly (Barker). 

Metaphor, in the larger sense of comparing two unlike objects, includes 

simile, metonomy, synecdoche and prosopopeia and has been understood 

variously from Aristotle to Black. For Aristotle, "Metaphor is the application of an 
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alien name by transference either from genus to species, or from species to 

genus, or from species to species, or by analogy, that is proportion" (41). Max 

Black views Aristotle's conceptualization as a substitution metaphor: "a 

metaphorical expression is used in place of some equivalent literal expression" 

(31). The substitution model of metaphor, however, follows in the analytical, 

rational mode that Barker contrasts to the metaphorical mode and is insufficient 

to account for the power of metaphorical narratives to effect change in people's 

lives. A second model of metaphor, presented by Black, posits the interactive 

nature of metaphor. In a context, says Black, a word gathers meanings that are 

not simply literal substitutes. The reader is responsible for joining the ideas 

embodied within a metaphor; "in this 'connection' resides the secret and the 

mystery of metaphor" (39). It is this involvement of the reader or, in a therapeutic 

context, the narrator, within the meaning-making of the metaphor that renders it 

so powerful. 

According to Joan Atwood and Laurie Levine, metaphors allow clients 

simultaneously to see problems and their potential solutions. Atwood and Levine 

define metaphor as "that which carries from one place to another" and "a 

persistent, habitual organization of one or more of the following interrelated 

behaviours: images, symbols, words, emotions, postures, and physical actions" 

(201). Metaphors are most helpful when they reflect basic elements of the client's 

problem and a viable solution but vary in content from the specifics of the client's 

problem. The client must then search inside herself for direct applicability of the 



97 

metaphor. The metaphor's appeal increases when it uses a client's own 

descriptive words: "psychotherapeutic metaphors and language in general, 

because they evoke the earliest experiential feelings of inside and outside, can 

be considered transitional phenomena mediating and providing links in both 

directions between inner and outer world" (202). The connections metaphors 

forge between the two universes of meaning allow a person to reframe or alter 

stories of the past, present and future. For instance, key to Sharon Butala's 

reframing of her personal and professional narratives is her metaphorical 

identification with Nature. Butala explores her dreams and visions, represented 

by the figure of the coyote, for their messages of vision and change: "This book is 

my response to that emissary of Nature, the dream coyote, and to what I think 

was his message to me..." (21). 

As indicated by Butala's response to the dream coyote, metaphor is more 

than a riddle to be "solved." Rather, as Black argues, "a successful metaphor is 

realized in discourse, is embodied in any given "text" (52). The metaphor in 

narrative therapy is realized not only in the "text," the narrative being related, but 

also in the interactions between story, text, narrator and interlocutor. The multiple 

sites of engagement within the meaning construction of the metaphor are thus 

situated to create a complex and rich metaphorical dynamic that provides a 

plurality of options to its narrator. 

Not only is metaphor capable of unlocking a person's patterns of relating, 

it is also integral to the reframing process central to storying and narrating the 
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self because metaphor is a crucial component in the narrative emplotment of our 

lives. Metaphor spans temporality by bringing together in imaginative proximity 

terms that once were distant. The folding together or synthesis of unlike objects 

or ideas through the imagination results in what Paul Ricoeur calls "predicative 

assimilation" (1984: x). The plot of a narrative, says Ricoeur, is comparable to the 

predicative assimilation of metaphor: "It "grasps together" and integrates into one 

whole and complete story multiple and scattered events, thereby schematizing 

the intelligible signification attached to the narrative taken as a whole" (x). If, in 

the process of therapy, a person can conceive of her life as a narrative, based 

upon particular metaphors imbued with personal meaning, reascribing meaning 

to those metaphors and recasting the bases of the past narrative can have 

profound implications for present and future narratives. 

For example, in my own life I had accepted a metaphorical representation 

of myself as one of the first two little pigs. I was captive in my own, unstable 

house, subject to the whims of the Wolf who repeatedly blew down my house 

and gobbled me up. My life was spent trying to hide from the Wolf or attempting 

to convince him not to destroy my home or eat me up. The language of folk and 

fairy tales was familiar and dear to me; I spent my childhood reading through one 

colour of Andrew Lang's fairytale collection to the next. Reading Greenbaum-

Ucko's article, it was no great imaginative leap for me to understand the 

metaphorical connections between the first two little pigs or Bluebeard's wives 

and abused women. When I imagined a different ending to the tale, as 
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Greenbaum-Ucko suggests, the grounds of the metaphor also changed. Once I 

synthesized the implications of a new metaphor, the resulting "predicative 

assimilation," in Ricoeur's words, created a new basis for the narrative of my life. 

Once I understood that I did not have to be the kind of defenseless pig in the 

story or even the third wise pig who outsmarted the Wolf, I also understood that 

the trajectory of the life I had been living was necessarily changed. I could, in the 

words of Clarissa Pinkola Estes, become a "wolfish" woman. Or, I could choose 

to walk off the pages of that particular story altogether. I was no longer bound by 

any story, script or narrative. If the past emplotment of events had been based on 

a faulty understanding, a bad metaphor, then by changing the metaphor I also 

altered my perception of those past events. In effect, I was reaching into the past 

to adjust my understanding of events as they had transpired. No longer was I 

locked into an untenable position. 
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Chapter Three 

Untenable Stories: An Autobiographies of Healing Through Janice 

Williamson's Crybaby! and Theresa Hak Kyung Cha's DICTEE. 

/ write because I cannot put aside the urgency of myself being mine 
known by me and intervening in that which hurts me day after day. So that 
I won't succumb to madness or delirium. Silenced words / absent words. I 
write; I weigh my words. I figure into the balance. I sink deep into myself in 
order to understand. 

The Aerial Letter 

Nicole Brassard 

Silenced words / absent words speak of the untenable stories of our lives, 

the stories that lie beneath the surface agitating to be told. Stories that 

sometimes must fester and grow for years before they find enough shape, or 

enough reason, or the right words to be told. Untenable stories include those 

narratives that enfold the inarticulable parts of our lives. Untold or told, these 

stories seem to lack stability, coherency and sense in the ways we customarily 

evaluate stories and narratives. Yet, the untenable stories are perhaps the most 

important stories we can tell—and hear. 

I use the phrase "untenable stories" to describe those narratives which 

struggle to be told. Stories can be untenable when they recount events that are 

culturally taboo, that are not yet understood with full consciousness, that resist 

the dominant plots of our time, or that try to narrate a self that is resistant to 

being constructed through the prevailing cultural structures. Such untenable 

stories in turn demand a form that allows their silences, absences and gaps to be 

languaged in a way appropriate to their tellers, their listeners, and their contexts. 
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The texts I read in this chapter find their own forms and languages to make 

manifest their untenable stories—forms and languages that make particular 

demands on the listener, reader, interpreter and critic. 

I read two "untenable stories," Theresa Hak Kyung Cha's DICTEE and 

Janice Williamson's Crybaby! Cha and Williamson interrogate notions of the self, 

subjectivity, and identity; they figure themselves and their life experiences 

through and against their complicated relationships with their families, their 

language(s) and their cultures; and they work with life writing forms that cross 

genre boundaries and blur distinctions between traditional autobiographical forms 

and other generic forms. Learning how to read these "untenable" stories, with all 

of their gaps, silences, and disjunctions, leads me to consider how to read and 

hear the life texts of women who come to a therapeutic space with similarly 

disjointed narratives and teaches me how to evaluate the potential usefulness of 

"untenable" stories. As I read these untenable stories, like Nicole Brossard in the 

words that begin this chapter, I sank deep inside myself in order to understand. 

Unable to remain distant from these challenging texts, I was impelled to enter the 

narratives as an active reader, critic, and writer of my own life narrative. Faced 

with a choice to reject Cha and Williamson's texts as "unreadable" and 

"unknowable" or to amplify my reading practices, I learned how to listen for the 

stories in the gaps and silences. In turn, my reconfigured reading practices led 

me to consider an altered narrative therapeutic practice. In this chapter, I weave 

readings of untenable stories with insights from my pedagogical experiences and 
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from therapeutic contexts to move toward a reconfigured therapy that might be 

called an autobiographies of healing or self-storying. 

Boundary Crossings 

As noted in the Introduction, life writing is a boundary crossing term used 

to describe a continuum of fictional and non-fictional texts that includes 

conventional autobiographical genres such as diaries, journals, letters and 

autobiography itself as well as unconventional autobiographical genres such as 

fictobiography, autobiographical fiction, testimonio and other as yet unnamed 

forms. Life writing also describes a way to read texts: "it anticipates the reader's 

determination on the text, the reader's colour, class, and gender, and pleasure" 

(Kadar 1992:10); that is, life writing expects the reader to read actively, with an 

awareness of the personal traits, positions, and social markings that she brings 

to the reading context. Kadar connects the positioning of the autobiographical 

narrator to that of its reader via the life writing text. "In life writing," explains 

Kadar, "it is the position of the narrator relative to the writing that is significant, 

because this position then creates a subject position for the reader" (1993 x). 

Kadar's focus on the reader of life writing emphasizes the hailing aspect of life 

writing, its prompting of a response from its reader. Yet, not only the reader is 

hailed in life writing; the writer is too. Critical work in autobiography theory 

addresses ways in which the autobiographical form itself tends to hail or subject 

its writer in particular ways. 
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The autobiography, as defined by Georges Gusdorf in "Conditions and 

Limites of Autobiography," often cited as a foundational text of autobiography 

theory, is a reconstruction of the "unity of a life across time" (37); autobiography 

is "the mirror in which the individual reflects his own image" (33). Significantly, 

Gusdorf "configured autobiography as unquestionably white, male, and Western" 

as Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson note (1998:8). The self that stands behind 

Gusdorfs autobiography is sure of himself, seeing no gap between the self and 

its reflected image; Gusdorf s autobiographer does not escape the markers of 

class, race, and gender but is able to forget them in a way women and people in 

other marginalized positions cannot. Using the same conceptualization of the 

autobiographer that conflates the autobiographer with the white, western male, 

Paul de Man posits the autobiographer's authority to "de-face" himself textually 

through the figuring of the autobiographical text, simultaneously depriving and 

restoring the self: 

Death is a displaced name for a linguistic predicament, and the restoration 

of mortality by autobiography ... deprives and disfigures to the precise 

extent that it restores. Autobiography veils a defacement of the mind of 

which it is itself the cause. (930) 

De Man's autobiographer is able linguistically to play with the idea of de-facing 

himself, to strip away layers of narrative authority, because he is accustomed to 

being authoritative—both in life and through the autobiographical form. However, 

de Man's model of autobiography as de-facement does not work for the women 
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autobiographers in this chapter. The women represented in these life narratives 

acknowledge the importance of linguistic positioning and do not willingly de-face 

themselves, even through a theoretical and languaged act. Rather, through their 

texts they seek both to face and to figure themselves through the act of telling 

their stories. Their life stories speak of the people, languages, actions, and 

discourses that have already de-faced and disfigured them. They do not want 

further de-facement through their narratives; instead, these women life writers 

use forms that allow them to search for and testify to the selves they experience 

and the selves they want to be, selves that exist both in their texts and outside of 

their texts and in the world. Seeking not a reflected image of self as audience, 

these texts instead seek responsive readers and listeners. Oriented inwardly to 

speak to themselves and outwardly to speak to others, these untenable stories 

are private, autobiographical narratives as well as public testimonials. 

Testimonials, that is, in the sense that they testify, bear witness to, or attest to 

others the autobiographer's experiences and her knowledge of the forces that 

have impacted her life. The testimonial aspect of untenable stories requires a 

differentiated understanding of autobiographic forms and practices and a 

nuanced reading praxis. 

Leigh Gilmore amends the critical language of autobiography to open our 

concept of the genre and our understanding of the reading practices necessitated 

by non-traditional autobiography or life writing. "Autobiographies," she says, 

describe: 
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those elements of representation which are not bound by a philosophical 

definition of the self derived from Augustine, nor content with the literary 

history of autobiography, those elements that instead mark a location in a 

text where self-invention, self-discovery, and self-representation emerge 

within the technologies of autobiography... Autobiographies, as a 

description of self-representation and as a reading practice, is concerned 

with interruptions and eruptions, with resistance and contradiction as 

strategies of self-representation. (42) 

The life writing texts I read in this chapter are concerned with interruptions, 

eruptions, resistance and contradiction as strategies through which to explore the 

self. Using the term "autobiographies" provides a language to describe both the 

texts and the reading practices we need to bring to these boundary-crossing 

works. "Autobiographies" as concept also lends itself to reframing as a particular 

life writing construct within therapy. 

Nation's Fractured Silence: Theresa Hak Kyunq Cha's DICTEE 

Cha's DICTEE is a fragmented, unresolved narrative that crosses the 

boundaries of autobiography, biography and lyric. A Korean-American immigrant 

woman writer, Cha explores the difficult history of Japanese occupied Korea, her 

own personal, national and familial history in the context of growing up during the 

Korean War, and her struggles to negotiate a sense of self. Complicated by a 

telling between two languages, French and English, that are not her own native 
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language, Cha records the splitting of self and subject positions when caught 

between mother tongue and other tongue. Playing with the notion and structure 

of the French pedagogical tool, the dictee, and simultaneously using and 

subverting the lyric form, Cha gestures toward a story that can be told only in the 

gaps, inconsistencies, and inadequacies of language, as illustrated in this series 

of sparse sentences and sentence fragments: "She takes. She takes the pause. 

Slowly. From the thick. The thickness. From weighted motion upwards. Slowed" 

(5). Yet Cha's story insists on being told, insists on being heard, despite— 

because of—its gaps, its untenable nature: "The invoking. All the time now. All 

the time there is. Always. And all times. The pause. Uttering. Hers now. Hers 

here. The utter" (5). Through these utterings, Cha asks the reader to enter into 

her narrative, to read its gaps and fragments, not as impediments to the story, 

but as vital parts of a story always in the making. 

Cha's DICTEE narrates the story of a voice that is caught between 

languages and nations, exiled and dictated to, a voice spoken through a tongue 

that is both gendered and bodied. Educated in a French Catholic convent in 

colonized Korea, Cha's sense of self is inseparable from her knowledge of 

language and voice. As a female Korean, she is colonized in various ways 

through the Japanese political system, the English language and the religious 

education system. To explore the inter-related and complex layers of meanings 

constructed through the discourses that colonize and shape her own identity, 

Cha tells the stories of several other women to help gesture toward her own 
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identity: the Korean revolutionary Yu Guan Soon, Joan of Arc, Cha's mother, the 

mythical Demeter and Persephone and Hyung Soon Huo (a Korean born in 

Manchuria to first-generation Korean exiles). 

Divided into nine parts structured around the Greek muses, and a final, 

untitled section, DICTEE uses a variety of forms—language exercises, 

photographs, journal entries, letters, dreams, liturgical recitations, maps, 

anatomical diagrams—to explore the process of physically enunciating and then 

graphing a self that both inhabits and resists the various discourses that have 

formed it. Cha seeks a way to make more evident the manners in which her 

nation, her family, her education and language(s) have shaped her specifically 

female self-understanding. As Catherine Belsey points out, "women as a group in 

our society are both produced and inhibited by contradictory discourses" (597). 

Belsey notes the conflict between the humanist tradition of freedom and self-

determination and the feminine discourse of submission, inadequacy, and 

irrational intuition. In addition to these conflicting discourses, Cha also 

interrogates the colonial discourse of oppression and appropriation played out in 

Japanese-occupied Korea and the religious discourse of authority and 

estrangement enacted in the Church. Cha does not try to reduce these 

competing discourses to a single thread but exposes, through juxtaposition, their 

differing values and pressures on her. The text Cha produces, as a written 

testimony of her life and her self, becomes the site of inscription in which the 

ideologies of these conflicting discourses are fixed and then subverted. 
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Louis Althusser explains how we are fixed in ideology, while other critics 

express ways in which we may subvert or turn away from ideological fixing. 

According to Althusser, we are always in the 'prisonhouse' of ideology: "there is 

no practice except by and in ideology" (53). Two kinds of state apparatuses 

reproduce and circulate ideology: Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA) which 

belong to the public domain and which function through violence and repression 

(police force and army) and Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA) like the family, 

education and literature, which are in the private domain and usually function 

through non-violent ideological practices. Ideology exists in all apparatuses and 

their practices; ideology hails or 'interpellates' people through a calling out to 

which they respond. Interpellation implies a reciprocal relationship: ideology hails 

an individual; the individual responds and freely subjects him/herself "to the 

commandments of the Subject, i.e., in order that he [she] shall (freely) accept his 

subjection" (57). By recognizing him/herself as the site of the intended hailing, 

the person, or subject, agrees to the process of subjection, though of course s/he 

may not consciously be aware of the interpellative process. 

Althusser, Teresa de Lauretis argues, is, in fact, describing the functioning 

of gender without naming it gender when he writes that ideology represents "not 

the system of the real relations which governs the existence of individuals, but 

the imaginary relations of those individuals to the real relations in which they live" 

(52). That is, gender as an imaginary relation has the function of constituting 

flesh-and-blood individuals as men and women. Gender, according to de 
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Lauretis, is a mode of representation, and the representation of gender is in its 

construction. While de Lauretis agrees with Althusser that we are subjected in 

gender through ideology, she asserts that we are also constructed in gender 

through language, in its semiotic significations. The sex-gender system is "both a 

sociocultural construct and a semiotic apparatus, a system of representation 

which assigns meaning ... to individuals within the society" (5). While Althusser 

reasons that we are always caught in the prisonhouse of ideology and does not 

differentiate between different kinds, forms, or strengths of ideology, de Lauretis 

contends there is a different gender construction possible in the "margins of 

hegemonic discourses" (18), that is in the margins of socially dominant 

structures. Subverting ideology or refusing the interpellative hail can thus be 

achieved through the very forms that seek to subject the individual. As Cha 

demonstrates, radical reconstruction of ideological forms, like the lyric, and of 

subject representation, like colonized woman, is possible through a reinvention 

and reconfiguration of hegemonic discourses. 

Michelle Barrett agrees with de Lauretis that ideology is the primary site of 

gender construction and connects gender construction with historical and political 

economic conditions. She makes the important connection that "ideology—as the 

work of constructing meaning—cannot be divorced from its material conditions in 

a given historical period" (83). This understanding of ideology has important 

implications for women who, like this chapter's narrators of untellable stories and 

the women we meet in therapy, discursively mark their social positions, physical 
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living conditions, historical constraints and material realities of everyday life. 

Literature can be a valuable site of analysis for the cultural production of 

ideology, according to Barrett. Barrett's literary analysis focuses on discourse 

situated on the "terrestrial level" and grounded in particular historical struggles. 

Ideology cannot be examined solely through the text, however, because ideology 

is not always readily apparent in literature. A full analysis thus examines not only 

the text but also conditions of production, historical situation and gender 

influences on textual production. Therefore, a literary analysis of narrated 

untellable stories attuned to the conflicting forces of ideology will examine who 

produces the story, under what conditions, via what kind of language, and within 

which discourses. Transferring such an analysis to the therapeutic context 

demands attention to all these aspects as well as attention to the interlocutors 

and other members of the therapeutic relationship. 

One of the ways we can transfer our analysis to the therapeutic situation is 

to heed literary critics who study gender in literary texts. Catherine Belsey turns 

Barrett's focus around to examine not the role of gender in textual production but 

the role of literature in gender construction. Belsey draws from Althusser, Roland 

Barthes and Jacques Lacan to examine the implications of literature as an ISA, 

an apparatus that helps the process of "reproducing the relations of production" 

(the social relationships which are the necessary condition for the existence and 

perpetuation of prevailing modes of production). Belsey's argument is, 
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not only that literature represents the myths and imaginary versions of real 

social relationships which constitute ideology, but also that classic realist 

fiction, the dominant literary form of the nineteenth and arguably of the 

twentieth century, 'interpellates' the reader, addresses itself to him or her 

directly, offering the reader a position from which the text is most 

'obviously' intelligible, the position of the subject in (and of) ideology. 

(593). 

Though Belsey's argument is directed at the genre of classic realism, it is 

applicable as well to the discussion of the lyric form in which I shortly engage. 

The process initiated by the novel that positions the reader to accept the 

dominant discourse as "truth" is only one reading practice. Belsey argues we can 

change our reading practices and so step out from a subjected interpellation. 

This is not to say, however, that we can will ourselves to become free agents of 

change, escaping from the effects of ideology. Belsey emphasizes the "dialectical 

relationship between concrete individuals and the language in which their 

subjectivity is constructed" (598). That is, as writers choose and create new 

forms, they engage in a mutually informing relationship between language and 

self-concept. When women write their lives via new forms such as 

autobiographies or life writing, in which an active, sympathetic reader to match 

the risk-taking of the intimate narrator is assumed, they reconfigure the 

relationship between ideology and language. When we read such reconfigured 

texts, we can also confront and alter our reading practices. 
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From DICTEEs first page, Cha challenges my learned reading practices. 

The frontispiece of Cha's text is a grainy black and white photograph depicting 

Korean characters on a rough wall, phrases etched in stone. According to 

Shelley Sunn Wong, the inscription is taken from the wall of a coal mine in 

Japan, and was written by a Korean exile, one of thousands forced into labour by 

the Japanese. The phrase translates as: 

Mother 

I miss you 

I am hungry 

I want to go home. (46) 

This bitter song of exile heralds Cha's theme of separation—from mother, from 

homeland, and from sustenance. Yet, the frontispiece also acts as a backward 

trajectory: Instead of ushering the reader into the text, as I would normally 

expect, the unfamiliar words stop me from even entering the text. Further, if I was 

able to read the words in Korean, I would be reading in a fashion backwards to 

that required by reading English, thus blocking the function of a frontispiece: "the 

Korean inscription, reading vertically and from right to left, ending at the extreme 

left margin, effectively disables that traditional function" (Wong 46). From the very 

first page of the text, then, Cha signals the difficulty both of writing her life and of 

reading her life. The difficulty is as much for Cha as writer and then reader of her 

own life as it is for the other readers of her text. Cha resists a coherent and well-

ordered narrative line and instead crafts a broken narrative of autobiographies 



113 

that incorporates the lyric form to produce a structure that refutes generic 

boundaries. An understanding of the lyric form is helpful in developing an 

autobiographies suited to untenable stories. 

The lyric poem is a "brief subjective poem marked by imagination, melody, 

and emotion, and creating for the reader a single, unified impression" (Holman 

252). An old form, the lyric was originally meant to be sung to the 

accompaniment of the lyre. The lyric's association with music influences the 

language it uses, as Northrop Frye reminds us: 

the lyric turns away, not merely from ordinary space and time, but from the 

kind of language we use in coping with ordinary experience. Didactic or 

even descriptive language will hardly work in the lyric, which so often 

retreats from sense into sound, from reason into rhyme, from syntax into 

echo, assonance, refrain, even nonsense syllables. (1985:34) 

The lyric's turning away from the ordinary imparts a condensed, meditative 

quality to its imagery and language and replaces the human and particular 

circumstances with idealized versions of the ordinary. Though the English lyric 

can be traced back to the 13 t h century, our understanding of the lyric form is, 

however, usually associated with the development of the lyric during the 

Romantic period. Jerome McGann explains that "The Poetry of Romanticism is 

everywhere marked by extreme forms of displacement and poetic 

conceptualization whereby the actual human issues with which the poetry is 

concerned are resituated in a variety of idealized localities" (1). The Romantic 
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lyric, often expanded beyond a brief poem to become an extended lyric 

sequence, combines idealized and meditative qualities with a particular 

representation of the poet's subjectivity. Epitomized by William Wordsworth's 

"The Prelude," the romantic lyric proposes a seamless unity between the public 

and private aspects of the speaking voice and aspects of the self behind the 

voice. The lyric "I" in Wordsworth's poem records the capture of feeling and 

emotion and transforms them into a concrete and tangible aspect through 

metaphor. The romantic lyric poem customarily contains only one speaker and 

records the speaker's experience of revelation, understanding, or epiphany. Like 

the traditional form of autobiography, the lyric represents a self that exists prior to 

its speaking, a self indistinguishable from the poetic speaking "I." Here, in a 

segment of Wordsworth's "Prelude," we can read the conflation between the 

unified autobiographical self and the speaking "I": 

Yes, I remember when the changeful earth, 

And twice five summers on my mind had stamped 

The faces of the moving year, even then 

I held unconscious intercourse with beauty 

Old as creation, drinking in a pure 

Organic pleasure from the silver wreaths 

Of curling mist, or from the level plain 

Of waters coloured by impending clouds. (559-566) 
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In this passage we can discern the trajectory Wordsworth traces from early 

childhood to an adult recording of earlier memories. His adult, artistic self 

recognizes in his earlier child self the essential elements that characterize his 

being: "even then / I held unconscious intercourse with beauty." Wordsworth 

seems to imply an unbroken growth between his earliest self and his lyric "I," a 

growth that occurs naturally, in accord with "the changeful earth" and her 

seasons. Later, when examining Adrienne Rich's lyric sequence, we will see how 

she uses the lyric voice and connects her changes to nature's cycles, yet 

questions the construction of the unified lyric self as "natural" in a way that 

Wordsworth does not. Like many lyric poets, Wordsworth supports an ideology 

that conflates the human experience with male experience and that constructs 

the poet's aesthetic experience ("I held unconscious intercourse with beauty") as 

synchronous with the development of self identity. This view of the lyric poem as 

holding some sense of universal human truth pervades many critical readings of 

poetry and is a perspective we need to challenge in the practice of narrative 

therapy. 

