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Abstract:
The article is a presentation of the author’s approach in qualitative social research. Critical 
narrative research is characterized in the context of the linguistic turn. The author presents 
a model of critical narrative research, which includes the stages of critique, narrative, un-
derstanding and change, all described in detail. The article also discusses an example of 
critical, engaged narrative research on the struggle for recognition in narratives, based on the 
narrative and identity of the individual and the narrative and identity of the community as 
introduced by MacIntyre.
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Introduction

The aim of this article is to present a (critical) narrative research orientation. 
This approach concentrates on seeking new perspectives in educational research 
as it understands the subjective practice (narrative identity) in a specific way, 
and it situates this practice in a “narrative reality.” I will argue that a critique, 
which exposes or unveils meanings as well as overt and hidden power practices 
present in every discourse (Laclau), and which is inherent to narrative research, 
or even initiates such research, makes critical narrative research possible. I will 
outline my own notion of this kind of inquiry with its subsequent stages. I will 
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also illustrate it with examples from my own critical narrative study. This article 
is therefore meant to justify the claim that critical narrative research in the field 
of education is both possible and important. Narrative research developed as 
a result of the linguistic turn in human and social science, thus the article begins 
with a brief overview of this turn. I conceptualize narrativity and the narrative 
as a linguistic way of being in the world, a way of constructing the social world, 
and a kind of modern identity. Critical narrative research gives an opportuni-
ty to understand and transform those aspects of our lives and our perceptions 
of ourselves and of the world, which are the sources of oppression, suffering, 
conflicts or failures. I see criticality, that is, ability to unveil overt and hidden 
patterns of power, domination and manipulation, as a condition for the change-
-oriented narrative research. It gives voice to those who often “cannot speak” 
and makes hearing this voice possible. Critical narratives (often narratives of 
suffering) are a condition for understanding and change, where change, as a re-
sult of such research, can be seen both as a type of the researcher’s engagement 
and as the narrator’s self-awareness in regard to his or her situation and its 
causes. This self-awareness is the beginning of change on individual and social 
levels, where the former refers to one’s life, biographic plan and private action 
strategies, while the latter concerns attempts at action for others’ empowerment, 
emancipation or liberation. 

Narrative turn and educational research

The social sciences have been undergoing a permanent change as evidenced (in 
the very language in a number of research fields) by numerous “turns”: the lin-
guistic turn (Rasiński, 2009; Dziemianowicz, 2016), the action turn (Gołębniak 
& Červinková, 2010), the visual turn (Sztompka, 2005), and the performative 
turn (Domańska, 2007). Also the narrative turn belongs to those epistemologi-
cal changes as it transforms and broadens the meaning and function of the nar-
rative and of the narrative-based or narrative-related inquiry. New perspectives 
in social research, and thus the subsequent turns, were preceded and enabled by 
the linguistic turn.

The linguistic turn signifies a transition from the tradition of representation 
(based on the sign–idea–thing triad, in which a sign, for the purpose of com-
munication, replaces an idea or a thing) to the conviction that the meaning of 
a sign (word) is defined by how the sign is used. This conviction rests on the 
assumption that the use of language is like a game in that it draws from certain 
rules (Wittgenstein, 2009). The game is equivalent to a convention known to 



149

Mirosława Nowak-Dziemianowicz  Critical Narrative Research in Education

those who use the language and follow the rules as they cannot change the 
convention; they can only accept the rules. Indicating a similarity between the 
use of language and the logic of game, Wittgenstein notes that the rules may be 
used adequately or inadequately, just as a given word can be used in a right or 
wrong way. One can play or not play the game, one can speak or not speak, but 
one cannot change the rules after entering the game. The language game is “the 
whole, consisting of language and activities into which it is woven” (Wittgen-
stein, 2009, p. 8), which means that speaking belongs to a way of being.

As a conceptual category, narrative serves to describe a wide range of so-
cial practices and behaviours. No longer rooted in literature, its meaning ex-
ceeds the notion related to epic genres, stories or storytelling. It is present in 
the public sphere and used for technocratic and social-engineering purposes in 
marketing and politics. Narrative is also seen as a cognitive scheme beyond its 
media, that is, literary or historical writings. As Loba (2013) argues, the use of 
narrative in social research methodology emphasizes a multilayered nature of 
how we experience the narrative as it is linked to the individual’s existence in 
various dimensions “sensual and intellectual, esthetic and ethical, cognitive and 
literary” (Loba, 2013, pp. 185–186).

