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Subversive Stories and Hegemonic Tales: Toward a
Sociology of Narrative

Patricia Ewick Susan S. Silbey

The authors outline a sociology of narrative-an analysis of the role of
narrative in various social contexts, including academic sociolegal scholarship.
Narratives are social acts that depend for their production and cognition on
norms of performance and content that specify when, what, how, and why sto
ries are told. Because narratives are situationally produced and interpreted,
they have no necessary political or epistemological valence but depend on the
particular context and organization of their production for their political ef
fect. The analysis specifies the variable conditions that produce hegemonic
tales-stories that reproduce existing relations of power and inequity-and
subversive stories-narratives that challenge the taken-for-granted hegemony
by making visible and explicit the connections between particular lives and so
cial organization.

In his book of essays The Content of the Form, Hayden White
(1987:1) observed that "so natural is the impulse to narrate, so
inevitable is the form of narrative for any report of the ways
things really happen, that narrativity could appear problematic
only in a culture in which it was absent" (our emphasis). With
characteristic insight White thus accounts for the recent interest
in the narrative form among social scientists and legal scholars.
Ironically, that which operates naturally and inevitably through
out most of the social world appears, by virtue of its absence, to
be problematic among precisely those who claim expertise in re
porting "the ,way things really happen."

In fact, the virtual absence of the narrative form within social
science and legal scholarship has been a self-conscious achieve
ment. Scorned by scholars aspiring to scientific authority, narra
tive analysis was largely abandoned by' social scientists in the
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198 Toward a Sociology of Narrative

1930s and 1940s. Narratives were thought to be an ambiguous,
particularistic, idiosyncratic, and imprecise way of representing
the world. Writing in a 1935 article, appropriately entitled "Mea
surement and Sociology," Read Bain (1935:486) observed that a
sociology that gave primacy to stories as opposed to numbers
would become "forever a bastard discipline," one containing "a
hodge podge of pretentious words, random observations, specu
lations, opinions, pious hopes and fears, attitudes, wishes, sophis
tical logic, and literary purple patches."}

In recent decades, however, errant scholars in various disci
plines have challenged conventional scholarly discourse and the
claims to truth it stakes. An important challenge has come from
the use of narrative in a variety of fields including legal and so
ciolegal scholarship. Stories, not statutes or statistics, have be
come the subject matter of much sociolegal scholarship. Reem
bracing the narrative form as both object and a method of
analysis (a distinction we will pursue in a moment), this research
seeks to incorporate subjective, contextualized, and specific ac
counts of social life. Accordingly, narrativity has not so much
been defended against the charges of particularity, ambiguity,
and imprecision as it has been celebrated for embodying pre
cisely those qualities. Kathy Abrams (1993:30), for example,
claims that "complex narratives are, first and foremost, a promis
ing vehicle for introducing legal decision-makers to a more com
plex, ambiguous legal subject." They can contribute, she writes
(ibid.), to a "reconceptualization of critical aspects of law and
legality," forcing us to "think concretely" but to remember so
cially" (1991:1052).

In philosophy, sociology, and psychology, much has been
written about how people explain their actions to themselves and
to others through stories (Mishler 1986; Bruner 1986, 1990;
Sarbin 1986; Pillemer 1992, Pillemer et al. 1995). MacIntyre
(1981) argues that rather than offer categorical principles, rules,
or reasoned arguments, people tend to describe, account for,
and perhaps relive their activities through narratives: sequences
of statements connected by both a temporal and a moral order
ing (cf. Ricoeur 1984, 1985, 1988). Todd & Fisher (1986, 1988)
and Reissman (1993) suggest that narratives bridge the gap be
tween daily social interaction and large-scale social st~uctures:

language organized temporally to report a moral reflects and sus
tains institutional and cultural arrangements at the same time as
it accomplishes social action. In other words, stories people tell
about themselves and their lives both constitute and interpret
those lives; the stories describe the world as it is lived and under
stood by the storyteller. So foundational to human interaction is
narrative that Polkinghorne (1988:135) proposes that the self,

1 The full quote concludes: "should a sociologist be a Zola or a Quetelet?"
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the fundamental concept of psychological theory, be conceptual
ized as an unfolding narrative; further, Polkinghorne suggests
that one function of psychotherapy may be "to assist in the recon
struction of a meaning-giving narrative of self-identity."

It appears that narrative analysis is celebrated on two
grounds. The first is epistemological. It is argued that narratives
have the capacity to reveal truths about the social world that are
flattened or silenced by an insistence on more traditional meth
ods of social science and legal scholarship. According to this
view, social identities and social action, indeed all aspects of the
social world, are storied. Consequently, narrative is not just a
form that is imposed upon social life (Somers 1992); rather, it is
constitutive of that which it represents. To attempt to examine
lives, experiences, consciousness, or action outside of the narra
tives that constitute them, it is argued, is to distort through
abstraction and decontextualization, depriving events and per
sons of meaning (Barthes 1966; Mishler 1986; Bruner 1986;
Polkinghorne 1988; White 1987).

A second and related claim made for narrative scholarship is
overtly political. Some scholars contend that narratives have sig
nificant subversive or transformative potential. "A central, if not
the central, concern underlying narrative studies ... is to give
voice to the subject: to collect, interpret, and present materials
about human experiences that preserve this voice of the subject"
(Bell 1991:245; see Rollins 1995). By allowing the silenced to
speak, by refusing the flattening and distorting effects of tradi
tional logico-scientific methods and dissertative modes of repre
sentation, narrative scholarship participates in rewriting social
life in ways that are, or can be, liberatory (Graham 1984; Mishler
1986; Matsuda 1987; Smith 1987; Delgado 1989; Abrams 1991,
1993; Abu-Lughod 1993; Rollins 1995).

The two virtues that have been claimed for narrative-to re
veal truth and to unsettle power-are not separate or unrelated.
Indeed, the politicalcommitment to giving voice and bearing wit
ness through narrative is underwritten by the epistemological
conviction that there is no single, objectively apprehended truth.
Conversely, the epistemological claim that there are multiple truths
is based on the recognition that knowledge is socially and politi
cally produced. Together, the two claims regarding narrative
scholarship argue that the multiple stories which have been bur
ied, silenced, or obscured by the logico-deductive methods of so
cial science have the capacity to undermine the illusion of an
objective, naturalized world which so often sustains inequality
and powerlessness.

Given the proliferating interest and provocative debate, it
seems appropriate to assess the place of narrative in sociolegal
scholarship. In this essay we assume an empirical perspective by
looking at the ways in which narratives operate in social life, in
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particular in legal settings. Part I offers a brief conceptualization
of narrative and its possible roles in social research. In part II, we
argue that narratives have no single political or epistemological
valence. Rather, we suggest that narratives are socially organized
phenomena which, accordingly, reflect the cultural and struc
tural features of their production. We offer examples of the so
cial organization of narrative in a variety of legal settings and situ
ations. We conclude this section by arguing that, as socially
organized phenomena, narratives are implicated in both the pro
duction of social meanings and the power relations expressed by
and sustaining those meanings. Parts III and IV explore the ways
in which narratives can function to sustain hegemony or, alterna
tively, subvert power. Specifically, we suggest that when narratives
emphasize particularity, and when they efface the connection be
tween the particular and the general, they help sustain hegem
ony. Conversely, when narrativity helps bridge particularities and
makes connections across individual experiences and subjectivi
ties, it can function as a subversive social practice.

