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Art Bochner (1994) defines narratives as the “stories people tell about their
lives”—symbolic forms people use to organize and make sense of experience
(p. 30). Resnik (2011) defines ethics as “norms of conduct” about “acceptable and unac-
ceptable behavior” (p. 1). Taken together, these definitions provide the general scope
of narrative ethics: to examine the “norms of conduct” and ideas about “acceptable
and unacceptable behavior” as manifest in the “stories people tell about their lives.”
Narrative ethics can also involve a comprehensive, meta-discussion about our abilities
and privileges to tell, read, and listen to stories. Thinking about narrative ethics also
means espousing norms of conduct and behavior as present in narratives, thinking
about whomight be implicated by the stories we share, and expectations and evaluative
criteria we might use to evaluate good and bad narratives. In this entry, we examine
narrative ethics as “equipment” we use to live, ethics of narrative time, concerns about
hindsight, memory, and truth, narrative privilege, and considerations for reading and
evaluating narratives.

Narratives as “equipment for living”

Narratives can function as “equipment for living” (Burke, 1974)—as tools we use to
make sense of experience. “Novels and stories are renderings of life,” Coles (1989)
writes. “They can not only keep us company, but admonish us, point us in new
directions, or give us the courage to stay a given course” (p. 159). Any discussion
of narrative ethics should therefore include a discussion of how narratives can be
used as equipment for living, particularly a discussion about the values, beliefs, and
assumptions that narratives convey. Narratives can be “canonical stories”—culturally
dominant, widely told “fairy tales and tall tales, ballads and legends, myths and fables,
epics and folklore” (Bochner & Riggs, 2014, p. 196). Narratives may also be more
mundane stories about everyday life such as the stories shared in interviews, oral
histories, or even the stories we share with friends and family members. When we
begin to espouse the assumptions a narrative makes about characters, social life,
relationships, beliefs, values, and desires, then we begin to address issues of narrative
ethics.
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For example, a discussion about narrative ethics and the popular narrativeCharlotte’s
Web (White, 1952) might include an analysis of the narrative’s assumptions about loy-
alty and friendship, what itmeans to live a good life and die a good death, an animal’s (or
even a person’s) legacy and the (perceived) importance of reproduction, the treatment
and consciousness of animals, and even character traits like devotion (e.g., Charlotte,
the spider) or greed (e.g., Templeton, the rat). We could even analyze moments of het-
erosexuality such as when Fern, the main character, goes to the fair with a boy, or
evenWhite’s use of the word “queer”—a word he uses throughout the book to describe
peculiar and aberrant actions. We could engage in a similar kind of analysis of other
narratives as well, including personal narratives such as memoirs or autobiographies,
family narratives, and narratives told in interviews and oral history projects.

The time of narrative

Another aspect of narrative ethics includes understanding the ways time can influence
the creation, telling, and interpretation of narrative. A narrative is a story told from the
present about past (“accumulated”) experiences with anticipated futures. Likewise, nar-
ratives have been characterized as existing in the “middle”—somewhere between birth
and death, past and future, and always in the ephemeral present. For example, I (Tony)
published a personal narrative about telling my father I identified as gay and his reac-
tion to this disclosure, for example, being disappointed and refusing to speak to me for
six months (Adams, 2006). At the (present) time of writing the narrative (2004–2006),
I perceived his (past) reaction as negative and believed that by sharing my narrative of
this experience, I could experience (future) healing from his response and improve our
(future) relationship. I also wanted to help others cope with their (past) experiences,
(present) circumstances, and improve their (future) relationships.

However, with publication—especially the permanence of text—I may, in the future,
become trapped by a personal narrative I told in the past. For some audiences, my
published narrative has come to define the relationship between me and my father,
evidenced by readers asking, “Are you still hurt by your father’s response?” I often tell
these readers that our relationship has improved, and given my (present) perception
of our relationship, I would not tell the same story again; at this (present) time, I do
not have the same reasons (e.g., to heal, to improve our relationship) for sharing the
narrative. Instead, I would tell a different story about us, based onmy (past and present)
interactions with him and my (future) desires for our relationship. Thinking about
narrative ethics therefore means thinking about the ways time affects the narratives we
tell (see Ellis, 2009).

