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LANGUAGE NEEDS TO BE CHECKED
 
 
 

LIFE:&A&Narra+ve&in&Three&Dimensions
 
 
When confronting the big issues and major questions of life and narrative, especially how
they are constructed and how their respective versions are inextricably intertwined, it is
perhaps best to start where it all ends. This is no cause for unnecessary drama or heartache;
it is merely a way of stating the rather obvious, but important – even crucial – notion about
the inherent quality of the reciprocal relationship between life and narrative.
 
The statement where it all ends and begins again is truly a well-known maxim. While life
itself is messy and illogical, full of contradictions and dead-ends and provides hardly any
answers, a narrative has to make sense. No matter how non-linear or experimental it claims
to be, a narrative simply must make sense. There is a sense of an overall comprehension
that is measured in terms of what is just about enough – enough to stand and maintain its
inner coherence.
 
It is not about all and everything. Nothing is nailed to the floor or the wall, but sustained
and maintained in ongoing processes. In the words of Ricœur (1984, 150), it implicates and
brings to the fore the necessary acts of pulling forward and grasping together, how “rather
than being predictable, a narrative’s conclusion has to be acceptable.”
 
What will be underlined here is an assumption, argued for by many theorists, all of whom
will be introduced in due time. The claim is this: as an abstraction, life is a narrative quest,
with inherently variable structures and styles that find their content and form in and with
the aid of the everyday. As a reality bound to a time and a space, it is always a temporality
of an act – an actualization and an articulation of a here and now.
 
The ways in and the means by which life is a narrative in three dimensions, as stated in the
title of the essay, will be addressed through three themes, subjects or, indeed, dimensions.
These are 1) time, 2) structure, and finally 3) identity, both as a singular ‘I’ and a
collectively formed version of identity, created and shaped by the acts that take place
within the specific and given practice of our choices and professional trajectory.
 
The strategy used here leans definitively towards the substance and the style commonly
referred to as meta-text. Thus, this essay aims at highlighting and analyzing, reflexively,
critically yet constructively, the presuppositions of the above mentioned three dimensions.
These dimensions are articulated one by one. We should not pay much attention to their
respective order of appearance, but instead emphasize how they all are by need and
necessity, even greed and gravity, interdependent, co-habitant, and closely related.
 
Individually and inter-relationally, they are what they are and become what they can
become only in and through their give-and-take processes of creating an effect and being
effected by one another. Not once or twice, but in a long-term, committed continuity.
Besides analyzing the meta-levels of these narrative dimensions, outlined as a promise, a
sort of a definition or at least a direction for the content of a microhistorical strategy is
provided at the very end. This definition contains the hermeneutical principle of linking
together the part and the whole, and making certain that they bounce off of each other,
continually sparring and challenging one another.
 
The very point of this essay is not to solve the mystery of narrative – if such a mystery is
thought to exist – nor to strip down to the bare truths the structures of narrative means and



continually sparring and challenging one another.
 
The very point of this essay is not to solve the mystery of narrative – if such a mystery is
thought to exist – nor to strip down to the bare truths the structures of narrative means and
features. Nor is it to offer comprehensive understanding of all of the elements at play, their
histories and present manifestations. In an openly acknowledged sense of critical
hermeneutics, the aim here is instead to clarify and draw closer to the conditions of
conditions within which these localized acts, these things called narratives occur. If
anything, the objective is to raise awareness of the actuality of a context, to raise
consciousness as to how we are affected by the histories, their anchored and embedded
past, present and future variations (Gadamer 2004, 295, 301).
 
It is a specific consideration and comprehension of how we ceaselessly try to describe and
define whatever we do, narrating with and about, and it is also a process. Regarding the
process, there is a crucial question: 1) which processes can one take part in and 2) be a
significant participant in?
 
 

Dimension number one: Time
 
 
How about it? We could do a dirty thing and start by paraphrasing all of the existing,
incalculably numerous versions of so-called ‘pop songs’ that try to get to the core of what
time is and what it does. However, instead of torturing you with a chorus of trivialities, let
us go straight to the point. It is here that one of the main theorists can be introduced: the
French philosopher of hermeneutics, Paul Ricœur. Here is our opening quote:
 
”Time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a
narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of
temporal experience.” (1984, 3)
 
What this short, but very condensed and complex sentence, in the very height of its
abilities, is trying to relay and emphasize is the temporal character of human experience. In
order to get and remain closer, and to be able to say something meaningful about the
character of temporality and the specific experience of being-in-the-world, we must have a
narrative; a narrative that through the choices of editing, omissions and additions,
inevitably does a double act. It is at once the means of and platform for how a story is told
as well as the means of and the platform for how that story is received, interpreted and
taken further.
 
