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ABSTRACT:  This essay calls attention, first, to some of the
significant discontinuities between life and literature, living and
telling. Perhaps foremost among them is the fact that while living
takes place now, in the present moment, telling must await the
passage of time. This element of delay, it is argued, underscores
the potential importance of narrative: in the context of moral life
especially, it can serve a kind of rescue function, allowing for a
measure of insight often unavailable in the flux of the moment.
These discontinuities between life and literature notwithstanding,
it is maintained herein that there also exist deep continuities
between life and literature, and that literature can illuminate life
precisely because it articulates and binds those features of
experience that reach for narrative. By spelling out these
continuities, we open the way toward deepening our understanding
of the narrative fabric of life itself. 
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I’m going to begin with a story. I got into a little bit of trouble just last
week in a way that is actually quite relevant to the substance of my talk
here today. The occasion was a conference on “Interdisciplinary
Perspectives on Autobiographical Memory” held in Berlin. Very, very
intense conference. Lots of heavy-hitters in the memory world – the
scientific memory world, which, to tell you the truth, left me feeling just
a little bit out of place at times (lots of brain scans, extremely
complicated theoretical models with arrows going every which way,
questions like “Are there two memory systems or three or four?” “Do the
great apes have episodic memory?” and so forth and so on). When one
of those models was shown on Powerpoint, I leaned over to a fellow
humanist and simply said, “This is frightening.” I actually had to give
my talk right after a man named Endel Tulving, basically the founding
father of the modern scientific study of memory. I felt like I was about
seven. 
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Anyway, I gave a talk entitled “Autobiographical Memory and the
Narrative Unconscious” which in itself was enough to generate some
serious skepticism. Once I got into the substance of the talk, things
became even more complicated, at least for the hard-nosed types. So
what were the issues? Well, there were at least two that I know proved
to be a bit disturbing to some of the folks there, and unfortunately these
two were the main themes of the talk. 

First there was the idea of the “narrative unconscious, (see
Freeman, 2002). And here, I drew in part on an experience I had in
Berlin several years ago in which, after several days of exploring the
various sights, I suddenly found myself caught in an unanticipated
emotional vortex that was a mixture of horror, disbelief, and sorrow tied
somehow to the city itself. I had suggested at the time that death
seemed literally to be in the air, as if the events of times past had
somehow left behind ghosts. But what exactly had happened? However
much I felt that death was in the air, it couldn’t have been: Whatever I
felt was there I had presumably put there, through my experiences, my
knowledge, my background, and, not least, my imagination. I therefore
began to speak of the “narrative unconscious.” The first problem was
this very idea of the narrative unconscious, which basically suggests
that there are dimensions of our own histories, our own formation as
historical beings, that we may be largely unaware of. For another, there
was also the idea that memory may extend beyond the confines of an
individual life, beyond an individual mind. It’s not clear that Endel
Tulving went for this idea. 

The main challenge, though, had to do with what I wanted to say
about autobiographical memory, particularly my suggestion that
memory may extend beyond the confines of an individual life. I dealt
with three very different, but interrelated, cases: Binjamin Wilkomirksi,
Helen Keller, and Eva Hoffmann.

Let me say a few words about these texts just to give you a sense of
the issues. Wilkomirski (1996) is the author of Fragments, a “memoir”
of a “wartime childhood” that had been hailed upon its publication as a
masterpiece of autobiographical writing about the Holocaust. This is
how Wilkomirski describes his venture at the beginning of the book: 

My earliest childhood memories are planted, first and foremost, in
exact snapshots of my photographic memory and in the feelings
imprinted in them, and the physical sensations. Then comes
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memory of being able to hear, and things I heard, then things I
thought, and last of all, memory of things I said. (p. 4) 

The dangers are clear enough. “My earliest memories,” Wilkomirksi
tells us, 

are a rubble field of isolated images and events. Shards of memory
with hard knife-sharp edges, which still cut flesh if touched today.
Mostly a chaotic jumble, with very little chronological fit; shards
that keep surfacing against the orderly grain of grown-up life and
escaping the laws of logic .... If I’m going to write about it, I have
to give up on the ordering logic of grown-ups; it would only distort
what happened. (1996, p. 4) 

All that he can do is “try to use words to draw as exactly as possible
what happened, what I saw; exactly the way my child’s memory has
held on to it; with no benefit of perspective or vanishing point” (p. 4). So
Wilkomirski, it would appear, would become the Proust of the Holocaust
and thereby bring us closer to the real and the true than ever before. We
would virtually be there with him. 

The reviews were glowing. On the back of the book, it was suggested
that “Fragments will surely take its place with works by Elie Wiesel and
Primo Levi as a classic first-hand account of the Holocaust” (Los Angeles
Times). “These broken fragments slice into the soul and draw blood,”
wrote another reviewer. “More than justice, fine art is rendered in these
unsmoothed-out memories” (Maurice Sendak). As Jonathan Kozol had
written, for The Nation, “This stunningly and austerely written work is
so profoundly moving, so morally important, and so free from literary
artifice of any kind at all that I wonder if I even have the right to try to
offer praise.” 

