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“In the social jungle of human existence, there is no feeling of being
alive without a sense of identity.” [Erikson, 1968, p. 130]

“The ‘methodology of causation’ can neither capture the social and
personal richness of lives in a culture nor begin to plumb their his-
torical depth. It is only through the application of interpretation
that we, as psychologists, can do justice to the world of culture.”
[Bruner, 1990, p. 137]

On a hot summer night in Tel Aviv in 2005, a 17-year-old Jewish Israeli named
Avelet! shared her views on a particularly divisive issue in the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict as part of a life-story interview:

As much as I want to understand them [the Palestinians], I can’t give up my country. I can’t
give up Jerusalem. As much as I don’t live there and I don’t really go to the Wall and every-
thing and don’t pray and I'm not that religious. But still it's important for me, for my people.

Just one year prior, during our initial life-story interview, Ayelet had passionately ar-
gued for the division of Jerusalem in the interest of peace [see Hammack, 2011a].
Now, one year later, and interestingly one year after she has engaged with Palestinians
in intergroup dialogue, Ayelet presents a personal narrative subordinate to a collec-
tive, master narrative in which the discursive demands of social identity reign su-
preme. No longer do Ayelet’s personal views on Jerusalem matter, for what matters
to Ayelet is that her personal narrative aligns with a master narrative of a particular
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place - Jerusalem - and its significance to the collective. To make meaning of Ayelet’s
personal narrative, we need to recognize the salience of social identity in the course
of human development. And we need to recognize the inherent limits to agency in-
volved in the identity development process — a recognition facilitated by the internal-
ized social speech [Vygotsky, 1978] apparent in her personal narrative.

When Ayelet was interviewed in 2005, the dominant ways of thinking about nar-
rative identity tended to emphasize narratives as long-term autobiographical projects
which provide a sense of psychological unity and coherence [e.g., McAdams, 2001],
or as discourses with which individuals engage in situated interactions [e.g., Bamberg,
2004; see Thorne, 2004]. Ayelet’s narrative could be understood through the prism of
both these general approaches. On the one hand, at age 17, she was just beginning to
“get a life” [Habermas & Bluck, 2000] through the initial construction of a life story
that could make meaning of her social and political context. Surely shifts over time in
narrative content were likely to be part of this psychological project, as she engaged
with the “menu” of themes available in her cultural setting [McAdams & Pals, 2006].
On the other hand, other portions of her interview revealed the process through
which Ayelet came to reverse her position on Jerusalem and to emphasize the de-
mands of social identity over time:

[After dialogue], I told my friends what all the Palestinians had said, and they said to me
there’s no way it could all be true. Like what they said about the checkpoints and ... the in-
justices, or ... stuff that goes on in the West Bank with the army ... it’s just not true. I think
they were just exaggerating it.

This excerpt from Ayelet’s narrative suggests that through interactions with peers af-
ter dialogue, she came to change her position on peace, justice, and the Palestinians.
These situated interactions served to consolidate allegiance to her ingroup and the
“master narrative” of a particular place and its collective significance Ayelet perceived
as dominant at the time.

To make meaning of these types of narratives, it seemed at the time (2005-2006)
that the two perspectives on narrative identity development — one that emphasized au-
tobiographical projects and one that emphasized narrative in discursive interaction —
called for integration. Just as we needed to put “the person into social identity” [Thorne,
2004], we needed to put the social into personal identity. In this theoretical climate, we
began to develop our framework of master narrative engagement [see Cohler & Ham-
mack, 2007; Hammack, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2011a, b; Hammack & Cohler, 2009].

The qualitative, interpretive approach to narrative we applied allowed us to make
meaning of these shifts in Ayelet’s engagement with, and internalization of, master
narratives over time, for it allowed us to not just take Ayelet’s personal narrative at
“face value,” applying a “hermeneutics of faith” [Josselson, 2004]. Rather, our inter-
pretive approach allowed us to “plumb the historical depth” [Bruner, 1990] of Ayelet’s
life and to see the way in which her social location as a secular Jewish Israeli narrating
a life story at a time of rising religious nationalism created particular pressures to in-
ternalize a new master narrative. Consistent with the epistemological underpinnings
of narrative psychology [e.g., Bruner, 1990; Cohler, 1982; Polkinghorne, 1988], our
interpretive approach allowed us to apply a “hermeneutics of suspicion” [Josselson,
2004] in which we could deeply interrogate Ayelet’s production of a personal narra-
tive over time. Applying narrative methods not just at the level of the person but also
at the level of the culture, documenting not just the discourse of Ayelet’s personal
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narrative but also the multiple discourses that proliferated in her social ecology of
development and created multiple master narratives to which she was exposed [Ham-
mack, 2011a], we developed a theory and an approach to the study of narrative, iden-
tity, and culture that emphasized the mutual constitution of persons and settings
through a process of narrative engagement [Hammack, 2008, 2011a, b].