I. Conceptualizing Narrative Analyses

To begin this examination of narrative in sociolegal scholar
ship, a few conceptual points need to be clarified. Most impor
tant, we need to define with greater precision what we mean by
the term "narrative." Indeed, as the legitimacy and frequency of
narrative analysis within social science and legal scholarship has
increased, so too have its definitions. Synthesizing these various
definitions, it appears that to qualify as narrative, a particular
communication must minimally have three elements or features.
First, a narrative relies on some form of selective appropriation
of past events and characters. Second, within a narrative the
events must be temporally ordered. This quality of narrative re
quires that the selected events be presented with a beginning, a
middle, and an end. Third, the events and characters must be
related to one another and to some overarching structure, often
in the context of an opposition or struggle. This feature of narra
tivity has been variously referred to as the "relationality of parts"
or, simply, "emplotment." The temporal and structural ordering
ensure both "narrative closure" and "narrative causality": in other
words, a statement about how and why the recounted events oc
curred.

What is meant by narrativity has been most effectively com
municated, perhaps, through negative examples, by comparing
narrative to nonnarrative forms of communication and cogni
tion. Hayden White (1987), for instance, has contrasted narrative
forms of history with forms of historical representation that are
nonnarrative, such as annals and chronicles. He argues that an
nals and chronicles lack some essential feature of narrativity. An-
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nals, which simply list events in chronological order, lack both a
plot and narrative closure. The chronicle, which more closely re
sembles a narrative with a coherent plotted subject-for exam
ple, the life, work, or times of a particular authority-nonethe
less fails as narrative by lacking closure. The chronicle simply
terminates in the present and fails to provide "the summing up
of the meaning of the chain of events with which it deals." "The
demand for closure," according to White, is more than recording
events that have past, it "is a demand ... for moral meaning," a
moral principle in light of which the sequence of events can be
evaluated. For White, narrativizing is impossible without moraliz
ing.

Psychologist Jerome Bruner (1986:11) also clarifies the
meaning of narrative by comparing it to nonnarrative forms of
discourse. Bruner describes two "modes of cognitive functioning,
two modes of thought, each providing distinctive ways of order
ing experience, by constructing reality." One mode he calls log;ico
scientific or paradigmatic. This mode includes arguments that
make truth claims which are falsifiable through either formal
logic or empirical evidence. The second mode of cognition,
Bruner identifies as stories or narratives. Rather than truth, narra
tives seek lifelikeness and verisimilitude. Even though logico-de
ductive arguments and narratives rely on different standards of
verification, and are "irreducible to one another" (Mink 1970),
they can be used to inform' or convince each other (see
Polkinghorne 1988).2

With a working definition of narrative in place, we can iden
tify at least three ways that narrative enters scholarly research.
Narrative can be the object of inquiry, the method of inquiry, or
the product of inquiry (the researchers' representation)." First,
when narrative is the object of inquiry and explanation, scholars

2 The philosopher Louis Mink (1987) compared narrative to three, rather than two,
other forms of comprehension which he defined as the ability to grasp "together in a
single mental act things which are not experienced together, or even capable of being so
experienced" (p, 49). Information can be organized into meaningful wholes, Mink sug
gested, by theoretical comprehension when making logical inferences or deductions
(Bruner's logico-deductive or paradigmatic mode), by categorical comprehension when
several objects are seen as examples of the same category, and by configurational compre
hension when phenomenon are understood as elements in a single and concrete com
plex of relationships. Mink regarded these modes of comprehension as irreducible to
each other and mutually exclusive. He suggested that each form of comprehension found
a home in a different academic enterprise (science, philosophy, and history), accounting
in part for the continuing squabbles among disciplines. Mink noted that historical narra
tion exemplified configurational comprehension and involved what he called "synoptic
judgment," the ability to comprehend "an indigestible heap of data," by seeing together
"all these facts in a single act of understanding" (p. 82). Synoptic judgment or narration,
however, is not unique to historians, Mink claimed, but a common and distinctive process
by which humans understand and order the world.

3 It is, of course, possible to use narrative in more than one way in a single piece of
research; moreover, it is also possible to be using or doing "narrative" without necessarily
being self-conscious or explicit about it. In other words, we deploy narrative here as an
analytic concept to observe "narrativity" in research, scholarship, and other social settings.
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examine how stories are produced through social action and
function in mediating action and constituting identities. Here,
narrative is used as a fundamental sociological concept, analo
gous to role or status, to denote processes by which people con
struct and communicate their understandings of the world. Re
search examines-across time and space-the various ways in
which actors rely on narrative forms in interpreting and making
sense of their worlds. Exploring the conditions of narration,
scholars describe variations in local definitions of what consti
tutes an appropriate, reasonable, or persuasive narrative. They
also observe rules of participation and variable strategies of nar
ration affecting when and why stories are told. For example, in a
comparative study of storytelling, Heath (1983) explored how
two communities differentially valued truth telling, innovation,
playfulness, and embellishment. One community, Heath writes,
has a strong fundamentalist bent that makes its members view
any fictionalized or narrative account of real life as a lie. The
members of the community do not encourage the shifting of
context of items and events characteristic of fiction and abstrac
tion which are conceived of not only as untruths but as deliber
ately so. In another example, Natalie Zemon Davis (1987:4) de
scribed her project of analyzing letters of remission to the King
of France as an effort to understand "how sixteenth century peo
ple told stories (albeit in the special case of the pardon tale),
what they thought a good story was, how they accounted for mo
tive, and how through narrative they made sense of the unex
pected and built coherence into immediate experience." Here,
the object of analysis is the production of meaning and social
exchange through storytelling and narrative.

Narrative is also used as a method or means of studying social
life. Rather than the object of study themselves, here, narratives
are the means of studying something else such as class conscious
ness, familial power, or jury decisionmaking. Scholars may solicit,
collect, and examine narratives as a way of accessing or revealing
some other aspect of the social world (Polkinghome 1988). For
example, classic works of the Chicago school of sociology relied
on informants' stories to construct their accounts of urban
processes (see Abbott 1992; Park, Burgess, & McKenzie 1925).
Contemporary studies of family, community, and professions
often solicit life stories in the context of lengthy depth interview
ing (e.g., Rubin 1976, 1979; Hochschild 1983, 1989; Vaughan
1986; Stacey 1990; Cuba 1987; Cuba & Longino 1991; Hummon
1990; Cushman 1995).4

4 Mishler (1986) argues that all interview responses can potentially assume narrative
form and that choosing to analyze interviews as stories is one method of analyzing mean
ing, as well as any number of other important concerns.

Telling stories is far from unusual in everyday conversation and it is apparently
no more unusual for interviewees to respond to questions with narratives if they
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Relying on narrative as a method of research is underwritten
by an assumption that narratives provide a lens or window
through which we can best study social life (see Ricoeur 1980).
Although scholars who collect narratives may be interested in ex
amining how narratives are constituted, they need not be. In her
book, Writing Women's Worlds, for example, Lila Abu-Lughod
(1993) collects and retells the stories told to her by the Bedouin
women with whom she lived. Her purpose in collecting these sto
ries is to show that the anthropological concept of "culture" is a
"dangerous fiction." By presenting the narratives, Abu-Lughod
seeks to unsettle and challenge the cohesiveness, stability, and
determinance of the concept of "culture." In doing this, how
ever, Abu-Lughod does not, in her own words, "undertake an
analysis of the role of these stories in the life of the community."
In other words, that part of the world brought into focus through
the stories that are collected need not have anything to do with
what constitutes a narrative and the ways it is produced and func
tions in social life. Whereas narrativity as the object of inquiry
can be understood as a sociology of narrative, insofar as it charts
the role and significance of narrative as a type of social act, narra
tive as a method of research constitutes a sociology through narra
tive insofar as it examines and invokes narratives as a mode of
observation, a vantage from which the world can be seen or
heard (cf. Maines 1993).

There is, in addition, a third way in which narrative enters
scholarship when social researchers themselves function as story
tellers in producing accounts of social life (Van Maanen 1988:
Maines 1993; Somers 1992; Cohen & Rogers 1994). In this itera
tion, narrativity inheres in the scholarly production itself as
much as in the object of study or the lens for observing social
phenomena. The narrative elements of scholarly research may be
more or less explicit. For example, critical race theorists and fem
inist legal scholars such as Patricia Williams (1991), Derrick Bell
(1987), Marie Ashe (1989), Susan Estrich (1986), and Richard
Delgado (1989) have self-consciously written personal narratives
as a way of examining and understanding the law.

