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This chapter presents the main contributions and challenges that “narrativism” or 
“narrativist philosophy of history” poses to historical knowledge in general, and to the 
notion of historical reality and historical fact in particular. It pays attention to the 
reflections produced since the second half of the 20th century on the relationship 
between history and narration. Its main focus will be on the work of theorists who 
have offered sophisticated analysis of narrativity or narrative configurations as 
cognitive instruments. 

In line with the spirit of this book and the words of its editor, reflections on the 
relationship between history and narration bring to light “the conceptual problems 
that history as a discipline and mode of thought in our day gives rise to. Historical 
thinking is a way of looking at the world and our existence, and is as such of concern 
to us all”. In other words, the narrativist programme for philosophy of history elevates 
the narrative structuring of the past to an invaluable cultural asset in all sorts of 
disputes. Therefore, this chapter will also refer to thinkers who have offered meta-
historical studies on narrativity in literature, cinema and history of science. Readers 
will appreciate the programme as a powerful resource for dealing with the past in 
academia and in the public sphere. Historians, activists, communicators, and 
scientists can benefit from becoming proficient with the critical and constructive meta-
historical tools that narrativism offers in taking a stand when the past is in dispute, 
not necessarily to celebrate such tools naively but also to perhaps challenge and 
transform them. A genuine theoretical and philosophical work is nourished by the 
challenges posed to it – some good and acute, some poor and pretentious, some 
authentic, some malicious. What is more, the vitality of any program depends not only 
on whether it is applied, promoted, or celebrated, but also on whether the program 
takes seriously the critiques it receives. 

The itinerary of this chapter will lead us away from narrow or naive notions not 
only of narrative, but also of history, rhetoric and literature, fiction, imagination and 
representation. This will enable us to appreciate “narrative configuration” as an 
autonomous cognitive instrument (as pointed out by Louis Mink) and as a cognitively 
responsible argumentative strategy (following Hayden White).  
 
Narrativism as a programme of philosophical and theoretical research into 
history for the discipline, for life and for the public sphere. Narrativism is here 
presented as a research programme rather than a monolithic conception of historical 
narrativity. On the one hand, this allows us to address some of its central topics not 
as shared theses but as contested matters within the program. On the other, it serves 
to stress a series of objections that are usually raised against the programme and 
some of its exponents. The remainder of this chapter details how the latter have dealt 
with such objections.  

The central topics include: 
- Writing history in terms of narration shows that we do not renounce to 
historicize the past as human past. 
-Historical writing (of narrative, non-narrative or anti-narrative form) will not 
break ties with non-academic historicizing practices. 
- Narrative writing involves a structuring of the past intrinsically tied to an 
unavoidable practical and ethical dimension. 

 
* Moira Pérez (transl.) 
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- Historical narratives always accomplish some kind of social role, either 
empowering, conservative or manipulating. 
- Narrative configuration is not the sum of its parts (singular statements about 
events): its meaning and truth lie in the structuring of a totality. 
-Fact, realism and truth are not eliminated or taken as a given independent of 
our cognitive and research practices; rather, they are reconsidered from a 
contextualist approach. 
- Considering the relationship between history and narrative requires a certain 
awareness of the diverse and often contending contributions of "literary theory" 
to our notions of narrative.  
 
Critics of Narrativism accuse it of promoting scepticism by adhering to the 

following theses:1  
-Linguistic idealism: language is all there is. 
-Linguistic determinism: human beings are spoken by language.2 
-Anti-referentialism: historical discourse does not refer to past events.3 
-Anti-realism: the past historians speak of does not exist. 
-Relativism: promotes rhetorical persuasion rather than rational argumentation.4 
 

Narrative configuration and the autonomy of historical knowledge. We owe the 
term “narrativists” to the analytical philosopher of history William Dray, who 
introduced it in 1969 to characterise the work of a group of analytical philosophers of 
ordinary language interested in the writing of history.5 These thinkers, active in the 
Anglo-Saxon world, opposed the application of the nomological explanation model to 
explanations given by historians.6 They stated that an analysis of historical 
explanation should take into account the specificity of the language used by 
historians, and that their adequacy should be evaluated in relation to the interests of 
concrete historiographical practice. The validity of historical explanations should be 
measured against the questions that motivated the search for an explanation, and not, 
as proclaimed by philosophers such as Carnap and Hempel, against the nomological 
model of explanation designed for the natural sciences. As early as 1956, Arthur 
Danto pointed out that “stories play an important cognitive role in historical inquiry” 
and that “a story is a hypothetical recounting of what happened in a more or less 
determinate stretch of the past” (22). Dray himself said in 1954: “when asked for an 
explanation of a certain event or state of affairs, the historian often responds by telling 
a story” and the “narrative he offers sometimes explains in the ‘how’ rather than the 
‘why’ sense” (24).  

Already at the beginning of the 1960s, reflections emerged on the cognitive role of 
narrative for historical practice (beyond or independent from the problem of the logic 
of scientific explanations). The notion of “narrative configuration” as a function of 
“historical understanding” took centre stage. The historical narrative structure is a 
complex arrangement that cannot be reduced to the conjunction of the singular 
statements of fact that constitute it. It questions the commonsense notion of 
“historical fact” as something independent, fixed or given, that historians “collect” or 
find. What a fact is cannot be understood independently of its place within the 
narrative. Danto, Gallie, Mink are pioneers in this approach.7 The comparison with 
literature, poetry or art in general is recurrent, but one cannot yet speak of a poetics of 
history or of a deep knowledge of recent works in narratology.8  

A foundational study about the role of narrative in historical knowledge is Arthur 
Danto’s 1962 article “Narrative Sentences”,9 where he draws attention to certain types 
of sentences from historical writings that “... refer to at least two time-separated events 
though they only describe (are only about) the earliest event to which they refer. 
Commonly they take the past tense, and indeed it would be odd [...] for them to take 
any other tense” (1985, 143). These sentences reveal the nature of historical 
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knowledge as they concern the reality of the past, historical objectivity, and the 
impossibility of a speculative philosophy of history. According to Danto, “...the proper 
answer to the tedious question ‘Is history art or science?’ is: ‘Neither’” (1985, 143). 