The idea of master narrative engagement was intended to provide an integrative
theory of human development, anchored in several long-established social science
paradigms, grounded in the idea that persons and settings — selves and societies — are
mutually constituted through a dynamic engagement with the symbolic meaning sys-
tem of language in its storied form. Beyond anchoring perspectives on narrative iden-
tity development [e.g., Bruner, 1990; Cohler, 1982; McAdams, 1996, 2001], life course
developmental theory [e.g., Elder, 1998], and cultural psychology [e.g., Shweder,
1990], theoretical inspirations for the framework included Eriksonian identity theory
[e.g., Erikson, 1959], cultural-historical activity theory [CHAT; e.g., Vygotsky, 1978],
symbolic interactionism [e.g., Mead, 1934], social identity theory [Tajfel & Turner,
1986], and Foucault’s theory of discourse and subjectivity [e.g., Foucault, 1978, 1982].
This theoretical anchoring allowed us to moderate the historical emphasis on per-
sonal agency in some theories of narrative and identity [e.g., McAdams, 2001] with
perspectives that emphasized the power of social structures and the social categoriza-
tion process to shape individual subjectivity [e.g., Foucault, 1978; Tajfel & Turner,
1986]. Cultural psychology’s thesis of mutual constitution through linguistic media-
tion [e.g., Bakhtin, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978], as well as symbolic interactionism’s thesis
of self-development through social interaction and the “conversation of gestures”
[Mead, 1934], provided us with a dynamic way of theorizing the link among narra-
tive, identity, and culture [see Hammack & Toolis, 2015].

Over time, the framework of master narrative engagement has come to infuse all
of our empirical work, guiding us toward diverse areas of inquiry, united in the fun-
damental premise that it is through a dynamic engagement with master narratives
that both individual and societal/cultural development proceed [Hammack & Toolis,
2015]. In other words, we saw the idea of master narrative engagement as providing
not just a framework for thinking about individual lives but also as a framework for
thinking about social change. The reproduction or repudiation of master narratives
in the course of development was conceived as the empirical window into the trajec-
tory of an individual, a group, a society [e.g., Hammack, 2008, 2011a]. In the language
of Kuhn [1962], the idea of the master narrative became the paradigm through which
we viewed our own scientific enterprise, and we hoped to stimulate others to see the
value in this concept. In the language of Sarbin [1986], following Pepper [1942], we
saw the master narrative as a root metaphor for not just psychological and develop-
mental science, but for social science more broadly [Hammack & Pilecki, 2012].

Thus it is with great enthusiasm that we comment upon the framework proposed
here by McLean and Syed [this issue] — a framework that we are gratified to say has
been heavily influenced by our ideas, as well as many others in the broader field of
narrative psychology. In the remainder of this commentary, we highlight points of
overlap and distinction between the two frameworks. First, we suggest that, although
the master narrative concept and underlying theory proposed by McLean and Syed
overlaps considerably with our theory of master narrative engagement, they offer a
valuable elaboration and extension that we suspect will be enormously useful to the
field. They imbue the master narrative concept we and others have discussed at length
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with more specificity and precision, and hence McLean and Syed’s framework is like-
ly to be highly generative of new empirical work that can make use of their taxonom-
ic system. As part of our discussion of conceptual overlap and distinction, we clarify
the emphasis on structural constraint over agency in our own framework. We high-
light the key distinction between frameworks in a discussion of interpretive versus
post-positivist epistemologies to the study of narrative identity development. We
conclude by returning to the idea of the master narrative as root metaphor for psy-
chological and developmental science.

