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AUTO/NARRATIVE AS A MEANS
OF STRUCTURING HUMAN EXPERIENCE

by Katarzyna Gajek

Introduction

The turning point concerning the narrative that took place in the twentieth
century was associated with the development of reflection on the narrative
and extending its scope of meaning. In addition to being the theoretical-
literary term it became a philosophical, anthropological, psychological,
sociological and pedagogical category, a concept contained in the domain
of history, law, politics or medicine (cf. Burzynska, 2004, p. 12; 2008, p. 26).
Creating stories, natural and characteristic for people, enabled taking up
multi-faceted research, making the category of the narrative very roomy
and interdisciplinary.

The concept of the narrative may occur in two basic meanings. Some
researchers (e.g. Barbara Hardy, David Carr, or cognitive scientists) as-
sume that narrative is a human cognitive structure, a kind of ability to cap-
ture events and processes changing over time in complex structures of
meaning. Others (such as Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Anthony
Giddens, Paul Ricoeur) refer to narrative as a product of culture, which is the
matrix for the organization of our experiences in the narrative structure
(cf. Rosner, 2003, pp. 122-123).

In the literature on the subject, we may find a variety of ways to define
the narrative, which is related to adopting different underlying assump-
tions. Though I will not attempt to make clear-cut decisions, this article
will present various, sometimes inseparable, perspectives of the category
of narrative and issues related to it, in order to shed some light of the
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multiplicity of viewpoints recognizing it and disputes on its essence. Thus,
my text will try to order the terms used in the narrative-biographical re-
search.

Auto/narrative—Contexts and Definitions

The above-mentioned turning point entailed certain modifications of the
previously used definitions of narrative. The theory of literature and es-
thetic theories that apply this category recognized it as a monologue,
presenting a structured sequence of events developing over time and
associated with the world presented, i.e. with the characters situated in
a particular environment. The generalization of this concept contributed
to its recognition as one equipped with the communication aspect of the
representation of the world and the self-presentation of the subject by the sub-
ject itself. Referring to the work of contemporary philosophers (such as
Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur), some peo-
ple began to recognize the narrative as a way of understanding the world
expressing also the dynamic and historic properties of the temporality
of being. The discovery of the fact that the word ‘narrare’ (to tell) was
formed by a transformation from the word ‘gna’ functioning in San-
skrit, through the Latin term ‘gnarus’ (having knowledge, knowledge-
able) strengthened the position treating narrative as the general structure
of knowledge or the general cognitive structure. The narrative in such an
understanding has become an interdisciplinary concept serving the de-
scription of, inter alia, the history of philosophical ideas as well as the
history and dynamics of social phenomena or processes of constructing
an identity (Burzynska, 2008, p. 27).

The term “narrative” (Latin: narratio) means a story if it refers to an ut-
terance presenting events that are ordered in time and have their cause
and effect (dynamic elements), and a description when it describes the char-
acters and the environment associated with these events—(static elements)
(Skibiniska, 2006, p. 333).

Marianne Horsdal (2004, p. 12) notes that the sequence of time and the
transformation of one situation to another make the definitional and constitu-
tive features of narrative. The sequential construction of a story comprises
the cause or interpretation of the development of the events, about which
the listener/reader is forced to conclude, and therefore the course of
events can be interpreted and understood in many ways. Cultural axioms
regarding people and the world can be ingrained in the content of vari-
ous narratives, and thus be repeatedly duplicated, but each story makes
a statement situated in a specific context, often saturated with emotional
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and evaluative elements, i.e. characterized by a particular perspective,
plot and configuration of meanings.

Peter Alheit (2002, pp. 103-107) points out that in the course of telling
a story, which is a way of reviving the past, we are obliged to follow the
story-telling principles. A narrative is conducted in accordance with the
pattern: “Introduction—climax—solution” and its pre-condition is that it
should be worth telling. A story commenced needs to be finished (“the
rule of the end”), and to make it understandable we need to tell it provid-
ing all the details (“the rule of details”), but remembering about the details
we must not forget about the important things (“the rule of validity and
conciseness”). Storytelling takes time and requires confidentiality as well
as an intimate and friendly atmosphere, since it showcases the narrator,
who shares his/her personal experiences with the listeners.