Danto introduces a thought experiment: let us imagine an ideal chronicler who 
has, on the one hand, the power to record everything that happens as it happens 
because he “knows whatever happens the moment it happens, even in other minds”; 
and also has “the gift of instantaneous transcription” to write the ideal (i.e. true) 
chronicle. (1985, 149) Could the author of such ideal chronicle be a model for 
historians? (Despite his attractive skills of instant transcription, the ideal chronicler 
cannot truly formulate narrative sentences nor, consequently, describe historical 
events as historical, since the “historical” can only be known after the event. These 
narrative impediments of the ideal chronicler have, according to Danto, four crucial 
consequences.  

Firstly, they discredit the positivist prototype of the ideal of an objective 
historian: the one who records events while they occur and exactly as they happen 
with no other help than his presence in the spatial-temporal coordinates of those 
events. Secondly, they deactivate the common intuition that the past is determined 
once and for all, for if narrative sentences can only be formulated truthfully after the 
event has occurred, then in principle there could be infinite narrative sentences (as 
many as allowed by the passing of time) about one event. For instance, the event 
described by the non-narrative expression (accessible for the ideal chronicler) “today, 
on Christmas Day 1642, a baby is born in Woolethorpe” can be successively rewritten 
by the historian - and not by the ideal chronicler - as “in 1642 the author of the 
Principia was born in Woolethorpe”, and as many other versions the historian, in light 
of his knowledge of later events, may wish to formulate (cf. 1985, 158). Thus, while the 
past as a series of events may be “believed” to be determined once and for all, the 
history of those events is indeterminate. This allows us to conclude with Danto that 
any organisation of the past into diachronic or synchronic temporal structures is not 
to be reduced to the meagre establishment of temporal or causal relationships among 
events. Rather, such organisation is composed of meaningful relationships in response 
to the cognitive interests of historians. Thirdly, with the requirement to produce a 
narrative unity, Danto transfers this same need for meaningfulness to the historical 
narrative in order to account for its explanatory function; a function it fulfils beyond 
the truth of the particular sentences it is made of. Fourthly, they entail a rejection of 
speculative philosophy of history, which Danto associates with those types of history 
that erroneously claim to know how future events will unfold. According to Danto, “To 
recognize the present as historical is to perceive both it and one’s consciousness of it 
as something the meaning of which will only be given in the future, and in historical 
retrospection. For it is recognized as having the structure of what will be a past 
historical moment, namely as one the meaning of which is available to historians, but 
not necessarily to those to whom it was present, that meaning having been concealed 
from them for whatever reason it is that the future is hidden” (1985, 342). In short, as 
the author argues: “To exist historically is to perceive the events one lives through as 
part of a story later to be told” (1985, 343). The rejection of speculative philosophy of 
history, as well as his consideration of what it means to be in history – to know the 
past and be oblivious about the future –  reveals his profound readings of Nietzsche 
and Sartre, as can be seen in Danto 1975 and 1980. 

W.B. Gallie’s (1964 and 2001) central achievement lies in replacing the strictly 
epistemological interest in narrative with a hermeneutical interest in its meaning. 
Gallie “discovered” the important fact that narratives achieve unity in their meaning 
when someone else, the reader, can follow them. The recurrent narrative structure in 
history works was for Gallie not an ornament, a mere form, but an indispensable 
feature of the understanding of the past as a human past, as “whatever understanding 
and whatever explanations a work of history contains must be assessed in relation to 
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the narrative form from which they arise and whose development they subserve” 
(Preface, p. xi). Gallie’s characterisation of narrative structure is far from simplistic; 
rather, it is close to the notion of plot so frequent in the works of Ricoeur and H. 
White. However, Gallie’s enquiry did not delve into the resources involved in the 
construction of a narrative, but into the conditions that allow for a competent reader 
of stories. “Following a story” is elucidated by an analogy with watching a sports game 
(cricket in his case): in both situations, the attention of spectators and readers is 
drawn onward by the anticipated outcome; contingencies are not only acceptable, but 
essential to the enjoyment; and explanations play a relatively subordinate role (cf. 
Vann 46-47). Understanding is a cognitive activity, not a contemplative reproduction 
of a pre-built, fixed or given sense or meaning. The meaning of an action, a historical 
process, a text or a work of art is a product or result of the process of interpreting. 
Without interpretation, there is no meaning. And reading or interpreting actions or 
works of art is learned through participation in communal practices of reading and 
interpretation, similar to  playing and following games. 

The idea that stories are not lived but told and that the past is not a story waiting 
to be told is perhaps what made the philosopher of history Louis Mink most famous. 
But, according to him, the configuration of the past produced by the narrative form is 
a case of one of the three autonomous and mutually irreducible modes of human 
understanding. This is the configurational mode, thanks to which a number of things 
emerge as elements of a single complex of concrete relationships.10 The configurational 
mode operates when we see at once the myriad images and allusions of a given poem, 
or in the combination of influences, motives, beliefs and purposes that explain a 
specific historical action, i.e. a story. Narrative configuration is not dictated by reality 
or past experience; it is constructed by an act of the imagination or synoptic judgment 
that organises chronologically separate events into a complex totality. 

