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Introduction 

 
Sjoerd-Jeroen Moenandar 

 
The narrative turn that swept through the human sciences in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s brought with it a conception of all human action and creation 
as containing an inherently narrative form. Story could be found everywhere: 
in literature, social life, fashion and even in the meals we eat. Since then, it has 
become an increasingly valued approach in the human sciences to perceive of 
social life and identity as narratives and to study them by analysing their 
underlying narrative structure.  

Although the narrative turn was first and foremost a theoretical shift, it soon 
led to repercussions in varying fields of practice. Methods of analysing 
narrative structures in the human sciences evolved into the practice of what is 
often called storytelling. That term is used to mean narrative communication as 
it appears in a broad variety of forms in such different fields as communication, 
journalism, therapy, social work, medical practice, education, advertising, 
policy making...  

This volume contains a wide array of examples of the uses of such 
storytelling in three fields of practice: research in the human sciences, 
counselling and education. Through theoretical and methodological reflection 
and the presentation of ‘best practices’, the chapters are meant to inspire the 
reader and offer possibilities for integrating narrative communication and 
storytelling into their own professional or academic practice. In all the 
chapters, the use of storytelling is related to what the Russian philologist 
Mikhail M. Bakhtin called ‘becoming’: the ongoing process through which an 
individual learns to relate to him- or herself and to his or her surroundings.  

At the outset of this volume, it is necessary to acknowledge the highly 
problematic nature of the two terms that make up its title. Especially the term 
‘story’ is used so often and so carelessly that it has gained a host of different, 
often contradictory meanings (as is true of related terms such as storytelling 
and narrative). Reflecting critically on the contemporary ubiquity of story and 
narrative, Donata Meneghelli observed that the narrative turn described above 
has ushered in an ‘era of total narrativity’ in which ‘story is everywhere and 
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almost everything—or so it seems—is a story’.1 However, the risk of this 
‘narrative bulimia’, as Meneghelli called it, is that ‘story’ or ‘narrative’ becomes 
just another word for ‘communication’. We feel that is a loss, because if we 
want to make the case that storytelling and narrative have something useful to 
contribute to our theory and practice, we need to distinguish them from other 
forms of discourse and clarify their added value. We will attempt to address this 
issue in the first part of this introduction.  

Following that, we will discuss our understanding of ‘becoming’. Although 
the word itself is not as ubiquitous as story and narrative, what we mean by it—
the way that individuals progress through their lives and relate to their 
environments—is of at least equal interest in today’s neoliberal societies, with 
their emphasis on the necessity of lifelong learning. Like storytelling, personal 
progress has become the trade and product of many professional practices such 
as coaching, counselling and consultancy. And like storytelling, personal 
progress has sometimes become something too vaguely or simplistically 
defined. Our understanding of becoming is meant to go beyond a too 
simplistic notion of personal progress as merely ‘finding your true inner self’ or 
learning to shape yourself in a process of constant growth as an individual.  
 