Well, as some of you may know, it was too good to be true:
Wilkomirki’s book turned out to be – How shall one put it? – a work of
fiction. This, at least, was the conclusion drawn by Elena Lappin (1999)
in a fascinating article for Granta called “The Man with Two Heads.”
But the plot thickens. Despite the clearly fictional status of the book,
Lappin was also convinced that Wilkomirski was “genuine.” Among
other reasons, “Anguish like his seemed impossible to fabricate” (p. 61).
Eventually, there would be a comprehensive report written about the
book (Maechler, 2001), where it would clearly be determined that “the
elements of Wilkomirski’s story are full of contradictions both in their
particulars and in regard to historical reality” and that, most
importantly, “they are incompatible with his own biographical reality”
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(p. 268). The conclusion reached in the report: “There is not the least
doubt that Binjamin Wilkomirski is identical with Bruno Grosjean” –
the actual person who authored the book, who had lived a quite different
life than the one depicted therein – “and that the story he wrote in
Fragments and has told elsewhere took place solely within the world of
his thoughts and emotions” (p. 268). 

Now, it remains possible that Wilkomirksi may have simply lied
about his past; that is to say, it could be that he concocted a story,
consciously and purposefully, that he knew would move people and
thereby sell. The available evidence, though, suggests something
different. 

What seems to have happened, in brief, was that Wilkomirski gave
himself a history, a childhood, a past that he believed to have been true.
On Maechler’s (2001) account, 

Wilkomirski did not one day decide to carefully construct a
character and devise a story with which to deceive the world. His
present-day identity arose, rather, over the course of four decades,
unplanned and improvised, with new experiences and necessities
constantly woven into it and contradictions ... smoothed over,
though over time with less and less success. (p. 269)

As Maechler explains,
The genesis of [Wilkomirski’s] stories is bound up with traumatic
experiences which ... we may assume had scarcely found their way
into his autobiographical knowledge. The experiences from his
early years have the dimensions of a cumulative trauma that
eludes all understanding and yet is all the more determinative
since it occurred during the phase when the child was developing
an ability to speak, to think symbolically, and, finally, to shape
experiences into stories. Fragments is the attempt of the adult
Bruno Grosjean to assemble elements taken from humanity’s
remembrance of the Shoah in order to find a means of expressing
experiences that were not verbally retrievable either when they
occurred or later, and which for that very reason cried out for a
narrative that would give them meaning. (p. 269)

We need not pursue the details of this case much further. Operating on
the assumption that Wilkomirski told his story in good faith – however
false it may have been – it would seem that he had created a kind of
myth about his past. He was “one of those suffering children” whose
story had to be told. This mythic story had been infused with “elements
taken from humanity’s remembrance of the Shoah,” (p. 269) as Maechler
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put it, with familiar images, events, storylines. And this remembrance
had gradually, but inexorably, become “his own.” Now I am
emphatically not trying to equate false autobiographies and true, or at
least truer, ones. Wilkomirski was using faulty data, so to speak, and
the story he wound up telling himself, and others, was not truly his. But
the process he engaged in is revealing. Here was a case where someone
was basically using these faulty data, supplementing them with
additional extraneous information from movies, books, and so on,
synthesizing it all in imagination, and, ultimately, becoming the person
he imagined himself to be – a man of his own dreams (and, perhaps,
wishes). He clearly had some issues. What I wound up suggesting,
therefore, was that perhaps there are different orders, or registers, of
autobiographical memory: those that have a first-order reference to the
actualities of an individual life and those that have a second-order
reference, that is, that are one step removed from these actualities but
that are still, in a distinct sense, part of the personal past, part of my
story. 

The second case I spoke about was the Helen Keller case, which I
have been interested in for some time. Her problem was a little bit
different. For those of you who do not know her story, it is roughly as
follows. Although Keller was normal at birth, she contracted a disease
that left her deaf and blind at 19 months of age. While she undoubtedly
had retained some fragmentary memories from those first 19 months,
she had been left in a highly primitive psychological state – unable to
think, to act purposefully, to relate meaningfully to the world. All of this
changed with the arrival of her teacher, Annie Sullivan, who helped
Keller understand the miracle of language. In any case, however
wondrous and formative her early years with Sullivan were, there was
an incident, a very painful incident, that served to cast into question
some of Keller’s incredible gains. In a burst of inspiration, she had
written a story called “The Frost King.” Here’s how Keller (1988)
explains it: 