This operation of the imagination is not related to mere fantasy or to a 
psychological faculty. In fact, it refers to what philosopher Immanuel Kant identified 
as the synthetic faculty of understanding: grasping and producing a totality.11 When 
we interpret the meaning of a statement or utterance, we can analyse it “as a function 
of the meaning of its individual terms plus its syntax plus emphasis, all interpreted in 
a particular context of discourse” (Mink 1966 in Mink 1987, 80). Our life experience 
does not in itself have a narrative form. Instead of transferring the qualities of life to 
narrative, it is more appropriate to say that “narrative qualities are transferred from 
art to life”. “There are hopes, plans, battles and ideas, but only in retrospective stories 
are hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas seminal”. (cf. Mink 
1970 in Mink 1987, 60). 

Where does the assumption that the past is an untold story come from? The idea 
of history as something to be discovered rather than constructed presupposes an 
agreement on the meaning of notions such as “historical objectivity”, “narrative truth” 
and “event”. However, 

1º The notion of “historical objectivity” presupposes that of “universal history” -
the totality and unity of the past as an untold story – which would give coherence to 
the multiple narratives told about it. But the most comprehensive narrative will have 
its own formal unity. A more comprehensive narrative produces a new narrative unity, 
but instead of uniting, replaces the independent coherence of each of its parts.  

2º The narrative configuration of events, taken as a whole, is not subject to 
confirmation or disconfirmation. A historical narrative, as historical, claims to 
represent, through its form, part of the real complexity of the past; but as a narrative, 
it is the product of imaginative construction, and its claim to truth is not evaluated by 
reference to evidential records (cf. Mink 1978, 199). 

3º The very notion of an event will depend on the narrative in which it is 
included. Events cannot be distinguished from their descriptions. What an event is 
(e.g. in terms of duration or complexity) does not depend on a metaphysical definition 
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of “event”, but on the construction of a particular narrative that generates its 
appropriate description.  

In short, the alleged distinction between two stages of research -the recording of 
events and their composition into a whole- is untenable. The synoptic judgment that 
gives rise to the narrative configuration embodies its meaning in the comprehensive 
totality, and the unifying totality is made evident in the very unfolding of the narrative. 
The comprehensive unity reached by a synoptic judgement is its own cognitive 
objective; it cannot be broken into an allegedly independent cognitive value of each 
part that composes it.12 

 
Suspicion against historical narrative as “representation” of reality. Analytical 
philosophy of history succeeded in shifting the attention away from a comparison 
between the explanatory role of narrative and that of the natural sciences. Instead, 
focus was laid on the notion of narrative configuration and the possibility of 
understanding by audiences or readers. This movement ran parallel to the so-called 
historical-pragmatic turn that engaged philosophy of the natural sciences in the 1960s 
thanks to the work of Kuhn and others. However, they used a common sense or naïve 
notion of narrative, it is striking how little interest there was for literary studies on 
narrative discourse and narrativity in both. 

The notion of “representation” was not theorized in philosophy of history (in those 
times either. Danto himself points out that “any narrative is a structure imposed upon 
events, grouping some of them together with others, and ruling some out as lacking in 
relevance”. Although he adds that “trivially, ... each narrative ideally wants to include 
only those things relevant to some other events, or significant to them” (1985, 132), in 
no way did this imply any impairment of its cognitive nature. Rather, it could entail a 
rejection of the representational theory of knowledge according to which a historical 
narrative will be correct if some of its features are found in reality. Nevertheless, the 
notions of “narrative representation” and “historical representation” have been and 
continue to be the object of discussion and criticism, perhaps because the term is dear 
to who defend historical realism. 

Hayden White takes up the issue directly in 1980 and 1984 (included in White 
1987) observing, on the one hand, that “... narrative is not a form of discourse that 
can be filled with different contents, real or imaginary” or that “already possesses a 
content prior to any given actualization of it in speech or writing”. This “content of the 
form” of “narrative discourse in historical thought” (1987, xi) is the main topic of his 
book. But White’s analysis also reveals that narrative discourse “is the very stuff of a 
mythical view of reality... a ‘pseudo-conceptual’ content which, when used to represent 
real events, endows them with an illusory coherence and charges them with the kinds 
of meaning more characteristic of oneiric than of waking thought” (White, 1987, ix). 
The critique explicitly refers to Roland Barthes, who dismantles the supposed 
“objectivity” of traditional historiography and its uncritical distinction between fictional 
and historical discourse (Bann 2009). Barthes analyses historical writing as a 
discursive act, paying attention to the discursive conventions in which any sign 
leading back to the writer is excluded. Things are presented as if they spoke for 
themselves, giving rise to a “referential illusion”: “...in ‘objective’ history, the ‘real’ is 
never more than an unformulated signified, sheltering behind the apparently all-
powerful referent. This situation characterizes what we might call the reality effect 
[l’effet de réel]” (Barthes 1981, 17). This technique is neither exclusive to nor an 
invention of disciplinary historiography, but we can find it, Barthes points out, in the 
realist literature of the 19th century. 

For White, Barthes gives us two crucial ideas. The first, shared by Mink and 
Danto but more succinctly expressed: that “What is ‘imaginary’ about any narrative 
representation is the illusion of a centered consciousness capable of looking out on the 
world, apprehending its structure and processes, and representing them to itself as 
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having all of the formal coherency of narrativity itself” (1987, 36). The second the 
distinction “between a historical discourse that narrates, on the one side, and a 
discourse that narrativizes, on the other; between a discourse that openly adopts a 
perspective that a looks out on the world and reports it and discourse that feigns to 
make the world speak itself as a story” (White 1987, 2). Only narrativization entangles 
us in the illusion that narrative is found and not constructed.13 

A peculiar form of this illusion, with harmful practical consequences, is the 
persistence of meta-narratives of progress (Lyotard 1979, Pérez 2016), of the unity of 
universal historiography (Mink 1987) and of the “Great Story” (Berkhofer, 1995). 
Extending the Barthesian legacy, Keith Jenkins calls on us to abandon history and 
devote ourselves to thinking about the future without looking back, that is, without 
looking at a past (considered as part of a global narrative) for the justification and 
orientation for our future actions. (Jenkins 1995 and 2003). 

