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Abstract

Some communication studies scholars have extolled the virtues of narrative ways of knowing, while denying that narrative is a form of argumentation (e.g., Bochner, 1994; Bruner, 1996, 2002a; Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Pellegrino, 1977). In response, the present article first builds the case that narrative is a form of argumentation. Next, suggestions are made for the development of narrative literacy skills to expose potentially fallacious reasoning and encourage critical consumption of narrative argumentation.
Narrative Argumentation: Regarding Narrative as Argument and the Resulting Need for Developing Narrative Literacy Skills

In recent decades, a growing number of narrative scholars and researchers have called attention to the role of and the importance of narrative ways of knowing (e.g., Bochner, 2001; Bruner, 2002a; Fisher, 1995; Peterson & Langellier, 2006). Indeed, narrative scholarship is flourishing in many disciplines (e.g., Charon, 2006; Frank, 1995; Freeman, 2002; Stoud, 2004). This body of work has emphasized that narratives play various, important roles in our personal, social, and cultural lives. For instance, Lacey (2000) explained that narrative is a “universal aspect of the human race” (p. 6) impossibly intertwined with our very existence. In fact, narratives can be found almost everywhere one chooses to look: in research, media, politics, literature, and communication writ large. Consequently, this heightened awareness of narratives prompts questions about the ways in which narratives and argumentation are interrelated. Furthermore, questions should be asked about how individuals ought to evaluate narratives as critical and literate consumers of narrative argumentation.

The term argumentation is employed here in a broad sense to refer to the use of some form of evidence or grounds presented in support of an explicit or implicit claim that is connected syllogistically or enthymematically to a warrant. Although traditional argumentation models would include other components as necessary for advancing an effective argument (Toulmin, 2003), the basics of argumentation typically begin with a minimum threshold requiring a claim, its support, and a warrant. Regardless of whether an argument is deemed to have all the desired components by traditional argument models, more contemporary forms of discourse necessitate a broader view of argumentation. The very attempt to construct an argument, no matter how effective or ineffective, is subject of import here.
Ironically enough, narrative inquiry has developed a case for broadening our understanding of argumentation without explicitly proposing to do so. In fact, narrative inquiry has, for instance, served to demonstrate how value claims can be supported by narrative proof. Often, however, the narrative does not explicitly offer a warrant as such, instead leaving the reader or audience to fill in the enthymematic warrant on the basis of one’s interpretation of the narrative proof and the narrator’s suspected claim. Rather than distancing itself from argumentation, narratives are simply another mode of argumentation. And, although traditional perspectives of argumentation might be slow to adopt narratives, narrative scholars need not shy away from the connection. In fact, there is a real danger in not recognizing the argumentative nature of narratives; namely, that we have not developed models for evaluating narrative argumentation that provide us with the tools for cultivating narrative literacy skills.
Although not all narrative scholars would agree with characterizing narrative as argument (Bochner, 1994; Bruner, 1996, 2002a; Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Pellegrino, 1977), this proposition is certainly not a new one. In fact, some narrative scholars have been alluding to this connection through theoretical frameworks and research analyses for years (Carranza, 2003; Fisher, 1984, 1987, 1995, 2000; Pfau, 2005; Stoud, 2004). In short, the debate about the connection or distinction between narrative and argument is not new. However, the call for narrative literacy skills is a relatively new and largely unexplored proposition. Consequently, the present article will build the case that narrative is a form of argumentation. Then, suggestions will be made for the development of narrative literacy skills to expose potentially fallacious reasoning and encourage critical consumption of narrative argumentation. Before the case for narrative argumentation and the case for narrative literacy can be built, however, we must examine the reasons why narrative inquiry is reluctant to embrace argumentation.
Narrative Inquiry’s Reluctance to Embrace Argumentation


Several narrative scholars have made note of the distinctions between narrative and argument. Perhaps these attempts to distinguish narrative from argumentation arise out of a desire to carve out a unique niche for narrative scholarship or a rejection of a more traditional or positivist view of argument, such as Fisher’s (1987) description of the rational world paradigm. Regardless, though, a complete bifurcation of narrative and argumentation seems unnecessary. The distinctions that narrative scholars make between narrative and argumentation are varied, but appear to be based upon a rejection of traditional definitions of argument. For example, Bruner (2002a) distinguished stories from arguments. Specifically, he explained that “narrative seeks reasons, not causes” (1996, p. 137). Other scholars, like Pellegrino (1977), have advised that “we must not try to ‘prove’ anything with our story. Indeed, the more we consciously try to make it a form of rationality, the less convincing it becomes” (p. 167-168). 

However, if narrative is capable of using enthymemes to make claims, then there is some question as to whether narratives can actually avoid proving something. Even the most fair-minded narrative research still calls the reader’s attention to the particular subject matter and stories that are told. The very fact that narrative research draws the reader’s attention to a particular issue or story could be read as proof of its importance. Bochner (1994) came close to admitting this when he wrote that “narratives also function as means of persuasion” (p. 30), although he went on to agree with Bruner (2002a) that narratives are different than arguments.

Other objections to the connection between narrative and argument appear to be less developed. For instance, Gergen and Gergen (2006) mention in passing that “narration may be contrasted with many other forms of discourse, such as argument, rational assessment, future visioning, and so on” (p. 117). This statement creates a contrast between narrative and argument that is a false distinction. Regardless of whether Gergen and Gergen meant to draw this dichotomy or not, my contention is that there are undoubtedly some narrative scholars who do not think of what they do as argument construction (Bochner, 1994; Bruner, 1996, 2002a; Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Pellegrino, 1977). Likewise, there are undoubtedly those who admit they are constructing arguments who may not think of what they are doing as narrative.


