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PERSONAL HISTORY

1. One aspect of the reality models which readers of fiction bring to the texts they read is the dimension of narratives about our selves, our personal histories, and our relationships with others. Not all the chronologies and causalities that we, as readers, carry from our lived experience of the real are as ineluctable as biological necessity. Many are subjective. They belong to the stories we tell to ourselves and to each other about our lives.
2. In order for a life to qualify as narrative, it should have a story, a text and a narrator. The written form of this is (auto)biography, but even an oral personal history implies a listener upon whom it is incumbent not only to hear but also to interpret and understand what is being narrated. 

3. Stories of our lives may be of interest to readers of fiction because they constitute models of intelligibility for reading fiction. A further possibility is that our personal stories themselves derive from reading narrative fiction or indeed from attending to other forms of narrative such as film fiction or drama.
4. For Barbara Hardy, narrative is a primary act of consciousness, transferred from life itself to art and narrative fiction. Consciousness itself has a narrative structure. 
Narrative, like lyric or dance, is not to be regarded as an aesthetic invention used by artists to control, manipulate, and order experience, but as a primary act of mind transferred to art from life. The novel merely heightens, isolates, and analyzes the narrative motions of human consciousness […]. I take for granted the ways in which storytelling engages our interest, curiosity, fear, tensions, expectations, and sense of order. What concerns me here are the qualities which fictional narrative shares with that inner and outer storytelling that plays a major role in our sleeping and waking lives. For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate and love by narrative. In order really to live, we make up stories about ourselves and others, about the personal as well as the social past and future.

5. The most objective way of casting historical events, whether personal or social, into chronological order is the chronicle, which is a record of a succession of events. But for many historians, to write a chronicle of the events of our lives is not to write a personal history. To write a personal history is not only to cast the events of our lives into chronological order, but also to introduce coherence and explanation. It is through coherence and explanation that we personally, and anyone to whom we tell our personal history, may understand the significance of the events of our past.
6. Hayden White:
[…] no given set of events attested by the historical record constitutes a story manifestly finished and complete. This is as true of the events that constitute the life of an individual as it is of an institution, a nation, or a whole people. We do not live stories, even if we give our lives meaning by retrospectively casting them in the form of stories.

According to White, the events of the past, like the events in the fictional text, require models of intelligibility in order to be interpreted. We draw upon fictional emplotments to represent the events of the past. We liken the events of our lives or those of others’ lives to some form with which we have already become familiar in our literary culture in order to render them intelligible to us. 
7. According to White, ‘the encodation of events in terms of [...] plot-structures is one of the ways that a culture has of making sense of both personal and public pasts’.
 Rather than reproducing events objectively in telling personal history we endeavour to render them intelligible and understandable to the hearer or reader.

8. Although Hardy’s argument seems to concede that life itself may not be the story, she argues that the act of constructing it into story is an immediate and primary way of ordering and representing our experience. Accordingly, these operations of ordering and representing do not come, as is usually thought, from art to life, but rather they constitute ‘the larger narrative structure of consciousness’. Narrative fiction generally, and novels in particular, are introverted, not because they tend to be about other novels, but because ‘they tend to be about the larger narrative structure of consciousness’.

9. Louis Mink:
The comprehension at which narratives aim is a primary act of mind, although it is a capacity which can be indefinitely developed in range, clarity, and subtlety. But to say that the qualities of narrative are transferred to art from life seems a hysteron proteron. Stories are not lived but told. Life has no beginnings, middles, or ends; there are meetings, but the start of an affair belongs to the story we tell ourselves later, and there are partings, but final partings only in the story. There are hopes, plans, battles, and ideas, but only in retrospective stories are hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas seminal. Only in the story is it America which Columbus discovers, and only in the story is the kingdom lost for want of a nail. We do not dream or remember in narrative, I think, but tell stories which weave together the separate images of recollection. (One recounts a dream: ‘And then suddenly I was in the Piazza Navona; now how did I get there?’) So it seems truer to say that narrative qualities are transferred from art to life. We could learn to tell stories of our lives from nursery rhymes, or from culture myths if we had any, but it is from history and fiction that we learn how to tell and to understand complex stories, and how it is that stories answer questions.