But, to remain with the main presupposition stated above: what does this implicate? What
does it mean? What are the consequences and chances, even challenges set up by Ricœur?
 
Let us first focus on the concept of time. Perhaps the most persistent of time’s
characteristics is its continuous simultaneous existence on three levels. These are, not very
surprisingly, the senses and tenses of time as its past, present and future versions and
manifestations. What is crucial here is to recognize how each stage is interconnected: how
their content and versions are dependent on how and why the others are defined and
described.
 
Another central and almost banal notion, yet vital for the comprehension of the
perspectives, is the daily fact that our immediate relationship to these three stages of time
is not harmonious or symmetrical. We know that the current, present state is always in flux,
constantly escaping us, while the future is somewhat flexible and open for projections,
either positive or negative, and the past is a completely different matter. Due to the lovely
fact that it is already gone, it is there to be molded and made, re-made and re-told. It is
much more than flexible; it is elusive and elastic. Or to be precise: it demands and begs to
be constructed and choreographed based on the aims and wishes, fears and wants of each
present site and situation. Sometimes very consciously and sometimes not, and frankly,
sometimes even consciously hidden, altered, colored or led away.
 
The consequence of this interdependence of past, present and future is the realization of
how the recounted version of any given past directly effects the way that the current



sometimes even consciously hidden, altered, colored or led away.
 
The consequence of this interdependence of past, present and future is the realization of
how the recounted version of any given past directly effects the way that the current
present and the near or far future is related to and understood; specifically, this regards
what has been included or excluded, how and why, and how the whole reflects its parts,
etc. At the same time, instantly, we are aware of the embracing necessity to combine all
three levels. And as it were, we are in great need of a narrative in order to be able to do so.
 
But what kind of a narrative are we talking about? In the next part of this essay, we will
focus on the structural variations and alternatives of narratives. However, already here,
right now, it is important to outline some central elements of a narrative as they are
understood and articulated throughout this essay.
 
These elements of the narrative are 1) its being actively embedded to everyday sites and
situations, 2) the constant interplay and push-and-pull of both fictional and factual
elements, 3) it being the main means with which we try to make sense of who were are,
from where we come, and toward what we might be moving in the act of telling stories that
form a sort of unity of a life story; a story that is always a combination of the personal and
the social, the private and the public. A double and everything act; it is the great dual
dynamite and mental demolition of description and definition.
 
All in all, this allows us to make yet another crucial statement: Narrative time is not. It
becomes. It is performed, not presented. It is not natural, nor given, or even taken – for a
ride or as a hostage. Nor is it ready-made. It is constructed, and it must be made on the
spot, in the given time and space. It is never about what it is, but rather how it is
manufactured and manifested, articulated and actualized in the connectedness to its own
past, present and future.
 
Curiously enough, this very inter-linkedness and interdependence is the form and format
that gives us a bit of stability and clarity amidst our compromised and contested
negotiations and navigations in the present tense of the everyday clashes and collisions. It
highlights another aspect of the directions of time, obviously tightly connected to the past,
present and future proposition. It enables us to focus on how a narrative is always both
known and unknown. There is a certain direction that it takes, depending on what it wants,
and the context or genre from which it comes. And, at the same time, its next step, the next
turn must be – at least partly – a surprise. We are given hints, sometimes very definite and
sometimes rather vague, but nevertheless, we can guess, but cannot exactly know, what
will happen next.
 
Thus, we have a background, a direction and the elements of surprises. The narrative part
is how these parts and perceptions are then joined and detached from one another. What’s
important is here the constant interplay and interaction of the known and the not-yet-
known; an interaction that also serves not as a guarantee, but as a means to avoid the
danger that a practice, a language game or a story would stifle it, turn it static and stale,
make it start taking itself too seriously and seeing itself as fulfilled (Ricœur 2007, 19).
 
Once again, it is not about what or why, but how. Therefore, the narrative time never stops
or becomes one. It boils over and freezes under. It is the act of giving content to a concept,
symbol or an act; a temporal act that is anchored in its context, which is also on the move
and on the make.
 
Confusing? Frightening? Disappointing or disturbing?
 
