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Restructuring structural narrative analysis 
using Campbell’s monomyth to understand 
participant narratives

Joshua Cruz and Nadia Kellam
Arizona State University

In this paper, we describe a method for performing structural narrative analysis 
that draws on narratology and literary studies, moving structural narrative anal-
ysis from a focus on examining linguistic parts of narratives to understanding 
thematic structures that make up the whole narrative. We explore the possibility 
of constructing participant narratives using Campbell’s monomyth as a coding 
and structuralizing scheme. The method we describe is the response to the ques-
tion, “How might we find a reliable way to construct ‘smooth’ stories (with atten-
tion to the structures of stories) so that we might compare trajectories of student 
experiences?” To answer this question, we use narrative interviews from a larger 
study to show how this method can make sense of interviews and construct ac-
cessible and useful participant narratives. We close by providing an example nar-
rative constructed using the monomyth coding scheme and discussing benefits 
and difficulties associated with this method.

Keywords: structural narrative analysis, Campbell’s monomyth, hero’s journey, 
narrative smoothing, narratology, literary studies

Introduction

Narrative smoothing has been described as a “necessary method” used to make a 
“participant’s story coherent, engaging, and interesting to the reader” (Kim, 2016). 
It occurs, generally, when data is disjointed, and the researcher attempts to develop 
an organized, often chronological narrative from the data (Polkinghorne, 1995). 
Researchers suggest a need for caution when smoothing narratives (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1990; Spence, 1986); smoothing is an interpretive act that can create 
a romanticized or un-nuanced story that misrepresents events or participant sto-
ries. Thus, before engaging in the process of smoothing, researchers must consider 
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the degree to which personal interpretation should inform a study, what elements 
of data can (or should) be left out of the story, and how personal motivations 
may affect the smoothing process of the narrative (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 
Kim, 2016).

We struggled with these concerns raised by Connelly and Clandinin (1990) 
and Kim (2016) when performing narrative research on undergraduate engineering 
students at a Southeastern research university (Kellam, Gerow & Walther, 2015). 
The larger research team interviewed 21 students about how they came to identify 
(or not identify) as engineers, asking questions about experiences that they had 
before and during their post-secondary careers that they saw as formative of an 
engineering identity. We then planned to understand these transcripts through 
narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995), which “is the procedure through which 
the researcher organizes the data elements into a coherent developmental account. 
The process of narrative analysis is actually a synthesizing of the data rather than a 
separation of it into its constituent parts” (p. 15). We further planned to do a para-
digmatic analysis with a focus on structural elements of the constructed stories as 
a means of comparing the trajectories to determine if there were recurring themes 
or events in the timelines of students becoming engineers.

Interview transcripts, which ranged from ten to forty pages, included areas 
of redundancy, uncertainty, hearsay, conjecture, intro- and retrospection, and in-
terruptions from interviewers. In short, the interviews were not structured in any 
predictable or coherent way. Before analyzing, we would have to smooth student 
narratives, but a review of the literature provided few suggestions for ways to re-
liably do so. How might we find a reliable way to construct smooth stories (with 
attention to the structures of those stories) so that we might compare trajectories 
of student experiences? In this methodological paper, we explore the possibili-
ty of smoothing/constructing participant narratives using literary critic Joseph 
Campbell’s monomyth as a coding and structuralizing scheme. We begin with a 
review of structural narrative analysis, focusing on how it was both useful and lim-
iting to our project of thinking about student narratives. Then, using the narrative 
interviews from our study on engineering students, we show how the monomyth 
might be used to develop “smooth” narratives, developing accessible and useful 
participant narratives while preserving participant voice.

Literature review

Because of our interest in the trajectory and structure of student stories, we first 
turned to structural narrative research, hoping to find a theory to help us provide 
a structure for the smoothing process of our student narratives. Structural analysis 
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is concerned with the ways that participant stories are structured, rather than the 
content within those stories (Daiute, 2014). Reissman (2008) likens structural anal-
ysis to a musical analyst who “slows the composition down and notices the relations 
(of parts to each other and to the whole) thus determining how the composition 
achieves its effects” (p. 101). Further, structural narrative research has its roots in 
literary theory and narratology, a branch of literary studies that theorizes the nature 
of narrative. Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber, (1998) state that “psychological 
inroads into the analysis of narrative structure have adopted a number of strategies 
from the field of literary criticism” (p. 88), and Webster and Mertova (2007) argue 
that most approaches to narrative methods “have tended to treat the stories of hu-
man experience in terms based on those used in traditional approaches to narrative, 
such as literary criticism,” particularly those approaches that seek to describe “event, 
character, and structure” (p. 73, italics ours). In describing a method that Daiute 
(2014) calls plot analysis, she employs much terminology from literary studies, 
including “initiating action,” “setting,” “climax,” “resolution,” and “coda.” She too 
claims, “literary study shows that plot elements may be included and organized in 
flexible ways according to cultural, personal, and sociopolitical norms” (p. 116). 
Similarly, Riessman (2008) believes that “structural [narrative] analysis is tied to 
theorizing in narratology that initially interrogated literary texts” (p. 78); this sug-
gested to us that literary theory was a fruitful field to begin looking for theories of 
structuring narratives.

Structural narrative analysis, narratology, and linguistics

Although several scholars suggest that structural narrative analysis has its roots in 
literary theory, these scholars spend a small amount of time discussing this idea, do 
little to support it, and often turn to linguistics when describing its actual inception. 
This is likely because the first to develop structural analysis is William Labov, who, 
in 1972, studied the linguistic elements that structure narratives (Mitchell & Egudo, 
2003; Riessman, 2008); this marks the first time that structures of “everyday” stories 
had been studied. Labov (1972) examined self-reported narratives about personal 
(often physical) altercations that black children, adolescents, and adults experi-
enced in Harlem, New York. Labov looked specifically at the linguistic qualities of 
the various clauses that comprised the narratives, and found that clauses may take 
on one of six roles in a narrative: (1) abstract, an introduction which frames and 
summarizes the entire narrative, (2) orientation, or necessary context to understand 
the full narrative, (3) complicating action, or the “meat” of the story that leads 
to the resolution, (4) evaluation, various statements that justify the telling of the 
story, (5) resolution, or the final event in the story, and (6) the coda, a concluding 
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statement that ends, summarizes, or establishes the significance to the audience of 
the narrative. This attention to the linguistic structures in narrative set the stage for 
structural narrative analysis as it exists today.