The narrative turn is a consequence of a new approach to language, which 
emphasizes meanings that narrators give to their own experiences. It also results 
from the assumption that our human experience actualizes through language, 
not outside of it. The linguistic nature of social reality, and this reality’s con-
struction based on words carrying concrete (and individually assigned) mean-
ings, are “marginal conditions,” as it were, for the narrative turn in the social 
sciences. As Olga Tokarczuk said in her Nobel Lecture: “The world is a fabric 
we weave daily on the great looms of information, discussions, films, books, 
gossip, little anecdotes. (…) When this story changes, so does the world. In this 
sense, the world is made of words.” (Tokarczuk, 2019)

The question about a narrative research orientation is an ontological ques-
tion, and the way it is answered indicates one’s perspective on how to approach, 
design and conduct research in human and social sciences. This ontological 
question leads to an epistemological one: the question of possibilities, bounda-
ries and ways of our knowing of this particular aspect of reality, which we call 
the human world. Choosing the narrative perspective, we thus always face two 
questions: what the social reality is, and how we can know this reality. When 
making an effort to enter the process of studying the human world or its part, 
each of us must address these two questions, keeping in mind that they are 
eternal disputes or intellectual traditions present in humanities. In the narra-
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tive research perspective, the answer to the ontological question rests on the 
assumption typical for the interpretive sociology: the world investigated by so-
cial sciences is imbued with meaning constituted in everyday-life acts of the 
individual. The answer to the epistemological question rests on the conviction 
that social-scientific interpretation is merely a continuation of the processes of 
understanding, which take place in everyday life. The epistemic objective of 
this approach is to capture acts of interpretation and constitution of meanings 
actualized by the participants of the social world, as well as interpretation of di-
verse constructs constituted through these acts. My inspirations for this kind of 
reflection come from works by authors associated with interpretive sociology: 
Max Weber, Alfred Schütze, Marek Ziółkowski, Marek Czyżewski (Czyżewski 
et al., 1996), philosophers: Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Jürgen Haber-
mas, as well as psychologists: Jerzy Trzebiński, Piotr Oleś and cultural anthro-
pologists like Katarzyna Rosner.

Education is a narrative discipline as its basic concepts, such as educating, 
upbringing and others, are themselves narrative categories. Education as a sci-
ence requires access to a special kind of experience shared by all people: being 
the subject of education, both as educator and educatee. Education is a polyse-
mic and complex term, one that is susceptible to simplifications and ideological 
claims. Difficulties in the study of education result from these very features. We 
need more than a filled-out questionnaire, diagnostic test or observation form to 
address questions: How do I educate? What kind of teacher, parent or adult am I? 
How was I educated? How did my educators (parents, teachers and other signifi-
cant individuals) act upon me? Answering such questions is not possible on the 
basis of indicators, formalized criteria, and objective evidence. Such answers will 
be partial, declarative or wishful, like those we find in many studies that, while 
pretending to be education research, in fact study only our opinions about educa-
tion. However, such answers can be provided on the basis of heard narratives. 
I see education research as a discipline whose specificity and research object be-
come an opportunity and possibility to understand complex conditions of cultural 
and educational crises as well as to overcome them. Narrativity in education as 
well as narrative educational research provide such a chance.

The question of identity belongs to central contemporary issues, includ-
ing those of education field, because the permanent and lifelong construction 
of individual’s identity is among the purposes and tasks of today’s education. 
Therefore, the narrative approach to identity is also important.

Narrative notions of self or identity of the individual demonstrate what 
kinds of experience underlie the effort of making one’s own story of the “self.” 
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These notions show how, despite the changing conditions and circumstances, 
people attempt at sustaining their autobiographical narratives, how they han-
dle critical situations, how they strive to maintain their own stories when their 
fundamental values, convictions and actions are being questioned. A number of 
identity scholars consider the ability to sustain the “self” narrative or story as 
a key condition for identity construction and continuity. The significance of nar-
ratives is closely related to the present change in philosophy and social sciences, 
which acknowledges a  leading status of self, identity and human subject as 
conceptual categories. Identity narratives are narratives that concentrate on how 
people, by telling their biographic stories, construct their identities. Such nar-
ratives focus on “work on identity” under specific institutional, organizational, 
discursive and local cultural contexts. Narrative is thus a lived experience. In this 
approach, what is told and how it is told are both significant aspects. Narrative 
practices are important as it is through them that people engage their (available) 
resources in order to build their recognizable “self.” These narratives are typi-
cally oriented at exploring a commonality of experience. Inspirations for such 
explorations come from philosophers such as Heidegger (2010), Ricoeur (1989) 
and Habermas (1998), psychologists such as Oleś and Straś-Romanowska, and 
sociologists such as Giddens (1991) or Kaufmann (2012; 2013).