I believe we are ready for another quote by Ricœur: “Symbolic forms are cultural
processes that articulate experience.” (Ibid. 57)
 
Here, we get the simultaneousness of something that is temporal and something that bears
the burden of continuity. With fancier words, this is the constant interplay between the
elements of immanence and transistency. Short time and the long-durée, right here and a
long way back and forward. A metaphysical reference of points of beginning and ending
that carry with them the seemingly opposite, but interdependent sides at once stressing the
acute exactness of that time now, as well as the long-term trajectory of the not-so-much
changing tradition. These are then, as mentioned in the above quote, indeed cultural



long way back and forward. A metaphysical reference of points of beginning and ending
that carry with them the seemingly opposite, but interdependent sides at once stressing the
acute exactness of that time now, as well as the long-term trajectory of the not-so-much
changing tradition. These are then, as mentioned in the above quote, indeed cultural
processes. They come from a certain background, with quite clear expectations and
anticipations, and they land, they are made and shaped in that particular site and situation
that then – also taken from the quote above – articulates an experience.
 
In another type of vernacular, this is to say that there are three distinctive but intertwined
acts within each narrative act. These are 1) prefiguration, 2) configuration and 3)
transfiguration (Ibid. 53). There is the background, its presuppositions, and there is that
moment, the very act that manages the transformation of the background, and then there is
shaping of that act into a narrative act. Like this: before, now and after. Something is
highlighted, something forgotten, something gets burned, something healed. And then? It
begins all over, again and again.
 
Let’s try another quote from Ricœur. “Narrative puts consonance where there was only
dissonance. In this way, narrative gives form to what is unformed.” (Ibid. 72). This quote
draws us remarkably closer to the descriptions of what narrative does or does not do . It
certainly takes control of something that seems uncontrollable and messy. It limits, it
shapes order, it makes explicit. It makes a difference. The point is that we do not and
cannot know, and in fact, we ought to not care about what kind of a difference it makes. It
is a productive, temporary move and an act. If it works, it gains our attention and gets a
hold on us.
 
A narrative does everything, and always a little bit more and less. More and less, not more
or less. It makes and breaks, mends and wheels, it soothes and screams, it is hot and cold,
it cares and destroys, it is innocent and it is violent. It helps, yes, and it hurts, for sure.
Lies, truths and … everything possible or impossible in between. Always, and all the time
– that given, particularized time of a version of a story told, a narrative given its time and
space.
 
We are approaching the final quote. It is a unifying quote; it connects the dots, so to speak,
between all of the aspects raised thus far. It combines the elements and aspects of the
narrative, which by necessity has a direction and surprises, the anticipation and the
openness of its temporary version and interpretation. It is all located in the actual, bodily,
acted experience, a lived experience where all timelines cross one another, and it becomes
for that short moment “a time-based allegorization of an experience, an actualization of its
within-time-ness” (Ibid. 60).
 
Therefore, time is again both-and. It is what it all is about, but at the same time, it is a
sense of time aware of its moves and movements, or monumental aspects. It describes an
event while also influencing the content, the outcome and even presuppositions of itself.
Like that imaginary fox chasing its tail and as it happens, really enjoying it – enjoying the
act, not concerned with the fulfillment of it, which – should it not prove to be impossible,
would at the very least be overrated.
 
A narrative time must always be one and many. It is that oneness of the actual telling of it,
and it is the many ways how and why that very singular act is connected to its own past,
present and future. It is a relationship that demands caution. It is about having a stake, but
not owning it. We are stakeholders, not shareholders, we influence with, but we are also
influenced by, despite, and with the aid of the narratives we tell and those told about us. A
narrative sense of time that is both-and in its being constructed and contested, cared for
and careless, taking part while being torn apart.
 
In one sentence: a certain specific ‘thisness’, actualized in its historical continuity. A sense
of time and a sense of belonging that never, ever breaks even or becomes the solution; it
always performs promises and disappointments – turning out versions that are at the same
time hit hard below and above. They are anticipated and expected, free-roaming and
dependent, breaking bad and breaking good. A time of before and after, never in fact that
very illusion of a righteous, real and authentic time; it is lopsided and sleepy, both creeping
slowly and accelerating. It is not about unconsciousness, nor about out of time, but the
time that is-no-longer and time that is-not-yet, the in-betweenness of the spaces of
experience and the horizon of expectations.



very illusion of a righteous, real and authentic time; it is lopsided and sleepy, both creeping
slowly and accelerating. It is not about unconsciousness, nor about out of time, but the
time that is-no-longer and time that is-not-yet, the in-betweenness of the spaces of
experience and the horizon of expectations.
 