Marcin Kartowski (1996, pp. 71-72 et seq.), based on the work of
Theodore R. Sarbin (1986) as well as Kenneth J. Gergen and Mary M.
Gergen (1988), argues that narrative is the method applied for the pur-
pose of organization of episodes, activities and reports concerning them
by the use of the categories of time and space. It combines the facts with
the products of the imagination, points to the causes of events, and also
takes into account the motives driving the behavior of the characters. On
the other hand, auto/narratives are created as a result of the use of the
first person singular pronouns, and are therefore the outcome of a gram-
mar rule. The pronoun ‘I’ allows for recognizing oneself as the author
of the constructed story, and its declination facilitates the description
of ‘me” as the leading character, whose fate is intertwined in the sys-
tem of events. Therefore, auto/narratives become a tool by which people
explain events external to them, representing their causal relationships,
and understand themselves as the main characters. The formal traits of
auto/narratives are: (i) establishing a valued punchline, (ii) selecting
and ordering the events adequately to the goal set by the author, (iii)
establishing causal relationships and determining the interdependen-
cies between the participants in the interactions, and (iv) establishing
a marked beginning and end of the story.

Auto/narrative organizes the experiences of an individual, anchoring
him/her in the past and making his/her life purposeful and meaningful.
A man telling his/her own story cites one possible version of it, depend-
ing on the context in which he/she is located. The narrator reconstructs
the events by presenting the links between them, which allows for ren-
dering the processual nature of the phenomena and provides the internal
dynamics of the narrative. This retrospection is accompanied by an on-
going reflection of the narrator who continually interprets his/her own
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biography, trying to explain the personal motives or the reasons for par-
ticular situations. He/she explains, comments and valorizes past events
from the current point of view undertaking, sometimes explicitly, the ef-
fort for arranging the past and the present perspective. In this way, the
narrative documents the changes taking place in the biographical identity
of the individual and the social process of its development (Rokuszewska-
Pawetek, 2002, p. 56).

Narrativists have had numerous philosophical disputes, mainly con-
cerning the relationship of narrative and experience, as well as narrative and
facts. The most famous among them are those participated by ‘natural-
ists” and ‘culturalists’ as well as ‘realists” and ‘constructivists.” Naturalists,
such as Jerome Bruner (one of the founders of the concept of narrative
thinking), thought that creating a story is an innate ability of human be-
ings in whose development narrative competence precedes linguistic compe-
tence (grammar), and thus the narrative is the primary basis of cognitive pro-
cesses. On the other hand, culturalists, especially those that (such as Paul
Ricoeur) originated from a group of hermeneutists, argued that an experi-
ence obtains a narrative form only through the influence of cultural codes. The
second conflict was associated with a difference of views between realists
who claimed that facts exist objectively and autonomously towards the narra-
tive and constructivists who were affirmative that there are no facts that exist
independently of it (Burzynska, 2008, p. 28).

Regardless of the effect of the considerations concerning the primacy
of the narrative competence and the linguistic competence in human life,
the thesis used by Jerome Bruner (1987), which had previously been of-
fered by Paul Ricoeur (1984; 1985; 1988) states that we have no other possible
means to describe the time we have lived apart from the narrative. Alternative
ways of experiencing time as the clock time, calendar time or a cyclic or se-
rial order are not able to grasp the meanings we assign to our past. There-
fore, the narrative is the only way for man to refer to his past and link it
with the present attributing meaning to his own activities.

Social scientists, using the theoretical-literary comprehension of the cat-
egory of narrative, evoke it in the context of autobiography, capturing it as:

* structured human experience that is the subject of research—auto/nar-
rative is a construct of the human mind, and creating a story of the
self requires constant interpretation and reinterpretation of one’s
experiences. Additionally, auto/narratives are converted under
the influence of cultural conventions;

* product of social constructivism which is also a way of knowing interme-
diated by social contexts—auto/narrative text is the story of a man’s
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life who talks about it, while making a simultaneous interpretation
of events from the current perspective. He/she creates a unique
autobiographical narrative, one of the possible versions of it, con-
structed depending on the situation. In this process, the narrator
also shapes his/her identity, which, like the narratives of personal
experiences may undergo disintegration. Then, it is necessary to
resort to their reinterpretation and reconfiguration;

*  phenomenon and the method of research—narratives as a means of
structuring human experiences have a particular nature if their
content is an autobiography of a specific person, at the same time,
however, they reflect the social and historical context of such per-
son’s life.

* construct, which taking the form of an ‘auto” expression allows a person
to understand the reality and oneself in the world (including one’s own
situation, motives, consequences of decisions). While telling one’s
own story, a man uses narrative patterns, shaping his or her nar-
rative identity (Skibiriska, 2006, pp. 333-335).

Auto/biography as the Content of Auto/narrative
—Multiplicity of Definition Perspectives

A narrative is a story that has an author, who guided by more or less
conscious needs makes an effort to construct the history of life, thus justi-
tying the need for telling the story (see Oles, 2008, pp. 39-41). If the story
concerns the personal experiences of the narrator (the author of the narra-
tive and its main character are the same person), we are dealing with an
autonarrative, the content of which is an autobiographical account of the
author of the utterance/text, presenting his/her story. On the other hand,
a biography is a ‘bios” (Greek: bios—life), i.e. the course of life of a particu-
lar person or an account of its conduct established in the form of a text
(Urbaniak-Zajac, 2005, pp. 115-116).