1.  Storytelling and Narrative  

In November 2014, advertisements started appearing on social network sites 
for expats in Dubai, announcing a ‘Sparkling Storytellers’ workshop. The 
workshop targeted ‘expat women’, meaning—it appeared—the wives of male 
expats living in Dubai. They were offered ‘the answers’ to ‘how you can create 
the life and career you desire’. This goal was to be achieved by teaching 
participants to embrace and share their ‘inner light’. The announcements made 
grand promises—‘get the job or business you desire’ and ‘you can be [as] 
successful as what you dream of’—and the price tag was €250 (roughly $275) 
per participant.2 Though the nature of the workshop is ethically dubious—
making impossible promises and suggesting that the workshop can fulfil 
them—that is not the point here. We are citing the workshop and the way in 
which it was announced as an example of the aforementioned ubiquitous 
nature of storytelling and the high expectations it raises: storytelling is 
presented as the answer to all our questions. It is expected to solve any 
problem, while it really is not quite clear what it means.  
 This semantic emptiness—or semantic overload, depending on how one 
looks at it—of the term storytelling means that nearly anything can be 
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presented as storytelling. This is not meant as a criticism of storytelling and 
narrative themselves, but we do believe that it is important to be clear about 
what we mean by these terms in this ‘era of total narrativisation’. This is 
especially important if one wants to claim—as we do in this volume—that 
storytelling is a useful tool for communication and inquiries into human 
interaction. If storytelling becomes indistinguishable from other forms of 
discourse, we run the risk that such a claim could become meaningless. Instead, 
we would like to argue for a thorough inquiry into when narrative 
communication is useful—and when it is not.  
 The starting point for such an inquiry would be to devise a clear definition 
of the terms storytelling and narrative. Already 15 years ago, Gerard Prince 
argued that rather than saying that ‘“everything” is narrative’, we should say 
that ‘“everything” may be part of a narrative’.3 In other words, we experience 
reality and then we construct a story out of this experience. The question of 
whether we do so because of an inborn human capacity for storytelling or 
because we are, from a very early age, exposed to storytelling as a way to relate 
our experiences lies beyond the scope of the current volume. Suffice it to say 
here that both hypotheses on the origin of storytelling are probably true. The 
fact that the stories we tell are often influenced by the types of storytelling that 
exist in our culture—people in Medieval Europe were likely to model their 
understanding of their own lives on hagiographies, while a contemporary 
Westerner might very well base their life story on the generic Hollywood 
plot—suggests that we are nurtured into storytelling, learning the narrative 
codes particular to our time and place. At the same time, the fact that there is 
no culture without narratives suggests that humans also have a genetic 
inclination to tell stories. The universal nature of storytelling indeed suggests 
that narrative is, as Fredric Jameson claimed, ‘an all-informing process’ that is 
‘the central function or instance of the human mind’.4 
 That does not imply, however, that all knowledge and human interaction 
are a form of storytelling. The fact that humans have an innate tendency to 
narrate their experience does not mean that everything is narrative. As we 
argued above, the narrative form is distinct from other forms of discourse and 
storytelling can be defined as communication that takes this specific form. The 
distinction that theoretician of history Hayden White made between stories 
and chronicles is useful when trying to grasp what is unique about that specific 
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form. According to White, chronicles, or ‘the chronological series, that 
sequence of “facts” organized into the temporal order of their original 
occurrence’, are the raw material of stories: ‘stories [...] are made out of 
chronicles by an operation which I [call] “emplotment”’.5 Thus, events and 
series of events in themselves do not comprise ‘a story manifestly finished and 
complete’. Emplotment, says White, means that we do something to our 
experiences to turn them into narratives: ‘we do not live stories, even if we give 
our lives meaning by retrospectively casting them in the form of stories’.6 This 
emplotment, or the creation of a plot, implies little more than identifying cause 
and effect in their most basic forms and ultimately aims at creating a coherent 
whole through an act of composition. The chapters in this volume can be read 
as inquiries into how people undertake this act.7  
 White was not the first to suggest that plot is the basic constituent of 
narrative (and thereby of storytelling). The Russian formalists, a school of 
literary criticism from the 1920s, famously distinguished between fabula, the 
mere events of a story as they happened in chronological order (what White 
called a chronicle), and the syuzhet, or how these events are arranged into a 
coherent whole (White’s stories).8  

Imagine, for example, a man waking up in the middle of the night because 
his cat is mewing loudly. Confused, he asks his wife what is going and on she 
answers that their cat is being difficult. Accepting this explanation, he drifts 
back to sleep, but wakes up a little later because he needs to go to the toilet. 
Entering his bathroom, he discovers a dead mouse that the cat left there. This 
series of events would be the formalists’ fabula. 

The same story can be turned into a syuzhet in the following way. A man 
has owned a cat since his bachelor days, and cat and man have always been 
very fond of each other. However, ever since the man married and his wife 
moved in, he started to neglect his cat, much to her chagrin. One day, he did 
not so much as pet her even once, and after he went to bed the cat decided it 
was time to do something about this unpleasant situation. For this, she first 
needed to catch a mouse, which she proceeded to do in the garden. She 
succeeded in her plan, but the results of her effort were not what she was 
hoping for.  

It is emplotment that turned the fabula into a syuzhet here. (Although note 
that according to the formalists, the fabula in its entirety would include all the 
events in chronological order, even those only implied in the syuzhet, starting 
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with the man living with his cat as a bachelor and ending with him shouting 
angrily at his cat.)  

The distinction between the two forms of representation that such 
emplotment mediates between became one of the basic points of inquiry of 
narratology—the study of how stories are narrated—after structuralist scholars 
such as Tzvetan, Todorov, Gérard Genette and Algirdas Julien Greimas 
rediscovered the work of the Russian formalists in the 1960s and developed 
them further. Although their work has in many ways been problematised since 
the heyday of structuralist narratology, its findings still inform today’s 
narratology to a great extent, while many of its methods of analysis still prove 
to be useful in developing a deeper understanding of how plot works.9 We 
would argue that with its stress on plot as the underlying compositional 
structure of narrative and storytelling, structuralist narratology can still help us 
gain valuable insights into why we tell stories the way we do.  

