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Resilience Research:
The Need for a Narrative Turn
“It is not the strongest of the species
that survive, nor the most intelligent,
but the one most responsive to
change.”
—Charles Darwin

Let me start my introduction with the following three steps. First, by
citing Ann S. Masten, an acclaimed resilience researcher from the field
of child psychology, who introduced her groundbreaking book, Ordinary
Magic: Resilience in Development as follows:
Probably as long as humans have told stories to one another, there
have been tales of individuals who overcame difficulties to succeed in
life. Traditional folktales and fairytales portray themes of struggle and
transformation, persistence and heroic deeds in the face of adversity,
and young people of humble origins who rise in life through their
wits and actions, sometimes assisted by a guide or magical figure
[…] In the 21st century, when it is possible to share stories in many
different ways – through social media, in books or newspapers, in
films or television shows, through e-mails or blogs, on various digital
communication devices – people remain intrigued with stories of
youth who face grave danger or grow up in poverty and nonetheless
turn out well. (Ordinary Magic 3)
Secondly, from the context of indigenous storytelling, I would like to
relate the following short story: An old Cherokee was teaching his
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grandchildren about life. He said, “A battle is raging inside me…it is
a terrible fight between two wolves. One wolf represents fear, anger,
envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment,
inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority and ego. The other stands for joy,
peace, love, hope, sharing, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence,
friendship, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith.” The old
man looked at the children with a firm stare. “This same fight is going
on inside you, and inside every other person, too.” They thought about
it for a minute, and then one child asked his grandfather, “Which wolf
will win?” The old Cherokee replied: “The one you feed” (The Two Wolves1
n. pag.).
And thirdly, I would like to look at another story, a fable entitled
The Farmer and the Donkey.2 One day a farmer’s donkey fell down a
well. The animal cried piteously for hours as the farmer tried to figure
out what to do. Finally, he decided the animal was old, and the well
needed to be covered up anyway – it just wasn’t worth it to retrieve
the donkey. He invited all of his neighbors to come over and help him.
They each grabbed a shovel and began to throw dirt into the well. At
first, the donkey realized what was happening and cried horribly. Then,
to everyone’s amazement, he quieted down. A few shovel-loads later,
the farmer finally looked down the well. He was astonished at what
he saw. With each shovelful of dirt that hit his back, the donkey was
doing something amazing. He would shake it off and take a step up. As
the farmer’s neighbors continued to shovel dirt on top of the animal, he
would shake it off and take a step up. Pretty soon, everyone was amazed
as the donkey stepped up over the edge of the well and happily trotted
off!

1

2

The story of two wolves is a Cherokee legend retrieved from firstpeople.us,
however, it appears to be first mentioned in a 1978 book called “The Holy Spirit:
Activating God’s Power in Your Life,” by Billy Graham.
Although the story is taken from the webpage of College of Education at The
University of Texas at Austin, the author of the story is not known at the time
of writing the present book.
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The three texts I chose to cite to start my introduction represent
my attempt at introducing the breathtaking scope of the overarching
topic of the present book: Narratives of Resilience.3 These stories may
be summed up by the age-old cliché never give up. Yet, I want to point
out in the following pages that these short stories, as trivial as they
may at first seem, in fact correlate with research findings corroborated
by the life sciences in the fields that are researching human resilience.
There is therefore a clear connection between what we may term stories
(narratives) of resilience, on the one hand, and the perspective on resilience in
the life sciences, on the other.
In this vein, a scientist involved in the first wave of resilience
research might have told the first story (the two wolves) this way:
resilience is a quality, termed protective factors or resources, within
individuals. A researcher whose thinking was more in line with
the second story (the donkey in the well) would have gone a step
further and claimed that it is the adaptive processes, or coping, that
facilitates resilience. This researcher would therefore have focused
on the significance of environmental factors, including interactions
between individuals and their environment. The work of these two
groups of researchers has resulted in the concept of resilience being
defined as either a trait or a process.
I should also mention two additional groups of researchers. Those
who, on the one hand, try to foster resilience through interventions
designed to promote resilience, such as the promotion of positive
parenting as advocated by Brooks and Goldstein (n. pag.); and, on the
other hand, those who study the interplay of genes, neurobehavioral
development, and statistics to better understand the complex processes
that lead to resilience. These studies often focus on a more molecular
level, examining how processes may interact biologically. Clearly,
despite their differences, all these waves of research converge in their
ultimate goal: determining what resilience is, how it functions the way
it does, and how it can be fostered.