Pierre Dominicé (2000) is of the opinion, however, that the content
of both an autobiography and a biography is the life history of the per-
son who is also the author and the hero. At the same time, a source of
inspiration for the creation of the story is the criterion for distinguish-
ing between these two concepts: an autobiography arises from the au-
thor’s personal motivation, and the biography from the inspiration of a re-
searcher.

In the nineteenth century, anthropologists began to use the term ‘life
story,” often associated with the contemporary ‘autonarrative.” This term
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indicated a story whose subject is the life of an individual, who is at the
same time the narrator of the story. There was also coined a term ‘life his-
tory,” indicating that the content of the narrator’s personal experience has
been enhanced with the information from additional sources (e.g. utter-
ances of other people, institutional documents, etc.) (Golczyniska-Grondas
& Dunajew-Tarnowska, 2006, p. 8).

Norman K. Denzin (1990, p. 68) identified a number of terms synony-
mous with a narrative, which were formed on the basis of different meth-
ods related to biographical research, including ‘life history,” ‘case history,’
‘case study,” ‘life story,” or “self-story”:

* lifehistoryisassociated withcollecting data (frommultiple sources),
their interpretation, and then the presentation of experiences of
an individual, group or social organization, with the terms used
in the story; it is essential to preserve the sense and the meanings
given by the person telling the history;

* case history, in contrast to life history, focuses on studying the his-
tory of a particular event or process, such as the history of the
AIDS epidemic or the experiences of an alcoholic that belongs to
AA;

* case study is an analysis of the specificity and uniqueness of the
individual case or a number of individual cases, which illustrate
the same process and make the basis for the creation of a theory,
a case study can coexist with a case history and often includes
a history of the life of the main characters of the related events;

* life story is a story told by the author, as opposed to the life history
this does not comprise conclusions based on the later interpretive
work of the researcher;

* self-story is an essential part of life story; it is a personal narrative
of a certain man, situated in a specific context, often containing an
account describing groundbreaking or critical life events; what is
significant here is the very process of the formation of the story
about one’s own experiences that can be repeated many times.

Elzbieta Halas, referring to the ideas presented by Herbert Blumer, is
of the opinion that biographies are reports expressed in the first person,
tackling the personal experiences of a man, which show this man as an
acting figure, eagerly participating in social life (Blumer, 1949; after Hatas,
1987, p. 71). Furthermore, Halas claims that a biography is primarily a social
phenomenon (secondarily it can be a source of knowledge or the subject of
research), and life in a society is related to having lived a particular biography
(ibid.). In view of the fact that our existence is autobiographical, but also
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historical, new events constitute for us the context for ongoing interpreta-
tion and reinterpretation of our own lives.

An autobiography can be understood as a form of a narrative, in
which the narrator and the main hero of events are the same person, and
the subject of the story is the personal experience. The hermeneutic per-
spective of understanding narrative facilitates a look at the category of
autobiography comprising two opposing views. Under the first point of
view, autobiography is recognized as an account on the history of life told
from a subjective perspective of the narrator, which includes, among other
things, a description of the situation or participants of the events. The
presented object may be a biography, conceived as a real life lived (Giza,
1991, p. 101), having an additional advantage of objectivity. According
to such a standpoint, which is close to naive realism and is often sub-
ject to criticism, the life told, i.e. an autobiography, is clearly separated
from the life actually lived, which makes the content of the biography.
The second point of view, places no such sharp boundary between these
categories. Its followers believe that we do not have a direct access to the life
lived (or speaking more generally to the reality) without the mediation
of the language, and thus without interpretation. Therefore, the author
of the autobiographical narrative, telling the story of his/her life, uses
the symbols and at the same time creates a kind of reality. The language
he/she speaks becomes a carrier of personal meaning and significance
(Grzegorek, 2003, pp. 214-215).