The suspicion against prevailing (explicitly or implicitly) totalizing narratives in 
traditional history is a crucial topic that must always be taken into consideration. 
Nevertheless, as White notes, “The historical narrative does not, as narrative, dispel 
false beliefs about the past, human life, the nature of the community, and so on”. 
Rather, it tests “the capacity of a culture’s fictions to endow real events with the kinds 
of meaning that literature displays ... through its fashioning of patterns of ‘imaginary’ 
events” (1987, 45).14 This leads us to revisit his work, to which I turn in the following 
section. 

 
Historical narrative: literary theory and art theory. Hayden White definitely 
radicalised the tension between the constructive-imaginative and the representative 
dimensions of historical narrative. He focused on the coexistence of conflicting 
interpretations and the near impossibility of dismissing them in terms of lack of 
honesty and professionalism on the part of historians in their work with evidence. In 
1973, he revolutionised the field of philosophy of history with the publication of 
Metahistory (Ankersmit 1986). The book engages literary theory to unravel the 
linguistic resources involved in the production of any discourse that has the human 
past as its subject. These discourses have taken shape in two fields that make the 
past intelligible through the elaboration of narratives: speculative philosophy of history 
and academic historiography. Narrative is understood as the kind of discourse that 
synchronically connects events that have occurred diachronically. Its greatest 
expressions can be found in 19th-century historians (Ranke, Michelet, Tocqueville and 
Burckhardt) and philosophers of history (Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche and Croce). White 
approached their works as discourses that tried to produce, with great effort, a 
“realistic” account of the past able to mediate among other alternative (and even 
conflicting) accounts, the raw record, and the public (cf. 1973, 5). All of them aim to 
present a “realistic” image of the past by selecting and combining certain resources of 
discursive composition effectively available in their culture: some form of plot 
(romance, tragedy, comedy, satire), some form of explanation (formist, mechanistic, 
organicist, contextualist) and some ideological commitment (anarchism, conservatism, 
radicalism, liberalism).15 Historiography and speculative philosophies of history are 
not essentially different in these regards,. They are all, without exception, “forms of 
realism”, given that:  

1. A realistic representation of the past is something to be produced, not 
something to be found or discovered in the evidential record. 

2. There is no one way to realistically represent reality, no external non-
contextual criteria that justify one perspective on the past rather than another.  

The different ways in which a historical representation combines mode of 
emplotment, explanation and ideological imputation, refer to the different conceptions 
of the basic ontology of the human world. Kenneth Burke (1945) presents these as the 
pentad of key terms of dramatism: agent, act, agency, scene and purpose. Their 
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combinations, which will depend on the answer to the question of who, what, how, 
where, and what for, are reduced to four basic motifs expressed in the four figures of 
classical rhetoric (tropes): metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony. Which figure 
applies will depend on factors such as causal force being attributed to human beings 
(metaphor, romance, liberalism, formism), or to circumstances (metonymy, 
mechanism, radicalism, comedy), or whether human beings are seen as integrated in 
their context (synecdoche) or as crushed by it (metonymy) (Kellner 1989, Tozzi 2017, 
Lavagnino 2014). 

White emphasizes that historical controversies are not only about knowledge of 
the past, but about what constitutes a more adequate representation of it in epistemic, 
aesthetic and ethical terms. Following an in-depth reading of historian and literary 
critic Erich Auerbach (2003 and 1984), in 1999 White explores the contemporary and 
conflicting origins of historical realism and literary realism in the 19th century.16  Such 
realism is presented as the realisation and completion of previous, incomplete modes 
of realistic representation, but is also questioned by early 20th-century modernist 
literature for its totalizing claims and its concealment of the narrator’s voice. 

This appeal to literary studies is not intended to equate history and literature or 
to reduce history to fiction, but to foreground the shared linguistic resources available 
to realistically represent the past. It also allows us to identify the basic commitments 
that inform realistic representations and to acknowledge, in a cognitively responsible 
way, the impossibility of a definitive consensus about the past, the inevitability of 
controversial pluralism and the desire to continue the discussion by other means.17 
That is, not only in terms of evidence but precisely in terms of our choices of 
alternative realistic strategies and their epistemic and moral consequences.18  

Whereas White offered a literarily informed theory of the historical work, in 1983 
Frank Ankersmit introduced his own aesthetically informed proposal. The Dutch 
philosopher sought to resolve the tension between construction and truth while 
avoiding, in his view, the errors of positivist scientism and of post-White relativism. In 
order to differentiate philosophically between representative and descriptive functions, 
present in every historical interpretation, he formulates a logic that is partly inspired 
by Leibniz. Analogously to works of art, historical works aim to represent, to be a 
representation of, an absent object: the past. Representation is something in the world 
that can be used as a substitute for something absent, without the need to show any 
similarity to the model or to referentially relate to it in any way. Narratios are real 
entities, as are the things they represent, so the ontological equivalence between the 
representational and the represented allows anything to represent anything else. Their 
narrative logic postulates a logical entity, the narrative substance, defined by the true 
statements that compose it and their double function of describing the past and 
individualising a point of view about it.  

Ankersmit proposes a criterion of objective comparison of rival interpretations, 
dependent on a distinction between historical research and historical writing. Whereas 
the former examines what actually happened and is expressed in singular constative 
statements that are verifiable and hence true or false, the latter is committed to 
integrate these statements into a consistent historical narrative  (1983, 9). 