3

Humans, and adult resilience in particular.
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However, “complex aspects of human functioning are not always
neatly deconstructed by researchers or reconstructed for intentional
application” (Prince-Embury, 9). Such is the case for the construct of
resilience. As ancient as the mythical concept4 of resilience might be,
or as present a theme in various narrative forms, the scientific study of
human resilience5 did not start until the mid-20th century. Resilience
is a term that emerged from a longitudinal study of children born
into poverty.6 This study followed the lives of 505 individuals who were
born in 1955 on the island of Kauai. Werner and Smith documented
the life course of these individuals with extensive multivariate and
longitudinal data that includes biological and psychosocial variables.
Their study assessed these children at birth, infancy, early and middle
childhood, late adolescence, and adulthood. They used methods drawn
from Natural History to document the life trajectories of these
individuals and assessed the long-term consequences of perinatal
and prenatal complications, rearing conditions, development, and
adaptation. In their sample, one in three experienced perinatal stress.
Some parents were not educated, and some children lived in chaotic
family environments due to parental divorce, alcoholism, or mental
illness. In a series of five major publications from 1971 to 2001, Werner
and Smith published their results on the Kauai cohort, each book
focusing on a particular age group: birth to age ten, teens, 20s, 30s and
finally when they were in their 40s.7 In the Kauai study, approximately
two-thirds of the children growing up in poverty eventually developed
4

5

6
7

C. S. Holling’s myth of ‘Resilient Nature’ for example, describes a perspective
on reality that takes rapid changes into account and “explicitly recognizes the
unknown and the ability to survive and benefit from ‘failures.’” See, Holling,
Myths of Ecological Stability. Cf., Kuhlicke, Resilience: a capacity and a myth.
The research on resilience dates back to Holling and discussions of the
stability/instability of systems (cf. Holling, Resilience and Stability of Ecological
Systems), however, in the present work the focus is only on human resilience.
Cf. Werner and Smith, Overcoming the Odds and Journeys from Childhood to Midlife.
See, Werner et al., The Children of Kauai; Werner & Smith, Kauai’s Children Come
of Age; Werner & Smith, Overcoming the Odds; Werner and Smith, Journeys from
Childhood to Midlife: Risk, Resilience, and Recovery.
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serious problems as adults; however, the remaining third developed
and matured into competent, caring adults. Even though most of
the children grew up in similar environments, the strikingly different
outcomes of those who grew up to become competent, caring adults
begged the question: How come? Since then, researchers from various
fields have been focused on answering this question.
Yet it is the scientific understanding of resilience that has become
the dominant discourse in recent decades. Fletcher and Sarkar
(Psychological Resilience 12) wrote that over the past two decades,
psychologists’ understanding of human functioning in demanding
situations has developed rapidly, with resilience being examined across
a range of contexts, including business organizations, education,
military, sport performance, and communities. This variety of contexts
only complicates the issue at hand, namely: what is resilience?8 And this
is a question that itself leads to another: what is an appropriate way to
study resilience? Of particular interest to me, or rather within my realm
of expertise as an American Studies scholar, is the idea of studying
resilience in the world of narratives. Which is why I simply ask, with
an eye on the opening quotation form Masten’s Ordinary Magic: how is
human resilience narrated? To get closer to a possible answer to this
question, I want to add another step to the previous three introductory
steps.
In 1917, neuroscientist Ramón y Cajal described the relationship
between dendrites and axons in the brain as an “epic love story” (cf.
Moezzi et al., 2). Ramón y Cajal’s thinking has served as a frame for
modern neuroscientists interested in explaining this complex process
(cf. Joerges, 414). On the same note, Emily Martin (The Egg and the Sperm
485), an anthropologist, has shown how high-school health science
textbooks describe the interaction of an egg and sperm like a romance

8

One could argue that the possibility of settling on a single definition is rather
slim seeing that each field may have its own criteria, or that why there should
be only one definition in the first place if the fields are so diverse! However, I
will not join the party of those who conclude the term to be endlessly ‘in-Themaking.’