To use another kind of metaphor, it is a sense and sensibility of the past, present and future
of lived experienced time that looks and definitely feels like a knot. Yes, a knot, sure – a
goddamn everyday handy and tactile object that also serves as a metaphor. A knot that is a
linear configuration in three dimensions in which every actual move, and every anticipated
move guides and decides what’s next and how to get closer and further away – from
getting tighter or relaxing, holding on and letting go. An act, if one wants, that can be
described as the leaning out and getting ready to go and touch all narrative bases, all
dimensions and potential diamonds as in the act of remembering forwards.
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Dimension number 2: Structures
 
 
Those with an extraordinary memory and highly developed ability to register details have
already noted the shift from singular to the plural in the naming of this new chapter. In the
previous chapter, it was sufficient to talk about time, not in general, no, but as a complex
entity within itself. In the present section, we require the plurality, fractions and fragments.
We need to focus on and deal with structures, not with one single structure that could then
contain all of them.
 
So far, we have followed the road prepared by the arguments of Paul Ricœur. This time,
our guide is called Hayden White, who has incidentally strongly relied on the writings of
Ricœur. The main difference is that while Ricœur certainly uses and confronts the content
and form of narrative structures, White has made the explanation and understanding of
them his main topic. With structures, and with White’s examples, we then face, for
example, all of the variations embedded in the combination of substance and function of
narrative approaches and manifestations, all of which are narratives that need to fulfill the
basic requirement of coherence, integrity and fullness – in each of them by their own
means and in their own ways.
 
These, then, are then studies of the master tropes, the mode of emplotment, mode of
explaining and ideology. Therefore, please lean back, make yourself comfortable and enjoy
the ride into structures of narrative. It will be presented as a form of lists, each of which
contains four variations on the same main topic.
 
This is then, in very practice, the content of the form as a performative factuality. There is
no way back home – but no, that does not mean we are lost and lonely, merely that we
must pick and choose, carry the consequences of the choices and then, well, make the very
best of them – staying with them, going deeper and deeper. Perhaps the tail wags the dog,
or perhaps it is the other way around. But one thing is certain: you must take the
responsibility and choose, not necessarily one or the other, but which one is the primary
version that is in use, and which ones follow the lead – you know, just like in tango, in
tango.
 
Thus, once again, here we go – with the conditions of conditions of the narrative
structures.
 
a) Master Tropes
 
1) metaphor
2) metonymy
3) synecdoche



 
1) metaphor
2) metonymy
3) synecdoche
4) irony
 
Here, as with all the variations of the same main feature and function, what one thing
actually is and means depends greatly on that to which it is compared, how and why,
meaning that none of these are strict, closed entities, but concepts in the making, on the
move – contextualized and contested. It is about how to articulate that given specific
version, in comparison, and with a keen sensibility to the nuances of both similarities and
differences.
 
In the case of the master tropes, the explanation, however crude and elementary it may be,
starts with the direction and role embedded within them. When this is taken into
consideration, the above mentioned line-up of four reads like this:
 
1) perspective
2) reduction
3) representation
4) dialectic
 
Clearly, the choice to be made is about the predominant strategy, and holding and
developing it – as well as with it.
 
 
b) Mode of Emplotment
 
1) romance
2) comedy
3) tragedy
4) satire
 
With the category of the type of emplotment, we are still circling at and around rather well
known elements of storytelling. These are types of a narrative, or even genres, that we all
recognize and remember. We also clearly become aware of the impossibility of the either-
or style of defining in the cases of structures of narratives. Evidently, in any case of a
narrative, for it to be even remotely interesting and to have any weight or worth, it must
combine traces and tracts of, let’s say, comedy, romance and tragedy – and they must be
combined in a way that is not always self-evident. Nevertheless, it is not just the task of the
librarian at the local library, dutifully filing comedies and tragedies; it is about what’s
meant with a central point of view, the leading idea and aim – recalling that by necessity,
all of the different elements and features of the structures are indeed deeply interdependent.
 