Hayden White's analysis of narrative, with which we began,
was engendered in part by just this aspect of narrativity, that is,
the writing of narratives by scholars, in this case historians. White

are given some room to speak.... We are more likely to find stories reported
in studies using relatively unstructured interviews where respondents are in
vited to speak in their own voices, allowed to control the introduction and flow
of topics, and encouraged to extend their responses. Nonetheless, respondents
may also tell stories in response to direct, specific questions if they are not
interrupted by interviewers trying to keep them to the "point." (P. 69)

Similarly, courtroom testimony and conversations are not alwaysseen as narrative but can
nonetheless be analyzed as such and thus become a means of learning about the
processes of legal decisionmaking and other professional practices, e.g., relations be
tween lawyers and clients.
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is concerned, principally but not exclusively, with the historians'
claim to accurately represent reality and the appropriate means
for doing so. Because the social world does not come to us "al
ready narrativized, already 'speaking itself'" (White 1987:24),
scholars construct narrative representations of that world. Those
representations are persuasive and compelling because they of
fer, White claims, an order, "coherence, integrity, fullness and
closure" that characterizes good narrative, but that coherence
may be more imaginary than real." The world does not really
"present itself to perception in the form of well-made stories,
with central subjects, proper beginnings, middles, and ends, and
a coherence that permits us to see 'the end' in every beginning"
(ibid., p. 24). That ordering and interpreting work is supplied
through scholarly narrativity (Van Maanen 1988; see also Marcus
& Clifford 1986).6 Thus, the scholarly representation and analysis
of social action can be itself an act of narration-sociology as
narrative.7

We offer these distinctions among forms of narrative scholar
ship as a highly provisional, but useful, means for initiating an
analysis of the political and epistemological possibilities of narra
tive. Specifying the multiple roles that narrativity can play in re
search and scholarship allows us to analyze defensibly together
the seemingly disparate work of empirical sociolinguists who
study courtroom testimony, interpretive anthropologists who col-

5 It is possible to read in Ricoeur's analysis of narrative, in contrast to White's, a
stronger claim for narrative history. He suggests that narrative is not simply a common
form of representation and reporting but perhaps a form that better corresponds to lived
human experience. Ricoeur criticizes structural analyses that dissect stories, and by impli
cation other social phenomenon, into static rules or components. The reduction of the
chronological to the logical is mischievous and wrong, he claims; "the search for a tempo
ral formula that generates the chronological display of functions transformed the struc
ture of the tale into a machinery whose task it is to compensate for the initial mischief of
lack by a final restoration of the disturbed order. Compared to the logical matrix, the
quest ... itself appears as a mere diachronical residue, a retardation of suspension in the
epiphany of order" (Ricoeur 1980:180). Ricoeur seems to suggest that narrative is a pow
erful form of representation because it is ultimately grounded in human experiences of
lived time, and thus reproduces the order and experience of lived time through its own
form and structure. In effect, Ricoeur seems to suggest that narrative has temporality as
its ultimate reference and, conversely, that temporality finds its expression in narrative.
Thus, narrative is not simply a construction of the author but something directly corre
sponding to lived human experience.

6 Louis Mink (1970:558) offers a similar understanding when he writes:
[8] tories are not lived but told. Life has no beginnings, middles, or ends; there
are meetings, but the start of an affair belongs to the story we tell ourselves
later, and there are partings, but final partings only in the story. There are
hopes, plans, battles, and ideas, but only in retrospective stories are hopes un
fulfilled, plans miscarried, and battles decisive, and ideas seminal. Only in the
story is it America which Columbus discovers, and only in the story is the king
dom lost for want of a nail. We do not dream or remember in narrative, I think,
but tell stories which weave together the separate images of recollection.

7 In conversation, Roger Cotterell reminded us (see also Maines 1993) that one
could write a narrative of or about sociology itself. In other words, the subject of any
narrative can and will vary, and can address forms of scholarship itself as well as other
aspects of social life.
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lect stories of trouble and dispute, and storytellers/scholars who
reveal the organization of legal institutions through personal ac
counts. It seems appropriate and necessary to examine this full
range of narrative scholarship to be able to identify the contin
gencies of narratives' capacity to subvert power and reveal truth.

Specifically, we suggest that while narratives have very suc
cessfully and effectively challenged dominant discursive, episte
mological, and political norms in social science and legal scholar
ship by relying on and offering stories rather than surveys,
statistics, or legal documents as evidence, the use of narrative
presents no such challenge in nonacademic settings. Although
the narrative form-with its potential for expressing ambiguity,
particularity, and complexity-has been relatively absent and
perhaps subversive within the pages of 20th-century academic
journals, narratives are ubiquitous and conventional in other so
cial settings, including legal settings such as courtrooms, media
tion sessions, and attorneys' offices. In fact, the dominance of the
narrative form in most social situations invites us to consider the
extent to which narratives may actually be complicit in construct
ing and sustaining the very patterns of silencing and oppression
that some narrative scholars seek to reveal through the use of
narrative method.

In the remainder of this essay we explore this hypothesis and
suggest, on the basis of a review of some empirical research, limi
tations on both the epistemological and political potential for
narrative in law and legal scholarship. We do so by locating that
literature within a framework which recognizes that narratives
are social acts performed within specific contexts that organize
their meanings and consequences.

II. The Social Organization of Narrative

[I]n seeking to identify the functions of storytelling for the indi
vidual narrator or his community, a recognition of the variety
of possible narrative transactions and the range of interests that
they may thereby serve should encourage us to acknowledge
and explore the multiplicity of functions that may be performed
by narratives generally and by any narrative in particular. We
would, accordingly, be less likely to expect to find ... any single
fundamental political purpose or psychological (or transcen
dental) effect of narratives, whether it be to reflect reality or to
supplement it, to reinforce ruling ideologies or to subvert
them, to console us for our mortality or to give us intimations
of our immortality. (Herrnstein Smith 1980:235)
As Barbara Herrnstein Smith suggests, narratives are told for

a variety of reasons, to a variety of audiences, with a variety of
effects. One might, for instance, tell a version of "Little Red Rid
ing Hood" to a three-year-old child with hopes of lulling him to
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sleep. The danger, violence, and gore would be toned down (the
wolf didn't actually eat grandma, just hid her in a closet); the
action abbreviated (it's already well past his bedtime); and the
details modified for a three-year-old middle-class American in the
late 20th century (why would a child risk life and limb to bring
Grandma a bottle of wine?). Similarly, we might retell a different
version of the tale five years later, as the same child sets off for his
first independent walk to a friend's house. "Stay on the path and
don't talk to strangers" will do. Within the context of this first
solo expedition and a mother's worried face, mention of "the
path," "strangers," and the tacit suggestion of danger all evoke,
after years of retelling, the tale of Little Red Riding Hood. Fi
nally, we might recall an entirely different "Little Red Riding
Hood" from the early years of rock and roll when Sam the Sham
and the Pharaohs sang (a type of telling) another, comedic ver
sion. In that telling, sex is in and danger is out, "Little Red Rid
ing Hood," they wailed, ''You sure are lookin' good, you're every
thing a big, bad wolf could want ..."

As these examples indicate, stories are always told within par
ticular historical, institutional, and interactional contexts that
shape their telling, its meanings and effects. They are told with
particular interests, motives, and purposes in mind. Further
more, stories are constrained by both rules of performance and
norms of content. In short, stories are socially organized phe
nomena, the elements of which can be systematically described.