Within narrative scholarship, narrative is not typically owned as a form of argument (Bochner, 1994; Bruner, 1996, 2002a; Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Pellegrino, 1977). More often, narrative is considered as distinct from argument. But, narrative is often a subtle and unquestioned form of argumentation. As Bruner (2002a) admitted, “stories are surely not innocent: they always have a message, most often so well concealed that even the teller knows not what ax he may be grinding” (p. 5-6). Through narratives individuals come to know, understand, and make sense of the social world (Somers, 1994). In essence, narratives are a means of organizing, understanding, and interpreting one’s world (Eggly, 2002). Thus, narratives serve a sensemaking function (Sharf & Vanderford, 2003). If narratives are sensemaking devices, as many scholars contend, then it stands to reason that consumers of narratives use the explicit or implicit claims, supporting narrative material, and stated or enthymematic warrants contained within to make sense of their lives. 

Part of the problem may lie in the somewhat nebulous nature of narrative scholarship. By nebulous, I mean that narrative scholars have used the term “narrative” in such varied ways, that the field of narrative inquiry is still developing its own identity. For example, Georgakopoulou (2006) explains that “narrative remains an elusive, contested and indeterminate concept, variously used as an epistemology, a methodological perspective, an antidote to positivist research, a communication mode, a super-genre, a text-type” (p. 122). As a result, the field of narrative scholarship is characterized more by its diversity than by a united stance with regard to the connection between narrative and argumentation. Of course, debate on this question is fruitful, but it has resulted in relatively little focus on how we might teach individuals to critically evaluate and analyze narratives as arguments.

The Case for Narrative Argumentation
Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm


The case for narrative argumentation begins with several ideas from Walter Fisher’s narrative paradigm. Initially, Fisher’s criteria for evaluating narratives are of particular interest to understanding the link between narrative and argument. Specifically, Fisher (1987) proposed that narrative fidelity, or the underlying truthfulness and reliability of the story, and narrative coherence, or probability, are the standards by which individuals evaluate what distinguishes a good story from a bad one. Fidelity, in particular, can be evaluated through the “logic of good reasons” which appears on the surface to be quite similar to more traditional means of analyzing and evaluating arguments. Fisher (1995) further explained that narrative coherence includes “a concern for argumentative or structural coherence” (p. 177). Thus, his criteria of fidelity and coherence draw inspiration from argumentative analysis. Although Fisher’s perspective of narrative lends itself to explicit comparisons with argumentation, he is not especially representative of much of the “narrative turn” in social inquiry.
Furthermore, Fisher’s narrative paradigm was built on several rhetorical and argumentative principles. For example, Fisher (1995) explained narration as accounting for argument and theoretical explanation. Regardless of the form in which a case is argued it is always, by nature, a story in the sense that it is an interpretation (Fisher, 1987). In fact, Fisher (1984) noted that the narrative paradigm synthesizes argumentative and literary elements of rhetorical theory. The narrative paradigm includes “metaphor as well as argument” (1995, p. 173). The narrative paradigm subsumes argumentative competence and provides a means for “resolving problems of public moral argument” (1987, p. 69). Thus, Fisher’s narrative paradigm borrows from principles of rhetoric and argumentation in order to address what are essentially value claims.
Importantly, one of the primary characteristics of narrative rationality provides the clearest explanation for the connection between narrative and argumentation. Fisher (1995) observed that narrative logic serves as “value-laden” warrants or “good reasons” (p. 176). In narrative rationality “good reasons” serve to “provide warrants for accepting or adhering to the advice fostered by any form of communication that can be considered rhetorical” (1987, p. 48). Thus, he emphasized the persuasive aspects of values, but noted that he differed from Jerome Bruner in claiming that narrative and argument can be fused. In fact, Fisher (1995) posited that narrations are persuasive compositions and narration refers to discourse that lays “claim to reason” (p. 170). Narrative “discourse often contains structures of reason that can be identified as specific forms of argument and assessed as such” (1987, p. 48). Fisher (1995) clarified that, theoretically, narrative and argumentative discourse may serve functions other than rhetoric. But, Fisher (1987) cautioned that narrative rationality suggests that reason is not bound by explicit argumentative forms and that narrative modes of argument do not have to be restricted to clearly inferential or implicative forms. Thus, his narrative paradigm serves to broaden the definition of argumentation. For instance, Langsdorf (2000) claimed that Fisher’s narrative rationality necessitates axiological investigation of the “seeds of argument” (p. 20). In other words, narrative rationality demonstrates the connection between narratives and value claims.
Scholarship Connecting Narrative to Argument


Fortunately, several examples of scholarship exist that serve to demonstrate the connection between narrative and argument through their research. One line of research suggests that narrative is embedded within traditional forms of argumentation. For example, Twigg (1989) concluded that storytelling is present in the justice process. Specifically, this study posits an understanding of the rhetoric of the Supreme Court as “narratives that give meaning to American history and culture” (p. 86). Twigg’s conclusion was that there is a narrative perspective of the Supreme Court that can be read through their decisions. In fact, narratives played an important role in the rhetoric of the Supreme Court. Narrative operated as “a justification for judicial action” (p. 91). The justices “used stories to make sense out of cases being heard” and “as the bases for their decisions” (p. 92). In a more recent study, Carranza (2003) analyzed the narrative storytelling offered by defense lawyers and prosecutors in criminal trails in the final arguments. This study indicates the presence of narrative in traditional forms of argumentation. In a third study, Pfau (2005) employed narrative fidelity and a narrative criterion of judgment alongside rhetorical and argumentative analysis to evaluate the conspiracy theories and alleged use of fallacies (ad hominem, post hoc, and false dilemma) in Abraham Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech. Thus, Carranza, Twigg, and Pfau suggest that forms of discourse traditionally regarded as argumentative contain narratives and can be understood narratively. Conversely, argumentation may also be embedded within narrative.

