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國立政治大學英國語文學系博士班 

博士論文提要 

 

 

論文名稱： 收編或壓迫：敘事式歷史書寫之形塑研究 
 

指導教授：藍亭 

 

研究生：潘大為（David Pendery） 

 

論文提要內容： 

 
 
本論文將檢視非虛構歷史記錄（史料）與虛構歷史書寫（歷史小說），全方位

分析歷史意識與書寫間的關係。在考察大量非虛構歷史記錄與虛構歷史文本間

的關聯與從屬性後，試圖梳理出隱晦於兩者間之互動聯繫。上述聯繫奠基於認

識論、認知學、美學、語言學與本體論，而這些特性皆將於論文中詳細分析論

述。 

在深入介紹三位重要的歷史／文學理論家—詹明信、保羅‧呂格爾以及海登‧ 

懷特—

並且比較其作品之異同後，本人將於第二章提出本論文的主要發現之一，即作

品中存在著本人稱為「美學倫理」的、一種不斷形塑的思維。本人認為，美學

倫理是一種強大且具約束力的複合物，它連結並影響著非虛構與虛構歷史的書

寫， 

而書寫則涵納了道德／倫理與美學特性之實踐。美學倫理乃是動態、高度審慎

的領域，其中包含個人與群體的歷史經驗，並且盤根錯節於深層美學與意識的

大架構之下。在此經驗中，歷史首先實際發生，接著由歷史學家載入史料，其

後由歷史小說家書寫成為故事。 

在此部份，我將於論文中引述一些重要的分析家，其中最具影響力者要算是約

翰‧杜威以及丹尼爾‧維克伯格，他們的「感知歷史」理論將會是重要論述因

子之一。在本文理論中另一重要元素乃是人類意識敘事基礎對於虛構與非虛構
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歷史敘事的理解與組織模式。而這將再次點明實際的意識經驗（歷史）是如何

先發生，之後由歷史學家書寫（意識）歷史，接著再由小說家撰寫故事。 

第三章根據上述論證，透過敘述意識概念的細節回顧，以及意識如何建構歷史

敘述之脈絡，進一步闡述理論。本研究較為獨特之處，在於對主體性、客體性

與相互主體性之間，整合運作聯繫性之分析。第四章將詳細剖析各種特定的美

學因子，以及這些因子在理論架構中，歷史意識兼敘述之「發展中網絡」裡所

扮演的角色。此分析之重要元素乃是本人對於生活與文學中表達模式之檢視，

在過去此類概念並未被充分陳述。 

第五章包含真實與歷史書寫之分析。根據本人研究，仍有許多關於歷史敘述中

真相之觀察與「建構」方面的細節，過去尚未有較完備之研究。透過比較異同

，並整合當代多位優秀分析家與理論家之理論，本人將描繪出關於歷史真相之

完整且獨特的理論。此外，本章亦將概略提出一個與論文其他分析搭配，且獨

立建構的真相理論。在結論部分，將針對上述眾多概念，提出其整體重要性之

論述，以及這些概念對於人類歷史意識與書寫之衝擊。  

 

關鍵字：歷史、歷史意識、歷史學家、歷史小說家、史料、歷史小說化、史實

、美學、敘述意識、道德、倫理 
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English Abstract 

 
This paper is an expansive analysis of historical consciousness and writing, ex-

amining the principle genres of non-fiction history (historiography) and fictionalized 

history (historical novels). The analysis examines a host of relevancies and affiliations 

that cross among fictional and non-fictional historical writing, and seeks to highlight 

underlying vincula linking these two narrative forms. These linkages stem from epis-

temological, cognitive, aesthetic, experiential, linguistic and ontological qualities, all 

which will be examined and related in detail.  

The work begins with a thorough preamble that compares, contrasts and critiques 

the works of three major historical/literary theorists—Fredric Jameson, Paul Ricoeur 

and Hayden White—and applies their theory to my own ideas, I introduce my main 

theses and themes, to be examined throughout the study. A principal finding of this 

study in Chapter Two is the existence of a conditioning conception I call the “aesthet-

ics ethic.” The aesthetics ethic is I posit a strong, binding amalgamation that links and 

influences these two genres, comprised of transacting moral/ethical and aesthetic fea-

tures. The aesthetic ethic is a dynamic, densely deliberative field comprising individ-

ual and community historical experience, embedded within profoundly aesthetic and 

conscious contexts, in which history is first lived, and historical writing by historians 

and historical novelists is then composed. I refer to a number of important analysts in 

this section of the work, perhaps most importantly John Dewey and Daniel Wickberg, 

whose theory of “histories of sensibilities” is an important factor. An additional im-

portant element of my theory is that the narrative basis of human consciousness maps 

onto historical narratives, fictional and non-fictional. This again refers to how con-

scious lived experience (history) is first lived, and then (conscious) historical writing 

by historians and novelists is then composed. I follow this examination, in Chapter 

Three, with a detailed review of conceptions of narrative consciousness, and how this 

consciousness maps onto historical narrative, proper. A unique element of this study 

is my analysis of a given combinatory transaction linking subjectivity, objectivity and 

intersubjectivity. Chapter Four is a lengthy analysis of specific aesthetic factors, and 

their roles in a “burgeoning matrix” of historical consciousness-cum-narrative within 

my overall theory. An important component of this analysis is my examination of 

modality in life and letters, and important conception that has not been adequately 
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addressed in the past. Chapter Five includes an analysis of truth in historical writ-

ing—and we find that there are intricate details about the apprehension and “construc-

tion” of truth in historical narrative that have not been adequately described before. I 

delineate, compare, contrast and combine ideas from several premier analysts and 

theorists in this area, reaching what I hope is a coherent and unique theory of histori-

cal truth. In this chapter, additionally, I provide a small sketch of an independently 

created theory of truth that is in accord with the rest of the analysis. The work con-

cludes with final summaries and thoughts about the overall importance of narrative 

historical writing, and their impact on human historical consciousness and writing. 

 

Keywords: History, historical consciousness, historians, historical novelists, his-

toriography, historical novelization, historical truth, aesthetics, narrative conscious-

ness, morality, ethics.  
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Chapter One 

 

 

“HIR’D OR COERC’D”: THE CREATION 

OF NARRATIVE HISTORICAL WRITING 

 

 

 

History is hir’d or coerc’d, only in Interests that must ever prove base. She is too 

innocent, to be left within the reach of anyone in Power […]. She needs rather to be 

tended lovingly and honorably by fabulists and counterfeiters. 

Thomas Pynchon, Mason and Dixon 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

ALTHOUGH THE ABOVE QUOTE from Thomas Pynchon, with its suspicious 

fictionalists “tending” what we know should be wholly factual accounts of lived his-

torical experience, is more than a little anti-intuitive (or worse, combatively con-

trarian), I will in this analysis of historiography and historical novels align myself 

with its sentiments, and show how such a tending, a veritable confabulation, is in fact 

evident, and how fictional and non-fictional varieties of historical writing are transact-

ing modes in a single paradigm that takes in a continuum of properties existen-
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tial/vital, phenomenological/intentional, experiential/intersubjective, hermeneu-

tic/epistemological, historical/temporal, narrative/aesthetic, ontological/cognitive/con-

scientious, and communicative/linguistic. The formational historical discourses that 

emerge out of this fruitful interplay become, as we will see, something like two sides 

of the same coin, and ultimately function as foils in a vast historical colloquy.1 The 

central conception I will posit in terms of historical writing in these respects, which I 

will consider from a number of different perspectives and in light of a number of dif-

ferent disciplines, is that the textual and corporeal actualities of narrative, conscious-

ness, and history are tightly braided into a veritable synthesis, by way of narrative’s 

emergence from, continuity with, incorporation within, and similar structure to his-

tory/lived experience. By examining the filaments of this plaiting, and how the varied 

factors interface with and condition one another, we will learn more about how and 

why histories are written the way they are, and more about their consequence in the 

human historical conversation. In a word, my aim is to show how fictional and non-

fictional histories map onto each other, with touches of the imagined and constructed 

alongside the remembered, the experienced and the witnessed; the empiri-

cal/researched functioning with the discursive/composed; and all of these matters and 

partitions becoming something like a gestalt of our temporal/narrative experience, 

with its looks backward into memory, onto present experience, and forward into the 

anticipated future. We will find that the historian and the novelist have been “pre-

sented with different but overlapping opportunities,” as William Styron (1925-2006) 

once wrote ([2] 445). To prove all of the above, I will create encompassing, organic, 

synthetic explanatory and theoretical maps and models that include examinations of 

aesthetic factors, compositional technique, historically conditioned consciousness, 

historical and literary theory, and parameters of truth and epistemology. As evidence 
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of the above I will examine a plethora of examples from historiography, historical 

source materials and fictional historical writing. It's a big job ahead, a long journey, 

but I look forward to the fascinating parameters we will examine.2 

 “But stop right there,” the skeptics will intone. “Any claim that the fantastic 

fundaments of fiction could somehow seep into the stuff of history, the verity of lived 

experience, and any insinuation that this richly salubrious herbage could be tilled into 

or cultivated out of the weedy patches of fiction, is nothing less than bonkers, out-

and-out sacrilege.” Indeed, here we should note that historical fiction is inevitably 

seen as a troublemaker in a discussion like this, and many people, “scientific histori-

ans” particularly, dismiss any possibility of this genre being seriously considered 

alongside historiography in terms of historicality, truthfulness, actuality, and the like. 

Though I will consider this view, granting it authority, we will in the end find that it is 

simply not entirely true, and that historical fictions are not some sorts of counterfeit 

cut-outs portraying whimsical (and of course false) views onto what is not in fact the 

past, but are credible, newly imagined representations of the past that was experi-

enced, authentically effecting enlarged historical apprehension through a rich fund of 

psychic and aesthetic relevancies and affiliations that cross over into historiography, 

proper. My study will in a word seek to highlight underlying vincula linking fictional 

and non-fictional breeds of historical narrative. These rhizomatic linkages run deep 

and wide, and ultimately constitute something of a nutritive system delivering the 

same sustenance to both historiography and historical novels. In a word, my study en-

compasses not only letters, but also life, and my examination will be based on an as-

sumption that life—historical experience/consciousness, incident, meaning and out-

come—is assimilated into letters—fictional and non-fictional historical narrative—

and then back again. “[W]e are in history as we are in the world,” writes David Carr 
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(Charles Howard Candler professor of philosophy, Emory University), and this 

“serves as the horizon and background for our everyday experience” (Time, Narrative 

and History 4). From a stance like this I will argue that a given modal historical narra-

tive is “read up” out of aestheticized conscious experience, composed into narrative 

by historians and historical novelists, read out by readers, and then replaced within a 

healthy reciprocal, contextual circle of human experience (history) and communica-

tive endeavor (narrative).  

The above preface suggests relevant questions pertaining to my subjects. I 

quote two reviewers of the first draft of my study, who asked “What exact contribu-

tion does historical fiction make to ‘history’?” and “What is gained in terms of his-

torical knowledge and understanding from historical novels?” My interlocutors, rea-

sonably, are demanding details and complete explanations, asking how fictionalized 

history can become one “provisional guiding thread” in the tapestry of historical 

comprehension, with the overall fabric comprising “the successive assessments, inter-

pretations and criticisms” leading to our “final judgment as to what the story really 

was, or as to what actually happened” (Gallie 50).3 My aim throughout this study will 

be to provide clarity in precisely these respects. Historian Johan Huizinga (1872-

1945) once wrote that “only by continually recognizing that possibilities are unlimited 

can the historian do justice to the fullness of life” (292)—and I think we need to open 

our minds to just such unlimited possibilities in terms of narrative historical fiction as 

it provides historical meaning, interpretation and understanding while ultimately “do-

ing the justice” that Huizinga sought.  