When focusing closely on these four versions of how to recount the story’s plot, these
elements can once again be divided into four categories, which are:
 
1) diachronic (describes a long-term, large-scale trajectory of a phenomenon)
2) synecdoche
3) metonymy
4) irony
 
 
c) Mode of Explanation
 
1) idiographic
2) organistic
3) mechanistic
4) contextual
 
It will be emphasized all over again: the question is about the direction a narrative takes,
not its actual content or limitations. We get into details that most of us lack the capacity to
relate to in our daily use of language games. While the last of these four here is fairly clear,
and the middle ones can rather easily be imagined, I doubt that many of us can figure out



It will be emphasized all over again: the question is about the direction a narrative takes,
not its actual content or limitations. We get into details that most of us lack the capacity to
relate to in our daily use of language games. While the last of these four here is fairly clear,
and the middle ones can rather easily be imagined, I doubt that many of us can figure out
what idiographic refers to without consulting a proper dictionary. But it is no secret. As the
dictionary tells us, it is the focus on singular cases, events and acts, instead of the whole.
 
d) Mode of Ideology
 
1) anarchist
2) conservative
3) radical
4) liberal
 
It might go without saying; however, not wanting to take things for granted, the above
named ideological directions, implications or preferences do not stand for how a certain
person – even the one telling a particular narrative, might vote or be inclined to describe
herself in terms of political engagements. This differentiation is only valid within the
context of the ideological implication of how a narrative is constructed and choreographed,
and yes, of course, also how it is told.
 
Now we have come out with all of the lists (White 1978, 70-74). The question is begging
to be answered: what do we do with them? What are they good for?
 
White tries to determine and articulate not only how any type of a version of a story is
contextual, contested and constructed. He makes us painfully aware that we have no way
to escape. All language use is contaminated – contaminated with the values, aims and
fears, prejudices and preferences of the very site within which that given narrative is
actualized and articulated. What’s more, we are shown how the act of trying to
comprehend what is told to us is strongly dependent on our connections and
understandings of the very past, present and future of all of the elements at play – the
social, political, historical and the psychological.
 
Our task is to connect the dots, follow their lead and make those needed interpretations.
Make a point, stand up for it and not get caught in the styles of evaporation and distrust. To
do so, we must get unstuck from the hype and hallucination of the surface level
information flow and dig deeper, get grounded and connected – with the help of
imagination, or what Isaiah Berlin (1996, 35) has very rightly established as the sense of
reality, for which and from which there is no substitute.
 
Once again, the means we can use are not universal, and they are neither neutral nor given.
The need and necessity is to be made and shaped within each site and situation, within
each performative act of telling the story; never the full story or the finished one, but a
version, an interpretation of and with it. Alone and in abstraction, they are empty.
 
This notion of awareness of the need to participate, and the lack of any guarantees of
success, goes in all directions and touches heavily on all elements at play. It is abstract in
form, but never in its function of feeling gravity pulling and taking its toll. This is exactly
what White was after when he postulated what a narrative is and what it does: “[A]
syntagmatic dispersion of events across a temporal series presented as a prose discourse, in
such a way as to display their progressive elaboration as a comprehensible form” (1978,
96).
 
Staying put in the realm of willful abstraction, let us take notice of the ways history has
been constructed – not as events, but rather how those events are turned into a written form
and content. This is, in fact, where White as a scholar comes from, and where his expertise
often leads him. What we are talking about is the rise of the wish to relay a systematic and
scientifically sound history of events. This is very much a phenomenon of the long 19th

century: the not so sudden need to figure out how to interpret history – one’s own and
others’ – and also to recognize and realize its rhetoric and poetic elements. What we get is
yet another distinction of how different writers and schools of history, e.g. of the
philosophy of history, have faced the task.
 
The list goes like this. With Hegel (1770-1831), we have these variations: universal,



yet another distinction of how different writers and schools of history, e.g. of the
philosophy of history, have faced the task.
 
The list goes like this. With Hegel (1770-1831), we have these variations: universal,
pragmatic, critical and conceptual. With Droysen (1808-1884), we are psychological,
causal, conditional and ethical. With Nietzsche (1844-1900), we have antiquarian,
monumental, critical and superhistorical. Finally, with Croce (1866-1952), we have
romantic, positivistic, idealistic and critical.
 
What remains is always the same, the very same spot of actualized, burning and healing
need and necessity. It is never about what these distinctions or directions might mean, but
how and why they are implied, used and abused, related to and reflected with – made into a
version of a narrative time and space.
 
Nothing more, nothing less.
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Dimension number 3: The I
 
 
The third and last in line of the inter-connected dimensions that are deeply embedded into
the form and function of a narrative is perhaps the trickiest of them. We focus on the ‘I’,
the one that actually is and does, or at least tries to do what s/he wants to do while doing
what s/he is doing.
 
Here is where we ask: who is this I? To what and to whom is that person, the agent,
connected, and how? What are the links, the emotional belongings or betrayals? To
paraphrase this honest dilemma of the I: how much are we, in fact, capable of taking part
in the act of telling stories and shaping our daily lives? Or, conversely, how much are we
indeed determined by forces outside of us, that push and pull us in directions over which
we have little or no influence?
 
