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The Self and its Constructions: A Narrative Faith in the Postmodern World
by
Barbara J. Socor, Ph.D.

Introduction

""What [is] meant is continuously being reframed by what is...said" (Edward E. Sampson,
1985, p.1207).

By now it has become somewhat of a commonplace to assert that “truth is relative,” that "it all
depends on your point of view." This fundamental contingency may perhaps owe its initial
origins to Einstein's insights into the nature of things physical, and has been a feature of what
Louis Sass (1994) has referred to as the “philosophy of as-if” since the early twentieth century,
but it has only more recently taken up a somewhat belated but enthusiastic intellectual residence
in the social sciences, where the once certain "facts" -personal as well as historical- yield to the
seeming paradox of "variable truth," of "mutable meaning." Where the self was once conceived
as a permanent and consistently recognizable a priori originator of meaning it has, in its
postmodern incarnation, shed any Platonic pretensions to essentialism, relinquishing authorship
of ideas to become itself an idea; indeed, an idea for a story whose veridicality is not nearly so
significant as its coherence. In this view, it may be said of the "truth" of the self that it is not
unlike the elephant and the blind men seeking to puzzle its nature, it "all depends...."

Increasingly, the "real" has come to resemble the fictive, at least insofar as we are willing to
see the same principles of construction- e.q., temporality, intention, direction- at play in the
telling of our lives that we recognize in the telling of a lucid and compelling narrative tale. Self
understanding and social understanding are, in this view, elaborated conceits. That such
understandings -even and especially of our own being- are not taken as metaphysical facts but
social, or literary, constructions is a fundamental tenet of postmodern theory which has given rise
to the view that the self is neither a stable nor an intrinsic entity but is, instead, the chronicle
which emerges from coherently connecting -and thus imbuing with meaning- otherwise discrete
and disparate events. The very concept of an unchanging and personal self which lays claim to
ontological or epistemological priority is itself a postmodern fiction, a grand and socially useful
narrative tale of the individual (rugged or otherwise). Rather than granting pre-linguistic status to
the self, postmodern sensibility asserts the discursive nature of personal identity, born of what
Ricoeur (1984) refers to as "emplotment," whereby events -themselves more in the nature of the
contingent than the idiosyncratic- become personal through narrative reflection upon them. For
"to make a plot is already to make the intelligible spring from the accidental, the universal from
the singular, the necessary or probable from the episodic" (Ricoeur, 1984, p.41).

The inherent instability of the self, and the social context which supports it, bequeathed by
the postmodern deconstructions of epistemological certainty, has left its intellectual mark upon
the psychotherapeutic endeavor as surely as it has upon social theory generally. One thinks of
Donald Spence's (1982) influential work, Narrative Truth and Historical Truth (but one might
well consult Roy Schafer (1976) or Jerome Bruner (1986) among many others) as a fitting
exemplar of the trend in analytic work toward seeing truth as possessing at least one other sense



beyond the empirical. Decidedly, with respect to the hermeneutic exercise that is the analytic
hour, "truth" is more a matter of consensual creation than it is of recovering lost actualities. More
the acknowledgement of a congress of discourse than the privileging of executive monologue.
Indeed, in the Foreward to a later work by Spence (1987), Bruner observes that "interpretation
never achieves univocal understanding, and certainly it does not discover 'causes.' Whether it is
interpretation in psychoanalysis, in the law, in literature, in history, what it requires for its
success is multiple perspective..." (p. Xiv).

It is the purpose of this essay to explore elements of the postmodern sensibility as it has
taken shape in contemporary social thought under the general rubric of social constructionist
theory. We will explore how this theoretical perspective informs an understanding of the social
world and the self embedded within it. Underscoring the idea of conceptual indeterminacy, we
will examine its impact upon views of personal identity and endeavor to tease out some of the
more salient implications of the shift from certain to uncertain and central to "decentralized"
selves. Finally, we will undertake to consider what the postmodern perspective may suggest for
how we can usefully and indeed, actually, "know" our constructed and fictive selves in the
absence of stable and authoritative referents. I will conclude by suggesting that narrative,
precisely in its paradoxical possession of the very essential and intrinsic elements that
postmodernism eschews, may serve as a viable methodology of self understanding.