At one high level our topics become almost amusingly correspondent, with 

any “breach” separating these two genres a good bit narrower than what we might 

think. I have already referred to “the same sustenance in the same ways” being deliv-
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ered to the two genres under consideration. Historiography and historical novelization 

without question each have their own unique qualities, their own representational 

strategies and techniques (there are differences). And yet they are also the same, me-

ticulously accessing the same source historical documentation, recreating history in 

similar narrative/composed ways, and reaching out to readers with varied interpreta-

tions of history with the same ends in mind (conveying what was and what might have 

been, each which have roles to play in historical writing, as we will see). When they 

take their places within networks of intersubjective communicative praxes, they trans-

act into and out of one another, contribute to, compel and interrogate one another, and 

ultimately create richer, more complete and better historical apprehension and under-

standing. Is one admissible as historical evidence—truthful, accurate, impartial, “sci-

entific”—and the other not, merely fabrications and phantasms? I think not, and feel 

that historical novelization, just as historiography, is one orb in the galaxy of histori-

cal redescriptions and corresponding/competing historical vocabularies, vying for 

prominence and acceptance. To turn to Peter Munz (1921-2006), “The most one can 

do is to check one story against another story. One can compare the two and any no-

tion of ‘truth’ one can form must be related to such a comparison. Our historical 

knowledge, in short, is of historical knowledge—not of what actually happened” 

(205). Ultimately, I think that some of the principal perceived differences separating 

historiography and historical fiction are more a function of readers’ receipt of the 

works than genuinely alien elemental differences at work. In the end—and I return 

here to a point that I will return to again—I hope that we will find a transaction at 

work across these varied points, such that historical fiction may be recognized as 

something of a different order from the same menu, often comprised of different in-

gredients but at bottom providing the same sort of nourishment. Hayden White (pro-
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fessor emeritus, University of California, Santa Cruz) put it this way: “[H]istory—the 

real world as it evolves in time—is made sense of in the same way that the poet or 

novelist tries to make sense of it, i.e., by endowing what originally appeared to be 

problematical and mysterious with the aspect of a recognizable because it is familiar, 

form. It does not matter whether the world is conceived to be real or only imagined; 

the matter of making sense of it is the same.” (“The Historical Text as Literary Arti-

fact” 98). To coin another metaphor, Paul Ricoeur once commented on the “deep kin-

ship” of historiography and fictional narrative—but remember that kinship no doubt 

comprises a wealth of difference, and every family has its black sheep....4 

As for these observed similarities, we will at times find that, as I have noted, 

some historical novelists perform jobs essentially identical to those of historians, con-

veying historical truth in empirical and deeply-researched ways that usually do no 

disservice to the historical record. And as well, the motivations of the writers of these 

two genres are often largely similar, with both wishing to present something like an 

unadorned array of historical facts (there is a certain aesthetic and epistemological 

power to simple lists of historical data, which are found in both fictional and non-

fictional historical narratives, a point I will examine in chapter 4). From this basis a 

bit of expansiveness enters into the picture, with not only a good bit of creative li-

cense at work, but larger (often much larger) excavations of meaning from the histori-

cal record taking place. We may in sum, and at the highest level, say that all of these 

similarities emerge out of one very large common denominator in addition to those I 

have described thus far—the community of historical writers and readers and the 

plethora of receptions of historical works, evidence and experience, which I broadly 

denominate an aesthetics ethic (the subject of chapters 2 and 4 of this work). To con-

tinue, and also emerging out of the aesthetics ethic, a principal reason for the close 
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associations I am discussing is the narrative structure common to fictional and non-

fictional history writing. M. C. Lemon offers a lightning-fast definition of narrative 

when he writes “When we offer someone a story, a narrative account of ‘what hap-

pened’ […] we cannot but structure this discourse in terms of a sequence of events 

[…] done intentionally by us, for our purposes […]. Our structuring is meaningful; it 

manifests the reasons we have in doing it; it constitutes a rationale” (43). Note here 

the meaning by definition manifested in temporal narrative, an interpretation that will 

underlie much of this analysis (and addressed particularly in chapter 2). In fact, for 

Lemon, narrative is such an essential discursive structure in terms of the transmission 

and apprehension of history that “if we were incapable of narrative that entire aspect 

of reality constituted by events would be beyond our awareness” (72).  

We may examine two brief examples that I think illustrate the above consid-

erations. Consider this the opening salvo in my analysis. The following examples are 

very simple, but I think if pondered they indicate the fascinating interplay of generic 

similarities and differences that we are considering. The time is late summer 1864, as 

the Union and Abraham Lincoln’s prospects are at last looking brighter. Secretary of 

State William Seward, a rock-solid Lincoln loyalist, considers the impact of the latest 

Union battlefield successes on the hated Democratic party’s nomination convention in 

Chicago. James M. McPherson, George Henry Davis 1886 Professor of American 

History, emeritus, Princeton University, writes in his great Battle Cry of Freedom: 

 

In retrospect the victory at Mobile Bay suddenly took on new importance, 

as the first blow of a lethal one-two punch. “Sherman and Farragut,” exulted 

Secretary of State Seward, “have knocked the bottom out of the Chicago plat-

form.” (775)5 
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Now note historical novelist Gore Vidal, in his Lincoln: A Novel, working with and 

conveying the same data, creates a novelistic/historiographic transaction, “raising the 

consciousness” and illuminating the apprehension of Seward, who is seen in a Cabinet 

meeting with Lincoln when presidential secretary John Hay (an actual historical fig-

ure who wrote a famed account of his experience working with Lincoln during the 

Civil War) bursts into the room and hands Lincoln a letter from failed presidential 

candidate John Frémont: 

 

Seward did his best to guess the contents of the letter. […] If it had any-

thing to do with the military, he would have given it to [Secretary of War] 

Stanton or [Secretary of the Navy] Welles first. So the message was political. 

But Sherman and Farragut had knocked the bottom out of the Chicago nomi-

nation convention. (578-579) 

 

György Lukács (1885-1971) referred to factors like these in fictional historical writ-

ing when he wrote of necessity of “the derivation of the individuality of characters 

from the historical peculiarity of their age” (19), while Frank Ankersmit, professor of 

intellectual history and historical theory at the University of Groningen, enjoined his-

torians to incline their ears toward fiction for echoes of the past and a unmediated ac-

cess to prior lived experience, such that “they will feel directly addressed by the past 

and that this may then have its resonance in their whole being” (Sublime Historical 

Experience 282). In sum, these are aesthetic/conscious and then epistemological and 

even ontological thrusts that are seen in both genres, though perhaps more promi-

nently in historical fiction, with novelists making use of a broader palette on which to 

paint their historical canvasses. In a word, the aesthetic tools of the fictionalist are not 

the contrivances of the liar—the usual claim exposited to dismiss the value of fiction 
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in terms of historical truth and reality—but a once-removed techne, such that the tools 

of the fictionalist—narrative, recreated dialog, figurative language, characterization, 

subjunctive incident, synthetic denouements, and the like—reproduce (or produce) 

historical truth—a full-bodied Ricoeur-esque “seeing as”—and, I will posit, validity 

claims comprised “not only of descriptions that make claims about the world (the 

data), but also of statements that interpret or generalize these claims” (Ryan 823). 

These are all expansive topics, and I will leave them here, and take them up later in 

this chapter and elsewhere in this work.  

To continue this discussion of how novels “do their thing” and convey valu-

able historical information, the narrative structure of novels possesses a unique ag-

glomerative quality, an unsurpassed density and, generally speaking (and in the hands 

of the best novelists), a finely-honed narrativity (to cut to the chase) that opens doors 

onto historicality. History, as Frank Ankersmit has written, “comes to us in wholes, in 

totalities, and this is how we primarily experience both the past itself and what it has 

left us” (Sublime Historical Experience 119). I think that the narrative of historical 

novels may map onto just such a conception, ultimately yielding awareness of “the 

nature of fact as observed in fiction” (Gore Vidal, “Vidal’s ‘Lincoln’: An Exchange” 

para. 67) and a wealth of historical perspectives, attitudes, enlargements and dispensa-

tions. In short, “it may happen [that] the reader of a novel [...] will feel directly ad-

dressed by the past and that this may then have its resonance in their whole being” 

(Ankersmit Sublime Historical Experience 282).6 Wolfgang Iser (1926-2007) once 

wrote that “Fiction opens up a horizon of possibilities in relation to what is; to this 

extent it remains linked to realities” (The Fictive and Imaginary 230), and also that 

“The reality represented in the text is not meant to represent reality; it is a pointer to 

something that is not, although its function is to make that something conceivable” 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

22                                    
 

(The Fictive and Imaginary 13). My hope is that in terms of our study of history, we 

will be able to explore how fiction opens windows onto “what is” (that is, “what 

was”) and prior “realities.” As well, we will find that represented fictional historical 

realities will “point” to that well known, poignant, absent past—“what is not”—and 

by way of fictionalization, make much of this past “conceivable” in both its pastness, 

and in its relation to our current and anticipated realities. Admittedly, historiography 

often does something like this, but again it is my opinion that fiction does it differ-

ently, and often more vigorously. Iser adds that “The new denotation generated by the 

canceling of denotation [in fiction, by way of as-if construction] can now take on 

presence by way of the newly released implications, which suggest the possible con-

tours of the hitherto uncharted territory” (The Fictive and Imaginary 249). This com-

ment again opens up the possibility of appealingly wide vistas to be realized in fic-

tional historical works as they reveal “newly released implications” and traverse 

across “uncharted territory” (no doubt, we should emphasize that it is to be charted) 

in their re-represented pasts.7  

Ultimately, by way of the facts and facets introduced here, my hope is that that 

we will see how fiction allows us to “stand face to face with reality itself in an en-

counter with reality that is direct and immediate since it is no longer mediated by the 

categories we normally rely on for making sense of the world” (Sublime Historical 

Experience 285 emphasis in original). Ankersmit called this the “right relationship” to 

the past, and though I would not claim that non-fiction history lacks proper relations 

to the past, the point is that fiction can do its own thing, do it differently, do it well, 

and provide the avenues to understanding and apprehension we are discussing. Fic-

tion, in a word, provides just the direct sense of historical apprehension referred to by 

Ankersmit, and though it is itself admittedly a mediating factor, it is nothing like 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

23                                    
 

those mediators “we normally rely on for making sense of” our historical experience 

(they comprising “the protective shield” that normally “mediates between us and the 

world” as Ankersmit wrote just above).8 In sum, I will approach the various composi-

tional approaches and interpretive methodologies of these two genres and disciplines 

as imbricated, at times similar, at times divergent, but with both affording that Ri-

coeur-esque “seeing as” of the past. Perhaps, in the end truth is best imagined, par-

ticularly if it is firmly grounded in the disagreed-as well as agreed-upon facts” (Gore 

Vidal, “Vidal’s ‘Lincoln’: An Exchange” para. 68, emphasis added).9  

I will now explain in some detail three of the major theses of this work, and 

then look at several of the principal works I will analyze (I will continue to add other 

proposals to be presented in various chapters, outlining this entire work, following 

these discussions, below). The aesthetics ethic I will construct in chapter 2 is a dap-

pled experiential ground, a dynamic, densely cerebral experiential field embedded 

within profoundly aesthetic conscious contexts comprising individual and community 

histories lived in an environmentality studded with manifold elements of subjectivity, 

objectivity and intersubjectivity, imagination and artfulness, intentionality and actu-

alization, and, perhaps most importantly, enunciation/circumscription and communi-

cation in historical narrative. Understand this conception in terms of the etymologies 

of these words, with aesthetic from the Greek aisthētikos, “of sense perception,” “to 

perceive,” and ethic from the Greek ēthos, “character,” “custom,” related to words 

meaning “comrade,” “kinship,” and “family.”10 These two interacting conceptions 

will create, I think, a platform that will effectively allow us to traverse a continuum of 

historical apprehension and consciousness, and to see how these are effected in his-

torical writing. Jerzy Topolski (1928-1998) nicely captured the essence of this rich 

interplay when he wrote that “Historical narratives […] invoke an aesthetic sense in 
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virtue of which their identity is formed. […T]he aesthetic dimension is crucial in the 

formation of historical wholes” (198). Frank Kermode also captured some of the phi-

losophical, perhaps conceptual, flavor of this proposal when he wrote: “Since ethics is 

the relation between [the] fictional giant and the human animal, ethical solutions are 

aesthetic; we are concerned with fictions of relation” (160). Historical literature, fic-

tional and non-fictional, is the key manifestation of these varied factors. The aesthet-

ics ethic will require a lengthy and detailed theoretical explanation and defense, with 

the final picture a veritable arras web (to borrow from Hayden White) of historical 

narrative and related elements and experiences.  

An important point within the aesthetics ethic will be my examination of the 

work of Daniel Wickberg, associate professor of Historical Studies/History of Ideas at 

the University of Texas at Dallas. Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities in fascinating 

ways comprise an aesthetic complex, “modes of perception and feeling, the terms and 

forms in which objects were conceived, experienced, and represented in the past” 

(662), and “ideas, emotions, beliefs, values” (670). These conceptions, comprising, 

constituting and constructing swathes of aestheticized historical experience, I think 

transact well with my own positions and ideas. 