Not surprisingly, some studies have explored political rhetoric from a narrative perspective. For instance, West and Carey (2006) posited that a new and distinct form of narrative could be found in the Bush Administration’s use of the Old West myth of frontier justice as a fantasy theme after September 11. They concluded that the frontier narrative spun by Bush and Cheney was aimed at particular publics. As a result, the West and Carey called for a closer examination of the tactical narration of fantasy themes within highly charged political settings. In another study, Jasinski (1993) observed that “narratives are inevitably political” (p. 479). Specifically, he claimed that the film, The Big Chill, makes a narrative argument about politics and community. Thus, political speech can be analyzed as evoking narratives for particular purposes.

Conversely, arguments can also be found in traditionally narrative forms. Verene (1989) explained that “arguments live within other senses of speech, especially metaphor and the narrative. These forms of speech are not part of argument; arguments are part of them” (p. 144). For example, in one study, Stroud (2004) demonstrated that texts of Indian philosophy, which rely more heavily on and emphasis narrative than do texts of Western philosophy, “function in an argumentative philosophical context” (p. 41). He concluded that “many treatises and texts in Indian philosophy are quite analytical and discursive in their argument, but a significant portion takes the form of dialogue and story, using narrative in an interesting but argumentative fashion” (p. 68). Thus, stories can function as argumentative devices.

Other examples demonstrating the connection between narrative and argument are not as forthright. For instance, some narrative scholarship, in the course of explaining and theorizing about narrative theory, makes arguments about narrative and other forms of research. In their co-narrated chapter, Ellis and Bochner (2000) made a plethora of arguments about autoethnography, narrative, and the social sciences. Not only did their story make generalized claims, but it can be read as having an axe to grind about the social sciences. In fact, their piece could easily be read as a series of arguments passed off as a narrative. In a different piece, Bochner and Ellis (1992) contended that “social scientists’ descriptions of interpersonal life are stories that interpret, construct, and assign meaning or value to the patterns of relating they have observed” (p. 167). In fact, their article basically admitted to the existence of interpretive and causal stories. Hacking (1995) summarized this position when he noted that “stories call for causes” (p. 256). The irony is that there is nothing wrong with using argumentation to justify the narrative approach. What is curious, however, is that narrative scholars, like Bochner and Ellis, shy away from explicitly embracing the connection between narrative and argument.
Narrative’s Connection to Argumentation
Narrative inquiry is connected to argumentation in several ways. Specifically, by making causal claims, affecting social change, reflecting a particular point of view, relaying cultural values, and constructing our identities through metanarratives, argumentation is connected to narrative. First, narratives make claims in either an implicit or an explicit manner. For instance, MacIntyre (1984) explained that we tell stories that “aspire to truth” (p. 216). In addition, Frank (2004) observed that:

Claims can be instrumental, calling on the listener to do something, but the more consequential claims require the listener to become someone different, to understand his or her place in the world differently, because he or she now exists in a new web of relationships. When the story’s claim becomes personal, thinking shifts from about to with, and the framework that enabled the initial listening can fade into the background. (p. 210)

These claims can be made in causal ways. For example, Lacey (2000) observed that most narratives connect events in a causal manner. In addition, Frank (2006) explained that “stories do things: they claim and justify, they hook-up tellers with listeners, and they enable people to take multiple perspectives” (p. 437).


Second, narratives inquiry attempts to affect social change. For instance, Frank (2002) noted that “by affirming the authenticity of the personal, narrative analysis can initiate a significant political intervention” (p. 18). In a similar vein, Sharf and Vanderford (2003) posited that narratives can spur societal change. Gergen and Gergen (2006) concurred that “narratives are effective in social change” (p. 112). And, Somers (1994) called for using narrative studies for social action through “a powerful sense of subjectivity” (p. 634). Finally, Peterson and Langellier (2006) contended that narratives are “strategically distributed to reproduce and critique existing relations of power and knowledge” (p. 173).

Third, narrative texts always reflect a particular point of view and suggest how readers should engage the text. For example, Schechet (2005) used the metaphor of fissures as sites, whether created by the writer or sought by the reader, for textual entry. She further explained that commonly held assumptions can offer fissures for interpretation. “Everything is always and ineluctably told from a particular point of view” (p. 18). Thus, the context of a given text should always be considered. Furthermore, Schechet (2005) explained that “resisting” readers are “cued by a text to resist the text’s narrator” while “complicit” readers are “cued to follow a text’s narrator without questioning his/her reliability” (p. 30). Other scholars have made similar claims. Lacey (2000) contended that narratives “‘suggest’ to an audience how to read a text” (p. 248). Frank (1995) observed that “published stories also have a particular influence: they affect how others tell their stories” (p. 21).