Duccio Demetrio (2000, p. 16) believes that the creation of an autobi-
ography consists of three phases: retrospection (recalling memories of past
situations), interpretation (discovery of the meaning of past events, expla-
nation of the past, taking into account the current context), and formation of
heroes and events (characteristics of the self and other heroes, presentation
of the fate of people against the background of processes, phenomena,
situations). A person undertaking an effort to create an autobiographical
story cites some facts from the history of his/her life, rarely, however,
are they a faithful reflection of the actual experiences. Recalling the ex-
periences makes it possible to analyze them in relation to the present
time, and to order as well as to remember them through the deployment
of the memories in the appropriate context. Past events also serve the
purpose of a reflection on the present and the future, providing a refer-
ence point for them, enriching the perspective of viewing the present
day, as well as stimulating the ability to anticipate the likely situations.
The past facilitates using and transforming the earlier experiences, which
makes, inter alia, the basis for the learning process and deriving from
one’s own biography.
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Summing up the discussion on the essence of auto/biography, Anna
Giza-Poleszczuk (1990, p. 96) points to the aspects that are shared by the
researchers:

* auto/biography is the product of the activity performed by an in-
dividual;

* itis always subjective in nature;

* anindividual constructing the auto/biography selects events that
are important to him/her and then attributes certain meaning to
them; creating auto/biography is a process and the way of pre-
senting it changes during the life of an individual;

* auto/biography is affected by various factors (circumstances, situ-
ations);

* auto/biography exists thanks to the linguistic message, and there-
fore the way it is read and understood takes on special meaning;

* auto/biography depends on the consciousness of a man (we can
talk about “constitutive nature of consciousness”), because (i) it
exists only when someone tells it, (ii) imagining and understand-
ing life is dependent on the structure of the story as well as the
sense and significance contained therein.

Auto/narratives of Personal Experiences

Anthony Giddens (1991, p. 23) argues that essentially “all human experi-
ence is mediated—through socialization and in particular the acquisition
of language.” The ability to speak gave people the chance to ensure mu-
tual transfer of knowledge, and the possibility of using mass communica-
tion and media allowed for experiencing events distant in time and space.
Language is also closely associated with memory and the ability to recon-
struct the past events, both in terms of socially fixed collective experiences
and personal retrospections.

Language is a constitutive part of creating a biographical narrative.
Thanks to it, an individual may dress his/her own sensations in public ex-
pression and objectify his/her individual experiences by assigning certain
meaning and significance to them and ordering them in relation to previ-
ous experiences. Telling the self-story, an individual conducts social con-
struction of the reality. A biography reflects the social world in which man
lives (and which is a reference point for his ideas about himself), and it
becomes a specific interpretation of the reality (Kazmierska, 1990, p. 114).

Referring to the work of Karl Mannheim, Ralf Bohnsack (2004, p. 21
et seq.) distinguished two types of understanding the insight into verbal
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expressions (or more broadly—the mental products of a man), taking into
account their double structure. They contain the public content and are
therefore of “objective” and communicative importance, as well as the non-
public content, which acquires the proper sense only within a particular
group or environment, and thus it has the conjunctive importance. The basis
of conjunctive communication is the community of the experienced real-
ity that not always is the result of personal contact and interactions, but
can arise from having structurally similar experiences. The space of con-
junctive experience enables direct understanding based on habitual con-
formity and a similar method of organizing and categorizing the experi-
ences. The second type of communication allows for crossing the borders
between different spaces of experience and is related to the communica-
tive demonstration and explanation of different working practices. It also
involves interpretation and definitional generation of reality on the basis
of assigned and read motives of activity.

The acquisition of language skills and mastering linguistic rules, as
well as developing narrative competences, takes place in the course of so-
cial (verbal) relationships and is dependent on these interactions. Creating
a narrative is thus a social issue, even if it relates to the internal experience
of the individual. Personal experiences, despite the fact that they are prod-
ucts of culture, give a unique, individual shape to our lives. At the same
time, however, each person is physically and environmentally situated,
which entails social mediation of self-understanding and interpretation of
reality. We cannot talk about the social and cultural determinism, because
we are able to take into account different available perspectives and nego-
tiate meanings (Horsdal, 2004, pp. 15-16).

Biographical narratives are placed in a specific historical, cultural and
social context, so they are not narrowed down to a subjective, individual
experience and can be included in a broader, objectified background. They
become then the trademark of their time, it does not mean, however, that
they are statements of historical facts. Epochal events are subjected to in-
terpretation and included in the narrative as determinants for the course
of personal experience. This procedure allows for multithreaded analyses
of biographies, as well as extending the perspective of reading them em-
bracing various contexts (Koczanowicz, 2007, p. 38).

One of the important functions of a narrative is assigning the mean-
ing to personal experiences, the actions taken or events. The individual
interprets the circumstances, takes up reflection on the historical and
socio-cultural context, often presenting them against the background of
his/her own experiences. Creating a biographical narrative also allows
for a distanced insight into the history of one’s life. An analysis of the past
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situations with the current outlook makes it possible to redefine them, and
it can also be a starting point for the work on one’s own biography (Grze-
gorek, 2005, pp. 127-128; 2003, p. 213).