A fruitful example is the work of Algirdas Julien Greimas, which plays an 
important role in two of the chapters in this volume (those by Floor Basten and 
Moenandar and Huisman). Greimas argued that all stories have an underlying 
four-stage plot in which (1) the subject of the story starts desiring an object; (2) 
the subject becomes capable of achieving the object; (3) the subject acts and 
either gains or loses the object; and (4) the subject is sanctioned for their 
actions.10 If we combine this theory of plot with the insight that emplotment is 
an act performed on a series of events by a storyteller, we can now further 
define this act: emplotment encompasses the creation of an underlying 
structure in which the series of events of the fabula are grouped into four stages 
or subsets of events. In doing so, the events are made meaningful: each 
respective subset of events clarifies (1) why the subject sets themselves a certain 
aim; (2) how the subject gathered the means to reach this aim; (3) how the 
subject achieved this aim (or not); and (4) what the consequences of all of this 
are. 

Presented as such, the four stages still take place in chronological order, but 
in the final syuzhet, the events of which they are comprised may be presented 
in any order. Like the grouping of events into each of these stages, the 
ordering of the events in the final syuzhet makes these events meaningful in a 
certain way. As Hayden White remarked, stories are ‘not only about events, 
but also about the possible sets of relationships that those events can be 
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demonstrated to figure’ and it is in the processing of the fabula into the syuzhet 
that these relationships are implied.11 Imagine, as an example, a retelling of 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet that starts with the death of Hamlet (which takes place in 
Greimas’s fourth stage, sanctions) and immediately follows with several 
descriptions of the prince’s moments of indecisiveness (which belong to the 
second stage, gathering means). Narrating the events in this particular order 
can be seen as an attempt to stress that it was his indecisiveness that caused 
Hamlet’s death. 

This is why it is important to remember that the relationships that are 
created between the different events of which the narrative is made up ‘are not 
[...] immanent in the events themselves’.12 That is to say, emplotment is not 
something dictated by the experiences that are narrated, but something that is 
applied to these experiences by the storyteller. Thus, to narrate experiences is to 
give meaning to them. This is what makes storytelling so empowering. 
Through emplotment—viz., merging events into the form of a plot—we deal 
with the unsolved contradictions and frictions of how we experienced them. 
This is a process in which, as Fredric Jameson described it, ‘the individual 
narrative, or the individual formal structure’ comes to function as ‘the 
imaginary resolution of a real contradiction’.13 Thus, storytelling functions as a 
summoning of ghosts in order to lay them to rest. It is through plot that our 
world becomes meaningful, because within the plot all narrated events become 
purposeful: this happened because that happened. The chaos of life—its 
‘plotlessness’—turns into the order of the narrative.  

Narrative research, therefore, is an inquiry into how people emplot their 
experiences, make them useful, meaningful, purposeful. And when we use 
storytelling in counselling or education, we attempt to guide people in their 
emplotment. People shape who they are through the stories they tell about 
themselves. As French philosopher Paul Ricoeur reminded us: ‘To answer the 
question “who?” [...] is to tell the story of a life. The story told tells about the 
action of the “who.” And the identity of the “who” therefore itself must be a 
narrative identity’.14  

Since the 1960s, narratives of personal experience have been seen as an 
important way for marginalised people to gain a voice, which can be seen as 
the power to shape such a narrative identity. Because of that magical act of 
emplotment, in which the storyteller makes events his or her own, stories 
convey emotions and feelings and thoughts that would otherwise be 
inaccessible. As researchers, educators and counsellors, we must listen 
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attentively to these narratives since they allow us to gain access: not to facts, 
but to personal experience. It is not for nothing that several of the chapters in 
this volume, such as those by Noorit Felsenthal-Berger, and Alicia van der 
Spuy and Lynn Wood, speak about ‘voice’: telling a story is often a way to gain 
a voice.  

However, it is important to remember that a story is not discovered, but 
constructed: ‘the events are made into a story by the suppression or 
subordination of certain of them and the highlighting of others’, as White 
wrote. This is done through what Collingwood called ‘the constructive 
imagination’.15 Ricoeur acknowledged this necessary imaginative element in 
stories rather blatantly when he claimed that emplotment could be seen as the 
decisive difference between history (in the sense of a series of moments, or 
‘nows’, the formalists’ fabula and White’s chronicles) and fiction (in the sense of 
a composed or reconfigured series of events, the syuzhet or story). All narrative 
is therefore fictional to a certain extent, even though there remain, of course, 
important differences between fictional narrative and historical narrative, not 
in the least regarding the truth claim of the latter.16 However, the notion of 
emplotment as an act of composition and reconfiguration does modulate that 
truth claim. Strictly speaking, the resolution and wholeness that storytelling 
offers is, indeed, imaginary.  