My claim that human consciousness, lived historical experience and historical 

narrative are virtually one is an—probably the—essential scaffolding of my position, 

and will be taken up in chapter 3.11 In terms of historically mediated human con-

sciousness and narrative, most important to note is the understanding that human con-

sciousness has a profound and encompassing narrative essence and construction, as I 

have referred to. Many theorists, scientists and analysts examining consciousness 

have made this position clear, and as Fireman, McVay and Flanagan write, “Given 

that personal narrative and self-representation exist as human experience, they are 
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therefore central to a conception and examination of human consciousness” (5). As I 

have exposited, the central point I will pursue in terms of historical writing in this re-

spect is the correlative relationship of narrative, consciousness, and history. To bor-

row from consciousness researcher David Chalmers, I am in effect arguing for a prin-

cipal of structural coherence.12 In more detail, and in addition to the narrative 

structure of conscious lived experience, note the following points and ideas about 

human consciousness that I will examine: 1) How subjectivity, intersubjectivity and 

objectivity, in a combinatory compote, are processed through narrative practice in 

human consciousness, and how this impacts historical experience and narrative; 2) 

How consciousness is foremost a synthesizing operation, and how this relates to how 

writers of history themselves integrate ideas into ordered plots, and the associated rep-

resentation of characters and events in temporal/causal sequences with significant out-

comes; 3) The Collingwood-esque idea of “history as thought,” and how this can be 

connected back to conscious processes and historical narrative. For Collingwood 

(1889-1943) the corridors of human consciousness and understanding were intimately 

linked with historical experience and for him, famously, thoughtful processes and his-

tory are no less than “an idea which every [person] possesses as part of the fundamen-

tal endowment of mind” (“Inaugural” 166, emphasis added). John Tosh, professor of 

history, Roehampton University, meanwhile, similarly refers to historical interpreta-

tion and understanding as a straightforward “discourse within a contradictory intellec-

tual milieu” (134). These comments indicate how thought, which can be seen as a 

high-level manifestation of human consciousness, is at the very foundation of histori-

cal understanding and apprehension (these ideas will also be connected to Daniel 

Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities); 4) How historical and to some extent literary 

theory, with their impacts on historical narrative, have frequently emerged out of con-
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ceptions and attributes of conscious lived experience (this has not been acknowledged 

much less understood by theorists to date); 5) How the conceptions of protention and 

retention along a temporal continuum in conscious experience can be seen at work in 

narrative consciousness and in turn narrated history. In sum we might view this ex-

pansive conscious/referential field as a global workspace, with its processes and func-

tions managed and employed in order to integrate perception, enable adaptation, and 

provide information to a self system, with all of this helping us understand our place 

in history and the origins and architectonics of historical narrative.13  

To return to aesthetic elements, the elements I will examine include multi-

temporal emplotment, that richly mediated synthesis and variously conditioned dialec-

tic in which “stories are told, life is lived” (Ricoeur, A Ricoeur Reader 430). To truly 

understand the dynamics of plot, one must probe into its complex elements, and by 

doing so we will find that fictional and non-fictional emplotment is suffused with a 

number of aesthetic qualities, which I will examine in extensive detail in chapter 4 of 

this work. These qualities include: 1) imagination as a founding element of both his-

torical novelization and historiography; 2) substantial focus on characters and charac-

terization with varying points of view, subjective, objective and intersubjective; these 

characterizations and points of view can extend across narrators and characters in em-

plotted narrative, writers of historical narrative, and reading audiences; 3) a given fic-

tive quality and fictionalizing techniques that condition fictional and also non-

fictional historical writing; 4) an effort toward individual and community becoming or 

bildungsroman (which may impact characterization, temporality, point of view, and 

the like); 5) a vast heterglossia and intertextuality, with different voices dialogically at 

play— “the sound of the human voice, or many voices, speaking in a variety of ac-

cents, rhythms and registers,” as David Lodge has written (The Art of Fiction 97); 6) a 
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thoroughgoing modality, contingency and indeterminacy (with a nod toward a view of 

chaos in historical experience and apprehension); 7) linguistically, a seman-

tic/syntactic richness and density that includes the skilled use of symbolism, meta-

phor, irony and other elevated uses of language + meaning, with these constituents 

organized into unifying/overarching and meaningful themes with an impact on char-

acters and reading audiences; 8) dense temporality, employing diachronic and/or syn-

chronic time frames, sometimes disrupted (such as by way of fast-forwarding or at-

tenuation, or in instances of what Gérard Genette defined as prolepsis and analepsis), 

but virtually always with something like identifiable beginnings, middles and ends 

(Exposition-Development-Climax-Denouement-Resolution); 9) a rhetorical thrust that 

extends across the aesthetic, moral, argumentative and historical; and finally, 10) 

fluid conceptions of truth in narrative and historical experience. Granted, different 

lists of aesthetic elements, created by different analysts will vary—but I will forge 

ahead with the list I have outlined here, with the hope that we will see in a number of 

different ways and in a number of different contexts how these attributes transact in 

human historical apprehension, historiography and historical fiction.  

I should turn here to clarify some of the contours of the two genres I will be 

examining, analyzing, comparing and contrasting. Although I think at the ground 

level we know what is being referred to when we talk about historiography or histori-

cal novels, at a high level, varying approaches, understandings and methodologies can 

differ significantly. Historiography is probably easiest to begin with, for there is a 

general understanding of this genre as applying to history as history—the recalled and 

related actual historical personages and events from our past.14 This writing is typi-

cally empirical, analytical (even “scientific”), almost wholly realistic—with this ap-

proach sporting a long pedigree that extends far back into ages past, and was particu-
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larly highlighted by the famed German historian and educator Leopold von Ranke 

(1795-1886), and his stoutly defended effort to tell history wie es eigentlich gewesen. 

But there is a twist inside this seemingly pared-down and arch-realistic world, for 

even in the most “positivist” historical writing, there are usually significant dashes of 

creative conjecture and interpretation, descriptive breadth about the causes and mean-

ing of events and trends, and the acts and thoughts of historical agents (even von 

Ranke recognized this, I believe). Additionally, the relations of historical events and 

agents to prior and subsequent events and personages (extending into the yet-to-be-

experienced future) is subject to a good measure of creative and interpretive license.  

James M. McPherson has written that he employed a flexible narrative composition in 

his Battle Cry of Freedom in order to accommodate and convey the variegated con-

tingency of lived experience, allowing him to “do justice to this dynamism, this com-

plex relationship of cause and effect, this intensity of experience” (ix). Few historical 

writers would discount this idea, but von Ranke’s approach would seem to limit it, 

and to be sure there are historians and analysts who shy from over-weighting a term 

like contingency, and related aesthetic ideas about lurking différance in historical 

writing, open-ended ideas about truth, free application of “pastiche,” some sort of 

“meta-foregrounding” of the writer, oppressive anxiety of influence, etc. There are, in 

a word, those more stern observers who seek to contain historical writing and analysis 

strictly to actual periods and agents, with exacting adherence to the written and reli-

quary record, the past “as it is actually found.” Obviously, and as just noted, a key 

area in light of these observations and this debate is the extent to which non-fiction 

historians may utilize what would normally be seen as fictional techniques and/or ap-

proaches in their writing. For most historians an understanding like this is unavoid-

able given the changes in literary theory and subsequent application of this theory into 
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historical writing over the last 50 years or so—but few would ever claim that they ac-

tually fictionalize in their writing, and the farthest they would probably go is to admit 

that, yes, they do employ narrative structure and understanding in their writings, and 

that there is a small allowance for more expansive creativity—but no more. We will 

see slightly more liberal understandings like this—though still essentially ensconced 

in empirical history—in some of the works I will examine, such as The Death of 

Woman Wang by Jonathan D. Spence, an experiment in historical narrative with 

strong literary underpinnings (1978); History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, 

Experience, and Myth, by Paul Cohen, an experiment in multiple interpretations of 

history (1997); and Heart of Europe: A Short History of Poland, by Norman Davies, a 

unique present-to-past telling of history (1984, 1986). The principal historiographic 

work in my analysis will be McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom (1988), which has 

justly earned a reputation as an essentially positivist history, conveyed in a model nar-

rative account. In addition to historiography, proper, I will refer to various other 

sources, including Slavery in the United States: a narrative of the life and adventures 

of Charles Ball, a black man, by Charles Ball, a memoir written by a former slave in 

1836; and the actual confession of Nat Turner, taken from the rebel slave by one of 

the lawyers in his trial in 1831. I will refer to a number of other historiographies and 

non-fiction works as well, such as journalism accounts, diaries, and the like. In sum 

though all of these works count as “history,” they are of different varieties and voices, 

with some examples simply empirical history, some more focused on the use of narra-

tive in history writing, some a bit more experimental, some personal, and also addi-

tional archival resources. I am hoping this variety will serve us well, and I will exten-

sively compare and contrast these works with fictional works in my analysis.  
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Similar to historiography, we have a broad understanding of the historical 

novel that is not often disputed—a fictional work shaped around actual historical in-

cident and personages, with this historical actuality providing these novels their main 

thematic and topical thrusts, as well as dictating their portrayal of action and charac-

ters. Many an historical novelist has made it abundantly clear that they have striven to 

adhere exactly to the historical facts in almost all essential ways—“During the narra-

tive that follows I have rarely departed from the known facts” wrote William Styron 

of The Confessions of Nat Turner ([1] Author’s Note, emphasis in original, no page 

number), and “All of the principal characters really existed, and they said and did 

pretty much what I have them saying and doing” wrote Gore Vidal of Lincoln: A 

Novel (Afterword).15 We see here, I think, another of those similarities linking histori-

cal novelists and historiographers. I will sketch additional details of other fictional 

works I will examine just.  

But the above is only half true. For the freedom to imagine upward historical 

events and personages, filling in the gaps of all that is not fully (or even partially) 

known about these historical data, is broadly exploited by some novelists (but then, 

such dearths of understanding are also “exploited” by historians). At the extreme, 

some fictional works upend history in ways that are so broadly peculiar, conjectural 

or truly deviant from the actual past that they are not likely not be called historical 

novels at all. The work of Thomas Pynchon is a good example, for although his works 

are historical to the extreme (I learned an awful lot about Germany’s activities in 

Africa in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in Pynchon’s V.), they tend to be expan-

sive to the point of psychedelic in their explosively creative and imaginative construc-

tion, and extend far beyond any strict historicality. Pynchon’s Mason and Dixon 

comes pretty close to being an historical novel in the strict sense—but the appearance 
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of the “learn'd English dog” making sophisticated political, cultural, historical and 

philosophical observations discounts it (then again, it was the very historical Abigail 

Adams, wife of President John, who found Paris to be a delightful “city of entertain-

ments” in which she saw “‘a learned pig, dancing dogs, and a little hare that beats a 

drum’” [McCullough 343]). Other works are more restrained but still do not fully 

meet my requirements, such as Ian McEwan’s Atonement (with its masterful mid-text 

description of the Dunkirk evacuation in WWII), Michael Cunningham’s Specimen 

Days (with its refashioning of the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in New York 

city), Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (which no doubt offers some of the most realistic and 

important interpretations of WWII experience ever written), or Don DeLillo’s Un-

derworld (with its delightful reconstruction of Bobby Thompson’s “shot heard round 

the world” in 1951). These works offer wonderful historical descriptions and are in 

their ways steeped in historicality, but they are all in sum a bit too “fictional,” and 

don’t have the full-bodied focus on specific historical incident and agency that the 

works I will study do (though I will in fact examine the passage from McEwan re-

ferred to above, in chapter 5 of this work). The historical novels that I examine are 

just that, novels fully and specifically focused on known areas and events in history. 

They “stick to the facts” in many ways, largely adhering to the historical record. 

Though of course they exploit narrative freedom in re-imagining the past, they are 

clear in their focus and in what they describe, and we largely recognize the history 

that is portrayed, and the impact that results from: the experiences of a soldier on the 

western front in WWI; everyday country life and the shocking slave rebellion in up-

land Virginia in the early 19th century; the Battle of Gettysburg in the American Civil 

War; or the cold-blooded murder of a farm family in Kansas in 1959. I refer to Hay-

den White, who said in a recent interview “I have never felt that the important thing is 
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to find out the truth about the past. Rather, it is to find out what is real rather than 

what is true” (“The Aim of Interpretation” 65). (I admit that some observers have 

found Professor White’s words puzzling and possibly even spurious; I will address 

these concerns in my examination of historical truth in chapter 5, such that I think we 

will find White’s words are in fact revealing). In sum I would count fiction as one of 

the principal effectors or excavators that, alongside non-fiction historiography, eluci-

dates the remembered, the historical traces and leavings, the communicative artifacts 

and just “what is real” in lived historical experience (that which was experienced pro-

viding a concomitant psychological/ontological connection/association and birds-eye 

views onto interpreted meaning, context, intimation, significance, etc., all of which, 

we should be careful to note, is as well conditioned by truthful apprehension). 

