


The Science of Stories

The Science of Stories explores the role narrative plays in human life. Supported 
by in-depth research, the book demonstrates how the ways in which people tell 
their stories can be indicative of how they construct their worlds and their own 
identities. 

Based on linguistic analysis and computer technology, László offers an innov-
ative methodology which aims to uncover underlying psychological processes in 
narrative texts. The reader is presented with a theoretical framework along with 
a series of studies which explore the way a systematic linguistic analysis of nar-
rative discourse can lead to a scientific study of identity construction, both indi-
vidual and group. 

The book gives a critical overview of earlier narrative theories and summar-
izes previous scientific attempts to uncover relationships between language and 
personality. It also deals with social memory and group identity: various narra-
tive forms of historical representations (history books, folk narratives, historical 
novels) are analysed as to how they construct the past of a nation. 

The Science of Stories is the first book to build a bridge between scientific 
and hermeneutic studies of narratives. As such, it will be of great interest to a 
diverse spectrum of readers in social science and the liberal arts, including those 
in the fields of cognitive science, social psychology, linguistics, philosophy, liter-
ary studies and history.

János László is professor of social psychology at the Institute for Psychology of 
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest and the University of Pécs, where 
he is currently head of the Institute of Psychology and of the Doctoral School in 
Psychology.
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 Introduction

Narrative psychology evolved in the late twentieth century. It has had at least 
five different strands or paradigms since its inception. The term ‘narrative psy-
chology’ was introduced by Theodor Sarbin’s influential book (Sarbin 1986b), 
which declared narrative to be the ‘root metaphor’ for psychology, and sug-
gested that qualitative studies exploit this metaphorical value. Another book 
from the same year, Jerome Bruner’s Actual Minds, Possible Words (1986), 
explored the ‘narrative kind of knowing’ in a more empiricist manner. Around 
the same time, Dan McAdams (1985) developed a theoretical framework and 
a coding system for interpreting life narratives in the personological tradi-
tion. By that time, stories, their production and comprehension became one 
of the central targets of mainstream scientific psychology (e.g. Bobrow and 
 Collins 1975; Mandl et al. 1984; Rumelhart 1975; Thorndyke 1977) as opposed 
to their earlier sporadic occurrence (the most notable classic example is Sir 
 Frederick Bartlett’s (1932) work on remembering). And last but not at least, the 
linguistic qualities of narratives such as structure and word selection became 
objects of personality and social psychological research in James Pennebak-
er’s works (Pennebaker 1993; Pennebaker et al. 1997a). I will deal with all of 
these approaches in due course. However, the major objective of this book is to 
outline a project of narrative psychology, which draws on the scientific tradi-
tions of psychological study, but adds to the existing theories by pursuing the 
empirical study of psychological meaning construction. Our contention is that 
scientific narrative psychology opens a new perspective on complex phenom-
ena such as cultural and evolutionary dimensions of personality, personal or 
social identity and group life. 

The nature of narratives

Narratives are generally conceived as accounts of events, which involve some 
temporal and/or causal coherence (Hoshmand 2005). Narrative is not the only 
possible form of human communication. Communicative manifestations are 
characterized by a boundless diversity of speech acts, and even if we consider 
the discourse genres of monologues alone, we have, in addition to narrative, argu-
mentation, description and explanation, just as we have a wide range of mental 
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constructs for analysing the organization of observation and experience besides 
episodic or story schemas. Nonetheless, as Barthes (1977) writes: 

narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, 
drama, comedy, mime, painting, … stained-glass windows, cinema, comics, 
news item, conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite diversity of 
forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it 
begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been 
a people without narrative. … Caring nothing for the division between good 
and bad literature, narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultural: it 
is simply there, like life itself.

(Barthes 1977: 79)

More cogently, Hardy (1968: 5) has written: ‘we dream in narrative, daydream 
in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, 
criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate and love by narrative’.
 This ‘omnipresence’ of narrative is explained by the fact that narrative accounts 
are embedded in social action. Events become socially visible through narratives, 
and expectations towards future events are, for the most part, substantiated by 
them. Since narratives permeate the events of everyday life, the events themselves 
become story-like too. They assume the reality of ‘beginning’, ‘peak’, ‘nadir’ or 
‘termination’. This is how people experience events, and we all record them in 
this way. Thus, in this very important sense, our life goes on its way in terms of 
stories, whether we simply tell our self or create it in an active fashion.
 In the past few decades it has been recognized more and more intensively in 
the social sciences and the humanities that social knowledge and social thinking 
are characterized by some sort of distinct type of narrativity. One of the leading 
representatives of the narrative approach in psychology, Jerome Bruner (1986, 
1990,  1996) makes a distinction between two natural forms of human thinking. 
These two cognitive modes organize our experiences and construe reality in dif-
ferent ways. One of them is the paradigmatic or logical-scientific mode, which 
works with abstract concepts, construes truth by means of empirical evidence 
and methods of formal logic, and while doing so, it seeks causal relations that 
lead to universal truth conditions. The other, more ‘mundane’ mode of think-
ing is the narrative mode, which investigates human or human-like intentions 
and acts, as well as the stories and consequences related to them. What justifies 
this mode is life-likeness rather than truth, and it aspires to create a realistic 
representation of life. Bruner (1986) illustrates the two types of causality as 
follows: 

