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There is something happening in China. Al
least, that is my impression from visiting Beijing and
from learning about the intended publication of this
book. New ideas and practices do not develop in a
vacuum, nor usually from an individual genius acting
alone. Rather they develop in a discursive context
that allows particular narratives to percolate. It has
to be a context that opens the door when fresh ideas
come knocking, recognizes them, invites them in the
door, gives them a hearty welcome and offers them a
home in which to stay for a while and mature.

While I cannot read in Chinese the details
of what this book includes, 1 have been able to
understand in outline what is planned. 1 am thrilled
to see Chinese authors putting their own stamp on
narrative praclice and look forward to learning from
this in future. | am aware that there is a community
of interest around this effort and I am hopeful that
this community will expand as a result of it.

This book represents some bold efforts to map
oul narrative practice for readers who are hungry
for ideas. It grows out of years of experimenting

and teaching and is built on robust intellectual
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foundations that have been interwoven with aspects of Chinese
culture. Narrative therapy draws upon sophisticated and systematic
philosophical exploration that is current and ripe with innovation.
That does not mean that it is not extremely practical. 1t is. But il
is also philosophically consistent.

As a descriptor, the term ‘narrative’ can be slightly
misleading and does not quite capture all of the poststructuralist
influences that lie in the background. On the other hand, it is a
term that has achieved some recognizability and serves as useful
shorthand as a result. The concept of narrative signals that a
community is not just a collection of individuals; nor can people
be understood only by uncovering their personality structures.
People’ s lives are also permeated with narratives, out of which
people form expectations and make daily decisions. They mediate
their experience through the stories that they tell and that are
told about them. There is not much to be gained by debating the
truth value of these narratives. Finding the correct story is seldom
helpful. 1t is better to understand and to work with their effects of
narratives in people’ s lives and in the life of a community.

For the therapist, the challenge lies in figuring out the most apt
process for bringing about the desired changes in people’ s lives.
Rather than thinking in terms of cognitive restructuring, this book
advocates the process of re—authoring. The concept of re—authoring

allows for the appreciation of nuances. If stories exert influence
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Foreword 1

on what people say and do, then why not work with the stories
themselves. Why not re—author the dominant narrative? Or change
the plot? Or shift the ways in which people are characterized? Or
introduce new themes? Or recuperate neglected storylines?

The concept of discourse, as developed by Michel Foucault,
is often used as an alternative for the concept of narrative. The
two concepts mean different things but these meanings also
overlap. Relationships between people are both sites of narrative
elaboration and also of discourse exchange. In the midst of
relational exchanges of discourse, discursive patterns develop and
often come to dominate people’ s understanding. They can come to
dominate the stories that are told and enacted, as well as the stories
that are silenced. But discourses also sometimes discontinue or
change. There are always subjugated discourses that can emerge
through insurrection into the spotlight. For example, a discourse
of teamwork and respect can be recovered from under the nose of a
dominant discourse of disharmony.

This book explores what can be done with these concepts
in the practice of therapy. It also traces and puts to use some
further derivatives from these concepts. For example, externalizing
conversation is explored, reemembering conversations are
examined and the use of writing narrative letters is illustrated.

A major dilemma of therapy is whether to act as an expert who

knows best or to elicit solutions to problems from members of the
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organization. A narrative perspective favors the latter approach,
which is more facilitative than didactic. It involves seeking out
the local knowledge or the hidden wisdom that already lies in the
shadows of a problem. The preference for this emphasis in therapy
relies not just on the measurement of effectiveness but also upon
a robust analysis of relational politics. I am not referring here to
official politics but to the politics of meaning—making, in which
people in families or communities vie for control of the discourse
or of the narrative that will dominate understanding of what is
happening. A narrative approach to therapy is careful about the
ethics of imposing solutions from the outside and embodies respect
for the indigenous but underutilized knowledge that always lies
hidden in families and communities. It balances awareness of the
politics of meaning—making with ethical care.

Personal problems are often messy and complex. They
resemble what Delueze and Guattari refer to as rhizomes. For
example, they are often less like trees with a single taproot than
like crabgrass that grows horizontally in several new directions at
once, repeatedly putting down new roots. For a therapist seeking to
get a handle on the complexity of life, several things are necessary.
He or she first needs some tools to listen with. This book rewards
a careful reader by approaching the listening task in a fresh way.
Then an incisive analysis of the politics of making meaning at the

local level is useful. The narrative approach draws extensively
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Foreword 1

from Michel Foucault’s analytics of power to help therapists
notice how people seek to influence and sometimes to dominate
each other within a family or community. Such power relations
are frequently the source of problems that people seek help with.
Then the therapist needs to develop the ability to inquire in a way
that will generate new meanings and will help counter narratives
to emerge. The performance of such counter narratives opens up
possibilities for change.

This book outlines ways to conduct such inquiry, illustrates
it with specific questions to be asked and sketches out some
processes and rituals in which they can be deployed. The book is
clearly practical but it is also about careful thinking about practice.
I am pleased that the authors have taken the significance of their
own work seriously enough to write about it in this book. It would
now be my prediction that these practices will assume a new
significance and take on a new life as a result of this publication. I
look forward to their rhizomatic growth. I am confident that many

people in China will benefit greatly from this work.

John Winslade™
R edlands, California

December, 2015

(1) PhD,Professor and Assaciate Dean of the College of Education at California State
University San Bernardino,Associate Professor at the University of Waikato in New

Zealand.
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What comes to my mind when I think of
Narrative Therapy? A sense of self agency and
collaboration, a stance of curiosity of the exotic, a
deep belief in people and their resourcefulness.

People come to see us professionals because
they suffer from different problems and difficulties.
These have varied effects on them including
loneliness, hopelessness, helplessness, a sense of
despair, anxiety just to name a few.

Opening therapy with the question “we can
start talking about the problem that brought you hear
but it is also possible to hear about you outside the
problem, about what skills, knowledge of life and
values you have. About things you like. How would
you prefer to start?” this simple question holds in
it many of the notions mentioned hefore that are an
antidote to some of the effects of difficulties and
problems. The choice given to the person consulting
us is a way to mediate a sense of sell agency. Asking
the person what way to proceed is a reflection of the
Narrative basic idea that the person is the expert of
his life. This question and it like sets the stage for a

collaborative journey we have in Narrative Therapy.

= 3=



A8
Lgf
CJ BEF T

7

z

It also is an example of the stance of curiosity and search of the
extraordinary ( David Epston ) and the exotic ( Michael White ) in
the lives of the people we work with.

It is with great excitement that Narrative Therapy is making
ways in China. | had the honor to teach with Prof. Ming in China
for Dulwich Center in the summer of 2013. I found the attendants
of the course eager learners and we shared ancient cultures. There
is something about Narrative Therapy that speaks to people with
a long history and culture and a deep sense of a community. ldeas
like values, meaning and social constructionism are not strange to

us.

Yishai Shalif MA™
Jerusalem, Israel

16th of January, 2016

(D Senior School Psychologist and Narrative Therapist, Co—director Qesem Center —

Listening to Preferred Narratives.
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