To continue, the historical novels I will study are an eclectic lot, each possess-

ing distinctive attributes. and this I think will be an advantage, challenging our inter-

pretations going forward, forcing us to rethink historical writing in unique and crea-

tive ways. All four works are 20th century works, and I will explain the reasons for 

this later in this chapter. Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front 

(1929) is a fictionalized eyewitness account and memoir of historical experience and 

apprehension in World War I (the memoir is a unique but valid form of history, at 

once a “source historical material” and an independent creative construction). Truman 

Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965) often comes off as empirical history, a “true crime” 

account—but it is in fact very much a fictionalized work of historical incident, which 

of course Capote called a “non-fiction novel.” William Styron’s The Confessions of 

Nat Turner (1966) is an historical novel masterpiece, meticulously researched and 

interpreted in true historian fashion—but the difficulty is that there is a scarcity of 

source materials on which to draw about the historical events portrayed. This is, how-
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ever, anything but unusual, and we will examine how Styron reconstructed his history 

within given constraints, in the end broadly re-imagining history in full-bodied ways. 

Finally, Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels (1974) is a brilliant historical novel in the 

classic sense, very different from Styron’s in that there is a wealth of source materials 

on which to draw about the Battle of Gettysburg.  

The above in sum sketches most of the principal themes, arguments and works 

to be studied in this paper. David Lodge captures with aesthetic élan this panoply of 

ideas, and, with my additions, folds together historical experience and narrative in a 

neat aesthetic/experiential integument when he writes that literature “creates fictional 

models of what it is like to be a human being, [historically] moving through time and 

space. It captures the density of [consciously] experienced [historical] events by its 

rhetoric, and it shows the connectedness of [historical] events through the devices of 

[narrated] plot” (14). Lodge here refers specifically to literature, which we may, in 

terms of narrative, liken to historiography without too much compunction.  

The hackles of our aforementioned skeptics, however, are probably on the rise 

again—for the visceral understanding of the character of history as a wholly empiri-

cal, positivist and identifiable stuff that is recovered and reconstructed by historians is 

veritably entrenched in much academic (and for that matter popular) apprehension 

and epistemology. We have assiduously pursued nothing less than an austere and sci-

entific model of historical research and composition for some 200 years or more, with 

the aim of finding the bare-bones truth about previously lived experience. Writers of 

fictions, these doubters will say, hardly do this. As noted, this view carries some 

weight—but it is something of the skeleton of this topic, and more is necessary to 

construct a network of attached tissues, so that we can fully perceive the integrated 

body of history—its form, figure, features, fettle and from there, its manifold func-
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tions. In terms of this more-multifarious anatomy, I think few observers would dis-

agree with the propositions I have emphasized—that is, that the lineaments of narra-

tive endow historical writing with much of their essential actualization, and imbue 

them with bountiful detail and ellipses of complexity that “scientific history” just does 

not yield. Historical novelist Jeff Shaara (son of Michael Shaara, author of The Killer 

Angels) put it this way: “I know that there are some (academics mostly) who are bi-

ased against novels in general, feeling that a novelist has too much license to avoid 

facts, and thus, fiction should be discounted completely. I don’t agree at all. Anyone 

who reads my work will gain a pretty specific knowledge of the actual events (I hope) 

[…], and it adds to my own responsibility to ‘get it right’” (personal communication 

with author, 29 August 2009).  

As I have noted, the central elements of our topic have been studied for many 

years, and this is all something of a “new old idea.”16 In the main section of this chap-

ter, following this introduction, I will examine what I perceive to be the strengths and 

weaknesses of three of the most brilliant scholars in this area: Fredric Jameson, Paul 

Ricoeur and Hayden White. Jameson, Ricoeur and White have revealed in fascinating 

and deeply influential ways how, as Pynchon only waggishly noted, something very 

close to fictionalization shapes non-fiction history. My examination of the work of 

Jameson, Ricoeur and White will provide the necessary foundation going forward. I 

will at times critique these three thinkers (call me brash, even foolhardy), in order to 

prize open some of the key conceptions that play leading roles in the study of narra-

tive and history, and in these openings I will daub in some of the plaster of my own 

ideas with the aim of showing how fictionalized history and historiography often 

(even always) enjoy a correlative relationship. After my discussion of these three 

thinkers, I will conclude this chapter with an expanded examination of the ideas I 
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have introduced here, and continue to expound upon my central theses. In the remain-

der of the work I will continue along this winding path, examining the various topics I 

have introduced.  

The organization of my study is as follows. The reader will find that these 

chapters often interact, forecast and refer back to one another, which I hope makes my 

analysis and writing more coherent, synthetic and complete. As historian Saul 

Friedländer has written, “No single conceptual framework can encompass the diverse 

and converging strands” of a necessarily “integrative and integrated” history (xvi, xv). 

I could add the thoughts of Jeroen Van Bouwel and Erik Weberl, Ghent University, 

Belgium, who wrote recently of the value of an ecumenical explanatory pluralism in 

social sciences, which respects and utilizes an interesting and ranging variety of pos-

sible explicatory schema. For Van Bouwel and Weberl, “A consequence of our plural-

ism is that the ideal explanatory text for a social or historical phenomenon (that is, the 

comprehensive account of this phenomenon) will contain explanations of various 

sorts” (182) I have described chapter 1, and the remainder of this study will include:  

Chapter 2: Chapter 2 has been in introduced in some detail above. Here I will fash-

ion my aesthetics ethic, examining both aesthetic and the ethical conceptions in 

what I posit is a broad intersubjective environmentality in which human beings live, 

and historical writers function. Stemming from this, there will be a look at the stric-

tures and impacts on and in historical writing imposed by community, with exam-

ples of community ethics and morality conveyed in historical writing. Following this 

is an examination of Daniel Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities. Finally, I will ex-

amine one particular narrative aesthetic factor that will be important as we move 

ahead: the idea of narrative as an explanatory paradigm.  
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Chapter 3: Chapter 3 has also been introduced above. I posit the emergence of iden-

tical constituent epistemological and ontological formations across individual and 

community consciousness, and historical experience proper. The key connective tis-

sue in this knowing consciousness is narrative, and the conception of narrative con-

sciousness will be examined in extensive detail. This overall experience and appre-

hension is in expansive ways then presented and represented in historical narrative, 

as I will examine.  

Chapter 4: Chapter 4 has been introduced above. In it I will analyze the aesthetic 

conceptions listed above in relation to historical writings and other ideas in my the-

sis, including consciousness. My aim will be to link these factors across a (con-

scious) human “aesthetic gaze” taking in and interpreting experience, and up into 

composed historical narrative. Chapter 4 contains by far the bulk of the examples of 

historiography and fiction I will use in support of my arguments.  

Chapter 5: I have referred only briefly to the content of chapter 5 . In this chapter I 

will analyze concepts of truth, as they are applied in fictional and non-fictional his-

torical writings. The study of truth is far too broad for a genuinely comprehensive 

analysis, and I will necessarily limit my choices to a few key theorists, including 

John Dewey, Jürgen Habermas, Richard Rorty, Nelson Goodman, and Marie-Laure 

Ryan. I will incorporate the ideas of these analysts into my own for what I hope is a 

unique ferment, and we will see how various conceptions and approaches to truth 

become something like the manifold techne discussed above. I conclude the chapter 

with an independent analysis and theory of truth, which I hope strengthens the ideas 

and contexts examined.  

Chapter 6: I will briefly conclude and summarize the work and reflect on its sig-

nificance. 
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With all of the above said, I trust readers have an overview of my approach, 

and ultimately hope that I have defended, at least here at the beginning, the incredible 

power and ubiquity of historical narrative, which courses from the very foundation of 

lived experience, and from this source conditions and shapes the human communica-

tive practices out of which emerge our stories and our histories. Humorist Ashleigh 

Brilliant has written that, “Strange as it may seem, my life is based on a true story,” 

and his droll words reminds us that life itself—our true history—stems from the fun-

daments of story—fiction we may say—such that given narrative elements structure 

lived experience. Strange as it may sound, I believe that in light of these connections, 

we may find that at times truth becomes fiction, and back again, with their varied con-

stituents and tissues modulating, inflecting and metamorphosing within the alembic of 

lived and narrated experience in all of their copious glory.  

In light of some of these main ideas, theorists and thinkers in years past have, I 

think, for the most part focused on nudging fiction a bit closer to history. To be sure 

they have been remarkably successful in this enterprise. My aim in this study, though 

part and parcel with this idea, may nevertheless be its reverse, and I will try to push 

history deeper into the fictive. At a high level, I think that descriptions and analyses to 

date have given less than adequate attention to several key areas—aesthetics in lived 

experience (and, for that matter, in narrative), consciousness and human sensibilities, 

ethics and associated morality in historical experience and narrative, intersubjectivity, 

and the modality of existence (and narrative). In a word, the true extent of how a net-

work of narration in history extends well beyond historiography, proper, and com-

mixes into diverse other areas of endeavor and communication, has not been effec-

tively and pragmatically described. It is almost as if these prior commentators in some 
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ways failed to view the entire scope of this topic, and largely remained inside given 

narrative universes, with the joists of these structures consistently shaping final analy-

ses. Of course in many ways this is a credible approach—those very members do pro-

vide useful and sound support—but there is also the possibility that these trusses are 

at times limiting us, impeding our view outside the strictly narrative edifice, compel-

ling explanatory structures that a bit too often refer back on themselves, to their own 

premises or terms. Ultimately, I hope to venture further afield, for I believe that the 

very narrative essences and stays supporting the structures before us extend farther 

out than has thus far been known, and that as we trace these indices into more varied 

areas of experience, communication and interaction, we will apprehend in more accu-

rate and integrated ways aggregate formations of history and narrative. Simply put, 

and in conclusion, I will try to show in this analysis new contours, highlights, depth 

and detail of the intricate, heartfelt enterprise of historical exposition, and even expe-

rience.  

 

Fredric Jameson 

 

YEARS AGO, IN HIS The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Sym-

bolic Act, Fredric Jameson famously urged literary scholars to “Always historicize!” 

and his exhortation seemed to jolt awake an entire generation. After decades of for-

malisms that had focused on interesting-but-essentially-dry internal features of litera-

ture—poetic embellishment, linguistic husbandry, compositional contours, design ni-

ceties—or, alternatively and more recently at the time, admirably insurgent but in so 

many ways contrived deconstructionist and postmodern paradigms—the reminder for 

readers and scholars to seriously address the hard-bitten experience of social and po-

litical history—the very pith of which comprises the manifold incipience, incident and 
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actualization of human endeavor and communication—was a breath of fresh air and a 

battle cry. Jameson was spot-on correct when he emphasized the “omnipresence of 

history and the implacable influence of the social” (20) in cultural and literary studies, 

and the monumental impact these conditions had on how humans go about present-

ing/arguing and representing/narrating experiences and ideas.  

Yet further, Jameson, William A. Lane Professor in the Program in Literature 

at Duke University, stated in no uncertain terms that “‘interpretation’ […] demands 

the forcible or imperceptible transformation of a given text into an allegory of its par-

ticular master code or ‘transcendental signified’” (58). This master code and accom-

panying transcendental signified could be understood as constituting lived historical 

experience in both the general and the specific, and also the intricately woven meta-

narratives that humans construct to convey and interpret this experience.17 In sum, 

“History is an interpretive code that includes and transcends all the others” (100), and 

“only a genuine philosophy of history is capable of respecting the specificity and 

radical difference of the social and cultural past while disclosing the solidarity of its 

polemics and passions, its forms, structures, experiences, and struggles, with those of 

the present day” (18).18 We get the gist, but what will fill the wings of this theory, and 

how will what will no doubt be a complex operation get off the ground? The answer 

to this question, in a word, is by way of “the all-informing process of narrative” (13, 

emphasis in original), which is no less than “the central function or instance of the 

human mind” (13, emphasis in original), and a structural, ideological, ontological, 

distinctly physical and epistemological embodiment in which the evaluation and 

communication of historical process and development “can be apprehended and read 

as the deeper and more permanent constitutive structure in which the empirical textual 

objects know intelligibility” (97). Jameson astutely notes that narrative works in con-
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junction with a given rhetorical thrust in language and life—the darstel-

lung/vorstellung axis—and from this platform/approach, we are off to the races. After 

reviews in his book of Althusserianism and Freudian/Lacanian psycho-semantics, 

Jameson introduces a broadened perspective by way of Northrop Frye, and draws at-

tention to the idea of narrative as a central historico-hermeneutic conception. From 

here Jameson moves into more concrete elements of his analysis, including the intro-

duction of three “concentric frameworks” that will, appealingly, “widen[] out […] the 

sense of the social ground of a text” (both 75). These frameworks, the necessary “se-

mantic horizons” in literature (75), are the “political,” the “social,” and finally be-

come “history […] conceived in its vastest sense” (75). These perspectives transform 

into or comprise new forms and constituents in the milieu of history itself, and this 

history, as we all now well know, “is inaccessible to us except in textual form [and] 

can be approached only by way of prior (re)textualization” (82). This was and contin-

ues to be bold, erudite analysis, and we further learn—we may have guessed it in ad-

vance—that the form of this “(re)textualization” is narrative symbolization, which is 

no less than an environment wherein “the historical origins of the things themselves 

and that more intangible historicity of the concepts and categories by which we at-

tempt to understand those things” meet up and mingle “in the same place” (both 9). 