As representations, narratios are analogous to metaphors: they suggest a “point 
of view” from which to look at something in reality or the past; they do not “refer” to 
the world but are “about something” (the substituted). On the other hand, past states 
of affairs can be unambiguously described through factual statements, though without 
exhausting their cognitive content. Their relevance for the narratio they are a part of 
does not depend on their relation to reality but on their place or function in such 
narratio taken as a whole. The scope of the narratio is given by the sum of states of 
affairs described by the statements that can be meaningfully related to the substance 
of the narratio. The most appropriate narratio among competing objective narratios is 
the one whose narrative meaning exceeds the descriptive one. Thus, the apparently 
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descriptive statement “Napoleon was a person in charge of himself” is actually a thesis 
by Caulaincourt about Napoleon and a “suggestion” of possible descriptions that 
embody this thesis for an optimal understanding of the past. Strictly speaking, we 
should say “Caulaincourt’s Napoleon was a person who was in charge of himself”, thus 
referring to Caulaincourt’s point of view, and distinguish it from “Napoleon lived 
between 1769 and 1821 and was emperor of France”, which refers to past states of 
affairs (Ankersmit 2001, 58). 

The perspective proposed in the narratio is identified with those parts that cannot 
be found in other narratios. The coinciding constative parts of various narratios 
establish a consensual component. The aim of every narratio is to move away from this 
conventionalist component and to widen its scope: “The most objective narratio, the 
narratio having the widest scope, is the least conventionalist, the most original 
narratio.” (Ankersmit 1983, 238-239). 

Paul Ricoeur confronts the construction/representation dilemma by “tracing” the 
(non fortuitous) correlation between the activity of telling a story and the temporal 
nature of human existence: “time becomes human to the extent that it is articulated 
through a narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a 
condition of temporal existence” (1983, p. 52). Narrative configuration is elucidated in 
terms of the Aristotelic notion of “mimesis”, understood as the activity of imitating or 
mise en scène (33)19 and deployed in three stages. The activity of constructing the plot, 
mimesis II, introduces us to the kingdom of the as if or fiction, a misleading term that 
can obscure research. “Fiction” is both a synonym for those narrative configurations 
that hold emplotment as their paradigm, and an antonym to the claim that historical 
narrative constitutes a “true” narrative20 (cf. 1983, 64). Due to its dynamic character, 
mimesis II is articulated with a pre-understanding of the world of actions (cf. 55-56), 
mimesis I, and with its re-figuration by its reception -listeners or readers of the 
narrative-, mimesis III. Understanding a story is understanding the language of doing, 
and if the action can be told, it is because it is already symbolically articulated (Cf. 57-
59). On the other hand, our experience or everyday relationship with time in terms of 
the things we are involved in, take care of, or worry about, induces narration: it 
demands to be configured in the terms of beginnings, middles, and ends that 
characterize narration (cf. 62). 

To the extent that they are rooted in mimesis I, plots transform the episodic -a 
series of events- into a story, and integrate heterogeneous factors -actions, 
circumstances, agents, results- into a coherent synthesis that is revealed in the 
reader’s ability to follow a story, mimesis III (the intersection of the world of the text 
and the reader’s world). Following a story is updating it in reading; that is, the text is a 
set of instructions for the attribution of meaning that will be passively and/or 
creatively executed by the reader.  

What is communicated is beyond the meaning of the work: it is the result of a 
fusion of horizons. The narrative form (shared by historical and literary narratives) is 
not a form imposed on sequences of occurrences that could legitimately be 
represented in some non-narrative form. Rather, occurrences have already been 
invented (created) by past human agents who, through their actions, produced lives 
worth being told. This is not about a naive structural identity between narrative and 
life, but about real demands for narration. Doesn’t psychoanalysis make evident how 
our life stories come from repressed inhibited stories? And, in judicial courts, doesn’t 
the defendant’s entanglement in various stories function as the “prehistory” of the 
story being narrated? (cf. 74). 

Historical agents prospectively prefigure their lives as stories with a plot, with a 
meaning, but because human actions have unexpected consequences, the historian's 
point of view should not be limited to that of the agent. Ricoeur does not erase the 
distinction between history and literary fiction in relation to their immediate referents 
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(real events vs. imaginary events). Still, they do have a common final referent: as they 
both produce narrative plots, they both refer to the human experience of time. 

For Hans Kellner, suspicions against narrative coherence and continuity for their 
imposing of a constructed order on the chaos of experience or reality are misguided. 
On the one hand, historiographic common sense presupposes the continuity of the 
historical past and the aim of historical consciousness to reproduce said continuity 
based on available evidence. But its work immediately confronts it with the 
discontinuous and fragmentary nature of the recording of the past. Of course, 
historians cannot leave such gaps in their prose, but they can offer reflective 
considerations about evidence that is lost, unavailable or unaddressed. A fundamental 
part of all cognitive activity is the elimination and destruction of irrelevant 
information. Producing reflective considerations about such gaps, however, is not 
representing the fragmentation of evidence (Kellner 1989, 54). So, if consciousness is 
discontinuous (it not only constructs but destroys), and if the record is equally 
discontinuous, where do these coherent images of the past come from? How do they 
obtain their legitimacy? A theoretical-philosophical enquiry into the various modes of 
writing about the past will give us the answer. Instead of focusing only on what the 
text talks about, let us focus on the lens itself, the text, with which we look at the 
past. This will reveal the rhetorical sources through which our culture represents 
reality. When we say that history is a rhetorical artifact and that the presumption that 
the past is continuous is a literary assumption, we are not seeking to discredit history 
as misleading, but to draw attention to the “other” sources of history provided by 
rhetoric (Kellner 2013). Available linguistic conventions, as they are used and reused 
by historians, institute the authority of the text itself on the basis of the authority of 
other previous uses of the same conventions. 