We had stayed up at Fern Quarry later than usual. While we were
there, Miss Sullivan had described to me the beauties of the late
foliage, and it seems that her descriptions revived the memory of
a story, which must have been read to me, and which I must have
unconsciously retained. I thought then that I was “making up a
story,” as children say, and I eagerly sat down to write it before the
ideas should slip from me. (p. 48) 
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“My thoughts flowed easily,” she notes. “I felt a sense of joy on the
composition. Words and images came tripping to my finger ends” (p. 48).
Unfortunately, most of the story, which she apparently had read to her
some time before, had been written by someone else. Terrible incident.
Got a lot of grief from people who had once supported her, some of whom
accused her of outright lying, and others who essentially complained
that she never seemed to speak her own mind. The latter accusation was
repeated through much of her life: She parrots other people’s words; she
sounds less like a person than a work of literature, and a somewhat
stilted, sentimental one at that; most severely, as one of her critics,
Michael Anagnos, had put it: “Helen Keller is a living lie” (cited in
Herrmann, 1998, p. 84). She was a second-hand person, they in effect
said. 

Going back to the “Frost King” incident for a moment, Keller (1988)
does have a quite startling, and disturbing, realization not unrelated to
the Wilkomirski case. “I cannot be quite sure of the boundary line
between my ideas and those I find in books” (p. 48) she writes – or, in
addition, in those ideas that derive from her teacher, Annie Sullivan,
spelling things out on her hand. Perhaps this is so, she ventures,
“because so many of my impressions come to me through the medium of
others’ eyes and ears” (p. 48). By her own account, she herself becomes
a sort of postmodern pastiche self. “It is certain,” she notes again at one
point, “that I cannot always distinguish my own thoughts from those I
read, because what I read becomes the very substance and texture of my
mind” (p. 53). 

Now, there is a significant difference between her case and
Wilkomirski’s: While he had supposedly been remembering but was
actually imagining, she had supposedly been imagining but had
actually been remembering. But this formulation isn’t quite right. For,
in both cases, remembering and imagining are essentially fused, linked
together. So too, I suggested – and this is where the water started
getting a bit hot – were what I had earlier called “first-order”
autobiographical memory (i.e., that could be tied to some concrete event
or events in the past) and “second-order” memory (i.e., that issued from
without – from movies, books, other people, and so on). So, the issue
here – the one that eventually emerged during the discussion – was in
my subsuming all the outer, extraneous stuff under the rubric of
memory. Memory is the internal stuff, several people argued; the rest is
knowledge, which, from their point of view, gets imposed on the
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memory. The problem, though, as I see it – is that memory itself is
always already imaginative, and always already fused with all sorts of
extraneous matter, from books to movies to narrative genres. 

Let me quickly turn to the third case, that of Eva Hoffmann (2004),
from her book After Such Knowledge, subtitled Memory, History, and the
Legacy of the Holocaust. Hoffmann’s book is quite complex but let me try
to sketch out its contours. Here’s what she writes early on in the book:

I had grown up with a consciousness of the Shoah from the
beginning. My parents had emerged from its crucible shortly before
my birth. They had survived, in what was then the Polish part of
the Ukraine, with the help of Polish and Ukrainian neighbors; but
their entire families perished. Those were the inescapable facts –
the inescapable knowledge – I had come into. But the knowledge
had not always been equally active, nor did I always want to make
the inheritance defining.

Indeed, it was not until I started writing about it in my first book
... that I began discerning, amidst other threads, the Holocaust strand
of my history. I had carried this part of my psychic past within me all
my life; but it was only now, as I began pondering it from a longer
distance and through the clarifying process of writing, that what had
been an inchoate, obscure knowledge appeared to me as a powerful
theme and influence in my life. Until then, it had not occurred to me
that I was in effect a receptacle of a historical legacy, or that its burden
had a significance and weight that needed to be acknowledged. Now,
personal memory appeared to me clearly linked to larger history, and
the heavy dimensions of this inheritance started becoming fully
apparent. (p. x)

Hoffmann had discovered what I have come to call the narrative
unconscious. For her, this discovery had a particular intensity by virtue
of her membership in the second generation, which she refers to as “the
hinge generation in which received, transferred knowledge of events is
transmuted into history, or into myth” (p. xv).

Now, Hoffmann (2004) immediately goes on to acknowledge that
“while it has become routine to speak of the ‘memory’ of the Holocaust,
and to adduce to this faculty a moral, even a spiritual value .... We who
came after do not have memories of the Holocaust. Even from my most
intimate proximity,” she writes, 

I could not form ‘memories’ of the Shoah or take my parents’ memories
as my own. Rather, I took in that first information as a sort of fairy tale
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deriving not so much from another world as from the center of the
cosmos: an enigmatic but real fable. (2004, p. 6) 

And yet, Hoffmann continues, there is a distinct sense in which her
parents’ memories did become her own, albeit of a different order. She
speaks of her parents’ first communications, and how their
“fragmentary phrases lodged themselves in my mind like shards, like
the deadly needles I remember from certain fairy tales, which pricked
your flesh and could never be extracted again” (p. 11). She continues
with this theme in a graphic description of the world that had come to
occupy her. Here are some of the images: 