10. The bone of contention between Barbara Hardy on the one side and Louis Mink and Hayden White on the other is about perspective. For according to Hardy, in our consciousness, is ‘a combination of reminiscence and anticipation, interpenetrating each other and complicating the temporal relations of beginning, middle, and end’. The primary mental act of story-telling ‘acts on future, joining it with past’. Stories about our lives, according to this view, may be told from the beginning, middle or end, because they both reminisce and anticipate; they store up possible futures while simultaneously they account for the past.

11. In The Interpretation of Dreams (1913), the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud argues that far from being disconnected or isolated events and impressions, our dreams find their origin in repressed wishes. Repressed, unconscious wishes of our infantile past combine with more recently unfulfilled wishes, to achieve fulfillment in our dreams. These unconscious wishes find expression in significant instances, or centres, in the dream-work, which are supplied with perceptible intensity. 
12. In Roland Barthes’s ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives’:
a. Along the syntagmatic axis of Barthes’ model of narrative fiction ‘functions’ or events are arranged consecutively, that is chronologically, and causally, or consequentially. 
b. Along the paradigmatic axis all the events of a narrative are integrated into the principle actions of the narrative. Certain episodes in the narrative – indices – point to these actions. Perhaps the indices that point to these significant actions in the narrative fiction are like the significant instances, or centres, in the dream-work, of which Freud writes. 
c. According to this view, dreams can be shown to be a site of narrative, wherein events of the past, repressions in the early life of an individual, may be linked with the events of a dream in which repressed wishes may find imaginary fulfilment or anxieties find distorted expression. The dreamer is entrapped here in a story, the origin of which is in the distant past, and yet in the story the dreamer anticipates or yearns for fulfilment, for the end of the story, in the future.
13. Despite the possibilities dreams seem to offer as a model of the ways in which our stories take in our pasts and impinge upon us in the present, they may yet fall prey to Mink's claim that, 'only in retrospective stories are hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas seminal'. We may wish to add, only in retrospective stories are wishes fulfilled or unfulfilled, in dreams or elsewhere in life.
14. Perhaps, as a way of taking account of the insights of both Hardy and Mink, we may propose that dreams are like the plot, or order of events in the text, of a narrative fiction, from which we retrospectively reconstruct the story. 
a. Dreams may act as a synechdoche for life in general; as a part of life in which narrativising processes occur, they may reflect the manifold other phenomena in which Barbara Hardy claims that narrative is at work. 
b. If the stories of our lives are told, either by ourselves or others, they are transmitted in a text. Both written and spoken discourse qualify as text. 
c. Life itself is not a blank slate upon which we impose our stories, but may constitute a kind of text upon which we bestow the coherence of story.
15. The stories in works of narrative fiction are almost invariably narrated from the perspective of their ending.

16. Walter Benjamin:

It is characteristic that not only a man's knowledge or wisdom, but above all his real life - and this is the stuff that stories are made of - first assumes transmissable form at the moment of his death. Just as a sequence of images is set in motion inside a man as his life comes to an end - unfolding the views of himself under which he has encountered himself without being aware of it - suddenly in his expressions and looks the unforgettable emerges and imparts to everything that concerned him that authority which even the poorest wretch in dying possesses for the living around him. This authority is at the very source of the story.

17. The narrator's authority derives from the establishment of a discontinuity between the time of the story and the time of telling. In this way personal history resembles other forms of history and fiction in their preoccupation with narrating the events in the simple past (they carried), the imperfect (they were carrying, they used to carry, they began to carry) and the pluperfect (they had carried). By contrast, when narration is in the present (they carry, they are carrying, they do carry), the future (they shall carry), or the perfect (they have carried), the tense has a continuous relation with the present, and therefore draws attention to the 'present' act of narration, and hence to the subjective point of view from which the events are being narrated. It is with a combination of the past tenses and those which are continuous with the present that the stories of our lives are continually being told, because we do not have the authority of discontinuity from our own lives.
18. Discontinuity between the story and the narration creates perspective or point of view: 
“A man who dies at the age of thirty-five,” said Moritz Heimann once, “is at every point of his life a man who dies at the age of thirty-five.” Nothing is more dubious than this sentence - but for the sole reason that the tense is wrong. A man - so says the truth that was meant here - who died at thirty-five will appear to remembrance at every point in his life as a man who dies at the age of thirty-five. In other words, the statement that makes no sense for real life becomes indisputable for remembered life.

19. The double bind of point of view is that if one is involved in the events (of a life) then one is likely to understand them only partially, whereas if one is detached (for example, after the life has ended), the very distance between the events and the observer creates (potentially distorting) perspective.
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