Rather than undertake a review of the many theoretical contributions to the constructionist
position, I have selected some of the work of Kenneth Gergen (1985, 1990, 1991, 1997) as
reasonably emblematic of this point of view. Doing so, I believe, offers some degree of
(narrative) coherence, or "smoothing," which may artificially suggest a greater degree of
uniformity among theorists than is actually the case, but it has the virtue his way is, for
illustrative purposes, a favored, if somewhat circumscribed narrative.

Self-Made
""While it is possible to say that man has a nature, it is more significant to say that man
constructs his own nature, or more simply, that man produces himself" (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966, p. 49).

Kenneth Gergen (1985, 1990, 1991 1997), whose introduction of social constructionist
ideas to psychology has contributed significantly to the evolution of thinking in the field, is one
of a growing number of social theorists who is exploring the constructed and social nature of
psychic identity (see, for example, David Carr, 1997; George Rosenwald1988a, 1988b;
Rosenwald and Ochberg, 1992; Edward Sampson, 1985, 1988, 1989; Louis Sass, 1994). In what
follows we shall track the broad outlines of Gergen's thought as he pursues the self into the
deconstructed world of the post modern, asserting with increasing clarity not only that the self is
a product of the social arrangements which support it, but that the nature of those supports
themselves are increasingly multiple and fragmentary; temporary and without depth. Viewed
from the perspective of the social constructionist movement even "the mind becomes a form of
social myth; [and] the self-concept is removed from the head and placed within the sphere of
social discourse" (Gergen, 1985, p. 271).



The idea that there is a fundamental human nature which rests in statu nascendi from the
outset is precisely what Gergen (1985) undertakes to challenge. Indeed, it shall be his essential
argument that the "nature" of persons is highly plastic and reliant for its distinct character upon
social forces. Who we are, in this view, is not so much an epigenetic as it is a socially constituted
event. Indeed, from a constructionist perspective "what is taken to be psychological
process...becomes a derivative of social interchange...[and] the explanatory locus of human
action shifts from the interior region of the mind to the processes and structure of human
interaction" (Gergen, 1985, p. 271). But what is social constructionism, and what has it to do
with the concept of self?

Broadly speaking, social constructionism is a distinct orientation toward knowledge; an
epistemological model which asserts that what is known, and the manner in which discourse
about the known (and the unknown) is undertaken, is an artifact -i.e., a construction- derived
from dialogue conducted in the public, which is to say the social, arena. In a second, and more
tightly focused sense social constructionist theory is concerned with specifying the particular
psychological processes by which people are able to describe, explain, or generally to account
for, their world and themselves -i.e., their selves. Indeed, the idea of self, like all other ideas
when understood from a social constructionist point of view, is circumscribed by, and arises as
an effect of, the particular social context within which it is elaborated.

Clearly, social constructionism represents a distinct paradigmatic challenge to more
traditional modes of conceptualizing informed by the empiricist heritage. Engaged in the pursuit
of knowledge through observation, this latter method of inquiry is committed to precisely what
constructionism questions. That is, to the fundamental assumption that there are objective
actualities in the world independent of their subjective observer which, furthermore, are
discoverable if the principles of a rigorous rationality are properly applied.

Quite to the contrary, the social constructionist view holds that all things, including what it
means to be human and to be a "self," are contingent. There is, from this perspective, no pre-
existent human nature which shapes the world, let alone any set of objective criteria for
discovering that nature. Indeed, such "explanatory" criteria themselves, the constructionist
argues, are derived from, and thus explained by, the particular history and culture which shaped
them. All knowledge is conditional; all selves provisional.

This is not to say that society, culture, history itself, is devoid of a certain "realness."
Rather, and despite the fact that, as Max Weber (1947) observes, "both for sociology...and for
history, the object of cognition is the subjective meaning- complex of action," (p. 101, emphasis
added) it remains that society does possess a (f)actual character. This defining duality -that
society is a composite of subjective activities and objective facts- is, in fact, the starting point for
Berger and Luckmann's seminal treatise on the social origins of knowledge, The Social
Construction of Reality (1966); a work to which, as Gergen (1985) notes, the contemporary
social constructionist movement is intimately linked. In this work the authors explore the process
by which subjective meanings come to possess the character of what they refer to as "objective
facticity.”