Cha, I argue, both uses and breaks away from the lyric form as a way to 

frame and articulate her sense of self and identity. She challenges the ability of 

the lyric to express a universal, idealized human "truth" while she explores the 

conflation of the poet's aesthetic experience and identity to bring the reader to an 

awareness of the contradictions of her self/identity. Cha uses the typical poetic 

devices of lyric, echo, assonance and refrain, in a compressed and meditative 
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manner that strongly evokes the lyric form. For instance, here, in a passage 

exploring the veiling of the voice, "voce velata," through religious and historical 

forces, Cha alternately repeats the consonantal "v" sound and the sibilant "s," 

emphasizing the easy elision between veiling or shielding as protection and 

veiling as covering and obscuring: 

Veil. Voile. Voile de mariee. Voile de religieuse 

Shade shelter shield shadow mist covert 

screen screen door screen gate smoke screen 

this which is seen housed thus 

behind the veil. Behind the veil of secrecy. Under 

the rose ala derobee beyond the veil 

voce velata veiled voice under breath murmuration 

render mute strike dumb voiceless tongueless (127) 

The speaker is hidden and voiceless through subjected language; at the same 

time, she is able, through "under breath murmuration" to speak with "veiled 

voice." Speaking through veiled voice allows Cha safely to explore the contested 

sites of her subjectivity. Bringing the veiling of the voice to the reader's attention 

also serves to disrupt the function of the traditional autobiography that, to recall 

de Man's words, "veils a defacement of the mind of which it is itself the cause" 

(930). Cha is veiling aspects of herself and simultaneously rendering visible the 

veiling act that traditional forms would force upon her. Thus she subverts the 
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interpellative hail of the autobiographical discourse and performs a complicated 

masking and unmasking of self and form in order to face and figure herself 

differently. In another example of Cha's facing and figuring of the 

autobiographical subject, we can compare the ways in which Cha represents the 

autobiographical speaking self with the manner in which a traditional lyric 

autobiographer represent himself. Whereas Wordsworth elides the distinctions 

between the artistic, writing self and the speaking "I" by entering fully into the 

autobiographical discourse, Cha draws attention to the imbricated subject 

positions she occupies by refusing a unified speaking "I" voice and marking her 

positions through a slippage of pronouns: "Suffice more than that. S H E opposes 

Her. S H E against her ... Her name. First the whole name. Then syllable by 

syllable counting each inside the mouth" (87). This slippage of pronouns 

underscores Cha's refusal to stabilize the speaking self or to render it veiled or 

de-faced in the de Manian sense. 

Working again within poetic tradition, Cha catalogues and invokes the nine 

muses. Eight muses are appropriately named and matched with their particular 

sphere of influence: Clio, the Muse of History; Calliope, Muse of Epic poetry; 

Urania, Muse of Astronomy, and so on. Except for one. Cha replaces Euterpe, 

Muse of Music, with Elitere, which Cha identifies as the Muse of Lyric Poetry. 

Cha thus inscribes the importance of the lyric form in her work while concurrently 

undermining its classical referents by assigning the lyric's imaginary muse an 

invented name. With the substitution of an invented muse for the customary 
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figure, Cha also signals her departure from a traditional, coherent, unified, and 

metaphysical lyric voice and posits a reimagined rendering of an 

autobiographical/lyric form that interrogates and reconfigures the complicated 

and intertwined historical, cultural, and gendered subject positions she inhabits. 

The reconfiguring of genres produces what Wong speaks of as "reciprocal 

critique": "In DICTEE, the different genres, or modes of literary (and cinematic) 

production, do not coexist harmoniously; they undermine each other through a 

process of reciprocal change" (45). Recognizing that generic forms are 

implicated in the construction and deployment of ideologies, Cha uses her 

reconstruction of generic structures to implicitly critique notions of subjectivity 

and identity: 

Both times hollowing. Cavity. And germination. Both times. From death 

from sleep the appel. Both times appellant. Toward the movement. The 

movement itself. She returns to word, its silence. If only once. Once 

inside. Moving. (151) 

The speaker is caught between interpellation and self-description, receiving a call 

("appel") and returning to word. The "movement itself," the turning to word to 

reconfigure herself, is also, however, a different kind of appel: "In fencing, a feint, 

often accompanied by a stamp of the foot, to procure an opening" (Webster's 

48). Cha's words thus inscribe both the hailing into subjectivity and the opening 

of a space through which to reinscribe a different subjectivity. 
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The dual impulse both to elevate the lyric and to transform it is 

demonstrated in the opening section of the text, entitled DISEUSE. "DISEUSE" 

plays on the notion of disuse, as in the action to move away from, apart from use. 

"DISEUSE" also translates from the French as "female speaker," or "fortune 

teller." Thus, Cha describes a motion away from a form that has no use for her 

and gestures toward the future by telling not so much a story, but as a new way 

of narrating an autobiographies through a female voice to be heard by listeners 

skilled in a similar autobiographies. However, at this point in the text, Cha is still 

only gesturing toward the future. She struggles with the inarticulated pain of not 

knowing what and how to speak, of trying to tell her story in a language and a 

form that do not work for her: 

It murmurs inside. It murmurs. Inside is the pain of speech the pain to say. 

Larger still. Greater than is the pain not to say. To not say. Says nothing 

against the pain to speak. It festers inside. The wound, liquid, dust. Must 

break. Must void. (3) 

Somehow, Cha must find a way to void previous forms. She must make 

them nothing and she must expel the desire for and use of unhelpful forms, like 

the autobiography and the lyric that seek to contain her in a white, male, western 

subjectivity. She must find a way to face and figure herself differently through a 

writing of autobiographies while the reader must, in turn, learn to read through a 

process of self-storying to understand Cha's texts. Cha negotiates and figures 
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her self by re-reading the events of her life through the codes of language, 

history and family. 

In the opening pages of her text, Cha attempts to silence the words of 

others within her through physical restraint: "With a slight tilting of her head 

backwards, she would gather the strength in her shoulders and remain in this 

position" (3). But she realizes that in forcing herself not to speak, she is filled 

with the speech of others: "She allows others. In place of her. Admits others to 

make full. Make swarm. All barren cavities to make swollen. The others each 

occupying her" (3). Rather than continue to allow others to occupy her, to impel 

her to iterate their stories for her through her mimicking of their language, Cha 

seeks a new performance of self through the revision of possible scripts. She 

investigates the formal narratives of her nation and history through a doubled use 

of language. 

Like Cha, Marina Mizzau speaks of the "double-voiced" nature of words; 

words point back to the utterance of the speaker and forward to possible 

reception by a listener. The power of words resides not only in their ability to 

voice, but in their ability to silence by refusing to voice or by voicing imperfectly or 

in a different code than the listener is expecting or able to hear. Mizzau 

recognizes, "There is the power of nullifying the discourse of the other through 

one's own discourse, or through one's own silence" (71). To break the 

occupation of her self by others' languages, Cha uses the most potent aspect of 

the lyric, its ability to call the reader into the space of the text, becoming, in effect, 
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the speaking "I" of the poem. According to Helen Vendler, the voice of the lyric is 

intended to be the reader's voice: "Lyric offers itself as a potential speech for its 

reader to utter, or lied for its hearer to sing ... A lyric is a role offered to a reader, 

the reader is to be the voice speaking the poem" (in Bahti 6). Inviting the reader 

into the text, expecting her into the spaces and gaps, figuratively opens Cha's 

narrative to the influences of other flesh and blood women of a variety of class, 

race, colour, and age positions, like Kadar's anticipation of the reader's 

determination on the text and Gilmore's emphasis on the reading act in 

"autobiographies." The imagined entry of new listeners/readers into Cha's 

narrative provides a larger horizon of possible worlds, as mentioned in the 

previous chapter, and opposes the constraining master narrative imposed by the 

dominant culture of Cha's colonized homeland. Creating space for possible 

listeners enables Cha to reconfigure her narrative, not as a unified autobiography 

or lyric reinscribing the normative social discourses, but at the margins of 

hegemonic discourses as a form of witness or testimonial to the conflicted ways 

she experiences her being-in-the-world. 

One of the most coherent aspects of Cha's narrative is her relationship 

with her mother. Cha connects with her mother's life through their national 

history. She begins the section titled Melpomene (the muse of Tragedy) with a 

map of Korea, split into two and marked with a solid line identified as DMZ, 

standing for demilitarized zone. The narrator revisits her mother's memories of 

the bombing of Korea, June 25 t h , 1950 in a letter: "It is not 6.25. ... June 25 t h 
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1950. Not today. Not this day. There are no bombs as you had described them. 

They do not fall, their shiny brown metallic backs like insects one by one after 

another" (80). Cha records the history of occupied Korea and marks the 

divergences of her history and her mother's history, but cannot tell her story by 

itself. It requires the telling of her mother's story and her split nation's story: "we 

are severed in Two by an abstract enemy an invisible enemy under the title of 

liberators who have conveniently named the severance, Civil War. Cold War. 

Stalemate" (81). Telling her story through her mother's story, Cha crosses the 

generic boundaries of autobiography and biography, the account of one's own 

developing life and the account of another's life. Their stories become entwined 

through shared familial history, national history, language, and gender, forging 

bonds of communication and mutuality. 

Through her figuring of her self via her mother's life and a rewritten history 

of the nation's life, Cha develops a sense of identification with her mother, 

interdependence on the stories of others and a shared sense of history. 

Interestingly, these elements of connection and mutuality are the very elements 

that Georges Gusdorf discounts as integral to autobiography: "The very sense of 

identification, interdependence, and community that Gusdorf dismisses from 

autobiographical selves are key elements in the development of a woman's 

identity " (Susan Friedman 75). Besides the community of her mother and 

persons of her nation, Cha also narrates a community of women based on the 
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figures she stories: Yu Guan Soon, Joan of Arc, Demeter and Persephone, 

Hyung Soon Huo and the women readers she invites into her story. 

Reading Untellable Stories 

Cha writes of differences and borders, borders that separate her from 

others and borders that imaginatively can be traversed through community to 

create an unbounded, complex story: "Imaginary borders. Un imaginable 

boundaries" (87). How do we read the differences and borders that mark the 

story, that particularize Cha's narrative and Cha as Korean narrator, writer, 

woman? How do I, a Canadian reader, with no experience of living in a war-torn 

land, read this text? Instead of participating through a passive, emotional 

identification with the speaker, as the romantic lyric impels me to do, I am invited 

by Cha's text to participate in the text in an intellectual and active way. Aside 

from the fragmented nature of the text, DICTEE is written in several languages: 

English, French, Chinese, Korean, Latin, of which I speak only English. As I 

worked to translate the text, with dictionary, references, and the aid of my 

French-speaking daughter who is also learning to decipher Chinese characters, I 

was positioned as an active learner within the pedagogical framework of Cha's 

text. Accepting the unknown tongues, I read what I could understand. I struggled 

to pronounce, however imperfectly, those words I could recognize, and stood 

mute, acknowledging my silence, before those I could not. I looked for a way to 
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recognize, to understand, to read the imbricated subject positions Cha articulates 

through her recitations of language and self. 

As well as Gilmore's theory of autobiographies as a set of reading and 

writing practices, Frangoise Lionnet's notion of "metissage" or cultural braiding 

helped me form a critical practice within which to read Cha's disrupted subject 

positions. Lionnet presses for the need to imagine "nonhierarchical modes of 

relation among cultures" (5) and the need, particularly for women, to reclaim 

history and memory "to transform our understanding of ourselves" (5). She asks 

for attention to the "noisy" voices of history" (23), and an attempt to read "the 

textual layers while occupying the interval where this otherness speaks" (23), a 

reading practice that non-coercively accepts from the text rather than attempts to 

force a theoretical grid upon the work. Lionnet asserts that metissage is "the site 

of undecidability and indeterminacy, where solidarity becomes the fundamental 

principle of political action against hegemonic languages" (6). By paying attention 

to the "noisy voices of history," by letting the multiple languages and stories jostle 

against each other without reducing them to a single meaning, I am listening to 

Cha articulate her interpellation into several different subject positions, among 

them: Korean, in a land divided against itself, where Korean is the language of 

the oppressed; woman, schooled in a Catholic environment, where the liturgy 

Cha recites is the language of the father; and daughter, speaking languages not 

her mother tongue. Learning how to be an active reader of Cha's text through a 

critical practice that combines autobiographies and metissage stimulated me to 
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incorporate a similar practice within a therapeutic model. The model I turned to 

as the most applicable was Michael White and David Epston's "therapy of literary 

merit." 

Therapy of Literary Merit 

When Michael White and David Epston proposed their innovative "therapy 

of literary merit" (1990), they did so within a context of understanding people as 

storied creatures, understanding the world and events in a narrative way. 

According to White and Epston, social scientists evinced interest in a text 

analogy to describe human functioning when they noticed that, though behaviour 

changes overtime, the meaning attached to that behaviour tends to persist, even 

when the behaviour is no longer present. We attach meaning to our behaviours 

through the stories we understand about our experiences: "The success of this 

storying of experience provides persons with a sense of continuity and meaning 

in their lives, and this is relied upon for the ordering of daily lives and for the 

interpretation of further experiences" (White and Epston 1990:10). 

Narrative is always selective, note White and Epston, reminding us of the 

organizing and editing function of narrative. Much of life remains unstoried: 

Some experiences are inchoate, in that we simply do not understand what 

we are experiencing, either because the experiences are not storyable, or 

because we lack the performative and narrative resources, or because 

vocabulary is lacking. (E. Bruner in White and Epston 12) 
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My reading of Cha's and Williamson's texts, however, demonstrates that the 

events that form the bases of their narrative texts are not always unstoryable or 

untellable, merely untellable in the dominant language and social discourse. As 

Paul Bove notes, "Discourses and their related disciplines and institutions are 

functions of power: They distribute the effects of power. They are power's relays 

throughout the modern social system" (58). Women shaping narratives that 

challenge, resist or subvert dominant discourses need language, forms and 

reading practices that adjust the differential distribution of power and resist the 

dominant discourse. 

People can be helped to narrate stories that fall outside the dominant 

story, explain White and Epston, by externalizing the "problem-saturated" story 

and mapping the problem's influence in their lives and relationships. 

Externalization separates the person from the problem and helps interrupt the 

habitual reading and performing of old stories. White argues that, as people are 

separated from their old stories, "they are able to experience a sense of personal 

agency" (1990:16) and are able to change their lives and relationships. I return to 

agency later in Chapter Four, but for now focus on the process of change as laid 

out in White and Epston's Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends. Central to the 

narrative therapy process is the identification of "unique outcomes," those 

elements that fall outside the dominant story or social discourse: "They include 

the whole gamut of events, feelings, intentions, thoughts, actions, etc., that have 

a historical, present, or future location and that cannot be accommodated by the 
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dominant story" (1990:16). When unique outcomes are identified, practitioners 

can help people ascribe new meaning to them and plot a new narrative. 

Externalization of the problem is a key factor in the reauthoring process 

described by White. He first used externalization with families having trouble with 

their children: children who had difficulty containing their feces ("Pseudo-

encopresis: From Avalanche to Victory, From Vicious to Virtuous Cycles"); 

children who experienced deep and debilitating fears ("Fear Busting and 

Monster Taming: An Approach To The Fears Of Young Children"); and children 

who were oppositional and antagonistic ("Family Escape from Trouble"). 

Externalizing the problem helps people to personify the problem and to distance 

themselves from their trouble. The problem becomes its own entity, separate 

from a person or relationship and therefore more open to change. As Parry and 

Doan note, "Michael White's introduction of the practice of externalizing the 

problem has the effect of personifying the constraint that is binding the family" 

(5). Externalization also decreases unproductive conflict arising from assigning 

blame for the problem, reduces feelings of personal inadequacy in the face of the 

problem, and elicits a lighter, less serious approach to the trouble. White maps 

the extent of the problem through a process of "relative influence questioning," a 

series of questions that investigate the dominion of the problem in the family's life 

and the effect of the family on the life of the problem. In the case of the child who 

was having trouble with soiling, the family was invited to detail the extent to which 

the problem had invaded their lives. White labeled the problem "sneaky poo" and 



128 

allied himself with the child against the "treacherous character" of the sneaky 

poo, a process that enabled the child to attack the problem without feeling he 

was attacking some part of himself or his character. 

In the process of narrative therapy, White and Epston emphasize the 

value of written documents to formalize and legitimate the knowledge and 

meaning-making of individuals and their power to re-narrate their lives. Such 

documents include "letters of invitation" written by the therapist to a reluctant 

narrator; "redundancy letters" to note when a role, such as parent-watcher, is no 

longer needed; "letters of prediction" instigating a pygmalion effect of desired 

change; post-session thoughts, a record of the therapist's memory of a session 

recorded in a very different form than traditional case records; and certificates of 

achievement. Many of the documents White uses are letters, which "constitute a 

medium rather than a genre and as such can be employed for any number of 

purposes" (1990:125). 

Although White and Epston's inclusion of textual media into the 

therapeutic process and their application of the narrative analogy have opened 

the fields of social work and family therapy to a new vista of possibilities, their 

elision of the generic varieties of texts demonstrates an unreflective use of 

narrative forms. However, with critical tools from literary criticism, we can further 

refine a notion of the generic implications of texts used in therapy. As literary 

critics Freedman and Medway comment, 
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the questions that need to be brought into genre inquiry are those that 

inform other contemporary critical studies, such as feminist and post-

colonial cultural studies and critical socio-linguistics, questions about, for 

instance, the gender and racial ideologies underpinning writing practices, 

the ways that texts 'position' writer, reader, and those represented, and 

the construction of the Other through writing. (11) 

As I continue this project, I discover that generic form impacts not only the shape 

of the events and experiences it narrates, but also the way it is listened to, and 

the speaking self it reflects. Because the self that is implicated in a narrative is 

integrally linked with how it is heard, generic form is intimately yoked with power. 

As an extension of the practice of autobiographies or self-storying that I am 

developing, I propose that practitioners using narrative elements clearly 

differentiate between narrative modes and the effects of these modes within the 

therapeutic alliance, on the individual's life being storied, within the lives of 

people who share stories with the primary narrator, and on the narrator and 

interlocutor. While the therapeutic process does not need to become as 

comprehensive as a literature course, it can become the site of opportunity for 

the therapist to explore textual strategies with the narrator. As the narrator writes 

in a variety of forms, she and the practitioner can engage in discussion about the 

coded messages, ideologies, discourses, and power differentials implicated 

within each of the forms. As the narrator edits and revises her life account 

through these forms, she will garner a more finely tuned awareness of the effects 
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of languaged forms and will be able more consciously to use language to 

subvert, revise, or refigure ideological representations of her self and her life 

stories. 

Although Michael White does not differentiate between the effects of 

genres, one of the ways in which he does pay attention to the various ideologies 

underpinning therapeutic practice is through his alertness to issues of power. As 

Parry and Doan observe, "White is ... the first to view people as custodians of 

several stories and to see the dominant story as not necessarily in a person's 

interest—though perhaps in the interests of a more compliant populace" (18). 

White identifies two opposing views of power at work within the field of family 

therapy: 1) power does not exist but is constructed in language and those who 

experience the effects of power have participated in bringing it forth and 2) power 

really exists and is wielded by some people to oppress others. The work of 

Michel Foucault, writes White, provides a way out of this power impasse within 

family therapy. Foucault describes power as a "multiplicity of force relations 

immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own 

organization" (1978:92). Further, "power is everywhere; not because it embraces 

everything, but because it comes from everywhere" (93). The generative or 

constitutive aspects of power, according to Foucault, arise from the unequal 

states of power that engender instability at a local or personal level. 

White draws on Foucault's notion of the local and constitutive aspects of 

power to pay attention to the ways in which people maintain oppressive stories in 
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their lives: "Although we have witnessed the liberating effects of the feminist 

analysis of power as a gender-specific and repressive mechanism, we believe it 

important to consider the more general spectrum of power as well—not only its 

repressive aspects but also its constitutive aspects" (1990:19). Agreeing with 

Foucault that people engage in cultural practices that objectify people and their 

bodies, White holds that externalization of the problem is a counter-practice that 

undermines common cultural practices and realizes Foucault's proposal that we 

take action to "liberate us both from the state and from the type of 

individualization which is linked to the state. We have to promote new forms of 

subjectivity through refusal of this kind of individuality which has been imposed 

on us for several centuries" (1982:216). 

While White's attention to the ways power subjugates people seems to be 

a crucial and helpful component of a self-storying process for women, I found 

myself experiencing profound discomfort at times as I read accounts of White's 

work with people in therapy. Through careful attention to the language and the 

generic conventions of the narrative therapy discourse in which White situated 

himself, I was able to tease out some of the reasons for my unease with White's 

approach and to discern that some of my apprehension was based on an 

apparent contradiction between White's stated attention to the practices of power 

in therapeutic relationships and his apparent unawareness of his language about 

power. First, White repeatedly writes about "preferred outcomes" of the 

intervention, the new stories that replace the old, problem-filled and oppressive 
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stories in people's lives. Yet, he does not outline anywhere who determines what 

the preferred story will be, but seems to be, in many ways, controlling the 

direction of the storying process. My concern about White's directiveness is 

echoed by Karl Tomm, a practitioner who has adopted a narrative stance in his 

own practice and who has written widely on White's work. Tomm notes White's 

careful work on the foundation of people's lives and the directive nature of 

White's interventions: "it is he who implicitly decides about the 'fit' and which 

events and messages in the lives of clients will be selected out by him to emerge 

as 'building blocks' for a reconstruction" (65). 

Second, White has an uncanny way of dissolving into the background of 

an account when he talks about the heart of the change process in people's 

lives, as if absenting himself from the text of change. For example, in a 

discussion of his work with a man called Robert, who was referred to therapy for 

abusive behavior to his partner and one of his children, White describes in the 

first person the steps of the narrative process: "I asked Robert whether he would 

be prepared to join me in some speculation about the conditions and the 

character of men's abusive behavior" (1993: 30). Yet, as White describes the 

conversation he and Robert engaged in to uncover the oppressive practices that 

involved Robert and his family, White shifts to a passive form of speech, 

undermining the reader's firm sense of who is speaking and who is the agent of 

the conversation and of the storying process: 
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During this speculation, particular knowledges about men's ways of being 

that are subjugating of others were articulated, techniques and strategies 

that men could rely upon to institute this subjugation were identified, and 

various structures and conditions that support abusive behavior were 

reviewed. (31) 

Interestingly, in the very next sentence White shifts again to a first person 

narration, re-inserting himself into the process: "I then asked Robert to determine 

which of these attitudes he had given his life to..." (31). The agent of change 

seems to be slipping away in White's discussions of narration and change. I have 

no clear sense in White's work where change enters the therapeutic space and 

who or what is responsible for change. To be fair to White, perhaps part of the 

difficulty lies in White's primary attention to the outcome of the change process 

rather than to the process itself; another factor may be that White is unwittingly 

slipping into the pseudo-objective language that dominates most social science 

accounts. Whatever the cause of White's shifting narratorial positioning, his 

account clarifies the importance of paying attention to the ways in which story is 

narrated, not only by the primary narrator, but also by the interlocutor. 

As Cha and Williamson demonstrate, and as my personal experience in 

escaping from the big, bad wolf attests, sometimes the most vital parts of a story 

are its untenable fragments—the fractures, disjunctions and silences. Too much 

attention to "preferred outcomes" obscures the process that must precede any 

outcome, the groping for a voice that fully articulates the entire story of a 
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woman's life, even when that story contradicts itself, circles back on itself, or 

cannot entirely speak itself. White's eliding of his part in the therapeutic process 

unnerves me because it speaks of the potential for an interlocutor to muffle the 

shifts in a woman narrator's language. If the act of writing their contradictions and 

shifting subject positions is indispensable to Cha and Williamson's articulation of 

their selves, as I argue, then the process of therapy, if it is to be an effective 

mode of helping, must allow, encourage, and model the same iterative process. 

To illustrate what I mean by an autobiographies of healing or self-storying, that is 

a dialogic and iterative process of engaging with shifting subject positions and 

aspects of self, I turn now to the second untellable story, Janice Williamson's 

Crybaby! 

Evidence and Denial: Janice Williamson's Crybaby! 

Like Cha, Janice Williamson uses the process of writing her life story to 

face and figure herself. Unlike Cha, however, who has access to a languaged 

memory of historical and personal events that she re-narrates, Williamson has no 

conscious or languaged memory of the events she narrates. Thus, her telling of 

one of the most untellable and unhearable of stories, that of father/daughter 

incest occurring before linguistic competence, is based on pre-language 

memories, images and events remembered through her body's symptoms of 

disease. For Williamson, a central impulse of her untellable story is to find and 

narrate the source of her bodily distress and inarticulable memories. In a 
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fundamental image of the text, the swing, Williamson locates her vacillation 

between denial of the abuse and acceptance through half-recalled memories: 

The waking dream: denial 

I'm making it up. Imagining it. She imagines her lover will abandon her. 

Why? He asks. She is a wound, sliced thin and bleeding. She is damaged 

and will not heal. 

The waking dream: evidence 

Why would the mother in her dream stand and look away if she knew he 

was mad and harming her daughter? 

The first time I tell my mother I remember my father pushing his cock into 

my mouth, she bursts into tears, rocking, rocking, back and forth in her 

chair. He did that to me too, she says. And she cries, moaning my god, my 

god. (66) 

As Williamson's narrative swings like a pendulum back and forth between the two 

poles of belief and disbelief, the reader follows Williamson's attempt to discover 

what truths lie behind the bodily memories, expressed through uncontrollable 

fantasies, physical disabilities, and other symptoms in adult life, of the psychic 

emergency of her years before language. 