It should be noted that the narratives in Labov’s (1972) study are generally 
short, and for this reason, he was able to focus his analysis on the structure of 
clauses, phrases, and words: for instance, a word such as “yesterday” signifies ori-
entation as it explains when an event happened, or a phrase such as “and that was 
that” might fall into the category of coda as something to “wrap up” the narrative. 
For Labov, the kinds of words used in the narratives determined the narrative struc-
ture. In his study, particular attention was paid to parts of speech, tense markers, 
conjunctives, and phrasal and clausal orientation, among other linguistic factors; 
these determined what role each line of narrative played in the overall structure of 
the narrative. While this explains why Riessman (2008) and Daiute (2014) imme-
diately turn to structural linguistics to explain structural narrative research, it does 
not explain why or how such analysis is rooted in literary theory or narratology.

Mitchell and Egudo (2003) and Kim (2016), on the other hand, provide brief 
historical outlines explaining how this structural-linguistic approach to narrative 
analysis may have been informed by literary study. A major concern of literary theo-
ry has always been determining what constitutes literature. Kim explains that in the 
1960s, a number of literary theorists began examining the language used in pieces 
of literature, searching for invariant, universal units of language upon which a co-
herent theory of what constitutes literature might be built. This theory was referred 
to as narratology. Mitchell and Egudo further explain that this was a move to make 
the study of literature more systematic and scientific. They claim that “literary the-
ory, in a move to a more scientific approach, borrowed from structural linguistics 
to attempt to uncover a narrative grammar that would generate all possible narra-
tives” (p. 4), and it is for this reason that structural linguistics and narratology are 
well suited for Labov’s method of studying language use and narratives of Harlem 
residents, now referred to as structural analysis. However, like Kim, we found such 
a focus on language to be unproductive. Further, given the length and disjointed 
nature of our interviews, we found such a linguistic approach to be impossible to 
apply. Further, the examples of stories that Labov (1972) provides suggest that the 
stories were already put together smoothly by the participants. Continuing in the 
field of literary theory, we began searching for other theories of story structure and 
current advances in narratology.
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Cognitive narratology

A recent move in the study of narratology is cognitive narratology, “the study 
of mind-relevant aspects of storytelling practices, wherever – and by whatever 
means – those practices occur” (Herman, 2007, p. 307). According to Sommer 
(2009), cognitive narratology suggests that there are certain structures within sto-
ries that follow particular narrative schemata and are activated by textual cues. 
Thus, after hearing a series of stories and developing a prototype of various forms 
of narrative (Fludernik & Olson, 2011), individuals have an innate ability to follow 
similar structural conventions as they develop narratives of their own. While the 
cues for activating these schemata might differ from culture to culture (Riessman, 
2008; Labov, 1972), it has been suggested that overarching structural themes cross 
cultural borders (Daiute, 2014; Herman, 2009). More recently, Garcia (2015) cor-
roborates this idea, arguing that the creation of high level narratives is the result of 
lower order, innate happenings in the brain, and that archetypes in stories them-
selves “represent patterns of [neural] activity that are more likely to evolve than oth-
ers” (p. 30). According to Garcia, stories follow patterns because the average human 
brain is wired to think and build information using these particular patterns. If this 
is the case, then most stories we encounter will follow a fairly predictable trajectory.

Though the content of every story may be different, cognitive narratology tells 
us that stories follow eventful patterns that allow us to make sense of stories – with-
out such patterns, we would struggle to interpret these stories. It is important to 
note that the patterns occur beyond the linguistic level observed by Labov (1972); 
the events themselves fit into predictable thematic patterns that constitute the over-
all narrative. In this case, the content (or events) of the story fall into place based on 
a common structural pattern; at the same time, the content “makes” the structure 
of the story. Under the purview of cognitive narratology, structure and content are 
difficult to separate, and inform one another. If this is the case, Lieblich et al. (1998) 
are correct when they note, “the content of the plot or its segments is essential for 
characterizing and understanding its form. The separation of ‘whole’ from ‘category’ 
is, in reality, not clearer than that between ‘content’ and ‘form’” (p. 169).

Rethinking narrative structures: The monomyth

Thus, narratological considerations seemed useful for us when developing a smooth 
structure in our transcripts and for our project of narrative analysis. We simply 
needed to find a theory that more specifically described what kinds of thematic and 
structural patterns stories follow. During our research on narratology, we found 
that while the term “narratology” arose in the 1960s and “cognitive narratology” 
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in the new millennium, the concept of narratology has existed for at least 70 years. 
Specifically, in Joseph Campbell’s Hero with 1000 Faces, he introduces the mono-
myth, a theory claiming that all epic myths, regardless of when or where they were 
written, follow a universal structure (Leeming, 2010). Throughout the work, he 
describes over 100 stories from different cultures and eras, showing that all stories 
follow generally the same trajectory. Ultimately, for Campbell, stories can be broken 
into 17 different stages, which we might refer to as an archetypal trajectory.