Fourth, narratives relay cultural values and beliefs. In fact, Freeman (2002) argued that cultural narratives are embedded in what we say and write. More specifically, he claimed that “narratives are with us in ways we don’t quite know; they are part of our deep memory, which is itself comprised, in part, of sedimented layers of history” (p. 210). Brockmeier (2000) noted that narrative models are “forms of thought and imagination that help the individual to re-invent the culture in their minds” and “they bind the individual into culture” (p. 70). In an early work on narrative inquiry, Burrell and Hauerwas (1977) posited that “in allowing ourselves to adopt and be adopted by a particular story, we are, in fact, assuming a set of practices that will shape the ways we relate to our world and destiny” (p. 138). In addition, Bochner, Ellis, and Tillmann-Healy (2000) proclaimed that “we rely on stories circulating through our culture to make sense of our everyday lives and guide our actions” (p. 14). Finally, Bruner (2002a) concurred that stories “provide models of the world” (p. 25). In fact, “we hear many stories and take them as stock even when they conflict with each other” (p. 91).


Finally, narratives help to construct our identities within broader metanarratives. Consider, for instance, that there are broader metanarratives that underlie our communicative behaviors. Somers (1994) posited that “narrative identities are constituted and reconstituted in time and over time” (p. 619) which means that “struggles over narrations are thus struggles over identity” (p. 631). Identities, though, are social constructions that exist within a broader metanarrativity of human existence. However, this does not mean that narratives are necessarily similar. “There is no reason to assume a priori that people with similar attributes will share common experiences of social life, let alone be moved to common forms and meanings of social action, unless they share similar narrative identities and relational settings” (p. 635). Thus, whether implicitly or explicitly, our communicative behaviors are guided and driven by broader metanarratives. 

Rationale for Embracing Narrative Argumentation

Narrative inquiry and argumentation are inherently intertwined. On the one hand, narratives may embody argumentation. On the other hand, narrative scholars use their chosen methodological form to make an argument about their chosen subject, much in the same way that researchers who use other methods of inquiry do so with the intent to create an argument about the world, communication, or what have you. My position is that a speaker or writer who sets out to make an argument, almost always, necessarily uses narrative to do so. For example, the rhetor tells a story about the chain of reasoning involved in the argument or position. In competitive intercollegiate debate, debaters even call the “big picture” summary of their position or argument a “story” and the judges refer to this as “storytelling.” Conversely, the literary storyteller who does not consciously set out to make an argument, but only to tell a story, inevitably ends us creating a narration that is implicitly interlaced with ideological underpinnings or arguments about the world. Ways of knowing, when communicated to others, are arguments. Consider, for instance, the reaction of some individuals to texts that are considered controversial or a threat to particular worldviews: The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the Harry Potter series, The Catcher in the Rye, among others. In these cases, some readers consider the stories to make very definitive arguments about a variety of issues. Whether their objections constitute critical analysis and narrative literacy is another matter. Much in the vein of critical information literacy skills, narrative literacy refers to the ability to evaluate, analyze, and critique narrative forms.

Narrative, like other forms of inquiry, is a means of making a scholarly argument about a given subject. Narrative research methods result in the construction and dissemination of arguments just as other research methods do. Narrative researchers create an argument when investigating the narratives of participants and also when constructing the narrative that relays the participants’ stories to a broader audience. If narratives are inseparable from our existence, then they are inevitable constructions of the researcher. The scholar is not a passive observer in the research process, but is also an author of the narrative that is retold. Specifically, the researcher constructs a narrative based upon his or her observations and, in the course of doing so, affects the observed. This has crucial ramifications for the ways in which research is interpreted, for what counts as research, and for what counts as narrative. To ignore one’s narrative nature is to ignore one’s lens for viewing the world. Gergen and Gergen (2006) write that “the storyteller positions him/herself as a witness” (p. 118). They further suggest that readers are prone to view the testimony of a witness as credible. Thus, the role of the researcher as a witness telling a story has profound ethical implications for the audiences that would potentially receive and interpret the narrative as a credible account of various observations of or accounts by participants.

Importantly, researchers desire to create a narrative when they enter a scene; they listen to some stories and dismiss other stories, they shape and craft the story by highlighting certain elements of the narrative and de-emphasizing others. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated that “narrative is both the phenomenon and the method of the social sciences” (p. 18). Specifically, they posited that “narrative inquiry always has a purpose” though its purpose may shift (p. 115). Investigative journalists and tabloid writers provide other examples wherein the narrator enters a situation with a predetermined desire to create a narrative. Thus, narratives do not only happen retrospectively, they also happen because individuals enter a scene or situation with a desire to create a narrative prior to the actual formation of that narrative. For instance, when physicians interact with patients, as Charon (2006) contends, they are doing so with an intention to create a narrative prior to the existence of that narrative. These preconceptions and desires must be recognized and accounted for to avoid taking inferential risks without knowing that one is taking a risk. 

Interestingly, analysis unavoidably expresses the ideology and metatheoretical positions of the researcher. Lacey (2000) claimed that narrative is a powerful analytical tool. But, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) cautioned that, in narrative inquiry, the researcher must distinguish between fact and fiction when hearing stories. In addition, Kidder and Fine (1987) explained that “with the collection of stories or events, the researcher develops a narrative, an account of what led to what, and each new story or event is used to confirm or revise the narrative” (p. 60). In fact, they contended that “even quantitative research tells a story” (p. 69). However, “the act of developing a narrative is not unique to field work. Experimenters and quasi-experimenters studying causal relationships between independent and dependent variables also construct a narrative about sequences of events” (p. 62). Narrative analysis as a theoretical guide to research recognizes the role and place of the researcher in the research process. Stokes (2003) explained that the premise underlying this form of study is that humans tell stories about themselves, their world, and the people they encounter in order to interpret their world. In practice, whether admitted or not, the researcher’s positionality shapes her or his interpretation and analysis of data (Ellingson, 2004). Narratives are shaped by the motives and intentions of the storyteller (Mattingly, 1994). Thus, the researcher is not a passive observer in the process, but is also an author of the narrative that is retold. The researcher also constructs a narrative based upon his or her observations and, in the course of doing so, affects the observed. The implications of this position have crucial ramifications for the ways in which research is interpreted and for what counts as research.