In 1974, Hayden White rebuked historians for not acknowledging this: 
history as a discipline was in bad shape, White argued, because it failed to 
recognise this fictional element in the stories it told. And all of our practices 
would be in equally bad shape if we did the same, if we became so mesmerised 
by the power of storytelling that we lost sight of where narratives come from: a 
restructuring of events. It should first and foremost be this process of 
restructuring—in its syntactic, thematic and rhetoric dimensions17—that interest 
us. In this respect, it is telling that storytelling is so popular in advertising and 
politics, where it is often used to lure people rather than to empower them. 
Emplotment is not only a structuring of events, but also a selection of what will 
be included in the story and what will not: the meaning that is created through 
it always implies the exclusion of other possible meanings. Storytelling can 
therefore become highly manipulative, especially because of the seductive force 
of its aesthetic form: everybody loves a good story.  
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Any discussion of the power of storytelling should therefore also include a 
warning against the danger of storytelling. An ethically sound storytelling 
practice includes an awareness of when to resist storytelling. Or, at least, a 
certain kind of storytelling. Paul Ricoeur pointed out that alongside the type of 
narratives described above, which form a narrative tradition in which 
emplotment is used to create a meaningful whole—a tradition that goes all the 
way back to Aristotle and probably further—there has always been another 
narrative tradition.18 This is a tradition of what Brian Richardson called 
‘unnatural narratives [which] constitute an entire alternative history of 
literature [outside] the narrow limits of mimetic practice’. As Richardson 
characterised it, unnatural narrative contains: 

 
conspicuous antimimetic events, characters, settings, or 
frames. By antimimetic, I mean representations that violate 
mimetic expectations, the canons of realism, and the 
conventions of spontaneous nonfictional conversational 
natural narrative, and defy the conventions and expectations 
of existing, established genres.19  
 

In other words, unnatural narrative resists the sense of wholeness that 
‘normal’, natural narrative establishes. It shows itself to be a constructed (rather 
than a naturally occurring) version of the truth, thereby destabilising the 
possibility of truth itself. This alternative tradition has been largely ignored by 
those who have tried to apply the insights of narratology to fields of practice 
such as research, counselling and education. Because of this, the perception of 
what can and cannot be storytelling might have become too limited, leaving 
out models offered by the blatantly and less blatantly unrealistic storytelling of 
authors such as Samuel Beckett, Salman Rushdie and Cervantes.  

We would argue that the ignorance of this alternative tradition among 
those who apply narrative and storytelling in their professional practices is 
unfortunate. One can certainly imagine moments in research, counselling and 
education (as well as in many other practices) when unnatural narrative could 
make a valuable contribution. Unnatural narratives and more traditional ones 
share the attempt, through emplotment, to create meaning and coherence—
they just utterly, and often gleefully, fail to do so. Interestingly enough, this is 
exactly what makes such narratives valuable, according to Ricoeur: they show 
that narrative ‘is never the simple triumph of order’ and that a harmonious 
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whole is not its necessary outcome. In fact, they enable reflection on the limits 
of the concordance that narrative normally tends to establish and are especially 
fitted to represent ‘disorganised experiences’.20 A naturally narrated story tends 
to work towards a resolution, as we described above. Unnatural narratives 
show us that not everything has or should have such a resolution.  
 