Campbell (2004) does not only describe hero-myths, however; drawing on the 
work of Carl Jung, he argues that the monomyth structure is universal because it 
is subconscious and collective; humans naturally develop narratives within this 
structure. Using dreams as an expression of human subconscious, he claims “there 
can be little doubt … that myths are of the nature of dream, or that dreams are 
symptomatic of the dynamics of the psyche” (Campbell, 2004, p. 237). He compares 
human dreams to various world myths in an effort to show that we naturally think 
and build stories using the monomyth structure. This suggested that the mono-
myth is a template that we use, if sometimes unconsciously, to build stories, in line 
with theories of cognitive narratology (Herman, 2007; Fludernik & Olson, 2011) 
and Garcia’s (2015) theory of the brain and narrative. As such, it seemed that the 
monomyth would lend itself to research as a useful way to construct and smooth 
narratives from interview transcripts.

Method

In our initial study on engineering identities, students were asked, starting as early 
as they could remember, to describe events that led them to their current respective 
levels of engineering. Some students mentioned early childhood, some mentioned 
high school experiences, and others described various extracurricular experiences 
in college. The first phase of the interview was focused on narration where the 
interviewer encouraged storytelling from the participant – the following phase of 
the interview transitioned into a conversation phase where the interviewer asked 
questions or provided prompts to encourage the participant to elaborate on ideas 
introduced in the narration phase (Kim, 2016). As such, the interviews themselves 
did not provide coherent, chronological narratives. As mentioned earlier, interview 
transcripts ranged from ten to forty double spaced pages.

In the initial study, interviews were rewritten using critical incident analysis 
(Webster & Mertova, 2007) as a way of structuring the narratives. Using this meth-
od, researchers look for major turning points in transcripts – points where the par-
ticipants’ outlook, experiences, or plans undergo a radical transformation – and (re)
build the story around those “critical incidents.” After such story building, we were 
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curious about what other models of story building might reveal in the interviews, 
and we were particularly curious about how incidents may have occurred in sim-
ilar or dissimilar ways over the course of student stories. Due to our inexperience 
in narrative smoothing and limitations in Labovian methods described above, we 
turned to Campbell’s (2004) monomyth as a way of reconstructing, or “smoothing” 
the student stories. The smoothing process occurred in three steps.

Step 1.  Familiarization with transcripts and pre-coding

Before attempting to smooth the narratives, it was necessary to develop a general 
“feel” for each story and to understand what kinds of events and themes existed 
within them. This made it easier to develop and interpret the coding scheme (de-
scribed in step 2) because it gave us an idea of where monomythic archetypes and 
student stories might converge. We were already familiar with these transcripts 
from our larger study in which we examined critical incidents in student narratives. 
Had we not been familiar with the transcripts, however, we would have needed to 
parse out the events that occurred in each transcript, separating them from other, 
noneventful aspects of the interviews (e.g. introspection, reflection, reiteration). 
Having initially identified events made it easier to later determine how to code 
these events and place them in the monomyth structure.

Step 2.  Development of the coding scheme and application of codes

While the monomyth structure provided a useful framework for building stories, 
we needed to take interpretive liberties before we felt it was useful for student 
narratives. For instance, much of Campbell’s monomyth is dated in that it main-
tains sexist or ethnocentric language. This does not change the broader idea of the 
monomyth itself, and it did not reduce the potential of the monomyth as useful 
for building participant narratives; however, it meant that for our study, we needed 
to determine what elements of the monomyth should be used, what should be let 
go, and what should be “re-written.” In short, we needed to interpret ways that the 
monomyth might apply to more contemporary stories such as those of our partici-
pants. Kim (2016) argues that there is no narrative research without interpretation, 
and that interpretation is generally comprised of five strategies: focus, omission, 
addition, appropriation, and transposition. She further explains that these interpre-
tive acts tend to lead to “smoother” narratives that are more “coherent, engaging, 
and interesting to the reader” (p. 192). While she refers to smoothing as necessary 
for creating narratives, we found that this smoothing was also necessary for our 
interpretive lens, the monomyth.
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Here, we provide some examples of omission, addition, and appropriation/ 
re-writing as we attempted to “smooth” Campbell’s work for our purposes. Campbell 
(2004) observed that in many classical myths, gods or supernatural powers exist. 
We understood gods and supernatural powers to be authoritative forces outside 
of the hero’s control; therefore, gods and supernatural powers were reinterpreted 
to refer to institutional powers or forces outside of the participant’s immediate 
control. Additionally, certain elements of the monomyth are sexist, for instance, 
the concept of “woman as temptress,” a trial that most heroes/heroines experience 
according to Campbell. In this case, we understood the concept of temptation to 
be more important than gender, and smoothed this category into “meeting with 
temptation,” instead of the original “woman as temptress.” In general, we chose to 
interpret gender roles loosely; men might act as “goddesses,” and women might 
take on fatherly roles. Finally, we found that one theme described in Campbell’s 
monomyth (magical flight) did not apply well to student narratives. This is un-
problematic because Campbell (2004) did not insist that all archetypal categories 
be present in every myth; rather, they are common elements across all myths when 
considered as a whole. Table 1 provides a detailed description of the codes used to 
write participant narratives and how they were understood in the study.

Using Campbell’s descriptions and our interpretations of how these descrip-
tions might apply in the context of student narratives, we coded each transcript by 
noting events as they occurred and applying one of the 17 stages of the monomyth 
to each event. Additionally, we provided a note for each coded event, describing 
rationale for its application.

Step 3.  Compilation of narratives

After applying codes, we took the coded events and listed them in order based on 
the unfolding of Campbell’s monomyth. For instance, those events coded repre-
senting the “call to adventure” were removed from the transcript and rewritten as 
the beginning of the story. Those events coded as “refusal of the call” were then 
removed and rewritten as the next part of the story, and so on. Typically, one para-
graph sufficed for each of the stages coded in the student narratives, although when 
little information was given for a particular stage, we occasionally collapsed two 
stages into one paragraph, or when large amounts of information existed, we broke 
that section into two or three paragraphs. When restructuring student narratives 
based on this coding scheme, we attempted both third- and first-person accounts 
of the events. We ultimately concluded that first-person accounts provided a more 
empathetic and action-oriented story. First-person accounts also allowed us to use 
large blocks of direct speech from interview transcripts, preserving participant 
voice. We created 21 stories using this method.
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he
 fi

rs
t t

hr
es

ho
ld

 
w

ill
 b

e 
a 

ch
al

le
ng

e, 
an

d 
so

 it
 is

 o
fte

n 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 th
at

 d
oe

s 
no

t c
om

e 
as

 a
 su

rp
ris

e 
to

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t.