The Case for Narrative Literacy
Shortcomings of the Narrative Paradigm
The crucial shortcoming of Fisher’s narrative paradigm lies in its establishment of a descriptive, not a prescriptive, criteria for evaluating what constitutes a good story or warrant. He describes how individuals evaluate good and bad stories, but not necessarily how they ought to evaluate those stories. In distinguishing narrative rationality from traditional rationality, Fisher (1987) observes that traditional rationality seeks to expose fallacious arguments but suggests that narrative rationality offers an understanding of human action and choice that does not follow the same evaluative criteria. Thus, he contends that we judge narratives by different criteria, namely coherence and fidelity. Fisher (1987) argues that “some stories are better than others” because they are more coherent or are perceived as “good stories” (p. 68). Importantly, Fisher contends that narrative rationality would judge Hitler’s Mein Kampf to be a bad story for moral reasons. Thus, Fisher’s criteria serve to suggest that fallacious stories are bad without explicitly exposing the fallacies inherent in the story or recommending how to critically analyze fallacious claims in stories. By evaluating stories based on their values, Fisher departs from the traditional approach to applying evaluative standards of traditional argumentation, such as identifying fallacies. Although his criteria are a start, it stops short of prescribing how to critically consume narratives as a literate reader or listener.

Another potential shortcoming of Fisher’s narrative paradigm, as originally conceived, lies in its inability to explain why audiences are unable to recognize bad stories or warrants. Turpin (1997) defended Fisher’s paradigm against attacks claiming that the narrative paradigm did not provide a means for explaining why the German people accepted Hitler’s narrative by proclaiming that “Fisher’s narrative paradigm was designed as a method for evaluating the roles that values play in reasoning” (p. 75). Independently, Turpin (1997) argues that ethos is critically important in narrative analysis. Specifically, he concluded that the narrative paradigm is valuable as an adjunct to traditional modes of rational argument. “The worth of the narrative paradigm as an adjunct to traditional modes of rational argument lies in being able to locate the values at stake in a situation, and to assess the situations in which traditionally reasoned arguments, formal and informal, can come to bear” (p. 78). Later, Fisher (2000) extended the narrative paradigm to include ethics and applied narrative paradigm ethics to argumentation. Still, Fisher’s narrative paradigm does not offer a rubric that equips readers with the means to identify, critique, and expose bad stories.
Shortcomings of Narrative Inquiry

Some narrative scholars have taken the subjective position that a good story depends on one’s point of view or perspective. For instance, Ramirez-Esparza and Pennebaker (2006) explained that “people are drawn to good stories” (p. 211), but “not all stories are good narratives” (p. 213). Thus, they posited that “narratives are viewed as ways individuals organize complex themes and convey them to others” (p. 211). White (1980) observed that “narrativizing discourse serves the purpose of moralizing judgments” (p. 27). It follows, then, that we always moralize when we narrativize. There are both good and bad narratives. The theme of the narrative represents the “big picture story” or position on an issue or topic. In turn, morality and ethical implications contained in the narrative reflect ideology and make normative claims about the world. Importantly, both implicit and explicit implications can suggest particular claims. Even ambiguous implications lead readers to make their own implications. For Ramirez-Esparza and Pennebaker (2006) “a good narrative, then, may ultimately be in the eye of the writer” (p. 213). They elaborate that “what is a good story in one person’s eyes is not necessarily a good one in someone else’s” (p. 213). According to Bochner (2001) “we each must decide what calls us to stories” (p. 154). Although one’s perspective is certainly elemental to one’s judgment of a narrative, this position also fails to provide any toolkit to help readers develop narrative literacy. 

Because narrative is not easily recognized as argument, due in part to a tradition of rhetorical and argumentative scholarship that has dichotomized stories from evidence, and due in some part to an apparent desire of some narratives scholars to separate narrative as its own distinct field of study, consumers of narrative tend to consider narratives as stories but not argument. For example, with regard to literary narratives, students are taught to search for the universal themes, characters, and plot structure of stories, but not to critically evaluate the stories as ideologically laced arguments that could contain fallacious reasoning. With regard to entertainment narratives, audiences, who willing suspend disbelief in exchange for the pleasure of being entertained, often do not apply argumentative analysis or critique to narrative accounts because their guard is down. 

Need for Narrative Literacy Skills

If narratives exist in a variety of forms and are pervasive in the lives of individuals, then it seems prudent to teach readers narrative literacy. In fact, some narrative scholars have emphasized the role of the reader. For example, Schechet (2005) called for building “critical reading skills” (p. 85). Other scholars have recommended that readers approach texts with caution. Given the anonymous authorship and the rewriting of some narratives, Carr (1986) suggested that when readers attempt to make sense of stories they should critically and skeptically analyze and evaluate the narrative. 
Still others scholars, who share a less sympathetic view of narrative inquiry, have argued for the development of narrative literacy skills for researchers. For instance, Atkinson and Delamont (2006) remarked that the “unreflective and uncritical use of narratives is complicit in the forms of social life that the social scientist ought to be investigating” (p. 166). Additionally, they suggested that “narratives are collected and celebrated in an uncritical and unanalyzed fashion” (p. 166). And, they posited that one problem with narrative inquiry is the assumption that participants’ voices are allowed to speak for themselves. Instead, they argued that “narratives should be analyzed as a social phenomenon, not as a vehicle for personal or private experience” (p. 170).