A peasant’s hut, holding the riddle of life or death; a snowy forest,
which confounds the senses and sense of direction. A hayloft in
which one sits, awaiting fate .... The sister, young, innocent, and
loved, standing naked above a pit that is soon to become her own
mass grave .... The pursuit of powerless people, bent silhouettes
running desperately through an exposed landscape, trying to make
it into the bordering woods .... Fields, trenches, pits of death. For
others, barbed wire, skeletal figures, smoke, intimations of mass
death. Every survivor’s child has such images available right
behind the eyelids. Later, through literature and film, through
memoirs and oral testimony, these components of horror become
part of a whole generation’s store of imagery and narration, the
icons and sagas of the post-Holocaust world. (pp. 11–12)

Images aside, Hoffmann had “absorbed [her] parents’ unhappiness
through channels that seemed nearly physical. The pain of their
psyches,” she writes, “reverberated in my body almost as if they were
mine” (p. 14). 

It is difficult to know how far to take this line of thinking. Hoffmann
herself is uneasy about the matter. As she explains, 

It was not that the mythical vision of the world I had put together
from scraps of story and imagery was untrue. The mythology, after
all, derived from reality. It was just that I knew it as mythology
and had no way of grasping its actuality. (p. 16)

Two points deserve emphasis here. The first is that the “mythology” of
which Hoffmann speaks is not wholly to be severed from memory: This
world she has put together, that has become her world, is rooted in her
own bodily and psychical experiences; they too are events, albeit of a
different sort than those experienced by her parents. The second point
is that memory, whether first- or second-order, is not wholly to be
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severed from mythology, from those “scraps of story and imagery” that
often find their way into the figuration of actuality. 

What is the upshot of all this, in relation to autobiographical
memory? Well, the first thing I said was, okay, on some level the idea of
disentangling memory from imagination, and perhaps from external
source, remained important: It would be important for Binjamin
Wilkomirski, at some point, to disentangle what he actually
remembered from what he thought he remembered, if only to come to
terms with his own past. Helen Keller, by her own account, would also
have to do some disentangling. She would have to learn to “marshal”
(1988, p. 52) her own thoughts, as she put it, and not rely quite so much
on literature and on what others told her. As for Hoffmann, finally, she
too speaks of the importance of disentangling her actual memories from
the mythical images that had infiltrated her mind. But ultimately, I
argued, this project of disentangling – the actual from the imagined, the
first-order from the second-, the remembered from the mythical –
cannot be brought to completion. As such, I concluded, perhaps we
needed to think about autobiographical memory a bit differently. What
I suggested, specifically, was that we move toward a pragmatics of
autobiographical memory – such that autobiographical memory might
be taken to refer to those dimensions of our relationship to the past –
whether actual or imagined, first-order or second-, that are constitutive
of the autobiographical self. 

None of this, I reiterated, meant that Binjamin Wilkomirski’s story,
or others like it, should be considered true! It’s not. What it does mean
is that memory itself is not only a reconstructive process, but a poetic
one, one that seeks to give form and meaning to the past. But I might
have formulated this another way too (though I must say, I’m
immensely relieved that I decided not to do so for that particular
audience). What I might have said is that autobiographical memory is
itself a kind of proto-literature. For one, it’s often fused with actual
works of literature and other such telling sources. For another, it’s
imaginative; it’s a making-present of what is not. For another still, it is,
once more, poetic; it’s a meaning-making process that deals with the
then always and irrevocably in the light of the now. And finally, for the
time being, it’s intimately tied to narrative – which is to say, to that
faculty of the imaginative mind that places the episodes of the personal
past into a more or less coherent constellation of meaning. In any case,
and to make a perhaps too-long story short, the vision of memory that
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I presented suggests that there’s a deep continuity between memory and
literature. 

Now, my best guess is that for many this link between memory and
narrative, memory and literature, seems reasonable enough. Where
things get a bit more complicated is when we begin to ask, more
generally, what the relationship is between life and literature. Now,
memory is of course a part of life; and so we already know, I would
argue, that there’s some real continuity between the two. But what
about the life we live moment to moment, the one we’re living now,
that’s not yet a memory? How should we understand the relationship
between the ongoingness of immediate experience – the kind of “stream”
that William James talks about – and the narratives that may
eventually get told about it? Before pursuing further some of the
continuities between life and literature, I want to explore some
discontinuities. 
1. The first, “life,” seems to look essentially forward in time and the

second backward. This isn’t entirely right; even the Jamesian
stream of consciousness bears within it not only presentness but
futurity and pastness. What’s more, even as I look backward, over
the landscape of my past, I’m moving into the future. But generally
speaking, there is a notable difference here. As Hayden White
(1978) puts the matter, “We do not live stories, even if we give our
lives meaning by retrospectively casting them in the form of stories”
(p. 90). I think he overdoes this point. 