This does not entail rejecting the pretensions of realistic representation. It 
means, on the one hand, grasping the modes of realistic representation that are 
conventionally accepted and legitimised. And, on the other hand, reminding us that 
the reuse of these conventions is an act of choice, among other possibilities, according 
to a purpose for which we will take responsibility (cf. Kellner 1989, 18). We may be 
interested in following the traces of continuity with regard to our practices of 
representing the past in such a way that discussions and debates between adversaries 
do not oscillate between the search for a rock-solid foundation of knowledge or the 
plurality of voices among deaf ears (typical of “anything goes” relativism). Continuities 
in the use of rhetorical sources enable us to explore our community links. 

 
Narrative and temporal experience. In recent years, some theorists of history have 
proclaimed that the linguistic turn in philosophy of history is exhausted, that it was 
just a stage in the field, and that we are currently going through a new “experiential 
turn”.21 Two trends stand out in this “experiential turn”: a commitment to a notion of 
pre-linguistic experience, which would settle interpretative disputes; and some variety 
of historical, anthropological, social, or even biological inquiry of modes of 
“experiencing” the past. The “presence paradigm”, an example of the first approach, 
explicitly claims to have moved beyond the linguistic turn, which it accuses of 
reducing reality and factuality to text, speech, or language. Yet, in affirming this 
separation, adherents end up reinstating a language-experience dualism that they 
explicitly declared wishing to avoid.22 The other version of the experiential turn aims to 
recover the referent for stories and contends that experience could play a mediating 
role between language and reality.23 In order to evaluate the extent of these critiques 
along with the intended success of overcoming the linguistic turn, and to take an 
informed position on it, History students can revisit reflections by Paul Ricoeur (seen 
in the previous section),24 David Carr and Joan Wallach Scott. Each of them has made 
crucial (and different) contributions in the 1980s and 1990s to our understanding of 
the relationship between narrative language, experience and history.  



10 
 

In 1986a and 1986b, Carr exposes how academic historical narratives, aimed at 
relating the experience and life of collective subjects, are a continuation, on a 
theoretical level, of what occurs on a practical one: the narrative structuring of our 
individual and collective lives. Following Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological method, 
Carr describes, first of all, the non-sequential temporal organization of individual 
experience. In our active life we have a pre-theoretical and pre-thematic connection 
with the past and the future, in the sense that we cannot experience anything that 
happens as present if not against the background of what happened and what we 
anticipate will happen (cf. 1986a, 21-23). 

Secondly, the author finds a kinship between the means-ends structure of 
actions and the beginning-middle-end structure of narratives. In actions we are always 
in the middle of something, captive in the suspense of a contingency that is supposed 
to be resolved in the completeness of our project (cf. 1986a, 33). Thirdly, the narrative 
structure of experience and action is nourished by the interplay of different viewpoints 
-those of the narrators, actors and audiences- in the struggle to reach and sustain the 
unity and coherence of our life story (the narrative coherence shown by literary 
theory). The narrative coherence of life itself must be seen as a standard from which to 
look at what is deviating towards chaos (and not the other way around): the criterion 
in the face of the risk of losing the meaning of our life or succumbing to madness and 
personal fragmentation (cf. 1986a, 90-91). 

 The extension of narrative structures to collective subjects, which are the most 
interesting ones for history, will be possible if we abandon the first (singular) person 
perspective which has been used to describe what was given pre-theoretically to 
experience. Instead, we should adopt the first-person plural: us (cf. 1986a, 120). Each 
one of us experiences and acts also as “we”: we are immersed in groups that are 
narratively constituted; we share a common history. The idea of a communal subject 
or community as a type of collective subject is inspired by Hegel’s notion of Geist: “an I 
that is We, a We that is I” (1986a, 138). Now, to the extent that historians know the 
difference between an action’s intended and actual consequences, the first-person 
perspective -whether singular or plural- should be abandoned, along with the 
essentially practical interest of narrative in the constitution of such identities. Instead, 
the perspective of the third person should be adopted, focusing on the constitution of 
narratives with a cognitive interest (cf. 1986a, 163). 

In short, the connection we have as individual and collective subjects with our 
human past is a narrative connection. Narrative activity is practical before it becomes 
cognitive or aesthetic in history or literature. “Historical-academic” narratives are an 
extension of the structure of reality they aim to represent. However partial, conflicting 
or misguided a community's self-understanding may be, it is part of the human reality 
of the past about which historians write. The narrative activity of communal existence 
is guided by a practical interest; historical narrative, from the historian's retrospective 
position, is guided by a cognitive interest: a search for truth.  

Joan W. Scott (1991) presents an opposing approach to the relationship between 
narrative, identity and experience. While documenting the experience of neglected 
identities is rightfully central to the agenda of histories of difference, it may lead to an 
attempt to naturalise and essentialise categories. This entails unintended political and 
epistemological consequences: it involves a return to foundations, with experience as 
the reintroduced foundation. This is because 

1. it supposes a subject with an already constituted identity and a corresponding 
(albeit silenced) experience. 

2. It reproduces the very categories of representation that are in question -
woman, black, homosexual, heterosexual- as univocal and homogeneous, treating 
them as essential attributes of individuals. 