A
 “g

at
ek

ee
pe

r”
 (o

r t
hr

es
ho

ld
 g

ua
rd

ia
n)

 
co

ur
se

 p
ro

ve
d 

to
 b

e 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

ly
 

di
ffi

cu
lt 

fo
r t

he
 st

ud
en

t.

Be
lly

 o
f t

he
 

w
ha

le
“Th

e 
he

ro
, i

ns
te

ad
 o

f c
on

qu
er

in
g 

or
 co

nc
ili

at
in

g 
th

e 
po

w
er

 o
f t

he
 th

re
sh

ol
d,

 is
 sw

al
lo

w
ed

 in
to

 th
e 

un
kn

ow
n,

 a
nd

 w
ou

ld
 ap

pe
ar

 to
 h

av
e 

di
ed

…
 Th

is 
po

pu
la

r m
ot

if 
gi

ve
s e

m
ph

as
is 

to
 th

e 
le

ss
on

 th
at

 
th

e 
pa

ss
ag

e 
of

 th
e 

th
re

sh
ol

d 
is 

a 
fo

rm
 o

f s
el

f-
an

ni
hi

la
tio

n”
 (p

. 8
3–

84
).

Th
is 

is 
th

e 
lo

w
es

t p
oi

nt
 in

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t’s

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

of
 

sc
ho

ol
. W

e 
lo

ok
ed

 fo
r a

 n
eg

at
iv

e 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e 

th
at

 w
as

 
tr

an
sf

or
m

at
iv

e 
(a

nn
ih

ila
tin

g 
an

 e
xi

st
in

g 
se

lf)
.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t f

ai
le

d 
th

ei
r fi

rs
t t

es
t a

nd
 

be
ga

n 
co

ns
id

er
in

g 
w

he
th

er
 h

e/
sh

e 
be

lo
ng

ed
 in

 a
n 

en
gi

ne
er

in
g 

pr
og

ra
m

.
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pb

el
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es

cr
ip

tio
n

O
ur

 in
te

rp
re

ta
tio

n
Ex

em
pl

ar
 e

ve
nt

Ro
ad

 o
f t

ria
ls

“Th
e 

or
ig

in
al

 d
ep

ar
tu

re
 in

to
 th

e 
la

nd
 o

f t
ria

ls 
re

pr
es

en
te

d 
on

ly
 th

e 
be

gi
nn

in
g 

of
 th

e 
lo

ng
 a

nd
 re

al
ly

 
pe

ril
ou

s p
at

h 
of

 in
iti

at
or

’s 
co

nq
ue

st
s a

nd
 m

om
en

ts
 

of
 il

lu
m

in
at

io
n.

 D
ra

go
ns

 h
av

e 
no

w
 to

 b
e 

sla
in

 a
nd

 
su

rp
ris

in
g 

ba
rr

ie
rs

 p
as

se
d 

– 
ag

ai
n,

 a
ga

in
, a

nd
 a

ga
in

. 
M

ea
nw

hi
le

 th
er

e 
w

ill
 b

e 
a 

m
ul

tit
ud

e 
of

 p
re

lim
in

ar
y 

vi
ct

or
ie

s, 
un

re
ta

in
ab

le
 e

cs
ta

sie
s, 

an
d 

m
om

en
ta

ry
 

gl
im

ps
es

 o
f t

he
 w

on
de

rf
ul

 la
nd

” (
p.

 1
00

).

Th
is 

is 
th

e 
“m

ea
t”

 o
f t

he
 n

ar
ra

tiv
e. 

It 
is 

co
m

pr
ise

d 
of

 a
ll 

th
e 

th
in

gs
 th

at
 h

ap
pe

n 
to

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t a

fte
r p

as
sin

g 
th

e 
in

iti
al

 tr
ia

l, 
bu

t b
ef

or
e 

re
so

lu
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

ul
tim

at
e 

go
al

 is
 

in
 si

gh
t.

Th
e 

ro
ad

 is
 co

m
po

se
d 

of
 cl

as
se

s t
ha

t 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t t
oo

k,
 re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
 th

at
 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t f

or
ge

d,
 a

nd
 fa

m
ily

 is
su

es
; 

m
uc

h 
fa

lls
 in

to
 th

e 
ca

te
go

ry
 o

f r
oa

d 
of

 tr
ia

ls,
 a

nd
 th

e 
ex

pe
rie

nc
es

 m
ay

 b
e 

po
sit

iv
e 

or
 n

eg
at

iv
e.

M
ee

tin
g 

w
ith

 th
e 

al
l-k

no
w

er
 

(M
ee

tin
g 

w
ith

 th
e 

go
dd

es
s)

“Th
e 

m
ee

tin
g 

w
ith

 th
e 

go
dd

es
s (

w
ho

 is
 in

ca
rn

at
e 

in
 

ev
er

y 
w

om
an

) i
s t

he
 fi

na
l t

es
t o

f t
he

 ta
le

nt
 o

f t
he

 h
er

o 
to

 w
in

 th
e 

bo
on

 o
f l

ov
e 

(c
ha

rit
y:

 a
m

or
 fa

ti)
, w

hi
ch

 
is 

lif
e 

its
el

f e
nj

oy
ed

 a
s t

he
 e

nc
as

em
en

t o
f e

te
rn

ity
” 

(p
. 1

09
).

