
Warm Up Exercise – Story versus Fact  
For groups of 3-4 students (ten minutes preparation) 
 
A situation took place in a nearby dorm involving an acquaintance of yours.  She asks you 
for help to find out what happened.   
 
Here’s what you know “for fact”: 
 
1. you found her in the morning, when you’d planned to go work out, and she was passed 
out on the floor of her dorm room 
2. the door was slightly ajar 
3. she remembers nothing of the night before, only vague memories of eating dinner alone 
and walking home.  
4. a boa constrictor was found underneath her bed.  she doesn’t own a snake and does not 
know anyone whose snake it might be. 
5. neighbors heard loud music and shouting, but can’t say for sure whether it came from 
her room, and can’t say for sure whether it was angry or playful 
6. there are several beer cans in the garbage, but otherwise no signs of drug use or abuse 
7. her iPhone is missing 
8. her best friend claims to have gone home around 10pm, after she and the young woman 
had played a game of Scrabble and listened to music.  She can’t remember any of this.   
9. her roommate had gone home for the weekend, due to a family emergency 
10. the window of the second floor dorm room was wide open, and the curtains were 
flapping outside of the window.  
 
Assume there is nothing else outside of the ordinary, and no other relevant facts 
forthcoming.   
 
Your group’s job is to produce a witness, someone who observed some of what happened 
to the young woman that night, and can tell a story that may help to make sense of her 
situation.  The story should be consistent with all of the facts but need not make specific 
reference to more than a few of them. 
 
Rehearse the witness’s story and report “what happened” to the class 



Talking points for a follow up discussion:  
 
What are the “known facts” in the case of the dead samurai? 
 
What is the difference between stories and facts? 
It seems easy – stories are fictional accounts, that may or may not have basis in the facts, but go beyond the 
facts; facts describe what is known to be true 
 
It’s not so easy – since in general we have access not to the facts but to factual assertions (e.g. “Saddam 
Hussein has hidden arsenals of WMDs”) 
 
So: what is the difference between “factual assertions” and “narrative constructions”? 
 
We can ask about both: who was the speaker?  is he/she reliable?  are there reasons to suspect that the 
speaker was misinformed or is lying? 
 
But there is a difference: 
 

factual assertions can be specific (e.g. that bird is a cardinal, the cardinal is red) or general (e.g. all 
cardinals are red, objects in the proximity of the earth fall at an accelerating rate of 9.8m/s2) 
 
specific factual assertions can be verified – checked by others, who should be able to determine whether 
they are true by applying some accepted standard (looking, measuring, testing); general factual 
assertions require an argument or an inference from evidence, and the evidence can be verified, and the 
inference assessed 

 
Are there analogous ways to assess narrative constructions (stories)?  Can stories be verified, over and above 
fact checking?  What questions can we ask about those?   
 
-Obviously, we can ask what facts the story asserts and we can check those facts.  (In Rashomon the wife and 
the samurai claim that he was killed by a specific dagger; the bandit and the woodcutter claim he was killed 
by sword – and there is a fact of the matter, and this could be checked, forensic science) 
 
We can ask about the “verisimilitude” of the story – is it a likely or plausible story? 
-Is the story consistent with what we know about the characters? 
-Is the story consistent with what we know or presume about human motivations and about the way things work 
generally? 
-Is the story consistent with other plausible stories that have been told about related events? 
 
Suppose we answer “yes” to all of the above except the last one (it is consistent with the facts and plausible, 
but it is inconsistent with another plausible account) – are we stuck? 
 
To go further we may have to ask questions about the narrator, to determine whether we can trust in the 
storyteller, whether he/she is biased, whether there may be reasons why the stories would be inconsistent.   
-Who is the narrator?   
-Why is he/she telling the story? (Note that the answer to that question is not a factual one but will always be a 
narrative construction) 
-Is he/she reliable?   
 
Assuming we conclude that the narrator is reliable in the sense that he/she is likely to be telling what he/she 
thinks is a true story, we can ask, further? 
-What assumptions inform his/her telling?  Is he/she biased?  (e.g. the bandit is likely a disgraced or masterless 
samurai – does he want to seem equal to the samurai?) 
-What limits his/her ability to say what happened? 
-Are there contextual factors that may account for the witnesses’ report and explain why it is inconsistent with 
other accounts? (e.g. even assuming that the medium thinks she is speaking for the samurai and is not a 
deliberate fraud, she comes right after the wife and may tell a similar story, but one that is not so shameful for 
a samurai) 