The term then functions differently in the logical proposition ‘if x than y’, 
and in the narrative recit ‘The king died, and then the queen died.’ One leads 
to a search for universal truth conditions, the other for likely particular con-
nections between two events – mortal grief, suicide, foul play. 

(Bruner 1986: 11–12)

2 Introduction
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In other words, narrative thinking aspires to make sense or to establish 
coherence.
 The most obvious forms of narrative thinking are stories told by professional 
authors and the man in the street. With a subtle sense Bruner (1986: 14) notes 
that there are two kinds of psychological domain, or, as he puts it, two land-
scapes emerging concurrently in stories. The landscape of action comprises the 
arguments of action: actor, intention or goal, situation, means, etc. The other 
 domain, the landscape of consciousness expresses what the participants of the 
action know, think and feel, or what they do not know, think and feel. At the 
same time, the concurrent presence of these two landscapes of narrative assumes 
that fully fledged stories do not merely give an account of what has happened but 
they involve a lot more than that: they also outline the psychological perspective 
of events. The ability to elaborate action, the inevitable presence of time (see 
 Cupchik and László 1994), perspective (László and Larsen 1991) and the way 
time and perspective are handled make narrative a kind of a ‘natural tool’ for 
making a distinction between action, emotion and thought so that these compon-
ents can be reintegrated (see Bruner and Lucariello 1989: 77–79).
 For the same reason, Bruner and Lucariello (1989) stress the creative nature of 
narrative: 

a developed narrative, then, is not simply an account of what happened, but 
implies much more about the psychological perspectives taken toward those 
happenings. Accordingly, one deep reason why we tell stories to ourselves 
(or to our confessor or to our analyst or to our confidant) is precisely to ‘make 
sense’ of what we are encountering in the course of living – through narrative 
elaborations of the natural arguments of action.

(Bruner and Lucariello 1989: 79)

In essence, we make sense of our life by telling stories, because ‘There is no such 
thing psychologically as “life itself”… In the end it is a narrative achievement’ 
(Bruner 1987: 13). Like Ricoeur (1984–1989) and Flick (1995), Bruner construes 
the interrelationship of life, construction and interpretation as a circular mimetic 
process: ‘Narrative imitates life, life imitates narrative’ (Bruner 1987: 12).

Narrative analysis

Traditionally, narratives are analysed in social sciences in three distinct ways. 
Formal-structural analysis initiated by the Russian formalists focuses on the role 
that linguistic and discourse structures play in conveying meaning. In psychology 
this approach prevails in cognitive studies of story production and comprehen-
sion. Content analysis is directed to the semantic content and tries to quantify 
it. In psychology, of course, psychological contents are classified and measured. 
 Major limits of both analytic tools are, first, the uncertainty of the external valid-
ity of the constructs derived from them, and second, blindness to the context 
where structures or semantic contents occur. This latter flaw prevents formal-

Introduction 3
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structural analysis and content analysis to reconstruct pragmatic or psychological 
meaning of texts (see Chapter 7). However, the third type of narrative analytics, 
hermeneutic analysis, embraces the social, cultural and textual context of the nar-
rative and interprets its meaning against this background. In psychology it mostly 
means interpretation of personal narratives with reference to identity. Validity of 
the interpretation, however, is not amenable to empirical testing.
 The positivism versus hermeneutics or the sciences versus humanities contro-
versy is clearly reflected in the above approaches. Whereas content analysis goes 
bottom-up, attempting to construct meaning from elementary pieces of narrative 
discourse, hermeneutics adopts a top-down strategy in which the interpretation 
horizon has absolute primacy. Attempts have been made to reconcile the two 
approaches with moderate success. For instance, Martindale’s empirically aided 
‘quantitative hermeneutics’ (Martindale and West 2002), which uses computer 
technology to unravel thematic lines in text corpora, has been by and large dis-
missed by positivists as too soft and by hermeneutic scholars as too reduction-
ist. Nevertheless, as I will argue in Chapters 3 and 4, psychology is a discipline 
where the ‘two cultures’ of sciences and humanities (Snow 1993) can and should 
meet. Of course, we do not envision a merging between the two epistemological 
stances. We rather expect to emerge psychological issues in personality, social and 
cultural processes, where complexity of the phenomena both allows and requires 
concerted application of top-down and bottom-up methodologies. Narrative, by 
its undoubted structural organization, its material, empirical aspects, and its close 
relation to the broad issues of identity, seems to be the vehicle of these complex 
psychological processes. Scientific narrative psychology is an attempt to outline 
these domains and to facilitate the encounter between the scientific and hermen-
eutic methodologies.