17

18

Resilience Stories

novel, replete with gender roles and heroic deeds. This kind of idiomatic
expression is often eschewed in the sciences in an attempt to preserve
neutrality. Against this background, and with a quick flashback to the
start of this chapter (Masten’s references to stories of resilience), I will
begin to elaborate briefly on my chosen platform for studying resilience,
that of narratives.
Taking Ramón y Cajal’s metaphor of resilience as an “epic love story”
as a case in point, I will accentuate the significance of narratives for
resilience studies. Conversely, as I have already implied by highlighting
the uncanny convergence of indigenous storytelling and contemporary
resilience research, narrative studies may also have much to gain from
a dialogue with the life sciences. As an exemplary case for studying
potential convergences between life sciences and life writing, resilience
studies may be a key to such a dialogue: To resilience studies, narrative
analysis brings a careful focus on the role of culture, social contexts, and
individual coping strategies; to narrative studies (and the humanities),
a scientific reading of resilience may bring an understanding of the
centrality of resilience to human nature. Furthermore, in efforts to
foster resilience, narratives and narrative enquiry may become tools
for generating and propagating indirect experience and knowledge. If,
as many critics have argued, the humanities have long run the risk
of dismissing the biological and the material nature of human life, a
dialogue with the life sciences may serve to ameliorate this bias.
An example may help set the scene. The 1918 Flu Pandemic
(controversially known as the Spanish Flu) is one of the topics that
is scarcely narrated in the stories of the time. But those very few
examples9 are the only relatable memories of the disaster for those
who cannot relate to the tragedy through statistics.10 Take Katherine
Ann Porter’s novella Pale Horse Pale Rider, for example. The nature of

9

10

Only three novels chose the pandemic as their main theme: Katherine Ann
Porter’s Pale Horse Pale Rider (1939); John O’Hara’s The Doctor’s Son (1935) and
William K. Maxwell’s They Came Like Swallows (1937).
Joseph Stalin was famously quoted as saying: one death is a tragedy; a million
deaths is only statistics!
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the flu shaped the whole book: a hallucinatory state of mind that could
not be narrated except by using the stream-of-consciousness technique
that was introduced around the same time by the Modernist movement,
which was moving away from the previously dominant realism. In turn,
this story made the disease ‘readable’ and hence knowable: distortion
of time, loss of contact with external reality, and an inability to recall
the acute period of illness were all packed into the dreamlike narration
of the protagonist’s first-person point of view. The author needed to
understand the disease in order to narrate it, and the disease needed
the modernist narrative techniques to be told. Modernism gave the
disease, if not the pandemic, its language.11 The interaction between the
narrative (in this case Porter’s novel) and the topic of narration (the 1918
pandemic) thus became a biocultural dialectic: the text and the illness
co-constructed each other. In a like manner, reading narratives from
different periods of history will, I believe, reveal that the phenomenon
of resilience is a socially constructed narrative, closely related to the
historical, social, and cultural context of the time, by virtue of which
a ‘narrative turn’ in resilience research can be encouraged. Resilient
individuals narrate their stories in particular ways: these people have
particular stories to tell (in the sense of ‘ordinarily magical’ stories)
which can potentially act as new avenues to examine resilience-related
factors. At the same time, the act of telling the story can itself increase
resilience.
The only obstacle, from a methodological point of view, is the
scientific world’s general mistrust of narrative enquiry as a research
method. Asking if we can take science as a form of narrative or if we
can look into scientific concepts as narrative representations, is not
a new question. The distrust in narrative forms can be traced back
to Plato’s disapproval of the ‘lying poet’. In contemporary discussions,
narrative is mostly treated as a “suspicious, dangerous tool that might
foster comprehension but also be used for persuasion, and therefore
11