Crybabyl's reader is implicated in Williamson's search for answers. The 

text is addressed to the reader, calling the reader to listen, to hear and to heed 

this story: 
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To cry is to address a listener. The crybaby's song goes not unheard but 

unheeded; not only the story of woe but the desire to be heard warrants 

condemnation ... The wronged woman and the abused child speak out 

and are repudiated. (9) 

The reader functions as a witness to Williamson's story, invited to listen to 

Williamson's own see-saw of doubts about the veracity of the abuse her body 

believes happened. Testimony, like any other narrative, cannot relate events in 

their entirety. Rather, testimony is an account in process, a "discursive practice" 

(Felman and Laub 5). Testimony does not require a coherent telling, but is itself 

an act of relation that composes fragments of memories: 

As a relation to events, testimony seems to be composed of bits and 

pieces of a memory that has been overwhelmed by occurrences that have 

not settled into understanding or remembrance, acts that cannot be 

constructed as knowledge nor assimilated into full cognition, events in 

excess of our own frame of reference. (Felman and Laub 5) 

Not only is Williamson part of the testimonial telling that is beyond her frame of 

reference, but so too is the reader. The fragments of Williamson's narrative 

require the reader's active analysis to become assembled into a coherent 

structure or autobiographies. 

I am conscious of Williamson reading her text as she writes, responding to 

her own words as her story unfolds: "the language of pain is difficult to transmit; it 

is the glorious nature of civilization to reject suffering" (10); "If I'm going to 
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continue writing, I will need to gain altitude" (10); "Stories are gathered from 

memory and told in images and words that leave tracks somewhere between 

imagination and history" (11). Williamson's acute awareness of the complexity of 

her writing acts demands more self-consciousness from me and demands I 

assess the validity of her memories. Williamson addresses people who dismiss 

her story, who doubt the reliability of her memories, who question the need to tell 

this story, a culturally taboo subject: 

In Bavaria, my talk about Canadian women's child sexual abuse narratives 

is greeted with silence. The sound of a hundred breaths inhaled. A woman 

asks ... 'How can it be that a professor would tell this story, so personal, 

so revealing. We never speak of this.' (43) 

Williamson also doubts her memories and my reading is layered within her 

various attempts at telling and retelling her story. As she speaks of her doubts, of 

other people's refusal to listen to her pain, I feel allowed to doubt too, to turn 

away from these too difficult words. 

In Cha's text, I navigate more easily than in Williamson's, making my way 

through her disjunctive stories by finding the narrative connections. DICTEE 

ends, not by imposing a linear narrative line, but by imagining a series of ten 

concentric circles. I understand Cha's text as a complex venn diagram, with a 

series of overlapping circles, each circle representing one of the discourses or 

ideologies of Cha's life. In Williamson's text, however, I find no such narrative or 

diagramatic comfort. Instead, I find my way back into the text through the gaps 
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and fissures, the many white spaces on the pages where Williamson's voice 

trails off. Being there in the gaps, being a silent witness to her story, requires that 

I read the same details she does. In "Snapshots," the second chapter, Williamson 

explores old photos: 

Looking back, I read the black and white ghosts of family photographs—to 

find the shadowy traces of my mother in the shadowy face that looks at 

the photographer through the car window and in her high heel pump 

abandoned beside my tricycle. I see the father I remember, a man who 

found he could not live long. (11) 

She looks at the back of photos, their inscriptions, and the empty spaces 

between the snapshots. The white spaces on the pages are eloquent displays of 

the holes in Williamson's memories of childhood, her reluctance to fill those 

spaces with knowledge, and the nearly insurmountable barriers to writing those 

spaces. For instance, this is page seventeen in its entirety: 

S C R A P S OF P R O S E ALL I C A N M A N A G E 

Moving words from one page to the next reduces the story to snapshots 

A blank spot in the middle. (17) 

The blank spaces ask the reader to wait, to be patient with the unfolding of these 

meditations, these half-remembered scenes, these symptoms of dis-ease and to 

read between the lines of the text. In the spaces Williamson negotiates a 

complex narrative. First, Williamson resists easy or stereotypical characterization 

of her father as villain, her self as victim, her mother as passively compliant. As 
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well, she resists conventional emplotment of the acts of remembering traumatic 

events or the act of incest itself. Williamson creates space for dialogue that 

moves beyond a victim/perpetrator binary and begins to interrogate the social 

forces that support child abuse. Through the extreme dislocation and 

disconnection she experiences in the process of remembering and narrating her 

story of abuse, Williamson graphically demonstrates the disjunctive process of 

narrating an untenable story. Second, Williamson acknowledges the trauma she 

suffered as a child, without minimizing her pain, but moves beyond the trauma to 

depict her journey to healing. 

Once implicated as witness to Williamson's narrative, I felt compelled to 

share the text, to ensure the crybaby's song is heard and heeded; I put the text 

on the syllabus of an undergraduate course, "Women's Literary Perspectives." I 

was aware the text's content would be disturbing for most if not all of the 

students. I was also aware that at least one student in my class, if not many 

more, would have had some prior experience with abuse or sexual assault 1 1 and 

therefore might experience some extreme personal reactions to the text. I 

prepared the students by warning them in advance about the nature of the 

narrative and gave them permission not to read the book or to cease reading it if 

and when they felt overwhelmed. Despite my precautions, however, I did not 

anticipate the extent to which the class as a whole would be affected and even 

psychologically fragmented in response to the text. 
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The second week into teaching the text, the distress in the classroom was 

palpable. Students were sitting with their bodies averted from the front of the 

class; many kept their heads down in their texts; others would not open their 

books. A previously spontaneous and lively class, the students this night were 

almost mute. The only discussion came in the form of challenge, but challenge 

not toward the text or the characters, but to myself. Why had I made them read 

this text? Why were we doing this kind of book that had been 'done to death' in 

English classes? I was struck by the anger they expressed, both through class 

discussion and through their weekly journals, and by their evident confusion and 

inability somehow to make sense of the text. Shoshana Felman describes a 

similar occurrence of fragmentation during a course she taught on testimony. 

Following a screening of the video testimony of a holocaust survivor, her class 

members talked incessantly and incoherently about the experience. Felman 

relates: 

They were set apart and set themselves apart from others who had not 

gone through the same experience. They were obsessed. They felt apart, 

and yet not quite together. They sought out each other and yet felt they 

could not reach each other. They kept turning to each other and to me. 

They felt alone, suddenly deprived of their bonding to the world and to one 

another. As I listened to their outpour, I realized the class was entirely at a 

loss, disoriented and uprooted. (48) 
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Felman understood that the class members had felt actively addressed by the 

testimonial encounter and that they were in a state of crisis. Their crisis, Felman 

suggests, was precipitated by a feeling they were reduced to insignificance; they 

felt disconnected, as if faced with a loss of language. In my class too, the 

students were overpowered by Williamson's narrative; they felt deprived of the 

means to respond, to bear witness to their own distress, but assessed their 

crises as insignificant next to Williamson's trauma. Felman says "texts that testify 

do not simply report facts but, in different ways, encounter—and make us 

encounter—strangeness" (7). My students were estranged from Crybaby! as text, 

from their habitual reading practices, from themselves. Williamson forces 

estrangement on the readers, addressing us directly, shading Felman's words to 

implicate us fully into her narrative: 

Figure 8 To testify is to encounter and make you encounter strangeness. I 

write I did not experience incest and feel abject, ashamed at my lack of 

courage. I write nothing, and am saddened by the blank page. I write 

nonsense and am aggrieved by this play of dissimulation. I write. I find 

myself dissolved into these letters which you hold in your hands. (42) 

Part of the crisis of the class was evoked as the students read the narrator's 

dissolution into the letters they held in their hands. As a consequence, they felt 

insignificant in the face of Williamson's trauma and their own trauma of 

estrangement. Like Felman, I responded to the crisis by asserting my authority 

as teacher and returning a sense of significance to the students. I reflected back 
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to the students the process we had undergone as a group and the impact our 

travelling beside Williamson as she narrated her story had had on our sense of 

selves. 

Feeling that words themselves were insufficient, I wanted to fill the uneasy 

classroom space with a tangible comfort. Out of a canvas sack that I use when 

storytelling, I drew a length of soft green calico fabric. I unrolled it and held it up 

high. I reminded the class of "Ektomy," the chapter in Crybaby! that is filled with 

images of cutting and excising. Pinned on the length of cloth was a series of 

pattern pieces. Cutting the fabric was necessary, I said, before the cloth could be 

made into a garment. Then I brought out an old double wedding ring quilt that 

was mine when I was a tiny girl. Tattered now and fragile, I store it away from the 

sun and light. Handed down from my great-grandmother, it is a physical reminder 

of several generations of women in my family. I told my class of how I remember 

tracing my hands along its pie-shaped pieces before I fell asleep, reciting the 

stories my mother had told me and remembering the dresses and occasions 

represented in its shapes. The quilt is pieced together from the fragments of 

many things, I continued, the fabric cut, refashioned, and resewn into something 

different. Williamson's narrative, I suggested, was like a quilt, a new garment she 

was fashioning for herself, something that could not be made unless it first was 

cut from the old. Cutting for Williamson was also surgery to remove the festered 

and diseased flesh, the physical and emotional responses to her unstoried 

abuse. 
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Cutting and excising, though necessary, I said, is neither painless nor 

seamless. I drew the final item out of my bag, a brilliantly coloured vest, shaded 

with every hue of red from crimson through tangerine to scarlet, and 

corresponding rich hues of turquoise, blue, and royal. The reds form palm-sized 

circles that vibrate against the rich blues of the background. The vest, I said, had 

been knit by my mother. Well, almost all of it. When she was killed in a car 

accident, my sister finished the vest and gave it to me the first Christmas we 

were without my mother. Hundreds of threads remained to be woven into the 

back to finish the vest; my sister left that task to me. For some weeks after 

Christmas, I patiently sat with darning needle, weaving in each of the ends so I 

could wear the vest. Narrating this tale, I held up the vest and turned it inside out; 

I told my class I had been unable to finish weaving in those ends. Somehow it 

seemed more right to leave half of them dangling. The design from the inside 

was very different from that of the outside, yet both patterns were beautiful. The 

loose ends in the inner design of the vest spoke of my loss and the unfinished 

narrative of our joint story; like Williamson's text, the text of the vest spoke of 

boundaries, borders, scars, and patterns. Sometimes, I said in closing, we need 

to let the seams be visible, resist tying up all the loose ends, let the healing take 

time. Not knowing what else to do, and needing time to recollect my emotions, I 

laid the fabric, the quilt, and the vest across the front row of desks, telling the 

class they were there as colours and symbols of hope and of narrative 

redemption. A redemption that can be achieved not through narrative closure, but 
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through a willingness to tell untenable stories like Williamson's story, to feel the 

pain of another person's story, to allow the fragments to fall into their own 

pattern, and to allow the story to be as it is, loose threads and all. 

Somehow, out of that broken narrative we assembled that night, there 

grew a sense of healing. Students came and touched the quilt and vest during 

the break and talked much more freely than they had the previous weeks. 

Several students told me the sight of the quilt comforted them; others related that 

their reassurance came with the realization that I was as moved by Williamson's 

text as they had been. Together, we needed to articulate our own relationship to 

Williamson's narrative and to relate our testimony of witness to Crybaby! This 

class was truly a practice of autobiographies in which the writer leaves the 

struggle in the text so that, as readers and interlocutors, we can struggle with the 

text in our reading practice. Learning from Williamson's act of autobiographies, 

we can bring a similar practice to narrative therapy, by encouraging women to 

write their narratives through gaps, silences, and disjunctions, and by letting 

those narratives teach us how to read them and witness to the stories they relate. 

Volatile Narratives 

Williamson's narrative testimony seemed fluid and shape-shifting, moving 

under the forces of doubt, uncertainty, belief, and estrangement enacted on and 

through it by Williamson as writer and reader, and by myself and my students as 

readers, critics and witnesses. Crybaby! calls the reader into multiple character 
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roles within the text and into multiple readerly roles. Standing by the text, 

returning to it despite enormous resistance, entering this volatile narrative as a 

witness to the events requires a kind of courage for the reader. 

I am drawing here on Elizabeth Grosz's notion of women's "volatile 

bodies," a concept that highlights the instability and change of women's 

experiences between women, across historical time, and within the life of an 

individual woman. Gillian Whitlock picks up on Grosz's notion of volatility and 

reminds us that woman as autobiographer is engaged in a continual process of 

negotiation: "women's access to the status of autobiographer is negotiated 

through a passage from which subjectivity emerges bearing the imprints of 

experience and culture, self and society" (26). Williamson's text asserts the 

volatile bodied nature of a subjectivity that emerges from experiences where the 

female encounters oppressive practices that subject her to abuses of authority 

and power enacted upon her body. Williamson's body becomes a semiotic 

nexus, bearing imprints of experience, culture, self, and society and figuring her 

passage into an autographical subjectivity. "ROOTING IN THE DICTIONARY," 

she tells us, "she finds her entrance to writing her body's suffering" in the word 

ektomy, "to cut out" and "to cut" (126). "[CUT]' becomes a mantra, a repeated 

directive at the bottom of the each of the sequenced pages, excising the festering 

memories, cutting their shape so they can be made in a different garment for her 

to wear. [CUT] figures the surgical slicing and excising of her diseased 

reproductive organs and the cutting and pasting of her dis-eased memories as 
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she constructs her narrative. Like the physical and emotional scars that remain 

with her, Williamson graphs the narrative scars into her text: 

Cautious: she wants to tell a story with the I word and won't. 

[CUT] (127) 

Uncertain of the self/I who tells her story, Williamson avoids casting herself as a 

traditional autobiographical narrator through the use of the first person pronoun 

"I." Instead, Williamson narrates a "she" who relies on the symbolic image of 

cutting. As described in Chapter Two, metaphors are crucial elements in the 

storying process when, imbued with personal meaning, they are used to bring 

together past and present stories. Williamson repeats "CUT" in a number of 

ways, each time traversing the distance between old, fragmented, and elusive 

stories and the newly fashioned narrative she is graphing on the pages of her 

text in a different way. Williamson sequentially re-imagined herself through a 

symbolic cutting/writing/autobiographics that repudiated a simple, unified 

autobiographical representation of self. Some of the ways in which Williamson's 

symbol of the cut can be interpreted became evident in my class as I 

reinterpreted the cutting and piecing and gathering of Williamson's text through 

metaphors of quilting and sewing. As Williamson demonstrates, symbols and 

metaphors are central aspects of self-storying without which women may be 

utterly unable to articulate their experiences. In addition to organizing their 

narratives through symbols, both Williamson and Cha inscribe the scars of their 



147 

experiences onto their texts, texts that are volatile narratives and untellable 

through conventional narrative practices. 

But how do we transpose a consideration of these two literary, polished 

works, the products of two published writers who have years of creative and 

critical writing strategies with which to work, to the context of a therapeutic 

space? Women who seek help to make articulate the untellable stories of their 

lives will not necessarily be as adept with language as are Williamson and Cha or 

as equipped to consider the generic ramifications and implications of their 

narrative experimentation and choices of generic formats. Is there a way to bring 

an understanding of the autobiographies of form and reading practice to the 

therapeutic space? How do we assist women to identify, critique and rewrite the 

ideological interpellations that have subjected them? Is there a point at which 

narration fails? How much does the form of a woman's narrative matter anyway? 

Spiral: A Bodied Model of the Self 

Just as the symbolic representation of narrative elements is important to 

women's storying processes, the portraiture of the process itself impacts the 

outcome of therapeutic narration. The answer to many of the questions I have 

posed can be found only in a metaphorical and gendered consideration of 

women's lives because the fragmentation that many women, like Williamson and 

Cha, experience and reflect in their lives/life writing results directly from their 

gendered positioning. "Gender is both a lived construction, one that operates 
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intimately and institutionally and is an integral aspect of all Western modes of 

hierarchy, and a nonlived (an impeding, even deforming) obstruction" (Gilmore 

10). What therapists need is a gendered model of life writing that replaces a 

hierarchical, traditional autobiographical mode with a more generative mode for 

women narrators, one that is conceptually, symbolically, and practically able to 

accommodate both women's untellable stories and their tellable stories. 

Barbara Huber, in a recent interdisciplinary project, Transforming Psyche, 

supplies a model that I believe is replete with possibility for women's self-storying 

processes. She advocates the need for "female symbols and for a figure, a 

model, or even, in Jungian terms, an archetype whose story might express 

female experience in an androcentric social context and yet provide a model of 

affirmation for all aspects of female life biological, emotional, intellectual, and 

spiritual" (6) and proposes the image of the spiral as such a symbol. Huber 

reinterprets the myth of Psyche and Cupid with sensitivity to the female 

processes of pregnancy, birth, and growth, asserting birth as a metaphor for 

transformation in women's lives. The spiral is the most adequate figure Huber 

finds to describe the narrative pattern of the Psyche tale: each of Psyche's tasks 

is preceded by silence and entails further development of the psyche. "Each 

moment described leads always back to the psyche and to re-vision and growth. 

The process is continuous, both self- and other-referential. Within the spiral, the 

circle and line appear together, combined with the continuum as another 

both/and. Both circumference and plane change but sequential continuity is 
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maintained" (119). With the inclusion of both circumference and plane, Huber's 

spiral is multi-dimensional, rather than a flat, two-dimensional figure. 

Although Huber does not concretize her concept of the spiral, through this 

work I have found it necessary to visualize what such a spiral might look like. A 

visual understanding of the spiral allows me to imagine my relative narrative 

positioning as I story various aspects of my life and to bring horizons of possibility 

into location along the spiral. In turn, developing an image for the self-storying 

process furnishes a powerful symbol and model for use by women in therapy. My 

rendering of the spiral evokes the mother-of-pearl-lined inner shell of a 

cephalopod mollusk that spirals from the center in a series of partitioned 

chambers. The inward turning motion of the iridescent shell inscribes the self-

reflexive focus of the storying process and the spiral motion reminds us that all 

our life stories are connected, that we do not leave a prior story behind just 

because we have reoriented ourselves, and that growth occurs from the center 

out. Transforming the mollusk shell into a paper form also graphs the narrating 

process of story into text that I have been examining. By combining the three-

dimensional cephalopod structure and this paper text, I provide a symbolically 

replete image of spiral self-storying that grounds the project and my account of it. 

I call the combined spirals of the chambered nautilus, Huber's spiral, and my re-

visioned therapeutic process the "storied nautilus" and conceive the spiral as 

complex, luminous, flexible, multi-dimensional, and oriented inwardly yet able to 

be re-positioned outwardly. 
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Huber tests her model of spiral narrative against a range of women's 

autobiographies and notes the stylized digressions, the repetitions, and the open 

endings of many of the women's texts. Like the texts Huber examines, Cha's and 

Williamson's autobiographical writings are also marked by these spiral, psychean 

features, revisiting through repeating and shifting iterations the experienced 

moments and effects of their ideological subjections. The spiral structure of their 

texts allows for both a critique of and a rewriting of the discourses that have 

sought to fix them as gendered and silenced subjects. Bringing our 

understanding of the dynamics of these spiral autobiographies to the context of 

narrative therapy, informed by revised reading practices, can help us build an 

effective mode of gendered narrative practice. 

Rather than a linear progression from problemed story to a story of 

preferred outcome, a more useful model for narrative therapy is that of the 

storied nautilus. As Huber says, in women's autobiographies "the deliberate re

membering, building up, and sequencing of narrative carry the possibility of 

seeing each event as evoking change, as "pregnant" and "bearing" on the next in 

cumulative meaning-full life experience" (142). Sharing stories and breaking 

silences are the dynamics of Cha and Williamson's "untellable stories." 

Articulating their stories in their disjunctive, fractured forms breaks silence, forges 

connections among women with similar stories, and positions listeners to be 

witnesses of their narratives. Allowing their stories to find a form other than a 

traditionally unified autobiography questions notions of truth: truth in form, in 
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discourse, in social systems. The metaphors and the stories we use influence not 

only our practice but also our underlying theoretical assumptions. The context 

within which information and stories are shared and traded also significantly 

impacts the shape, the reception and the outcome of the story. I have previously 

examined the pedagogical context by recounting the experience of my class; now 

I connect the pedagogical context to the therapeutic situation through my notion 

of the storied nautilus. 

Earlier, when I related how I addressed my class that was in crisis, I said I 

"responded to the crisis by asserting my authority as teacher and returning a 

sense of significance to the students." An attempt to promote a 'power-neutral' 

relationship at that moment was inappropriate when, in fact, I did hold a position 

of power in that class. However, at the same time as I was asserting a position 

as teacher, I was also making myself open and vulnerable to the class by being 

autobiographical. In the case of that specific class, the students needed my help 

to find a different positioning for themselves, to find a way back into significance. 

I helped them to re-signify themselves by doubly positioning myself as 

authoritative and as vulnerable. 

While I consciously employ pedagogical practices that reduce hierarchical 

relations, that encourage the respectful sharing of information and ideas between 

all students and teachers, I cannot pretend that power equality exists in the 

classroom. As a teacher, I have a responsibility to use the power inherent in the 

position wisely. In a similar way, the interpreter or practitioner in therapy can and 
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should work to reduce power inequities, to work against the abuses of power that 

do occur, to facilitate the construction of "better" stories for the narrator. 

However, it is a fallacy to assume that there will ever be a power balance in the 

therapeutic relationship and it is dishonest of the practitioner to try to pretend so. 

There is another important aspect of power. When people are in crisis, 

they often need the support of others. The practitioner can provide a physical and 

metaphorical site of respite wherein the narrator can safely rehearse, perform, 

and articulate aspects of self and narrative. In a sense the practitioner is holding 

the narrator, creating a tangible boundary around the person and her story that 

enables her to attempt a telling and a retelling. Such a holding works through the 

figure of the practitioner, partly because the practitioner as interlocutor in that 

context is invested with a certain power. Denying the reality of that power can 

disable the holding function of the therapeutic space. This is especially important 

when women are narrating untellable stories that may prompt narrators to feel 

they are as fragmented as their tales. 

In this fashion, practitioners as interlocutors fulfill a similar function to that 

of the shell of the cephalopod mollusk, that of providing defense and buoyancy. 

The therapeutic context provides a chambered space wherein the narrator can 

build aspects of self and story. The practitioner helps erect temporary barriers or 

partitions that, like the mollusk's septum, sutures the mantle to the edges of the 

chamber to contain the living creature. The cephalopod regulates its buoyancy by 

exchanging fluids and gas as needed: "fluid fills the space between the last 
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septum and the posterior end of the animal when a new septum is being 

secreted. Fluid is retained in the chamber until the septum is sufficiently strong to 

withstand pressure changes" (Barnes 444). The practitioner regulates functions 

of authority, interlocution, reflection, and witness, until the narrator is able to 

achieve her own sense of buoyancy and withstand the pressures of her 

untellable stories. Allowing women to narrate "untellable stories" and to tell them 

in an unlikely spiral form generates possibilities and facilitates the fashioning of 

pregnant voices and identities, bearing the seeds of future selves, subjectivities, 

and stories. 
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Chapter Four 

Talking Stories: Narrative Circle-Making 

That night in my sleep I dream of going away. I am taking the bus. 
Mama is standing waving good-bye. Later when I return from my journey I 
come home only to find there has been a fire, nothing remains of our 
house and I can see no one. There is only the dark and the thick smell of 
smoke. I stand alone weeping. The sound of my sobbing is like the cry of 
the peacock. Suddenly they appear with candles, mama and everyone. 
They say they have heard my sorrow pierce the air like the cry of the 
peacock, they have come to comfort me... The chorus of weeping is our 
testimony that we are moved. 

Louder than our weeping is a voice commanding us to stop our 
tears. We cannot see who is speaking but we are reminded of the stern 
sound of our mother's mother's voice. We listen. She tells us to sit close in 
the night, to make a circle of our bodies, to place the candles at the center 
of the circle. The candles burn like another fire only this time she says the 
fire burns to warm our hearts. She says Listen, let me tell you a story. She 
begins to put together in words all that has been destroyed in the fire. We 
are all rejoicing when the dream ends. 

The next day I want to know what the dream means, who she is, 
this storyteller who comes in the night. Saru, mama's mother, is the 
interpreter of dreams. She tells me that I should know the storyteller, that I 
and she are one, that they are my sisters, family. She says that a part of 
me is making the story, making the words, making the new fire, that it is 
my heart burning in the center of the flames. 

Bone Black: Memories of Childhood 
bell hooks 

Talking story, making story, or what bell hooks refers to as "making the 

new fire" is the refiguring of old stories into new ones, the remaking of the fabric 

of our lives. "Making the new fire" necessitates first knowing the old stories that 

have shaped our lives and their significance and finding a language, a form, and 

a way to reconfigure those old stories. Taking its title from an evocative phrase in 

Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among 

Ghosts, this chapter explores the process of "talking story," that is assembling a 
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story of one's own that both takes from and resists prior historical, cultural, 

mythical and literary plots and meanings. Using texts by Hong Kingston and 

others, I posit a model of agency based in the process of talking story, a process 

that, in the words of bell hooks, "begins to put together in words all that has been 

destroyed in the fire." 

Such agency was anticipated in the last chapter, which ends with a sense 

of the generative possibilities inherent in women's spiral stories, stories that bear 

the seeds of future selves, subjectivities and stories. Like the circle of women 

that bell hooks recounts above, these storied nautiluses provide the shape to 

facilitate generative possibilities, possibilities that are voiced and figured in the 

act of storytelling. Yet, how do women become storytellers of their own lives and 

articulate the narratives they need to re-shape their dis-eased lives? How do we 

facilitate tellable, talking stories and what is the source of the personal agency 

that enables women to narrate their stories and their lives? 