3. It obstructs the examination of the discursive strategies through which 
categories are created and become part of hegemonic historical discourse. 
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The new histories of difference are no longer written in terms of a great unified 
narrative of progress and homogeneity, but rather of fragmentary histories that 
question the idea of a Humanity (however diverse it may be) moving towards an end of 
reconciliation. Still, they fell back onto the naturalisation and de-historization of the 
categories for which they claimed legitimacy: “the lived experience of women is seen as 
leading directly to resisting oppression, to feminism; the political possibility is seen as 
resting on and following from a pre-existing experience of women” (1991, p. 73). This 
neglects to consider how what we take as “selves” that have experiences are 
constructed through discursive practices, and how the stories of marginalised people 
are not innocent. What is claimed as legitimately privileged is not the naked 
experience but the ‘story’ of the experience. “Histories of experience” is precisely a 
category raised by feminists, so that when traditional history is questioned for its 
exclusion of marginalized voices, the idea is to attend to the more subtle narratives of 
marginalised experience in order to demonstrate their resistance and challenge to 
hegemonic historical discourses. Instead of persisting with visual metaphors of 
‘bringing to light’ in order to undertake the task of producing alternative histories, 
Scott calls for analysis of the emergence of a new identity as a discursive event. Thus, 
the separation between ‘experience’ and language is rejected as incomprehensible, and 
the productive quality of discourse is stressed. This thesis does not involve, according 
to the author, a new form of linguistic determinism, nor does it deprive subjects of 
agency. It is a methodological suggestion to equip oneself with those literary resources 
most likely to highlight the complex and contradictory processes of social and political 
reality. As a concrete empirical result, Scott will read the stories of the unveiling of 
repressed identities as the substitution of one (narrative) interpretation for another, 
acknowledging the changing and contingent character of the categories of identity. 

 
Narrative, anti-narrative, traumatic events. One of the greatest challenges to the 
historical discipline and historical narrative was posed in the last century around the 
possibility of “representing” the so-called “liminal events” of the 20th century. The 
Holocaust, Shoah or Final Solution became paradigmatic, to the point that many 
claimed its “unrepresentability”. In this view, any attempt to make it intelligible 
(whether by explaining, understanding or narrating the event) would result in a 
concealed closure of the conflict, the exoneration of the perpetrators, and/or the 
silencing of the victims’ voices. Perhaps the harshest challenge is condensed by 
filmmaker Claude Landsman (1995), who denounces the “obscenity” in the project of 
understanding the Holocaust.  

The characterisation extends to all those events distinguished by the ambiguity 
of their temporal location: while in a literal sense they belong to the past, since the 
regimes that caused them are no longer in force, in an experiential sense they are 
present. Since the 1990s, LaCapra (1994, 2001) and Caruth (1995) introduced the 
expression of “traumatic events” derived from psychoanalysis, and formed a new 
disciplinary field called “trauma studies”. This field gathers psychoanalysts, 
sociologists, literary theorists, and historians, but also artists, architects and 
filmmakers, given that not only disciplinary history but also the cultural industry 
could unwillingly produce “obscene” representations in Landsman’ terms. 

At first sight, the limits imposed by traumatic events to the narrative 
understanding of history seem obvious. This was especially discussed in the late 
1980s as can be seen in Probing the Limits of Representation. Nazism and the “Final 
Solution” (Friedländer 1992). Particularly controversial was Hayden White’s 
contribution “Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth”, criticised by several of 
the participants in the book (Browning, Ginzburg, Anderson, Lang and others). While 
White did not subscribe to the “unrepresentability of the Holocaust”, he did point out 
the inadequacy of traditional plot forms to express horror and suggested appealing to 
the modernist literary style (Proust, Joyce, Woolf) as the right style from an ethical 
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perspective. Non-narrative or anti-narrative strategies of representation are promoted, 
as do not have an omniscient narrator, lack coherence or closure, and block any 
attempt at narrative closure (White 1999, Dean 2010, Rigney 2009). Other expressive 
supports are also stimulated: memorials, installations, performances that give voice to 
historically voiceless subjects, such as women, victims of concentration camps and/or 
racism, queer identities, among many others (Pérez 2017).  

The past four decades of discussion have shown the plasticity of this programme, 
while literary studies that inform the narrative programme -tropology, rhetoric, 
narratology – are crucial to analyse the various means that deal with representation 
(scholarship, cinema, literature, memorials, photography, visual arts). It is now 
evident that the “historical or artistic representation” of 20th-century liminal events 
responds to a moral or ethical demand that cannot be reduced to strictly 
epistemological values, but that does not conflict with them either (Tozzi 2009 and 
2012, Murad 2014). An example of the power of narrativism is revealed by the 
appearance and subsequent reception of The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany 
and the Jews, 1939-1945 (Friedländer 2007). As Wulf Kansteiner (2009) points out, 
the book manifests an extraordinary skilful modernist writing in Whitean terms. Its 
self-awareness regarding the ethical consequences of the literary style adopted for 
historical writing came to stay, as can be seen in Probing the Ethics of Holocaust 
Culture (Fogu, Kansteiner and Presner 2016).25 

 
Philosophy and narrativist history of the sciences. Philosophy and history of 
science have not been strangers to the contributions of narrativist philosophy of 
history and its interest in rhetoric and tropology, to understand both the nature of 
theoretical models and the very construction of the history of science. Within 
philosophy of economy, Deirdre McCloskey (1985, 1990) proposes a rhetorical analysis 
of economy, which has two dimensions: poetic and narratological. She follows Hayden 
White in considering poetics as a mode of praxis that allows an object of study to be 
transformed into a subject of discourse. Throughout her work she establishes that 
metaphors and stories provide two different ways of understanding things and 
answering the question of “why”. Following Mink's “configurational mode”, Mary 
Morgan (2001; 2012) seeks to ground the cognitive role of narrative in economic 
models and the compatibility between deductive and narrative explanations. Models 
are constructed as structures (metaphors) that simplify the real world to understand 
it. However, they are used by telling stories about the world, which allows for a re-
assessment of the complexity of the real world as a whole and of its characteristic 
elements.  