1. Storytelling does not occur randomly or evenly across so
cial interactions. The social organization of narrative, or what
some term the context of elicitation, determines, among other
things, when a story is expected, demanded, or disallowed. In his
studies of interaction rituals, for instance, Goffman (1959,1963,
1967) describes the various circumstances in which explanations
and accounts are expected. For example, in Asylums (1961),
Goffman describes what he calls "sad tales," the narratives that
inmates of total institutions produce and expect of each other
and that account for their current status in the institution. Such
accounts and narratives are expected in a wide variety of situa
tions where identity and status is threatened (Sykes & Matza
1967; Scott & Lyman 1968). These narrative explanations are
often offered in the hope of excusing or justifying behavior and
thus forestalling a change in social status.

Narrative accounts are often demanded in legal proceedings,
at times effecting the outcome of legal decisionmaking. Schultz's
(1992) research 011 gender discrimination litigation describes
federal courts' recent preference for anecdotal, rather than sta
tistical, evidence in deciding gender discrimination cases. "Con
servative judges explicitly berate plaintiffs," Schultz (p. 305)
writes, "for failing to produce evidence of discrimination against
individual women." Thus, without particular victims with specific
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tales of exclusion, it is difficult for classes of victim/defendants to
convince judges that the disproportionate employment of men is
the consequence of discrimination by defendants rather than a
lack of interest in that occupation on the part of women.

Finally, in some cases narrativity is statutorily required as a
condition for claiming a legal right. In her "Law as Litany: Teen
age Abortion Hearing," Carol Sanger (1993) provides an apt il
lustration of how the demand for narrative affects legal claim
ants. Sanger described the reluctance of teenage women to
testify before judges about their personal experiences and emo
tions as a condition for obtaining an abortion in states with pa
rental consent laws. The law's requirement in this regard rein
forces a young woman's powerlessness by virtue of her age and
gender. In each of these examples, the failure to provide a story
when conventional circumstances demand it works to the disad
vantage of the reluctant narrator.

2. The content of narratives is also governed by social norms
and conventions. Content rules, as they operate within different
cultural and institutional settings, define what constitutes an ap
propriate or successful narrative. They define intelligibility, rele
vance, and believability, while specifying what serves as validating
responses or critical rejection (Derber 1979). For example, Con
ley and O'Barr's (1990) ethnography of courtroom discourse
provides evidence of how local norms of narrative content oper
ate. They describe the variable appropriateness and success of
differing styles of litigant storytelling. Based on their examina
tion of more than 1,000 lay litigants, Conley and O'Barr de
scribed courtroom narratives and accounts as falling somewhere
on a continuum between a rule orientation and a relational orienta
tion. Rule-oriented litigants frame their narrative accounts of dis
putes in terms of legal rules and principles and omit details of
their social statuses or relationships. By contrast, relational-ori
ented litigants construct their stories around the details of their
social relationships, motivations, emotions, and particularistic ex
pectations. This relational style of discourse violates the court's
definition of what is a coherent and persuasive account. "Predict
ably," the authors note (p. 58), "the courts tend to treat such
accounts as filled with irrelevancies and inappropriate informa
tion, and relational litigants are frequently evaluated as impre
cise, rambling, and straying from the central issues."

In an earlier study of courtroom storytelling, Bennett (1978;
Bennett & Feldman 1981) describes how variations in storytelling
technique and content become conventionalized, and how devia
tions from the convention are interpreted in the process of ren
dering judgment in courts. To the degree that elements of the
plot are left unspecified by witnesses or attorneys, they are likely
to be provided by the audience. Bennett (1978: 17) concludes,
"in some instances perfectly true accounts will be disbelieved"
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due to what he calls "improper symbolization or structurally inad
equate presentation. Conversely, false accounts may be believed
due to skillful juxtaposition of internally consistent symbols,"
although these consistencies may not produce an accurate repre
sentation of the sequence of events. In other words, to the de
gree that the narrative presented by a litigant or witness fails to
provide the logical connections demanded by the developing
plot and conventionalized norms for sequence, motive, and the
like, the audience will supply those normal connections (which
mayor may not support the witness or litigant); the particulari
ties of the individual story will be suppressed within convention
alized and homogenized story lines.

3. The social organization of narrative or storytelling regu
lates not only when and what kinds of stories can be told, it also
governs what Herrnstein Smith calls "narrative transactions," that
is, how stories are told. In other words, because stories are inter
active rather than individual productions, social norms specify
rules of participation. These rules not only assign the roles of
storyteller and audience, they also define when and by whom a
narrative might be interrupted, interrogated, or elaborated
upon. For instance, in the particular historical and institutional
context of the Anglo-American criminal trial, the jury is defined
as the principal, although not exclusive, audience; rules of testi
mony specify who can narrate and about what; and specific rules
of procedure govern the forms of interaction and communica
tion that may occur between storytellers (witnesses) and their au
dience (the jury) .

In the research by Conley and O'Barr (1990), for example,
the authors obseIVed that judges strongly influence the stories
presented in court, shaping such features as the length of the
witness's account, the amount and type of information included
in the story, and the degree to which the narrative includes le
gally relevant information and categories (Scheff 1984:127-42;
Sarat & Felstiner 1986; Holstein 1988). "Thus, it is wrong," Con
ley and O'Barr (p. 171) write, to think of testimony as "simply
that of a litigant" or witness. "Rather, the audience is in some
respects as important to the form of an account as the 'facts' be
ing recounted."

4. Finally, storytelling is strategic. Narrators tell tales in o~der

to achieve some goal or advance some interest. Why are stories
told? We tell stories to entertain or persuade, to exonerate or
indict, to enlighten or instruct. With purposes in mind, we con
sciously construct our stories around the rules, expectations, and
conventions of particular situations. Knowledge of the variation
in the organization and narrative is, indeed, a basic feature of the
social competent actor. As members of an audience we purpos
ively participate in the production of stories, requesting certain
details, ignoring others, validating or rejecting plot, characteriza-

https://doi.org/10.2307/3054010 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/3054010


Ewick &: Silbey 209

tion, or ending. The strategic use of narrative is nowhere more
developed than in legal settings where lawyers, litigators, judges,
and juries all participate in the telling of tales. As Jay Watson
(1994:124) has written:

The litigator's own repertoire of narrative and physical artifacts
must be interrogated, or "cross-examined" . . . if these frag
ments are to be coordinated in the most effective manner for
courtroom presentation. What is a judge or jury likely to think
about this bit of testimony or piece of evidence, coming at this
particular moment in my case? What will it signify? To what
potential uses may it be put, not only by myself, but by oppos
ing counsel? Which story or story fragment from my repertoire
most firmly and persuasively establishes the particular point I
am pursuing here? When should this witness take the stand?
Early in the case, or later? Are physical artifacts complemented
by narrative ones, stories that give them shape, scope and sig
nificance? Which items from the inventory should be left out of
the case altogether? From which is my opponent most likely to
profit? Am I arranging my resources in a way that develops a
discernible argument, that allows an overarching story, an "in
ternal disposition" to emerge? And is this story constructed in
such a way that it will not look or sound constructed at all but
will simply appear to present "reality" itself?