Telling one’s history is related to the configuration of events, impor-
tant for an individual and occurring at a particular time, into sequences.
While creating a story, a man explains to himself/herself and his/her
partner in the interaction, the situations which are being described and
then discovers the meaning of events and constructs his/her own identity.
During our lives, we build a lot of narratives about ourselves, taking into
account relationships with other people, interpreting the reality and grant-
ing a specific meaning to it. The dominant narratives about the past affect
our present and future (cf. Morgan, 2000). In new social situations, we cre-
ate different versions of the story about ourselves for different recipients.
They are dependent on cultural and collective narratives, on what other
people think and say about us (cf. Horsdal, 2004, p. 21).

Gabriele Rosenthal (1990, pp. 98-99) believes that the retrospective vi-
sion of our life and the way of organizing stories are dependent on the
present time and our current perspective. The situations and events that
are deliberately selected from the past facilitate constructing a narrative
that from our point of view is coherent, credible and meaningful, through
which we can explain our earlier choices, decisions and actions, or jus-
tify our judgments or evaluations. The narrator displays these experiences
placing them in the coherent context of meanings. They form a sequence
of individual stories that are treated by him/her as elements integrated
with one another, despite the fact that it may not be confirmed by the
chronological course of the narrative.

Our understanding of the reality and our own lives can be shattered
by an event ‘stripped of meaning,” and then an autobiographical narrative
gets destroyed. In such a situation, we need to create another, reconfigured
narrative, in accordance with other interpretive assumptions to integrate
new experiences with it. Our narrative competences develop gradually and
derive from the discursive cultural potential. That is why we cannot create
meanings in the conditions of social isolation. The presence of other people
ensures the possibility of participation in the practices of communication
and provides us with the opportunity to share stories (Horsdal, 2004, p. 21).

Narrativeness of Biographical Experiences

The susceptibility of personal experiences to becoming a story, or narra-
tiveness, depends on their nature. Tragic events causing trauma are hard to
be told. Talking about such moments involves enormous emotional effort,
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and the most dramatic events may be omitted or their presentation is
schematic and laconic. Recalling harrowing memories very often revives
the distress related to them, which is also, due to its nature, impossible to
communicate (Kazmierska, 1996, p. 86; 1999, pp. 22-23).

Narrativeness may be stimulated by certain factors. Placing the ex-
periences in a specific sequential order facilitates describing them. Then,
the background for personal experiences is a broader historical, social or
cultural context, namely the events of high importance, reaching beyond
an individual level that took place at a particular time. Similarly, a change
in the circumstances and places of the unfolding events helps to organize
one’s experiences. Another factor facilitating the narrative creation process
is presenting the experiences in a unique situation, detaching us from
the monotony of daily life, which makes us lose the track of time. They
provide a benchmark for determining the chronological order of the pre-
sented plot (Kazmierska, 1999, pp. 24-25; 1996, p. 87).

The Memory of Personal Experiences

The ability to revive memories is formed in humans already during child-
hood. We are able to systematize and prioritize past experiences, taking
into account their intensity. We recall past events preserving their chrono-
logical order and the categories of organizing the presentation of changes
in time are cause-and-effect relationships or the terms ‘before’— after.’
However, the ability to integrate experiences into a coherent structure and
to distinguish the turning points in the life course appears much later (cf.
Demetrio, 2000, p, 20).

Philosophical tradition associates the notion of experience with the
category of memory. Memory is comprehended as a system of internal-
ized data, the global sum of what we know and accumulate in the course
of life. Collecting memories requires experiencing the reality, and there-
fore is connected with a particular person and his/her past. ‘Playing back’
past events in one’s memory is a reproduction of facts, interpreted from
the perspective of today (Lesniewski, 2001, pp. 141-142).

There are at least two sources of knowledge about oneself and the sur-
rounding reality, based on the memory possessed by an individual (see
Baran, 2005, p. 131). Episodic memory keeps track of the events located in
time and space, experienced by us directly and the relationships between
them. It provides the individual with his/her own ‘I’, allows this person
to maintain a sense of identity through being aware of the continuity of
existence in time. Semantic memory makes it possible to associate facts, cat-
egorize and label information of similar nature communicated through
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language. It includes a universal knowledge of the world, without the con-
scious access to specific experiences that lie at its core.

According to Marianne Horsdal (2004, p. 14), autobiographical episodic
memory allows us to keep the memories of ourselves as participants in
various past events, and the ability to store and “playback” words or ob-
jects is ensured by semantic memory. Our personal experiences and those
that have been told to us, or read by us, have a narrative structure. Telling
our own story we alternatively use the experiences (current or imagined)
of others. There can also occur difficulty in determining whether we were
participants in the particular event, and it has been remembered by us,
or we have heard about it. Encoding, storing and replaying information
serves our orientation in the present and in the future, and establishing the
compatibility between the past, present and future is the ongoing pursuit
of the narrative identity.