One of the first attempts to constitute a narrativist philosophy of the history of 
science is found in the works of William Clark (1992; 1995), which fully assume the 
principles of analysis laid out by White’s philosophy. Clark’s (1995) proposal - 
following the work of Northrop Frye and the way White integrates it into a 
philosophical analysis of history - is to mobilise literary criticism as an aspect of 
science studies to address the histories of science as forms of narrative. Thus, he 
analyses Charles Gillispie’s The Edge of Objectivity (1960) as a romance, Steven 
Shapin’s and Simon Schaffer’s Leviathan and the Air-Pump (1985) as a tragedy, Martin 
Rudwick’s The Great Devonian Controversy (1985) as a comedy, and Donna Haraway’s 
Primate Visions (1989) as a satire, with the aim of introducing analytical categories 
that are more powerful than the notion of “Whig history” generally used to evaluate 
various historiographical works. María Martini (2013) analyses the way in which the 
metaphors of the stranger are used as historical distancing devices in Leviathan and 
the Air-Pump by Shapin and Schaffer. The examination of these devices reveals the 
figural character (in terms of White “figural causation”, White 1999) of the historical 
narratives of sciences. Recently, Paul Roth (2020) reconstructed the explanatory-
narrative strategy that runs through The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Kuhn 
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1962) thanks to which he gives an account of how normal science achieves the status 
of science. Kuhn already understands history as narrative, while what comes to be 
normal science cannot be separated from some narrative or other that explains its 
status, that is, excluding some a priori definition of science. 
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1 Golob (1980), Appleby, Hunt, Jacobs (1994), Lorenz (1998), Zagorin (1999), Tucker (2004), 
Murphay (2009). 
2 "... imposes on the actual data a preconceived framework" (Murphey 2009, 118).  
3 "...its opposition to historical realism and denial of the actuality of the past as a possible 
object of reference" (Zagorin 1999, 1). 
4 Kuukkanen (2015). 
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5 "...the description of our ways of thinking and talking about the world, and correlatively the 
description of the world such as these ways of thinking and speaking oblige us to conceive it" 
Ricoeur 1983, 143-144. 
6 “[Mandelbaum] ...complains that certain recent theorists of history -whom I shall refer to, for 
convenience, as ‘the narrativists’- have often written as if no history is or ought to be written 
other than the kind which tells a story” (Ely, Gruner & Dray 1969, 287). 
7 Dray contends that “the narrativists -among whom Gallie, [Morton] White, and Danto have 
been especially prominent- have brought fresh and illuminating contributions to the 
contemporary philosophical discussion of historiography” (Dray 1971, 154), by foregrounding 
issues such as if history is “a form of inquiry or a type of knowledge”, or if “history simply is 
narrative,” or “essentially narrative”, or whether there is one form of history that narrates, or if 
“it is through narration that historians achieve whatever is specifically historical about 
historical understanding” (Dray 1971, 153). 
8 Such is the case of the historian Hexter (1967), who claims a rhetoric of history but without a 
theoretical approach to it. For an excellent review of the contributions of this period, see Vann 
1995. 
9 Chapter 8 of Danto 1985, originally published in 1962. 
10 The other two are the "theorist" who sees a number of objects as an example of some 
generalisation, formula or law; and the "categorical" who sees a number of objects as an 
example of the category (cf. Mink 1960 in Mink 1987, 38-39). 
11 Collingwood 1994 and Ricoeur 1983 also understand narrative configuration in terms of 
Kant’s notion of imagination. 
12 Through a perspective informed by Goodman and Wittgenstein, van der Akker (2018) 
contributes to Danto’s and Mink’s arguments by contending that the "Past under consideration 
in some narrative exemplifies the historical thesis expressed by that narrative as a result of 
being historically understood" (2018, 18). 
13 White 1984, Vann 2001, and Partner 2009 offer excellent assessments of Post-Structuralist 
critics, of Nietzschean affiliation, against narrative history, such as Derrida, Kristeva and 
Foucault. 
14 La Greca 2013 elucidates Mink’s and White's contributions to narrative configuration in 
terms of performative structuring. 
15 For example, as a historian Ranke combined a comic plot, a conservative ideology and an 
organicist explanation; while Burckhard was inclined to conservative, satirical and 
contextualist; and Marx combined comedy, radicalism and mechanism. In Hegel, on the other 
hand, White finds organicism, tragic on the microcosmic level and comic on the macrocosmic 
level, and liberalism, with both radical and conservative implications (White 1973, 29-31). 
 
17 Rigney (1990) and Partner (2005) offer us two historiographical investigations, the first on 
the French Revolution and the second on the Middle Ages, in which the meta-historical 
instruments provided by Narrativism are in full operation 
18 White 2010, Paul 2011, Doran 2017, and Domanska 2018 give an account of Sartre’s 
influence on Hayden White. 
19 According to Ricoeur, in his Poetics Aristotle addresses the pair mimesis-muthos through the 
adjective "poetic" (with its implied noun, "art"). It alone exposes the mark of production, 
construction, dynamism. Muthos and mimesis have to be taken as operations, not as 
structures; in particular, muthos is the organization and composition of the events into a 
system (cf. 1983, 32-33). 
20 Like Mink, Ricoeur compares this configurational act to Kant’s notion the work of 
productive imagination (cf. 68). 
21  See Ankersmit 2005 and Jay 2004. 
22  See Gumbrecht 2004, 2006 and Bentley 2006.  
23  See Toews 1987. 
24  For the Ricoeurian notion of metaphorical reference, see Grethlein 2010. 
25  Also in La Greca 2014, Doran 2017 and 2013, Pihlainen 2017. 
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