Virginia Wolf’s 1929 essay, On Being Ill, has been credited with drawing
attention to subjective experiences of sickness, in term of the changes an illness
makes to a sick person’s perception and their ability to describe the experience.
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might create inaccuracy” (qtd. in Backe, 72) due to, for example,
narratives’ usage of the first-person pronoun or created temporality.
Hans-Joachim Backe writes about academics, journalists, and scientists
who are under the assumption that “narrative is an alien, distorting
factor in factual writing” (72), as contrasted with science’s “facticity and
weight” (73). Arguments against narrative, rather falsely, connect it to
fictionality – as opposed to facticity. “While scientific writing operates
under the assumption that there can be a completely neutral, truthful
depiction of things, literary theory is more occupied with the question
of how literature can be non-fictional (i.e., how the nonfiction novels
of authors such as Miller, Wolfe, or Capote can be conceptualized)”
(qtd. in Backe, 74), or how “nonfiction as a related text type or genre
besides fiction can be categorized” (Lehman, 235). Among the most
prominent narrative theorists is Jerome Bruner, who, not surprisingly,
draws a sharp boundary between scientific and narrative discourse.
He divides cognitive functioning into two irreducible “modes,” being
“the narrative mode and the logico-scientific mode,” and argues that
“narrative and scientific discourse represent two completely different
ways of rationalizing experience” (Actual Minds, 11). Richard J. Sheehan
and Scott Rode believe that “Bruner’s perceived irreducible division
between narrative and scientific discourse could be primarily due to
differences in content, audience, and purpose,” and that “the same
differences, of course, could be highlighted between a fictional novel
and a historical monograph – two very different uses of the narrative
genre” (338).
Contrary to Bruner and his advocates, there have been many
attempts at bridging the gap between the life sciences and life writing
in their different understandings of narratives. For example, Backe
claims that “the assumption that scientific writing is (or should be)
inherently non-narrative ignores both traditional usage of narrative
in some disciplines (like social sciences) and findings of cognitive
science” (Narrative 73). Sheehan and Rode in their On Scientific Narrative
Stories of Light by Newton and Einstein highlight the “parallels between
narrative and historical scientific discourse,” to “demonstrate that
narrative theory illuminates the scientific enterprise as yet another way
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in which humans use stories to come to terms with the strangeness
of reality” (336). They begin their argument with the initial premise
that “scientists use narratives to invent rational accounts of changing
or changeable natural phenomena” (337). Drawing on William Labov’s
concept of “narrative patterns,”12 they claim that a similar conventional
pattern is present in both a narrative text and a scientific text.
Labov identified five steps that every narrative follows, more or less:
abstract (introductory part of the narrative), orientation (contextual
information), complication (series of events in the world of the story
leading to a climax), evaluation (making the point of the story clear),
resolution (releasing the tension), and coda (end of the narrative)
(Sociolinguistic Narrative Patterns 72). In the genre of scientific literature,
these steps are, respectively, literature review, identification of anomaly
or gap in research, methodology of the study, results, discussion, and
conclusions. In other words, “a scientist’s description of a research
methodology is a step-by-step recounting of how that scientist went
about studying the events that make up a particular phenomenon.”
In short, “scientists’ accounts of their experiments are narratives about
how they made sense of their experiences with reality” (emphasis in the
original, Sheehan & Rhode, 338–339). However, Sheehan and Rhode
move a step beyond a merely structural comparison and analyze
the vocabulary involved, using Dan E. Polkinghorne’s definition of
narratives, which they consider to offer a concise summary of the
concepts that are central to narrative theory. Polkinghorne’s definition
of narrative emphasizes the following elements: “meaning structure (or
genre which organizes events and actions), actions (as the importance
of time and change), events, a sense of wholeness, and temporality”
(Sheehan and Rhode, 340), to which Sheehan and Rhode add Holton’s
concept of ‘themata,’ which they consider to complete Polkinghorne’s
list. For Sheehan and Rhode, themata is “almost identical to discussions
of theme in narrative theory” (342). One should also underscore that
“Holton does not speak of scientific texts as narratives, but his claims
for themata in the texts and history of science are almost identical
12