2. The first, life, immediate experience, generally seems to be
somewhat less interpretive and constructive while the second, much
more clearly, involves making-sense, emplotting the past, over a
larger time span and therefore involves more synthesizing, creating.

3. The first often seems to have no discrete beginnings or endings but,
somehow, mainly middles. “Novels,” Frank Kermode (1967) has
written, “have beginnings, ends, and potentiality, even if the world
has not” (p. 138). I think Kermode overstates the matter too. But
let’s continue. 

4. In a related vein, the first simply doesn’t have the coherence – the
“hanging-togetherness,” we might say, that many narratives, many
traditional narratives especially, tend to have. In the immediate
moment, Georges Gusdorf (1980) writes, “the agitation of things
ordinarily surrounds me too much for me to be able to see it in its



LIFE AND LITERATURE                                  231

entirety .... Memory,” however, of the sort employed in reflecting on
or writing about one’s life, “gives me a certain remove and allows me
to take into consideration all the ins and outs of the matter, its
context in time and space,” just as “an aerial view sometimes
reveals to an archeologist the direction of a road or a fortification of
the map of a city invisible to someone on the ground” (p. 38). 

This last point of discontinuity between the “agitation” of life and the
“aerial view” of memory is an extremely important one, particularly on
the moral plane. What Gusdorf suggests is that, in the context of
immediate experience, we’re often “caught up in the moment” and
therefore unable to see exactly what it is that’s going on. There’s a story
in the making, but we don’t yet know the plot; the full story has to await
the passage of time, when there’s enough distance from what went on
to put things in perspective. Here, I’ll briefly refer to one case that may
serve to highlight the discontinuity at hand. This is a piece by Primo
Levi (1989) called “Shame,” from his book The Drowned and the Saved.
In August of 1944, Auschwitz was hot and prisoners of the camp, where
there was no drinkable water, were utterly tormented by thirst. During
the course of an assignment that involved clearing out rubble from a
cellar, Levi had stumbled upon a 2-inch pipe that contained a spigot
above the floor. It looked like it might contain water, and so he stretched
out on the floor and had a few drops. “How much,” he had asked, “can
a two-inch pipe one or two meters high contain? A liter, perhaps not
even that. I could have drunk it all immediately .... Or save a bit for the
next day. Or share half of it with Alberto,” his friend. “Or reveal the
secret to the whole squad” (p. 80). He chose the third, “that of
selfishness extended to the person closest to you .... We drank all the
water in small, avaricious gulps, changing places under the spigot, just
the two of us. On the sly” (p. 80). Not too long after, as they marched
back to camp, Levi had found at his side a man named Daniele, “all gray
with cement dust, his lips cracked and his eyes feverish” (p. 80). There
was intense guilt: 

I exchanged a look with Alberto; we understood each other
immediately and hoped nobody had seen us. But Daniele had
caught a glimpse of us in that strange position, near the wall
among the rubble, and had suspected something, and then had
guessed. (p. 80) 

Why? Daniele had asked months later. Why them and not him? 
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Levi has his own question to wrestle with in the aftermath of the
event:

Is this belated shame justified or not? I was not able to decide then
and I am not able to decide even now, but shame there was and is,
concrete, heavy, perennial. Daniele is dead now, but in our
meetings as survivors, fraternal, affectionate, the veil of that act of
omission, that unshared glass of water, stood between us,
transparent, not expressed, but perceptible and “costly.” (p. 81) 

In Levi’s own eyes, he and Alberto had gotten caught up in the moment;
and even though, rationally speaking, there might have been good
reason for doing so – after all, had that water been shared with the
entire squad, it may not have satisfied any of them – there was no
evading the horror of hindsight.

This story, and others like it, have served to make me alert to some
of the deep discontinuities between living and telling, life and literature.
In much of moral life especially, I’ve argued recently (Freeman, 2003),
our very situation of being caught up in the moment often leads to our
being too late, only able to see our own ignorance or culpability or
blindness after the fact, after the deed is done, when it can be placed in
a narrative. Here, narrative matters immensely. It can come to serve
the purpose of a kind of moral rescue, a vehicle for moving beyond, and
correcting, the forgetfulness that so often characterizes life in the
moment. In any case, and to return to the main issue, even though the
life that’s lived moment to moment is itself inseparable from narrative
– here, I align myself with thinkers like David Carr, Alasdair
MacIntyre, and others – I’ve also come to think it’s important to
highlight this most basic discontinuity too. Finally, it’s about human
finitude, the finitude of the moment, and the moral lateness it often
yields. This phenomenon of our being too late is simply too basic, and
too pervasive, to be flattened out. 