Critical narrative research

Criticality of narrative research in education concerns the ability to uncover 
and unveil oppression, hegemony, manipulation and power, and to let stories of 
those subject to those mechanisms be heard. Theoretical inspirations for such 
research can be drawn from a theory of self and community narrative identity 
outlined by MacIntyre (1984) in his book After Virtue, where he points to the 
community origins of our ethnical convictions. Communities in which we live 
are not made of isolated and autonomous individuals. We are born into commu-
nities, socialized within them, and taught the rules of speaking about ourselves, 
about others and about our interpersonal relations. In our communities we take 
actions aimed at us surviving as community members and as the whole commu-
nity whose continuity and permanence we desire and need. Mastering a langu-
age of the community and learning specific narrative ways to speak about the 
past and about the present norms, is the condition for belonging. Narrative prac-
tices of telling one’s own story located in the past, the presence and the future, 
are constitutive for human existence, and they build a non-individualist (that is, 
rooted in the community and related to it) conception of the human person. The 
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notion of  non-individualist refers to the community as a source of our narrative 
practices. MacIntyre suggests that the community-based narrative practices are 
primary, formed by tradition and located in social relations. MacIntyre claims 
there is no other rationality than that which is rooted in community, and each 
specific rationality is typical for the community that produced it within its own 
tradition (Chmielewski, 1996, p. XXXV).

This perspective includes all kinds of intervention and engaged research 
aimed at making the hitherto marginalized voices heard. In the narrative re-
search orientation, not only contents, construction and meanings of narratives 
are of importance, but also their location, that is, structural positioning and 
power of the speaking subject’s “voice.” Narrative engaged research highlights 
voices of individuals or groups, which had been silent, whether this silence 
was an overall marginalization or concerned some specific issue. These aspects 
draw a distinction between narrative orientation in human and social sciences, 
including education, and perspectives traditionally grounded in the positivist 
paradigm. Narrative research focuses on understanding, explaining, modify-
ing, correcting or even changing the institutions, rules and values of the social 
world. The intention to change, or the reason for engagement, always comes 
from a given scholar’s emancipatory claim to deal with injustice, inequality, 
domination or exclusion not only in a descriptive or explanatory way but also 
to facilitate emancipation of the subjugated, inclusion of the marginalized, and 
self-awareness of the “ignorant.” In the critical narrative research approach, 
description, explanation and understanding are deployed in order to make the 
social world more accommodating to those suffering oppression, those subject 
to symbolic power of culture, and those whom some external factors force to 
stay silent. The significance of individual’s narrative was noted by Tokarczuk: 
“What first-person narratives have done for literature and in general for human 
civilization cannot be overestimated—they have completely reworked the story 
of the world, so that it is no longer a place for the operations of heroes and dei-
ties upon whom we can have no influence, but rather a place for people just like 
us, with individual histories.” (Tokarczuk, 2019)

In the context of the narrative turn in education research, it is possible 
to follow a sequence of cognitive, descriptive and interpretative actions. The 
sequence I would like to propose is: Critique – Narrative – Understanding – 
Change. The sequence demonstrates stages each narrative researcher must fol-
low, and it indicates functions and objectives of this kind of inquiry. Each stage 
can be both a component of the research process and its purpose. The critique as 
critical competence, or ability to unveil power dimensions hidden in practices, 



153

Mirosława Nowak-Dziemianowicz  Critical Narrative Research in Education

relations and social situations, enables the narrator to be noticed and heard, and 
it helps to identify modes of oppression and suffering articulated implicitly by 
the narrator. Critique thus understood is a starting point for the change-oriented 
narrative research. It aims at diagnosing nature, essence and scope of the prob-
lem, and allows in-depth insight to the narrator’s experience regardless of the 
location of voice. In other words, the critical approach is essential for the nar-
rative research to identify assumptions, mechanisms, values, ideologies and in-
terests implicit in any mode of power and underlying the actions of individuals, 
groups and communities.

The narrative approach to identity is a way to analyze phenomena, actions, 
relations, behaviors or people. Therefore, the narrative is the next step in this 
methodological sequence. Narrative identity is a  biographic story located in 
time, structured linguistically, dynamic and changeable, that is, constantly built 
and rebuilt, always open and incomplete. In short, narrative is a way to under-
stand people and their relations in the world.