Cf. William Labov, Sociolinguistic Narrative Patterns.
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to discussions of theme in narrative theory” (342), since he refers to
scientific themes as “the essence of what the scientific discourse is
about, and he claims that themes help scientists shape descriptions of
natural events into whole accounts that are familiar to the scientific
community” (Sheehan and Rhode, 342).
In short, to point out why it is imperative to study the supposedly
‘scientific’ concept of human resilience using the narrative medium, I
argue that, first, the distinction between fact and fiction, especially the
theories propagated by Monika Fludernik on the differences between
nonfiction and fiction, help forward the argument. Fludernik claims
that the differences “do not lie in internal features of the text but in the
intentions of the writer (entertainment vs. information), the reception
of the text (escapism vs. study of the real world), and the process of
dealing with the text (interpretation vs. extraction of information)”
(Towards a Natural Narratology 92). Her argument also supports my
previous insistence of including novels as examples of life writing since
I, as the receiver of the narratives and their reader in this study, choose
to read the narrative as a source of data, not as a form of escapism that
provides purely subjective interpretations for entertainment purposes.
Speaking as a literary scholar, literature then becomes my laboratory.
Secondly, “Narrativity has recently become understood as less of a
category than a continuum, a soft, scalar concept. A folk tale or a fairy
tale is more prototypical of the idea of a narrative than a modernist or
postmodernist novel, yet it is a distinction of degree and not of kind”
(qtd. in Backe, 74). Aside from the degree of narrativity, Backe also
discusses its forms and levels, the most foundational of which is the
distinction between story (the ‘what’ of a narrative), and discourse (the
‘how’ of presentation) (qtd. in Backe, 74).
Backe also discusses the two topics of narrativity and referentiality
in terms of the relationship between biomedicine and narratives. Since
“every account of developments will have a setting and agents, as well as
a temporal structure with some unavoidable gaps […] even a scientific
text will often need to complement statistical data or a simple chronicle
of events with at least some narrative devices” in order to communicate
complex observations (Backe, 71). Referentiality, which refers to the