Holstein (1988) describes the strategic use of legal interroga
tion by both district attorneys and public defenders to impede or
facilitate the development of narratives by defendants in involun
tary commitment hearings. In direct examination defense coun
sel employs specific techniques to help organize the narratives of
patients in ways that demonstrate their mental competence. For
instance, the public defender asks questions to elicit brief, direct
answ~rs. The logic of the interaction and the adequacy of the
answers is largely organized by counsel so as to make the patient/
witness appear coherent and responsive. Whenever a patient/wit
ness begins to say anything that could be construed as "crazy,"
the public defender quickly intervenes to change the subject. By
contrast, district attorneys use techniques of cross-examination in
such hearings to produce narrative incompetence. Among these
various techniques, district attorneys in these hearings organize
incompetence by orchestrating questions so as to violate conven
tional narrative lines. For instance, they ask in rapid sequence a
series of unrelated questions which, even when answered appro
priately, give the appearance of talk that is discontinuous, mul
tifocused, and incoherent. Finally, although district attorneys
limit the length of appropriate and reasonable answers given by
witnesses, they will refrain from interrupting what they refer to as
"crazy talk." At that point, long, rambling uninterrupted narra
tives are allowed, even validated and encouraged. The district at
torneys Holstein studied refer to this strategy as "letting the .pa
tients hang themselves" (p. 466).
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Thus, with these various strategies, lawyers elicit talk that indi
cates either mental competence or incompetence. The type and
sequence of questions they pose, the rules of elicitation they ob
serve (or knowingly violate), are strategically chosen to demon
strate their legal argument. Perhaps most important in these ef
forts is the necessity of obscuring the degree to which the lawyers
are themselves implicated in the production of these stories. Nar
rative competence must be made to appear to describe the pa
tient/witness. In other words, the fundamental strategy underly
ing these techniques of direct and cross-examination is to
obscure the interactive and collaborative activity that seeks to dis
play narrative competence or incompetence.

These dimensions of the social organization of narrative
the when, what, how, and why of narrative-operate simultane
ously to structure and produce different outcomes. Sarat and Fel
stiner's (1986) account of conversations between divorce lawyers
and clients offers an apt illustration of these dimensions working
in tandem to shape the strategic negotiations through which the
lawyer and client shape the case within a particular legal culture
(a regime of no-fault divorce) which specifies, among other
things, narrative relevance (what must be and ought not be said).
Although stories assigning blame and responsibility to one's
spouse are important to the client, these narratives represent ob
stacles for the lawyer, for whom such stories are legally irrelevant.
Yet, given the market relationship between client and lawyer, the
narratives are not explicitly challenged or dismissed by the attor
neys. Sarat and Felstiner (1988:764) sum up the lawyer's di
lemma in this way:

If they [the attorneys] were to join with clients in the project of
reconstructing the marriage failure and the moral standing of
spouses, they would be dragged into a domain that is, in princi
ple, irrelevant to no-fault divorce, wastes their time, and is in
fact beyond their expertise. On the other hand, if they directly
challenge client characterizations, or dismiss them as legally ir
relevant, they risk alienating their clients or deepening client
mistrust.

The different purposes, assumptions, and hierarchies of rele
vance, as well as the particular contractual relationship that exists
between lawyer and client, shape the telling and hearing of nar
ratives in this legal setting. As Sarat and Felstiner have observed,
the typical resolution to the dilemma is for the lawyer to assume
the role of passive, noncollaborating audience; "most of the time
the lawyers remain silent" in the face of these stories.

The variable features of narrative illustrated by these pieces
of sociolegal research constitute the social organization of narra
tive. The features such as the norms that expect or demand nar
rativity, the rules of content, the interactive context of elicitation,
and the particular relationships and purposes of storyteller and
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audience together describe the ways narratives are produced and
function as communicative devices in human interaction. The
stories collected in some of this research are also used to analyze
and illustrate, among a host of other issues, norms of profes
sional practice, institutionalized bases of professional authority,
and dynamics of legal decisionmaking. Finally, some of this re
search constructs a narrative account of the research as a means
of explaining the particular legal phenomenon under study.

It is misleading, however, to leave this exploration of the so
cial organization of narrative by implying that narratives are con
structed or given within social contexts (such as courtrooms or
the world of sociolegal scholarship), as if to imply that a narrative
has some existence outside of or prior to any normative and mate
rial context in which it might be expressed. All stories are pro
duced and communicated interactively with a social context.
Herrnstein Smith (1981) has described a hypothetical narra
tive-one existing outside of or prior to a social context-as a
Platonic ideal: "unembodied and unexpressed, unpictured, un
written and untold," it is, ultimately, unknowable." Narratives are
not just stories told within social contexts; rather, narratives are
social practices, part of the constitution of their own context." Be
cause narratives are social practices that are constitutive of, not
merely situated within, social contexts, they are as likely to bear
the imprint of dominant cultural meanings and relations of
power as any other social practice. More important, the stories
and accounts that are told to and by litigants, clients, lawyers,
jurors, and other legal actors are not simply reflective of or deter
mined by those dominant meanings and power relations. They
are implicated in the very production of those meanings and
power relations. Through various discursive practices, legal cate
gories, symbols, and authority are organized and maintained
across time and space. It is to a consideration of these possibili
ties we now turn.

III. Hegemonic Tales

In the previous section, we discussed how narratives, like the
lives and experiences they recount, are cultural productions.
Narratives are generated interactively through normatively struc
tured performances and interactions. Even the most personal of
narratives rely on and invoke collective narratives-symbols, lin
guistic formulations, structures, and vocabularies of motive
without which the personal would remain unintelligible and

8 In the closing passage of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein ([1921] 1961:151) comments
without translation from the Latin, here translated into English, "What we cannot speak
about we must pass over in silence."

9 For an interesting exploration in a very different social milieu of the possibilities
of representation without context, see Trow 1981.
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uninterpretable. Because of the conventionalized character of
narrative, then, our stories are likely to express ideological effects
and hegemonic assumptions.!? We are as likely to be shackled by
the stories we tell (or that are culturally available for our telling)
as we are by the form of oppression they might seek to reveal. In
short, the structure, the content, and the performance of stories
as they are defined and regulated within social settings often ar
ticulate and reproduce existing ideologies and hegemonic rela
tions of power and inequality.

It is important to emphasize that narratives do more than
simply reflect or express existing ideologies. Through their tell
ing, our stories come to constitute the hegemony that in turn
shapes social lives and conduct. "The hegemonic is not simply a
static body of ideas to which members of a culture are obliged to
conform" (Silberstein 1988:127). Rather, Silberstein writes, he
gemony has "a protean nature in which dominant relations are
preserved while their manifestations remain highly flexible. The
hegemonic must continually evolve so as to recuperate alterna
tive hegemonies." In other words, the hegemonic gets produced
and evolves within individual, seemingly unique, discrete per
sonal narratives.

Indeed, the resilience of ideologies and hegemony may de
rive from their articulation within personal stories. Finding ex
pression and being refashioned within the stories of countless in
dividuals may lead to a polyvocality that inoculates and protects
the master narrative from critique. The hegemonic strength of a
master narrative derives, Brinkley Messick (1988:657) writes,
from "its textual, and lived heteroglossia ... [, s]ubverting and
dissimulating itself at every . . . turn"; thus ideologies that are
encoded in particular stories are "effectively protected from sus
tained critique" by the fact that they are constituted through vari
ety and contradiction.

10 We recognize that there is much controversy about what constitutes the hege
monic and the theoretical grounds for distinguishing ideology, hegemony, and
counterhegemony. Where power and ideas are so embedded as to be almost invisible, so
taken for granted as to "go without saying, because, being axiomatic, they come without
saying," we shall, following Comaroff and Comaroff (1991:23), use the term hegemony.
Here the concept of hegemony is defined in terms of its relationship to the taken-for
granted everyday world (which is, of course, historically contingent). We identify the heg
emonic as "the order of signs, practices, relations and distinctions, images and epistemol
ogies-drawn from a historically situated cultural field-that come to be taken-for
granted as the natural and received shape of the world and everything that inhabits it"
(ibid.). In other words, when we rely on this definition, it is impossible to define the
"content" of what is or might operate counterhegemonically, at least in general. But
where there is an articulated set of meanings, values, and beliefs, where there is active
contest over meanings, values, and beliefs, we shall use the term ideology. The ideological
is that part of the meaning system that does not go without saying. Any struggle is ideolog
ical to the extent in which it "involves an effort to control the cultural terms in which the
world is ordered and, within it, power legitimized" (ibid., p. 24). (See Silbey 1992b for an
extended discussion of both ideology and hegemony.)
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Research in a variety of social settings has demonstrated the
hegemonic potential of narrative by illustrating how narratives
can contribute to the reproduction of existing structures of
meaning and power. First, narratives can function specifically as
mechanisms of social control (Mumby 1993). At various levels of
social organization-ranging from families to nation-states
storytelling instructs us about what is expected and warns us of
the consequences of nonconformity. Oft-told family tales about
lost fortunes or spoiled reputations enforce traditional defini
tions and values of family life (Langellier & Peterson 1993). Simi
larly, bureaucratic organizations exact compliance from mem
bers through the articulation of managerial prerogatives and
expectations and the consequences of violation or challenge
(Witten 1993). Through our narratives of courtship, lost ac
counts, and failed careers, cultures are constructed; we "do" fam
ily, we "do" organization, through the stories we tell (Langellier
& Peterson 1993).