Master Narrative: Concept and Theory

McLean and Syed suggest that the term “master narrative” has been used in mul-
tiple and perhaps inconsistent ways in the literature, and they seek to offer “a clear set
of principles that define what master narratives are” and “an articulation of the dif-
ferent types of master narratives.” When we began to use the term “master narrative”
to describe stories of collective history and identity young Israelis and Palestinians
seemed to be appropriating in their personal narratives [Hammack, 2006], we were
inspired not only by psychological and developmental scientists [e.g., Bamberg, 2004;
Thorne & McLean, 2003] but also by historians, sociologists, and other social scien-
tists who were speaking of narrative (though not necessarily using the term “master”)
in a similar vein [e.g., Somers, 1994; Suny, 2001]. As it had been deployed at the time,
master narratives were chiefly about social categories such as gender. Bamberg [2004],
for example, viewed master narratives as “preexisting normative discourses” (p. 331).
The most important feature here lay precisely in the term master: these are compul-
sory discourses — storied language that individuals feel compelled to internalize and
reproduce to maintain a particular social order. That idea resonated very strongly
with the narrative data young Israelis and Palestinians were providing, though the
narratives they seemed to be appropriating were not just about a social category; they
contained prescriptive elements about the form a life story should take, as well as
about events and places (e.g., Jerusalem) significant to the group.

As we began to use the term in our own empirical work and to think more theo-
retically about the relationship between personal and master narratives, we also saw
the lack of a clear definition of the concept, in spite of its intuitive appeal. We first de-
fined a master narrative as a “cultural script or ‘dominant discourse’ that proliferates
in a society” [Hammack, 2009, p. 51]. Inspired by Thorne and McLean [2003] and
Bamberg [2004], we thought of master narratives as not just about historical events or
collective memories but also about the basic meaning of social categories: “[Master
narratives are] dominant scripts which can be identified in cultural products and dis-
course (e.g., media, literature, film, textbooks). These scripts contain collective story-
lines that range from a group’s history to notions of what it means to inhabit a par-
ticular social category” [Hammack, 2010, p. 178]. In this definition, we expressed pre-
cision in precisely where to look for master narratives in empirical work (i.e., cultural
products or artifacts and discourse), and we implicitly provided our own typology:
master narratives are about events (i.e., history) and groups (i.e., social identities).

McLean and Syed define master narratives as “culturally shared stories that tell
us about a given culture, and provide guidance for how to be a ‘good’ member of a
culture; they are a part of the structure of society.” Here we find overlap between our
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own definition of master narrative and theirs, though our definition is perhaps more
limiting (even if more precise in terms of guiding empirical inquiry) in its emphasis
on history and social identity. They usefully make explicit in their definition the pre-
scriptive nature of master narratives, suggesting that internalization of the master
narrative brings with it social value for the “good” life. On issues of basic definition,
though, the idea of master narrative within McLean and Syed’s framework is consis-
tent with prior conceptions.

The novelty and conceptual innovation in McLean and Syed’s framework emerg-
es in the extraordinarily useful set of principles and the taxonomy for master narra-
tives they posit. The theoretical innovation of their framework lies here because it
offers a new account of how and why individuals may internalize or reject — reproduce
or resist — narratives in the course of development. They offer a useful elaboration on
the compulsory nature of master narratives, as well as their utility, ubiquity, and ri-
gidity. These are essential “properties” of master narratives that have gone unarticu-
lated in the literature but that help us to develop parameters of what we might expect
as we study narrative identity development.

The further generativity — perhaps the most generative aspect — in McLean and
Syed’s framework lies in the typology or taxonomy of master narratives they propose.
As we have noted, master narratives have typically been posited in the domains of
history (i.e., events) and social identity (i.e., groups), but McLean and Syed rightly
note that there are other domains and other ways of thinking about the classification
of master narratives. The particular way of telling a life story is itself a master narra-
tive, as they suggest in their notion of the “biographical” master narrative. Our anal-
ysis of the formal properties of Israeli and Palestinian life stories revealed to us not just
the historical or identity-based content these young people were internalizing but also
the very way a life ought to be told in these distinct societies [Hammack, 2006, 2011a].
For example, we found that Palestinians almost universally constructed contaminat-
ed or tragic life stories, whereas Jewish Israelis constructed redemptive life stories [us-
ing the taxonomic system developed by McAdams & Bowman, 2001]. These life-sto-
ry forms, we argued, were directly connected to collective expectations of what con-
stitutes a “good” autobiography, consistent largely with the political aims of the group
[Hammack, 2011a]. McLean and Syed’s framework would have been quite useful for
us to consider the different elements of master narratives these young people were
internalizing and reproducing. No doubt it will provide an invaluable heuristic for
future research on narrative and identity.