Resilience Research: The Need for a Narrative Turn

relationship between a text and what it refers to, is crucial in the
argument for using narratives in sciences, since “biomedicine figures
in popular culture mostly in the form of fictional texts referencing
scientific discourses, transgressing boundaries between media, text
types, demographies, popularizing a potentially dry subject matter
through reducing abstractions and complexities” (71).
Despite these arguments in justification of the affinities between
life sciences and life writing in their treatment of narrative, by training,
scientists often shy away from the indeterminacy of the latter. They
adopt what Nobel laureate physicist Steven Weinberg calls a “roughand-ready realism, a belief in the objective reality of the ingredients
of our scientific theories” (Rouse, 167). Yet viewing scientific texts
as narratives is an invitation to creativity, write Sheehan and Rode
(357). The primary drawback to naive realism is that it assumes
that scientific discourse somehow gets beyond a society’s narratives.
It supposes that when scientists describe their theories or their
experiences/experiments, they are somehow doing something different
than narrating a history. But if scientists were aware of the themes on
which their theories rely, this might actually be a productive means by
which they could look for new avenues of research.
In support of the pivotal role played by Labov and Waletzky’s
1966 essay Narrative Analysis: Oral Versions of Personal Experience, Jens
Brockmeier and Donal Carbaugh write that “in the wake of Labov
and Waletzky’s approach to natural narrative, the seemingly clearcut borderline between the realm of fictional and nonfictional stories
has become blurred. Once freed from dualisms and binarisms, such a
distinction loses its foundation” (6). As Bernstein (45) writes: “Although
any given story might be classified as natural or literary, oral or written,
simple or complex, those classifications are not binary opposites, but
merely the definable extremes of endless possibilities.” Following in
the footsteps of Bernstein, I treat fiction, nonfiction, and interview
transcripts as ‘opportunities’ to portray and further investigate human
experiences. I believe any attempt to trace the dividing line between
narrative and scientific knowledge in texts regarded as representing
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one of the two kinds of knowledge soon reveals that the life sciences
are closer to narrative than one might think.
In the social sciences, scholars speak of a ‘narrative turn’ in a
number of different fields, dating variably from the mid-twentieth
century to the 1980s. This narrative turn is often identified as having
to do with life histories and representations, though one major strand
focuses on policy narratives and organizational narratives. Looking
at the issue at hand from the other side of the imaginary wall,
Barbara Czarniawska claims that “there is an abundance of stories
and metaphors in scientific texts, while folktales and fiction build on
facts and sometimes even play with formal logic” (A Four Times Told
Tale 7). Her conclusion, which is similar to my proposition about the
scientific world’s mistrust of narrative studies, is that many works in
the humanities and social sciences suggest a rapprochement between
the two kinds of knowledge, and consequently between the two types of
texts (qtd. in Czarniawska, 7). Here as elsewhere, life science research
may simply not be very conscious of its narrative dimension: its ‘epic
love story’, just as life writing is often not mindful of its factual side.
From a postmodern perspective, however, all knowledge becomes
narrative. The telling of history is, after all, a narrative, in the
sense of W.H. Walsh’s account of history as ‘significant narratives.’13
Some approaches, such as Hayden White’s, have rendered the “telling”
of history close to other practices of storytelling; yet historical
narratives may nonetheless be different from (merely) fictional
accounts. Literature, of course, with its classic genres such as romance,
satire, tragedy, and comedy, is the embodiment of narrative. This would
suggest that, as White argues:
far from being one code amongst many that a culture may utilize
for endowing experience with meaning, narrative is a metacode, a
human universal on the basis of which transcultural messages about
the nature of shared reality can be transmitted. (White 6)

13

See, Mandelbaum, A Note on History as Narrative.
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In agreement with this conception, Noel Gough (607) argues
that science fiction texts should be integral to both science and
environmental education and that narrative strategies of fiction may be
more appropriate for representing science than the expository textual
practices that have dominated science to date. It is through literary
fiction, he states, that the problems of human interrelationships with
environments become intelligible. This idea may also prove fruitful for
resilience studies, when we consider Gough’s suggestion that by simply
‘stating’ scientific facts – the factors contributing to environmental
damage, for instance – little can be gained in terms of environmental
education.14 Such education, he asserts, depends on the creation of
a convincing narrative. (Science) fiction can hence be a fruitful way
of narrating the results of scientific research. Pursuing the same line
of argument, Masten & Obradovic (Competence & Resilience 15) stress
the urgent need for “multiple levels of analysis” in resilience studies,
integrating research by interdisciplinary groups of psychologists,
geneticists, and neuroscientists. These writers and others underscore
that there should be no merely reductionistic approach to bioscientific
research in resilience, and the powerful role of the interaction of
context, experience, and environment should retain a central place.
It is against this background that I believe a narrative perspective on
resilience research can help broaden our understanding of the concept.
In the present study, for the reasons given above, I will be
investigating the role of narratives in communicating human resilience.
The scope of narratives selected for close, comparative reading is limited
to narratives from the life sciences (psychological, sociological, and
neurobiological studies of resilience) and life writing (fictional novels,
memoirs, and disaster survivors’ narratives). In the course of the
present study, I will investigate five main research questions.
First, I explore the possibility that the concept of resilience is
narratively constituted. Second, I will inquire into the reasons why the
humanities have been so reluctant about engaging with the life sciences
regarding resilience research. Third, I will inquire into the potential
14