Habits of Mind



Briefly, and in much simplified form, Berger and Luckmann (1966) contend that
"humanness is socio-culturally variable" (p. 49, emphasis added), and thus can adopt any of a
number of "actual" forms, and "true" natures. And these essentially subjective entities -i.e.,
human beings, or selves, like other ideas and behaviors- become "facticities" by a process of
"habitualization", or routinizing of behaviors and casting them into patterns. This "regularizing,"
Berger and Luckmann note, is a necessary precursor to institutionalizing. That is to say, making
selected behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs publicly accepted verities; objective and actual.

Thus we observe that facts, indicating things which have actual existence, and which are
experienced as entities or events separate from their human observers, are themselves
constructed and institutionalized products. And that these reifications come to direct, to control,
indeed to dictate, the "right" and "true" way to think, behave, and be, is the result of a perceived
exteriority which adheres to those products of social interaction which have attained the status of
"real"(ity) by virtue of a kind of preferential repetition.

Reality, the authors thus assert, is a humanly, that is, a socially and subjectively-
constructed state, and regardless of how imposing and objective it may seem, it yet remains a
humanly produced objectivity; the outcome of oft repeated sets of social behaviors which
become accepted as institutionalized -i.e., "correct"- ways of being. And this institutional world
which we recognize as reality, and our "true" selves within it, are "the externalized products of
human activity...In other words, despite the objectivity that marks the social world in human
experience, it does not thereby acquire an ontological status apart from the human activity that
produced it" (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, pp. 60-61). We create - and recreate- ourselves along
with our ever changing realities; it is distinctly human; it is what we do.

Contingency Rules

Building upon Berger and Luckmann's (1966) work, Gergen (1985), as we have suggested,
undertakes to explore the processes by which the mind apprehends the world and itself; and he
concludes, in the tradition of his theoretical predecessors, that "what is taken to be psychological
process...[here] becomes a derivative of social interchange. The explanatory locus of human
action shifts from the interior region of the mind to the processes and structure of human
interaction" (p. 271). That is, the contents which constitute the idea of mind are not a collection
of privately formulated thoughts, composed within some hidden but certain core of being, but
rather are publicly regularized ways of understanding.

As an epistemological approach than, social constructionism, its concepts, its bodies of
knowledge and ways of knowing, depend for their meaning and perceived truth value upon
"communities of shared intelligibility" (Gergen, 1985 p. 273). Such communities are not
frivolous intellectual fads, hawking different ideas on different days; rather, they serve as a kind
of conceptual zeitgeist through which the broad normative rules that govern the shape and
direction of thinking are conceived. Indeed, such communities of shared views are the
foundational institutions of all stable social entities. The point of social constructionism is not
that "anything goes," but rather that "everything is contingent"; not that there are no rules, but
that the rules that do exist are decidedly "historically and culturally situated" (Gergen, 1985, p.



273) rather than essential verities metaphysically located, and as such are eminently prone to
potentially endless revisions.

Social constructionist implications for a revised understanding of the self are, I think, both
clear and radical. If concepts are reliant upon the variable constructions of diverse cultures and
historical moments, than psychological conceptions of what it is to be a person, and even
whether there are individual psychological persons -selves- at all is surely an open question.
Gergen (1985) makes just this kind of point when he refers, for example, to the work of Philippe
Aries (1960), whose exploration of the variety of concepts of the child which have existed across
history illustrate, among other things, the paradox that immutable notions mutate in the crucible
of time.

Granting the idea of self, the ontological origins of that self are equally challenged by this
perspective, inviting us to contemplate the socially constructed sources of commonplace
assumptions about identity. Here, self is a communal idea, fashioned between people, and reliant
upon discourse; not an idiosyncratic invention elaborated in interiority and prefigured by innate
potential. The subjectively certain and unified Cartesian self, already conceptually separated
from all that is "non-self," "not-subject but object" - i.e., -all res externa- -itself becomes divided,
decentered and separated from its own subjectivity by the Freudian unconscious, and is here, as a
construction, fully destabilized by multiplicity; by the conceptual implication that what can be
constructed can be deconstructed and reconstructed some other way. If ideas are more a matter of
perspective than of permanency, than surely the idea of many selves broadly conceived can
replace the idea of one self deeply felt.