Preliminary on scientific narrative psychology

Scientific narrative psychology takes seriously the interrelations between language 
and human psychological processes or narrative and identity. This is what discrim-
inates the scientific narrative psychological approach from earlier psychometric 
studies, which established correlations between language use and psychological 
states (Pennebaker and King 1999; Pennebaker et al. 2003). It assumes that study-
ing narratives as vehicles of complex psychological contents leads to empirically 
based knowledge about human social adaptation. Individuals in their life stories, 
just like groups in their group histories, compose their significant life episodes. In 
this composition, which is meaning construction in itself, they express the ways in 
which they organize their relations to the social world, or construct their identity. 
If we accept that people construct themselves and their psychological reality by 
stories in many substantial respects, then we are justified in assuming that the 
organizational characters and experiential qualities of these stories will tell us 
about the potential behavioural adaptation and the coping capacities of the story-
tellers. In order to study these experiential organizations and qualities we need an 
empirical methodology which has the capacity to reliably unfold psychologically 
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relevant meaning from narrative discourse. Scientific narrative psychology has 
turned to narratology in order to develop such a methodology. 
 Narratology has described the limited number of elements and the limited 
number of variations of the elements in narrative composition. These compos-
itional factors can be reliably identified in discourse. We assume that each narrative 
component corresponds to certain processes or states of experiential organization 
or psychological meaning construction. For instance, using a retrospective narra-
tive perspective as opposed to experiencing or re-experiencing perspectives when 
telling a traumatic life event suggests emotional balance, i.e., that the storyteller 
managed to elaborate the negative experience and restore the integrity of his or 
her identity. In an experiment, Pólya, László and Forgas (2005) provided evidence 
supporting the above assumption. Traumatic life events, such as the failure of an 
in-vitro fertilization (IVF) treatment, were reported from different perspectives. 
The use of the different perspectives can be illustrated with the following excerpts: 
‘I was waiting in the doctor’s office … The doctor entered the room … He told me 
that we had not succeeded …’ (retrospective perspective). ‘It was in the doctor’s 
office … I see the doctor entering the room … I don’t remember how it could hap-
pen …’ (re-experiencing perspective). Subjects consistently evaluated the target 
person as having better emotional control, higher social value and more stable 
identity when they read retrospective stories as opposed to re-experienced ones.
 Beyond the perspective, narratives contain other compositional devices such as 
time structure and time experience (the latter particularly in self-narratives), char-
acters’ agency, characters’ mental involvement, coherence, evaluation, spatial and 
interpersonal relations of the characters, etc. This limited number of compositional 
‘slots’ corresponds to a similarly limited number of psychological constructions, 
whereas the text can be endlessly variable on the surface level (i.e. linguistically). 
Based on the narrative compositional elements, algorithms have been constructed 
that are able to automatically detect and quantitatively process the linguistic fea-
tures of each element (Ehmann et al. 2007; Hargitai et al. 2007; László et al. 
2007; Pohárnok et al. 2007; Polya et al 2007). The reliability and validity of these 
algorithms for identifying the underlying psychological constructs are continu-
ously tested. The principles and procedures of the narrative psychological con-
tent analysis are discussed in Chapter 9. Some results concerning social (national) 
identity are also presented in Chapter 10. But before arriving at the results, here is 
a brief summary of the ‘story of this book’.
 In Chapter 1 narrativity in the broadest sense is discussed. Beyond cognitive 
studies, which focus on narrative structures or canons, many aspects of narrative 
are analysed and rethought from the perspective of potential integration into the 
narrative psychology. Chapter 2 draws an epistemological context around narra-
tive psychology contrasting analytic and narrative philosophies. In this chapter 
we argue that the complexity level of many psychological phenomena requires 
 research objects and research methodologies which correspond to this complexity. 
We claim that narrative represents a complexity level, which allows for meaning-
ful empirical investigations. We also discuss the potential of narrative psychology 
in the study of personal development and cultural evolution. Chapter 3 is built on 
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contrast again. It demarcates scientific narrative psychology’s quest for meaning 
from hermeneutic studies of narrative identity, also from cultural anthropological 
and psychoanalytic approaches. There is one major area, perhaps the largest in 
psychology, which has a long record in dealing with narrative phenomena. This is 
cognitive psychology. Chapter 4 relates scientific narrative psychology to existing 
cognitive studies also in a contrastive manner. In Chapter 5 we bring together all 
the previously discussed rival approaches around the concept of representation. 
In this chapter, it should become clear why and how we conceive narrative as a 
representational form. Chapter 6 is devoted to Moscovici’s social representations 
theory, primarily because this theory resembles narrative psychology in several 
respects. Not only is it engaged in studying meaning construction, but also it stud-
ies the process of social meaning construction through empirical methodologies. 
This theory also has deep insight into the relation between representations and 
identity, which is a major interest of narrative psychology as well. The chapter also 
discusses the actual and potential contributions of narrative psychology to social 
representations research. Chapter 7 deals with earlier psychological approaches to 
the relation between various forms of life narratives and various forms of self and 
identity. Theories which have also developed empirical methodologies in order to 
infer different qualities of identity from narratives or to trace the process of iden-
tity construction through narratives are presented in detail. This chapter points 
out that earlier concepts and methodologies focus almost exclusively on narrative 
content and neglect the formal, compositional aspects of narratives. The chapter 
also discusses the social constraints on life narratives and the role of narrative in 
psychotherapy, particularly in trauma elaboration.
 From Chapter 8 on we turn in depth to methodology. Starting from the more 
general issues of the interrelations between linguistic forms and psychological 
processes, this chapter leads the reader through the intricacies of psychological 
content analysis and into the history of the automation of the content analytic 
methodology. Chapter 9 outlines the principles and the scope of narrative psycho-
logical content analysis, a method which has been developed for scientific nar-
rative psychology. For readers who are interested in methodological details, the 
process of automation of this analytic tool and validity studies of the programs 
are presented in the Appendix. 
 Whereas earlier chapters revolve around construction and expression of per-
sonal identity in individual life narratives, Chapter 10 expands the boundaries 
of scientific narrative psychology to the study of social identity by relating social 
psychological phenomena to historical representations. This chapter presents em-
pirical studies on national identity which demonstrate the application of the new 
methodology in social psychological research. The concluding Chapter 11 sum-
marizes the main arguments and contribution of the book to narrative psychology 
and considers future directions.