What follows is a characterization of this honest dilemma in two parts.
 
1) The I as the person – as the doer, the agent, and the problem of the romanticization of
the I; and
 
2) the chance and challenge of anchoring, situating the self – the I – within and via the very
acts of doing what one is doing within the practice – long-term commitment, repetition and
deepening knowledge within and with its help.
 
However, before moving towards the question of the I and especially the danger of
romanticizing the I (not the eye, to make that one distinctive point with which
pronunciation will not help), let us lay down some of the principles and presuppositions of
the I.
 
What we have at hand is the constant interplay, the never-ending give-and-take of the
duality of an identity’s both-and system. Whatever we do, we are always both effecting and
effected. In other words, we are certainly able to a degree to tell our stories, while at the
very same time there are stories told about us. We are not outsiders, but inside-in; we are
part of the problem, always stuck in the crossroads of complex sets of contradictory wants
and wishes, demands and desires.
 
The question bounces back to this “very degree”; i.e. how much are we able to participate



part of the problem, always stuck in the crossroads of complex sets of contradictory wants
and wishes, demands and desires.
 
The question bounces back to this “very degree”; i.e. how much are we able to participate
and feel that we are being meaningful participants – or not. Or, to put it from another
angle, it is to ask: what do you do with your loneliness? What is the type and character of
the relationship between you and your surroundings, you and society, you and the
structure?
 
In yet another vernacular, this is to focus on the interconnection between spaces of
experience and the horizon of expectations – both in an individual, let’s say, micro
dimension, and also of course simultaneously in the social dimension, macro, as in a
structural level. When transformed into the strategies of the actualization of a narrative,
this connection comes across as the combination of seduction and suspicion, offering while
also withholding.
 
Taking an imaginary leap into the very end of this part of the essay, the aim is to be able to
combine the individual aspect and the focus on the act of maintaining a reflexive and self-
critical practice. This comes together as the question of a whole, of a unity. But what kind
of unity are we talking about? Firstly, it must be procedural – not only focused on fixing it
or finishing it. It comes together as the way we are able to produce unity sufficient to
generate a sense of a certain connectedness of a life (W. Dilthey). It is the act of a quest of
self-narrative, as in connecting the dots (C. Wright Mills). This, then, is the main claim of
this essay: this combination is achieved within the practice, the continuous and committed
acts of repetition and digging deeper within that open-ended developing practice of what
you do when you do what you do.
 
 
a) Romanticizing the I
 
The histories, the genealogies, the background for the phenomenon of overrating and
overplaying the role and importance of the I are well known. The king of the hill
phenomenon is a familiar one. We recognize the backdrop, the romantic notions of one’s
relationship to nature and society – all of the heroic and hedonistic wishing wells that are
filled to the brim and present everywhere within our discourse and contexts. We have the
fantasy, we have mystical traits and we have magical hopes. In the end, it comes down to
this: what is the I made of?
 
We have obviously chosen sides when addressing this issue through the opening made
possible by taking the tackling of the danger of the romanticized I seriously. We are quite
convinced that the idea of a genie in a bottle is neither meaningful nor realistic nor
functional. Concretely and in the utmost brevity: the romanticized idea of a creative
individual with a creative mind whose detachment and independence allows her to achieve
the highest forms of both self-invention and overcoming of the self is a fantasy. As a
fantasy, even as an aim or an ideal, it is ungrounded, relentlessly unrealistic and ultimately
also dangerous in its dream of going beyond and leaving behind the senses and sensibilities
of how we act in and through the spatial attachments and situations, the interpreted
horizons of being stuck with the past, present and the future.
 
Why? Whether they come on the scene as a romantic figure or an avant-garde rebel, what
the genie model of the I, the sole creator, the genius of the dance floor or the hermit of the
bookshelves have in common as a presupposition of the I is this: they are not connected.
They are outsiders, and willingly, glorifying so. Or to be precise: they could not achieve
what they would achieve if they were part of a community, part of a context, part of
continuity. They are exceptional, outstanding and feverishly singular.
 
Here we have, for example, a variation of the natural mystic that goes back to its presumed
roots, back to nature, back to a basic state not yet tainted by the brutal forces of society,
industry, mass media, etc. Or we have the high-modernistic version of the very same: the
outsider rebel yell that is, of course, free from all bourgeois nonsense, freed from the nasty
weight of the capitalistic system. In a word, the individuals in both of these cases are free.
Free as birds … or free as, or of … something.
 