In view of these discontinuities I’ve been addressing, there have
come to be a number of theorists – I’ve already mentioned some of them
(people like Hayden White, Frank Kermode) – who have basically come
to see narrative as something that gets foisted upon the flux of
immediate experience. The situation here is not unlike the one we
considered in dealing with autobiographical memory: Just as for some
people imagination, along with knowledge, are seen to impose
themselves on memory, narrative, it’s sometimes said, is seen to impose
itself on life; it’s something that gives the supposed formlessness of life
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itself meaning. From this perspective, therefore, there is a gap, a large
gap, between life and literature; they are discontinuous. Narrative,
therefore, becomes seen as something artificial – that is, involving
artifice – and consequently, there becomes a sense in which narratives
are perhaps best understood as fictions, that somehow compensate for
the ongoingness and agitation of immediate experience by making our
lives seem more like literature than they really are. “Biography,”
Michael Gazzaniga (1998) writes in The Mind’s Past, “is fiction.
Autobiography is hopelessly inventive” (p. 2). The “interpreter,” as he
calls it, located in the left brain, tries “to keep our story together.” And,
“To do that,” he argues, “we have to learn to lie to ourselves” (p. 26). As
for the self, it can be nothing other than an “illusion” (p. 1), a fiction
based upon the fiction of the past. 

Well, as you might have guessed, I want to reject this point of view.
Before doing so, though, two more qualifications are in order. In
addition to the discontinuities that have been identified so far, there is
actually another one, that is perhaps the most obvious of all. Life itself
differs from actual works of literature – novels, short stories, and so on
– in that it’s not an object, a thing. Books are things, that sit on shelves
or tables. Human action – we’ll take the action of another person for
now – is different; it’s not bound together like a book, circumscribed by
a front and back cover, and a fixed number of pages. And when we come
to the personal past, the difference becomes even more pronounced.
Others’ actions are at least external to the interpreter; they’re outside.
The personal past, however, is internal. Indeed, in encountering the
personal past, we are encountering something we ourselves have
fashioned. What’s more, it’s fashioned anew each time we pause to
recollect and interpret, to make sense of things. I even devised a little
thought experiment a while back to deal with this very issue. 

Imagine for a moment a book whose words changed every time you
sat down to read it – not its meanings but its words; they were
affected by your mood, your “ego needs,” your defenses, and so
forth, and metamorphosed accordingly. How could you possibly
understand this book? Indeed, how could you even call it “this
book” save in the crudest, most material sense? (Freeman, 1997, p.
376) 

All this is simply by way of saying that the personal past may be like a
book, but strictly speaking, it’s not one. 
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There is another difference too. Generally speaking, writers create
episodes for a purpose, albeit one that may not become evident until
later on, when subsequent episodes come along and refer backward to
the earlier ones. Plus, as we noted earlier, there are beginnings, on page
one, and middles, and endings. And so, given all these quite obvious
differences, I do think it’s fair to say, as some have, that life is certainly
not exactly like literature, and certainly not like the kind of well-crafted,
well-formed literature that we often find in traditional novels and short
stories. 

At this point, though, I want to ask: Why is it that novels and short
stories have assumed the form they have? And why is it that stories
seem to be such a natural, or at least sensible, medium for charting the
movement of human life? And how, in addition, can we understand the
fact that literature, great literature especially, often is – as Jerome
Bruner (2004) described it in a talk he recently gave – “grippingly
credible?” We not only recognize life itself in such works; it sometimes
seems that life itself can be seen for what it really is. It can be seen
anew and afresh, through these works. How is this possible? And what
does it say about the relationship between life and literature? 

Let me take the opportunity at this point to offer a thesis of sorts:
Literature can illuminate life precisely because it lifts out and
articulates and binds those features of experience that seek, and on
some level, reach for narrative. There is a story-in-the-making going on
right now, and it may or may not get told – that is, assume explicit form.
This will depend on the quality of the talk, whether there are any new
ideas that you can take into the future, whether there are any
unanticipated events that transform this into something to be
recounted, and so on. But what this suggests, I want to argue, is that
there is in fact a deep continuity between life and literature – that
human life pours itself quite naturally into narrative form. Let me
therefore try to draw out five reasons for positing this deep continuity
between life and literature. 

I am going to begin by looking at human action, the actions of other
people; and here, I’m going to draw on the work of the philosopher Paul
Ricoeur by speaking of the textuality of human action (i.e., its text-like
nature). This gets a little bit complicated, but bear with me.
“Meaningful action,” Ricoeur (1981a) writes, “is an object for science
only under the condition of a kind of objectification which is equivalent
to the fixation of a discourse by writing” (p. 203). An action, in other
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words, becomes inscribed, fixed, in what would otherwise be a mere
string of disconnected, meaningless events. Second, Ricoeur speaks of
the “autonomization” of action: “In the same way that a text is detached
from its author, an action is detached from its agent and develops
consequences of its own” (p. 206). Whatever an author may have
intended in his or her work, the work itself is, ultimately, autonomous;
it stands on its own, and can yield entirely new meanings. Well, in much
the same way, Ricoeur offers, “our deeds escape us and have effects we
didn’t intend” (p. 207). Taking this idea one step further, Ricoeur goes
on to consider the ideas of relevance and importance, stating that “a
meaningful action is an action the importance of which goes beyond its
relevance to its initial situation” (p. 207). Finally, Ricoeur speaks of
human action as an “open work, the meaning of which is ‘in suspense’”
(p. 208). Again, something is happening now, but this something
remains open, not fully determinate, suspense-ful. It’s this last
characteristic – the open, suspenseful quality of human action – that
eventually led Ricoeur to focus more explicitly on narrative, especially
in relation to the issue of time. 