6 Introduction
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1 Foundations of narrative 
psychology

The narrative nature of human knowledge

When modelling cognitive and memory processes, though by no means on the 
 basis of some social constructivist position, Schank and Abelson (1995: 1) argue 
for the narrative nature of all human knowledge. They state that ‘Virtually all 
 human knowledge is based on stories constructed around past experiences’, and 
‘New experiences are interpreted in terms of old stories’. With intuitive insight 
Schank and Abelson derive nearly any knowledge – from facts to beliefs – from 
storytelling and story understanding. In this framework, lexical items, words, 
numbers, even grammar itself can be investigated in the context of stories. 
Schank and Abelson (1995) question the traditional cognitivist model of human 
consciousness (cf. Newel and Simon 1972), in which humans work as informa-
tion-processing machines, and the task of the human mind to prove theorems and 
solve problems. They point out how atypical these phenomena are in everyday 
life: ‘very few people spend time trying to prove theorems … and when they do, 
they don’t ordinarily talk about it’ (Schank and Abelson 1995: 15). However, 
this idea again implies a semantic distinction between an abstract, theoretical 
argument and everyday thinking, which precisely reflects the difference between 
natural and communicative logic mentioned by Moscovici and Bruner’s paradig-
matic versus narrative thinking mentioned in the Introduction. Without doubt, 
Schank and Abelson (1995) explicitly give preference – at least as far as every-
day human things are concerned – to the latter type of thinking. Schank and 
Abelson’s new theory can be viewed as a further refinement of their earlier model 
of human memory and understanding based on episodes or scripts (Schank 1975; 
Schank and Abelson 1977), which was essentially meant to question Tulving’s 
(1972) dual memory system (an episodic, story-like, or semantic, conceptual 
model) that was fairly influential at that time. Although these two authors are 
interested in the cognitive construction of stories and the memory effects of story-
telling, their observations concerning the social context of storytelling and the 
concept of narrative framework have far-reaching social implications. When 
they state that understanding means ‘mapping your stories to mine’, they actu-
ally refer to a cognitive constraint that ‘we can only understand things that relate 
to our experiences’ (Schank and Abelson 1995: 17). However, this cognitivist 

Laszlo.indd   7 21/4/08   08:38:30


	Copyright
	Contents
	1 Foundations of narrative psychology