It is precisely to this concept of manyness, reflected in a host of intellectual developments
during the mid and latter parts of the twentieth century, including the hermeneutic and
deconstructionist movements, that Gergen (1990, 1991) turns in seeking an explanation for what,
in his view, is a fundamentally altered experience and understanding of the self.

Technologies and the Self
"The self...is not an organic thing that has a specific location...it is a dramatic effect arising
diffusely from the scene that is presented..." (Goffman, 1959, p. 253).

Modern thought, shaped by the experiences of mastery and apparent progress which
typified the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was characterized by a fundamental
belief in the ultimate discoverability of causes, and the associated assumption that there were
distinct, singular causes "out there," awaiting disclosure.

In what Gergen (1990), among others (see, for example, Sass, 1994) refers to as the
"postmodern turn,” these intellectual foundations were profoundly shaken as the way in which
the world was known underwent a kind of conceptual revolution. Gergen (1990, 1991) attributes
this revolution, in which certainty was traded for contingency, and progress for perspective, to
the “technological achievements of the past century [which] have produced a radical shift in our
exposure to each other” (Gergen, 1991, p.xi). As a result of this increasing ability to reach other -
and quite different- selves over vast distances by radio, telephone, television, satellite, and the



Internet we have become, Gergen (1991) contends, socially over-stimulated. We are, as it were,
perpetually "online."

Multiple Personalities

It is in The Saturated Self that Gergen (1991) employs the social constructionist argument to
what he sees as the current instance of the (social) transformation of the "modern self" into
"postmodern selves."

Once, (upon a time) sociocultural variables such as small and essentially permanent
communities, in which neighbors remained the same over a lifetime, and the number of
"significant others" was necessarily limited by seemingly illimitable space, affirmed the view
that selves had recognizable and enduring characteristics which, like the communities in which
they were reared, persisted over time. And once, because the number of different points of view
one was exposed to, and the number of "truths" one had to consider, was confined to the distance
one could travel to the next neighbor, or even the regularity with which the local newspaper
arrived carrying its own version of the world outside, who one was -or that one was- rarely
became the subject of challenge. The self was knowable and largely stable, reflecting the
predominant social conditions of life through perhaps the mid twentieth century. Those
conditions, and the self concept supported by them, Gergen (1991) argues, have been radically
altered by emerging technologies, which have brought the seemingly endless diversity of the
world, and its myriad, and frequently cacophonous voices, into the homes and the consciousness
of people with increasing frequency and ease.

Just as a fundamental sameness and a kind of psychic "hush" imposed by unbridgeable
distances defined a self which was the same over time and deeply, even silently, interior; so now
has technological capacity spanned all distance, rendering it virtually irrelevant. What was a
recognizable and uniform world which encouraged an introspective contemplation and a
conversation with one's own (separate) self has been quite literally transformed so that
uniformity yields to diversity and silence to ceaseless colloquy. Where there was social and
political individuality -and a concomitant psychological singularity of identity- there is an
increasingly communal society and polity giving rise, Gergen (1991) maintains, to its
psychological counterpart in identities, collective selves and a community of equally "true"
voices. And where there was isolation there is ever present and immediate-although often short
lived- opportunity for relationship and connection, and the notion of singular causes leading in
inexorable linear fashion to identifiable effects is eroding in the wake of a technical ability to
construct and deconstruct endless causes to any effect one may conceive. And of course, the idea
of self is inevitably altered as people absorb the voices and even the lives, of once mysterious
and unknowable "others."