Kathrin Ann Porter’s Pale Horse, Pale Rider is once again a case in point.
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link between literary studies and resilience studies. My fourth enquiry
concerns the question of whether there is an inherent difference in
the approach towards human resilience of fictional and non-fictional
literary narratives. And finally, and most significantly, I will research the
possibility that narrative analysis can bring a new layer of knowledge to
resilience research and vice versa.
The present book is thus structured around five chapters, including
this introduction. In chapter two, I review research into human
resilience research through the decades, starting from the 1970s and
continuing into the fourth wave (current and ongoing research),
pointing at the modifications and challenges in establishing a unified
definition. I sketch the development of the field from its very early
origins, which went beyond the accepted models of psychopathology –
then considered the only models that could explain human psychology
– towards models that were instead based on health and growth; to
the first wave’s attempt at creating a ‘shortlist’ of protective factors
that act as supportive variables for individual resilience; and thereafter
to the second wave, which rose above the questions of ‘whatness’
that occupied the first researchers, to ‘howness’ questions engaging
with the processes and mechanisms that lead to resilience. These
researchers studied resilience as a process of interaction between
individuals and the systems they are situated within, such as family,
community, and society. In the next step, I summarize the third wave
of resilience researchers in their attempts to create resilience-building
interventions, initiating programs and policies to create resilience
when it did not occur naturally. I then depict the fourth and current
wave, which focuses on the molecular level of resilience, mapping
brain development and the neurobiological systems that underlie it.
The current wave also emphasizes the multidisciplinarity of resilience
research and underscores the need for scholars from different fields
to communicate their findings in order to portray human resilience in
the most accurate way possible. This involves biomedical researchers
exchanging data with sociologists and psychologists and, more recently,
with the humanities. I conclude this chapter by providing a brief
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explanation of existing models and approaches to the field as provided
by experts in a range of fields.
In the third chapter, the longest part of the book, I begin by
introducing several theories of narrative and focus on the justification
of reading resilience from a narrative perspective. I also discuss
narratives from the perspective of the life sciences, comparing this to
the role of narratives in life writing. While in previous generations
content analysis was used primarily by journalists and communication
researchers to quantify the frequency of words and phrases in texts
and other media, it is now actively used by social scientists to study
the latent meaning embedded in texts and other media within the
context of their uses (Krippendorff, 481–495). In the second part of
chapter three, I provide close readings of the chosen fictional narratives,
reading novels from a literary and cultural perspective in relation to
resilience research. I then proceed to answer the question of how
human resilience is reflected in the fictional narratives. The fictional
narratives for these close readings are four unrelated American novels,15
which also cover a range of major adversities in human history. In my
close readings, I aim, first of all, to depict textual representations of
protective factors of resilience; second, to address the texts’ attitudes
towards resilience as a trait, process, or outcome and to consider how
they justify this; and finally, to consider whether or not one can observe
a preference for a particular approach in the narratives studied. The
narrative reading of resilience in the selected novels is based on a
literary close reading of the texts that merges resilience attributes. In
other words, via a close reading of a referential world referred to as
“a world” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 10), which is the
imagined world of the fictional text, I will read the characters’ world
in relation to resilience attributes or lack thereof. This close reading,
though it broadly follows the style of the New Critics, is guided by the
hermeneutic approach I have structured for my project based on the
resilience factors which will be discussed in the second chapter. Instead
15
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of attempting to find out the inherent interpretation of the novel, I will
look for the inherent resilience factors, with the assumption that each
of the characters in the novels takes a specific path towards resilience
or vulnerability.
Using this approach, this chapter will also delineate the literary
representations of the topics in the corresponding research questions.
In other words, it will seek both to answer which protective factor is
dominant and why, while simultaneously looking into how that specific
factor is presented in literary terms, how the text benefits from a
literary genre, and how the form and the content follow a chosen
approach. In sum: I picture which narrative techniques, thematically
and formally mediate or moderate the resilience story.
In the fourth chapter, I study the same questions with relation to
another narrative form: memoir.16 In both of these chapters, one of my
goals is to point at the possibility of looking at literature as a laboratory
on its own, with each literary text taken as a case study. The narrative
reading of resilience in the chosen memoir follows Smith and Watson’s
theorizations on reading memoirs, close reading of a referential
world referred to as “the world” (Reading Autobiography 10). Smith and
Watson write that “in contemporary writing, the categorization of
memoir often signals autobiographical works characterized by density
of language and self-reflexivity about the writing process, yoking the
author’s standing as a professional writer with the work’s status as
an aesthetic object” (Reading Autobiography 4). In other words, the only
difference between reading Tara Westover’s memoir and a fictional
novel is the assumption that Westover’s world is not purely fictional.