My answer begins in a metissage or braiding of narrative form and 

storytelling process, a weaving together within the therapeutic context that in turn 

leads to a narrating identity. Through such metissage, the narrator and 

interpreter create a mini-community of story-making, like bell hooks' circle of 

women, and engender a mode of (re)-narration that restores an active and 

creative aspect to the therapeutic talk story process. 

From narrating identity arises personal agency or autonomy of action. 

However, before women in therapy can encounter agency via a narrating identity, 

they need to be present as themselves, as embodied, corporeal persons and not 
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as abstract 'subjects.' Thus, part of the work of this chapter is to understand how 

people have been reduced to subjected 'subjects' in current theoretical 

discourses and to dis-cern that 'subject.' Second, reconfiguring negative and 

limiting notions of identity that inhere in theoretical discourses of narrative 

therapy frees the woman in therapy from what I call the "double-bind of the 

preferred outcome," that is the binding of women to one of two stories: the old, 

incongruent narrative or a new "preferred story" without allowing her the 

opportunity to configure other, varied, open and perhaps contradictory narratives 

of her own choosing. 

One of the "preferred stories" that historically women have chosen or have 

been coerced into choosing for their lives is that of the fairy tale or romance, with 

its climactic impetus toward the heterosexual marriage. Although I am not 

suggesting that marriage is an undesirable or an outmoded form, I am 

suggesting that an unreflexive adoption of a romance plot for one's life may 

contribute to unanticipated consequences. Because the fairy tale and the 

romance are familiar, related and much-used forms in our cultural and social 

milieu, they are particularly relevant literary modes through which to explore 

contested ideas of subjectivity, identity and narrative emplotment of lives.1 2 Fairy 

tale and romance enact contradictory ideas and subject positions on the level of 

character function and on the broader level of generic formation and can thus be 

analyzed for their personal and cultural meaning-making impulses and their 

narrative significances and possibilities. Used in narrative therapy as metaphors 

for relationships, for the desires and expectations people hold for their lives, and 
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for revisionary narrative strategies, they can support the further step of modeling 

an alternative form of agency. This chapter takes that step by reading the fairy 

tales embedded within two literary texts: Jeanette Winterson's ficto-

autobiographical Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit and Maxine Hong Kingston's 

The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts. I read these works 

alongside two therapeutic accounts of narrative revision: Tovah Lichtenstein and 

Rutie Baruch's '"I Was Born From The Earth': Reconstructing The Adoption Self-

Narrative In The Treatment Of A Preadolescent Girl" and Mary Ellen Tramble's 

Listen to the Wind: A Journey in Schizophrenia. Reading the literary texts in 

conjunction with the therapeutic accounts brings the insights of all these texts 

into conversation with each other and concentrates the discussion on the lives of 

women who desire to (re)-narrate their lives but who are neither trained writers 

nor storytellers. 

The Impossible Logic of Autographical Fairy Tales: Deviating from the Ordinary  

in a Comprehensible Form 

Both Jeanette Winterson and Maxine Hong Kingston assemble their 

stories through inventive narrative strategies that include, among other forms, the 

fairy tale. I adopt the term autographical fairy tale to highlight the life writing 

nature of these fairy tales. Although such autographical fairy tales are not the 

only narrative structure useful in a therapeutic process, Winterson and Hong 

Kingston's use of that genre illustrates one way of deploying reconfigured 

autobiographical forms that foreground the storytelling process in order to write a 
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narrative self. This active engagement with self that occurs through the act of 

writing a storied life history in turn models an active mode of self-storying for 

women in therapy. 

An argument by Jerome Bruner provides the title for this section. Bruner 

explores the narratives that constitute shared meanings and psychology for 

societal members. Narratives both display societal norms and work to revise 

those norms. Societal change may occur when cultural stories change. Bruner 

states, "stories achieve their meanings by explicating deviations from the 

ordinary in a comprehensible form—by providing the 'impossible logic'" (47). That 

is, cultures rework their meaning-making impulses through the very generic 

forms that evidence their cultural shape. Both Hong Kingston and Winterson use 

the autographical fairy tale form to contest the socio-political forces that 

interpellate them through ideological and discursive constructions of woman. 

Through their narrative contestation of "woman," Hong Kingston and Winterson 

also question the related forces that helped create the fairy tale genre and the 

genre of the traditional autobiography. Through an 'impossible logic,' the 

combined forms of fairy tale and autobiography subvert the values that created 

their forms and the related notions of identity that underpin them and become the 

means through which to fashion a new narrating identity. 

Folk tales, legends, myths, and other tales of wonder have circulated 

through an oral tradition for thousands of years. Early precursors of many of our 

familiar tales have been found in the Indian panchatantra (6 t h century A.D.), the 

Book ofSindibad (probably of 9 t h century Persian origin) and The Arabian Nights. 
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The early oral tales that provided the basis for literary fairy tales were grounded 

in the beliefs, rituals, and mores of communities. Jack Zipes, one of today's 

foremost scholars of fairy tales, contends that oral tales 

fostered a sense of belonging and the hope that miracles involving some 

kind of magical transformation were possible to bring about a better world. 

They instructed, amused, warned, initiated, and enlightened. They opened 

windows to imaginative worlds inside that needed concrete expression 

outside, in reality. (1991 xii) 

The connection between the inner, Utopian world of the tale and the outer, 

concrete world in need of imaginative transformation persists in our current 

manifestation of oral tales in literary fairy tales. 

When we consider fairy tales, if we think of their origins at all, we tend to 

think of them as oral tales captured on paper. The popular misconception of the 

Grimm brothers as merely recorders of tales received directly from oral peasant 

tellers demonstrates and perpetuates this fallacy.1 3 In fact, although oral fairy 

tales and written fairy tales share many similarities, the literary fairy tale 

constitutes a genre in itself and requires analysis as a written genre separate 

from oral tales. The literary fairy tale both appropriated and expanded the oral 

folk tale tradition (Zipes 1991), which is part of a larger oral tradition of the 

wonder folk tale, often called the Zaubermarchen or the conte merveilleux. 

The Oxford Companion to Children's Literature defines fairy tales as: 

narratives set in the distant past, of events that would be impossible in the 

real world. They often include magical happenings and the appearance of 
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fairies, but the supernatural does not always feature in them, and the 

heroes and heroines are usually mortal human beings. (177) 

Marina Warner emphasizes the shapeshifting and "heroic optimism" central to 

fairy tales while Zipes says it is the sense of wonder that characterizes the genre. 

Steven Jones defines the fairy tale as a subset of the folktale: "folktales are 

entertaining narratives that use common, ordinary people as protagonists to 

reveal desires and foibles of human nature" (8). Fairy tales are magical tales in 

which the fantastic elements are to be taken seriously. Happy endings 

characterize the traditional fairy tale; the deserving are rewarded while 

transgressors are punished. Fairy tales are Utopian in form, and thus are closely 

allied with the form of romance. Romance, according to Northrop Frye, 

transforms ordinary reality: "the quest-romance is the search of the libido or 

desiring self for a fulfillment that will deliver it from the anxieties of reality but will 

still contain that reality" (193). The Utopian, wish-fulfilling aspects of the fairy tale 

and romance make them both attractive, liberating forms and forms that can trap 

the unwary when their underlying sense of promise becomes merely illusory. In 

the texts that follow, fairy tales are figured as subversive and liberating on one 

hand and constraining on the other hand; understanding how one genre can 

function in two such contradictory ways enlarges our awareness of the shifting 

basis of the fairy tale genre and the various ways fairy tales can be used in 

narrative therapy. 

Jack Zipes asserts that it is difficult to ascertain exactly when the first 

literary fairy tale was conceived. However, the origins of the literary fairy tale can 
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be fixed "in the conversation and games developed by highly educated 

aristocratic women" in the Paris salons that formed in the 1630s and flourished 

right through to the beginning of the eighteenth century. Because aristocratic 

French women were denied education in schools and universities, they began to 

organize their own gatherings in which they discussed art, literature, marriage, 

love and freedom (Zipes 1989 x). Called precieuses, these women cultivated a 

witty and inventive mode of conversation that distinguished them from "the vulgar 

elements of society" (Zipes x). Zipes notes that one of the most important effects 

of this preciosite, with its emphasis on greater independence and intellectual 

freedom for women, was to inspire women of the lower aristocracy and 

bourgeoisie to "struggle for more rights and combat the arbitrary constraints 

placed on their lives in a patriarchal social system" (xi). 

Using the familiar forms of folk and wonder tales, women in the French 

salons developed marvelous fairy tales in which powerful women and female 

fairies overpowered patriarchal structures. Marie-Catherine D'Aulnoy was a 

prolific writer of fairy tales who published four volumes of fairy tales between 

1696 and 1698. Her work focused on "the question of tendresse—true and 

natural feelings between a man and a woman, whose nobility will depend on their 

manners and the ways they uphold standards of civility in defending their love" 

(Zipes 1991: xix). D'Aulnoy's tale "Green Serpent," with its inclusion of a revised 

telling of Apuleius's "Cupid and Psyche," as well as a host of strong female fairies 

who teach the main character Laidronette how to escape her ill fate, is typical of 

the tales published during this period written by women. Punished at birth by a 
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malicious fairy to suffer profound ugliness, Laidronette uses her intelligence and 

compassion for others to overcome her fate through a variety of arduous tasks. 

Through the course of the tale, D'Aulnoy critiques traditional notions of beauty 

and finds them worth less than the wit and kindness Laidronette displays. It is 

fairy tales like those written by D'Alnoy and other Parisian women that formed the 

basis of what we now know as the literary fairy tale, though we recognize little of 

their subversive, Utopian, and reforming character in our modern versions. 

We know better the tales penned by Charles Perreault, less typical for 

the time but more widely known now.1 4 Perreault is responsible for writing down 

many of what we regard as "classic" fairy tales, publishing the following prose 

versions in Histoires ou contes du temps passe (1697): "Little Red Riding Hood," 

"Sleeping Beauty," "Blue Beard," "Tom Thumb," and "Cindirella." Like D'Aulnoy, 

Perreault incorporated the contemporary social tenor into his tales, but more 

overtly championed the patriarchal order. Perreault, Jack Zipes asserts, 

"purposely sought to establish the literary fairy tale as an innovative genre which 

exemplified a modern sensibility that was coming into its own and was to be 

equated with the greatness of French civilite" (1991 xix). 

One of the reasons we do not find the subversive aspects of the original 

French literary fairy tales shaped by women in our current fairytales is because 

they have suffered a process of sanitization and adaptation to our prevailing 

patriarchal and capitalist system of Western culture. For instance, the Cinderella 

tales originated in a set of oral stories in which Cinderella's dead mother guides 

her daughter through her initiation into womanhood in the guise of a tree or a 



163 

bird. In these older stories, the witty and intelligent heroine fought actively for 

truth and justice, with the aid of her mother's spirit. However, Charles Perreault's 

adaptation of Cinderella began a process that transformed the pluckish heroine 

into a dainty and docile figure. In his version, "Cinderilla," the mother's 

transformed spirit is absent from the text and the moral appended to the tale 

undercuts the usefulness of the heroine's intelligence and inscribes an obedience 

to the patriarchal order: 

A great advantage 'tis, no doubt, to man, 

To have wit, courage, birth, good sense, and brain, 

And other such-like qualities, which we 

Receiv'd from heaven's kind hand, and destiny. 

But none of these rich graces from above, 

To your advancement in the world will prove 

If godmothers and sires you disobey, 

Or 'gainst their strict advice too long you stay. (92) 

Other writers continued to revise Cinderella until she became a doe-eyed damsel 

in distress waiting to be rescued by her prince. "The final result of this mass-

market development," notes Jack Zipes, "was the Walt Disney film of 1949, which 

presented Cinderella in her most 'perverted' form—the patient, submissive, 

defenceless young woman, whose happiness depends on a man who actually 

defines her life" (1986:7). Unfortunately, today many people know fairy tales only 

through Disney renderings, a process that obscures the complexity and richness 

of the tales that could inform a therapeutic self-storying. 
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However, in reaction to the reductionist and sanitizing efforts of mass 

marketing proponents like Disney, writers like Margaret Atwood, Angela Carter, 

Jane Yolen, Tanith Lee and others have been returning to the literary fairy tale 

and inscribing it with pointed commentary on contemporary social forces and 

subversive characterization of fairy tale characters. 1 5 This inscription reinvests 

fairy tales with a transformative and Utopian potential that can be used within the 

therapeutic process to help women move to a more eased place. 

The development of the literary fairy tale as a response to the historical 

period of late seventeenth century France and its use to disseminate notions of 

French civilite and to uphold notions of "manners, norms, and mores" (Zipes 

1991 xix) emphasizes the social evolution of the fairytale genre as separate from 

but connected to its structured evolution. Throughout this project, I have been 

concerned with the generic implications and effects of various forms of writing. 

Fredric Jameson, in Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, asserts that "the 

strategic value of generic concepts ... clearly lies in the mediatory function of the 

notion of a genre, which allows the coordination of immanent formal analysis of 

the individual text with the twin diachronic perspective of the history of forms and 

the evolution of social life" (105). Accordingly, I bring the historically constructed 

notion of the literary fairy tale into the critical analyses of Maxine Hong Kingston's 

The Woman Warrior and Jeanette Winterson's Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit 

to demonstrate the intertwined nature of form and social life and to speculate on 

the usefulness of this mode of enquiry for the application of narratives to people's 
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lives. First, I undertake a structural analysis of the literary texts through a 

methodology developed by Vladimir Propp. 

Propp's Morphology: the Donor Function of Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman  

Warrior 

Vladimir Propp introduced his structural analysis of the Russian folktale in 

Morphology of the Folktale, published in 1928 but available to many scholars 

only in 1958 with the publication of the first English version of the text. Although 

written explicitly on the basis of Russian tales, Propp claims his morphology fits 

any folktale. Many scholars have used Propp's analysis for the basis of their 

comparative work. Although there are limitations to Propp's schema, his 

methodology is still used today in modified ways. Propp terms his method of 

analysis a morphology, that is "a description of the tale according to its 

component parts and the relationship of these components to each other and to 

the whole" (19). 

According to Propp, "a tale often attributes identical actions to various 

personages" (20). For example, a sorcerer gives the hero a boat and the boat 

takes the hero to another kingdom; or the princess gives the hero a ring and 

young men appearing out of the ring carry the hero away. In both cases, the 

action is that of a donor and then a helping function. Propp says that while there 

are a large number of possible characters in fairy tales, there are a limited 

number of functions: "this explains the two-fold quality of a tale: its amazing 

multiformity, picturesqueness, and color, and on the other hand, its no less 
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striking uniformity, its repetition" (21). In a structural analysis, functions are 

defined according to their consequences: "function is understood as an act of 

character, defined from the point of view of its significance for the course of the 

action" (21). Propp summarizes his observations about the functions of 

characters as follows: 

1. Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in a tale, 

independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the 

fundamental components of a tale. 

2. The number of functions known to the fairy tale is limited. 

3. The sequence of functions is always identical. 

4. All fairy tales are of one type in regard to their structure. (21-23) 

The character functions fall into three categories: donor, hero, and villain. It 

follows, using Propp's method, that we should be able to reduce any fairy tale, 

including those embedded within other narrative forms, to its constituent 

functions to discern its structural shape and to divide the characters into one of 

Propp's three character functions. 

Maxine Hong Kingston's The Warrior Woman: Memoirs of a Girlhood 

Among Ghosts text takes the first part of its title from the fairy tale that comprises 

the section "The White Tiger," the tale of the legendary Chinese heroine and 

warrior, Fa Mu Lan. The five sections of Hong Kingston's text address different 

aspects of the narrator's personal history and identity through their varying 

generic forms: cautionary tale, fairy tale, biography, victim story and 

amalgamation of Chinese and American talking story. At the end of this chapter I 
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return to the relationship between the five sections of Woman Warrior and in the 

following chapter I address the narrator's spiraling dis-cerning of self through the 

generic forms, but here I address the function of the fairy tale section. 

The final function of a fairy tale, according to Propp, is always a 

liquidation of a lack—a lack which may or may not have been explicitly 

mentioned in the tale's beginning, but which becomes apparent through the 

concluding action. Using Propp's schema, I note that the figure of Fa Mu Lan 

performs both a hero and a donor function: the hero function when she kills the 

Emperor of China and his underlings and revenges their brutality and oppression 

of the people of China and the donor function when she restores political and 

economic stability to the country and therefore her people's access to basic food 

and safety provisions. 

However, connecting the Fa Mu Lan tale with the rest of Hong Kingston's 

text leads us to another reading of the tale. The "White Tigers" chapter frames 

the Fa Mu Lan tale with recollections of the narrator's childhood and her struggle 

to understand an appropriate role for a woman raised between the cultures of 

China and America. The narrator's mother repeatedly reinscribes her daughter 

into the traditional position of Chinese wife, graphically signified by the Chinese 

ideogram for woman that is also the sign for slave. However, the mother also 

tells her daughter the story of Fa Mu Lan and teaches her a warrior chant. The 

narrator understands she must be more than a traditional wife: "When we 

Chinese girls listened to the adults talk-story, we learned that we failed if we grew 

up to be but wives or slaves" (20 emphasis mine). Like the female avenger Fa 
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Mu Lan, the young Chinese girls learned their responsibility to their community 

and their family: "We could be heroines, swordswomen. Even if she had to rage 

across all China, a swordswoman got even with anybody who hurt her family" 

(19). The narrator's difficulty is that she does not know how to transfer the story 

of the female avenger to her American life. The fairy tales teach her who the 

enemy are, "business-suited in their modern American executive guise" (48) but 

not how to fight them: "If I took the sword, which my hate must surely have forge 

out of the air, and gutted him, I would put color and wrinkles into his shirt" (49). 

Though she can imagine how to disfigure his appearance, by disheveling his 

shirt, the narrator cannot imagine how to defeat her American enemy. To fight 

the "tyrants" and "racists" she encounters in America, the narrator needs to be a 

different kind of warrior woman. 

Finding a way to become a more suitable woman warrior requires that the 

narrator sift through the stories she has been given and separate what is useful 

from what is not. Like the helper ant of the fairy tales who sorts bushels of mixed 

grain into their separate heaps to help the hero complete her/his task, the 

narrator needs to separate the grain from the chaff before she can complete her 

task. The lack that the narrator's tale seeks to liquidate is twofold. She seeks to 

destroy the power of the "tyrants who for whatever reason can deny my family 

food and work" (49) and she seeks release from the stories and words that bind 

her and trap her: the Chinese stories that tell her "Girls are maggots in the rice" 

and "It is more profitable to raise geese than daughters" (43) and the family 

scripts that make her academic accomplishments worthless, preferring a 
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daughter who can save her entire village over one who gets straight A's. Though 

Brave Orchid teaches her daughter about the power of the woman warrior, the 

female avenger's song is tuned to the key of the old stories and traditions. It is 

only when the narrator shifts the story into a different register that she is able to 

understand the power of her mother's story and the possibility for her to become 

a woman warrior in her own right: "At last I saw that I too had been in the 

presence of a great power, my mother talking-story ... I had forgotten this chant 

that was once mine, given me by my mother, who may not have known its power 

to remind. She said I would grow up a wife and a slave, but she taught me the 

song of the warrior woman, Fa Mu Lan" (19-20). 

How does the narrator become a woman warrior in her own right? All fairy 

tales contain an interdiction (Propp) and Hong Kingston's text is no exception. 

The first lines of her book begin with an injunction from the mother to the 

narrator: '"You must not tell anyone,' my mother said, 'what I am about to tell 

you" (3). In fairy tales, the interdiction is always broken, an action that allows the 

villain to enter the story, the hero to be tested, and the donor to resolve the lack 

that prompted the fairy tale in the first place. The villain in Fa Mu Lan's story is 

the corrupt emperor who, with his henchman the evil baron, brings the people of 

China to their knees. In Hong Kingston's larger story the villain is the oppressive 

narrative script that condemns no name aunts to silence and that values girls as 

equivalent to maggots. Hong Kingston breaks her mother's injunction; she not 

only tells the story of her aunt, but she elaborates it until it becomes thick enough 

to hold all the various aspects of herself, her family's story, her Chinese cultural 
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history and her American experience. Breaking the interdiction indicates the 

beginning of Hong Kingston's quest and the initiation of action that eventually 

liquidates her lack of a suitable story and a sense of agency. She learns to 

translate the old stories into ones that resonate for her. Being a woman warrior 

means breaking silence; revenge is achieved through words, not through 

swordsplay: "The reporting is the vengeance—not the beheading, not the gutting, 

but the words" (53). 

Hong Kingston retains the hero function for herself as woman warrior. 

However, she also fulfills a donor role in that, when she writes their stories, she 

figuratively avenges the wrongs practised against the Chinese people both in 

China and in America. Fa Mu Lan's father ritually inscribes the language of the 

community's hurt and wrongs on her back before she wages war on the 

oppressors: '"We are going to carve revenge on your back," my father said. "We'll 

write our oaths and names'" (34). Like Fa Mu Lan, Hong Kingston carries oaths 

and words of revenge. Unlike the other woman warrior, however, Hong Kingston 

does not carry the words on her body but in her story: "And I have so many 

words—"chink" words and "gook" words too—that they do not fit on my skin" (53). 

Like Hong Kingston, many women have too many words to fit on their skin, 

narratives that include their corporeal selves but which exceed them. They are 

not female avengers like Fa Mu Lan. Instead, they need talking stories that, in 

Hong Kingston's words, "translate well" to their lives, stories that mediate 

between current social structures and the desire for a reimagined site for the self, 

stories that lead to the creation of a new kind of woman warrior. Hong Kingston 
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becomes a woman warrior when she wields the pen as substitute for sword, 

when she inscribes her oaths and revenge and stories on the pages of her text. 

Women in therapy can become women warriors when they find stories that 

"translate well" and make them their own. Before women can learn to talk story, 

however, they must realize their ability to be tellers of their own lives. 

Unfortunately, through our theoretical discourses, we have often divested people 

of the potential to tell their own lives, to act autonomously, by de-facing them as 

'subjects.' 

Dis-cerninq the Autobiographical Subject and Restoring the Teller in the Talking  

Story Process 

I take my heading here from Paul Smith's Discerning the Subject, for it is 

the act of discerning, that is perceiving or discriminating what we mean by the 

'subject' as well as Smith's notion of dis-cerning, making less abstract, the 

'subject' that is an essential prerequisite to the self-storying process. The 

'subject,' Smith contends, as conceived in the Western philosophical tradition, is 

a "complex but nonetheless unified locus of the constitution of the phenomenal 

world, the 'subject' is the bearer of a consciousness that will interact with 

whatever the world is taken to consist in" (xxvii). This unified, coherent bearer of 

consciousness is used in our contemporary discourses as an abstract concept, 

separated from the historical and material human individual it purportedly 

represents. Smith terms the process of abstracting the subject "the cerning of the 

subject" (xxx). Cerning here is a conflation of two verbs, "to cern," "to accept with 
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an inheritance or patrimony," which Smith uses to connect the "intellectual 

abstraction of the 'subject' from the real conditions of its existence" (xxx), 

consistent with the philosophical construction of the subject as unified bearer of 

consciousness and "to cerne," that is "to encircle" or "to enclose." The metaphor 

of encircling and enclosing suggests to Smith the limiting of the individual by 

theoretical discourse so the person can be called 'the subject.' It is this limiting of 

the real person by calling him or her a 'subject' that allows theorists and 

practitioners, in part, to objectify and distance themselves from the individuals 

who are the focus of their work. 

Following Paul Smith's lead, I mark the term 'subject' with quotation marks 

to indicate the commonly used term that is used inaccurately to describe a series 

of subject positions into which a person is hailed or interpellated by a range of 

discourses. Marking 'subject' in this way serves as a reminder of the limiting 

effects of discourse and acts to initiate the process of dis-cernment. The 

objectification of individuals that necessitates a process of dis-cernment 

encourages the theorist's desensitization to the effects of theoretical constructs 

and to the ethics of applying theoretical paradigms to the everyday lives of 

people. Abstracting the 'subject' also separates people from the historical, 

material, social, and familial grounds of their daily activities. Such an abstraction 

impedes the narrative acts many women seek by obscuring relations between 

the 'subject' who exists in theory and the corporeal being who, in Joy Farr's 

words, "births and bleeds" and by divorcing any sense of agency or autonomy 

from the corporeal being who is written as 'subject.' 



173 

Smith's notion of the "cerned," that is the abstracted and limited 'subject,' 

corresponds to what social worker Roberta Sands identifies as the primary 

organizing construction of self and identity in the social sciences, a construction 

problematic for women. The limited and limiting nature of an abstracted model of 

identity arises from and is apparent in both "the former liberal ideal of autonomy 

and authorial control in the portrayal of a homogeneous self" (Joy 35-36) that 

underpins the traditional autobiography and a decentred, polymorphous and 

indeterminate self that arises from a "negative paradigm of identity formation" 

(McNay 2) based on poststructuralist, constructionist and psychoanalytic theory. 

This shifting and fragmented self is not useful to most women though, as Morny 

Joy notes, "If there is a resonance of certain women with this proclamation, it is 

probably because they can recognize themselves in this profile of a decentered 

subject" (36). Instead of asking women to choose between these two 

representations of self, the homogeneous self or the decentered subject, a 

choice which is another kind of double bind, I suggest women can be invited to 

re-configure narrative selves that are not restricted to either of these models. 

Although the process of re-configuring one's life that I propose resembles that 

outlined by many narrative therapists, as we shall see, it is based on a different 

understanding of self and of an individual's capability of autonomous action. 