Indeed, it is Gergen's (1991) essential thesis that the immediacy of so many varied voices
and views has created a kind of "social saturation" of the self; a fragmenting of formerly
coherent conceptions which "corresponds to a multiplicity of incoherent and disconnected
relationships" (Gergen, p. 7) characterizing a postmodern world. The availability of so many
"ways of being,” of so many avenues to relationship, is compelling, even seductive. The (siren)
call(s) of the (many) other(s) bid one "try out" some of the countless roles, and don some of the



sundry guises that are so accessible as alternative "lifestyles.” This sense of playing a role, which
in Gergen's view has begun to supplant an increasingly anachronistic sense of a fixed and
locatable personal identity, itself yields at last to what he has referred to as a "relational self."

Gergen (1991) envisions this transformation from an essential to a relational self as a
phased development in which each of three stages describes the movement from a modern to a
postmodern sensibility. As Gergen fully elaborates this conversion in his own work, we shall
reproduce it here only schematically, in order to suggest the manner in which he asserts that the
(re)conceptualization of the self has followed the (re)conceptualization of the sociocultural
world.

The Self and its Social Transformations
"Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the same' (M. Foucault, 1976, p. 17).
Thus, the undermining -or as the epistemology would have it, the deconstruction- of the

modern formulation of self begins in what Gergen (1991) has referred to as the stage of
"strategic manipulation" . Here, social saturation has disrupted traditional ways of understanding
oneself. As one is increasingly faced with new relationships and their attendant demands for new
behavior, for new "ways of being," a steadfast sense of just who one is is shaken, particularly as
formerly confirming cues from face-to -face relationships increasingly give way to impersonal
and relatively short lived forms of contact. Here, individuals find themselves, with much
discomfort, "playing roles to achieve social gains" (Gergen, p. 147). It is interesting to note that
this initial stage is designated "manipulative" precisely because it is largely describing the
"modern self-experience" in which there was -is- still a conception of the self as actual, so
rendering the feeling associated with the adoption of different roles as exploitative. Thus does
Gergen observe that "the sense of self as strategic manipulator derives...from the modernist
context, in which real, authentic selves existed...and to act in any other way was a form of
forgery or deceit" (p. 150). Over time, however, the accumulation of such "manipulations"
erodes the modernist confidence in an intrinsic -an essential- self, conceding the (psychic) field
to what Gergen has termed the stage of the “pastiche personality.”

In this second stage "the individual experiences a form of liberation from essence" (Gergen,
1991, p. 147); a release from the constraints of singular identity which permit one to actually
enjoy the varieties of self experience now available. At this juncture the implied sense of
discomfort and superficiality associated with the "manipulator" are abandoned in favor of an
optimism affiliated with the vast possibilities now at hand. Indeed, once the compunction to
discover a "true and enduring self" is abandoned "life becomes a candy store for one's
developing appetites" (Gergen, p. 150).

The Self, Inc.

In a third and final phase a fully postmodern sensibility dominates self understanding. Here,
any remnants of a modernist attachment to individuality and autonomy are surrendered, as is the
notion of a real, or actual, self. To paraphrase Sampson (1988a) in this regard, the self "is a
sociocultural rather than a natural event" (p. 18), and (social and psychological) reality becomes
a matter of relationship. Indeed, it is relationship which determines the nature of the self. As the
former shifts, so too does the latter. Here, it seems apparent, rests the fundamental challenge to



traditional formulations of the self. Here, notions of autonomy, individuality, and even and
especially the Cartesian axiom of the singular subject as the center of knowledge, are all placed
in conceptual jeopardy.

In a relational world there is no single center of knowing; nor is there a knower, nor even a
body of knowledge. The "canon" is blasted, and the fragments are free radicals playfully
attaching -i.e., "relating"- in endlessly recombinant forms. And the self itself, having arrived at a
postmodern incarnation, becomes the kaleidoscopic product of perpetually coalescing fragments;
new relationships yielding new selves. And the selves which are thus constructed -and
deconstructed and reconstructed as "other" selves- refer to no actual entity. The construction is
now the thing wherein we shall glimpse -though never capture- the character of being. And
because there is no (ultimate or final) referent -i.e., no core self to which we attribute veridicality
-all (linguistic) signifiers are, in their Saussaurian sense, set free to respeak, and thus remake, the
self, such that the certain is made ambiguous and the essential irrelevant.