In educational settings, there also appears to be a need to teach students narrative literacy. Bruner (2002b) focuses on being “constantly in the process of making narratives” (p. 3) rather than on how we critically read narratives. For Bruner (1996), “every narrator has a point of view and we have an inalienable right to question it” (p. 138). So, for instance, critical literacy is needed to identify the argument underlying a given narrative. Readers should be able to identify fallacies in the narrative. By examining the credibility or bias of the narrator, consumers of stories and narrative can become more critical consumers. “Surely education could provide richer opportunities than it does for creating the metacognitive sensitivity needed for coping with the world of narrative reality and its competing claims” (p. 149). In some cases, the types of evidence, such as the use of testimony or examples versus statistics, should be re-examined.
Narrative literacy can be operationalized in comparison with argument literacy. Graff (2003) called for “argument literacy” which he defined as “the ability to listen, summarize, and respond” (p. 3). In fact, he claimed that “there is no necessary quarrel between arguments and narratives. Good stories make an argumentative point and arguments gain punch from imbedded stories” (p. 4). Thus, narrative literacy and argument literacy can be taught side-by-side.
Using narrative pedagogy. Although narrative and pedagogy are intertwined in numerous ways, from the narrative literacy point of view it is crucial that pedagogy teach readers to critically analyze and evaluate narrative. One way in which this can occur is by using narratives to teach pedagogy. In fact, narratives can serve important pedagogical purposes. For example, Bochner (2001) posited that narratives can teach us and have a pedagogical function. Of course, his very position can be read as an argument for narratives, but it certainly illuminates the way in which narratives can serve as a toolkit for literacy. Independently, pedagogy itself can be regarded as narrative in nature.
Narratives play an important role in educational pedagogy for both students and teachers. For example, Fowler (2006) explained that narratives can teach or instruct both educators and pupils. She posited that engaging with narrative knowledge can evoke emotions and heighten awareness or mindfulness. Importantly, she contended that individuals can exert control over their narrative literacy skills. But, she argued that narratives can also trouble pedagogy. For Fowler (2006) reading and writing narratives changed her way of thinking about teaching. Finally, she observed that narrative research offers particular truths about being human.
Understanding how present narratives are chained to past narratives also provides crucial insight into narrative literacy. Frank (1995) argued that “people tell their own unique stories, but they compose these stories by adapting and combining narrative types that culture makes available” (p. 75). In fact, “stories are chained in the sense that each story becomes a plug-in that enables are predisposes the reception of certain next stories” (p. 434). Frank further explained that “because one story leads to another, our understanding of the story we are presently part of is always influenced by stories in the background” (p. 218). In addition, MacIntyre (1984) claimed that narratives are embedded within other narratives. “one narrative may be embedded in another” (p. 213) as “part of an interlocking set of narratives” (p. 218). Freeman (1997) further explained that “the act of narration is inextricably tied to the process of historical understanding itself, of seeking to make sense of the past from the perspective of the present” (p. 174).

Identifying fallacies in narrative argumentation. As a form of argumentation, fallacies are indeed possible in narrative. Fallacies in narrative may include traditional fallacies found in traditional means of argumentation, but may also include other, non-traditional fallacies not typically found or discussed in traditional means of argumentation. The types of fallacies that are possible in narratives have yet to be explored. Still, readers must recognize and identify narrative fallacies. Like critical thinking instruction, for example, students could be taught to identify fallacies and become narratively literate. Additionally, pedagogy could emphasize the need to expose and speak out against narrative fallacies. And, of course, readers might be better equipped avoid making their own fallacies in narrative by learning to identify fallacies in other narratives.
The danger of fallacious claims in narratives is that because narratives tend to be more subtle forms of argument, readers may not critically evaluate and analyze narratives, thus missing the fallacious reasoning. If “discourses do have power, even material consequences,” as Friedman (1995, p. 38) argued, then narrative discourses that contain fallacies can have very real and dangerous consequences. Importantly, Anderson and Montello (2002) warned that “unexamined narrative reasoning has produced devastating unethical consequences” (p. 91). For instance, in one study about organ donation, Morgan et al. (2005) analyzed transcripts of dyadic discussions and found that:

Negative opinions about organ donation were almost always justified with information, stories, or images from the mass media, while positive opinions about organ donation were attributed to personal values and beliefs and only occasionally supported by stories about donors or recipients that participants heard or read in the mass media. (p. 676) 

The dyad pairs specifically cited television shows and movies as evidence; often the content and name of the show was forgotten, but the influence of the show on cynicism and suspicion were not, and the myths were specific and clear. The authors concluded that negative media images and messages create a barrier to organ donation by exacerbating fears and deepening public ambivalence on the issue, despite public attitudes in favor of donation. Thus, although disastrous narratives such Hitler’s may not occur frequently, we are exposed to more mundane narrative fallacies on a daily basis.
Fortunately, however, it is possible to identify, evaluate, and reject narrative fallacies. For instance, Murray (1997) explained that “stories function either to reinforce our confidence in the proposition in question, or to show its defects” (p. 10). Additionally, in discussing historical narratives, Freeman (1998) cautioned that “the key thing is to recognize and avow it; otherwise, there exists the danger that the fictions at hand will become reified into proclamations of the unvarnished truth” (p. 39). Furthermore, Chambers and Montgomery (2002) pointed out that “every story can be retold, replotted, and reinterpreted” (p. 81). Bruner (2002a) noted that “we hear many stories and take them as stock even when they conflict with each other” (p. 91). 