The issue of memory has also been dealt with by Kaja Kazmierska
(2007, p. 15). She distinguishes, referring to, inter alia, the findings of Marek
Zidtkowski (2001), three dimensions of memory (and oblivion), which are
correlated with specific categories of the memory subjects. Collective memory
(official or public) is created within institutions included in the system of
state and local government, social memory is created by institutions of the
civil society, and biographical memory is generated by persons outside the
institutional network, forming informal groups, such as family or circles
of friends.

The category of autobiographical memory (cf. NiedZwieriska, 2000,
pp- 111-112) refers to the memories of autobiographical facts and personal
events, and it is most commonly used in three ways. It may refer to (i)
a given memory system with neurobiological foundation, (ii) an umbrella term
for knowledge and schemes, which make the memory bases of identity (then it is
used in relation to a specific item and includes memory factors as well as
social and emotional ones that are relevant at the time of the event and
in the process of re-playing it), (iii) mechanisms and processes involved in
remembering and identifying situations experienced by an individual (both emo-
tional, and at the same time significant for the identity structure forma-
tion, and marginal).

Biographical memory includes personal experiences accumulated
over a lifetime. The biographic character of memories on the one hand em-
phasizes the perspective of an individual man, and on the other concerns
the continuous (re)interpretation of the experience carried out from the
current point of view. Biographical memory is not knowledge about the
past, it facilitates re-playing information, sensations, images or sequences
of events gathered and stored in the mind. Autobiographical narrative is
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a communicative activity, recalling one of the possible versions of the past,
created in a given situation and for the particular listener. Methods of stor-
ing and re-playing biographical experience are determined by the course
of the life of the narrator, as well as the socio-cultural context and the
collective memory resources. Collective memory, built through intergen-
erational transmission input, allows a person to exceed the limitations of
time and space of individual experience. Biographical narratives become
a field of discourse between several generations, and so the biographical
memory resources comprise personal experiences as well as narratives of
others. The boundaries between what was actually experienced by us and
what we were told can be blurred. Socially shared memories of the past
and interpretations of past events affect the process of building individual
and collective identity (Kazmierska, 2007, pp. 18-19).

People have an unusually large number of memories in their bio-
graphical memory resources. Potentially, they are available to us, how-
ever, which one and in what configuration will be recalled depends on
the circumstances of the recollection process. The selection of data and
the manner of re-playing information are affected by cognitive schemas—
available and active at a given time—including the general human knowl-
edge about the reality and the image of oneself. Quarrying the memories
from the storage resources is also steered through questions or guidelines
generated by the narrator or his/her surroundings (NiedZwieniska, 2005,
pp. 27-28).

Narrative Identity

Anthony Giddens (1991, pp. 5-19) believes that building identity is a process
that constitutes for an individual a specific task organized by reflexivity.
Reflexive designing of “self-identity” is constantly accompanied by making
choices mediated by “abstract systems,” which include “symbolic tokens”
(“media of exchange”) and “expert systems” (knowledge). This process
requires maintaining biographical narratives—coherent and forming
a meaningful whole—that should be subject to ongoing verification.
Identity cannot be understood as something static and brought down
to a particular trait or a set of traits that characterize a person. It is a reflec-
tively recognized awareness of the individual, providing him/her with the
durability of existence in time and space. Building personal narratives lets
us reflect on the biographical continuity, because stories show the course
of human life and include an account of the changes that have taken place
in it over the years (despite the differences, we can still recognize an indi-
vidual as the same person). The identity, shaped in the process of creating
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the narrative, embraces the way of understanding the reality, self-image
and the structure of meanings, which are used by the individual (ibid.,
pp. 50-51, 145-146).

Identity, through which we retain a sense of empowerment and bio-
graphical consistency and continuity, may be to some extent manifested,
as well as presented to others in the course of communication, through
constructing and maintaining the personal narrative. Auto/narratives
are extremely impermanent, they undergo constant modifications, since
new experiences and events important for us must be integrated with the
prior experience. Similarly, the process of identity formation is never sur-
mounted with a ready, finite structure (Rosner, 2003, p. 42).