Interestingly, McLean and Syed subsume what we might call the social-categori-
cal master narrative (i.e., the expected storyline about the meaning of a particular
social category or social identity) within the biographical master narrative, suggesting
that diversity in how biographical narratives are constructed depends upon various
social categories, offering the examples of women, Black Americans, and sexual mi-
norities in the United States. We prefer to think of these types of master narratives as
their own distinct “kind,” chiefly because we place great emphasis on the process of
social categorization and its implications for human development in all of our work
[e.g., Pilecki & Hammack, 2014; Toolis & Hammack, 2015]. In our view, subsuming
the social-categorical master narrative within the biographical privileges personal
identity by suggesting that individual cognition about the life story precedes consid-
eration of social cognition. We come from a position that, as the title of this commen-
tary suggests, privileges the significance of social categorization and its impact on
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human development. Hence we prefer to think of these different “types” of master
narratives “on the same metric” (to borrow a phrase from McLean and Syed). Regard-
less, we suspect that the basic typology for master narratives McLean and Syed pro-
pose will prove remarkably generative for the field, even as it may be adapted or
elaborated by future researchers.

The general concept of the master narrative thus overlaps between McLean and
Syed’s framework and our own, but they have offered an invaluable elaboration and
expansion in their articulation of a set of principles that define master narratives and
a typology for classifying different kinds of master narratives. The assumptions and
basic premises between the two frameworks, we suggest, are also overlapping. In
other words, the theory at the root of their framework is consistent with the premises
of master narrative engagement.

In another point of convergence, McLean and Syed propose a vision of identity
development “that attends to both the individual as well as the cultural structures in
which the individual develops and, importantly, captures the dynamics of that rela-
tionship.” Inspired chiefly by Erikson [1959, 1968], they propose a framework of
identity as the conceptual link between self and society.

We propose that the concept of master narratives provides a framework for understanding
the nature of this intersection between self and society ... As individuals construct a per-
sonal narrative, they negotiate with and internalize these master narratives - they are the
material they have to work with to understand how to live a good life.

For McLean and Syed, the master narrative concept represents the ideal prism
through which to interrogate the self-society link, and they emphasize the importance
of thinking of narrative not as “product” but also as “process.”

In these core claims about their framework, we find strong echoes of our theory
of master narrative engagement, the central tenet of which is that human develop-
ment is characterized by a dynamic process through which individuals and societies
negotiate the meaning of lives, events, and groups through an engagement with nar-
ratives [e.g., Hammack, 2008, 2010, 2011a, b]. We described identity as

... ideology cognized through the individual engagement with discourse, made manifest in
a personal narrative constructed and reconstructed across the life course and scripted in and
through social interaction and social practice. In this way, the content of identity is inher-
ently ideological, assuming a narrative structure and realized in and through social experi-
ence. [Hammack, 2008, p. 230]

Here we were inspired by Erikson [1959, 1968] to think about master narratives as
conveying an ideology - a system of beliefs about the world that says something about
one’s social and political location [see also McAdams, 2001]. This terminological dis-
tinction hints at an important addendum to theories of narrative and identity we
made early on and have continuously made over the course of our research: narratives
are not “neutral” but assume an ideological position with implications for the social
order. Identity is both process (it is made through social practice) and product (it is
codified in the personal narrative that integrates the discourse of master narratives),
but identities are always constructed from social and political locations [Hammack,
2008; Hammack & Toolis, 2015]. Consistent with social identity theory, we argue that
the identity development process fundamentally involves a competition of value-lad-
en discourses with implications for power and status at both the individual and col-
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lective levels [Hammack & Toolis, 2015]. Hence whether a young Jewish Israeli ap-
propriates the discourse of united (the dominant perspective) versus divided (the
marginalized perspective) Jerusalem has significant implications for the social loca-
tion of the person. (Ayelet positions herself with the far “left” in Israel when she ar-
gues for a divided Jerusalem and with the more dominant “center” or “right” when
she argues for united, Israeli-controlled Jerusalem.) Our point here is that identity
development is a deeply social and political process and product of human develop-
ment, and our framework sought precisely to inject the field of narrative and identity
with a perspective that highlighted the social and political.