Th
e 

al
l-k

no
w

er
 is

 a
 fi

gu
re

 w
ho

 p
as

se
s k

no
w

le
dg

e 
to

 th
e 

st
ud

en
t t

ha
t i

s c
ru

ci
al

 to
 th

e 
re

so
lu

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
jo

ur
ne

y. 
W

ith
ou

t t
hi

s r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
w

ith
 th

e 
al

l-k
no

w
er

, t
he

 
jo

ur
ne

y 
w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
en

de
d 

ra
di

ca
lly

 d
iff

er
en

tly
.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t p

ub
lis

he
d 

a 
pa

pe
r w

ith
 

a 
pr

of
es

so
r, 

w
hi

ch
 h

el
pe

d 
se

cu
re

 a
 

po
sit

io
n 

in
 a

 g
ra

du
at

e 
pr

og
ra

m
.

M
ee

tin
g 

w
ith

 
te

m
pt

at
io

ns
 

(W
om

an
 a

s 
te

m
pt

re
ss

)

“…
[t

he
 h

er
o]

 tu
rn

s f
ro

m
 th

e 
fa

ir 
fe

at
ur

es
 o

f t
he

 w
or

ld
 

to
 se

ar
ch

 th
e 

da
rk

ne
ss

 fo
r a

 h
ig

he
r k

in
gd

om
 th

an
 

th
is 

of
 th

e 
in

ce
st

 a
nd

 a
du

lte
ry

 ri
dd

en
, l

ux
ur

io
us

 a
nd

 
in

co
rr

ig
ib

le
 m

ot
he

r. 
Th

e 
se

ek
er

 o
f t

he
 li

fe
 b

ey
on

d 
lif

e 
m

us
t p

re
ss

 b
ey

on
d 

he
r, 

su
rp

as
s t

he
 te

m
pt

at
io

ns
 o

f 
he

r c
al

l, 
an

d 
so

ar
 to

 th
e 

im
m

ac
ul

at
e 

et
he

r b
ey

on
d”

 
(p

. 1
12

).

Th
is 

is 
a 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
ly

 a
bs

tr
ac

t i
de

a 
fo

r C
am

pb
el

l, 
bu

t 
th

e 
co

re
 o

f t
he

 id
ea

 is
 th

at
 so

m
et

hi
ng

 k
ee

ps
 th

e 
he

ro
 

fr
om

 at
ta

in
in

g 
a 

hi
gh

er
 id

ea
l. 

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t i

s t
em

pt
ed

 b
y 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 th

at
 d

oe
s n

ot
 h

el
p 

fu
lfi

ll 
th

e 
jo

ur
ne

y’s
 g

oa
l 

an
d 

th
at

 b
ec

om
es

, o
ve

ra
ll,

 a
 n

eg
at

iv
e 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t s

ta
rt

ed
 a

 b
us

in
es

s t
ha

t 
th

ey
 th

ou
gh

t w
ou

ld
 g

et
 th

em
 ri

ch
 

qu
ic

k 
an

d 
m

ay
 re

pl
ac

e 
th

e 
ne

ed
 to

 
fin

ish
 th

ei
r e

ng
in

ee
rin

g 
de

gr
ee

, b
ut

 
th

ey
 q

ui
ck

ly
 d

isc
ov

er
ed

 th
at

 th
e 

bu
sin

es
s w

as
 ti

m
e 

co
ns

um
in

g 
an

d 
no

t 
fu

lfi
lli

ng
.
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*
C

am
pb

el
l’s
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es

cr
ip

tio
n

O
ur

 in
te

rp
re

ta
tio

n
Ex

em
pl

ar
 e

ve
nt

At
on

em
en

t 
w

ith
 p

ar
en

t 
(A

to
ne

m
en

t 
w

ith
 fa

th
er

)

“Th
e 

ce
nt

er
 o

f b
el

ie
f i

s t
ra

ns
fe

rr
ed

 o
ut

sid
e 

of
 th

e 
be

de
vi

lin
g 

go
d’s

 ti
gh

t s
ca

ly
 ri

ng
, a

nd
 th

e 
dr

ea
df

ul
 

og
re

s d
iss

ol
ve

” (
p.

 1
20

).

Th
e 

pa
re

nt
 is

 a
 p

ow
er

fu
l a

nd
 in

tim
id

at
in

g 
fig

ur
e 

th
at

 
in

 so
m

e 
w

ay
 h

el
d 

sw
ay

 o
ve

r t
he

 st
ud

en
ts’

 li
fe

. D
ur

in
g 

at
on

em
en

t, 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t c
om

es
 to

 te
rm

s w
ith

 th
is 

po
w

er
, 

re
ta

in
s a

ut
on

om
y, 

an
d 

in
te

rn
al

iz
es

 so
m

e 
of

 th
e 

pa
re

nt
’s 

po
w

er
.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t d

ec
id

ed
 to

 w
or

k 
w

ith
 a

 
pr

of
es

so
r t

ha
t i

n 
th

e 
pa

st
 h

ad
 b

ee
n 

di
ffi

cu
lt 

to
 ta

ke
 a

 cl
as

s w
ith

. A
rm

ed
 

w
ith

 n
ew

 k
no

w
le

dg
e, 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t w

as
 

ab
le

 to
 w

or
k 

w
el

l w
ith

 th
e 

pr
ev

io
us

ly
 

di
ffi

cu
lt 

pr
of

es
so

r.