Designing our own identity in the late modern age is, according to
Giddens (1991, pp. 181-208; see also, Mamzer, 2007a, p. 52; 2007b, p. 44),
an extremely complex task. He projected a field of identity dilemmas, lo-
cated between four poles, whose settlement is the condition of preserving
a “coherent narrative of self-identity.” These are:

* unification/fragmentation—due to the changes generated by
modernity, integration trends are becoming desirable associated
with modifications and protection of identity narratives, however,
the diversity of contexts of interactions requires that the individ-
ual should adapt to them in his/her self-presentation, which leads
to partitioning, or in the worst case, disintegration of identity;

* powerlessness/appropriation—they exist simultaneously in a dy-
namic relationship; the variety of social reality brings about both
a sense of powerlessness in the face of external factors affecting the
life of the individual and interfering in it, and an increase in hu-
man capabilities and broadening of the scope of control over the
course of his/her life;

* authority/uncertainty—the existence of conflicting authorities and
the lack of unquestionable sources of normative references rein-
force a sense of uncertainty beyond the areas of routine activity;

* personalized experience/commodified experience—reflexive
project of the self is dependent upon commodification processes
that shape specific lifestyles; individuals can express themselves
through choices made in the sphere of consumption and posses-
sion of certain goods or struggles with the impact of the market,
individually interpreting the incoming information.

Alasdair MaclIntyre (2007, p. 204 et seq.; see also, Rosner, 2003, pp. 24-
31) made an analysis of historical and social circumstances of constructing
narrative self-representations and maintaining selfhood (strict identity).
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He noted that every story about individual life is a part of a set of sto-
ries coupled together. Therefore, we are only the co-authors of our own
narratives in which other people also participate and contribute to them,
“I am forever whatever I have been at any time for others—and I may at
any time be called upon to answer for it,” says the author of After Virtue
(Maclntyre, 2007, p. 217). Similarly, our actions are important for the lives
of others, we are the “supporting cast’ and partial creators of their history.
Social coexistence requires some agreement on the self-narratives and the
mutual recognition of different identities, and each activity, which serves
as an episode in the story, should be logically explained so that it retains
meaning for all people involved. Our social location and certain identifica-
tions at the level of collective life exert influence on the shape of personal
narratives. Social identities are a part of our self-definitions, while in the
process of socialization we learn the meanings inscribed in them, through
which we read out the meaning of all the stories. Another factor crucial
for the creation of self-narratives and building identity is tradition. It is
a source of moral references, the starting point for the determination of the
values important for a man, and supporting it ensures people situatedness
in a historical context.

Charles Taylor (2012), characterizing the context of understanding the
modern identity, defined it, inter alia, as something that an individual rec-
ognizes as his/her own, as something personal. Every person is involved in
shaping their own identity (by abandoning the social purpose and being
faithful to the imperative of self-realization), but does not make an arbi-
trary choice concerning it. Individual self-interpretation in the vocabulary
used by Taylor (2012, 1985) requires self-acceptance, which arises on the
basis of negotiation with the environment, one’s own history and destiny,
and needs social recognition, which is a prerequisite of fulfilled identity.
The latter is conditional—it is largely a matter of postulativeness of the au-
thor of Sources of the Self and his unwavering confidence in man—upon the
deep inherent good in us, and it “has to be woven into my understanding
of my life as an unfolding story. [...] making sense of one’s life as a story
is also, like orientation to the good, not an optional extra; [...] our lives ex-
ist in this space of questions, which only a coherent narrative can answer.
In order to have a sense who we are, we have to have a notion of how we
have become, and where we are going,” says Taylor (2012, p. 47).

According to Paul Ricoeur (1984; 1985; 1988), the situation of narrative
communication that distinguishes man from the world of other beings,
allows the storyteller to take the benefit of narrative reasoning. Creating
stories about our own lives, the content of which are individual experi-
ences, shows, among other things, our ways of interpreting situations,
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understanding others, and it is also an attempt of self-presentation and of
defining ourselves. Past experiences can take the form of a narrative by
referring them to cultural codes, and in connection with this, a narrative is
a set of narrative codes developed within culture that allow for the presen-
tation of our experience. It is a position that differs from the recognition
of the narrative as a primordial structure of the human mind (present in
the deliberations of David Carr and Roy Schafer), used and developed in
the stories. Paul Ricoeur believes that understanding the story of the self
and the narrative creation of individual identity is only possible thanks to
the reference to the historical-literary tradition mediated by culture codes.
The interpretation of texts, representing the cultural heritage, can give
meaning and significance to our experiences (Rosner, 2003, pp. 131-134;
Kociuba, 2007, p. 61; Mamzer, 2007a, p. 55).