A core part of our theory of identity, and a point of divergence especially from
existing perspectives in psychological and developmental science at the time, was the
notion that individuals are fundamentally constrained in the course of narrative iden-
tity development. We sought to challenge dominant perspectives that either implic-
itly or explicitly privileged the largely agentic person, constructing a life story from
available “themes” and “menus,” free to choose at will what may constitute the “good”
life [e.g., McAdams & Pals, 2006]. That all of our empirical work occurred with groups
at the margins - Palestinians living under military occupation, Israelis living in the
context of historical persecution and existential insecurity, sexual and gender identity
minorities living in the contexts of heterosexism and cisgenderism, unhoused indi-
vidualsliving in the context of stigma and economic subordination - led us to question
the implicit emphasis on personal agency in most theoretical statements on narrative.

The main distinction between McAdams’s overall theoretical framework and the one ad-
vanced in this article is primarily connected to the emphasis on culture and the role of
agency in identity development. Likely because his work is based in the American cultural
context, McAdams’s approach tends to ascribe significant agency to individuals as they con-
struct their life stories. In the perspective advanced here, I want to suggest that the relation-
ship between a master narrative and a personal narrative is highly contingent on the cul-
tural context of development. As a consequence, the agency that individuals possess to
construct life stories varies considerably [e.g., Hammack, 2006], and it is precisely the cul-
tural conditions of this variability that require empirical and theoretical attention in social,
personality, and cultural psychology. [Hammack, 2008, p. 236]

Our framework, then, diverged from dominant perspectives on narrative and iden-
tity in its relative emphasis on the constraints individuals face in the identity develop-
ment process, chiefly as a result of their social identities, always positioned in some
relation to a power structure in society.

Given the relative emphasis on constraint in our framework, we were surprised
at McLean and Syed’s claim that we emphasize agency, as well as their suggestion that
the terminology of “engagement” itself evokes a greater sense of agency in the process
of identity development. Our use of the term “engagement” was meant to evoke a
more dynamic but essentially identical process of “internalization” of “social speech”
[Vygotsky, 1978] in which they seem to anchor their framework. Here there is a
strong balance between agency and structure. On the one hand, social speech prolif-
erates and exists as part of a “verbal-ideological community” inherently political
[Bakhtin, 1981; Volosinov, 1929/1973; see Hammack & Toolis, 2015]. On the other
hand, inner speech becomes manifest as individuals encounter the symbolic meaning
system of language and learn through social practice [Vygotsky, 1978]. The key theo-
retical point here is that the existence of social speech precedes the development of
inner speech and hence the internalization process is always first constrained by the
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content and structure of master narratives. In concluding one of our first empirical
papers on Israeli and Palestinian youth, the relative emphasis on structural constraint
over agency is clearly articulated:

Although this study reveals the possibilities of cultural transformations through the ideolo-
gies of a new generation, it also reveals the limits of agency in human development. The
context of conflict creates unique challenges for adolescent identity development, and the
malleability of identity polarization may indeed be limited by a social structure character-
ized by the perception of existential threat and the need for ingroup solidarity. [Hammack,
2006, p. 362]

A claimed emphasis on agency in our empirical work on narrative identity thus
represents something of a misread, since our point of departure is always the social
context and its matrix of social categories [consistent with social identity theory;
Tajfel & Turner, 1986]. That we note and emphasize moments of “agency” in which
individuals defy the expectations of conformity to a master narrative should not be
read as a theoretical emphasis on agency but rather as an interesting finding that
emerges from our typically inductive, qualitative, and interpretive approach to the
study of lives in context. Thus while we dispute McLean and Syed’s claim that we
(over)emphasize agency, we wholeheartedly agree with their position that agency has
been historically overrepresented in research on narrative identity development and
that we must do a better job of attending to the constraints individuals face as they
attempt to resist master narratives, especially in situations of social injustice.

Our narrative analysis of the lived experiences of homeless youth [Toolis &
Hammack, 2015] highlights our approach and the way in which, in the process of
master narrative engagement, individuals are forced to grapple with constraining
master narratives in narrating their sense of self. Each of the participants’ stories in
that study voiced immense frustration with the lack of power that they held at home
and in schools, programs, and shelters, where they were frequently perceived as de-
linquent or incompetent. McLean and Syed write that our analysis neglects to exam-
ine the lack of “actual agency to address the societal constraints and narratives that
maintain income inequality.” Yet we argue that this is precisely what our findings
highlight. One participant, Alejandro, articulated a painful awareness of the inequal-
ity and structural barriers that constrained his life chances:

I thought I was just gonna finish high school and go to college. I thought all these thing were
gonna be open for me. What happened to this, this dream that you see on TV? ... It doesn’t
go for the people who are at the bottom. You don’t get that ... You gotta dig for the things
you want. You gotta scrape for the things you want.