Conclusion


Even though not all narrative scholars like the characterizing narrative as argument (Bochner, 1994; Bruner, 1996, 2002a; Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Pellegrino, 1977), this connection has been evident in theoretical frameworks and research analyses for years (Carranza, 2003; Fisher, 1984, 1987, 1995, 2000; Pfau, 2005; Stoud, 2004). After examining the reasons why narrative inquiry is reluctant to embrace argumentation, the present article built the case that narrative is a form of argumentation and, then, made suggestions for the development of narrative literacy skills to expose potentially fallacious reasoning and encourage critical consumption of narrative argumentation. In sum, two primary arguments are advanced herein. The first is that narratives and argumentation should be seen as more connected than disparate. The second is that the narrative literacy skills of readers need to be cultivated through pedagogical means and informed by narrative scholarship in order to identify, expose, critique, analyze, and evaluate narrative fallacies.

References

Anderson, C. M., & Montello, M. (2002). The reader’s response and why it matters in 

biomedical ethics. In R. Charon & M. Montello (Eds.), Stories matter: The role of narrative in medical ethics (pp. 85-94). New York: Routledge.

Atkinson, P., & Delamont, S. (2006). Rescuing narrative from qualitative research. Narrative 
Inquiry, 16, 164-172.

Bochner, A. P. (1994). Perspectives on inquiry II: Theories and stories. In M. L. Knapp & G. R. Miller (Eds.), The handbook of interpersonal communication (2nd ed.) (pp. 21-41). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bochner, A. P. (2001). Narrative’s virtues. Qualitative Inquiry, 7, 131-157.

Bochner, A. P. (2002). Perspectives on inquiry III: The moral of stories. In M. L. Knapp & J. A. Daly (Eds.), Handbook of interpersonal communication (3rd ed.) (pp. 73-101). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bochner, A. P., & Ellis, C. (1992). Personal narrative as a social approach to interpersonal communication. Communication Theory, 2, 165-172.

Bochner, A. P., Ellis, C., & Tillmann-Healy, L. M. (2000). Relationships as stories: Accounts, 

storied lives, evocative narratives. In K. Dindia & S. Duck (Eds.), Communication and personal relationships (pp. 14-29). Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons.

Brockmeier, J. (2000). Autobiographical time. Narrative Inquiry, 10, 51-73.

Bruner, J. (1996). The culture of education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. (2002a). Making stories: Law, literature, life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. (2002b). Narratives of human plight: A conversation with Jerome Bruner. In R. Charon & M. Montello (Eds.), Stories matter: The role of narrative in medical ethics (pp. 3-9). New York: Routledge.

Burrell, D., & Hauerwas, S. (1977). From system to story: An alternative pattern for rationality in ethics. In H. T. Engelhardt, Jr., & D. Callahan (Eds.), Knowledge, value, and belief (pp. 111-152). New York: The Hastings Center.

Carr, D. (1986). Time, narrative, and history. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Carranza, I. E. (2003). Genre and institution: Narrative temporality in the final arguments. Narrative Inquiry, 13, 41-69.

Chambers, T., & Montgomery, K. (2002). Plot: Framing contingency and choice in bioethics. In R. Charon & M. Montello (Eds.), Stories matter: The role of narrative in medical ethics (pp. 77-84). New York: Routledge.

Charon, R. (1993). Medical interpretation: Implications of literary theory of narrative for clinical work. Journal of Narrative and Life History, 3, 79-97. 

Charon, R. (2002). Time and ethics. In R. Charon & M. Montello (Eds.), Stories matter: The 
role of narrative in medical ethics (pp. 59-67). New York: Routledge.
Charon, R. (2006). The self-telling body. Narrative Inquiry, 16, 191-200.

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 
qualitative research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Eggly, S. (2002). Physician-patient co-construction of illness narratives in the medical interview. 

Health Communication, 14, 339-360.

Ellingson, L. (2004). Communicating in the clinic: Negotiating frontstage and backstage 
teamwork. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 
Ellis, C., & Bochner, A. P. (2000). Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity: Researcher 

as subject. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed.) (pp. 733-768). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Fisher, W. R. (1984). Narration as a human communication paradigm: The case of public moral 

argument. Communication Monographs, 51, 1-22.

Fisher, W. R. (1987). Human communication as narration: Toward a philosophy of reason, 
value, and action. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press.

Fisher, W. R. (1995). Narration, knowledge, and the possibility of wisdom. In R. F. Goodman & 

W. R. Fisher (Eds.), Rethinking knowledge: Reflections across the disciplines (pp. 169-192). Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Fisher, W. R. (2000). The ethic(s) of argument and practical wisdom. In T. A. Hollihan (Ed.), 

Argument at century’s end: Reflecting on the past and envisioning the future (pp. 1-15). Annandale, VA: National Communication Association.

Fowler, L. C. (2006). A curriculum of difficulty: Narrative research in education and the 
practice of teaching. New York: Peter Lang.

Frank, A. W. (1995). The wounded storyteller: Body, illness, and ethics. Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press.