Second, the hegemonic potential of narrative is further en
hanced by narratives' ability to colonize consciousness. Well-plot
ted stories cohere by relating various (selectively appropriated)
events and details into a temporally organized whole (see part I
above). The coherent whole, that is, the configuration of events
and characters arranged in believable plots, preempts alternative
stories. The events seem to speak for themselves; the tale appears
to tell itself.

Ehrenhaus (1993) provides a poignant example of a cultural
meta-narrative that operates to stifle alternatives. He describes
the currently dominant cultural narrative regarding the United
States's involvement in the Vietnam War as one that relies on
themes of dysfunction and rehabilitation. The story, as
Ehrenhaus summarizes it, is structured as a social drama which
characterizes both the nation and individual Vietnam veterans as
having experienced a breakdown in normal functioning only re
cently resolved through a process of healing. This narrative is
persuasive because it reiterates and elaborates already existing
and dominant metaphors and interpretive frameworks in Ameri
can culture concerning what Philip Rieff (1968) called the "tri
umph of the therapeutic" (see also Crews 1994). Significantly,
the therapeutic motif underwriting this narrative depicts veterans
as emotionally and psychologically fragile and, thus, disqualifies
them as creditable witnesses. The connection between what they
saw and experienced while in Vietnam and what the nation did
in Vietnam is severed. In other words, what could have developed
as a powerful critique of warfare as national policy is contained
through the image of illness and rehabilitation, an image in
which" 'healing' is privileged over 'purpose' [and] the rhetoric
of recovery and reintegration subverts the emergence of rhetoric
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that seeks to examine the reasons that recovery is even necessary"
(Ehrenhaus 1993:83).

Constituent and distinctive features of narratives make them
particularly potent forms of social control and ideological pene
tration and homogenization. In part, their potency derives from
the fact that narratives put "forth powerful and persuasive truth
claims-claims about appropriate behavior and values-that are
shielded from testing or debate" (Witten 1993:105). Performative
features of narrative such as repetition, vivid concrete details,
particularity of characters, and coherence of plot silence episte
mological challenges and often generate emotional identifica
tion and commitment. Because narratives make implicit rather
than explicit claims regarding causality and truth as they are
dramatized in particular events regarding specific characters, sto
ries elude challenges, testing, or debate. Van Dijk (1993) has re
ported, for instance, that stories containing negative images and
stereotypes of nonwhite persons are less subject to the charge of
racism when they recount personal experiences and particular
events. Whereas a general claim that a certain group is inferior
or dangerous might be contested on empirical grounds, an indi
vidual story about being mugged, a story which includes an inci
dental reference to the nonwhite race of the assailant, communi
cates a similar message but under the protected guise of simply
stating the "facts." The causal significance or relevance of the as
sailant's race is, in such a tale, strongly implied but not subject to
challenge or falsifiability. Thus representations, true and/or
false, made implicitly without either validation or contest, are
routinely exchanged in social interactions and thereby occupy so
cial space.

Third, narratives contribute to hegemony to the extent that
they conceal the social organization of their production and
plausibility. Narratives embody general understandings of the
world that by their deployment and repetition come to constitute
and sustain the lifeworld. Yet because narratives depict specific
persons existing in particular social, physical, and historical loca
tions, those general understandings often remain unacknowl
edged. By failing to make these manifest, narratives draw on
unexamined assumptions and causal claims without displaying
these assumptions and claims or laying them open to challenge
or testing. Thus, as narratives depict understandings of particular
persons and events, they reproduce, without exposing, the con
nections of the specific story and persons to the structure of rela
tions and institutions that made the story plausible. To the extent
that the hegemonic is "that order of signs and practices, relations
and distinctions, images and epistemologies ... that come to be
taken-for-granted as the natural and received shape of the world
and everything that inhabits it" (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991),
the unarticulated and unexamined plausibility is the story's con-
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tribution to hegemony. The following two examples drawn from
recent sociolegal research illustrate the ways in which legally or
ganized narrativity helps produce the taken-for-granted and nat
uralized world by effacing the connections between the particu
lar and the general.

Sara Cobb (1992) examines the processes through which wo
men's stories of violence are "domesticated" (tamed and normal
ized) within mediation sessions. Cobb reports that the domestica
tion of women's stories of violence are a consequence of the
organization of the setting in which they are told: within media
tion, the storyteller and her audience are situated within a nor
mative organization that recognizes the values of narrative partic
ipation over any substantive moral or epistemological code or
standard. Being denied access to any external standards, the sto
ries the women tell cannot therefore be adjudged true or com
pelling. The stories are interpreted as one version of a situation
in which "multiple perspectives are possible." Cobb demonstrates
how this particular context of elicitation specifically buries and
silences stories of violence, effectively reproducing women's rela
tive powerlessness within their families. With women deprived of
the possibility of corroboration by the norms of the mediation
session, their stories of violence are minimized and "disap
peared." As a consequence, the individual woman can get little
relief from the situation that brought her to mediation: she is
denied an individual legal remedy (by being sent from court to
mediation) and at the same time denied access to and connec
tions with any collective understanding of or response to the
sorts of violence acknowledged by the law (through the organiza
tion of the mediation process). Through this process, "violence,
as a disruption of the moral order in a community, is made famil
iar (of the family) and natural-the extraordinary is tamed,
drawn into the place where we eat, sleep and [is] made ordinary"
(ibid., p. 19).

Whereas mediation protects narratives from an interrogation
of their truth claims, other, formal legal processes are deliber
ately organized to adjudicate truth claims. Yet even in these set
tings, certain types of truth claims are disqualified and thus
shielded from examination and scrutiny. The strong preference
of courts for individual narratives operates to impede the expres
sion (and validation) of truth claims that are not easily repre
sented through a particular story. Consider, for example, the
Supreme Court's decision in the McClesky case (1986). The de
fendant, a black man who had been convicted of the murder of a
police officer, was sentenced to death. His Supreme Court ap
peal of the death sentence was based on his claim that the law
had been applied in a racially discriminatory way, thus denying
him equal protection under the law. As part of McClesky's ap
peal, David Baldus, a social scientist, submitted an amicus brief in
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which he reported the results of his analysis of 2,000 homicide
cases in that state (Baldus 1990). The statistical data revealed that
black defendants convicted of killing white citizens were signifi
cantly more likely to receive the death sentence than white de
fendants convicted of killing a black victim. Despite this evidence
of racial discrimination, the Court did not overturn McClesky's
death sentence. The majority decision, in an opinion written by
Justice Powell, stated that the kind of statistical evidence submit
ted by Baldus was simply not sufficient to establish that any racial
discrimination occurred in this particular case. The court de
clared, instead, that to demonstrate racial discrimination, it
would be necessary to establish that the jury, or the prosecutor,
acted with discriminatory purpose in sentencing McClesky.11

Here, then, an unambiguous pattern of racial inequity was
sustained through the very invocation of and demand for subjec
tivity (the jury's or prosecutor's state of mind) and particularity
(the refusal to interpret this case as part of a larger category of
cases) that are often embodied in narratives. In this instance, rel
ative powerlessness and injustice (if one is to believe Baldus's
data) were preserved, rather than challenged, by the demand for
a particular narrative about specific concrete individuals whose
interactions were bounded in time and space. In other words, the
Court held that the legally cognizable explanation of the defend
ant's conviction could not be a product of inferential or deduc
tive comprehension (Mink 1970; Bruner 1986). Despite its best
efforts, the defense was denied discursive access to the generaliz
ing, and authoritative, language of social logico-deductive sci
ence and with it the type of "truths" it is capable of representing.
The court insists on a narrative that effaces the relationship be
tween the particular and the general, between this case and
other capital trials in Georgia.