Our analysis was clear to note that the youth in the study were not free to tell just any
story — they were forced to contend with not only economic hardship but also the stig-
matizing master narrative of the American Dream, which attributes poverty and home-
lessness to individual characteristics [Bullock, 2008; Limbert & Bullock, 2009], in mak-
ing meaning of their experience. Indeed, the individuals interviewed struggled with
being perceived as unruly, unmotivated, criminal, and pathological. Because this mas-
ter narrative is so powerful, we found it especially striking that each of these youth’s
stories demonstrated resistance to internalizing a sense of personal fault or failure, in-
stead calling attention to structural disadvantage by highlighting the discrimination,
violence, neglect, and alienation they faced. Agency emerged as a salient theme in these
cases precisely because it had been denied so constantly throughout their lives. We did
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emphasize agency when it occurred in the personal narratives of these youth because it
pointed us toward the process of resistance to the hegemonic character of master nar-
rative engagement which underlies our broader theory [e.g., Hammack, 2008].

These findings illustrate the value in taking an interpretive approach to the study
of lived experience that considers not just personal meaning making but also the so-
cial and political location from which meaning is made. Individuals without housing
are all too often treated as passive objects rather than active partners in shaping the
institutions and policies that affect their lives. Thus, we feel that it is important to
highlight and take seriously the oppressive constraints posed by master narratives
while simultaneously considering the plural and often contested ways in which indi-
viduals make sense of those narratives in constructing their lives.

We are aware that psychological research has a history of presenting marginal-
ized individuals as passive and deficient and that the study of oppression has histori-
cally eclipsed the study of resistance [Apfelbaum, 1979; Haslam & Reicher, 2012;
hooks, 1990]. The need to account for (and promote) social change, and to acknowl-
edge participants as co-constructors of knowledge, is critical and has been noted by
scholars in feminist psychology [Moane, 2003; Unger, 1998; White, 2006; White &
Rastogi, 2009], liberation psychology [Freire, 1970; Martin-Bard, 1994] and commu-
nity psychology [Langhout, 2005; Rappaport, 2000]. Rather than dualistically cast
subjective personal experience as distinct from the objective “facts on the ground,” as
the authors do here, our concept of master narrative engagements seeks to transcend
the false dichotomy of agency versus structure by arguing that meaning does not ex-
ist exclusively in the mind or in the external world, but is mutually constituted by
their interaction [Hammack, 2010].

In sum, the master narrative concept and the underlying theory of identity are
virtually identical between McLean and Syed’s framework and our theory of master
narrative engagement. In contrast to McLean and Syed’s claims, the frameworks also
converge in their relative emphasis on social structure to constrain personal agency
in the identity development process and to shape the way in which individuals nego-
tiate and internalize master narratives. The development of Ayelet’s personal narra-
tive over time illustrates the limiting properties of master narratives. McLean and
Syed propose a useful and novel elaboration of the master narrative concept by ar-
ticulating principles and developing a typology with which we concur, with the excep-
tion of their choice to subsume social-categorical master narratives within the bio-
graphical. The key divergence between the frameworks is less theoretical and more
epistemological. Our theory of master narrative engagement is anchored in an inter-
pretive epistemology that emphasizes qualitative methods, while their framework
strives to inspire a more quantitative approach to the empirical study of master nar-
ratives in a post-positivist epistemology. We view this aspect of divergence as entire-
ly complementary, and we use the remainder of this commentary to discuss these
distinct epistemological stances toward master narratives.