This freedom also means being free of previous restrictions and parameters; not only a



weight of the capitalistic system. In a word, the individuals in both of these cases are free.
Free as birds … or free as, or of … something.
 
This freedom also means being free of previous restrictions and parameters; not only a
given, specific individual’s, but what has been going on and been done in the field where
which the individual is about to make that big splash, the huge difference. There is no link
between then, now, and next. If there is, it is an obstacle that our free I is amazingly
capable of finding ways to deal with and overcome.
 
Surprisingly enough, this version of the disconnected I stands in complete opposition to the
view of critical hermeneutics that is presupposed and operational in this essay. Who is
right? Who got it together? Does the audience – comprised of those who actually pay for it
– have the ultimate right to get it right?
 
Not wanting to sound too un-dramatic, I would say it is all about the balance – and its
constant internal interactions and conflicts. Not in terms of the audience, but bouncing
back to the issue of the danger of romanticizing the I. It is this give-and-take, push-and-
pull moment where we must have both sides of both sides. We have an expectation of what
is going to happen, and then we have the openness of the actual outcome. There is the
juxtaposition and the inter-dependence of the subjective urge within a practice-bound
framed, collectively determined criterion of excellence.
 
We have an Ahnung of a direction, and we have the elements of surprises at work. It is
embedded and it is detached. Hot and cold, sweet and sour. Something that quickens while
it’s being delayed, gathering and loosening, winning and losing. Or: careful and careless,
delicately dense, condensed and fighting for its release from our very thrownness into the
world, and our thingness, that very thisness within and about it. Stuck, and still able to
move.
 
It is moving from distance and absence and growing ever closer, staying near and getting
nearer, and embracing the conflicts, the troubles and the heartbeats.
 
In terms of the I, s/he is constantly in between. In between the forces and waves, fakes and
fractures of temporal and permanent, particular and universal, personal and social. The
danger is duly acute when this act of ongoing, never-resolved balance act tips over and
freezes – one way or another. Alone and lonely, nothing is enough or adequate.
 
It is about the balance of things that seek the balance that they will never ever achieve, but
nevertheless, or rather, for precisely that reason never cease to strive and search.
 
This is what Ricœur (1992, 83) was writing when addressing the most elementary aspects
of the I. It is an I that always has two sides that must be deeply connected and in a strong
contest with one another. These, then, are the I as idem and ipse – as sameness and as
change, as concordance and discordance, as substances, fixed entities, and as events, as
transitory entities. It is about giving and receiving, sending it out in order for something to
return, and then making sure it is sent back out again. It is a circle – not a vicious one, but
a circle nonetheless. It is an understanding of the ceaseless process of an I that is both
secure and unsecure, with a direction, but not knowing what will happen next. An I that
through trials and errors might learn to do this: to be able to laugh at oneself.
 
In the words of Susan Sontag (2009, 72): “The point is not to teach us something in
particular. The point is to make us bold, agile, subtle, intelligent, and detached. And to give
pleasure.”
 
 
b) Practice
 
Let us start with a definition that follows the internal logic of this essay, by an author
previously not mentioned. We gain this insight from Alasdair MacIntyre (1985, 187), who
argues that a practice is “any coherent and complex form of socially established
cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are
realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are
appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are



cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are
realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are
appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are
systematically extended.”
 
This definition states that football is a practice while kicking a ball around is not; playing
chess is a practice, while shifting the pieces on the board without a plan is not. The
definition does not only or even predominantly focus on the certain skills one needs, for
example, to play chess with consistency and competitively, and nor is it determined by its
institutionalized form, let’s say for instance the organization of world chess
championships. Instead, it is an alive and kicking daily practice that keeps a moment and
momentum going while trying hard not to become a monument.
 
A practice is any kind of a serious, committed and situated act that tries to do what it seeks
to do a bit better and in a more connected way. It is ‘more’, but does not refer to volume,
but instead intensity and integrity.
 
This type of a practice connects the dots between the I and the structure. Here we have the
platform, the daily meeting point between the individual with all of its complexities and
anxieties, and society with all of its woes and wonders. It is a point of a struggle, a
combined, intertwined act of navigation and negotiation that is never resolved and that
never arrives. It must keep on keeping on.
 
This type of practice is self-reflexive and self-critical. It provides a direction of a
continuous act, but not only allows it – it demands and cherishes acts within its frame that
are there to take risks, to experiment and open up the processes. It is a continuous set of
acts that are linked to their own past, but that make sure not to seek answers from the past
or become captivated by the lures of the past. It is truly and duly a process. It admires,
maintains and enjoys the internal conflicts and clashes, trying to retain mobility, yet
without glorifying or demonizing the inherent and inevitable contests or confusions.
 