And finally, in a fully relational reality, the "old modern" idea of private (psychological)
property is forsaken for incorporation; for a joint partnership with all others. For if there is no
longer an actual self which is "mine" alone then the constructions of self and the roles fulfilled
cannot be conceived of as belonging to a "me", or an "1." They are, rather, contextual creations,
and the generic role of the "I" is "that of a participant in a social process that eclipses one's
personal being" (Gergen, 1991, p. 156). And the nature of that participation is subject to change
as the character of relationships change. The self here possesses no achieved and final identity,
does not persist over time, and clearly bears no conceptual or experiential ties to the idea that "a
sense of ego identity...is the accrued confidence that the inner sameness and continuity prepared
in the past are matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning for others..." (Erikson,
1950, p. 261, emphases added). In a postmodern world, contingency replaces permanence and
confidence is undone by context. The essence of the (idea of) self is bound to no immutable
referent; no longer a potential waiting to unfold, the postmodern self is rather a role in eternal
rewrite.

Perpetual Presences

"One of the schools in Tlon...reasons that the present is undefined, that the future
has no other reality than as present hope, that the past is no more than present
memory'" (Jorge Luis Borges, p. 25).

The ease with which one may slip from role to role, character to character describes, |
would suggest, something in the nature of the self as impersonator. For in adopting many roles
there is the assertion that none is permanent nor fundamentally defining; that all are equally true
and equally exchangeable pretensions.

Surely, if all forms of human being are possible, no singular form of being can easily claim
ascendancy and the self is not constrained to be any one identifiable person, but is free to play at
portrayal. Thus, impersonation replaces confirmation as a source of identity, and the self's
(modern) existential anguish at the loss of personal authenticity is superseded by its
(postmodern) appropriation of an impartial relativity. And as the self becomes many selves, as it



becomes "saturated" with other voices and distant times, the self may be said to be quite literally
inundated by "otherness," while perhaps rendering the notion of "The Other" obsolete.

It is possible to discern in Gergen's (1991) work the implication that a postmodern self has
foreclosed the Other -i.e., the stranger, the unknowable, the absent from, and other than self- and
become the exclusive territory of the eternally immanent. Thus, where it is possible to argue, for
example, that the romantic tradition exemplifies the mystery of the absent within human
existence -expressed in such notions as the "deep interior," or the "dark unknowable," and even
the "timeless unconscious'"- and the modern tradition is emblematic of a "rational faith" in the
ultimate discoverability of essential essence, the emerging postmodern sensibility introduces the
notion of the "ever present other" in a virtually ever present now.

Lost Horizons

All that was formerly strange, unreachable, and desirable is now rather readily attainable. No
thing and no one need be a mystery nor absent from knowing. There are few experiences that
cannot be had and precious little that need remain exotic, for a postmodern epistemology
captures the other, and the other's time; it "unpacks" the mysterious, holding it in the gaze of the
familiar. The self, in the facile adoption of roles, no longer pursues the other, but can become the
other. Strangeness is appropriated and the enigma of the unknown yields to the customary. What
was absent is now (technologically) present, what can be, is; and just as there is essentially
nothing that one cannot experience or know -only consider the emerging capabilities of "virtual
reality"- there is concomitantly nothing -and no one- that one cannot be, and virtually no time
and no place that cannot be reached.

Identity, conceived as an "inner sameness” over time -we think again of Erikson- constrains
the concept to signify but one consistently recognizable set of characteristics attributed to one
person as his or her own distinct self. What is not subsumed under that umbrella of
characteristics is simply "not me," and is other. Who a person is necessarily implies who (s)he is
not, and that there is a (personal) boundary which cannot be crossed. I cannot be you - i.e., the
other. The “I” can pursue the "other," and desire the "other"; even wish to possess the "other,"
but cannot be the "other" and still be one's self. Indeed, being a self depends upon not being able
to breach that boundary of otherness. For in order to recognize being it needs to be part of a
gestalt in which there is nonbeing; to recognize self there needs to be a differentiated nonself-
i.e., an “other.”