Ap
ot

he
os

is
“Th

is 
im

ag
e 

st
an

ds
 at

 th
e 

be
gi

nn
in

g 
of

 th
e 

co
sm

og
on

ic
 c

yc
le

, a
nd

 w
ith

 e
qu

al
 p

ro
pr

ie
ty

 at
 th

e 
co

nc
lu

sio
n 

of
 th

e 
he

ro
-t

as
k,

 at
 th

e 
m

om
en

t w
he

n 
th

e 
w

al
l o

f P
ar

ad
ise

 is
 d

iss
ol

ve
d,

 th
e 

di
vi

ne
 fo

rm
 fo

un
d 

an
d 

re
co

lle
ct

ed
, a

nd
 w

isd
om

 re
ga

in
ed

” (
p.

 1
40

).

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t r

ea
ch

es
 a

 n
ew

 st
ag

e 
of

 u
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
; t

he
 

jo
ur

ne
y 

be
co

m
es

 ro
ut

in
e, 

an
d 

th
e 

ac
ad

em
ic

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

is 
no

 lo
ng

er
 a

n 
ex

er
ci

se
 in

 n
aï

ve
 d

isc
ov

er
y, 

bu
t a

n 
in

fo
rm

ed
 rh

yt
hm

.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t n

ow
 h

as
 a

 sc
he

du
le

r a
nd

 
us

es
 it

 a
s t

ho
ug

h 
it 

is 
se

co
nd

 n
at

ur
e, 

su
cc

es
se

s a
re

 re
gu

la
r, 

an
d 

fa
ilu

re
s c

an
 

be
 re

ne
go

tia
te

d,
 b

ec
om

in
g 

us
ef

ul
.

U
lti

m
at

e 
bo

on
“Th

e 
su

pr
em

e 
bo

on
 d

es
ire

d 
fo

r [
is]

 th
e 

In
de

st
ru

ct
ib

le
 

Bo
dy

…
 T

o 
th

is 
ve

ry
 d

ay
, t

he
 p

os
sib

ili
ty

 o
f p

hy
sic

al
 

im
m

or
ta

lit
y 

ch
ar

m
s t

he
 h

ea
rt

 o
f m

an
” (

p.
 1

74
).

W
hi

le
 im

m
or

ta
lit

y 
do

es
n’

t h
ap

pe
n 

in
 re

al
 li

fe
, t

he
 

st
ud

en
t m

ay
 fe

el
 im

m
or

ta
l f

or
 v

ar
io

us
 re

as
on

s, 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

ly
 a

s t
he

 jo
ur

ne
y 

re
ac

he
s r

es
ol

ut
io

n.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t c

om
pl

et
ed

 a
n 

in
te

rn
sh

ip
 

an
d 

re
tu

rn
ed

 to
 th

ei
r e

ng
in

ee
rin

g 
pr

og
ra

m
 w

ith
 in

sig
ht

 a
nd

 co
nfi

de
nc

e 
in

 th
ei

r j
ou

rn
ey

 to
 b

ec
om

e 
an

 
en

gi
ne

er
.

Re
fu

sa
l o

f t
he

 
re

tu
rn

“W
he

n 
th

e 
he

ro
-q

ue
st

 h
as

 b
ee

n 
ac

co
m

pl
ish

ed
, 

th
ro

ug
h 

pe
ne

tr
at

io
n 

to
 th

e 
so

ur
ce

, o
r t

hr
ou

gh
 th

e 
gr

ac
e 

of
 so

m
e 

m
al

e 
or

 fe
m

al
e, 

hu
m

an
 o

r a
ni

m
al

, 
pe

rs
on

ifi
ca

tio
n,

 th
e 

ad
ve

nt
ur

er
 st

ill
 m

us
t r

et
ur

n 
w

ith
 

hi
s l

ife
-t

ra
ns

m
ut

in
g 

tr
op

hy
. B

ut
 th

e 
re

sp
on

sib
ili

ty
 h

as
 

fr
eq

ue
nt

ly
 b

ee
n 

re
fu

se
d”

 (p
. 1

79
).

If 
gr

ad
ua

tio
n 

or
 w

or
ki

ng
 in

 a
n 

en
gi

ne
er

in
g 

po
sit

io
n 

re
pr

es
en

t t
he

 e
nd

 o
f t

he
 jo

ur
ne

y, 
th

e 
re

fu
sa

l o
f t

he
 re

tu
rn

 
re

pr
es

en
ts

 so
m

et
hi

ng
 th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t c
on

sc
io

us
ly

 d
oe

s 
to

 d
ef

er
 g

ra
du

at
io

n 
or

 w
or

k.

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t, 

in
st

ea
d 

of
 g

ra
du

at
in

g,
 

de
ci

de
d 

to
 co

m
pl

et
e 

an
ot

he
r 

in
te

rn
sh

ip
 “f

or
 m

or
e 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e.”
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O
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te

rp
re
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Ex
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ar
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ve
nt

M
ag

ic
al
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ig

ht
“I

f t
he

 tr
op

hy
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

at
ta

in
ed

 a
ga

in
st

 th
e 

op
po

sit
io

n 
of

 it
s g

ua
rd

ia
n,

 o
r i

f t
he

 h
er

o’s
 w

ish
 to

 
re

tu
rn

 to
 th

e 
w

or
ld

 h
as

 b
ee

n 
re

se
nt

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
go

ds
 

or
 d

em
on

s, 
th

en
 th

e 
la

st
 st

ag
e 

of
 th

e 
m

yt
ho

lo
gi

ca
l 

ro
un

d 
be

co
m

es
 a

 li
ve

ly,
 o

fte
n 

co
m

ic
al

, p
ur

su
it”

 
(p

. 1
81

).

N
/A

N
A

Re
sc

ue
 fr

om
 

w
ith

ou
t

“Th
e 

he
ro

 m
ay

 h
av

e 
to

 b
e 

br
ou

gh
t b

ac
k 

fr
om

 h
is 

su
pe

rn
at

ur
al

 a
dv

en
tu

re
 b

y 
as

sis
ta

nc
e 

fr
om

 w
ith

ou
t. 