16
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In chapter five,17 I switch to another narrative form: the interview.
As will be explained, in this chapter I present the results of my team’s
study of a community in Canada that has been going though adverse
conditions for the last decade. 37 individuals, adults aged 31–76, were
interviewed regarding their life stories, and particularly the difficulties
and challenges they have faced as a result of economic boom and bust.
We asked individuals to tell us about their lives, how they went through
hard times, and what helped them stay strong. I analyzed these adults’
narratives of suffering and survival, looking for the underlying themes
and structures. The methodological details are explained in the fifth
chapter. In chapter five, a narrative reading of resilience in the interview
transcripts focuses on Polkinghorne’s theorization of narrative enquiry
in qualitative research.18 Narrative inquiry has been defined as a
methodology “in which stories are used to describe human action”
(Polkinghorne, Narrative Configuration 5). Schwandt further explains that
stories are central to all aspects of narrative inquiry (Sage Dictionary of
Qualitative Inquiry). Narrative inquiry includes not only generating data
in the form of stories but is also a means of analyzing stories about life
experiences and a method of representing and reporting the findings
of that analysis. Narrative inquiry is grounded in the assumption
that stories “constitute a fundamental form of human understanding,
through which individuals make sense of themselves and of their lives”
(Ylijoki 22). Polkinghorne’s narrative theories introduce two versions of
narrative inquiry: “analysis of narratives” (i.e. “the attempt to identify
common themes across a series of narratives”), and “narrative analysis”
(i.e. “taking an in-depth look at one narrative to identify the aspects of
17
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This chapter is originally published as a collaborative paper (authors in the
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Ungar) titled: Resilience in Times of Economic Boom and Bust: A Narrative
Study of a Rural Population Dependent upon the Oil and Gas Industry (2020).
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License.
In this chapter, which consists of qualitative research based on field work and
interview transcripts as data, I also explain the narrative analysis methodology
I employ, introduced by Dann E. Polkinghorne as theories of narrative enquiry.
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narrative processes, cognition, tools, and language used”). In analysis of
narratives, a structure emerges from a comparative look into the totality
of narratives. It requires the collection of stories as data, followed
by paradigmatic analysis that results in “descriptions of themes that
hold across the stories” (Polkinghorne, Narrative Configuration 12). In
narrative analysis, perception is through the plotline of a story. The
result of narrative analysis is “an explanation that is retrospective,
having linked past events together to account for how a final outcome
might have come about” (Polkinghorne, Narrative Configuration 16).
I apply narrative analysis to understand resilience mechanisms as
revealed in the interviews.
To compare and contrast the findings from these chapters, the
final chapter brings a third question to bear: how do resilience
and narrative studies converge when one looks at the stories of
individual characters, authors, or subjects? To achieve this, the results
of chapters 3, 4, and 5 are compared to assess the confluence between
fictional (novels), semi-fictional (memoirs) and nonfictional (scientific
results; interviewee’s narratives) narratives of resilience as a means of
traversing the boundaries between different fields touching on the topic
of resilience. My interpretations will aim to answer how resilience is
depicted in narratives (as an individual trait, a contextual outcome, or
a process); which literary features/styles/themes/forms are present in a
resilience-oriented fictional/non-fictional narrative; and what narrative
constructs are relevant to resilience (following on from McAdams’s life
narrative constructs, as presented in chapter three, four and five). My
final chapter examines the artificial border between life writing and
the life sciences in the context of American policy making, which leans
toward emphasizing individualism rather that communal growth, all
in relation to understandings of resilience. In this chapter, I further
contemplate the effect of cultural and contextualized narratives of
resilience on the individual narratives, on the one hand, and on the
interchange between lifeworld, science, and narration, on the other. I
argue that this interchange tends to be withheld due to an artificial
boundary that hinders a healthy, fruitful exchange between the life
sciences and life writing.
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