Most narrative therapy is based on a constructionist philosophy that is 

derived from a Foucauldian perspective. Indeed, Michael White explicitly 

delineates his reliance upon Foucault's notions of the subjecting and regulatory 

effects of systems of power on the individual (White 1990,1993). Drawing on 
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Foucault's analysis of Bentham's Panopticon, White describes people as subject 

to the "gaze" of "normalizing judgment" that causes them perpetually to evaluate 

themselves, to police themselves, and to operate on their bodies to forge them 

as docile ("Deconstruction and Therapy"). The source of the normalizing 

judgment is the system of modern power that operates everywhere, recruiting 

people into what Foucault calls "technologies of the se l f (1978:18). White 

suggests that most action or behaviour is not the result of free will or 

transgressive acts but a product of collusion with systems of dominant power. 

The only way out of such a subjugated subject position, for White, is through the 

unmasking of power practices achieved through the objectifying of practices 

through externalizing conversations, as described in the previous chapter. 

The difficulty with Foucault's notion of the subject regulated through 

discursive power practice and, in turn, White's use of a Foucaudian model, is that 

there is no adequate theorization of the individual's role in escaping this 

subjection and no understanding of the individual in excess of the discursive 

'subject.' White proposes a separating of the person from the "problem-

saturated" story through externalization of the "problem." A "preferred outcome" 

arises through agency, according to White, in the rupture between the person 

and the old story: "As persons become separated from their stories, they are able 

to experience a sense of personal agency; as they break from their performance 

of their stories, they experience a capacity to intervene in their own lives and 

relationships" (1990: 16). However, White is unable to suggest the source of 

agency, how it relates to identity, or why externalization leads to agency. 
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Although clearly in many cases it is necessary for people to change their 

performed or iterated behaviours, as per White's suggestion, I suggest that, 

rather than a separation from their old stories, people need simultaneously to 

retain and to reconfigure their relations to prior scripts. Thus, the process of 

personal change requires a more complex model of subjectivity than is offered by 

either Foucault's or White's notion of the subjected 'subject.' As McNay 

comments in regard to Foucault's model, "The idea that the individual emerges 

from constraint does not offer a broad enough understanding of the dynamics of 

subjectification and, as a consequence, offers an etiolated understanding of 

agency" (3). I assert that a more vital model of storied subjectivity that emerges 

through a braiding of form and process restores agency and, in turn, vivifies the 

individual who stands behind the shadowy 'subject.' 

Implicitly, both Foucault and White assume a passivity of the subject. As 

previously indicated, in his accounts it seems White decides the "preferred 

outcome" of therapy. The constructionist narrative model invokes change through 

discursive practices. Because the subject is constituted through language, 

according to this model, altering the subject's language effectively changes the 

subject. Disengaging the person from subjecting narratives, according to the 

narrative model, therefore frees the person into less subjecting narratives. As 

articulated, this narrative model provides an important function by pointing us 

toward the constraints imposed by regulatory discourse and language practices 

and by encouraging therapists explicitly to draw out the binding effects of 

language and discourse on people's lives. However, like another related model of 
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subjectivity that I will briefly address, the current narrative model is unable to 

account for the relations between discursive and corporeal aspects of identity 

and associated therapeutic change. 

Another model of subjectivity that has had considerable sway in recent 

theoretical discourse is based on feminist re-readings of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and proposes the symbolic creation of subjectivity. According to 

Lacan, language is the symbolization of an absent object; thus absence is at the 

heart of language and at the center of the human subject. The subject is unstable 

and reduced to no more than a signifier. The difficulty for feminist revisions of 

Lacanian theory is that "the priority accorded to the phallus in determining 

meaning within the symbolic realm means that agency is usually only considered 

in relation to sexual difference" (McNay 8). To account for all the registers within 

which a woman's identity is implicated, we need a broader conceptualization of 

identity than that based either on the subjected 'subject' or on the sexually 

differentiated 'subject' and a corresponding notion of agency. To free the 'subject' 

from these restricting notions of subjecthood, we must free woman from the 

figurative bars of discourse and language 1 6 behind which she has been lurking to 

occupy a different site of imaginative embodiment that recognizes, listens to and 

narrates the intersection of discursivity and corporeality that is the person who 

"births and bleeds." 

In "Women's Memoirs and the Embodied Imagination," Helen M. Buss 

argues the need to remake the concept of the imagination as more than merely 

rational before we can address and understand the process of literary narration: 
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"until we have a concept of an embodied imagination, we cannot fully read the 

literary narration of imaginative acts, and since every body has a history, we 

need to take into account personal historical narratives in order to inscribe the 

embodied imagination" (88). Noting the dangers of essentialism and binaries in 

gendering the social body that is woman, Buss nonetheless works to "re-entangle 

the discourses in which we write and speak with the bodies that speak us and 

our theories" (89). Our bodies do not consist of a theoretical body, but the "lived 

body, the body insofar as it is represented and used in specific ways in particular 

cultures" (Grosz in Buss 89). The "embodied imagination," according to Buss, 

"transf/gures the bodily emotion into a more conscious self-construction that does 

not deny the bodily emotion in its transfiguration" (92). As I develop a notion of 

the narrating self throughout the remainder of this chapter, Buss' concept of the 

"embodied imagination" helps me to address the role of the body in the self-

storying of identity and the life histories of individuals. 

To return to the abstracted subject: in two different ways, Paul Smith and 

Roberta Sands propose a de-limiting of the 'subject.' Smith proposes a dis

cerning of the 'subject' in which human agency exceeds the limits of the 

traditionally figured unified and theoretical subject through attention to 

subconscious processes—memory, dreams, associations—in the individual 

person, and through a recognition of the "contradictions between different ideas 

and positions of the subject," a site of resistance and conflict between social 

discourses, systems and the individual. This is what I mean when I say we have 

first to know our old stories before we can refigure new ones; the old stories are 
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those narratives that have interpellated us into gendered, classed, raced, aged, 

cultured subject positions. A person with agency is able to take up the old stories, 

stories that are constructed through economic, historical, and cultural forces, as 

well as personal forces, and put them into conversation with new narratives of 

possibility. Thus the dis-cerned 'subject,' the person with agency, simultaneously 

engages with exterior and interior discourses: The "active 'subject' is always 

caught in the process of engaging the world and itself simultaneously" (Paul 

Smith 158), a world that must, if it is to address the whole person, include the 

bodied individual. In fact, Parry and Doan argue that humans have made up 

stories precisely to bridge the gap between the "inescapable embodiedness of 

human life" and the "sociality of the world" (36). 

While Smith provides a way to consider the dis-cerning of the 'subject,' 

Sands suggests a way to understand how the de-limiting of the 'subject' 

prefigures change. "Identity," argues Sands, "is a social construction in which 

dominant views about women are reproduced" (170); yet, it is also a construction 

that can change, can be "multiple, contradictory, and in process" (Newton in 

Sands 177). Change begins when we bring richly textured stories of self and 

identity into conversation with the social discourses supporting acts of becoming 

in this world. Through the concept of "narrative identity," which she draws from 

Paul Ricoeur, Sands models a way for us to begin to think through this 

simultaneous engagement with the exterior and interior worlds as a component 

of active change. Narrative identity, suggests Sands, is the solution to the 

dilemma women face when asked to choose between the abstracted 'subject' 
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(Smith's "cerned" 'subject') and the fragmented multiplicity of selves currently 

valorized by postmodernism and social constructionism. This more thickly 

described understanding of the dis-cerned 'subject,' to which I add Buss' 

embodied imagination, moves toward restoring agency to women in therapy. 

Storying the self in therapy, I contend, engages in a process of articulation 

of various subject positions through a range of narrative strategies and language 

forms that seeks not to encircle, enclose, or limit the individual to being a 

"subject" but rather to identify an individual's imbricated ways of relating in the 

world in a practice that acknowledges both the processual nature of identity and 

the possibilities inherent in such a process. These narrative strategies also seek 

not to foreclose prior narratives or scripts as "problem stories" but to deepen an 

understanding of their value in earlier plots and their potential usefulness in 

reconfigured narratives. 

Storying the Autofictional Self and Constructing a Narrative Identity 

An example of a literary text that investigates the layered arrangement of 

narrative scripts is Jeanette Winterson's autobiographical/fictional novel Oranges 

Are Not The Only Fruit. Winterson's text plays with the generic forms of the 

fictionalized novel, the autobiography, the fairy tale, and the conversion story to 

weave a narrative in which she questions prior narratives in order to reconfigure 

the stories that have worked to interpellate her into particular subject positions. 

Through the process of narrating her life, Winterson is able to reconfigure prior 

stories and eventually posit what Sands would call a "narrative identity." 
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Adopted into an evangelical working-class British family, the young 

Jeanette grows up knowing she is "special" and responds to her mother's desire 

to shape her into a missionary. By age eight, Jeanette's preaching is helping to 

fill the church with the newly converted. As Amy Brown notes, Oranges is not 

only a Bildungsroman, the story of a young woman's development, it is also a 

Kunstlerroman, the "chronicle of a writer's development" (234). Not incidentally, it 

is also a coming-out story, as the young Jeanette "accidentally" at first discovers 

her passion for another young woman. Of course, her love affair brings her into 

discordance with her church family; the church attempts to exorcise her demons 

and to win Jeanette back to its fold. What is particularly interesting for this study 

is not so much the course of events depicted in the novel, but the manner in 

which Winterson constructs a narrative identity through multiple generic 

strategies. The fairy tales, which range from short one page tales to extended 

fables, explore the novel's themes in a tangential and refracted way and allow for 

multiple sites and means of interpretation. For instance, there is a story of a 

"brilliant and beautiful princess, so sensitive that the death of a moth could 

distress her for weeks" (9). Out walking one day, the princess meets an old, 

hunch-backed woman who recognizes that the princess is a "woman of great 

energy and resourcefulness," but who is in danger of "being burned by [her] own 

flame" (9). If the princess wants to take over the old woman's duties in her small 

village—to milk the goats, educate the people, and compose songs for their 

festival, the old woman will be free to die. The princess accepts. 
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The fable points to the choices both Jeanette and her mother face. 

Jeanette's mother has turned away from her bodily passion and desire, and has 

taken up the spiritual mantle of salvation and duty to win converts for the Lord. 

Her mission began with the getting, not begetting of a child: "She would get a 

child, train it, build it, dedicate it to the Lord: a missionary child, a servant of God, 

a blessing" (10). Jeanette, filled with joy and power as she preaches within her 

extended family, the church, nonetheless faces a critical moment when she must 

weigh her passion and desire against what she has been taught is her duty. 

Winterson models the dilemma many women face—a dilemma that brings many 

women into therapy with a sense of acute unease or discongruence in their 

lives—a dilemma between personal and public discourses, and between various 

social discourses that try to interpellate women into particular subject positions. 

In Winterson's text, as in real women's lives, the "cerned" or abstracted 

notion of a subject is of no assistance in the narrative act. Rather, the focus 

needs to be on the everyday effects of the conflicting discourses and the 

consequences of living with an em-bodied imagination. Jeanette must decide 

how to order her life: whether to live with her family, whether to submerge her 

physical desires, as has her mother, and live according to the religious model 

she grew up with, or whether to seek a new life in which she can express her 

sexuality openly. Along with her sexuality, however, Jeanette also wants the 

freedom to think and write for herself. 

Significantly, the central section of the novel is about storytelling: "that is 

the way with stories; we make them what we will" (93). Jeanette takes the 
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dominant stories that have shaped her life—the bible, patriarchy, 

heterosexuality—and she refashions them in her own way. For example, 

Oranges' chapters are named after the Old Testament books, beginning with 

Genesis and ending with Ruth. Jeanette learns not to discard all she has learned, 

but to shape it, re-narrate it, so it works for her: "There is an order and a balance 

to be found in stories" (95). The trick is, to take history, and religion, all you have 

learned and seen, and assemble it yourself. Instead of a coherent master 

narrative, Winterson assembles a fluid and piquant story of her own: "I can put 

these accounts together and I will not have a seamless wonder but a sandwich 

laced with mustard of my own" (95). "Here is some advice," she warns the 

reader, "If you want to keep your own teeth, make your own sandwiches..." (95); 

that is, write your own stories. Winterson establishes a direct connection between 

the stories the fictive Jeanette narrates and the person she becomes. Indirectly, 

through the autobiographies of her text, and through the conflation of the fictive 

and the authorial Jeanette, Winterson also links the assembling of Oranges to 

her developing identity as female, writer, lesbian. 

Like Winterson, Mary Ellen Tramble, in Listen to the Wind: A Journey in 

Schizophrenia, needs to sort out the master narratives that have shaped her life 

and to re-interpret and write them into different forms so that she can find an 

identity that is not limited to the fragmented state that she experiences as 

schizophrenia. 1 7 The reader is invited to accompany Tramble: "And so I take you 

on a strange journey. Come with me, stay with me, until I reach my new-found 

birth. Come back with me even before I was born. In the convolutions of my 
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tormented mind, you will understand why I wonder at the sound of the birds, the 

wind in my hair and the joy of looking in a mirror and seeing a talking person with 

seeing eyes" (2). It is clear from reading Tramble's text that she feels the active 

process of remembering her experiences, re-ordering her memories, and writing 

them through journals, poems and ultimately autobiography is central to her 

ability to establish a more coherent self. 

Several aspects of this autobiographical process work together to help 

Tramble to a more eased place: the sequencing of life events and stories into a 

narrative format and the evoking of emotions and feelings associated with those 

events. The physical act of writing forces Tramble to impose some form of order 

on her jumbled thoughts, an order that makes it possible for both Tramble as 

reader of her life and an outside reader to follow, albeit imperfectly, the path of 

her psychological journey to healing. However, the ordering into narrative is 

neither an easy nor a fast process. Tramble spends years writing journals, 

poems, and fragments of notes to herself. At some point, her therapist suggested 

that Tramble assemble these fragments into a more cohesive form. With the help 

of Patrick Walsh, a Professor of English and a playwright, Mary Ellen Tramble 

coaxed her writings into a readable text. That process took over three years. 

Setting down her experiences helped Tramble recover her tenuous links with the 

past and present. Recalling one of her periods of mental disintegration, she 

recounts: "A weird strangeness swept over my whole being, the headache 

continued. An unbearable pain. I went from place to place. A weird feeling of 

nothingness swept over me and I could not remember the past. I could not sleep 
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or eat; a strange sadness filled my soul. I suddenly realized that my whole life 

had been an unhappy nightmare and should be forgotten" (76-77). Yet, though 

Tramble fights against her feelings of unworthiness and nothingness, and wants 

to forget her past, she discovers that the process of writing her life deepens her 

understanding of previous events and of her ability to connect with her feelings 

through her writing. The act of writing her autobiography graphically enacts a 

narrating self that, through the writing event, opposes Tramble's earlier desire to 

forget her life. Through the narrative act, despite what she considers faulty 

syntax and construction, Tramble discovers access to emotion and feelings in a 

new way: 

"I have been doing a lot of writing." 

"Yes. Have you showed it to anybody?" 

"Yes, a few people, just bits and pieces, nothing really put 

together." 

"What did they think?" 

"Well, when they were reading it they said they felt like being there 

with that person, as if they were facing the same things she was feeling 

and it reminded them of feelings they they've had at times in life." 

"That's something." 

"Not really. My grammar is awful." 

"That doesn't matter. It is the feelings that a writer has to convey." (107) 
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Tramble comes to recognize that it is the feelings that matter and the responses 

she has to events, rather than the events themselves. 

Paradoxically, however, as Tramble implicitly indicates, it is only through 

writing and ordering events that many people can access their feelings. In "The 

Spoken Autobiography: A Powerful Tool in Group Psychotherapy," authors 

Bonnie Adkins, Julian Taber and Angel Russo relate how they use spoken 

autobiography as an integral part of group treatment for "pathological gamblers." 

New members to the treatment group agree to present a spoken autobiography 

in the first week of sessions. The person in treatment must write his or her life 

story and then present it verbally. The audience for the spoken autobiography is 

comprised of the co-therapists, a social worker and a psychologist, fellow 

gamblers undergoing treatment and, gathered specifically for this purpose, a 

nurse, a psychology technician and a peer counselor. The people in treatment 

are directed to "write about their lives in whatever detail seems natural" (436), 

including topics such as "their father, mother, preschool days, school and work 

experiences, and so on" (436). Many of the group members find the writing of 

their lives a very difficult task. In particular, the prospect of publicly delivering 

their life story is "devastating" (436). Although the stipulated length of the 

autobiography is thirty to forty-five minutes, on occasion the leaders will shorten 

the allotted time "to spare a fragile client from further stress" (436). 

The purpose of the autobiography is to give people the chance, often for 

the first time in their lives, to tell their story in a supportive, non-critical 

atmosphere. Because the atmosphere is so important, visiting professional, 
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students, or other hospital personnel unacquainted with the group members are 

never allowed to sit in on the autobiographies. Significantly, even though 

narrators are strongly encouraged to include their emotional responses in their 

autobiographies, the therapists consistently find that "emotions emerge, often for 

the first time, as clients read their autobiography to the group" (436). 

This is a graphic enactment of what Buss calls the "embodied 

imagination." Language is never separate from the body that utters it. In the 

autobiographical space of group therapy, these people, for the first time, utter 

words that shape their personal stories, hear their narratives through the sound 

waves that vibrate against the membranes of their ears, and receive the narrated 

events into their imaginations. Language, according to Pamela Banting, is not a 

mimetic representation, the capturing of an "essence" through words, but rather a 

"translation" of the body and of the writing 'subject:' "The poet is both writer and 

reader, text and intertext, textual body and embodied text" (6). Thus, the 

narrators in the therapeutic group are caught in the emotional effect and affect of 

their narratives at the moment when, through the physical processes of memory, 

speech, hearing, and listening, they translate their previously unstoried and 

unnarrated experiences into autobiography. The narrator's nervous bodies, 

resonating like tuning forks, amplify the narrative as it enters the embodied 

imagination, etching even more deeply the marks of the body on their text and 

evoking an emotional realization. 

In a similar way, Tramble gains wider access to her emotional reactions 

when she begins to write her life and share it with others. Her autobiographical 
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record becomes a translation of her experience which she is then able to hear 

and interpret with a different ear. As interlocutor, in his role as editor, Patrick 

Walsh reflected back to Tramble the implications of the narrative structure of her 

text and provided her the opportunity to hear another translation of her story. 

Tramble's readers also share her journey in a small way, validating Tramble's 

experience and her writing of it through their embodied imaginative acts. These 

layered arrangements of writing, reading, translating, and revising embody the 

therapeutic narratives and dis-cern the 'subject' of the therapeutic discourse. 

Instead, the translated or embodied texts ground the storied self in the daily, 

corporeal activities, emotions, and insights of the flesh and blood persons who 

tell their stories. I have cited an example of the embodied imagination engaged 

through narrative. I now bring this notion of the embodied imagination, coupled 

with a dis-cerning of the 'subject,' to a continued refinement of "narrative identity." 

Schizophrenic Brokenness That is Not Self: Needing the Narrating Self 

Mary Ellen's Tramble's urgent desire and need to find a more coherent 

and stable self through therapy and writing impels us to turn again to our 

theoretical understanding of self and identity. The postmodern paradigm that 

dominates current critical discourse often seems to privilege and even valorize a 

decentered, shifting and multiple discursive identity. Yet, as Jane Flax 

emphatically points out, those who assume the value of shifting selves ignore 

their underlying sense of "core sel f that enables such a belief: they seem "self-

deceptively naive and unaware of the basic cohesion within themselves that 
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makes the fragmentation of experiences something other than a terrifying slide 

into psychosis" (218-219). Flax's distinction leads us to pose the question: what 

differentiates the utter fragmentation of experiences, a schizophrenic brokenness 

that is not self, from a coherent or core self that fosters narration, change and 

ease? 

Picking up on our earlier discussion of narrative identity, in this section I 

bring together the work of Jane Flax, Jeanne Perreault and Paul Ricoeur to work 

through the distinctions between a fragmented non-self and a coherent yet 

mobile sense of self to construct a multi-dimensional view of a narrating self. I 

develop the concept of the "narrating sel f to replace the "narrative identity" I 

have been using until this point and posit the narrating self as the primary locus 

of agency and change in the narrative therapeutic act. 

In Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and Postmodernism in 

the Contemporary West, Flax differentiates between a "unitary" or singular self 

and a "core self," an important distinction, she contends, that escapes 

postmodern theorists: "All possible forms of self are confounded with the unitary, 

mentalist, deeroticized, masterful, and oppositional selves [postmodernist critics 

of subjectivity] rightfully criticize" (218). The "core self," according to Flax, is a 

"basic cohesion within...selves" (218-19) that recognizes social interdependence, 

unique characteristics, and the ability both to effect a change in language and to 

be affected by language. Flax notes the absence of a "core sel f in people 

suffering from "borderline syndrome," in which "the self is in painful and disabling 

fragments" (218). 
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Although she draws on Flax's description of "core self," Jeanne Perreault 

finds Flax's use of the "core sel f distracting in its spatial connotations; she 

prefers to read Flax's term "as 'energy' rather than 'object' or location'" (17). 

Feminist autographical texts then, according to Perreault, do not articulate a site 

of subjectivity or self, but an energy (17). A core self provides both the stability 

from which the subject can initiate change and the flexibility through which she 

can transform herself. Flax posits a woman's need for a core self before she can 

begin the process of change or transformation: "Only when a core self begins to 

cohere can one enter into or use the transitional space in which the differences 

and boundaries between self and other, inner and outer, and reality and illusion 

are bracketed or elided" (219). The transitional process, according to Perreault, 

occurs through the writing of the self: "This energy, then, manifesting itself 

textually as 'I,' has the power to bracket, elide, connect, or differentiate parts of 

self and world" (17). 

How does this core self cohere? How does a woman like Mary Ellen 

Tramble move from a non-cohering place of disabling fragmentation and 

brokenness to a cohering sense of being? The key to this change is in the 

mediatory function of narrative, a structural and interpretive action that 

recognizes and reconfigures an individual's sense of who she is. As noted in both 

of the therapeutic accounts I have cited above, moments of insight and a greater 

sense of self-coherence occurred through the act of writing the self. Unlike Flax 

then, I argue that a fully developed core self is not essential prior to the act of 

writing the self but, rather, can come into being through the narrating act. 
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Because narrative structures and strategems are the forms through which the 

self is embodied, it is important that the interpreter be informed in literary models. 

Patrick Walsh actively assisted Mary Ellen Tramble's formation of a more 

coherent self through his knowledge of literary forms. 

I have been using the term "self instead of "identity" because, as noted by 

Paul Ricoeur, many of the difficulties we have in theoretical discussions of self 

and formation of subjectivity derive from a confusion between two usages of the 

term identity. Sorting out what we mean by "identity" solves, in part, the binary 

opposition that has been posed between a stable core self and a multiplicity of 

selves. Identity, says Ricoeur, as most commonly understood, includes identity 

as sameness (the Latin idem and the German gleich) and identity as self (the 

Latin ipse and the German selbst) (73). Identity-as-sameness, or idem, suggests 

the "uninterrupted continuity in the development of a being between the first and 

last stage of its evolution" (74), which is the underlying assumption behind the 

traditionally figured, linear autobiographical self, a construction I have previously 

suggested is too narrow a model of identity. As McNay further points out, identity 

as idem insufficiently accounts for significant change over time: "The weakness 

of the criterion of similitude or physical continuity for an understanding of identity 

is that it cannot fully account for the question of change in time which may erode 

resemblance" (87). To account for the change we anticipate in therapy and that 

we have been encountering in the texts under study, we need another model of 

identity then that predicated on identity-as-sameness . 
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The notion of identity-as-self, or ipseity implies a constancy through 

change, characterized by "its capacity to interrogate itself about its own mode of 

being" (Ricoeur 75). Underlying ipseity's reflexive mode is the ability to 

distinguish between various aspects of self while retaining some organizing 

notion of what that self consists of. It is this notion of the narrative self that 

begins to offer a way to think through the limitations of change as suggested by 

an essentialist notion of the self or a constructionist version of self that implies 

limitless possibilities, an understanding that McNay points out is unable to 

explain "why certain forms of gendered behavior endure long after the historical 

circumstance in which they emerge have faded" (79). Ricoeur's notion of 

narrative identity as ipse, or self-same, "rests on a temporal structure that 

conforms to the model of dynamic identity arising from the poetic composition of 

a narrative text" (Time and Narrative 3, 246). 

The notion of narrative identity suggests a solution to what Ricoeur terms 

the "aporias concerning personal identity" (76) that arise from trying to resolve 

the notion of simultaneous sameness and change. Narrative identity incorporates 

both idem and ipse and produces "the sort of identity to which a human being 

has access thanks to the mediation of the narrative function" (Ricoeur 73). That 

is, identity of the self as the concurrent deployment of sameness and change is 

available through a narrative mode that mediates and interprets stasis and 

change. Like narrative therapists, Ricoeur believes we have an intuitive 

understanding of our lives as storied and we can resolve dilemmas of personal 

identity and construction through reference to historical and fictional narrative: 
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"We equate life to the story or stories we tell about it. The act of telling or 

narrating appears to be the key to the type of connectedness that we evoke 

when we speak ... of the 'interconnectedness' of life" (77). Narrative identity, as 

understood by Ricoeur, is a "fragile offspring issuing from the union of history and 

fiction [and] is the assignment to an individual or a community of a specific 

identity" (Time and Narrative 3, 246). Narrative identity is "not a stable and 

seamless identity. Just as it is possible to compose several plots on the subject 

of the same incidents ... so it is always possible to weave different, even 

opposed, plots about our lives" (Time and Narrative 3, 248). 