Th
at

 is
 to

 sa
y, 

th
e 

w
or

ld
 m

ay
 h

av
e 

to
 co

m
e 

an
d 

ge
t 

hi
m

” (
p.

 1
93

).

If 
th

e 
st

ud
en

t i
s r

ef
us

in
g 

th
e 

re
tu

rn
, s

om
e 

so
rt

 o
f e

ve
nt

 
m

us
t b

rin
g 

th
e 

st
ud

en
t b

ac
k,

 c
au

sin
g 

th
e 

re
so

lu
tio

n 
of

 
th

e 
jo

ur
ne

y 
(g

ra
du

at
io

n)
.

A
 p

ar
en

t s
ug

ge
st

ed
 th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t 
ap

pl
y 

to
 d

iff
er

en
t j

ob
s, 

an
d 

su
gg

es
ts

 
th

at
 th

e 
st

ud
en

t m
ay

 a
lw

ay
s g

o 
ba

ck
 to

 
sc

ho
ol

 la
te

r.

Re
tu

rn
 

th
re

sh
ol

d
“Th

at
 is

 th
e 

he
ro

’s 
ul

tim
at

e 
di

ffi
cu

lt 
ta

sk
. H

ow
 re

nd
er

 
ba

ck
 in

to
 li

gh
t-

w
or

ld
 la

ng
ua

ge
 th

e 
sp

ee
ch

-d
ef

yi
ng

 
pr

on
ou

nc
em

en
ts

 o
f t

he
 d

ar
k?

 H
ow

 re
pr

es
en

t o
n 

a 
tw

o-
di

m
en

sio
na

l s
ur

fa
ce

 a
 th

re
e-

di
m

en
sio

na
l f

or
m

, 
or

 in
 a

 th
re

e-
di

m
en

sio
na

l i
m

ag
e 

a 
m

ul
ti-

di
m

en
sio
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Below is an example of a narrative created using this approach. At the beginning 
of each paragraph, we have included in parentheses the corresponding stage of the 
monomyth. Italics indicate words added by the researchers to help transition or 
situate the story. Brackets indicate words added to the sentence to clarify a pronoun 
that was used by the speaker with no antecedent. Otherwise, all words are directly 
from the interview transcript.

(Call to adventure) I think ever since I was young I loved playing with Legos and 
stuff like that, and it just escalated. I took a pre-engineering or engineering class in 
high school. It was just learning how to use AutoCAD and computer programs like 
that. I guess that just progressed with me to college. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to 
do and then on the [the college] application page I put “engineering” because I was 
kind of interested in that; more interested in that than other stuff.

(Crossing the first threshold) In my pre-engineering class, my teacher was pretty 
good. It was mostly just messing around. It wasn’t anything serious. It was just 
playing around on the computers, just getting familiar. I think it was mostly to 
pique your interest in engineering or architecture subjects. But even with that back-
ground, last year was kind of awkward because no one knew each other, so you’re 
just trying to figure out who you are, and how you work with other people. It’s a 
whole different experience than high school, because you’re with people you don’t 
know. You just have a bunch of classes with random people, because [it’s] is kind 
of a big school, so it’s hard to build those relationships. It’s hard meeting people 
and finding study groups and trying to balance your time and know what you’re 
supposed to do because there are so many different things to do on campus and 
just figuring out what you’ll enjoy, what you need to do, what will help you in the 
long run, but knowing you’re in college so you should enjoy the time. I grew really 
close with the people that lived on my hall last year, and that was really nice.

(Road of trials) Now, I’ve got involved on campus, and I’m pretty busy. I’ve been 
pretty busy this whole year. There’s so much, it’s hard to just put a few words to it. 
I’m an RA [residential assistant]. Me and a couple other civil students are starting 
the new branch of ASCE, and we’ve been working really hard on that this year, 
which is “American Society of Civil Engineers.” We’ve been working a lot with that. 
I had an internship that started December of last year. It’s really hard; especially this 
year, being an RA takes a lot of time, and judiciary, that takes a lot of time, too, be-
cause you have meetings. I have three or four meetings every week. I think it kind of 
showed on my GPA last semester, too, because I took a lot of hard classes then, and 
it’s kind of overwhelming with classes and schoolwork. Sometimes I get frustrated 
when teachers assign too much work, which seems kind of silly, but sometimes 
it’s hard to … you know you have all this work for other classes, but it seems like 
teachers think that’s all you have to do. You need to spend so-and-so hours on this. 
I’m in a class with Dr. S. right now, and he’s like, “For every day of class, you need 
to spend like, three hours outside of it.” I just feel like it’s not possible, I guess. Not 
NOT possible, but not realistic. Another thing that is kind of frustrating is, I feel 
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like we have 7 or 9 more hours than a lot of other majors do, engineers, and on top 
of that, some of our classes … I’m in a 2-hour numerical methods class right now, 
but it meets Tuesday-Thursday for an hour-and-fifteen minutes, which is the same 
as 3-hours, so not getting that credit. Same with thermodynamics last semester; 
it met for the time you’re supposed to get 3-hours credit. I think that will be all 
throughout college, because I had one my freshman year, where it was a 1-hour 
class, but we met for three hours on a Friday morning. Engineering is notorious 
for being one of the most rigorous, but it’s one of the most rewarding when you 
get out of college.

(Belly of the whale) My hardest experience, I took Statics, Physics II, Thermo
dynamics last semester, and just having that, having the rigor of all the courses and 
the homework and still trying to get a balance of a good … just having time for 
other things, that’s been challenging. That’s really something that’s come to light 
this year more so than last year. Last year, classes weren’t that bad, but just having all 
engineering classes, and not just classes you can study for the day before: learning 
how to deal with that kind of stuff.