Hindsight, memory, and truth

When discussing narrative ethics, it is important to treat memory as fallible, contextual,
and temporal: our memories change with time and space, and they fluctuate with the
continuous intermingling of past experiences, present circumstances, and future plans
and desires. For example, after I (Derek) finishedwriting a narrative aboutmy dad—but
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before it was published (Bolen, 2014)—I emailed it to him so he could read it. I eagerly
awaited his reply. When his reply came, it was short. He provided a few details I had
knowingly left out because I had written the narrative from a child’s perspective, so the
details would have been lost onme as a child. He remarked on how sad one of the stories
was, recalling it as a night that he worried he had “let me down.” He was happy that the
experience had become part of a positive memory. And finally, in a follow-up email, he
shared that he had reflected upon what I had written and noted I was kind to him inmy
writing, as if to say he was not as kind as I had storied him. Although I believe I could
frame the stories in a less kind way, this framing would not feel right, as that is not how
I remember the situations now.Whether I remember and recollect the narratives in the
same way in years to come is unknowable. I know my dad to be a kind person, and I
hope he comes to remember himself as I do.

If memories change with time and space, and if they fluctuate with the continuous
intermingling of past experiences, present circumstances, and future plans and desires,
then ideas about the truth of an experience—especially what actually happened—may
be partial and subjective; the truth of an experiencemay be the truth for one person but
not necessarily the truth for all others. As Portelli (2006) writes about oral history,

The importance of oral testimonymay lie not in its adherence to fact, but rather in its departure from
it, as imagination, symbolism, and desire emerge. Therefore, there are no ‘false’ oral sources. Once
we have checked their factual credibility with all the established criteria of philological criticism and
factual verification which are required by all types of sources anyway, the diversity of oral history
consists in the fact that ‘wrong’ statements are still psychologically ‘true’ and that this truth may be
equally as important as factually, reliable accounts (p. 37).

For writers and readers of narrative, this means treating truth and recollection as
accurate or significant in its effects at a particular time, but maybe not as forever accu-
rate or significant.

Another ethical issue of recounting the past is semantic contagion: applying con-
temporary terminology to past texts and experiences (Hacking, 1995). For example,
Wolf (1997) writes about searching the archives to determine if actress Mary Mar-
tin was a “lesbian.” Wolf searches and finds clues about Martin’s lesbianism, searches
again and finds more clues, but never finds any definitive evidence that Martin iden-
tified as a lesbian. Wolf’s essay—a brilliant account of working with archival material,
illustrates the dilemmas and tentativeness of working with the past—and using con-
temporary cues of lesbianism to interpret past texts and experiences. Or to return to
a previous example: contemporary scholars may critique White’s (1952) use of “queer”
in Charlotte’s Web, but a discussion of narrative ethics should simultaneously include
an exercise in hermeneutics—of trying to understand past narratives in their original
interpretive context, as well as attempt to determine the ways in which contemporary
terminology and values of acceptability have changed with time.

Narrative privilege

In a Twitter post, writer Anne Lamott (2012) says, “You own everything that happened
to you. Tell your stories. If people wanted you to write warmly about them, they
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should’ve behaved better.” This is noble and simple advice, but the advice may not be
the most ethically sound. Although we agree with Lamott’s directive to tell our stories,
we can recall many times when we should have behaved better and circumstances in
which we behaved as best as we could. And we are not sure if we would want anyone
to write about these moments, especially if authors identify us in their work. Further,
the directive to write about others who have behaved badly may also be an act of bad
behavior, one that could cultivate resentment, as well as additional writings about why
this person—the writer—should have behaved better by not writing about others,
especially without these others’ permission.

The personal narratives we tell implicate others in our lives: we reference events,
places, and use characters such as parents, partners and family members, friends and
enemies, research participants, students and colleagues. Given these implications, we
should consider the interrelated ethical issues of narrative privilege—that is, our ability
to create and publish stories, and the access to and ability we have to use particular rep-
resentational forms and publishing media. For example, it might be more ethical to tell
a personal narrative about my (Tony) father, without his permission, and include it in a
(private) diary—as he, and others, may never be able to access the narrative. However,
the ethical issues become increasingly complicated if I decide to post this narrative on
a (public) blog, a periodical, or a book, especially if I do not have my father’s permis-
sion. But what if we are unable to get others’ permission because of death, or because
permissionmay harm the current relationship, or because others may not know exactly
what it means to publish a blog, periodical, or book? What is our ethical responsibility
to the others we implicate in our public texts?