2.  Becoming  

By straying into the unmapped territory of unnatural narratives—or, rather, 
by discussing how unnatural narratives show us how life is, ultimately, 
unmappable—we have left the premises of the workshop that we described at 
the beginning of this introduction far behind us. In fact, one of the things that 
we find problematic about the ‘Sparkling Storytellers’ workshop is that it 
presents life as too mappable. It offers its participants a story of becoming that 
is, arguably, already conspicuously mapped out. Consider how it addresses 
prospective participants: ‘You can become as successful as you wish and be 
more than “just another expat woman”’.21 This one sentence ascribes a whole 
narrative to these women. With this as a starting point, it seems difficult to 
imagine that the workshop will help its participants truly find their own voices. 
Rather, it offers a one-size-fits-all narrative as if  such a thing was able to 
generate an authentic identity. Here, the practice of storytelling starts to 
resemble the culture industry of Hollywood films and popular music as 
criticised by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno: while at first glance it 
seems to offer a wide range of personal choices, on closer inspection it turns 
out that ‘[e]verybody must behave (as if spontaneously) in accordance with his 
previously determined and indexed level, and choose the category of mass 
product turned out for his type’.22 
 It is telling, furthermore, that the narrative the workshop offered these 
women as a solution for their problems implies a type of emplotment that 
reminds us of the Bildungsroman: telling the story of a subject who, through a 
series of events, discovers his or her true ‘self’ and place in the world. Such a 
plot automatically values personal growth and fruitful dialogue with the outside 
world. This is just one instance of what we see as a general contemporary 
tendency to present a story in which the individual becomes a better person 
than before as the ideal story of becoming. The reason for this, we would 
argue, is that there seems to be a perfect fit between the plot of the 
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Bildungsroman and today’s neoliberal culture with its obsession with constant 
growth and striving towards ‘excellence’. Just like in neoliberalism, less 
economic growth (i.e. still growth, but not as much as before) means that a 
country is in crisis and companies and organisations that function perfectly feel 
the need to conduct consumer satisfaction surveys to improve themselves. The 
ideal story of becoming is a story of personal development and increased 
awareness.  

This perfect fit explains the pandemic nature of the Bildungsroman plot in 
Western popular culture. From Hollywood film through reality television to 
popular music, it is simply everywhere: a main character is only seen as 
successful if he or she testifies to character development that leads, as one 
handbook for scriptwriters phrased it, to changing a ‘second choice life’ (in 
which there is no place for the main character’s wishes, talents and dreams) into 
a ‘first choice life’ (in which the main character ‘finds him- or herself’ and 
realises the aspirations in life that truly fit him or her).23 Thus, when we 
compare a James Bond film from the 1960s with a more recent one, we find 
that where it used to be enough for agent 007 to shoot the bad guys and save 
the day, today he must also finally deal with a trauma from his youth or learn 
how to behave towards women before the end credits roll. He has to become a 
‘better man’, more attuned to his surroundings. The Bildungsroman, in other 
words, has become a ‘dominant story’: ‘the “normal” way of understanding a 
situation or set of assumptions, that has become so ingrained or widely 
accepted within a culture, that it appears to represent “reality”’.24 This particular 
dominant story teaches us to always see ourselves as the promise of something 
more, something better.  

In the chapter by Moenandar and Huisman, for instance, we see how 
students at Dutch universities of applied sciences learn to tell stories of 
becoming during student career counselling sessions, and how these stories 
always need to encompass accounts of personal growth and improvement. And 
if this has not been achieved, then their story of becoming should be about 
how they now realise how it could be in the future.  

We want to steer the notion of stories of becoming away from this all-too-
simplistic understanding of what it means to learn to relate to oneself and to 
one’s surroundings. We take inspiration here from the Italian philosopher 
Paolo Virno, who wrote that such a process is simply part of being human, 
because ‘human beings always remain children’.25 Therefore, ‘undeveloped 
potential’ can be seen ‘as an inalienable force of man’, but this does not mean 



Sjoerd-Jeroen Moenandar 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

xvii 

that becoming should always take the form of the neoliberalist ideal of ‘lifelong 
learning’.26 According to Virno, the latter is merely the shape in which natural 
human flexibility is moulded in neoliberal societies, but that does not mean that 
it is its necessary or most desirable shape.27 Instead, he argues that it tends to 
reduce our ‘chronically childlike’ nature to an inclination to ‘instant 
development’, whereas becoming itself can be so much more if it is seen as a 
perpetual negation of what Virno calls the ‘not-yet-developed’.28  

Interestingly enough, Bakhtin—from whom we took the notion of 
becoming—stated that stories of becoming could only really be told in the 
Bildungsroman. We disagree with him, and the English translation of his article 
on the Bildungsroman gave us the tools with which we can formulate this 
disagreement. The English ‘becoming’ is a translation of the Russian 
stanovlenie, which, according to the translator of Bakhtin’s article, refers to ‘the 
process of development that is never complete in the life course of an 
individual’.29 To this, the translator adds: ‘Where possible it has been rendered 
in English as “becoming,” but where this is too barbarous the word 
“emergence” has been used’.30 There is, however, an interesting semantic 
difference between ‘becoming’ and ‘emergence’, since the latter has 
connotations that go beyond merely becoming. Emergence is a process of 
becoming new, becoming better, of overcoming, maybe: indeed, exactly the kind of 
becoming that one can expect of the main character in a Bildungsroman. 