The second reason for the continuity between life and literature
concerns the reciprocal relationship between time and narrative,
“temporality” and “narrativity”. Human action consists of events that,
in their “reaching” toward narrative, as I put it earlier, might be
considered episodes-in-the-making – that is, events that will become
episodes, retroactively, by virtue of their interrelationship with other
events as well as with those endings that will ultimately serve to
transform them into the stuff of narrative. Notice in this context that
time moves in two directions here. On the one hand, it can be said that
beginnings lead to middles which lead to endings. The arrow of time
moves forward. On the other hand, it can be said that endings lead to
beginnings and middles – for only when a story has ended, whether
temporarily or permanently, is it possible to discern the meaning and
significance of what has come before. What this means is that
understanding human action involves a synoptic act of interpretive
reading, wherein events are seen-together in their interrelatedness as
episodes in an evolving narrative. What Ricoeur (1981b) goes on to
suggest in this context is that every narrative contains an episodic
dimension, which refers to the events the story is composed of, and a
configurational dimension, which involves seeing- or grasping-together
and thereby “eliciting a pattern” – a plot – “from a succession” (p. 174).
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We are therefore speaking once more of a poetic process, one of
imaginatively synthesizing a constellation of meaning that adequately
contains the events in question. In any case, the idea here is that
reading human action, outside oneself, partakes of the same temporality
that’s involved in reading literature, one that somehow moves forward
as well as backward. Following Ricoeur, we can call this temporality
“narrative time.” 

At this point, we can turn to action inside oneself, so to speak. We
are moving, in other words, from a third-person perspective to a first-,
from biography to auto-biography. And here I’ll return to what might be
called the proto-literary quality of autobiographical memory. Memory is
not yet literature; it may or may not find its way into explicit narrative
form. But as I suggested earlier, memory entails a dimension of poiesis,
and is to be understood as an imaginative, constructive process that
serves as a kind of bridge between life and literature. 

From autobiographical memory, it’s a short step to the narrative
fabric of the personal past. The idea here is as follows: Insofar as
autobiographical memory may be understood as a kind of proto-
literature, autobiographical narration, which of course draws upon
memory, may be understood as a process wherein memory becomes
realized in literary form. So here, we are talking about the process
whereby autobiographical memory becomes transformed into narrative.
What we are also talking about is yet another dimension, or layer, of
poiesis that, in a certain sense, brings together what was said about
human action and what was said about autobiographical memory: What
we are considering is an act of imaginative, interpretive reading that
seeks, through memory, to fashion an image of the personal past. The
personal past, therefore, becomes a distinctive kind of text – namely,
one that’s constructed, imaginatively, in the present, drawing on the
movement of memory. 

This brings me to still another poetic process, whereby there comes
to be established a relationship between the story of the personal past
and the somewhat elusive phenomenon we call the self. Here, we can
speak of what I’ve come to call the narrative fabric of the self. This
relationship needs to be formulated dialectically, not unlike the
aforementioned dialectic of time and narrative. On the one hand, we can
plausibly say that it is the events of the past that lead to, or culminate
in, the self we become. The arrow of time is again moving forward here.
On the other hand, it is the self, the autobiographical “I,” looking
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backward on the past from the vantage point of the present, that gives
these events the meaning and significance they come to acquire, and re-
acquire, throughout the course of time. Even as the past is
reconstructed, re-written, so too is the self. Along these lines, one might
think of the self too as a kind of open work, or work-site, always under
construction, via the labor of the imagination. It can also, I would argue,
be considered a work of literature in its own right. It is a poetically
fashioned semantic construction that owes its very existence, I would
assert, to narrative. 