Because a postmodern reality asserts that there is no longer any consistently identical and
identifiable figure (of being) which stands out against the ground (of nonbeing); that is, that
"persons exist in a state of continuous construction and reconstruction" (Gergen, 1991, p. 7); it
has, in effect, splintered the psychosocial matrix which has defined individuality.
Postmodernism's view that all concepts can be dismantled also dismantles the concept of a
conceiver of such views. The author has been erased from the text.

So it is that in a postmodern world, it is both possible to play all roles, and feel all emotions
at the same time that one understands that all roles and all emotions are themselves in perpetual
jeopardy of being annulled. That all things can be made present and presently overthrown by a



change in perspective. In this way, while all others can be made fully coincident with the self, the
self itself is no longer discernible, for as it becomes all others it simply cannot be its own
particular self. As the things one feels and thinks can be (re)defined as other, then so has self
become other. And as a container of "otherness" the self becomes a kind of totality in which all
things may be present. And, finally, if all things are present then the idea of the absent is
foreclosed (the singular self is no longer perceived), and psychic space implodes. In a paradox of
the postmodern, the fully present self is absent. Thus we may say with Gergen (1991) that
because the self is fully saturated, "the fully saturated self becomes no self at all" (p. 7).

Arcadian Conceits
“Nothing can be sole or whole
That has not been rent”
(Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop, W.B. Yeats).

This puzzle of "the absent" and of "the other" shadows the self in its many conceptual
incarnations. Thus we have observed elsewhere (Socor, 1997), for example, that selves of
representation -literally of representation- of achieved identity, or sense of self, is a matter of
returning, of making present and whole again, that which was absent and separated. The self, in
this view, was built upon making one's own -of privately possessing- mental images of actual
others. In theories which may be subsumed under the rubric of "representation" there is an a
priori assumption of veridicality assigned to the idea that the individual self did experience a pre-
linguistic, "pre-historical" union with otherness which was lost upon entering the language of
time and psychosocial being, and that the journey to selthood is coincident with recovering
Arcadia, reentering the Garden through the "psychic back door." To the extent that what was lost
is found; what was wanting is realized; what was desired possessed -is represented- in the life of
the mind; then can one claim, and psychologically experience, a solid -indeed, a full- sense of
self. It is a matter of establishing a kind of eternal psychic now. The healthy self is immanent,
present to itself psychologically. It overcomes what was “lost,” and consequently absent, by
resurrecting it in the mind. In this way do a host of theoretical positions, particularly in the
American tradition (e.g., Hartmann, Jacobson, Mahler, Kernberg, Kohut), address the question of
absence while conceptually retaining the authentic psychological self as an assemblage of
"present" images.

Gergen's work, and constructionist concepts as they are a reflection of postmodern
sensibilities more generally, also address the notion of the absent, but in a very real sense by
annulling it. Whereas more traditional selves of representation sought to appropriate absence,
and define the self in terms of its relative success in "filling the void," "resurrecting the dyad";
the postmodern, or "saturated" self -as an epiphenomenon of a sociocultural context in which all
things are or can be made instantly (technologically) present- abolishes absence. Here, it is no
longer a question of incorporating the image of the other and making it a part of one's distinct
psyche; rather, the postmodern self reverses the process by itself entering the life, the mind, -the
life of the mind- of the other(s). The self is only as it is an other. By interchangeably filling many
equally true roles there is nothing -no thing- which cannot be self. Nothing need be absent,
hermetic, nor beyond capture. Nothing need be desired nor even worshiped, for nothing is
beyond being.



A seemingly apparent nihilism lurks within constructionist thought and the postmodern
project generally, following in the wake of a dismantled transcendence. For if nothing is
privileged as "given," and there is nothing to which the status of "prime mover" is attributed,
then nothing possesses authority beyond the word, for it is with words that we speak, and so
construct, the world. And even these signifiers of meaning, after deSausurre (1915), have been
forever separated from the signified. How, in a postmodern world can one discern meaning? And
what kind of psychological future is suggested by the radical indeterminacy and conceptual
deconstruction of essentialism? In seeking to respond, we shall briefly explore the efficacy of a
methodology clearly suggested by the constructionist perspective, that of narrative.