We contend that because of narrative privilege, personal narrative writers have an
ethical responsibility to temper faulting and blaming others; in the words of Pelias
(2014), we should consider the ways in which our narratives may be “face-saving” and
“face-serving” (p. 37). For example, if I (Tony) write about my mother in an academic
journal article, she may not have the ability to respond to my article, especially if she
does not have the esoteric skills to publish an article in an academic journal. I may be
able to publish an article about her—and maybe even about a time when she should
have “behaved better”—but I also know she may not be able to offer a response to what
I say about her and how I frame our relationship, especially if she is illiterate or unfamil-
iar with academic writing. As someone who has been trained in writing and publishing,
I may say things about her without giving her any chance or ability to respond. Instead,
I should take care in what I write—not necessarily allowing her to be less responsible
for her behavior, but to instead try to empathize with and explain why she may have
behaved as she did, as well as make myself vulnerable and make sure I do my best to
understand her actions.

However, if I did want to tell stories about times when others should have behaved
better but I was concerned about my safety or did not know how others would respond
to my work, ethically I might use representational strategies that mask others’ iden-
tities. For example, I could write using collaborative, second-person voice, or I may
create composite characters, or I may even use a pseudonym to publish or use fic-
tion. Each of these techniques has benefits, limitations, and different ethical concerns.
For example, collaborative, second-person voice may still allow readers to identify the
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people discussed; composite characters may still be identifiable; and pseudonyms and
fiction may take away from a specific person’s history and the person’s particular, lived
circumstances.

Reading and evaluating narrative

If narratives—especially personal narratives—are the storied presentations of authors’
experiences, relationships, cultures, and selves, then considering ethics of reading and
evaluating these narratives is integral to the narrative process. Put simply, reading narra-
tives can be seen as reading authors themselves; how you treat a narrativemay represent
how you would treat the person who wrote it, the characters who are in it, and/or the
culture it describes. Instead of judging the actions or behaviors of an author, consider
what it means for the author to have shared experiences you may be eager to judge,
what the experiences say about culture, how the author storied such experiences, why
you respond to the author’s behaviors the way that you do, and/or the possible merits
of the narrative. We do not suggest that narratives are above reproach and impervious
to evaluation. Instead, we suggest considering the author’s purpose for telling the tale
and trying to respond to the author’s work rather than to the author’s life (Barrington,
2002).

By the virtue of narrative, no durable criteria for evaluating all narratives exist, and
criteria for evaluating narratives are often contested. We could use Fisher’s (1984) idea
of narrative rationality as themeans bywhichwe evaluate narratives, which includes the
concept of narrative coherence (that is, howwell the story hangs together) and narrative
fidelity (that is, how well the story fits with the experiences of the reader/listener). We
might also believe a narrative should add to what is already known (narrative merit), be
well written (whether as prose or creatively aesthetic), and be personal and reflexive in
the way that experience is storied. However, we also advocate resisting the impulse to
create rigid criteria for the evaluating narratives, as each should be understood and eval-
uated using multiple perspectives, as well as take into account the various relationships
between text, reader, writer, context, and time.

Conclusion

The ethical issues that we have presented throughout this entry are intertwined, and we
may evaluate all of these ethical issues throughout the entire time of working with a
narrative, for example, at the beginning, when we think about what we want to write,
during the writing process, or after we have completed a story. Key issues of narra-
tive ethics include decisions about writing a narrative text, sharing the narrative with
others, (not) giving others a chance to respond, and using textual strategies that mask
ourselves/others in our texts. Whenever we work with narratives, or offer narratives of
others/our own, we should perpetually examine the values, beliefs, and assumptions
that a story conveys. Finally, when we read and evaluate the narratives of others, we
must consider the ethics of reading and evaluating their narratives.
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ABSTRACT
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