Epistemologies of Narrative Inquiry
McLean and Syed propose their master narrative framework at a time of incred-

ible flourishing of narrative theory and methods in psychological and developmental
science, as well as the decided recognition of qualitative methods as a legitimate form
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of psychological inquiry [e.g., Gergen, Josselson, & Freeman, 2015]. The genesis of
this flourishing can be traced to several key works of the 1980s that argued for a par-
adigm shift - a “scientific revolution” [Kuhn, 1962] - in how we think about human
development and the relationship between mind and society [e.g., Bruner, 1987, 1990;
Cohler, 1982; McAdams, 1988; Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986]. This shift was in-
tended at least in part to challenge hegemonic forms of inquiry in psychology, an-
chored in the positivist and post-positivist impulse to produce knowledge more con-
cerned with prediction and control than description and understanding of human
lives [e.g., Bruner, 1990]. What united these key works was at least in part a revitaliza-
tion of an interpretive epistemology that had been delegitimized and marginalized in
psychological science for nearly all of the twentieth century [see Tappan, 1997]. At
the heart of the interpretive approach is the notion that identity and human experi-
ence can be understood as a dialogic co-construction of meaning that develops across
the life course [Cohler, 1982]. As Cohler [1982] explained, “This interpretive ap-
proach to the study of the person parallels the approach actually used by persons in
the successive interpretations or reconstructions of their own” (p. 229).

The interpretive approach has important implications for social justice. As
McLean and Syed suggest, master narratives draw their power in part from their in-
visibility and from their ability to appear natural, singular, and immutable. These
qualities allow master narratives to maintain the status quo by portraying oppression
and domination as natural and inevitable [Apfelbaum, 1979]. Researchers can unwit-
tingly collude in the reification of social categories by taking them for granted, there-
by undermining possibilities for social change [Haslam & Reicher, 2012; Reicher &
Hopkins, 2001]. Because an interpretivist stance approaches psychological phenom-
ena as socially constructed and dynamic, it is particularly well equipped to interrogate
the taken-for-granted “facts” of social reality and pave the way for applications that
could provide voice to the historically marginalized and subordinated [e.g., Sampson,
1993; Smith & Sparkes, 2008; White & Dotson, 2010]. An interpretive analysis allows
for multiple (and often contested) perspectives and facilitates a consideration of
meaning construction as an inherently social and political process rather than mere-
ly a reflection of the natural order of things.

Given the centrality of the interpretive epistemology to narrative psychology and
the concordance between an interpretive epistemology and the theoretical premises of
both our framework and McLean and Syed’s, we were surprised that McLean and Syed
state that one of their goals is to move the study of master narratives away from an
emphasis on the interpretation of experiences and toward a more post-positivist par-
adigm. They suggest that in the interpretive approach, “stories are read at face value
and allowed to ‘speak for themselves’” and that such an approach does not allow for
an analysis of “facts on the ground that may contradict or constrain the story.” Yet this
goal seems to rest on a fundamental misunderstanding of interpretive approaches,
which necessarily take a holistic approach to textual analysis and typically involve a
deep understanding of the person and his or her social location [Lieblich, Tuval-
Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; Mishler, 1999, 2004]. This idea is particularly well argued
in Josselson’s [2004] landmark essay arguing for the importance of integrating two
approaches in narrative analysis — an approach grounded in a “hermeneutics of faith”
(where the speaker’s text is analyzed at “face value”) and a “hermeneutics of suspicion”
(where the analyst brings the lens of suspicion to the text, integrating data about the
individual’s life and social location from beyond the text). Even if McLean and Syed’s
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point is that those who take a post-positivist approach ought to integrate a “herme-
neutics of suspicion” into their analytic practice, we are concerned that they associate
the practice of “interpretation” exclusively with a “hermeneutics of faith.” We believe
both epistemologies ought to integrate these hermeneutics, but McLean and Syed fail
to acknowledge that the examination of “objective constraints” can be usefully under-
taken in either an interpretive or post-positivist epistemological framework.

McLean and Syed allude to a privileging of post-positivist approaches to master
narrative over interpretive approaches when they suggest that post-positivism is more
consistent with their goal of “establishing a clear framework, with definitions, princi-
ples, and types of master narratives.” The implication is that the previously articulated
interpretive approach is unclear, lacks definitions and principles, and offers an inade-
quate blueprint for empirical work. Rather than thinking of these epistemological ap-
proaches in a hierarchical manner, as is unfortunately common in science, we hope that
future narrative research might find cause for mutual enrichment and the value of con-
verging, complementary evidence about human development and experience.