This “deeper narrative structure” is first and foremost one of the tools to “direct[] our 

attention to those determinate changes in the historical situation” (both 146).  

Up to this point Jameson has largely hit the nail on the head, framing an en-

compassing, coherent, bountiful and decidedly functional hermeneutic framework. At 

the highest level, I follow this approach, and I hope that in my own analysis I cam 

employ Jameson’s ideas, if obliquely, in sound and fruitful ways. And yet, for me, in 

spite of their importance, Jameson’s ideas are insufficient in important ways. First and 
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foremost, no one can doubt that ideology is virtually the centrifuge that defines, dis-

criminates and distributes Jameson’s ideas in The Political Unconscious.19 One would 

hardly doubt that ideology is indeed important to historical experience both lived and 

narrated—views of the past are tied in countless ways to visions of the present and 

future, which is to say they are, in a broad sense, ideological. But over-dependence on 

this approach ultimately becomes one-dimensional. In a word, for me Jameson’s ap-

proach is too ideological (more specifically, too Marxist), which inevitably binds his 

analysis to highly politicized, tendentious interpretation and evaluation, which distorts 

findings.20 To be sure Jameson extends, modernizes and diversifies his Marxist direc-

tives in various ways. But nevertheless, his analysis for me in some ways goes too far, 

misfires, is too often remote and unsuitable in terms of present-day hermeneutics and 

historical understanding, and is ultimately doomed by certain outmoded fundaments.  

The above said, Jameson certainly lays his cards on the table, from his identi-

fication of the ideologeme as “the smallest intelligible unit of the essentially antago-

nistic collective discourses of social classes” (76)—no doubt a brilliant stroke (also 

employed by Bakhtin), but nevertheless, steeped in combative ideological dogma, and 

a seemingly reductionist view that could fail to take in a veritable aesthetic tumultus 

at work in the “collective and class discourses” (76) that emerge up and out of the 

above-mentioned “cultural objects” (that is, texts; 75). To bracket out or astringe—for 

this I feel Marxist theoretical models largely do—the contingent and colorful, con-

tested and conjunctive, apprehensive and actuated, synthetic and superabundant ele-

ments (the substance of which I posit we could even still legitimately and more gen-

erously fold into the conception of ideology and ideologemes) of these very cultural 

objects and texts is, I think, an oversimplification. Further, Jameson states his view of 

texts as “essentially polemic and strategic ideological confrontation[s] between the 
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classes” (85); that his book would no less than “restructure the problematics of ideol-

ogy” (13); and that “the working theoretical framework or presuppositions of a given 

method are in general the ideology which that method seeks to perpetuate” (58). 

Fairly heated analysis, if I may say so, but let me say at the outset that I do not dis-

agree with, as I interpret them, Jameson’s progressive politics. As far as Marxist phi-

losophy and its hermeneutics, however, I believe that large portions of these systems 

have more and more become museum pieces, that a Kuhnian paradigm shift has taken 

place, and that the failings of Marxist philosophy and analysis are now well known. 

Broadly, Marxism, for all its impressively researched and detailed construction, can 

often not be credibly applied to modern conditions because of its distorting analyses 

of immoderately vaunted/despised classes of people and universal revolutionary 

change, overbaked hero-worship politics and salvation/liberation theology, mystical 

and mythic strains, and sometimes bleakly cynical, scorched-earth strategy for the fu-

ture. Karl Popper (1902-1994), perhaps heatedly, wrote that elements of Marxist doc-

trine were “in their logical character […] akin to those of the Old Testament” (277), 

while Benedetto Croce (1866-1952) sharply dismissed the “tendencious doctrine” 

(History as the Story of Liberty 202) of Marxism and its applicability to progressive 

historical thinking and writing. 

For most of the 20th century, Marxism as a political, economic, sociological, 

aesthetic and overall analytical model mostly survived and “prospered” under the 

sway of autocrats, dictators, authoritarians and almost laughably stilted theorists—

political and social actors that most nations of the world largely rejected and endeav-

ored to root out and eliminate.21 By the end of the 20th century, most Marxist econo-

mies and polities had collapsed or were in dire straits because the had failed to pro-

vide for citizens, and although conflict between classes is no doubt a vital area of 
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concern in human communities, the great predicted economic/political revolutions 

that would “decide” the issues never came close to taking place, and it does not ap-

pear that they will in the foreseeable future. If this point seems too focused on eco-

nomics, there is I think no doubt that economics and economic decision-making lie at 

the very foundation of Marxist philosophical thought, and the framework’s trouble-

some determinism (to be examined in more detail below), which works its way into 

sociological, cultural, humanistic and aesthetic Marxist analyses, is linked to this. 

Marxism’s deterministic/materialistic approach is at odds not only with the 

very pith of historical human experience, but also, and just as important to my study, 

with the essence of narrative literature and historical writing. Jameson states con-

cretely that “History is therefore the experience of Necessity” (102), which is in turn 

the determination of “why what happened […] had to happen the way it did” (101, 

emphasis added). History in this sense “is what hurts […] and sets inexorable limits to 

individual as well as collective praxis” (102, emphasis added). To turn to Hayden 

White, analyzing Jameson’s book in “Getting Out of History: Jameson’s Redemption 

of Narrative,” the Marxian “collective struggle” for Jameson “forms the content of the 

plot of world history, serves as the subject matter of all of the master narratives avail-

able to Western man for making sense of what otherwise has to be viewed as nothing 

but a blind play of chance and contingency” (150). I am allowing White to summarize 

Jameson for me here, but as I read these excerpts, the conceptions of “inexorable” 

“Necessity,” “what has to happen,” the veritable “content of the plot of world his-

tory,” and “the subject matter of all of the master narratives” strike me as uncom-

fortably deterministic and totalizing. In his Marxism and Form, Jameson postulates a 

dialectical theory of narrative, which though admittedly Hegelian, also points toward 

this selfsame fundamental structure in Marxist determinism. Harking to the above 
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“inexorable” contours of historical understanding, this dialectical method, “can be 

acquired only by a […] sympathetic internal experience of the gradual construction of 

a system according to its inner necessity (xi, emphasis added), and indeed, “There is 

no content for dialectical thought but total content” (306, emphasis added). Beyond 

this questionable determinism, Jameson trains his guns on the very idea of a coherent 

or fruitful history, and we find in a reductive turn that “It suffices therefore that his-

tory be increasingly removed from us in time, or that we be removed from it in 

thought, for it to cease to be interiorizable, and to lose its intelligibility, which was 

only an illusion that was attached to a provisory interiority” (263).22 True, Jameson 

argues in Marxism and Form that his will be a more textured, subjective and phe-

nomenological approach, and his method promises to see onto “the shifting of the 

world’s gears and the unexpected contact between apparently unrelated and distant 

categories and objects, [and to] find sudden and dramatic formulation (xiii). And 

again, “For Marxist historiography […], it is permanence and continuity which are the 

illusion, and struggle the reality. These two modes of understanding the past […] re-

flect a kind of Gestalt alternation, in which everything changes depending on whether 

you see history as a continuum only occasionally broken by upheavals, or as a con-

stant working out of the hidden contradictions” (259). But still, over all, Jameson 

views lived experience as “a peculiar and determinate structure” (307, emphasis 

added) that yields a “history [that] has acquired a unified or ‘totalized’ meaning” 

(263, emphasis added). Jameson even goes so far as to attempt to weaken the vital 

affiliating conception of temporality in narrative, stating that “the crucial importance 

of the choice[s made]” in constituting “the frame […] the beginning and ending,” “the 

points between which narrative is to run”—are “inevitably […] artificial” (266).23 We 
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disagree with this flippant dismissal, and will explore manifold contours and reper-

cussions of temporality in historical narrative in chapter 4 and elsewhere in this work.  

 Jameson heads off other possible charges of determinism when he argues that 

(and I again turn to White’s analysis) “historical epochs are not monolithically inte-

grated social formations, but, on the contrary, complex overlays of different modes of 

production that serve as the bases of different social groups and classes and, conse-

quently, of their world-views” (156). Though those suspicious and very-much totaliz-

ing “modes of production” and Marx’s failed theory of (by definition false) class con-

sciousness (a totalizing move if eve there were one) are still here, I am willing to 

grant this softening of the theory’s harder edges. But I maintain that Marxist deter-

minism has a compelling ability to “come home to roost,” and that this can be de-

tected in Jameson’s analysis (Jameson, however, usefully enlarges these views later in 

his book, and I shall refer below to certain of these enlargements). 

Perhaps most questionable and pertinent in terms of my critique is Jameson’s 

reference and reliance on Marx’s totalizing historical outline, which progresses across 

and incorporates values of “the Asiatic [despotisms], the ancient [slaveholders], the 

feudal [landowners], and the modern bourgeois,” and finally toward the hoped-for 

proletarian society (Marx 44). Marx has been credited, and duly so, for simply grasp-

ing that history was a necessary and essentially pragmatic context of human experi-

ence and polities. But that does not diminish the weaknesses of his one-size-fits-all 

model. In sum, in its time Marxist historical theory may have elucidated some impor-

tant new approaches to the understanding of history, politics, society and the like, but 

it overlooks the trees through the forest, and egregiously “underestimate[s] the psy-

chological complexities of human beings” functioning in lived historical experience 

(Feuer xvi). Marx’s historical philosophy may have (had) its merits, but it is of much 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

46                                    
 

reduced pertinence as applied to modern epistemology, politics, society, and not least, 

historical understanding and interpretation, which have advanced in giant strides since 

the beginning of the 20th century. In short, few current analyses of history, politics 

and the development of human societies worldwide would subscribe to Marx’s deter-

ministic, polemical, teleological approach to lived experience.  

If my rejection of Marxism seems forceful, even “vulgar,” I offer it with sin-

cere intentions, in what I hope are constructive terms, and in pragmatic and informed 

ways. A hundred and a half years have passed since the establishment of Marxist the-

ory and its emergence as an important antidote and answer to other sociological, his-

torical, political, and aesthetic theoretical models, and the high period of debate about 

the philosophy, and the time when people watched with baited breath to see if its con-

ceptions and predictions would hold true and come to fruition, has in many respects 

passed. The game of course is by no means over, but the problems examined above, 

seen in 21st-century light, evince a too-constrained analysis that misses key elements 

of the whole that I will examine. What I am after is a comprehensive, synthetic expla-

nation of human historical experience and how it is communicated, which incorpo-

rates a variety of elements and disciplines from sociology, hermeneutics, philosophy, 

politics, linguistics, consciousness studies and aesthetics, viewed through the lens of 

an intentional/phenomenological analysis. We will find that multiple complementary 

sources are at work conditioning our construction and understanding of history, and 

from there to our construction and understanding of communicative action in that 

“deep structure” of narrated history, understanding and interpretation. Jameson, in his 

inimitable prose, captures certain of my view when he writes of,  
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The semantic raw materials of social life and language, the constraints of 

determinate social contradictions, the conjunctures of social class, the historic-

ity of structures of feeling and perception and ultimately of bodily experience, 

the constitution of the psyche or subject, and the dynamics and specific tem-

poral rhythms of historicity. (147) 

 

Jameson, though he qualifies these points with that bothersome adjective “determi-

nate,” here indicates some of the contours that I will be examining, in what I hope is a 

more complete look at the manifold contours and specifics of this topic. In sum, and 

with due respect to Jameson’s brilliant thinking, I believe his analysis of the terms and 

ideas discussed here and employed in terms of literary hermeneutics and its associated 

individual and community conditions, is flawed, and I will take a different approach. 

With that said, I now turn to other important background analyses, beginning with the 

philosophy of Paul Ricoeur. 

 

Paul  Ricoeur 

 

PAUL RICOEUR (1913-2005) was a fantastically expansive thinker and theo-

rizer of lived experience and all that that entails. Ricoeur’s range is astonishing, and 

gratifyingly pragmatic, limpid, knowledgeable and receptive. In the following pages I 

will endeavor to give a respectably coherent overview and “critique” of Ricoeurian 

philosophy, and I will return to his thought frequently elsewhere in this work. If I heel 

behind Ricoeur at times, then so be it—a lot of us are doing that nowadays, and it is 

not a bad place to find ourselves. 