Although it is this notion of interweaving plots that I find central to the 

narrating process (rather than a limiting notion of one single "preferred story") 

Ricoeur's construction of "narrative identity" fails to take into account the 

embodied imagination and the ongoing, revisionary narrative processes we find 

in women's life writing. To foster both the provisional, mobile sense of the 

storying act and the embodied translation of one's corporeal existence through 

narration, I propose we amend Ricoeur's narrative identity to a narrating self. In 

this next section, then, I explore how women write their own stories and, in the 

process, begin to establish their narrating selves. 

Writing One's Own Stories: Finding the Narrating Self 

How do women go about writing their own stories? In addition to complex 

generic structures, many women choose textual forms that resist closure. Like 

Winterson and Hong Kingston's stories, the next narrative I examine contains a 
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mobile, revisionary structure. Tovah Lichtenstein and Rutie Baruch recount the 

construction of an adoption narrative by a pre-adolescent girl. Anat, referred to 

therapy because she had told her adoptive parents "how difficult it was for her all 

the time and that she thought about her adoptive and birth parents 'all the time'" 

(92), is able to move from a place of rejection and loss, feeling no connection 

with her birth mother—'I was born of the earth'—to a site of connection with her 

adoptive family through an ongoing narration of her life story in a collaborative 

process with her therapist. The girl narrates her tale, built from her memories, to 

the therapist and she writes her story not once, but several times, each time 

elaborating, refining, and reconceptualizing her story in an effort to narrate a 

comfortable self-in-process. During the narrative process, she finds a narrating 

self, that is her self identity that is constructed in the interstices of telling, 

inscribing, interpreting, retelling and re-interpreting her life history. 

The story of her life is constructed backwards, beginning with the 

adoption. The self-storying goal of the therapeutic intervention is to help the girl 

build a narrative that coherently and narratively builds to the end state of 

adoption into a new family. Using work by Kenneth Gergen and Mary Gergen, 

Lichtenstein and Baruch note that adoption stories are "nested narratives," with 

the birth story and placement story nested within the adoption story. Disjunction 

between the stories occurs because the birth story ends with separation and 

loss, while the adoption story focuses on attachment and joining (91). Using 

narrative strategies, however, the events can be connected in a coherent way, 

similar to the manner in which Winterson connects embedded fairytales to her life 
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story- The therapist does not try to discard or disregard Anat's early childhood 

history with her biological family, but rather seeks to integrate it into a new 

understanding of the story of Anat's life that begins with her biological birth, 

moves through a symbolic death within her biological family and continues with 

her entry into an adoptive family. Lichtenstein and Baruch realize that the fullness 

of Anat's narrative necessitates integrating a revised version of the old story into 

the new. 

Together the therapist and the girl Anat write a book called "My Adoption 

Story." Anat tells the story and illustrates it while the therapist transcribes it. 

Initially, the text focuses on Anat's "deep sense of rejection and hurt" (93) and is 

narrated in a terse, non-evaluative style. Anat describes her birth in one 

sentence: ""I, Anat, was born'" (93); the accompanying picture depicts a "woman 

with outstretched, unbending arms pushing a baby carriage" (93). As Anat 

continues to relate her story, the therapist interprets her mother's actions for her: 

"parents who hit children don't know how to be parents and ... even when 

children are little and want to play, some parents have great difficulty taking care 

of them" (94). Eventually, the adoption story, the birth story and the placement 

story merge in Anat's account. Compare the following description of Anat's 

placement to her one terse sentence of the birth story: 

This is our farewell to our parents. They brought us to the foster family. I 

drew a lot of suitcases but they have nothing in them because we got 

nothing from them. I don't even remember what they looked like. And they 
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didn't even give us anything to remember them by. I only remember that 

they hit me and that I was sad, but that can't be packed in suitcases. (94) 

In her latter versions of her life story, Anat spends more time evaluating and 

trying to understand motivation and relationships in her life and less time relating 

strictly referential events. The therapist as interpreter plays an important role in 

suggesting motivations and intentions to the behaviour of Anat's birth parents 

that provide grounds upon which Anat subsequently is able to reconfigure her 

previous understanding of events. 

Lichtenstein and Baruch argue that the "construction of a personal 

narrative is a prerequisite for mourning the losses inherent in adoption" (92). 

Implicit in the personal narrative, I assert, is a growing narrating self that arises 

from the cohering of life events into a sequence that constructs meaning and 

order for the young girl Anat. It is no coincidence that structurally Anat and 

Jeanette Winterson's texts resemble each other. Winterson's book lies curled 

around the central chapter on storytelling that I mentioned earlier. Like a nut, 

Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit is peeled to its inner kernel to reveal a germ of 

truth about the necessity of having a story of one's own, a narrating self. The 

revisionist aspect of both stories underlines the importance of ongoing 

storymaking for women in therapy. The stories that help women to move from 

places of unease and discongruity with their surroundings are not linear, 

chronological narratives, but narratives that allow a circular and continual re-

evaluation of life events. Recalling the storied nautilus as an image for women's 

stories that narrate their life journeys, we note the spiral nature of both Winterson 
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and Anat's stories. Huber describes women's psychean narratives as 

"experiential, sequential, and concerned with process, with crises that are 

moments of passage and psychological growth, of recognition and transformation 

contextualized as intense moments in a life journey; "digressions," as they 

appear in women's writing, turn out to be spirals out and back to re-collect 

experience that 'adds to' narrative..." (143). Both Jeanette Winterson and Anat 

spiral around their life stories as they reconsider and recollect them—for further 

understanding of the elements that have shaped their life narratives and for 

impetus and energy for change and transformation. 

As Paul Smith indicates, part of the dis-cerning process is achieved 

through attention to subconscious processes of memory, dreams, and 

associations. Thus, an important element in storying the self is the bringing forth 

or making evident of personal myths and symbols. As Lichtenstein and Baruch 

note, "traumatic memories of adults and children are not stored as a verbal 

narrative that is assimilated into an ongoing life story, but rather remain fixed and 

frozen in wordless sensations" (96). These memories need to be translated into 

language for Anat to de-construct her former notions of her self as born of the 

earth and not of a family and then to construct a new self-narrative. It was 

important for Anat to explore her feeling that she was born of the earth, not of a 

mother, and to place her deep feelings of rejection in context. It was important for 

Jeanette to revise the pervasive theme of oranges and fruit. Responding to most 

childhood crises with a bowlful of oranges as substitute for comfort, Jeanette's 

mother repeatedly told her "oranges are the only fruit." Eventually, as Jeanette 
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evaluates the teachings of her mother, culture, and church, she comes to realize 

there is more than one kind of fruit, and more than one way of living life: "Fruit 

salad, fruit pie, fruit for fools, fruited punch. Demon fruit, passion fruit, rotten fruit, 

fruit on Sunday" (29). In Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, Winterson engages 

some of the most dominant of our social discourses: religion, education, and 

heterosexuality. Evangelical and medical discourses are embodied and mis-read 

in the eight-year old Jeanette who suffers undiagnosed deafness for three 

months because her church community thought she was in a state of rapture. 

Jeanette must negotiate her sense of self within the conflicting subject positions 

of evangelist, lesbian, daughter. 

In another revisionist fairy tale, Winterson adapts the story of the prince 

who searches for the perfect woman to marry: '"I want a woman, without blemish 

inside or out, flawless in every respect. I want a woman who is perfect'" (61). 

After roaming the land for three years to find his perfect wife, the prince's advisor 

(a goose) advises him that what he wants can't exist. '"It must exist,' insisted the 

prince, 'because I want it'" (62). When the goose tells the prince he will die before 

he finds a perfect woman, the prince chops off her head. More time passes and 

the prince writes a book called The Holy Mystery of Perfection, outlining the 

philosophy of perfection, the impossibility of perfection and the need to produce a 

perfect race of beings on earth, an attainable heaven. Eventually the prince's 

advisor finds a "perfect woman" in the forest: she is so beautiful that "the mere 

sight of her healed the sick and gave a good omen to the crops" (61) and she is 
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wise because she is "well-acquainted with the laws of physics and the nature of 

the universe" (61). In addition, the woman loves to sing, spin, and cook. 

However, the woman shocks the prince by refusing to marry him: '"You're 

very sweet, but I don't want to marry you' (64). '"But you must," retorted the 

prince, 'I've written all about you'" (64). The woman draws the prince into her 

cabin and spends three days and nights explaining to him the difference between 

perfection and lawlessness. Indeed she was perfect, but she was not flawless: 

"She was perfect because she was a perfect balance of qualities and strengths. 

She was symmetrical in every respect" (64). Faced with this new knowledge, the 

prince determines to write a new book and make a public apology to the goose. 

His advisors, however, are horrified and convince him that the prince can not be 

seen to be wrong. Instead, he chops off the woman's head, which bleeds so 

copiously the blood drowns the advisors and the court, leaving only the prince to 

escape up a tree. About to resume his quest, the prince encounters an old man 

selling oranges. The man gives him a dozen oranges and a new text for his 

quest, a tale he says that "tells you how to build a perfect person, it's all about 

this man who does it, but it's no good if you ain't got the equipment'" (67). 

Grabbing the book and taking off, the prince misses the old man's last comment: 

'"It's a bit weird ... this geezer gets a bolt through the neck...."' (67). 

Ironically, the prince trades one false story for another: the myth of the 

perfect woman for the myth of the perfect creation. Invoking the text of 

Frankenstein, Winterson alludes to the monstrousness of imposing stories on 

other people, stories they neither want nor need. Without making the connections 
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explicit, Winterson expects the reader to interpret her autobiographical tale 

through the fairy tale. The prince and Victor Frankenstein represent Jeanette's 

mother, trying to mold a perfect creature, without blemish. In the stories that 

have, until this point, determined Jeanette's life, her blemish is her sexuality, an 

aspect that her mother will not accept. Eventually Jeanette gives up trying to fit 

herself into her mother's story for her and departs, determined to find a life and a 

narrative of her own. 

Like Winterson, Hong Kingston also needs to find her own story. However, 

unlike Winterson, Hong Kingston acknowledges the interdependence of her story 

and her mother's story and the story of other women in the narrator's family. 

Using a nautilus-like structure, Hong Kingston organizes her book around five 

sections that can be read on their own but that also are linked through the 

narrator's increasingly intent self-evaluation. "No Name Woman" begins the book 

with a cautionary tale about the narrator's aunt who, by trespassing her culture's 

injunctions against adultery, is forced to choose between a ghostly life in which 

she can live unacknowledged and shunned on the margins of family and 

community or die and remain nameless forever. She chooses death and drowns 

herself and her newly born daughter in the bottom of the family well. Hong 

Kingston does not know her aunt's name, and so cannot fully draw her out of the 

ghostly realm, but she can rescue her aunt from total oblivion by narrating her 

story. Faced with not knowing the circumstances of her aunt's life and death and 

forbidden to discuss the matter ("Don't tell anyone you had an aunt. Your father 

does not want to hear her name. She has never been born" (15)), Hong Kingston 
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rehearses several possible narratives. Was her aunt a "lone romantic;" was she 

simply obeying a man: "she always did as she was told" (6); was her impregnator 

someone in her family? "Brothers and sisters, newly men and women, had to 

efface their sexual color and present plain miens. Disturbing hair and eyes, a 

smile like no other, threatened the ideal of five generations living under one roof 

(11). Ultimately, Hong Kingston cannot settle on one version of her aunt's story 

but, until she can understand the connections between her aunt's life and her 

own, she will be unable to construct her own life narrative: "Unless I see her life 

branching into mine, she gives me no ancestral help" (8). 

Ancestral help is the thread that links the five segments of Hong 

Kingston's text. "White Tigers," as discussed earlier, details the mythical aspects 

of communal and familial support and the duty that binds the warrior to defend 

her clan. Just as Hong Kingston cannot rest with a singular version of her aunt's 

story, she cannot complete her narrative with Fa Mu Lan's version of how to be 

a woman warrior. Because her story is connected with that of previous 

generations of women, both in China and in America, Hong Kingston cannot find 

her own narrating self until she discerns where her mother's story ends and hers 

begins. Thus the third and central chapter, "Shaman," is told in the form of a 

biography of Brave Orchid, the narrator's mother. More than a tale of Brave 

Orchid's medical education at the Hackett Medical College for Women at Canton, 

"Shaman" represents an initiatory passage in both her mother's and the 

narrator's life. Brave Orchid receives her name after she spends the night facing 

a ghost in the women's dormitory at medical college. Though the "sitting ghost" 
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threatens to squeeze the life out of her and, for a time her spirit loses its way, the 

ghost could not overcome Brave Orchid because it has "no power over a strong 

woman" (70). Brave Orchid passes on her stories, like the one of her initiation to 

and triumph over the spirit world, to her daughter. But it takes her daughter some 

time to find a way to tell stories in her own right, to become her own kind of 

woman warrior. 

The fourth section of Hong Kingston's book, "At the Western Palace," 

demonstrates the danger that threatens people who lose their own stories and 

the danger of twisting stories into too intricate designs. "Long ago in China, knot-

makers tied string into buttons and frogs, and rope into bell pulls. There was one 

knot so complicated that it blinded the knot-maker. Finally an emperor outlawed 

this cruel knot, and the nobles could not order it any more. If I had lived in China, 

I would have been an outlaw knot-maker" (163). The narrator recognizes the 

necessity for intricate designs to accommodate her stories but she also realizes 

their outlaw status. The outlaw status of some stories highlights the inherent 

power of stories and their potentially dangerous nature. For instance, when 

Brave Orchid imposes her version of Moon Orchid's life on her sister and insists 

she take up her position as "first wife" to her long-estranged husband, Moon 

Orchid loses any sense of self and slides into madness. 

Straddling two cultures and searching for a narrative of her own, Hong 

Kingston accepts ancestral help in the form of family stories. Finally, in "Song for 

a Barbarian Reed Pipe," she learns how to take the stories of her culture, her 

family, and her self and to weave them together into a narrative of her own. We 
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learn that she has become a woman warrior in her own right when the narrator 

reveals to her mother that she too talks story: "Here is a story my mother told me, 

not when I was young, but recently, when I told her I also talk story. The 

beginning is hers, the ending, mine" (206). 

Like the septa that connects the chambers of the spiral nautilus, the 

narrator's ancestral stories link the segments of her self-narration. Trying on and 

discarding a series of roles offered by the women in her family and the two 

cultures she inhabits, the narrator searches for a story that fits her coalescing 

self. As she refines her own self-storying practices and designs a narrating self, 

Hong Kingston discovers a way to be a woman warrior that battles the enemy 

through words and not weapons. 

Changing their lives and their stories does not entail discarding all of these 

narrators' histories. Both Winterson and Hong Kingston remind us, as does bell 

hooks in the quote that begins this chapter, that there is often much that is good, 

strong and healthy in our former stories. They may contain the seeds for new 

beginnings, if we but listen to them. Sometimes seeds of possibilities are also 

contained in much older stories, stories that have come to us only in remnants. 

Lighting the fire within may consist of re-discovering older forms of the narratives 

we are familiar with or revising the versions of narratives we know. 



203 

Chapter Five: Re-Visioning our Narrating Selves 

/ have reached the end of my 1-story. 
Years ago when I first began writing, I wondered how one 

concludes an 1-story. Would I be compelled to keep on, chronicling 
minutiae, until I reached the end of my life? Sometimes I longed to be 
writing a travel memoir, my suspicion being that this particular problem 
(ending) provides the motivation behind that very popular form. 

What other tale affords such a convenient closing, the ability to say, 
"Then, I went home"? 

Yet I've found life provides its own punctuation: generates 
paragraph, chapter, beginning, and end. And I think I've learned why we 
write our l-stories. 

From the mundane flows an odd kind of music. 
Although "music" may be too strong a word. What emerges is a 

random note here, a ragged phrase there, some fragmented hints of 
coherence. They're intoxicating even in incompleteness. The bare 
undertones of a tune. 

The Strangeness of Beauty 
Lydia Minatoya 

Like Minatoya, I too have been speaking of the cadences of music, the 

fragments and hints of coherence that emerge from one's "1-story." I wonder 

about the shape of my "1-story" and how to end it. Finding a metaphor that suits 

our self-description, that resonates as a fitting shape within our individual I-

stories is central to a life-writing project. The shape that has informed both the 

writing of this project and the configuring of my personal narrative is the spiral, 

chambered shell of the nautilus; yet it took me some time to work toward this 

pattern, to find a narrative shape that works for me. Though many shapes and 

narrative structures appeal to me for a variety of reasons, not all fit the purpose 

and the moment in which I write. Often, I only knew a pattern was unsuitable 
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after I had written for a while in that design and discovered it was unable to 

notate adequately what I wanted to say. 

One such design that I tried was that of nested boxes, an image I drew 

from Dorothy Livesay's memoir Journey With My Selves. Livesay uses the image 

of Chinese boxes to indicate her desire to create something new and the designs 

evidenced in her life—designs that were not apparent at the moment of 

experience but that emerged during the contemplation and writing of her life: 

Sometimes one's life, looked back upon, appears to be enclosed in a 

series of Chinese boxes. Each one taken by itself seems to have no 

significance; but when fitted, each within the next size, a pattern is 

visualized, there is a sense of completion. So it has been with my desire to 

live fully, overflowing into friendships of all kinds, and at the same time to 

put it down. Out of experience to create something new (11). 

I collect containers of all sorts and sizes: wicker baskets, tins and boxes and I 

like to pile them one on top of another and to arrange them in patterns according 

to colour and size and association. Livesay's use of nested boxes appeals to my 

visual sense and for several months I tried to work with her box image as a 

metaphor for narrative design of my life story. Eventually, however, I realized the 

metaphor was too contained. Although the boxes related in some sense to each 

other through stacking or nesting, they remained separate and functionally 

disparate compartments. 

To discover a design, a shape that was resonant enough to hold my story, 

I needed to return to the beginning of my journey and to review its unfolding—its 
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cadences and notations. Sometimes, like Livesay, I felt I achieved completion at 

a particular stage of my life. On looking back, however, I was surprised to see 

that I often returned to those parts of my life that previously had seemed 

complete to shade in more detail and to rearrange the story. Always, when I 

return to a segment of my narrative, I learn something new about myself or the 

ordering of my narrative. The image of boxes is unable to capture the complexity 

of this process. I longed for a design that reflected the daily pattern of my life, 

that could speak my womanly self and resonate with the cadences of my 

embodied and imaginative experience. Like this project, my 1-story returned to its 

beginnings and inscribed a spiral and many-chambered structure and I pondered 

once again the nautilus and, in particular, the relationship between the living 

creature and the shell it inhabits. 

It took me several months to work through the confusion engendered by 

Marianne Moore's poem "The Paper Nautilus" and to distinguish between the 

paper nautilus, which is not a nautiloid mollusk but an octopod, and the 

chambered nautilus. My search for clarification necessitated consulting other 

sources—books, articles, a colleague trained in biology—and teasing out the 

differences between the scientific terms of classification and the common names 

by which mollusks are known. I was reminded, once again, that self-knowledge is 

a multi-stranded process that requires untangling before retangling or braiding 

into a different form. What initially seemed like an enormous setback, because I 

had structured my project around the image of the paper nautilus, became an 

opportunity for an enriched understanding as I compared the structure and form 
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of the paper nautilus with that of the chambered nautilus. As I reach the end of 

this portion of my 1-story, I am content to let the image of the paper nautilus hover 

alongside that of the chambered nautilus, leaking some of its fluids into the 

chambers of my narrative shell and preparing the narrative ground for future and 

revised metaphors and narrative acts. 

Part of the impetus and catalyzing agency of the narrating act occurs 

through the physical embodiment of words, experiences, and emotions, and their 

subsequent reuptake into another narrative cycle. As Minatoya indicates, I-

stories create their own cadences, their own moments of coherence. They also 

contain within themselves their moments of closure which may be temporary 

places of rest or pause or which may mark sites of closure. Using Minotoya's 

notion of musical fragments, I examine the designs of our life stories, the 

necessity of ongoing writing and revising of personal narratives and conclusions, 

and the achievement of a mundane music articulated through self-storying. 

Returning to the image of the nautilus with which I began this project, I note the 

spiral nature of many women's stories and the punctuating of their narratives 

through moments of rest or closure. Although many women's narratives evidence 

this spiral shape, the substance of each text is infused with a unique texture 

derived, in part, from the personal symbols the author uses. 

I consider the re-visions of lives and life stories and implicitly inquire about 

the designs of stories: designs as in the shapes of narratives and designs as in 

the intentions of the stories upon the writer and upon the reader. How we 

consciously and unconsciously shape or form our stories through narrative 
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structures and via images and language choice can have designs on us, that is 

affect or move us in particular ways. An awareness of the effects of patterns 

leads me in turn to consider the necessity of actively teaching people in therapy 

how to narrate or tell their lives in various generic formats and thus to equip them 

with a range of narrative strategems to use in the process of narrating the self. 

As the image of the storied nautilus suggests, though the individual 

segments of our experiences are disparate and discrete, they can be organized 

within larger patterns, nested within larger structures, accruing significance from 

the interrelationships between their layers and plots. These interrelationships can 

be compared to the various permutations of community, family, and other social 

relationships of the life writing texts that I have been examining. In the 

therapeutic process, it is essential to conceptualize and understand the myriad 

connections between the musical fragments of the narrator's personal life; it is 

just as important to register and work with the design of the narrator's story 

embedded within the therapy context. 

The therapist's task is to help the narrator construct a narrative that will 

link individual experiential fragments and forge connections to bridge the 

therapeutic context and the broader social context—that is to join the private 

world of therapy with the public world. The over-arching structure of this framing 

narrative allows the narrator to cite her/himself through language in those 

contexts and helps to manage the psychic, emotional and physical stakes 

through self-storying narrative designs. Within the therapeutic narrative space, 
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the person in therapy learns to write the cadences of self and thus begins to write 

a new self into being. 

How does the therapist facilitate the writing of the storied self? How does 

the transformative effect of which I have been speaking come about? Because 

identity rests not only on language constructions, discourse, and performativity, 

but also on the bodily relations of an individual to language, discourse and 

context, the construction of an 1-story must incorporate all these elements. I have 

been arguing that the narrative act must be embodied, must include all aspects 

of the woman's person, subjectivity, material circumstances, history, social 

relations, and language. In Subjectivity, Identity, and the Body, Sidonie Smith 

suggests that the narrator carries her body with her as she engages in the 

autobiographical act: "the autobiographical subject carries a history of the body 

with her as she negotiates the autobiographical "I," for autobiographical practice 

is one of those cultural occasions when the history of the body intersects the 

deployment of subjectivity" (22-23). Two self-stories of survival that spiral through 

narrative segments to construct a deliberately designed 1-story in which the 

history of the body intersects that deployment of subjectivity are Adrienne Rich's 

"Sources" poem cycle and Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior. These 

narratives are designed in the forms of the lyric sequence and the memoir, forms 

with particular literary meanings that can be inflected to serve the therapeutic 

goals of narrative therapy by building storied nautilus l-stories. 

Because people often initiate their involvement in a therapeutic 

relationship when they are in the midst of some form of crisis, the survival stakes 
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are very high and the language and form of the therapeutic encounter become 

enormously significant. As Stanley Fish reminds us, "language does not have a 

shape independent of context, but since language is only encountered in context 

and never in the abstract, it always has a shape, although it is not always the 

same one" (268). A poetics of autobiographical healing must be constructed via a 

contextual understanding of the people involved in therapy and the process of 

therapy itself. When using story within the therapeutic context, the life writing 

narrative will always be seen in light of the therapeutic relationship, invested with 

meanings, nuances, and power relations suggested by the framing context. 

Thus, the life-writing language forms I bring to therapy, though originally situated 

in a discourse of autobiographies, inevitably will be shaped by the therapeutic 

context. 

Person in Context: Re-Situating Therapy in Narrative 

In her incisive account of the radical paradigm shift from traditional forms 

of therapy to postmodern narrative forms in "The Meeting of Two Narratives," 

Elinor Hornby asks the pertinent question, how is this new form of therapy any 

different from what therapists have been practising for years? "Is this [narrative 

therapy] not just an elaboration of the tried and true 'person in context' 

frameworks? Haven't we always paid attention to the individual in the 

environment? (9-10). From its inception, social work has emphasized the 

individuality of each person: "Individualization is based upon the right of human 

beings to be individuals and to be treated not just as a human being but as this 
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human being with his personal differences" (Biestek 25). However, the emphasis 

on individualism in social work that coincided with the individualism valorized by 

Western society tended to isolate the individual or family in therapy as a "self-

contained system" (Coale 5) and to disregard any cultural or material influences 

on the family or individual. As Helen Coale notes, in the eighties warnings were 

sounded about the dangers of separating families and therapists from their social 

and cultural contexts (Bernal and Diamond; Liddle; Mannino and Shore; Walters). 

In reaction, people working within the social work context began to raise the 

importance of acknowledging the social, cultural, gendered and material contexts 

and circumstances that impact the therapeutic situation. In a move concurrent 

with the change of focus in autobiographical theory, feminists in the field of family 

therapy began to draw attention to the different experiences of men and women 

(Gilligan; Goldner; Hoffman) while other writers raised the need for sensitivity to 

the values and stories of other cultures (Saleeby; Wall and Levy; Zimmerman 

and Dickerson). Into this radical conjecture and realignment of social work praxis 

entered the narrative paradigm. 