The differences in epistemology between these frameworks do, however, suggest
implications for distinct lines of empirical work. As interpretivists, our empirical
work tends toward inductive, idiographic, holistic, qualitative inquiry. This approach
is firmly person-centered and allows for an in-depth exploration of the ways in which
individuals make meaning of their personal lived experience in dialogue with cul-
tural and historical context. In contrast, as post-positivists, McLean and Syed’s em-
pirical work has traditionally placed more emphasis on aggregated group differences
in which narrative data is quantified for the purpose of hypothesis testing [e.g.,
McLean & Breen, 2009; Syed & Azmitia, 2010; Thorne & McLean, 2002, 2003]. We
suggest that both approaches are valuable and can each answer different types of
questions. The strength of the interpretive approach lies in exploring questions of
coherence and lived experience while limiting a priori assumptions, helping to avoid
essentializing groups and reifying differences in social categories. The strength of the
post-positivist approach allows for narrative data to be correlated with other quanti-
tative psychological measures, such as self-esteem [McLean & Breen, 2009], depres-
sion [McLean, Breen, & Fournier, 2010], generativity [McLean & Pratt, 2006], dispo-
sitional optimism [McLean & Pratt, 2006], self-reported health [McLean & Fournier,
2008], and personality traits [McLean & Fournier, 2008]. The post-positivist ap-
proach also usefully mobilizes narrative data to link to other theories of identity de-
velopment in the psychological literature, such as the identity status model and theo-
ries of ethnic identity development [Syed & Azmitia, 2008, 2010]. We hope that,
rather than moving the study of master narratives away from interpretive inquiry, the
inherent complementarity of our theory of master narrative engagement and McLean
and Syed’s master narrative framework can generate mutually enriching knowledge
on the relationship between selves and societies.

The Master Narrative as Root Metaphor

In his field-defining essay on narrative, Sarbin [1986] posits narrative as a root
metaphor for psychology — a “poetic creation” that “provides the foundation for belief
systems that guide action” (p. 5). As we conclude our commentary, we return to a
point of convergence between McLean and Syed’s framework and our own. Consis-
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tent with McLean and Syed, and expanding upon Sarbin’s [1986] proposition, we
suggest that the master narrative represents the ideal root metaphor for psychological
and developmental science because it provides a vocabulary for understanding the
dynamic co-constitution of self and society through the process of (what we call) nar-
rative engagement.

To return to Ayelet’s story, it is not simply her capacity to “think, perceive, imag-
ine, and make moral choices according to narrative structures” [Sarbin, 1986, p. 8]
that guides development. Rather, it is the fact that this capacity occurs through a dy-
namic engagement with stories circulating in her ecology of development, presenting
fundamental constraints on her process of identity development as she encounters
their ubiquity, rigidity, and compulsory nature [McLean & Syed, this issue]. In the
engagement with master narratives, Ayelet’s evolving story tells us not just about the
nature of human development but also about the process of social and historical sta-
sis and change. Her own “poetic creation” of identity is not just her own; it is “her
people’s” (to use her own words). And in this observation, rooted in an interpretation
of her life story in its particular political context, the significance of the social in iden-
tity is apparent — not just for its relevance but for the way that the discourse of the
collective populates the discourse of the individual with sometimes profound impli-
cations for the social order. (Consider that the status of Jerusalem possesses extraor-
dinary geopolitical significance.)

In our view, these complementary theories — our theory of master narrative en-
gagement and McLean and Syed’s master narrative framework - give poetic expres-
sion to the lived experience of identity development, pointing we who study this ex-
perience to the inherent constraints placed on human development as a function of
dominant discourses and compulsory modes of cognition. They highlight the sig-
nificance of organized language, meaning making, and our dynamic engagement with
a social ecology infused with historical imaginaries of a “proper” life course, a “prop-
er” account of social identity, and a “proper” account of collective memory. That in-
dividuals may deviate from the press of master narratives, that they may navigate the
“social jungle of human existence” [Erikson, 1968] with creativity and defiance, at-
tests to the need for a theory of human development that integrates agency and struc-
ture, person and setting, individual and culture. Both our framework of master nar-
rative engagement and McLean and Syed’s master narrative framework do a great
service for psychological and developmental science by reorienting our root meta-
phor from the machine of another era to the intentional actor and meaning maker,
constrained by culture, liberated by the possibility of social change, united in a quest
to achieve a “good” life, even in the midst of obstacle. That we might produce knowl-
edge that captures the dynamism, complexity, and creativity of human development
through narrative engagement is an attainable ideal, thanks in great measure to these
complementary theoretical frameworks.
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