Now, there’s one more, much simpler reason for positing continuity
between life and literature. And that is that our lives are saturated in
stories, of all sorts – comedies, tragedies, shocking stories, disappointing
ones, joyous ones, and more. I wouldn’t want to overstate the matter
here. Sometimes life just goes on, tedious and uneventful; if there’s a
story to be told about it, it will likely be an unmemorable one. As you
well know, life can be utterly chaotic too, even senseless, such that it
seems virtually untellable. It’s also true that what is sometimes called
the postmodern condition, with its “saturated selves,” as Ken Gergen
(1991) has called them, seems, to some, to take us beyond narrative
altogether: If narrative is defined in more traditional, classical terms –
as in the well-crafted, engagingly followable story, beckoning us toward
the ending, toward resolution, rapprochement – then we may well be
moving beyond it, perhaps toward cyberspace or some other postmodern
destination. But if narrative is conceptualized and thought about more
broadly, such that beginnings, middles, and endings are understood in
more fluid, open-ended terms, then it is certainly here to stay. The
reason, stated in the simplest of terms, is that it seems to be the literary
form that lends itself most naturally, and readily, to life itself. 

Let me now move toward closing by offering a couple of additional
ideas that underscore the continuity between life and literature. We
have been considering a number of different poetic processes in the
context of the experiencing person, focusing on memory, narrative, and
self. We could actually add one more poetic process to this list, namely,
that which has to do with experience itself. I’ve come to call these “sites
of imagination.” So you’ve got experience itself, the process of
remembering experience (which I’ve considered under the rubric of
autobiographical memory), the process of narrating the past, and the
process of fashioning, and re-fashioning, the self. 
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What I want to do in closing is bring the researcher, or the
practitioner, or the therapist, into the mix, focusing especially on the
theme of why narrative matters. In terms of the therapeutic value of
narrative, broadly conceived, I would be inclined to return to theme of
“rescue” identified earlier via the Primo Levi case, the theme of
somehow gazing backward over the landscape of one’s life and making
sense of things in such a way as to “correct” features of the past. I’m
reminded here especially of Tolstoy’s (1960) novella The Death of Ivan
Ilych, which is about a character who, on his deathbed, came to see that
everything he had considered right had in fact been wrong and vice
versa. However despairing his situation was, there nevertheless
remained the opportunity for a moment of redemption, narrative
redemption: In seeing his past for what it truly was, he was able, finally,
to move beyond it and thereby to rescue himself from the oblivion that
had been his life. There is much more, of course, to say about the
therapeutic import of narrative, but I will leave it to others to do so. In
closing, I am going to deal mainly with those who carry out narrative
research, in both the social sciences and the humanities, referring
briefly to six additional, and vitally important, sites of imagination. 

First, the process of understanding and interpreting what is said, of
empathically entering into the world of the Other, imagining what this
world is like. Second, the process of synthesizing what is said, beginning
to see patterns, themes, beginning to see what is related to what. Third,
the process of narrating the past, of imaginatively piecing together some
kind of story from the data one gathers. Fourth, the process of
discerning the self, of fashioning an image of his or her identity on the
basis of this emerging story. Fifth, the process of putting together the
“theoretical story” – that is, of saying something meaningful and
significant about the information at hand. Finally, the process of
writing, the process of somehow capturing, adequately, what most needs
to be said.

Narrative writing, of the sort I’m referring to here, has the
opportunity to move beyond the confines of social science writing,
especially as it’s usually practiced. In its concern with the concrete
particularities of individual lives, it is, like literature, as much about the
possible as the actual, its aim often being to appeal to readers through
language, through the poetic energy and resonance of the narratives in
question (Freeman, 2004). Taking this idea one step further, I want to
claim that being attentive to the narrative dimension of human lives
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sometimes requires more literary, poetic modes of writing than are often
practiced, ones that are closer to those modes of writing found in
literature itself. The reason is straightforward. Literature often does
well to capture life in its full measure; it can be, again, “grippingly
credible.” It also often does well with the emotional side of things,
allowing readers the opportunity not only to think but to feel. With this
in mind, it may be worthwhile to explore modes of writing that aspire
to be grippingly credible in their own right, and thereby able to orient
readers to the reality of people’s lives. 

Here, then, is another context in which narrative matters
profoundly: The aim of such writing will be to draw upon the poetic in
order to better tell the truth about the lives being explored. So often,
particularly in the minds of some of our more positivistic colleagues,
narrative inquiry is seen as a softer, less objective form of inquiry, one
that seems to be less interested in matters of truth than what is sought
in science. On some level, this criticism may be valid. But narratives, I
would argue in response, are in fact truer to life than those supposedly
more scientific approaches that are generally used in exploring human
experience; they, like other forms of literature, can bring us closer to the
reality of life itself. 

There is one final, related way in which narrative matters as well.
And this has to do with the ethical dimension of narrative inquiry.
Whether we are considering the social sciences or the humanities, the
spoken or written word or the visual image, narrative can preserve what
I’ll call, following Emmanuel Levinas (1985), “the face of the Other” –
the face of the living, breathing, sometimes suffering, person. In
emphasizing this ethical dimension of narrative writing, what I am
suggesting is that narrative inquiry, in addition to supporting the aim
of increasing knowledge and understanding about the human realm, can
support the aim of increasing sympathy, compassion, and a connection
to others – not unlike works of literature. This strikes me as a very
important thing to do, now as always. 
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