The next step is the understanding, which is both the way of being in the 
world (Heiddeger, 2010) and the objective of all human knowledge. I  agree 
here with Gadamer’s contention that to understand means to find oneself in 
a situation different from when one had not understood. The understanding is 
equally about “self” and about the Other, thus having a relational dimension. 
In Husserl’s account, the understanding of other people is ontic, where we un-
derstand others as subjects sharing with us understanding of objects seen and 
experienced by ourselves (Husserl, 1989). Thus the other is understood through 
ourselves thanks to the shared ways of relating to the surrounding world. Ex-
periencing the other (both as individual or as a group or community) helps me 
understand my own world constituted in mutual agreement with other people – 
this is an important aspect of the narrative educational research. And what could 
be another purpose of educational research aimed at grasping the complex and 
ambiguous process of enculturation as well as constant work on identity, if not 
through understanding?

Narrative as a  self-story, sustained despite the changing conditions, is 
closely linked with the understanding. Rosner (2003) notes both “the sequence 
of events and meanings built upon them” as defining features of the narrative, 
and she argues that an analogy between the narrative and the understanding lies 
in their specific temporality: “the meaning of earlier events is defined by results, 
not otherwise, and the process of understanding encompasses the whole se-
quence at any moment; as long as it is unfinished, it can be subject to profound 
reinterpretation” (Rosner, 2003, p. 7).
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The final stage of the proposed sequence is the change in the situation of an 
individual, a group, a community or an institution under oppression, experienc-
ing exclusion or failure. The change concerns education, schools and teachers 
as well, and it means transformations in human relations towards greater sat-
isfaction, justice, emancipation and conditions fostering development, where 
people are treated as equal subjects, and where an oppressive situation of suffer-
ing is replaced, a critical event turned into a creative one, and a crisis turned into 
a therapeutic opportunity to extend the potential for advancement. The ability to 
transform institutions, relations and behaviors of other people (i.e. everything 
that education is about, both as social practices and a scientific discipline) is 
possible through the indicated sequence: the critique as competence and attitude 
towards social world; the narrative as a way of approaching other people’s ex-
periences, actions and identities; the understanding as both a way of being in the 
world and the objective of study, description and interpretation. In the proposed 
approach, contrary to frequent charges, the narrative educational research is not 
“creative writing,” but a social practice involved in change, and as such highly 
relevant to education as a scientific discipline.

Struggle for recognition as an example of change-oriented critical 
narrative research 

Narrative research concerned with the struggle for recognition is an example 
of the proposed sequence of Critique–Narrative–Understanding–Change. The 
struggle for recognition is both a condition and a possibility to work on one’s 
identity. It might be a way of restoring the threatened and unstable individual 
identity. Then it becomes a highly relevant individual category to describe the 
individual and his or her predicament and actions. The struggle for recognition 
thus becomes a biographic category. Yet it can be treated as a condition for so-
cial change and social development, as it relates to community as well.

As the notions of identity and recognition are interrelated, my own stud-
ies have been grounded in MacIntyre’s (1984) concepts of the individual and 
community narratives. Based on these categories, I argue about the significance 
of identity today and of constant efforts at biographic identity constructions. 
I  place narratives among the consolidating identity practices, that is, actions 
that ensure the individual’s sense of continuity and persistence in the chang-
ing contemporary reality. The narratives I describe and interpret are narratives 
of recognition, which are always individual but accompanied by community 
narratives that provide contexts and meanings to recognition narratives. The 
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notion of links between the individual and the community as reflected upon my 
MacIntyre (1984), is not merely functional for interpreting the narratives. It also 
provides a convincing answer to our contemporary problems (including those 
we face in the Polish context): how and based on what contents, meanings, 
rules, norms and values our identity is built and recognized. The individual and 
community narratives are not only about biographic self-stories, but also our 
ways of being in the world providing us with the existential unity. Regardless of 
the changing circumstances in our lives, whether we succeed or fail at realizing 
our plans, fulfilling our dreams and achieving our goals, our self-narrative is 
what distinguishes me from others and serves as the basis for self-autonomy and 
uniqueness. Self-narratives are the basis for our self-understanding: we are what 
we know about ourselves and what we tell about ourselves. The narrative of our 
community can be characterized in a similar way, as the meanings constitutive 
for our individual identities are grounded in rules, norms, role regulations and 
expectations shared on the level of community. Whether we accept the commu-
nity narrative (and whether it is coherent or single) or not, it determines who we 
are and what we are like. Its meanings become our signposts and the relevant 
context for our choices. But these meanings can also be subject to our refusal, 
dissent or resistance. Regardless of our attitudes towards the contents of our 
community narratives, we cannot avoid relating to these narratives in some way, 
whether accepting, challenging or rejecting them.