But not every story of becoming is a story of emergence, although all 
stories of emergence are stories of becoming. What Bakhtin seemed to have in 
mind when he claimed that only the Bildungsroman can be about becoming, is 
becoming in this narrow sense of emergence. In contrast, we would argue that 
there are stories that certainly narrate processes of becoming, but not of 
emergence. This makes sense since the German word Bildung that gives the 
genre its name can roughly be translated as ‘self-cultivation’ or ‘cultivation of 
the intellect’. This reminds us of the ‘instant development’ that neoliberal 
societies present as the necessary way in which humans commodify their 
natural flexibility, according to Paolo Virno. This further explains why the plot 
of the Bildungsroman has become so ubiquitous these days but—for us—Bildung 
is only one specific way in which what Virno called ‘the not-yet-developed’ 
may be explored; it certainly is not the only one.  
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Here, it seems relevant to consider the etymology of the word Bildung. It 
has the Germanic ‘Bild’ as its root, meaning ‘image’: image as in ‘picture’, but 
also in the broader sense of shape. To go through a process of Bildung means, 
in other words, to be formed, to go from potentiality to a clearly demarcated 
shape. Indeed, the word ‘emergence’ seems quite fitting for such a process: out 
of chaos, order. However, the reverse could equally be someone’s personal 
trajectory of becoming: in itself there is nothing wrong with moving from 
order to chaos. The story of perpetual growth and increasing self-awareness 
does not fit all of us, no matter what the dominant story of our cultures teaches 
us.  

Friedrich Nietzsche, for example, rejected becoming as a process of taking 
shape. Taking shape, firstly, as a return to an untouched core, is how Nietzsche 
saw Rousseau’s ideal of becoming. For Rousseau, according to Nietzsche, one 
becomes what one truly is by returning to an unchangeable essence deep 
within oneself, a possibility that Nietzsche perceived as utterly misguided. 
Taking shape, secondly, is an integration of everything one encounters into a 
selfhood that is more in tune with one’s surroundings. This, according to 
Nietzsche, was the typical trajectory of the main characters in Goethe’s 
Bildungsromans and was equally misguided. Nietzsche’s alternative to these two 
Bildung forms of becoming was an endless doubting, never reaching the 
endpoint of a meaningful whole.31  

What we would like to propose here is to take a non-normative stance and 
see each of these three paths—the first two of which remind us of Bakhtin’s 
emergence—as possible forms of becoming that may be equally relevant for our 
research subjects or those we educate or counsel, depending on personality, life 
goals and contexts. In short, we define becoming very broadly, as the necessary 
outcome of, in Derrida’s words, ‘the temporal flux of what is lived’: experience 
automatically leads to becoming.32   

It is interesting in this context that Nietzsche argued that true becoming33 
can never take place in the context of an education that concentrates on the 
registration, cataloguing and mummifying of life. Becoming, Nietzsche 
claimed, needs more lively impulses than that.34 One could say that education is 
too much about beating into shape—to which both the content that is 
conveyed and the students are subjected—to allow for the full range of forms 
that the chronically childlike and flexible human may assume in their 
exploration of what they are not yet.  
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Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, whose work was clearly influenced by 
Nietzsche in this respect, came to a similar conclusion when discussing the 
process of becoming.35 Education, they claim, is meant to impose order, shapes 
and categories—in short, a standard that the child must adhere to.36 Becoming, 
on the other hand, is always a deviation from that standard because it is a 
process of individuation (not individualisation!) or, as they phrase it: ‘becoming 
is minoritarian’. By deviating from the standard of the majority—by becoming 
a minority—we become ourselves or, more to the point, we become our own 
selves.  

Although this critique of education as stifling and confining the process of 
becoming rather than facilitating it is, by now, rather clichéd and often 
outdated, it ties in with Virgo’s critique of ‘lifelong learning’ as an ideologically 
charged attempt to make the fundamentally human process of becoming 
serviceable to neoliberal economies. Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of 
becoming could certainly obstruct such a commodification of the process of 
becoming because, for them, the becoming of one’s own self is only temporal. 
They described becoming not as a process of congealing, of becoming once 
and for all, nor as a continuous striving for added value and improvement, but 
as cyclical. We must allow ourselves to be swallowed by the majority again, to 
dissolve in the multitude to then become once more but differently—the 
exploration continues endlessly without accumulation as a necessary result.37 
What is specifically rich about this description of becoming is that it 
encompasses both Nietzsche’s exploration and Bakhtin’s notion of becoming as 
emergence, as becoming something more and more definite. Its cyclical nature 
is also a welcome counterpoint to these more genetic notions of becoming, 
where becoming (or, rather, the story of becoming) has a starting point that 
functions either as the beginning of a quest towards a clear end-goal, a ‘totality’ 
(even if this end-goal appears only in retrospect) or as ‘the opening’ towards a 
perpetual exploration of endless possibilities.38 

Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of becoming also offers an interesting 
perspective from which we can tie it to storytelling. They claim that the 
process of becoming can only take place when we are autonomous: 
‘Becoming-minoritarian as the universal figure of consciousness is called 
autonomy’.39 This can be turned around as well: whenever there is autonomy, 
there is becoming. This ties in neatly with what we said earlier about 
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storytelling. To invite someone to narrate their experiences means inviting 
them to take responsibility for their actions, which therefore facilitates 
autonomy. One could therefore argue that storytelling is an ideal means for the 
process of becoming. Narrative enables us to map our life experiences and 
reflect upon them by making them meaningful through emplotment.  

However, if we do so, it is necessary to reject all-too-narrow conceptions of 
what it means to go through such a process. A story of becoming could very 
well be about someone who, ultimately, does not become anything. We agree 
with Galen Strawson, who has taken issue with the notion that the best way to 
narrate life experiences is to present them as a coherent whole. Citing, among 
others, Charles Taylor and Paul Ricoeur, Strawson rejected their assertion that 
we cannot lead ethical lives if we do not turn those lives into meaningful 
wholes by narrating them. Strawson rejected the claim that ‘we must 
inescapably understand our lives in narrative form, as a “quest”’.40 After all, the 
determined endpoint of a quest hardly seems suitable for Nietzsche’s ideal of 
endless exploration and perpetual doubts that we see as one among several, 
equally valuable, possible forms that the process of becoming could take. To 
suggest that the more episodic, fragmentary stories of becoming that may result 
from such an exploration are somehow less ethically sound or even immoral 
seems indeed wrong to us.  

However, as Liesbeth Korthals Altes has rightfully pointed out, one could 
question whether Paul Ricoeur (on whose work many of those who Strawson 
attacked base their ideas and who is himself also rejected in his essay) really 
demands ‘coherence and cohesion’ in our narrative identities.41 Granted, he 
clearly discusses his notion of a narrative identity in the light of a narrative 
tradition that originated with Aristotle, a tradition that is markedly realist and 
rejects episodic, fragmented narratives. Aristotle, after all, dismissed the episodic 
plot as bad, both in an aesthetic and in a moral sense, because it fails to bring 
about the kind of closure that makes narratives such as the tragedy, with its 
cathartic endpoint, valuable for individual and society.42 We have already 
mentioned, though, that Ricoeur is well aware of the existence of the anti-
realist alternative narrative tradition that we called unnatural narrative, which 
includes types of hopelessly fragmented and contradictory narratives that seem 
much more suited to Nietzsche’s ideal of becoming.  

If we accept the narratives that this alternative tradition offers as possible 
models for stories of becoming, we do not have to argue, as Strawson does, 
‘against narrativity’ when we want to resist the notion that such stories must 
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always be conclusive and create a sense of wholeness. Unfortunately, Ricoeur 
does not integrate the alternative tradition he mentions into his work on 
narrative identity. He does mention, as Korthals Altes phrased it, that ‘such 
narratives enable emphatic engagement with experiences that eschew 
emplotment and coherence, or transgress accepted norms’, but he does not 
discuss this at much length.43 We feel this is a missed opportunity, as notions 
such as narrative identities and the stories of becoming in which these take 
shape could somehow be made to encompass a wider range of narrative ways 
in which humans reflect on their experiences. In this volume, chapters by 
O’Connor, Moenandar and Huisman and De Campos Almeida and Almeida 
offer glimpses of how more episodic narratives and unnatural storytelling could 
be integrated into research, education and counselling. We feel that future 
endeavours in this direction are called for and could prove to be extremely 
fruitful. 

 
3. This Volume 

This volume is divided into three parts, dealing consecutively with uses of 
storytelling and stories of becoming in research, counselling and, finally, 
education. The first part, devoted to research in the human sciences, opens 
with a paper by narrative sociologist Floor Basten in which she proposes a 
method for analysing collective sense-making by studying how individuals 
make sense of themselves and the worlds they live in. Using a combination of 
thematic analysis, structuralist narratology and literary criticism, Basten 
analyses how publics come into being through a process of becoming similar to 
what is described in this introduction.  