With the introduction of a narrative paradigm, family therapy moved from a 

focus on structure to a focus on meaning, particularly the socially constructed 

aspects of meaning. Therapists began to listen for people's stories, for the 

dominant narratives of people's lives, and to co-create new meanings with the 

people who sought their help. Implicit in the co-creating of new stories was a 

non-hierarchical and neutral positioning of the therapist. The therapist's values, 

roles, personal and professional stories were separated from the therapeutic 
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context. Indeed, the entire narrative endeavour was couched in terms of 

neutrality, with the "preferred outcome" apparently value-neutral. It is time now to 

pay more attention than has been paid to the intersections of context, therapy 

and narrative and to the influence context exerts on the narrating of one's life in a 

therapeutic setting. 

In Context is Everything: The Nature of Memory, Susan Engel rehearses 

the multiple connections between recollection, memory, context and narrative. 

The place in which we recall an incident, the people to whom we relate an event, 

the factors that trigger a long-forgotten event—these all influence not only the 

"facts" of the recollection, but also its shape: 

What comes out as a memory in conversation or writing may take on a 

story form through the process of expression or communication. At the 

same time, our recollections are often elicited by and formed with other 

people. When this is the case, the past is created through narrative rather 

than being translated into narrative. (12). 

The point that comes through most vividly in Engel's work on memory and 

context is the possibility of radical transformation of events when they are moved 

from the "inner, private experience of personal recollection" to the realm of "social 

transactions that shape so much of our everyday uses of memory" (22-23), that 

is, the "interpenetration" of the "private internal dimensions of our remembering 

and what we do with our memories" (23). According to Engel, to whom we direct 

our recollections, memories and narratives provides as much of the shape of 

these stories as does the content that is being related. When using story within 
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the therapeutic context, the life writing narrative will always be seen in light of the 

therapeutic relationship, invested with meanings, nuances, and power relations 

suggested by the framing context. What then is the shape of the therapeutic 

context? 

Lynn Hoffman-Hennessy and Judith Davis, in "Tekka With Feathers: 

Talking About Talking (About Suicide)," present the shape of therapy, not as 

"coherent story," with beginning, middle and end, but "more like a canoe trip on a 

river. It starts when we 'put in' and ends when we 'put out.' There is no necessary 

structure to the events at all except the ones we invent ourselves" (345-346). 

If we use Hoffman-Hessessy and Davis' metaphor of therapy as a canoe 

trip, the "putting in" of the canoe is equivalent to a person's initial foray into 

therapy—a phone call requesting assistance, a drop-in visit to a counselling 

centre. Relationship between social worker and narrator lies at the heart of the 

self-storying change process. Yet, what occurs prior to the formation of such a 

relationship? According to earlier models, the social work context is a safe and 

benign site in which a person can work through personal difficulties; following the 

canoe trip metaphor, the social work context can be viewed as a placid lake on 

which a person may improve his or her paddling technique. From the vantage 

point of the person who is contemplating entering such a therapustic space, 

however, the social work context may seem anything but safe or benign. Most 

people who seek the aid of someone in one of the helping professions 

experience doubt, confusion, trepidation and anxiety as they approach their first 

contact or session. Despite the factors that impel people to seek professional 
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help, there are as many factors that delay or discourage people from accessing 

that same help: fear of appearing inadequate in the face of an "expert," desire to 

keep personal issues private, concern about the ramifications of therapeutic 

intervention, uncertainty about the process itself. "Putting in" may seem more like 

jumping headfirst into fast-moving rapids without a boat! 

Part of the initial establishment of a working relationship, then, entails a 

move by the therapist to set out explicitly the grounds and terms of the 

therapeutic partnership, to define the working context and to establish a mutual 

trust. Issues such as confidentiality, the length of each session, the duration of 

the planned process, and the goals of the alliance will be addressed. As well, the 

therapist often elicits the person's reasons for seeking help and his or her 

expectations of the process. In addition to the explicitly stated parameters of the 

situation, therapists also often indicate indirectly their theoretical leanings and/or 

practical methods. Part of the context of a storied therapeutic approach involves 

the therapist's explanation of the role of narrative in the change process, how our 

lives can be viewed as narratable, and the notion of narrative forms or genres. In 

a sense, the therapist is framing the therapeutic context within a narrative space 

as an initial stage in the process of teaching a person how to tell her story, to 

narrate her life, through a variety of forms. 

A narrative that can be used both to illustrate the power of narrative in 

people's lives and the potential risks and benefits of a storied life is The 

Thousand and One Nights. This series of tales can be used as a means of 

introducing a person newly in therapy to the concepts of the storied life and can 
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also be used as a vehicle for therapists to use to explore the role of narrative and 

the therapist in the context of a storied social work. The plot that frames these 

tales is the life and death situation of Scheherazade, the teller at the center of 

these tales. The beautiful and wise daughter of the sultan's vizier, Scheherazade 

weds the sultan, knowing that she may not live to see another sunrise. Since the 

sultan caught his first wife in an adulterous act, the sultan swore never to trust 

another woman and developed the practice of marrying a beautiful young virgin, 

spending the night with her in the bridal bed and executing her before the dawn 

of the next day. Scheherazade willingly offered to place herself in a precarious 

position by marrying the sultan. However, she brought with her a set of skills and 

a courage the other wives had not. On the first night of the marriage 

Scheherazade began to tell a story to her husband, but left off the telling before 

the tale was over. The tale intrigued the sultan enough that he postponed 

Scheherazade's execution in the morning so he could hear its ending. Nightly, 

Scheherazade resumed her tale-telling and so spun out the length of her life one 

day at a time. When she reached the limit of her repertoire, several years had 

passed and the Sultan realized his desire for revenge against his first faithless 

wife had abated and he abandoned his murderous plot. 

Her act of telling stories both ensured Scheherazade's survival and 

provided a structure through which the sultan could re-imagine a mutually 

trusting relationship with his wife. As a teller of tales, Scheherazade enacts a 

narrative structure that is open-ended, allowing for a myriad of narrative 

possibilities. She also performs a tale of survival, not only for her cast of 
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characters, but more importantly, for herself. In the telling of her tales and the 

subsequent redemption of her life and the life of many other young women who 

also would have died had she failed, Scheherazade demonstrates her 

resourcefulness, determination and imagination—characteristics that stand her 

and the sultan in good stead in the years to come. She also distinguishes herself 

from the sultan's first wife and constructs an identity unique to herself. 

Like Scheherazade, women entering a therapeutic context encounter 

systems of power and discourse beyond their immediate control. However, as 

Scheherazade demonstrates, women can intervene in other, dominant 

discourses and narrate their own and highly individual stories of survival. 

Scheherazade's interventive narration altered her personal situation but it also 

impacted the larger system of marriage and state. Though the context of politics 

and court framed and, indeed necessitated, Scheherazade's tales, 

Scheherazade was able to construct the design and form of her tales within that 

context. 

It is often only in the act of looking back or reviewing one's life that one 

can perceive the patterns. So it is with the story of Scheherazade. We note the 

accretion of details and possibilities to Scheherazade's tales that become 

available for the sultan and, as readers of the entire collection of tales 

surrounded by the frame narrative structure, we are cognizant of the 

transformative effect of the interlocked tales on the sultan and thus on 

Scheherazade's life. The text of The Thousand and One Nights reminds us of the 

potential power of stories and their telling. Through the narratives of women 
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tellers like Scheherazade, we can recognize the transformative potential of 

interwoven narratives that, by design, accumulate layers of images, meanings 

and resonances that contribute to one's narrative, physical and emotional 

survival. 

Developmental psychologists, in their research of autobiographical talk, 

argue that personal memory emerges only through conversation with others, 

initially when toddlers talk with others, most often their parents (Engel). This 

project has previously demonstrated the connections between concepts of the 

self and the autobiographical forms through which the self is represented. 

Psychologists Hazel Markus and Shinobu Kitiyama demonstrate that concepts of 

self vary across cultures. "Specifically, they claimed that in Eastern cultures 

people think of themselves more in relation to others, as part of a group, while 

those in Western cultures are more likely to focus on the individual" (Engel 33). 

Why then, as I have previously asserted, is there a growing emphasis on 

relationality and communal meaning-making in Western culture? Precisely 

because memory and autographical construction are negotiated through shared 

narration are collective memory and dialogue so important. Though the individual 

self is still valorized in Western culture over the collective self, paradoxically the 

private self needs collective narrative memory to assert itself as a presence. 

Engel speaks of the "contagion" of remembering in which similar lines of 

remembering are maintained among group members, a concept which we can 

fruitfully bring to a continued reading of Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman 

Warrior. 
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The Spiralinq Self in Women's Memoir 

Hong Kingston narrates a maturing sense of self that depends not only on 

her own evolving narrating identity, but also on her identity in relationship with the 

people in her life and in the stories of her life. Applying for "ancestral help" from 

her foremothers, Hong Kingston enacts a "contagion of remembering" that talk 

stories its way past oppressive narratives she received from both her Eastern 

and Western heritage. Because the Western autobiographical tradition favours a 

form that writes the individualized self, to write a life writing record that 

incorporates ancestral remembrances, Hong Kingston chooses a different 

autobiographical form, the memoir. 

Donald Winslow notes that memoir is "a record of events, not purporting to 

be a complete history, but treating of such matters as come within the personal 

knowledge or within the memory of the writer, or are obtained from particular 

sources of information. The incidents recorded may come from a person's own 

life or from persons whom he knows or has known" (39). While "autobiography" 

describes a more individualistic narrative, "memoir" can be distinguished from 

autobiography by its emphasis on "the people and events that the author has 

known or witnessed" (Abrams 22) rather than on the story of the author's life. 

Because of its inclusion of historical, cultural and social elements beyond the 

author's own experience, memoir is, as Buss notes, allied more with history than 

with literature and thus occupies a marginal position both in historical studies and 

literary studies (Repossessing the World 20). 
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In The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts, Maxine 

Hong Kingston deliberately draws the reader's attention to the memoir form of 

her text through its title. Preferring the marginalized status of the memoir for her 

narrative instead of the privileged position of the autobiography, Hong Kingston 

constructs a multiple and dialogic subjectivity for her narrator that demands an 

interaction between narrator and reader different from that engendered by a 

traditional autobiography. While the traditional autobiography is inwardly focused 

on the author's interior self and encourages a passive reading of the authored 

life, the memoir opens outwardly to the writer's community, family, and social 

context and fosters an active engagement with the writer and her world. Lee 

Quinby sees this differentiated "I" of memoir operating within The Woman 

Warrior. "Whereas autobiography promotes an "I" that shares with confessional 

discourse an assumed inferiority and an ethical mandate to examine that 

inferiority, memoirs promote an "I" that is explicitly constituted in the reports and 

proceedings of others" (299). 

Hong Kingston demonstrates the weaving of individual and community 

narratives as she binds the warp and weft of her narrative threads. "No Name 

Woman" tells the story of the narrator's aunt and her plight that is cast not as an 

individual event but as an event of communal significance. "White Tigers" 

celebrates the heroic actions of the warrior woman who frees her village and 

nation from the hands of the oppressor. The end of the woman warrior's saga 

ends, however, not on a note of individual accomplishment, but in a reimposition 

of filial duty: "Wearing my black embroidered wedding coat, I knelt at my parents-
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in-law feet, as I would have done as a bride. 'Now my public duties are finished,' I 

said. 'I will stay with you, doing farmwork and housework, and giving you more 

sons'" (45). "Shaman" details, not the life of the author, but of her mother, and 

establishes the tradition of power and healing that Brave Orchid passes down to 

her daughter, Maxine Hong Kingston. "At the Western Palace" portrays the 

victimization of the narrator's Aunt in America, lost in the culture and customs of 

an unknown place. A cautionary tale on many levels, this story is also a reminder 

of the dangers of letting go of our stories and of thinking of our stories as only 

tales, unconnected with the daily stuff of our lives. When Moon Orchid listens to 

her sister's outrageous plans to find and reclaim Moon Orchid's husband, whom 

she has not seen for thirty years, the narrator notes that "sometimes Moon 

Orchid seemed to listen too readily—as if her sister were only talking-story" (131). 

Hong Kingston also offers a warning that is applicable to people who are trying to 

reconfigure their lives, a warning to be aware of one's vulnerability and to 

approach the difficult moments and narratives of our lives when we are strong. 

Brave Orchid shows her sister "where to buy the various groceries and how to 

avoid Skid Row. On days when you are not feeling safe, walk around it. But you 

can walk through it unharmed on your strong days." On weak days you notice 

bodies on the sidewalk, and you are visible to Panhandler Ghosts and Mugger 

Ghosts" (139). 

Buss notes that currently memoir is providing a "flexible vehicle" for a 

great variety of people that is "not only an easy discourse to access, but also one 

that is elastic enough to bear considerable experimentation" (Repossessing the 
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World 21). As my personal experiences with searching for a form and image to 

shape my storied life attest, self-storying necessitates narrative structures that 

are both easy to use and open to variation. Forms that, like the memoir, can be 

written and read on a variety of levels, are important narrative strategems to 

bring to the therapeutic context. 

The storying vehicle needs to be flexible and open to ongoing revision. 

The memoir form is one autobiographical genre that accommodates multiple 

levels of interpretation and a resulting revisionary self-storying. For instance, "At 

the Western palace" allows complex readings as a cautionary tale. On one hand, 

it warns that we must have more then one story. We must not allow ourselves to 

be reduced to threadbare plots: "The difference between mad people and sane 

people,' Brave Orchid explains to her children when their Aunt goes mad, 'is that 

sane people have variety when they talk-story. Mad people have only one story 

that they talk over and over'" (159). However, Hong Kingston's warning also 

operates on another level. She narrates the entire section of "The Western 

Palace" as if it really happens that way. Then, she opens the subsequent and 

final section of the book, "A Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe," by undermining the 

preceding narrative: "What my brother actually said was, 'I drove Mom and 

Second Aunt to Los Angeles to see Aunt's husband who's got the other wife' and 

continues, 'In fact, it wasn't me my brother told about going to Los Angeles; one 

of my sisters told me what he'd told here. His version of the story may be better 

than mine because of its bareness, not twisted into designs'" (163). Recalling 

her reference to twisted designs in her earlier story of the outlaw knotmaker, 
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Hong Kingston does not fool us into believing that she prefers the bareness of 

her brother's story. Rather, she acknowledges the need to excavate the family 

stories, to apply for ancestral help, and to deconstruct those stories before one 

can reconstruct and revise stories of one's own that contain personal and 

intricate designs. 

Deconstructing the Stories of Our Lives 

Deconstruction as a reading practice is heavily influenced by the work of 

Jacques Derrida and entails "the careful teasing out of warring forces of 

signification within the text itself (Cuddon 210). By itself deconstruction is 

insufficient as a critical model. As Parry warns, applying deconstruction without 

including a subsequent re-vision of personal narratives can leave people in a 

state of "psychological free fall" (45). Joan Atwood demonstrates how 

deconstruction can be useful as part of a larger project. In "A Social 

Constructionist Approach to Counseling the Single Parent Family," Atwood 

proposes a therapeutic model that accounts for the trauma or problem an 

individual faces and that recognizes his or her competencies and strengths. 

Atwood's dual emphasis on a problem and its solution within the person 

counteracts the positions of traditional psychotherapies and solution-focused 

models that operate from a position of certainty and that represent either/or 

beliefs. In traditional therapies, the practitioner believes in an objective truth, 

holds the position of an expert who discovers "facts" and changes or heals the 

individual. If the "client" in therapy disagrees with the therapist, the "client" is said 
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to be in denial or to be resisting treatment, a position that ultimately reifies a 

therapist-imposed view of normalcy. Seeking to avoid some of the dangers of 

traditional psychotherapy, and structured to work in a short time frame, solution-

focused therapies (de Shazer; Dolan; O'Hanlon) focus on the competencies and 

strengths of individuals and replace a deficit story with a success story through 

"exceptions" and "miracle questions." However, solution-focused therapies are 

oriented solely toward future change and thus ignore the importance of retaining 

connections to prior narratives. 

Atwood argues that both the traditional therapies and solution-focused 

therapies force the individual to replace his or her story with the therapist's story. 

Instead, using the work of Kelly (1969), Berger and Luckman (1966) and Gergen 

(1985; 1993), Atwood proposes an emphasis on social interpretation and the 

inter-subjective influences of language, family, and culture in which an evolving 

set of meanings emerges from changing narratives: "Although most scripts are 

relatively defined by society, the overriding, dominant scripts receive most 

attention because of their primacy and potency among people's options. It is 

against the dominant social scripts that people attempt to find or reject their own 

personal social scripts. And, it is in the gaps, the ambiguities, the non-dominant 

scripts, alternative scripts and in the shadow scripts that re-authoring possibilities 

lie" (11). Atwood advocates the necessity of addressing shadow scripts. 

Excavating shadow scripts displays the tension between what is said and what is 

not said; the process of excavation, according to Atwood, is an act of 

deconstruction and exploration of the trace of the script. Atwood uses "tentative 
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talk" to find out about family relationships, finances, gender issues, roles and 

emotional networks. As in the work of David Epston and Michael White, Atwood 

uses questions as a form of intervention and casts her role as that of a "curious 

observer." 

I find Atwood's notion of deconstruction followed by reconstruction a 

helpful model to describe the process many women display in their life writing. 

However, deconstruction or the act of searching for the trace of stories should 

not be equated with dismantling one's life. In "No Name Woman," Hong Kingston 

deconstructs her mother's talk story to search for the shadow scripts of her aunt's 

life and, through those scripts, the trails of her own story: 

My aunt haunts me—her ghost drawn to me because now, after fifty years 

of neglect, I alone devote pages of paper to her, though not origamied into 

houses and clothes. I do not think she always means me well. I am telling 

on her, and she was a spite suicide, drowning herself in the drinking 

water. The Chinese are always very frightened of the drowned one, whose 

weeping ghost, wet hair hanging and skin bloated, waits silently by the 

water to pull down a substitute. (16) 

Like Scheherazade, Hong Kingston narrates her story to survive, to avoid being 

kept in the stifling story of Chinese woman, where to stray from the dominant 

narrative is to lose your identity, your name and perhaps even your life. Instead 

of silencing her cries, like her nameless aunt, Hong Kingston culled material from 

her aunt's story, her mother's story, her ancestral stories, and created a talk story 

of her own. Learning how to tell her own life meant engaging in a process of 
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revising, deconstructing, and reconstructing until she found a way to talk with her 

own "pressed duck" voice. Hong Kingston's story remains unfinished: "I continue 

to sort out what's just my childhood, just my imagination, just my family, just the 

village, just movies, just living" (205), but she recognizes the necessity of 

ongoing storytelling. "The throat pain always returns, though, unless I tell what I 

really think, whether or not I lose my job, or spit out gaucheries all over a party" 

(205). 

The Narrating Self and the Lyric Sequence 

Like Hong Kingston, Adrienne Rich also recognizes the need for ongoing 

narration and revision. In her set of linked lyric poems "Sources," Rich records 

the deconstruction and subsequent re-vision of the speaker's self-identity as she 

excavates and uncovers the historical and familial narratives within which she is 

implicated. She discovers an identity in tension with itself and with its 

remembered and unknown past. The poem cycle begins with a catalogue of past 

events, moves through a series of questions about the speaker's past, her 

heritage as a white woman born of mixed Jewish and Christian stock, yet 

belonging to neither, and ends with an understanding of how she has come to 

her present state and an acceptance of who she is. Her acceptance is predicated 

on a re-constructed and re-vised notion of her self that she actively achieves 

through the writing process. 

Rich's first poem begins with the speaker's reflection of an event sixteen 

years previous, when she sighted a vixen at twilight. The scene is evoked for the 
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speaker as she revisits the same physical location: "the narrow, rough-gullies 

backroads/almost the same" (3). The farms, barns, roofs are almost the same, 

almost "eternal forms," but there is no place for the speaker. The names, 

"Rocquette, Desmarais,/Clark, Pierce, Stone. Gossier" are "No names of mine" 

(3). Before she can assess what belongs to her, what is an integral part of her 

self identity, Rich must deconstruct the stories that surround her, must tease out 

the elements that do not belong to her. One way in which she deconstructs her 

current and past scripts is by sorting through their patterns, a central image in 

Rich's "Sources" cycle. 

One recurring pattern is that of the root and is used to indicate Rich's 

ancestral stock as well as her rootedness to geographical location. As Rich 

excavates her past for personal, familial, cultural and racial memories, she writes 

a complex and shifting self that refuses to be rooted or planted in one place. The 

image of the multi-foliate heal-all is raised as a possible place of cure for the 

speaker, a cure to be refused in the second poem and to be superseded with a 

different model in the cycle's last poem: "I have wished I could rest among the 

beautiful and common weeds I can name, both here and in other tracts of the 

globe. But there is no finite knowing, no such rest. Innocent birds, deserts, 

morning-glories, point to choices. Leading away from the familiar" (27). 

Rich's reflective tone invites the reader to think about the changes in her 

life, about what has remained the same and what has changed. When the 

speaker declares that the names she sees are no names of hers, we wonder 

what are her names. Madeleine L'Engle says that "the act of Naming is very 
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closely connected with the act of loving, and hating is involved with unNaming— 

taking a person's name away, causing anyone to be an anonymous digit, 

annihilating the spirit. When we are unnamed, we are broken" (1993:230). 

L'Engle continues to discuss unNaming as a result of labeling. In this case, she 

specifically talks about the danger of labeling people as sinners, but her 

discussion has a wider application to any form of limitation through labeling. 

"When we label a person a sinner, when we see only the monster, then we are 

unNaming, we are holding back that person from any hope of becoming whole, of 

becoming Named" (252). Of course, there is a fine distinction to be made when 

discussing labeling. As mentioned earlier, Mary Ellen Tramble finds the term 

"schizophrenic" a useful way for her to describe her personal state of being. The 

designation "schizophrenic" aids Tramble by acknowledging the mental and 

physical behaviours with which she struggles. For other people, psychiatric or 

other labels are cruel and unNaming practices. The difference lies in who does 

the labeling and for what purpose the designation is applied. Like the other 

narratives we hold about ourselves and others, the terms or labels that stick to us 

influence us greatly. Many cultures and stories recognize the power of naming 

and connect one's name to their essence. 

Nicole Brassard helps clarify why naming is so important: "Naming is 

separation, it portions out reality ... I have often said that I don't write to express 

myself but that I write to understand reality, the way we process reality into 

fiction, the way we process feeling, emotion, and sensation into ideas and 

landscapes of thought" ("Poetic" 76). Naming ourselves and others portions, 
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categorizes and shapes our conception of reality. The stories of reality we hold in 

turn influence the selves we become. Brossard recalls that her writing changed 

when she became a mother and, about the same time, became a lesbian: 

My frames of reference started to change and new words (words that I 

had never used) started to invest my work: vertigo, cliff, amazon, sleep, 

memory, skin. I started to use new metaphors to understand things: the 

spiral, the hologram, metaphors which would help me to drift away from a 

linear and binary approach. Questions started to flow about identity, 

imagination, history, and more and more questions came about language 

and the incredible fraud I was discovering in the accumulated layers of lies 

told about women through centuries of male versions of reality. ("Poetic" 

78) 

Like Brossard, Rich also begins to use new metaphors to help her understand 

the lies she discovers in the social and historical narratives of women and to 

write a view of reality other than the hegemonically received version. In the 

process of writing her story, Rich also found new ways of naming herself. Like 

many of the other authors I have examined, Rich both uses and deviates from 

traditional generic literary and autobiographical forms as she revises her 1-story. 

Patterns and forms are recurring images throughout "Source." Images are 

initiated in the first poem that address both of the shape of Rich's evolving self 

and the revisionary structure of the poem sequence: 

Shapes of things: so much the same 

They feel like eternal forms... (3) 
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Boletus under pine, the half-composted needles 

It broke through patterned on its skin. 

The emphasis the speaker places on forms and patterns locates the speaker and 

the reader in particular spaces: the lush Massachusetts farmscape, a "bombed-

out house /or cellar" in Vicksburg or Birmingham during World War II (7), the 

"track of freedom" on the underground railroad (10) and "YERUSHALAYIM: a 

vault of golden heat/hard-pulsing from bare stones" (24). The roles people play 

and the stories they live out are connected with the places in which they live and 

the spaces they inhabit: physical, mental, social, religious and political. Rich 

reminds us that our narrating selves cannot be separated from the places and 

spaces we occupy, including the narrative spaces. As Kathleen Kirby notes, 

"Space has the capacity to figure many of the different aspects of identity the 

psyche as volume, the body as container, discourse as spatial network, groups 

as closed circles, and the aloof expanses of geography and nation" (174). 

Through the many-formed images in "Sources," Rich spans the "aloof expanses" 

of self, history and nation and forges a mobile poetic narrative that re-figures the 

speaking self. 

The poem's speaker, musing over the changes wrought both in the 

landscape and in her life, feels the forms of circumstances around her, senses 

the patterns which have brought her to this point and which impel her into the 

future. She ends the poem with a second catalogue of images drawn from the 
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natural world: "The face of milkweed blooming," "boletus under pine," "Shape of 

queen anne's lace, with the drop of blood ./Bladder-campion veined with purple" 

(3). The poem ends with a potent evocation of the "Multifoliate heal-all." A 

common perennial weed, the heal-all or prunella vulgaris spreads by seeds and 

rootstocks (Reader's Digest Illustrated Guide to Gardening in Canada 610), the 

same method of propagation Rich follows in the husbandry of her ancestral and 

personal narratives. She excavates the roots of her life, shakes the dirt from 

them, examines their structure, shape and form, and divides them before 

transplanting them to another site. 