The identity of man, according to the concept coined by Ricoeur, is
always the narrative identity, and as such it comprises three integral ele-
ments: continuity in time (sense of stability), sense of coherence and distinc-
tiveness from others (Mamzer, 2002, pp. 51-59):

* continuity in time is maintained by referring to autobiographical
memory; identity building is a process that will never be completed
and takes place in the course of the interaction between the indi-
vidual and the social environment; the awareness of one’s “self,
based on the self-determination of the individual, recognized in
the context of the passage of time (taking into account the time di-
mension allows a person to link the past with the present and the
future), enables recognition of oneself as the same person (the con-
tinuity of the forms of identity is preserved) and gives us a sense
of sustainability;

* asense of coherence is a feeling of inner harmony, reasonableness
and lack of contradiction between all elements of identity; each
part is significant for the constitution of the awareness of one’s
‘self,” and its existence can be justified; fragmentation and episodic
character of life trigger the possibility of unlimited creation of self-
identity, taking decisions about its shape; on the other hand, the
uncertainty felt by man and fragility (eventually disintegration)
of the structure of identity encourage the exploration of reference
points and reducing personal responsibility;

* asense of separateness gives evidence of man’s individuality and
uniqueness, enables him to distinguish himself from the others,
on the other hand, it may be associated with emphasizing non-de-
pendence, withdrawal from seeking the approval of others or lack
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of need of cherishing social ties; in the process of creating iden-
tities we are forced to choose between exposing ones autonomy
(desire for individualization and non-conformism) and the drive
for belonging; social acceptance and positive self-esteem support
attempts to build one’s own separateness.

The concept of narrative identity, developed on the basis of numer-
ous scientific disciplines, allowed to argue redefining the understanding
of human beings in the context of the debate concerning the philosophy of
the subject. In the philosophical thought, there was a shift from the sub-
stantial understanding of the human as a being, characterized by certain
properties, to the dynamic approach recognizing the subject as a being
that develops and changes over time, and, at the same time, whose exis-
tence takes on a finite form, because it is limited by the birth and death.
Anna Burzynska (2004, p. 16) believes that the direction of changes in the
philosophical thinking leads from the Cartesian assertion “I think, there-
fore I am” through hermeneutic “I understand, therefore I am” to a nar-
rativist idea “I tell, therefore I am.”

Summary

Generalizing the ways of defining the narrative, and thus expanding its
range of meanings, allowed for the use of this category in more and more
areas of expertise, but it also required determination of the constitutive
characteristics.

The ways of recognizing the concept of narrative reflect a dispute con-
cerning the primordial nature of one of human competences: linguistic or
narrative. Irrespective of them, telling the history of one’s own life is the
only possibility to describe our experiences.

A narrative can be recognized as a monologue, which is a commu-
nicative form of self-presentation of the narrator and representation of the
world as seen by him/her. It presents a chronologically ordered sequence
of events, developing over time and related to persons and events. Its con-
tent can be the life of the storyteller or other people, located in the socio-
cultural context, including an account of personal experiences or supple-
mented by information from other sources.

Narrative connects the world of individual human experience with
the broader historical and socio-cultural context as regards the time per-
spective. The description of life is based on the distance between the ret-
rospective point of view and the daily course of life. It is a structure sig-
nificant for the narrator, which embraces his/her constant interpretation



28 Katarzyna GAJEK

of the past, tailored to the current perspective. It should be mentioned
that we do not recreate our experiences or events faithfully, but we re-
construct them in the course of building the narrative (auto/biographi-
cal memory is associated with the accumulation of human experiences,
which are subject to constant reinterpretation depending on the course of
life of the individual and his/her location). By means of the language, we
present the experienced world, although not all events are possible to be
displayed and are tellable. Moreover, we are also entangled in the com-
munication processes, creating a report for a specific recipient. From all
the past events, we select those that fit our interpretation of reality and our
own ‘self,” and also lend credence to our story. Therefore, we can create an
infinite number of narratives, depending on our self-presentation and the
current assessment of the situation.

The narratives comprise some version of the stored memories and fic-
tional elements that in the studies aiming at objectification can be resolved
in terms of truth and falsehood, but there are also reflected narratives of the
earlier generations, situating the narrator in the historical, socio-cultural
context. The autobiographical accounts are susceptible to cultural, inter-
personal and language influences, and therefore become extremely per-
ishable and undergo constant transformations, similarly to the narrative
identity constructed in the course of narration.

The narrative identity allows for maintaining a unique, consistent and
sustainable self-image. A man must be recognizable for himself, which
confirms his continuity in time and space and the existence of a link be-
tween the past and the present. On the other hand, a man creates ever new
identities that are not stable and are subject to transformations depend-
ing on the grand narratives or opinions of us, entailing changes in the
interpretation. In addition to this, there coexist many narratives created by
other people, in which we also act as heroes, and this requires their recon-
ciliation and mutual acceptance of the constructed identities.
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