In the following three chapters, Alexandra Deliu, Özlem Ezer and Nyasha 
GuramatunhuCooper do very much the same for specific contexts: Deliu 
explores the migrant experience as narrated by Romanians living across 
Europe; Ezer introduces forgotten minorities in Northern Cyprus through the 
stories of immigrant women; and GuramatunhuCooper analyses the personal 
narratives of liberation fighters involved in Zimbabwe’s fight against 
colonialism. All three authors show how these individual stories of becoming 
both supplement and resist the ‘heavily edited official histories’, as Ezer phrases 
it in her chapter.  
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The same can be said of Emma O’Connor’s chapter, though it does so 
differently, offering an auto-ethnographic exploration of the possibilities and 
limitations of patient narratives, using the structure of a Wikipedia entry. This 
unexpected choice of genre allows for a rather fragmented and jarring 
storytelling style, which seems to suit the author’s autobiographical story of 
imposed genetic diagnosis. This is an example of unnatural storytelling as 
described above. 

The second part of this volume focuses on counselling and consists of three 
chapters. The case studies in each of these chapters are examples of narrative 
counselling in an educational context, tying these chapters closely to those in 
the next part, which deals with education. Opening this part, Sjoerd-Jeroen 
Moenandar and Krina Huisman’s chapter puts forward the notion, discussed in 
this introduction as well, that stories of personal success, growth and increased 
engagement with the world around us are not the only narratives of becoming 
that may be helpful for people stuck in an obstructive personal story. In fact, 
several of their case studies show that, for some people, precisely the impression 
that we are obliged to formulate such narratives of personal development can 
become an obstacle.  

The following chapter, by Noorit Felsenthal-Berger, is set in a special 
education school for children with severe motor and cognitive disabilities in 
Jerusalem. Told by the school psychologist—Felsenthal-Berger herself—it offers 
a heart-warming narrative of how both the school and its pupils find ways to 
express themselves, a process of becoming that is primarily driven by finding 
one’s own voice.  

A similar narrative can be found in Nurit Sahar’s chapter, which reads like a 
jarring memoir of how the pupils, their families and staff members of a small 
school in northern Jerusalem struggled in the face of crisis and change. 
Carefully executed narrative interventions offered them coping strategies, but 
ultimately the authorities decide to close the school. Although the author 
argued persuasively that everyone involved had gained something precious and 
lasting at the end of her narrative, one still cannot help but be bemused by this 
decision—to which, one feels, zero thought had been given by those who took 
it—to put an end to a place that managed to give ‘a sense of growth, sense of 
coherence and continuity, a stable identity and sense of self’ to a group of 
people who, as the author wrote, ‘had everything going against them’.  

The third and final part of this volume opens with a chapter by Caroline 
Beauregard in which she discusses the use of theatrical expression in a course 
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for immigrant students. Through storytelling, students learn to cope with 
difficulties related to finding a new sense of self and belonging in their new 
country. They use theatre as a medium to explore different possible stories of 
becoming. One of Beauregard’s examples shows how well such an exploration 
can help people create a mutual space of understanding: two groups of 
immigrant students—Latinos and Punjabis—who at first were hesitant to listen 
to and share their stories with each other, managed to create a ‘we’ story out of 
their respective narratives through the theatre workshops in which they 
participated.  

Next is Alicia van der Spuy and Lynn Wood’s report on a storytelling 
project they conducted at a South African university. Implemented as a means 
for language acquisition, the project asked young students, mainly of IsiXhosa 
descent, to interview women from their community. While most students 
began the project oblivious to, or even denying, the difficulties faced by 
women in South African society, they became more aware of and perceptive to 
the struggles of women through listening to and reporting on the stories of 
becoming of those dear to them.  

The final chapter of this volume, by Ana Lucia De Campos Almeida and 
Paulo Roberto Almeida, offers an analysis of two autobiographical literacy 
stories. These fascinating life narratives explore and shape personal histories 
that describe both hardships and successes in obtaining ever more prestigious 
literacies. As the authors make clear, cultural and social values are both reified 
and negotiated in these stories of becoming through references to literary 
works and implied dialogues with established evaluation of literacy, and by 
showing how such narratives will always come into existence at the 
intersection of the individual and the collective.  

As the different contributions to this volume show, storytelling can facilitate 
and guide becoming in education and counselling, while research in the 
human sciences may successfully use narrative methods to analyse the ways in 
which individuals and groups perform and experience such becoming. We 
therefore feel that the crossing-over of narrative methods between these fields 
could be very fruitful and hope that this volume will contribute to further 
inter-disciplinary sharing of theories, methods and practices between them. 
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