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Walter Fisher, rhetorical and critical theorist at the Annenberg School of Communication at the University of Southern California, developed the Narrative Paradigm, stating that people are naturally storytellers and that they are more likely to use stories (narratives) rather than traditional reasoning and logic when they form opinions and make decisions.  He explains that stories have their own logic and rationality that make them successful or less than successful.  The more a story contains the elements of narrative rationality, the more likely the story is to be persuasive (1985, 1987).  Indeed Fisher contends that stories and narrative logic permeate all aspects of human life.


I have seen many examples of the validity of Fisher’s views, and one of the most cogent was the role that narratives played in  a six-week workshop that I participated in.  This workshop was sponsored by the National Council for Community and Justice.  The Council was founded in 1927 to fight bias, bigotry, and racism in America. The goal of NCCJ is to promote understanding and respect among all races, religions and cultures through advocacy, conflict resolution and education. In order to achieve this goal the NCCJ works to transform communities through institutional change and by empowering leaders so that all people will have access to America’s opportunities and be included in its promise.


Race relations in the United States contain milestones of improvement: the integration of the armed forces in the 1940s, Jackie Robinson’s historic entry into professional sports in 1947, the desegregation of public schools in the 1950s, the establishment of African-American stars in all types of entertainment, the growing numbers of African-American men and women in broadcasting and politics, and most recently the election of Barack Obama, America’s first black president.  Even so, it would not be accurate to say that racial misunderstanding does not exist in this tenth year of the twenty first century.  Nor are racial differences limited to black/white.  The United States has many other ethnic and racial groups:  Hispanic, Asian, Native American, and people from countries from every continent.  The US is indeed a pot-pourri of people.


Many Americans encounter racial and ethnic differences and their effects in their everyday lives.  In social and professional settings people are likely to avoid discussing these differences because often they need to address other goals, particularly in the work place, and often they do not want to introduce topics that could cause divisiveness.   While there is merit in maintaining social harmony, people lose the opportunity to understand someone else’s perspective and thereby to understand them more clearly.  


Some attempts have been made to foster open multiracial discussions about race, and one of these attempts has been developed by the National Conference on Community and Justice.   Its Study Circles Resource Center developed and produced discussion programs that have been adapted for use by high school and junior high school students, by college students, and by people in neighborhoods and communities.  This paper focuses on this program based on my participation as part of my college community of faculty and staff and the important part played by narratives in the contributions of the participants.
The NCCJ Program “Facing Racism in a Diverse Nation”



The program, “Facing Racism in a Diverse Nation,” is divided into six discussion sessions, with one discussion session per week.  When I participated in the six sessions and the follow-up session a few months later, I noted that much of our interaction was based on narration, that we shared our experiences and our general views about race relations in the form of stories rather than opinions and statistics.  I also was continually reminded of Walter Fisher’s observations on the power of narrative and of narrative thinking. Space limitations preclude covering every narrative that occurred, so I will give an overview of each of the six sessions and provide a representative narrative for each.  
Session One:  Making  Connections


In this session the program and the participants are introduced and the guidelines for the six week program are presented.  During this session the participants are asked to share their experiences with racism or discrimination and to state how they think others see race relations today and how racial problems can be addressed.  Unsurprisingly, peoples’ experiences were told as narratives, but so were their thoughts on the nature of race relations and how they can be improved.  One of the compelling narratives focused on addressing racism.  A young black woman who works in our student services department illustrated the adage that when you are excluded it is better to respond positively by drawing a bigger circle to include everyone than to respond negatively.  She could have stated the adage and supported it with reasons; but instead she told of the time when only the white children in her elementary school class were invited to the birthday party given by one of the white children.  She told of how she found that she had been excluded and how she felt.  She continued by telling us that when it was her birthday she celebrated it in class and her mother baked cupcakes and brought refreshments for all of the children.  Her story concluded with a description of how much all of the children – black and white – enjoyed the party.

Session Two:  Our Ethnic Backgrounds and Racism


This session is built on case studies.  Fourteen short situations are briefly described, for example:  


Case 7:  A loan officer at a local bank often refuses to make loans to people of color.  This happens even when they have good credit ratings.



Case 12:  An Asian American student feels pressure from teachers and other students.   They expect her to be at the top of her class in every subject.