This type of practice is not a world of its own, and must be directly and indirectly part of
the everyday, part of the ongoing dents and tensions, being influenced and challenged by
other practices and fields of knowledge. In terms introduced by MacIntyre, we are talking
about the internal goods and their opposition of external goods of a practice – and we are
talking about not what they are, but how they are made and maintained through daily acts.
This makes the very act of a practice an act to be and to do what it strives to achieve either
better or worse. These are traces and tracts, emotions in motion that are brought together in
order to be released and lost again so that they can again and again return to the sender in a
reciprocally altered and effected state.
 
It is important to recall that it is not a sense of practice just as a collection or recollection of
skills or techniques. It does not go back to the characteristics of the institutionalized form
of a practice, requiring instead the willingness and ability to think differently, to think and
act outside of the box, unexpectedly and out of the ordinary.
 
In other words, a practice, a situated and committed practice, is based on imagination.
Without this competence, we cannot bridge the gaps and connect the dots between here
and then, now and there. It is also the requirement to open up – for being effected and
creating moments of effects.
 
When postulating that a sense of reality is a necessity, Isaiah Berlin stresses the
combination of both-and in the terms of upper and lower levels, or in other words, micro
and macro levels of issues and contexts. For Berlin (1996, 33), the task of the imagination
is to understand these relations and also to participate in them, “the kind of semi-instinctive
integration of the unaccountable infinitesimals of which individual and social life is
composed.” It is a continuous give-and-take process where some of the initially involved
skills are: powers of observation, knowledge of facts, experience, timing, sensitivity and
sensibility, and yes, improvisation. All in all, it is an act not dissimilar to inspired
guesswork.
 
Now is a moment of inspired guesswork, to be sure, at which we are able to provide a sort
of a definition for that missing link: the link of the concept of microhistory. It is the act of



guesswork.
 
Now is a moment of inspired guesswork, to be sure, at which we are able to provide a sort
of a definition for that missing link: the link of the concept of microhistory. It is the act of
being aware of the nuances and the push-and-pull of all of the various levels and elements
of the game, within itself, and outside of it, too.
 
The definition is a detour, taking us to a short text written by Italo Calvino (2013, 75)
directly after Roland Barthes’ death. Calvino was following Barthes’ lead and making a
wish, or a point, in fact, of a new science that would not bother about the whole, but would
be there for each and every individual and meaningful act, item and theme. There was a
promise of new science for each object, a mathesis singularis, no longer merely
universalis.
 
Instead of general rules, one would be able to search and approach those traces and tracts,
and yes, well, also reflections and plays of light that rely on details and nuances, some
forgotten, some not yet acknowledged, sort of making an event out of the everyday, the
great escapes and magic of the mundane. A quest that is attentive to the singular and the
unique – not as one-off thing, but in its continuity and interconnectedness to other cases of
singularity and uniqueness.
 
Calvino ends his celebration of this particular promise – the promise Barthes sustained in
and with the help of his writings. It is an ability to articulate and actualize a certain
‘thisness’ that cannot be taught or learned. Calvino concludes his text pointing out in
admiration how Barthes “has proved it is possible: or that it is possible to search for it”
(Ibid. 76).
 
But: how and where – and under what conditions and conditions?
 
To quote Ricœur one final time, linking the timelines of past, present and future together:
“We belong to a historical tradition through a relation of distance which oscillates between
remoteness and proximity. To interpret is to render near what is far (temporally,
geographically, culturally, spiritually)” (2007, 35). To be sure, it is vital to emphasize the
possible and potential swap of the terms in question – how the concept ‘interpret’ can very
well be replaced, for instance, by that very act, with the concept of ‘narrative’, and then
swapped back again. It is, in the most striking sense, the movement of back and forth, the
act of trying to make a site, a concept, and a symbol become a place.
 
It is, as an intricate combination of the both-and, of here and there, individual and
structure, a site and a situation in which, at which, with which, through which the story is
told. What’s more, it is not only told in and through it, it also becomes it there and then – a
place as a version, an interpretation, the articulation and actualization of a narrative within
a continuous project called life. A life lived and experienced, and yes, told back and forth,
as a narrative. Never ready, never steady, but always on the move, on the make, looking,
searching for those small or huge, thin or fat, but always tremendous details that turn the
lights on and off, on and off.
 
Mika Hannula
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