Where to begin with Ricoeur? To select only one in his nearly endless string 

of quotable ideas, Ricoeur writes that the sequence through which history is continu-
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ally re-constructed (or re-evaluated, re-analyzed, re-experienced, re-told, etc.), as hu-

manity strives to get the past and its relation to the present and the future right (accu-

rately, comprehensively, and appropriately accommodating various hermeneutic pos-

sibilities) becomes a disposition of cumulative histories with “innumerable axes 

which have their own way of linking together […] renewing now with one, now with 

another” (History and Truth 186). These axes, these pinions of historical experience 

and apprehension, teem with referentiality, mediated residuum, narrative characteriza-

tion, “configurational operations” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 227), sedimentation 

and innovation (an idea from volume 1 of Time and Narrative), intentionality and in-

tercommunication. Ricoeur writes of a veritable “dispersion of explanation in history” 

(Time and Narrative Volume 1 122) and a “polysemy” in historical explanation (Time 

and Narrative Volume 1 127). Ultimately we “carry on several histories simultane-

ously, in times whose periods, crises, and pauses do not coincide. We enchain, aban-

don, and resume several histories, much as a chess player who plays several games at 

once, renewing now this one, now the another” (History and Truth 186). So we are in 

the midst of a vast game of chess (I dare not venture who our “opponent” is), and like 

any good chess player, we fashion a strategy. The strategy that humanity has created 

is as old as time, and reaches to the very depths of our experience, both individual and 

communal. It is, of course, narrative, that incredibly dependable, purposeful, useful, 

comprehensive, explanatory, synthetic mapping methodology that we use to tell the 

story of life, the universe and everything.24 To simplify matters, Ricoeur places great 

emphasis on one key structural attribute of narrative-cum-history—plot. No doubt 

needless to say, one key to plot is its synthetic nature, becoming our genius for com-

bining and ordering data into our histories. In a word: “With narrative, the semantic 

innovation lies in the inventing of [a] work of synthesis—a plot. By means of plot, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

49                                    
 

goals, causes, and chance are brought together within the temporal unity of a whole 

and complete action” (Time and Narrative Volume 1, ix).25 

Ricoeur rounds out his analysis by expressing that a temporal synthesis occurs 

in which “a configuration” is obtained from “a succession” ( A Ricoeur Reader 427), 

and we find that we “already surmise the importance of this characterization of stories 

from the temporal viewpoint” (A Ricoeur Reader 427). These varied amalgamations 

(narrated, conscientious, experiential, temporal) are in toto, “a synthesis […] of mul-

tiple events or incidents with the complete and singular history” (Ricoeur, A Ricoeur 

Reader 426). To strengthen this understanding, recall that Edmund Husserl (1859-

1938) posited “a manifold system of continuous patterns of appearances and perspec-

tive variations in and through which all objective phases of the bodily self-given 

which appear in perception manifest themselves perspectively in definite continua” 

(Ideas 131). This panoply, this potpourri, is anything but purposeless, and “in grasp-

ing it unites recollection and fresh perceptions synthetically together, despite interrup-

tion in the continuity of the course of actual perception” (Husserl Ideas 131).  

If this examination seems a bit abstract, I refer to a more pragmatic analyst. 

John Tosh writes of a highly temporal, synthetic processing of historical experience: 

“We know that we cannot understand a situation in life without some perception of 

where it fits into a continuing process or whether it has happened before. We take it 

for granted that other people reveal themselves less in a specific action than in their 

behaviour and our interaction with them over an extended period. Our sense of what 

is practicable in the future is formed by an awareness of what has happened—or not 

happened—in the past” (1).26 Clearly Tosh’s analysis echoes that of Husserl and his 

followers, and we will also see these temporal conceptions and all I have discussed 

above expanded in the theory of David Carr, in chapters 3 and 4. 
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Related to the idea of synthesis, an expanded look at the conception of plot 

can be introduced here. That both historians and novelists “emplot” (synthesize, con-

figure and combine) their works is now, thanks to Hayden White as much as anyone, 

an established fact. And yet it is not completely uncontroversial, and that “emplot-

ting” comes very close to or simply is “fictionalizing” is unacceptable to some re-

viewers in terms of non-fiction historical narrative. This classic dichotomy (for some 

it is, rather, a nettlesome conflict) is often referred back to Aristotle’s partition of the 

functions of the historian and the poet, the one who “relates what has happened” the 

other “what may happen” (Poetics Book IX).27 Aristotle’s point is well taken, and 

when he goes on to write that that for the poet who “chances to take an historical sub-

ject […] there is no reason why some [historical] events that have actually happened 

should not conform to the [fictional] law of the probable and possible, and in virtue of 

that quality in them he is their poet or maker” (Poetics Book IX), he is on to an idea 

combining modal experience and narrative rendering, which I will follow up in chap-

ter 4. Aristotle’s idea is in fact to this day accepted as gospel by many observers, and 

even Paul Ricoeur wrote of the “fundamental bifurcation between historical and fic-

tional narrative” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 52).28 For Ricoeur, however, there is 

more at work, and the entry of narrative—a “common thematics “ and “common 

space for exchanges” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 180)29 of historiography and fic-

tion—ultimately yields “the reversal from divergence to convergence […] in the rela-

tion between historical narrative and fictional narrative” (Time and Narrative Volume 

3 181). For Ricoeur this armistice between historiographic and fictional narrative is a 

function of “fundamental structure, ontological as well as epistemological” (Time and 

Narrative Volume 3 181)—and for me this is right on the money and I will return at 

length to the negotiations of these “structures.”  
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Ricoeur’s abstract thinking seems cut out for analysis of the serpentine en-

twinement, the animated environmentality, the veritably macrobiotic relation of his-

tory/lived experience and narrative representation. He writes that “I see in the plots 

[narratives] we invent the privileged means by which we re-configure our confused, 

unformed, and at the limit mute temporal experience [that is, our history; but Ri-

coeur’s analysis echoes a conception of history as “chaos,” which I will critique in 

chapter 4]” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 xi; “narratives” by the author). “What un-

folds,” Ricoeur continues, is no less than “one vast poetic sphere that includes meta-

phorical utterance and narrative discourse” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 xi) which 

comprises “the configurational operations that connect history to narrative” (Time and 

Narrative Volume 1 227). To conclude here, Ricoeur wrote dramatically that “time 

becomes human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and nar-

rative attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of temporal existence” 

(Time and Narrative Volume 1 52, emphasis in original).30 We could not have said it 

better ourselves.  

To continue with temporality, Ricoeur writes that through the “characteriza-

tion of stories” the temporal viewpoint “is that which is fleeting and passes away, as 

well as that which endures and remains” ( A Ricoeur Reader 427). We are led then, 

into the Augustinian conception of time. Such a scaffolding has history running 

through it, backwards and forwards, and encompasses not only a semi-mystical 

(might we say, following Ricoeur, “discordant/concordant”?) idea of a “continuous 

eternity” in lived experience (past, present and future as unified, even, paradoxically, 

singular), but also a comprehensive and practical historical understanding—with its 

backward look at experienced events creating a “present considering the past […] 

memory,” its current grasp of a “present considering the present […] immediate 
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awareness,” and its recognition of the importance of lived historical experience as 

conditioning and anticipating “future […] expectation” (St. Augustine, Confessions, 

all 235). Ricoeur interprets this as a veritable “distension” of temporal experience and 

understanding, existing alongside a compact, concise “intention”—again of temporal 

experience and understanding. Ultimately, and to return to terms we have referred to, 

we encounter “a lived experience where discordance rends concordance and an emi-

nently verbal experience where concordance mends discordance” (Time and Narra-

tive Volume 1 31). Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) wrote of a similarly rich temporal 

array in which “the futural Dasein can be its ownmost ‘as-it-already-was’—that is to 

say, its ‘been’ [sein “Gewesen”]. Only in so far as Dasein is as an “I-am-as-having-

been”, can Dasein come towards itself futurally in such a way that is comes back” 

(Being and Time 373, brackets and emphasis in original). Perhaps needless to say, Be-

ing in this layered temporality of lived experience is “constituted by historicality” 

(Being and Time 434). For a pragmatic historian’s point of view, simply refer again to 

Tosh, quoted just above.  

All of the above is “pure Ricoeur,” an introduction into the variegated em-

plotment in life that “organizes [incidents and events] into an intelligible whole” ( A 

Ricoeur Reader 426). For me, Ricoeur is right on target—but what of those who 

would argue that his philosophy seems a bit too neat, a bit too unified and complete, 

given what we know about uncertainty in literature and language, and how even the 

fundaments of that most presumably positivist discipline of all, scientific historical 

understanding, have been shaken to the foundations in the modern day, with ambigu-

ity lurking throughout? Indeed, to fold literature, proper, into our discussion, for some 

observers, the “baggy” structure of many ordinary novels (which mirrors the disor-

ganized, baggy structure of life) steamrolls the possibility of a synthesized beginning-
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middle-end structure, while modern/postmodern narrative and novelization have burst 

the very idea of “synthesized narrative” at the seams. My view, however, is that the 

structure of lived-then-narrated temporality and lived experience invariably lends it-

self to Ricoeurian conceptions. This is to say that even when beginnings in life are all 

but unobserved or anonymous; and middles seem to have far more unfinished busi-

ness, mysteries, loose ends and missed opportunities than those that productively pan 

out to fruition; and endings either “just end” (they don’t conclude), or they lead to fol-

low-on stages of experience (and thus aren’t “really over”)—these elements still con-

stitute an ostensibly unified “plot” that is best understood by way of analysis that con-

siders the phenomenology, subjectivity and intersubjectivity (I mean here, essentially, 

consciousness) of lived experience. Many analysts and writers tangle themselves up 

on these points, with the most radical often spouting highly dubious and almost su-

pernatural claims about the world and experience, or the most conservative retiring 

into a too-comfortable, unsatisfying and no doubt incomplete world of “just the facts, 

ma’am.” I will address both of these views going forward as I expand my own ideas.  

To return to Ricoeur broadly in these respects, as well as in respect of other 

points referred to, he writes of a given epistemology and conception of constructed 

significance and “combinatory rationality” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 x) by way 

of his famous “rule of metaphor.” Metaphor is itself an aesthetic “grasping together” 

of seemingly discrepant terms, and the creation of a given concordance-out-of-

discordance that extends “truth” into new dimensions.31 These carriers of “new se-

mantic pertinence” (Ricoeur Time and Narrative Volume 1 x) are the very arbiters of 

the dizzying variety in narrated historiography and fiction of “circumstances, ends 

and means, initiatives and interactions, the reversals of fortune, and all the unintended 

consequences issuing from human action” (Ricoeur Time and Narrative Volume 1 x). 
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They are, in a word, some of the principal arbiters or carriers of lived historical expe-

rience! Historians and novelists both tap into this fount of relevance and reference, 

with both framing “what really happened” on the one hand by way of research into 

historical documentation and other “scientific” methods, but on the other through a 

much more fictional “indirect but positively assertive […] new pertinence […] at the 

level of sense” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 80). To paraphrase Ricoeur’s view, he 

writes that the structure of language in human life performs something of an activist 

function, creating that “new pertinence” that is first “seen as” (based on Ricoeur, Time 

and Narrative Volume 1 80) by readers of historical texts, and then recognized as “be-

ing as” (from Ricoeur)—that is, transformed into a new actuality possessing ontologi-

cal significance. Perhaps needless to say, this reality is exterior or concomitant to any 

referred-to actuality “out there” in the world (which now sounds like fiction). This 

theater of lived/narrated experience is comprised of “[historical] facts [that] constitute 

new situations for all the agents, who evaluate their situation by incorporating the new 

fact[s] into the premises of their new practical inferences, which in turn engender new 

facts which affect the premises of the practical inferences utilized by the various par-

ties involved” (Time and Narrative Volume 1, 141).32  

If all of this sounds labyrinthine, of course it is—but to traverse this path is 

necessary, and begins to open onto clearings of percipience in lived experience, histo-

riography and literature. For, no doubt frustratingly, historians and historical novelists 

often find themselves searching for absent causes, “sedimented layers of previous in-

terpretations,” and “long-dead issues” (Jameson 9, 19) as they endeavor to fulfill the 

classic duty of interpreters of history, unraveling and then knitting again “the network 

of interweaving perspectives of the expectation of the future, the reception of the past, 

and the experience of the present” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Volume 3 207).33 
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Paul Ricoeur was something of a brujo, a W.C. Fields-esque juggler of an 

amazing array of ideas, our Gandalf, a wise teacher who opened doors of perception 

for generations of students and analysts (pardon me if I wax enthusiastic). In the 

above analysis, I have tried to shed light on a number of his interrelated ideas that I 

will in turn employ in my own analysis, if at times obliquely. Some might claim that 

my examination is becoming metaphysical or highly theoretical (Ricoeur has these 

qualities)—but in fact this data can be linked back to pragmatic accounts about truth, 

realism and lived experience in historiography and fiction, and from this platform I 

will seek an encompassing, organic and synthetic explanatory model that links the 

philosophical, scientific and aesthetic constituents I have referred to. Yes, it’s a tall 

order, with much required to construct the bridges across the chasms separating lived 

and narrated experience, darstellung and vorstellung, fiction and historiography. I will 

return to these topics but now I turn to a final theorist and scholar, whose work has 

also had a profound impact in these areas: Hayden White.  