In our session, as the participants discussed the case studies, they developed the studies in the form of narratives, usually to exemplify the problems being focused upon in the study.  I offered a story relevant to Case 12.  I once had an Asian student in a class where some of the assignments were done in groups.  She was very quiet and had not made any friends; however, a month into the semester, as the groups were forming, the members of two of the groups “competed” to get her to join their group.  Two or three weeks later the members of the group she joined complained to me that she was lazy and unreliable.  I asked why they had been so eager to choose her, and their answer was that she was Asian and they thought she would be a hard worker.  The group and I tried to motivate this student, but she was looking for an “easy ride” and we were unsuccessful.  The members of her group felt that they had been cheated, when really they were harvesting the results of their stereotypical thinking.  This was a good opportunity for me and the group to discuss stereotypes, both positive and negative, and their effect on our interactions and decisions.  

Session 3:  Our Unequal Nation


This session includes statistics about socioeconomic issues such as household income, home ownership, and unemployment; it also includes an activity that explores these aspects and others for each program participant (e.g., “If your teachers were from the same racial or ethnic background as you, take one step forward,” “If you were ever called names because of your race or ethnic culture, take one step back.”).  At first the activity requires just a simple response, namely stepping forward or stepping backward, but as soon as the activity was completed participants wanted to elaborate on some of the items, to say more.  Their additional comments took the form of narratives.  For example, one white participant from Texas told of how she had made several black friends during high school.  She described these friendships and continued her story by telling of some of the negative names she was called by some white students.  She then told of her uncertainty about how to respond to the name callers and her concern that her black friends would hear the names.  She was worried about the effects on her friendships.  Additionally, she didn’t want to tacitly accept the name calling by doing nothing about it, but she also didn’t want to escalate the problem.  She concluded her story by telling us that she chose to avoid the issue as much as she could, how she went out of her way to avoid the name callers, and how she tried to forget what they had called her.

Session Four::  Why Do Inequities Exist?


This session is built around two activities.  The first presents eight viewpoints for discussion, e.g. “Viewpoint 1 “Pop Culture and the media show negative stereotypes of different groups.”  During these activities people not only expressed their opinions and presented facts to support these opinions, they also reinforced their opinions with short narratives.  For example, several people supported their opinions with plot summaries – narratives – of films that did indeed present negative stereotypes of different groups, specifically blacks.  A common plot in these narratives was how black males were drawn into the world of gangs and drugs and the damage it did to them and their families.  This is not a motion picture genre that appeals to me so I don’t know much about it, but I was impressed with the similarity of the plots of the films in this genre.  These plots, these stories, are sad and desperate.

Session 5:  Looking at Our Community


This session provides guidelines for creating a “report card” for the community; these guidelines include education, employment, criminal justice, leadership, social services, media, health care, and public works.  Our discussion groups focused on the college community and on the city where we are located (Springfield, Massachusetts).   After creating the report cards we discussed approaches that could be taken to bring about positive changes and how these approaches could be put into effect.  Finally, we visualized what our community would be like after these changes were made.  During this session  I was impressed with the number of narratives that were evoked by the health care component of our community.  In Massachusetts a law was recently passed that requires that everyone have health insurance.  It is a well-intentioned law, but it has created financial problems for employers and employees in that anyone who doesn’t buy health insurance is subject to a fine.  I heard several stories about the hardships this law created for the participants in our discussion group and for their friends and relatives.  One compelling story was about a family that had to make sacrifices in their food and clothing budgets in order to pay their health insurance bills.  When the mother went to a social services agency to file paper work that would lower the family’s monthly premiums, she had to give up a day’s wages to deal with the state bureaucracy and lose money that she and her family needed.  

Session 6:  Moving to Action


In this final session we listed long term and short term actions we could take to improve our communities.  We determined how we would actually engage in these actions.  One of the ideas for strengthening our college community was to compile a cook book that would feature an recipe from each contributor’s ethnic background, along with a picture of the contributor and a paragraph about the recipe.  This cook book would give everyone in our campus community an opportunity to introduce themselves and to share something from their ethnic backgrounds.  Food can be a bridge to intercultural understanding, it can open doors.  In our discussions about the cook book, called The Melting Pot, and in the submissions that we have received it is interesting that many of the paragraphs contain brief narratives.  For example, some recipes are part of holiday celebrations, sometimes particularly memorable celebrations from a person’s childhood.
Follow-up session


When we met several months after the program was over and recalled what we had done, many of our remembrances were the retelling of the stories we had shared, and some remembrances were narratives of particular sessions or segments of sessions.  The creation of our cook book project was recalled and described as a narrative which began with the initial idea and concluded with statements of its current progress.

Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm

We could ask why there were so many narratives in this six week program.  Of course, some of the activities and topics leant themselves to narratives, but some seemed to be directed more toward opinion, reasoning and argumentation.  Walter Fisher would tell us that people are essentially storytellers who form opinions and make decisions on the basis of connections and good reasons rather than on the basis of logic and formal arguments.  Fisher would say that people respond to stories and characters that they can connect with.  He would say that while formal logic and argumentation present one kind of rationality, narratives have their own kind of rationality and this narrative rationality has two bases:  coherence and fidelity.


According to Fisher, a story is coherent if it hangs together without holes or loose ends, it is coherent if everything fits together.  He describes three important kinds of coherence: structural, material, and character.  First, a story is structurally coherent if it flows, if its chronology makes sense.  Many of us have heard stories that are structurally incoherent when someone tells a joke and delivers the punch line before relating important parts of the story that lead up to the punch line.  Next, a story is materially coherent if it is congruent with stories that are similar to it.  We see this often in films when we expect there to be a happy ending, that the evil characters lose and the good characters win.  When this doesn’t happen, we feel that something has gone wrong and the story needs to be adjusted in order for there to be an appropriate conclusion.  Finally, a story has character coherence if the characters are believable.  They should have traits that are compatible with each other and their actions should not contradict their traits.  A character who tramples the rights and feelings of everyone else is not coherent if he/she makes a significant personal sacrifice to further someone else’s well-being unless this character has undergone a clearly depicted change in values.


According to Fisher, a story has the second requirement of narrative rationality if it has fidelity, which means that it is rings true with the hearers’ experiences and values.  For some people, science fiction does not have fidelity because they cannot connect its settings with the settings they have experienced in their own lives.  They consider it to be “unreal.”   Other people focus on the values rather than the settings contained in science fiction narratives and can connect with these values.  For them science fiction has fidelity.


When we apply Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm to the stories that were told in the six-week NCCJ program, we can see why people often used narratives instead of logical arguments and reasoning.  Let’s look, for example, at the situation in the first session that produced the adage that when people don’t include you instead of reacting negatively you should draw a bigger circle and include them.  This message was conveyed more effectively as a narrative rather than stating the adage and supporting it with reasons.  First, everyone can remember times when they were not included and how they felt about being not included; thus this narrative has character coherence.   Second, it has material coherence because many of us can remember times when we could have reacted negatively to a hurtful situation but chose instead to react positively or acted negatively and later regretted it.  Finally, the story has structural coherence because it was well-told in chronological order.

When we look at the story about the Asian student who did not exhibit the behavior of the stereotypically industrious Asian student, we see another narrative that has both coherence and fidelity.  It has character coherence because we can remember times when we formed impressions based on stereotypes, and it has character coherence because the stereotype of the hard-working Asian student is wide-spread.  It has material coherence because most of us can recall a time when we acted upon a stereotype only to find that we made a bad decision because the stereotype was not true in our situation.  Additionally, the story was told in a clear, chronological order, giving it structural coherence.  Finally, our familiarity with stereotypes both accurate and inaccurate gives the story fidelity.  Indeed, the stories that were told in this six week session were useful and impressive because they all had coherence and fidelity.  

The themes of the two stories discussed here, as well as the themes of many of the other stories, were critical yet positive.  Many described a problem resulting from racially and ethnically based attitudes, continued with a positive action that was taken (instead of a negative action), and concluded with a positive outcome.  Most of the narratives were in effect lessons that promoted realistic, productive ways to address racial and ethnic problems.  Even those stories that left problems unsolved elicited possible solutions from the listeners.  For example, in response to narratives about the media’s frequent depiction of destructive images of life in the black community, several listeners offered stories of their own about how they and their friends had protected their children from these images.  In short, the narratives and the responses that wove together this six week workshop said clearly:  “We see the problems and we can work to fix them.”  It was a strong message built on the stories of the participants.

The NCCJ program described in this paper and similar programs are targeted toward overcoming obstacles to interracial and intercultural communication.  Their success indicates stories of actual experiences can be effective in helping to overcome obstacles to communication between different groups of people.  While we may come from different backgrounds, basically we are all story tellers.
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