Frank, A. W. (2002). Why study people’s stories? The dialogical ethics of narrative analysis. 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(1), Article 6. Retrieved May 5, 2007, from http://www.ualberta.ca/~ijqm/

Frank, A. W. (2004). Asking the right question about pain: Narrative and phronesis. Literature 
and Medicine, 23, 209-225.

Frank, A. W. (2006). Health stories as connectors and subjectifiers. Health: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal for the Social Study of Health, Illness and Medicine, 10, 421-440.
Freeman, M. (1997). Why narrative? Hermeneutics, historical understanding, and the 

significance of stories. Journal of Narrative and Life History, 7, 169-176.

Freeman, M. (1998). Mythical time, historical time, and the narrative fabric of the self. Narrative 
Inquiry, 8, 27-50.

Freeman, M. (2002). Charting the narrative unconscious: Cultural memory and the challenge of 

autobiography. Narrative Inquiry, 12, 193-211.

Friedman, S. S. (1995). Beyond white and other: Relationality and narratives of race in feminist 

discourse. Signs, 21, 1-49.

Georgakopoulou, A. (2006). Thinking big with small stories in narrative and identity analysis. 

Narrative Inquiry, 16, 122-130.

Gergen, M. M., & Gergen, K. J. (2006). Narratives in action. Narrative Inquiry, 16, 112-121.

Graff, G. (2003). Clueless in academe: How schooling obscures the life of the mind. New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press.

Hacking, I. (1995). Rewriting the soul: Multiple personality and the sciences of memory. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Hunter, K. M. (1991). Doctor’s stories: The narrative structure of medical knowledge. Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press.
Jasinski, J. (1993). (Re)constituting community through narrative argument: Eros and philia in The Big Chill. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 79, 467-486.

Kidder, L. H., & Fine, M. (1987). Qualitative and quantitative methods: When stories converge. In M. M. Mark & R. L. Shotland (Eds.), Multiple methods in program evaluation (pp. 57-75). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Lacey, N. (2000). Narrative and genre: Key concepts in media studies. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Langsdorf, L. (2000). The third dimension of argumentation. In T. A. Hollihan (Ed.), Argument at century’s end: Reflecting on the past and envisioning the future (pp. 16-24). Annandale, VA: National Communication Association.

MacIntyre, A. (1984). After virtue: A study in moral theory (2nd ed.). Notre Dame, IN: University 

of Notre Dame Press.

Mattingly, C. (1994). The concept of therapeutic ‘emplotment’. Social Science and Medicine, 38, 

811-822. 

Montgomery, K. (2006). How doctors think: Clinical judgment and the practice of medicine. 

Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Morgan, S. E., Harrison, T. R., Long, S. D., Afifi, W. A., Stephenson, M. S., & Reichert, T. 

(2005). Family discussions about organ donation: How the media influences opinions about donation decisions. Clinical Transplantation, 19, 674-682.

Murray, T. H. (1997). What do we mean by “narrative ethics”? In H. L. Nelson (Ed.), Stories and their limits (pp. 3-17). New York: Routledge.

Nelson, H. L. (1997). Introduction: How to do things with stories. In H. L. Nelson (Ed.), Stories and their limits (pp. vii-xx). New York: Routledge.

Pellegrino, E. D. (1977). Rationality, the normative and the narrative in the philosophy of morals. In H. T. Engelhardt, Jr., & D. Callahan (Eds.), Knowledge, value, and belief (pp. 153-168). New York: The Hastings Center.

Peterson, E. E., & Langellier, K. M. (2006). The performance turn in narrative studies. Narrative Inquiry, 16, 173-180.

Pfau, M. W. (2005). Evaluating conspiracy: Narrative, argument, and ideology in Lincoln’s “House Divided” speech. Argumentation and Advocacy, 42, 57-73.

Ramirez-Esparza, N., & Pennebaker, J. W. (2006). Do good stories produce good health? Exploring words, language, and culture. Narrative Inquiry, 16, 211-219.

Schechet, N. (2005). Narrative fissures: Reading and rhetoric. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press.

Sharf, B. F., & Vanderford, M. L. (2003). Illness narratives and the social construction of health. In T. L. Thompson, A. M. Dorsey, K. I. Miller, & R. Parrott (Eds.), Handbook of health communication (pp. 9-4). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Somers, M. R. (1994). The narrative constitution of identity: A relational and network 

approach. Theory and Society, 23, 605-649.

Stroud, S. R. (2004). Narrative as argument in Indian philosophy: The Astavarka Gita as 

multivalent narrative. Philosophy and Rhetoric, 37, 42-71.

Toulmin, S. E. (2003). The uses of argument (Rev. ed.). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press.
Turpin, P. (1997). Reconsidering the narrative paradigm: The implications of ethos. In J. F. 

Klumpp (Ed.), Argument in a time of change: Definitions, frameworks, and critiques (pp. 75-79). Annandale, VA: National Communication Association.
Twigg, R. (1989). Narrative justice: An analysis of selected Supreme Court decisions. 

Conference Proceedings of the National Communication Association/National Forensics Association (Alta Conference on Argumentation, USA, 86-93.

Verene, D. P. (1989). Philosophy, argument, and narration. Philosophy and Rhetoric, 22, 141-

144.

West, M., & Carey, C. (2006). (Re)enacting frontier justice: The Bush Administration’s tactical 

narration of the Old West fantasy after September 11. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 92, 379-412.

White, H. (1980). The value of narrativity in the representation of reality. Critical Inquiry, 7, 5-

27.