 

Hayden White 

 

HAYDEN WHITE IN HIS Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nine-

teenth-Century Europe announced that “In order to realize [my] aims, I will consider 

the historical work as what it most manifestly is—that is to say, a verbal structure in 

the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, icon, of past struc-

tures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing 

them”—and talk about opening the eyes of a generation (2, emphasis in original). For 

all of the emphasis I have placed on Jameson’s The Political Unconscious (1981) and 

Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative (1983-1985), Metahistory (1973) precedes both works, 
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and it appears that Hayden White was there firstest-with-the-mostest in identifying the 

key narratological-historical themes we have been discussing.34 White’s great work 

forms something of the third leg of a conceptual triad that I propose stays the topics I 

am examining. That is, Jameson’s book was ideological, and though I have criticized 

it on these grounds, perhaps it is only a short hop from the ideological to the intersub-

jective, the conscientious, the experiential—terms I hope to make hay of in my own 

analysis. Ricoeur’s work, meanwhile, is concentratedly philosophical—and I need not 

stress this to readers who have worked their way across Ricoeur’s admirably lucid but 

no doubt difficult terrain. White’s work, meanwhile, takes a fundamentally aesthetic 

approach to the analysis of history, philosophy of history, historiography and narra-

tive.35 Ideology, philosophy, aesthetics: that sounds like a good triumvirate to me, and 

I will endeavor to keep my focus on these braided conceptions in my own analysis.36 

My focus for the time being, however, is aesthetics. The “aesthetic approach” I am 

referring to is twofold: It is first a straightforward conception, what I might call atten-

tion in narrative to “the congruence of structure and content, the aptness of the lin-

guistic qualities as a vehicle for a thematic vision, [and] the way the parts cohere into 

an aesthetically satisfying whole” (Lamarque 576). My aim, however, is to extend 

aesthetics beyond these relatively “structural” constraints—what is good or bad, beau-

tiful or ugly, coherent or incoherent in a work—and incorporate the conception into a 

wider hermeneutic, explanatory and experiential field.37  

As discussed, I term all of this, broadly, a virtual “aesthetics ethic.”38 At best, I 

hope that the aesthetics ethic will become, like a work of literary art, a “polyphonic 

harmony of aesthetic value qualities” (Ingarden lix) and a “complex interplay of su-

perimposed intentionalities” (I liberally borrow from Ricoeur, Time and Narrative 

Volume 3 36). Profitably, our foci respond to both Lamarque’s straightforward defini-
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tion of artistic aesthetic evaluation, and also to this expanded definition. Here let me 

say that I believe that White’s work may have, at least in part, capitalized on a given 

interest at the time of publication in an accommodating aesthetics of reception ap-

proach to theory and analysis, This is an approach that considers in detail the interplay 

among authors’ inputs, readers’ responses, and analysts’ applications—all with their 

unique aesthetic antennae at work, perceiving, sensing and making sense of works 

stemming from their lived experience. This approach broadly, refers to my aesthetics 

ethic, and I will also return to this topic in some detail in chapter 4.  

I will focus the work of Hayden White through these lenses, but here I should 

step back and examine how they also apply to the work of Jameson and Ricoeur. In-

terestingly, the word “aesthetics” does not even appear in the index of The Political 

Unconscious, and so at first glance my claim might seem dubious. But then again, the 

very act of an analysis of narrative—of its “marbled structure [and] generic disconti-

nuities” (Jameson 144, emphasis in original)—demands a deeply aesthetic approach 

(in both of my senses). Nevertheless, some will still insist that Jameson’s focus on 

ideology and Marxist theory seems remote from any idea of aesthetics, proper. But 

again no. In the first place, the whole Marxist framework has a definite aesthetic feel, 

and Marx and his fellow traveler Engels anything but ignored aesthetics.39 Further, 

the core essence of ideology as a “science of ideas” in encompassing, intersubjective, 

interpretive communities and, to repeat, Eagleton’s understanding of ideology’s “af-

fective, unconscious, mythical or symbolic dimensions” seem open to aesthetic inter-

pretation.40 Some might then add that rhetorical conceptions (whether found in fic-

tional or non-fictional works) are by definition embedded in any ideological analysis, 

and for this reason aesthetics may be distant. But there is no reason that we cannot 

approach rhetoric with aesthetic casebook in hand, in order to evaluate inventio, dis-
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positio, pronuntiatio and elocutio. I will return to rhetoric in substantial detail in chap-

ter 4 of this work.  

 In sum, I posit that aesthetics courses through Jameson’s seemingly hard-

nosed analysis—an analysis that coaxes us to look toward aesthetic and utopian ideals 

through which “we can have our ‘fill of the pleasure of the eyes without any of that 

sense of incongruity’”;41 that ponders the “the immanent formal analysis of the indi-

vidual text” (Jameson 105); that examines Hayden White’s and Northrop Frye’s ar-

chetypal genre and narrative analyses; that attends to other analysts with deep, well-

rounded aesthetic impulses such as James, Lukács, Propp and Lévi-Strauss; and of 

course that analyzes in scrupulous detail the works of Balzac, Gissing and Conrad.  

Ricoeur is easier to focus through my aesthetic lenses (although neither does 

the term appear in any of the indices of the three volumes of Time and Narrative!). 

Ricoeur writes that aesthesis no less than possesses a particular “power” to “reveal 

and transform,” and to “transgress accepted standards” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 

176), opening up vistas of interpretation and understanding. At least one principal 

aesthetic/philosophical concern of Ricoeur is, needless to say, his thoroughgoing fo-

cus on metaphor, that truly aesthetic trope that synthesizes the heterogeneous, pairs 

oppositions, and offers up “new extension of meaning” (Ricoeur, Interpretation The-

ory 52) through which humans convert “seeing as” (the imagined, the perceived, the 

interpreted, the read) into “being as.” Further, Ricoeur’s analysis is grounded in two 

of the giants of aesthetic understanding, Aristotle and Augustine, bolstered by refer-

ences to Kant, Schiller, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Proust, Gadamer, Burke and a host of 

other philosophers with thoroughgoing aesthetic concerns. To sum up—and if I may 

be so bold—my own descriptions of aesthetic interpretation and understanding above 

cohere with Ricoeur’s aesthetics of reception, in which “the individual act of reading 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

59                                    
 

[and] the sense of a hermeneutic of the public reception of a work […] intersect at 

some point—precisely, in aesthesis” (A Ricoeur Reader 404).  

White’s Metahistory as I posited above, is first and foremost an aesthetic 

analysis. Central to the work is a generic and tropological analysis, through which 

White explores “the ineluctably poetic nature of the historical work” (xi). But he goes 

much further than this in establishing the aesthetic grounding of writing and philoso-

phy of history. I should first note that the influence of satire, irony and tragedy, as 

well as some fairly heated politics in the writing of history—to say nothing of the 

glowering faces of Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)—are 

strong currents in White’s stream, and they moderate any “softer” view of aesthetics 

that might be lingering about our study of “the nightmare of history.” Nevertheless, 

for White “the historian performs an essentially poetic act” (x, emphasis in original), 

and “the possible modes of historiography are […] in reality formalizations of poetic 

insights that analytically precede them” (xii, emphasis in original). For White “The 

problem here is to determine the grounds of this coherence and consistency [in the 

historical field]. In my view, these grounds are poetic” (30), and we find the very 

“categories for analyzing the different modes of thought, representation, and explana-

tion met with in […] historiography in the modalities of poetic language itself” (31). 

Indeed, the “status as models of historical narration and conceptualization” of the four 

historians that White examines—Jules Michelet (1798-1874), Leopold von Ranke, 

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) and Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897)— “depends, 

ultimately, on the preconceptual and specifically poetic nature of their perspective on 

history and its processes” (4).  

The elements of White’s theoretical model are either strongly aesthetic in their 

constitution in my first sense, or can be linked back to the widened field of aesthetic 
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consciousness and interpretation, in my second sense. White begins his analysis with 

a look at Explanation by Emplotment, and the four master narrative plots of Romance, 

Comedy, Tragedy and Satire. “Emplotment,” as I have noted, is no doubt the very es-

sence of the discussion of narrative and history in terms of genre criticism, and this 

yields a rich variety of possibilities in representing and comprehending lived experi-

ence, both empirical/realistic and artful/imagined. From here White enters his discus-

sion of Explanation by Formal Argument—we might simply say, again, rhetoric. That 

historiographers engage in rhetoric, however “scientific” their work is veritably inar-

guable in almost all cases, and we find that such rhetoric can be at once aesthetic and 

argumentative, and can be performed for purposes moral, political, civil, legal, legis-

lative, social—and historical. But again, this is only a marker, and I will return to this 

examination in chapter 4.  

To traverse these paths further, White divides his Explanation by Formal Ar-

gument into four paradigms: Formist, Organicist, Mechanistic and Contextualist. The 

descriptions of these paradigms are delightfully feracious, with the Formist’s central 

aim “the depiction of the variety, color, and vividness of the historical field” (Meta-

history 14); the Organicist perceiving that “arras web” (Metahistory 18, passim) of 

historical occurrence, with each occurrence “set within its context by the identifica-

tion of all the strands that give to the event the ‘texture’ of a particularity” (Metahis-

tory 177); the Mechanist seeing “objects that are thought to inhabit the historical field 

[…] construed as existing in the modality of part-part relationships, the specific con-

figurations of which are determined by the laws that are presumed to govern their in-

teractions” (17); and finally the Contextualist identifying historical “threads” that “in-

cline […] toward synchronic representations of segments or sections of the process, 

cuts made across the grain of time as it were” (Metahistory 19). If I may be so bold, 
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all of this description sounds as if it would fit in very comfortably in a full-bodied aes-

thetic analysis! 

White moves from here to his Explanation by Ideological (rhetorical) Implica-

tion—note the growing complexity and layers of White’s analysis, and we see that he 

is not going to be caught in the limited hierarchical models that have marked many 

historical theories in the past. White’s ideology is, to be sure, ideology—with politics, 

beliefs and awareness, domination and subservience, rights and responsibilities, dis-

sent and concurrence, idealism and cynicism, and all of the other ideological “percep-

tions” and actions in human communities and polities. To maintain my focus on how 

White’s analysis can be incorporated into a wider understanding of aesthetics in life 

and literature, I refer the reader to my analysis of how ideology can be incorporated 

into a broader community aesthetic understanding—that is, and as noted, the leap 

from ideology to the intersubjective, the conscientious, the perceived, the experiential 

(refer also to end note 20).  

Finally, White reaches a most important point in his analysis, his Theory of 

Tropes, which in many ways coheres all of his other conceptions and categories. No 

doubt familiar to most readers, the great theory includes the four “basic tropes” of tra-

ditional poetics, rhetoric and modern language theory: Metaphor, Metonymy, Synec-

doche and Irony. These are no less than the “four principal modes of historical con-

sciousness” (xi). The theory of tropes for me aesthetically (or, poetically) grounds 

White’s theory, but there is much more at work, and to deepen my aesthetic interpre-

tation of this theory I will link its conceptions to certain of those of Paul Ricoeur’s 

threefold theory of mimesis in volume 1 of Time and Narrative.  

Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis consists of mimesis1 (prefiguration, experience), 

mimesis2 (configuration, composition) and mimesis3 (refiguration, receipt) as the 
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stages of a “dynamic of emplotment” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 53) that creates a 

bridge crossing a “real domain, covered by ethics, and [an] imaginary one, covered by 

poetics” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 46). Ricoeur’s muscular theorizing strength-

ens and energizes a term (mimesis), which, although a vitally important core aesthetic 

conception of plot and narrative, has slipped into near-oblivion in recent decades. Re-

call that Ricoeur does not often speak of aesthetics, proper, in Time and Narrative, but 

his three mimeses and his analysis of Aristotle’s Poetics are, I think, by definition an 

exercise in pragmatic aesthetics (or, alternatively and again, poiesis), and I will con-

tinue under this supposition.  