(Atonement) I took [statistics] with Dr. M., and at the beginning of class, he was 
like, “People always are like, your teachers have always been telling you, yeah, this 
might be, like what I’m teaching you now might be easy, but wait until you get to 
middle school, to high school, to college.” Then he was like, “Well, this is the class 
they were always talking about.” That’s really intimidating going into as a fresh-
man, you always hear people talking about how they have a statics test and how 
a fourth of the class dropped because their scores are so low. Going through that 
experience allows you to think differently and be a better critical thinker. It’s an 
enjoyable subject. Going through the class, it wasn’t fun, but looking back on it, it 
was kind of fun. I’m in Strength and Materials now, and just using the things we’ve 
learned in Statics, learning those concepts were so hard, but now it seems so basic.

(Meeting the All Knower) The one I researched with, Dr. C., she’s really into student 
learning and getting involved. I feel like I learned a lot from her. When you hear 
about all the things she’s done and all, like the projects she’s worked on, and her 
resume, or curriculum vitae, I don’t know what you call it, you’d think it would be 
someone that’s not easy to approach, but she’s really approachable. She really wants 
to help the students. I really enjoyed researching under her, because I wasn’t afraid 
to ask questions, which I think helped both of us learn more.

(Apotheosis and ultimate boon) Because of all their help, I am able to take a subject 
and not only understand it and know what the teacher’s doing, but be able to take 
other things and apply it to that subject. Understand the inter-connectedness and 
the relationships between things. And now that I can do that, I’m in a better place 
to get involved, because a lot of people go through college focusing on themselves 
and having a good time. I think it’s really important because getting involved, you’re 
able to help others while growing yourself.
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Discussion and conclusion

The monomyth created a simple-to-follow structure with which to reconstruct 
student stories, and once coded, it was easy to follow the course of the monomyth 
structure to create coherent and meaningful narratives. Kim (2016), Connelly and 
Clandinin (1990), and Spence (1986) caution that when smoothing, we must con-
sider how our interpretations color the final narrative. We feel that the monomyth, 
although acting as a template that appropriated and re-organized information pre-
sented in interview transcripts, ultimately preserved the integrity of student stories 
while giving us a way to manage them as data. It acted as a way to break events into 
common chronological “pieces” that occurred for all students, making the data easy 
to manage and compare across two- to three-page student stories. However, it also 
allowed us to retain students’ first-person accounts of events. We expect that this 
method of narrative smoothing would be helpful to apply when researchers are in-
terested in participant’s life stories, coming of age stories, or identity development. 
One potential problem with this approach is that the monomyth is concerned only 
with events. Thus, instances of introspection and conjecture, two potentially impor-
tant sources of data, were excluded from final student stories. Given that narrative 
inquiry focuses primarily on storied events, however, we do not suspect that other 
methods of smoothing sufficiently address this problem.

When engaging in this method, some level of critical thinking and deviation 
from the monomyth structure was necessary. For instance, in Campbell’s scheme, 
“belly of the whale” (the hero’s most difficult experience that ultimately reforms 
or “rebirths” the hero) occurs between the “first threshold” and “road of trials;” in 
the reconstructed stories, we chose to highlight this event directly after the road of 
trials because students’ most negative and vulnerable experiences usually occurred 
during this period, and treated it as a “special” trial to highlight. In another instance, 
a student experienced “meeting with temptations” during the road of trials, and 
this temptation was described within the paragraph focused on the road of trials. In 
some instances, forcing student narratives to fall into a rigid monomyth structure 
would have upset the chronology of their own stories. When this was the case, we 
took liberties with Campbell’s structure to preserve the integrity of the students’ 
stories. Even when taking such liberties, applying such codes helped us to differenti-
ate events, and we rarely needed to do this as many of the events naturally followed 
the monomyth structure.

Perhaps the largest limitation of this method is that the monomyth structure 
focuses on an individual hero’s journey. In nearly every myth that Campbell exam-
ines, the hero makes the journey alone; at best, companions exist at certain points 
in the narrative. While Campbell’s monomyth accounts for others in stories, these 
others play very specific roles (aid, goddesses, fathers). There is little room in the 
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monomyth structure for extended family interactions or friends, which many of our 
participants discussed. In some instances, friends were coded as “aid” or specific 
kinds of “trials,” but this often did not capture the dynamics of different relation-
ships that the students described. Thus, we would not recommend this method for 
narrative studies that seek to explore aspects of participant relationships.

Literary study is generally considered an insular field, rarely crossing into 
social science research (Heinen, 2009). Recently, Netolicky (2015) published a 
piece describing how specific pieces of literature, namely, Carroll’s Through the 
Looking Glass, might be used as extended metaphors for comparing and think-
ing through participant narratives. Our monomyth method of structural analy-
sis further demonstrates that literature and literary theory can be used to inform 
qualitative methods. Kim (2016) describes the need for more fictive approaches in 
narrative analysis, in which participant narratives become a kind of creative inspi-
ration for researchers to develop narratives. Using the monomyth to code events 
in participant narratives lends itself well to this fictive writing and could be used 
in conjunction with Netolicky’s method of literary metaphor. For instance, while 
failing a test might be coded as “belly of the whale” in our analysis, fictionalizing 
and dramatizing the event might hyperbolize the stakes of the test, even compar-
ing the test to one of the labors of Hercules; many courses might become various 
heads of a hydra; a difficult teacher may become an ogre or cyclops. In this way, 
the journey becomes a kind of allegory for participant experiences. Future studies 
using the monomyth method may borrow from stories that Campbell analyzes in 
his Hero with a thousand faces (2004), using the images in those stories to rewrite 
participant events. Such a method allows the stories to become entertaining but 
also, if Campbell and cognitive narratology are correct, relatable. It is easy to min-
imize the experience of a student’s self-loathing after performing poorly on a test; 
however, when we liken it to the guilt of Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov or the unnamed 
narrator of The Tell Tale Heart – or when we suggest that a student feels the need 
for penance like the ancient mariner – it may easier to internalize and empathize 
with the experiences of our participants.
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