Further, the McClesky decision illustrates not only how the de
mand for narrative particularity may reinscribe relative
powerlessness by obscuring the connection between the individ
ual case and larger patterns of institutional behavior; it also
reveals how conventionalized legal procedures impede the dem
onstration of that connection.P The court simultaneously de
manded evidence of the jurors' states of mind and excluded such
evidence. Because jury deliberations are protected from routine
scrutiny and evaluation, the majority demanded a kind of proof
that is institutionally unavailable. Thus, in the McClesky decision,
by insisting on a narrative of explicit articulated discrimination,
the court calls for a kind of narrative truth that court procedures
institutionally impede.

11 It is notable that the demand for narrative is so strong that, even in dissent, Jus
tice Brennan attempted to present Baldus's statistical data as a story that could be told
about the advice a lawyer would necessarily have to give his client facing a capital trial.

12 This point was illustrated earlier by the example from Holstein.
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As these examples suggest, a reliance on or demand for nar
rativity is neither unusual nor subversive within legal settings. In
fact, given the ideological commitment to individualized justice
and case-by-case processing that characterizes our legal system,
narrative, relying as it often does on the language of the particu
lar and subjective, may more often operate to sustain, rather than
subvert, inequality and injustice. The law's insistent demand for
personal narratives achieves a kind of radical individuation that
disempowers the teller by effacing the connections among per
sons and the social organization of their experiences.

This argument is borne out if we consider that being relieved
of the necessity, and costs, of telling a story can be seen as liber
atory and collectively empowering. Insofar as particular and sub-
jective narratives reinforce a view of the world made up of auton
omous individuals interacting only in immediate and local ways,
they may hobble collective claims and solutions to social inequi
ties (Silbey 1984). In fact, the progressive achievements of work
ers' compensation, no-fault divorce, no-fault auto insurance,
strict liability, and some consumer protection regimes derive di
rectly from the provision of legal remedies without the require
ment to produce an individually crafted narrative of right and
liability.

IV. Subversive Stories

Are narratives, then, always hegemonic? To take that position
would be to claim some fundamental character and necessary
political consequences for narrative and to reject the socially or
ganized variability we have sought to establish, In fact, as much of
the recent narrative scholarship claims, subversive stories are
told, stories which defy and at times politically transform. The
following examples give content to such stories and suggest some
conditions under which they are told.

In his "Origin Myths: Narratives of Authority, Resistance, Dis
ability and Law," Engel (1993) describes the stories told by the
parents of children with disabilities about the first time they were
informed of their child's disability. In stories about that initial
confrontation with the "truth" of their child's condition, parents
recall their world shattering into a number of oppositions. Their
child was defined in opposition to other children, their dreams
for their child in opposition to his or her predicted future, and
their wishes for their child's education in opposition to the rec
ommendation of professionals. Yet these origin myths, the stories
in which their encounter with the physician is told and retold,
are, Engel claims, narratives of resistance. As stories, they rewrite
the past in ways that are subversive of expert authority and vali
date the child's life. In juxtaposing the doctor's original insensi
tivity and pessimistic diagnosis with present accounts of their
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child's achievements, these stories deny the scientific knowledge
and power of the professionals. Moreover, by depicting the initial
fallibility of the professional (physician), the stories enable par
ents to question and resist the authority of educational profes
sionals in the present. "Retelling the stories," Engel (p. 797)
writes, "is a way to triumph overtheparticularities of historical time, to
escape the pain and frustration of day-to-day events and to affirm
instead the lasting truths embedded in the mythical accounts of
these first encounters between parents and professionals" (em
phasis ours).

Lucie White's (1990) story about Mrs. G. provides another
example of subversive storytelling. Mrs. G. is an African Ameri
can woman who, defying her lawyer's advice, explained to a wel
fare hearing officer that among the "life necessities" on which
she spent an unreported insurance payment were Sunday shoes
for her children. Prior to this hearing, Mrs. G~'s attorney had ex
plained to Mrs. G. the legal rule that would allow her to keep the
unreported payment: if the money had been spent on "life neces
sities," it was considered unavailable for income and would not
have to be returned to the welfare office. It was agreed that Mrs.
G. would testify that the money had been spent on furniture,
food, sanitary napkins, and (everyday) shoes for her children. Yet
during the hearing, Mrs. G., when asked, replied that the money
had been used to buy "Sunday" shoes.

White characterizes Mrs. G.'s defiant and unscripted explana
tion as resistant and affirming. Mrs. G.'s story was resistant simply
but precisely because it wasn't scripted. Regardless of what she
said, Mrs. G. violated the rules of legal storytelling by raising her
voice in a conversation from which she had been "structurally
excluded." She broke the silence that had been imposed on her
and claimed a different identity for herself: respectable church
goer and proud parent. Moreover, in addition to speaking "out
of turn," Mrs. G. broke the rules of legal rhetoric-"the rule of
relevancy, the rule against "rambling," the unwritten rule that
told her to speak like a victim if she wanted to win" (p. 49). And
finally, with her departure from the agreed-upon script, Mrs. G.
refused to remain within the categories provided by the welfare
office: categories that defined what constituted a necessity and
that cast her in the role of victim and supplicant. In mentioning
and explaining the Sunday shoes, Mrs. G. defied the socially de
fined parameters of testimony in such hearings.

What distinguishes these stories as subversive? If narratives
contribute to hegemony to the degree that they efface the con
nections between the particular and the general, perhaps subver
sive stories are those that emplot those connections, making
manifest the relationship between what C. Wright Mills (1959:6)
called biography and history. In making this point, we wish to
emphasize that there is a fine, but critical, distinction between
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generalizing and emplotting the connections between the particular and
the general. To generalize, in the conventional methodological
sense, entails the presentation of specific events and characters as
one of many similar cases which aggregate to some larger social
reality (a reality which often destroys the particularity that consti
tuted the narrative in the first place). By contrast, subversive sto
ries do not aggregate to the general, do not collect particulars as
examples of a common phenomenon or rule; rather, subversive
stories recount particular experiences as rooted in and part of an
encompassing cultural, material, and political world that extends
beyond the local.

To illustrate this point, consider that what makes the narra
tives of feminist legal scholar Patricia Williams so provocative is
not that the events related are presented as typical or general.
Rather, her stories are subversive because they present subjective
accounts of experiences that are narratively embedded in a
larger complex of social relations and cultural processes includ
ing, but not restricted to, "the law." They shock and enlighten
precisely because they juxtapose the particular and private with
the legal abstractions that are supposed to contain them.
Describing her work, Williams (1991:14) writes, "[L]ittle bits of
law and everyday life fly out of my mouth in weird combinations."
The combinations may seem "weird" only in the sense that the
coupling is unusual, not in the sense that they are random or
unintelligible. For the power of her stories lies not merely in her
beautifully rendered accounts of everyday life, or in her scholarly
explications of the law, but in the connections she draws between
the two.