In the context of the social work change process, which was introduced in 

the first chapter of this project, the image of the multifoliate heal-all has obvious 

but nonetheless powerful implications and resonance. Imbedded within the poem 

is a reference gesturing toward healing—healing of the speaker and, through the 

reader's identification with the speaker, also of the reader. The poem invites the 

reader, with the aid of the practitioner/interlocutor, to examine patterns in her life 

that have rooted her in place. The juxtaposition of change and timeless forms 

opens a space where the reader/narrator can explore changes she wishes she 

could make, situations or relationships that feel unchanging, perhaps static, and 

places in her life in which she feels formless. Because the speaker has left open 

what "things" she is referring to, the reader is able to fit the poem to her personal 

situation. 

Rich's second poem pivots away from the end of the preceding poem; 

instead of desiring a cure, a healing, the speaker of the second poem declares, "I 
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refuse to become a seeker for cures." The speaker asserts that her strength 

comes from within, through previous experience and knowledge: 

Everything that has ever 

helped me has come through what already 

lay stored in me. Old things, diffuse, unnamed, lie strong 

across my heart. (4) 

Though the speaker is unable to name and to articulate the things that lie across 

her which give her strength, they are there. The speaker of the poem models for 

the reader that the process of healing involves a connection with the self and an 

awareness of and belief in the inherent power within her self. With each 

additional poem of the "Sources" series, the speaker embraces a more complex 

sense of self, providing a groundwork or metaphorical model for the narrator and 

interpreter. 

"From where? the voice asks coldly," begins Rich's third poem. "From 

where does your strength come?" (5). From "Old things" comes the reply. The 

question posed in the third poem is partially addressed in the following poem, a 

response that is carried through the remainder of the poem series: 

IV 

With whom do you believe your lot is cast? 

From where does your strength come? 

I think somehow, somewhere 



231 

every poem of mine must repeat those questions 

which are not the same. There is a whom, a where 

that is not chosen that is given and sometimes falsely given 

in the beginning we grasp whatever we can 

to survive (6) 

Like Livesay and Scheherazade, Rich recognizes that telling one's story is about 

survival, that without a story of our own we cease to exist. "We grasp whatever 

we can to survive." We start with what we know before we can revise. 

Sometimes what we know is "falsely given," and needs to be deconstructed 

before it can be reconstructed or revised. 

Part of Rich's dilemma of identity arises from her divided ancestry, both 

Jewish and Southern white American. Carl Jung spoke of the need to know our 

shadow side. Madeleine L'Engle writes of the need to understand our own 

monsters. The shadows that Rich must address are the legacies of racism that 

pitted one cultural group against another, a racism that in more than one way 

implicates her through her ancestors. The "Sources" cycle reveals the narrator's 

need to exhume the bitter legacy of racism from her past, to confront her 

relationship with her history before she can truly understand her present identity: 

Yes. I expected this. I have known for years 

the question was coming. From where 
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(not from these, surely, 

Protestant separatists, Jew-baiters, nightriders 

who fired in Irasburg in nineteen-sixty-eight 

on a black family newly settled in these hills) 

From where 

(5) 

"From where" echoes throughout three poems, insistently forcing the writer to 

prise away the layers of years and dirt to find some glimpse of her history, to find 

the hidden source of her strength. As she searches for a meaning to give shape 

to her narrative, she tries on several versions of what may be, for her, the truth 

according to the identities she assumes. The narrator seeks to understand her 

place as a Jew, a member of the "chosen people," though her father had denied 

her the "alien stamp" he bore (9). Escaping the land of the Southern white 

Christian, where "I was not told what they told/their children when the Klan rode" 

(8), the narrator imaginatively flees North toward freedom, putting herself in the 

place of slaves traveling on the underground railroad: 

I thought I was leaving a place of enervation 

heading north where the Drinking Gourd 

stood cold and steady at last 

painting the way (10) 
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Leaving the crushing constraints of the south expanded the narrator's horizons, 

but only for a while: "I thought I was following a track of freedom/and for awhile it 

was" (10). The narrator recognizes the northeast is not her final resting place, but 

a site in which she must sojourn for a while in "this unlikely growing season" 

before she can resume her journey. 

Often the process of therapeutic narration proceeds through a series of 

starts, pauses, reversals, and resumptions. The constant threading of wildflower 

and animal imagery throughout "Sources" reminds me of the cyclical rhythm of 

nature, the periods of dormancy that are necessary precursors to rapid spring 

growth. With our current emphasis on speedy, result-oriented resolution of 

problems, do we allow for and encourage an uneven healing? Perhaps this 

cyclical and uneven healing is what Michael White refers to as the "disorderly 

process of therapy" ("Deconstruction and Therapy" 22), although I prefer to use 

the term "differently ordered process of therapy" to avoid connotations of unruly 

behaviour. 

Nicole Brossard, in a discussion of poetic form, says that "writing is energy 

taking shape in language" but that "The body alone cannot process all energy, it 

needs language to process energy into social meaning" ("Poetic" 74). Though the 

historically and culturally situated body is instrumental in providing a vehicle for 

language, the body requires a language through which to translate one's 

experience, emotion, and story. 1 8 In her commentary on Adrienne Rich, Jeanne 

Perreault illustrates the processing of energy through language into social 

meaning when she notes that Rich's prose and poetry "speak aspects of self into 



234 

being and then into dialogue ... Rich comes repeatedly to the assertion of a 

multiple and complex subjectivity" (32). As the speaking "I" of "Sources" 

articulates her past experience, she re-places it within a current context of 

knowing in a process of revision and restorying. The speaking "I" in Rich's 

"Sources" models the process of writing, revising and reidentifying the self that is 

crucial to the therapeutic process. 

Rich recognizes that, when revisioning the self, there is no "finite 

knowing," no ultimate site of stasis. Rather, there is a continual revisiting of the 

familiar and resituating of the self in one's new surroundings. As explored in the 

previous chapter of my project, old stories do not lose their importance, though 

they may need to be revisited, revised and reconfigured into new designs. Rich 

crafts her series of "Sources" poems in a variety of poetic forms, subsumed 

under the over-arching form of the lyric sequence, suggesting a number of 

patterned ways through which to revision one's personal narrative. 

Rich's use of the lyric as subjective and concentrated focus on her 

personal experiences recalls Wordsworth's eighteenth century formulation of 

poetry as "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes it origins from 

emotion recollected in tranquillity" ("Preface" 260). Yet, Rich's "Sources" is more 

than a series of unconnected moments or recollections. Rather, if we regard 

"Sources" as a lyric sequence, we can view the relationships between the lyric 

poems and the narrative passages as a more organic whole. As has been noted, 

the dynamics of the modern lyric sequence "are those of the lyrical structure 

itself, defined as the overall directive energy of movement—the progression, 
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juxtaposition, and interrelation of all the lyric centers, dynamic shifts, and tonal 

notes—in a poem or sequence. The object of lyrical structure is neither to resolve 

a problem nor to conclude an action but to achieve the keenest, most open 

realization possible" (New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics 729). 

Rich overtly calls upon the reader's recognition of the lyric voice that 

infuses her work. Most of the poems are divided into repeated stanzaic patterns. 

There are four notable exceptions to this poetic pattern, instances in which Rich 

departs from a poetic form to use a more narrative prose structure. In the first 

three such departures, Rich breaks from a contemplative, personally reflective 

mode to directly address her father, "For years I struggled with you: your 

categories, your theories, your will, the cruelty which came inextricable from your 

love" ("VII" 9) and her former husband: "I have resisted this for years, writing to 

you as if you could hear me" ("XXII" 25). These narrative segments resemble 

portions of letters, unsigned and without salutations or names. Parenthetically the 

speaker invokes a bundle of letters: "(I make up this strange, angry packet for 

you, threaded with love)" (25) and, in so doing, establishes an intimate level of 

address to the two influential men in her life, an address overheard by the reader. 

Rich recognizes the voyeuristic gaze that can be conjured up by such an intimate 

form and deliberately uses the epistle form to work against the tendency of that 

spectator gaze: 

But you, I've had a sense of protecting your existence, not using it merely 

as a theme for poetry or tragic musings; letting you dwell in the minds of 

those who have reason to miss you, in your way, or their way, not mine. 
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The living, writers especially, are terrible projectionists. I hate the way they 

use the dead. 

Yet I can't finish this without speaking to you, not simply of you. 

(25) 

Returning to her marriage, one of the critical sites of her developing selfhood, 

Rich reflects that she cannot progress in her life-storying until she addresses the 

other characters in her narrative. 

Like Rich's father, her husband is dead and is no longer available to her 

for a personal dialogue. Instead, Rich constructs letters through which she can 

imagine a dialogue and move beyond her rootedness in a no longer viable 

version of her life's history. These epistolary segments connect the themes that 

thread through the lyrical portions and propose a way to move beyond the earlier 

root-bound understanding that was based on a history written solely through the 

laws of the fathers: "no person, trying to take responsibility for her or his identity, 

should have to be so alone. There must be those among whom we can sit down 

and weep, and still be counted as warriors" (25). Rich's solution is to change the 

laws of history, to trace the lines of connection between all peoples who have 

been marginalized—Jews, slaves, women—and to make new places for 

ourselves: "We will have to make it, we who want an end to suffering, who want 

to change the laws of history, if we are not to give ourselves away" (25). 

The final segment of Rich's lyric sequence is also written in narrative form, 

but recalls the diary rather than the epistle and, through its use of the "I" speaking 

voice, recalls and pushes against the lyric voice. At last, after excavating through 
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layers of familial, historical, and racial roots, Rich turns to her place in changing 

the laws of history. Wishing she could rest among the "beautiful and common 

weeds I can name," she knows there is "no finite knowing, no such rest" (27). 

Instead, the path that leads away from suffering consists not in an "anesthesia" 

but in "knowing the world, and my place in it." The journey that Rich began 

sixteen years previous has circled back to the source from which it came, but she 

now positions herself differently in relation to her known world. She knows more 

of the entangled rootstocks and histories that provided the seeds for her growth. 

In the writing of the sequence, she has also come to a different knowledge of 

herself. Her spiral journey has brought her, not to a point of stasis, but to a point 

where she identifies that she has choices, "a powerful and womanly series of 

choices." Although Rich does not comment directly on the spiral shape of her 

text, she closes with strong words that describe not only her choices of action to 

end suffering, to limit marginalization and oppression, but that also describe the 

form in which she inscribes her journey: 

and here I write the words, in their fullness: 

powerful; womanly. 

August 1981-

August 1982 

Adrienne Rich connects her story with the stories of other women, other 

marginalized and oppressed people, and other versions of her self. As all of the 

writers I have studied in this project make clear, their stories are connected to the 

stories of the people around them. Because the storying process is always 
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undertaken in the context of others' narratives, one's story is never fully within 

the grasp of one's self. As Parry and Doan indicate, 

No one ever fully becomes the author of her/his own story; any such 

assumption can only lead back into the illusions of control, individual 

autonomy, isolated selfhood, and single truth. The person goes forth 

instead to join with others in the universal human action of multiple 

authorship. (43) 

Throughout this project, I have been teasing apart the individual strands of the 

self-storying process and have been noting the separate functions of the writer, 

reader, narrator and interlocutor. In the beginning, however, I also outlined the 

layered narrating, reading, and revising practices that positioned practitioner and 

person-in-therapy in compound and shifting roles. Parry and Doan's notion of 

multiple authorship is a constructive way to begin to retangle the threads of the 

self-storying process and to discern its newly woven pattern. 

Relationship Between Writer, Storyteller and Therapist 

Though the interlocutor occupies an essential function to help a person 

learn to narrate his or her own life in less dis-eased ways, ultimately the goal of a 

therapeutic intervention is for the person to find a way to navigate life without a 

practitioner, to continue to narrate his or her life story. If we imagine a plane in 

which the two poles are the practitioner and the writer as artist, at mid-point will 

be the ordinary woman as teller of her own life. Both the practitioner/interlocutor 

and the professional writer can inform the self writing process and can teach 
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about the forms, voices, and functions of narrative. At the core of the storying 

process, however, is a basic impulse to tell story that we all possess, however 

weak or unrecognized that impulse may be. The recent work of literary critics and 

theorists of life writing forms has helped me recognize that the narrative forms 

writers are adopting for their published texts are similar to the forms women use 

in their daily narrating of life events. Thus, the therapeutic relationship does not 

require a stepping outside of one's experience and forms but rather an attending 

to the meanings and shapes of one's narratives and a deliberate and conscious 

use of those forms. 

If I follow this thought to its limits, what I am proposing is not a separate 

and different space that exists in the therapeutic domain, but an integration of 

therapy and daily life that, in its ideal form, is seamless. Expressed another way, 

therapy should not feel alien to the people engaged in it; instead, it should be a 

more intense and self-conscious exploration of the self as it experiences life. 

Viewing therapy in this way has several advantages, I believe. First, 

understanding and articulating therapy as an extension of one's current life and 

experience naturalizes the process and can lessen the stigma often attached to 

therapy. Second, the emphasis on the person rather than the technique reduces 

the danger of a narrative therapy being reduced to a formulaic methodology. 

Finally, viewing therapeutic self-narration as an amplification of intrinsic 

storytelling impulses maintains a focus on the narrator and her abilities to keep 

telling her stories even after the end of the therapeutic relationship. 



240 

We can learn how to transfer a therapeutic knowledge of narrative and 

storytelling technique beyond the therapeutic context from people working within 

the storytelling community. Jack Zipes, in Creative Storytelling: Building 

Community, Changing Lives, sets out his model for storytelling in schools with 

children, an interactive process that exposes children to many generic forms of 

stories and teaches them how stories change when they are told in different 

ways or structured in particular forms. "The process of learning how to tell a story 

is a process of empowerment," asserts Zipes. "We all want to narrate our lives, 

but very few of us have been given the techniques and insights that can help us 

form plots to reach our goals. We need to learn strategies of narration when we 

are very young in order to grasp that we can become our own narrators, the 

storytellers of our lives" (4). Here Zipes identifies one of the central tasks of the 

therapist or social worker who wants to use narrative or storytelling as a part of 

the therapeutic process: not only to elicit the person's story but to teach the 

person to be a narrator through an awareness of and understanding of the 

functions of the generic forms of narrative. 

There are several practical methods through which I envision the 

practitioner educating the narrator in generic forms and life writing practices. 

First, the practitioner needs to bring samples of life writing to the therapeutic 

session, to read portions of texts out loud, and to summarize the pertinent 

generic features of the text and the implicit contracts established between writer, 

text, and reader. One of the ways I help students learn about fairytale structures, 

for instance, is to outline Propp's functions. Then I tell a fairytale and ask the 
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students to list the functions that occurred in the tale. Each student chooses one 

function, lists its appropriate name on a cue card, and draws a corresponding 

picture. The helper card may thus represent a fairy godmother or an animal 

helper; the villain card may depict a witch or an evil king. I then divide the class 

into smaller groups and redistribute the cards. The students are asked to write a 

fairytale based only on the function cards they possess. They quickly discover 

the importance of each of the functions in a fairytale and devise inventive ways of 

circumventing structural challenges. This technique can easily be adapted to the 

therapeutic situation and to genres other than the fairytale. Invariably, when I use 

this technique in classrooms from the elementary level to the post-secondary 

level, students welcome the opportunity to have fun with the stories in addition to 

learning about their forms. 

Writing letters, journal entries, or dialogue from the point of view of 

different characters is also an effective way to ask narrators to enter into a 

different storied space. In my personal restorying process, I engaged with the 

story of the Big, Bad Wolf from the perspectives of the wolf, the grandma and 

little red riding hood's mother. I learned that the story looks very different when 

told through other characters. The practitioner can model this narrating process 

and can engage in a dialogic storytelling with the narrator. 

Because the overall form of the storying process is important and because 

ultimately the goal of therapy is to help the narrator move out of the therapeutic 

space, I worked to devise a narrative form that could contain these other writing 

exercises and that could be an embodied spiral narrative itself. Journaling is 
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used extensively in therapeutic situations as a means to record aspects of the 

self. However, I wondered if the journal as is often practiced was the best way to 

reflect on the written self and to engage in storying the self. In conversation with 

other women, I have discovered that many have abandoned journal-keeping 

because of previous experiences with people who have invaded their privacy, 

read their private thoughts and used the contents of the journal against them. 

The therapeutic journaling thus needs to be a safe experience for women and be 

able to engage the narrator on several narrative levels. I brought the notion of the 

spiral nautilus to my ponderings on the journal and I considered the ways in 

which I narrate my self privately. Resisting writing myself through a singular text, 

I keep a series of journals in which I periodically track my experiences, thoughts 

and reflections. Like a squirrel secreting away nuts, I stash bits of myself in one 

journal one day and in another journal the next. I am somehow reassured that, if 

one journal were to become lost, the fragments of myself that are written into the 

other texts will remain. Yet, in this admittedly unusual form of journal-keeping, I 

miss any sense of polyphony or communal encounter either with others or with 

other aspects of myself. 

In response to these thoughts and to the notions of spiral narrative that I 

developed in this project, I tried to conceive of the journal as a spiral itself, 

structured as a series of chambers that led into further chambers, spiraling 

around the self but moving outward. Inviting polyphonic cadences through the 

inclusion of other people's writing, I began to bring segments of the life writing 

texts into my journals and to respond to them. Then, as an embodied act of 
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communal self-storying, I shared my writing about the nautilus with a like-minded 

friend who, in turn, shared her thoughts with me. As we wrote to each other, we 

reflected not only on the spiral structure of other women's narratives, but we 

began to see the shapes of our own narratives and to engage with aspects of 

them that we wanted to amend. Images of spirals, photographs of occasions, 

places or people that resonated with me, letters I had received all found their way 

into my new journal. Although the women life writers with whom I was engaged in 

conversation had no knowledge of my existence, I felt that I was in their presence 

and that we constituted a storied community. Their words, my words, the words 

of my friend, began to form a text that was a new narrative, a record of my self-

storying. I began to see this form as a useful extension of the therapeutic process 

and the vehicle through which women could embark on a spiral narration of 

themselves outside of the therapeutic space. 

Storytelling is an innate impulse. Narrating one's life stories through a 

range of autobiographical forms is a learned process. Through a communal 

storytelling practice, practitioners can help women to become narrators of their 

own lives and can initiate and model an autobiographies of healing. Fostering 

women's stories that are feminine in shape allows women to narrate storied 

nautiluses: beautiful, durable, protective, buoyant and generative structures to 

house their stories and their selves. In the process of building new forms to 

inhabit, we find, not only new patterns of relating to our past, present and future 

selves, but also new ways of relating to a community of others. By actively 

teaching women the formal differences between memoir, lyric, autographical 
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fairytale, or lyric sequence, practitioners provide the strategic tools women need 

to begin to narrate, write, and revise their stories. The inherent conflation 

between narrator and reader of life writing draws the narrator to become writer 

and critic of her own life text. As she actively engages with her written life, the 

narrator is able to glimpse new horizons of possibility for her life and to fashion 

new narrative modes. New narrative modes in turn enable different 

configurations of self because, as Teresa de Lauretis affirms, "Self and identity 

... are always grasped and understood within particular discursive configurations" 

(8). Daphne Marlatt articulates this in another way: 

Perhaps what we wake up to in autobiography [life writing] is a beginning 

realization of the whole cloth of ourselves in connection with so many 

others. Particularly as women analyzing our lives, putting the pieces 

together, the repressed, the suppressed, putting our finger on the power 

dynamics at play. It is exactly in the confluence of fiction (the self or selves 

we might be) and analysis (of the roles we have found ourselves in 

defined in a complex socio-familial weave), it is in the confluence of the 

two that autobiography occurs, the self writing its way to life, whole life 

(203-204). 

Writing the self toward life is the goal of a storied therapy. Narrating the 

self is an on-going and revisionary process located at the interstices of language, 

form, narrative possibility and embodied imagination. Like the women whose life 

stories I have reading, my narrating self continues to build a storied nautilus, 

chamber by chamber. From the dailiness of my life, I have learned to collect the 
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wisps and fragments and cadences of the stories that connect me to my family, 

friends, colleagues, my other selves and the selves I wish to be. When I ponder 

the fabric of my storied life, I see designs that change their hue and texture 

depending on the light and the angle from which they are viewed. Sometimes I 

turn the fabric inside out and am astounded at the hidden patterns that appear. 

This 1-story has generated its own pauses, its own punctuation. Like the 

creature that inhabits the pearly nautilus casing, my story circles back to its 

beginning. Like the women whose stories I shared for a time, and whose lives 

flowed into my narrating, my self continues to generate new storied chambers. 

And I listen for the bare undertones of a tune, the cadences that resonate from 

the daily, lived moments. 
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EndNotes 

1 I explain the difference between story, experience, and narrative in the section 

on terminology in Chapter Two. 

2 As used by Donald Winslow in A Glossary of Literary Terms in Biography, 

Autobiography, and Related Forms. 

3 I differentiate between subject, author and narrator and in chapter four discard 

the term "subject" for its abstract connotations. 

4 I am using Domna Stanton's term "genderic" from The Female Autograph: 

Theory and Practice of Autobiography from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century. 

5 The Publisher's Foreword to Emily Carr's Hundreds and Thousands: The 

Journals of an Artist notes: "From letters found among her papers we know that 

Emily Carr intended her journals to be published. She even thought of the title, 

Hundreds and Thousands" (ix). 

6 See Lynn Hoffman's "Constructing Realities: An Art of Lenses" for a discussion 

on the confusion in usage between the terms "constructionism" and 

"constructivism." 



247 

7 "Therapeutic conversation" is a term borrowed from the work of Harlene 

Anderson and Harry Goolishian, "Human Systems as Linguistic Systems: 

Preliminary and Evolving Ideas about the Implications for Clinical theory." 

8 Key narratological texts include: The Morphology of the Folktale, by Vladimir 

Propp; Narrative Discourse, by Gerard Genette; The Poetics of Prose, by 

Tzvetan Todorov; Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, 

by Seymour Chatman; Narratology: The Form and Functioning of Narrative, by 

Gerald Prince; Time and Narrative, 3 vols, by Paul Ricoeur; and Narratology, A 

Theory of Narrative, by Mieke Bal. 

9 Bal adopts Genette's usage that distinguishes between story (fabula) and plot 

(syuhet). 

10 Cric is pronounced "creek." Crac is pronounced "crack." 

1 1 The statistics used represent Canadian data. The Canadian Advisory Council 

on the Status of Women reports the following findings: Sexual assault happens to 

1 in 3 Canadian females at some point in their lives and 1 in 6 Canadian males; 

98% of assailants are male; incestuous relationships last seven years on 

average; 75% of mothers are not aware of the incest in their family; only one in 

10 sexual assaults are reported to the police ("Sexual Assault"). According to a 

DRDV survey conducted at the University of Victoria in 1995: 1 in 4 to 1 in 6 have 
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experienced sexual assault and close to 80% of sexual assaults occur between 

people who know each other. The Violence Against Women Survey (Statistics 

Canada 1993) reports that: 1 out of 2 women have experienced physical or 

sexual violence; almost 1 out of every 2 women in British Columbia have been 

sexually assaulted (47%) ("Statistics"). 

1 2 The romance/fairy tale is an accepted cultural pattern for normative 

relationships to the degree that writers offering help out of constraining 

relationships appeal to fairy tales as a shorthand to describe these relationships. 

See, for instance, Colette Dowling's The Cinderella Complex: Women's Hidden 

Fear of Independence and D. Kiley's The Peter Pan Syndrome: Men Who Have 

Never Grown Up. 

1 3 Recent scholarship has shown that the Grimms brothers drew most of their 

tales, not from peasant storytellers as claimed, but from middle-class sources 

who were repeating the tales and investing them with middle-class values. See 

Zipes 1991 for a full discussion. 

1 4 For a thorough discussion of the waves of development of the French fairy 

tale, consult Jack Zipes' Beauty and the Beast and Other Classic French Fairy 

Tales. 
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1 5 For a diverse range of feminist renderings of fairy tales, consult the collection 

gathered by Jack Zipes, Don't Bet on the Prince, as well as tales by Angela 

Carter, Anne Sexton, Jane Yolen, and Tanith Lee. For counter versions of 

Cinderella, see Robert Munsch's The Paper Bag Princess, Jane Yolen's The 

Moon Ribbon and Babette Cole's Prince Cinders. 

1 6 An evocative image of woman seeking to escape the imprisoning effects of 

language and discourse occurs in Charlotte Perkin Gilman's "The Yellow 

Wallpaper. In the following passage, the nameless narrator imagines figures of 

women trapped behind the hideously patterned wallpaper, a metaphorical 

representation of society's gendered and languages constraints: 

I really have discovered something at last. 

Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have 

finally found out. 

The front pattern does move—and no wonder! The woman behind 

shakes it! 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and 

sometimes only one, and she crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes 

it all over. 

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady 

spots she just takes hold of the bars and shakes them hard. 
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And all the time she is trying to climb through. But nobody could 

climb through that pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has so 

many heads. (15-16) 

1 7 There is considerable debate in the social work and psychiatric communities 

about the usefulness of labeling disorders. Preferring to describe the behaviours, 

Michael White terms schizophrenia the "in-the-corner-lifestyle" ("Family Therapy 

and Schizophrenia"). While I acknowledge the danger of reducing people to 

labels of disorders and disease, I also recognize that some people find the 

validation of their symptoms and struggles through classification and diagnosis to 

be a helpful step. Mary Ellen Tramble chooses to use the word schizophrenia to 

describe her experience, so I will retain her usage. However, the ethics behind 

use of classificatory terms of diagnosis and disorder merit consideration in the 

context of therapeutic practice. 

1 8 Though in this work I refer specifically to the written language as a means of 

expressing one's storied life, there are other equally as valid and useful modes of 

expression that can be used as therapeutic means of creating a personal storied 

nautilus including art, music, mime, and dance. 
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