I see the recognition (Honneth, 1995) as both a condition for identity con-
struction and a major issue in the individual’s personal work on self-identity 
– his or her need and pursuit. It is necessary for creating one’s sense of au-
tonomy while at the same time maintaining the sense of bonding with others 
and belonging to a community. Deficit of recognition makes people vulnerable 
to manipulation, deprives them of agency and ability to make choices. Such 
deficits can be identified through the adopted critical perspective.

I used four individual narratives and four community narratives to describe 
and interpret the struggle for recognition. The first one is a kind of “road narra-
tive”, where the sense of deficit is a constant biographic problem. The particular 
example in question is a narrative of a Polish Jewish woman who struggles with 
dual identity in that she cannot and does not want to accept her Jewish origins. 
The struggle for recognition takes place on two levels: the woman struggles 
with herself as she is unable to self-recognize and value her descent, and she 
also struggles with her social environment: friends, acquaintances and anyone 
whom she sees as potentially rejecting. This individual narrative is accompa-
nied with the community narrative immersed in complexity of Polish-Jewish re-
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lations marked by positively-valued instances of coexistence, including rescue 
of the Jews by non-Jewish Poles during the Holocaust, but also by the lasting 
antisemitism as a generalized hostility towards “strangers.” This critical narra-
tive exposes oppression, and it enables the understanding of a problem neces-
sary to resolve in order to foster change in the individual and in the community.

The second example of the struggle for recognition is based on narratives 
of mothers and daughters. Drawing on the notion of recognition, psychoana-
lytical theories as well as socio-political categories, I address the questions of 
suffering present in mutual relations of mothers and daughters: its individual, 
psychological and cultural sources, and possibilities to overcome it or minimize 
its effects. Therefore, I examine possibilities of change, starting from the critical 
approach and in-depth interpretation of the narratives. The critical perspective 
allows exposing individual and community instances of oppression and, based 
on the understanding of the nature and effects of this oppression, it opens up 
possibilities of change aimed at reducing the deficit of recognition.

The third example is based on marital narratives. In the contemporary 
world of individualism, the intimacy of the relationship has become one of the 
most crucial values. However, at the same time, this value is highly problem-
atic. Interpretation of this kind of struggle for recognition reveals dangers and 
traps of symbolic violence to which women are often subject. It also shows 
what can be done to avoid it. The sequence for inquiry here is, again: criticality, 
the narrative listened to and interpreted, the understanding and change. On the 
individual level, the change means acting against symbolic violence, while on 
the social level it is a justification for an emancipatory social project.

The fourth and last example concerns the experience of contempt, which 
Honneth sees as a  result of the refusal to recognize. I  analyze this extreme, 
liminal experience on the basis of narratives provided by persons who had been 
subject to sexual harassment as children. I treat this inquiry as the educational 
researcher’s commitment to give voice to those who suffer, and whose suffering 
is not their fault; those who cannot constructively build their own biographies 
and develop their self-identities. The critical perspective opens up here to the 
experience treated as a social taboo; the understanding enables the struggling 
individuals and the denying community to face the problem; and the change 
means liberating the victims of abuse from the trajectory of suffering.

I think the Critique–Narrative–Understanding–Change sequence can serve 
as a valuable research approach relevant to contemporary issues.
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Conclusions

The struggle for recognition in narratives can be a beginning or a form of so-
cial change towards a community constituting an alternative to the oppressive 
neoliberal social order. Such a community might replace the dominant power 
of the market, money, profitability and efficiency legitimized by the language 
of economics. The community might enable each individual and group to build 
the relations of recognition and achieve a life that would be satisfactory as it 
would be based not only on the material good but also on spiritual, existential, 
emotional and inter-subjective notions of human well-being. A happy life does 
not have to be grounded in the rules of economics. It can draw from the princi-
ples of the good life shared by the many; the life with others. Only the other’s 
presence gives us what is most precious to us, and relevant to our identity and 
self-esteem: it gives us recognition. At the same time, individual self-narratives 
do not have to isolate us from other people. This is Tokarczuk’s concern when 
she says: “We have determined that this type of individualized point of view, 
this voice from the self, is the most natural, human and honest, even if it does 
abstain from a broader perspective. Narrating in the first person, so conceived, 
is weaving an absolutely unique pattern, the only one of its kind; it is having 
a sense of autonomy as an individual, being aware of yourself and your fate. Yet 
it also means building an opposition between the self and the world, and that 
opposition can be alienating at times.” (Tokarczuk, 2019) Making the communi-
ty narrative heard enables this opposition to be understood better, and perhaps, 
I hope, even overcome it. Critical listening, describing and understanding of the 
individual and community narratives, opens the way to change by realizing it is 
needed, possible and achievable.
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