For instance, in her essay "The Death of the Profane," Wil
liams tells a story of being locked out of Benneton's by a salesper
son who refuses to buzz her in one Saturday afternoon. Williams
presents the events of that afternoon within the context of social
and historical processes that shaped and organized her exper
iences. At one level this is a story of an African American woman
being locked out of an upscale retail store. But this is also a story
of commodity capitalism and the exploitation of race. It was, Wil
liams points out, Benetton's to which she was denied access, a
company whose advertising campaign appropriates images of ra
cial and ethnic diversity to sell the sweaters they wouldn't give
Williams the chance to purchase. This "is a story ofWilliams's rage
and humiliation at being locked out. But it is also a story about
the social construction of knowledge and authority. The law re
view article in which Williams had recounted her lockout was ed
ited, she tells us here, to eliminate "irrelevancies"; notably these
included references to her race, her emotional state, and the
name of the store. This is a story of Williams's overwhelming
sense of powerlessness at the hands of the "saleschild" who re
fused her admittance. But it is also a story of the postmoderniza-
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tion of social control. The "buzzing in" (and subsequent locking
in) of "desirable" shoppers represents processes of "waste man
agement" wherein the dangerous classes are channeled away
from the highly regulated private spaces of commodified control
(Simon 1993). Thus, Williams's narrative conveys the complex
relations that exist between mundane experience and larger so
cial, cultural, legal, and economic processes. By including refer
ences to Supreme Court decisions, family history, and local gos
sip, Williams weaves a tapestry that preserves the integrity of her
particular experiences while enframing them within the social
and historical world she inhabits.

According to Dorothy Smith (1987), the relationship of the
local and particular to generalized social relations is not a con
ceptual or methodological issue. It is not, in other words, simply
a matter of establishing typicality or categorizing like cases. The
relationship between the particular and the general is a property
of social organization, the way the particulars are arranged and con
nected (p. 157). What makes the narrativizing of their connection
possible, then, is the mutually constitutive relationship that exists
between them; what makes it subversive is the fact that the rela
tionship is so often obscured, taken for granted, and unnoticed
(and thus strikes us as "weird"). Recognizing and emplotting so
cial organization thus challenges not only the apparent opposi
tion between the particular and the general but the hegemonic
power that maintains that opposition as well.

If narratives instantiate power to the degree that they regu
late silence and colonize consciousness, subversive stories are
those that break that silence. Stories that are capable of coun
tering the hegemonic are those which bridge, without denying,
the particularities of experience and subjectivities and those
which bear witness to what is unimagined and unexpressed. Sub
versive stories, then, do not oppose the general and collective as
much as they seek to appropriate them; they do not merely artic
ulate the immediate and particular as much as they aim to tran
scend them. Subversive stories are narratives that employ the
connection between the particular and the general by locating the
individual within social organization.

Not only do these examples illustrate subversive stories, they
suggest the conditions that may generate the counterhegemonic
narrative. One condition may be the social marginality of the
narrator, for it is, by definition, the marginal whose lives and ex
periences are least likely to find expression in the culturally avail
able plots and characters (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991:26; Gram
sci 1971:333). The parents of a disabled child, for instance, must
daily confront the limitations of what is socially defined as "nor
mal" and "abnormal." As these parents watch their child embody
and enact much that is defined as "normal," they experience the
insufficiencies and contradictions of these socially defined cate-
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gories. Similarly, the welfare recipient must routinely confront
the contradictions inherent in our cultural narratives of helping
and social responsibility and the experiences of humiliation and
degradation that sustain those narratives.

Of course, as much of human history confirms, marginality
alone is not sufficient for challenging the hegemonically consti
tuted world. A second condition for generating subversive stories
derives from understanding how the hegemonic is constituted as
an ongoing concern. In other words, knowing the rules and per
ceiving a concealed agenda enhance the possibilities of interven
tion and resistance. In describing her interaction with Mrs. G.,
Lucie White, acting as her attorney, tells us of her ambivalence:

When I explained the necessities story, Mrs. G. said she might
get confused trying to remember what all she had bought with
the money.... I reminded her that we didn't have to tell this
story at the hearing, and in fact, we didn't have to go to the
hearing at all. Although I was trying to choose my words carefully, I
felt myselfsaying too much. Why had I even raised the question of
which story to tell?It was a tactical decision-not the kind ofissue that
clients weresupposed to decide. Why hadn't I just told her to answer the
questions that I chose to ask? (White 1990:29; emphasis ours)

How much information was "too much"? More than simply
"scripting" Mrs. G., Lucie White informed her that it was a script.
Rather than concealing the socially constructed nature of the
proceeding, she enabled Mrs. G. to participate in that construc
tion. Being made aware of the negotiated character of social real
ity, Mrs. G. was able to enter that negotiation herself, acting tacti
cally to promote her own agenda, an agenda that was not
expressed in the characters of victim or supplicant (see Scheff
1984).

Finally, a third condition for generating subversive stories
may lie in the circumstances of their telling where particular in
stitutions create both a common opportunity to narrate and a
common content to the narrative, thus revealing the collective
organization of personal life. For example, the consciousness
raising groups of the 1960s, a social practice some have argued
generated at least one branch of the contemporary feminist
movement, illustrates this condition for the production of
counterhegemonic tales. In this historical example, a particular
structure of female oppression-postwar domesticity-geo
graphically and socially restricted the lives of middle-class fe
males. Ironically, it was these very forms of restriction that gener
ated the opportunities for storytelling and the content of the
stories. The articulation and sharing of personal experiences al
lowed individual women to perceive a commonality of experi
ence that revealed the operation of politics in their daily lives
(Freeman 1979). As R. W. Connell (1987) points out, in this case,
structure contained the conditions for its own subversion. Simi-
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larly, TheAutobiography of Malcolm X (1965) describes the mission
ary work of the Nation of Islam within American prisons where
ministers encourage storytelling by African American inmates
that collectively reveal the structural sources of their imprison
ment. Finally, Milovanovic and Thomas (1989) also describe the
litigation activities of prison inmates as generating opportunity to
articulate the collective and structural sources of the inmates'
lives.

Conclusion

We have attempted here to outline systematically a sociology
of narrative: an analysis of the role of narrative in various social
settings, including academic sociolegal scholarship. Recognizing
that narratives are social acts that depend for their production
on the contextual features of their elicitation suggests that narra
tives have no necessary political valence. Narratives are likely to
bear the marks of existing social inequities, disparities of power,
and ideological effects. However, at the same time that particular
and personal narratives partake of and reproduce collective nar
ratives, they also provide openings for creativity and invention in
reshaping the social world. The assumption that "society" is an
ongoing production that is created daily anew, rather than a
fixed and external entity, reminds us that local and personal en
actment has this dual capacity of reproduction and invention
(see Silbey 1992a; Henry 1987). The intellectual challenge
before us as students of narrative is to identify the multiple and
complex ways in which power gets exercised, at one turn de
manding stories, or demanding stories of a certain type, and at
other times disallowing types of stories or any stories, at once re
quiring a telling, at another silencing both story and the possi
bilities of memory. Likewise, we must not simply note the pos
sibilities of resistance and subversion, we need to begin to specify
the conditions under which it occurs.

We hope to begin here that task of specifying the conditions
for producing subversive stories or hegemonic tales. Narrative
can contribute to hegemony by functioning as a means of social
control instructing about what is expected and warning about
the consequences of nonconformity. Narrative can also contrib
ute to hegemony by colonizing consciousness with well-plotted
but implicit accounts of social causality. Finally, and most impor
tant, we believe, to the degree that stories depict understandings
about particular persons and events while simultaneously effac
ing the connections between the particular persons and the so
cial organization of their experience, they hide the grounds of
their own plausibility and thus help reproduce the taken-for
granted hegemony. However, narratives can also be subversive.
To the degree that stories make visible and explicit the connec-
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tions between particular lives and social organization, they may
be liberatory. Subversive stories are narratives that emplot the
connection between the particular and the general by locating
persons and events within the encompassing web of social organi
zation.
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