*“On With The Story...”
"One does not acquire a state of 'true self’ but a potential for communicating that such a
state is possessed' (Gergen and Gergen, 1997, p.173).
The social constructionist perspective, we have seen, asserts the indeterminant nature of human
"selthood," posited as a cognitive state conceived and sustained within a web of social
constructions, themselves the consensually objectified and institutionalized outcome ofpublicly
shared subjectivities.

And this sociocognitive state of self is not a material achievement but a communicative one;
not an actual entity, but an articulated one; a verbal construction subject to "a hundred visions
and revisions," the "ongoingness" of which is sustained in relationship.

As a method of understanding experiences in one's life and promoting particular actions
than, the linguistic linking of events in a coherent and purposeful way -i.e., constructing a
reflexive self-narrative- is a symbolic undertaking both social in origin and function. It is by way
of the word that we tell ourselves who we are and why we do what we do. Building coherence
and purpose by employing the distinctly social tools of sign and symbol, we learn to recognize
ourselves in the confirming reflection of the other. Language is a social contrivance employed to
fashion "private I's. " Thus, in a variation of Parry's (1991) "hermeneutical circle," narrative
fashions the self and the self fashions the narrative. And in order that the narrative be effective as
a vehicle of self construction the narrator must objectify his/her own subjectivity. Thus, there is
no actually private self for the narrative, as a system of linguistic symbols, is necessarily public.
Consequently, the self which is embedded within the narrative -as the implied "I" telling the tale-
like the narrative itself, is a social contrivance.

The narrative, Gergen and Gergen (1997) argue, is not only the vehicle for self-
construction, but possesses of itself a distinct "social utility." Indeed, it is this very usefulness of
narrative in advancing particular societal ends -notably its own optimal survival- that privileges a
limited number of favored forms that most successfully advance these ends. For we understand
that the number of constructed narrative variations is potentially legion, yet we see that in
practice there is a set of identifiable and circumscribed configurations which are regularly
employed to convey our stories into the public domain.

Storied Forms



Gergen and Gergen (1997) distinguish three elementary narrative designs, each of which is
characterized by its capacity to advance the interests of society. These are referred to as the
"stability narrative," the "progressive" narrative, and the"regressive" narrative, all of which
represent an appraisal of events as they take a particular direction. That is to say, each narrative
form adopts a particular orientation in time -e.g., forward, backward- with respect to events and
offers an evaluation of the general "goodness" or "badness" of those events. Interestingly, this
evaluative proclivity appears, even to the constructivists, as what Gergen and Gergen concede
may be a "primary dimension of human experience." Let us briefly review these forms.

A "stability narrative," as the name suggests, "links incidents, images, or concepts in such a
way that the individual remains essentially unchanged with respect to evaluative position" (
Gergen and Gergen, 1997, p. 165). The narrating self does not get "better" or become "worse" in
the course of the story, (s)he remains the same. That is not to say that there is no anticipation of
future events, for indeed there is. What does not change is the individual narrator's evaluation of
his or her condition as (s)he looks toward that future. Thus, as Gergen and Gergen note, phrases
such as "I am still..." and "I continue to be..." suggest the stasis that characterizes this form.

When the linking of experiences are evaluated in terms of "increase" or "decrease," we have
"progressive" and "regressive" narratives, respectively. In the former, the individual
characterizes events and his/her role in them in terms of "welcome" or "desirable" change;
whereas the tenor of regression is "decline." or "failure." So phrases such “I am learning to
overcome...” clearly suggest what is commonly meant by progress, while "I can't seem to
control..." are emblematic of regress (Gergen and Gergen, 1997).

These narratives are "favored" forms of self-construction because they foster the contrasting
social needs of stability and change necessary to perpetuating social systems. Even the regressive
narrative is functional insofar as a story about decline and worsening conditions is often the
motivational prelude to a directional shift. Psychotherapeutic endeavors, for example,
characteristically seek progressive change over time, which typically entails an initial and often
extended regressive tale of setbacks. Indeed, it is frequently the narrator's immersion in this
particular version of his/her life which serves as the impetus for undertaking the
psychotherapeutic journey. Thus, stability narratives are favored by the common desire

for the social world to appear orderly and predictable; progressive narratives offer the
opportunity for people to see themselves a