The first tier of Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis fits comfortably with the under-

standing of aesthetics as “to perceive.” To paraphrase Ricoeur, mimesis1, the act of 

prefiguration in narrative construction, is a stage of pragmatic, temporal experience 

and understanding in a network of intersignification, action and within-time-ness with 

“its meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character” (Time 

and Narrative Volume 1 54). But note how White, writing ten years before Ricoeur, 

conceived of these ideas in his Theory of Tropes: Tropes, White tells us, “are espe-

cially useful for understanding the operations by which the contents of experience 

which resist description in unambiguous prose representations can be prefiguratively 

grasped and prepared for conscious apprehension” (Metahistory 34, emphasis added). 

And further, these tropes/modes of consciousness provide “the basis for a distinctive 

linguistic protocol by which to prefigure the historical field and on the basis of which 

specific strategies of historical interpretation can be employed for ‘explaining’ it” (xi, 

emphasis added),42 and, “Before the historian can bring to bear upon the data of the 

historical field the conceptual apparatus he will use to represent and explain it, he 

must first prefigure the field,” (Metahistory 30, emphasis in original). Finally, White 
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writes, “In order to figure ‘what really happened’ in the past […] the historian must 

first prefigure as a possible object of knowledge the whole set of events reported in 

the [source] documents. This prefigurative act is poetic inasmuch as it is precognitive 

and precritical in the economy of the historian’s own consciousness” (Metahistory 30-

31, emphasis in original). It appears to me that White and Ricoeur are on the same 

aesthetic page—and there is yet more congruence.  

Ricoeur’s mimesis2 comprises configuration, the author’s synthetic, schema-

tizing acts of emplotment in narrative, the creation of the “kingdom of the as if” (Time 

and Narrative Volume 1 64, emphasis in original) which transforms paradigmatic 

lived experience into a “syntagmatic tableau” (Time and Narrative Volume 1 66). For 

Ricoeur this configuration performs a mediating function linking “one side of the text 

to the other” (that is, mimesis1 and mimesis3) (Time and Narrative Volume 1 46). 

White’s tracing of the emplotment, formal arguments, and finally the overarching 

tropes of historical discourse, meanwhile, are virtually a master class in just exactly 

how historians and novelists can go about configuring and synthesizing their 

narratives. White’s very tropes can be viewed, fundamentally, as straight-ahead figu-

rative (potentially pre- or con-figurative) language to be employed by writers in the 

sinew of narrative as they figure forth (by way of configuration) wie es eigentlich 

gewesen. And finally, note how White again links configurative language and action 

to prefiguration in the construction of historical narrative when he writes “This pre-

figurative act […] is constitutive of the structure that will subsequently be imaged in 

the verbal model offered by the historian” (31, emphasis added).43 In sum, we can see 

overtones of Ricoeur’s mimetic model in White’s frequent references to prefigura-

tion, and then to the meat of figured narrative as writers deploy “specific strategies of 
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historical interpretation” in order to grasp together lived experience and prepare “the 

verbal model” for “conscious apprehension” (refiguration). 

I have endeavored to provide a brief reflection on how I apprehend Hayden 

White’s Metahistory and other of his thought. To be sure I admire these works, and 

they are at the foundation of any modern analysis of history and narrative within lived 

human experience. His theory in fact represents a major Kuhnian paradigm shift, a 

veritable “blurring of [prior historiographic] paradigms and […] consequent loosening 

of the rules for normal research” (Kuhn 84), which set in motion a process of creative 

destruction and “a reconstruction of the field from new fundamentals, [which] 

changes some of the field’s most elementary theoretical generalizations as well as 

many of its paradigm methods and applications” (Kuhn 84). Yes, after Hayden White, 

historians and many readers of history “see new and different things when looking 

[…] in places they have looked before” (Kuhn 110). As important as these attributes 

no doubt are, however, I am impelled to inquire whether White’s theory in fact truly 

replaced prior theories about the creation of historiography. This question may be in 

part moot, for Kuhn himself acknowledges that new paradigms adopted during scien-

tific revolutions may not always wholly replace older models. I think this is surely 

true in terms of White’s theory, and in fact the “old ways” of writing historiography 

continue with pretty much unabated impact and influence, and ultimately White’s 

paradigm, while eye-opening and revealing, has not been widely embraced by histori-

ans—in fact many have simply ignored it, and maintain allegiance to standard (but 

ever improving) positivistic methods of objectivity, professionalism, composition, 

impartiality, inclusiveness, induction, etc. They might be accused by some of still 

puzzling around the periphery of their subject, but the very scope and scale of their 

ongoing work belies this, and they can point to a truly impressive body of work with 
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beneficent and constructive impacts in societies and polities worldwide, which has 

been produced in recent decades, particularly. They are not (or very few of them are) 

wearing Kuhnian “inverted lenses” as they focus their attention on their subjects 

(though it might be fair to say they have, as noted, experienced something of a 

Kuhnian gestalt switch in their view of history and its composition). In a word, I think 

the majority of historians can credibly claim they are uninfluenced by Hayden 

White’s theory. I myself acknowledge the value of current historiographic methods, 

and thus also believe that White’s paradigm has not completely done the job and fully 

fleshed out the problems and solutions that we seek. If I may be so bold, I am hoping 

that my own models and analyses will themselves represent something of a paradigm 

shift (Kuhn informs us that paradigm shifts can be relatively small, they are not all 

world-shaking and enormously revolutionary)—but this I defer on for now, and will 

of course leave such a judgment in readers’ hands.  

With all of the above said, I will now highlight some other ways in which I 

differ with Hayden White.44 Perhaps most broadly, my search for “the grounds of this 

coherence and consistency” in the historical fields evinced in historiography and fic-

tion, while “poetic” in important respects, will investigate what I think are more con-

crete and identifiable sources than the broadly poetic/aesthetic structures examined by 

White. Perhaps I will emphasize new “categories for analyzing the different modes of 

thought, representation, and explanation met with in […] historiography” and fiction, 

which we will find importantly stem directly from human consciousness, which has a 

distinctly narrative/aesthetic conditioning (Metahistory 31, emphasis added).  

Additionally, White focuses his analysis on historians, and philosophers of 

history of the 19th century. This focus is valuable—the thinkers and writers of that 

time have had an enormous influence on the 20th century and many feel that they are 
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among history’s great artists, historians and thinkers—but there are also dangers 

afoot. Too many 19th century ruminations on history limited analysis to forms and 

elements that at times were not really accurate or identifiable (in perhaps the most ob-

vious example, those who tried to formulate laws of history, grand narratives or vast 

teleological models for the most part failed), while others ended up being little more 

than mechanical/reductive models that simplified historical experience in uncomfort-

able ways that could not fit the body of historical experience and its “multifaceted 

flow with many individual centers” (Iggers 103). Nineteenth century historiography 

and philosophy of history “was almost exclusively confined to the activities of indi-

viduals and narrowly defined elites” (Great Man history), and in worst cases were 

molded on biased, grimly deterministic, often under-informed, and nastily hostile to-

talizing worldviews weighted with of a lot of bad, exploitative and repressive politics 

(quote Tosh 91). Even a philosopher like Nietzsche, admittedly a great thinker, is 

largely dismissed in our day, and his ideas are known to be tainted by his deep per-

sonal failings, quirkiness and biases. White himself noted in his study that the nine-

teenth century may have, at worst, functioned within a worrisomely “closed-cycle de-

velopment” (White, Metahistory 38), and I would venture that this constrained 

atmosphere was often integrated into the historical thinking and writing of the day.  

In sum, historical philosophers and historians in the 19th century wrestled with 

deeply conflicting, and often corrupted political models and philosophies, which cul-

minated late in the century in no less than a “crisis” of historical thinking and inter-

pretation as writers and theorists realized deep failings in their methods and beliefs. 

Benedetto Croce warned us away from these very histories and historians, who at 

worst were culpable of corrupting historical truth through “excessive or insufficient 

emphasis,” “alterations in perspective,” and “clever inventions” all done in order to 
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“help the practical and political action of states and churches and groups whose aim is 

to direct or dominate society” (all History as the Story of Liberty 180). Nineteenth-

century historians are certainly interesting in some respects, but for the above reasons 

must often be rejected within a necessarily liberal and generous historical conscious-

ness and understanding (this is perhaps my own ideology speaking here). Ultimately, 

I believe that the factors that limited 19th-century historical thinking are less true in 

the present day (Holocaust deniers and other biased historical writers aside), and 

modern history writing is freer, more unbiased and more professional than ever be-

fore. For these reasons, the time is right for an analysis of 20th century historians and 

novelists, and these authors will be the focus of my analysis. I think this period (par-

ticularly the work of historians) has not been studied in the terms we have been dis-

cussing in adequate detail, and thus an important piece to this puzzle is still largely 

missing in literary and cultural analysis of history and narrative. I am of the opinion 

that experience figured forth in 20th-century historical writing captures something of a 

new phase in human experience and endeavor, vastly different from even other recent 

ages, and that this will provide a fruitful field of analysis. I write of a “new phase” in 

20th-century writing—and some will say this is less than applicable in terms of history 

writing about epochs of ages past. They would say that any “new phases” exercise 

undue influence on the reporting of old histories, and this would smack of bias and 

presentist manipulation. As well, I might be accused of looking into historical writing 

through a thoroughly modernist lens, which some feel would distort interpretation and 

understanding. But I don’t think any of this is necessarily true. First, and probably 

most importantly, the job of the historical writer and analyst, in my view, is precisely 

to evaluate and understand a three-phase historical temporality and consciousness that 

links the past, the present and the future. Thus, the view of one’s times and times 
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coming is by definition included in comprehensive historical understanding (though 

without question care must be taken during this incorporation). Further, many con-

structive technical changes have occurred in modern historiography (and even, we 

might well say, novelization), which have opened new vistas of possible historical 

research and understanding that simply must be included in one’s fold of historical 

interpretation. For example, there is a growing technical mastery of the interpretation 

of a huge body of primary sources (history is not as “absent” as it used to be), im-

proved analytical skills, more sympathetic open-mindedness and enhanced develop-

ment of literary skills that have been of growing importance in narrative history. In 

these compositional lights, Wulf Kansteiner, associate professor of history, State Uni-

versity of New York, Binghamton, has pointed out that one of Hayden White’s fail-

ings is that he “never scrutinized a set of standard historical monographs to figure out 

how average historians set up their main concepts or try to back up their particular 

historical emplotments” (29-30), and had “little to say about the linguistic contexts in 

which primary and secondary referents meet, that is, about the long and often tedious 

passages of detailing prose in which historians arrange their facts in ways that, assum-

ingly, support their specific narrative choices” (30). My aim in the present study is 

very much to examine these details and substantive examples of the “narrative 

choices” made by writers of “standard” histories (as opposed to White’s almost ar-

cane exemplars and paradigms), and by doing this to provide illumination in all of the 

theoretical and empirical areas discussed thus far. Additionally in light of the above, 

the revival of narrative synthesis in historical writing in the 20th century is another 

important reason for the elevation I write of here—with the requirement of a good 

story well told more prominent than ever in modern historical writing. I think to be 

sure there is now a long history of complaint against prior historical writers—the 
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writers of those dreaded “monographs,” “annals” and “Great Anything” histories—

and it is assumed that any good historical writer nowadays improves on such one-

dimensional writing and analysis, and has introduced a newfound, modernized, inclu-

sive and richly textured focus on the laminae and intricacies of human historical and 

conscious experience. Associated with the rise of narrative in historical writing, “the 

most significant enlargement in the scope of historical studies has been the shift of 

interest from the individual to the mass—from the drama of public events in which 

individual achievement and failure were most evident to the underlying structural 

changes which over the centuries have transformed the lot of ordinary men and 

women” (Tosh 91). Twentieth-century historical writers have emerged from the 

sometimes-narrowly circumscribed historical field of the 19th century into a variety of 

histories that include, in addition to examinations of politics and big names, looks at 

the history of ideas, societal linguistics (we might simply say “societal discourse”), 

economies, social trends and movements, and the mentality or sensibilities of com-

munities and nations large and small. 45Here have been introduced the little histories, 

the local and regional histories, the other histories of gender, class, race and ethnicity, 

once “hidden or secreted away,” “overlooked or sidelined” but now “made visible” 

(Jenkins, Rethinking History 68). Here is a veritable “plurality of social time” 

(Braudel qtd. in Tosh 125), with these stories now being “selected out of the standard 

narratives of both historical agents and later historians, [and] reinstated in our histori-

cal consciousness” (Carr, “Getting the Story Straight” 201). Such histories no less 

than “produc[e] fresh insights that can actually make emancipatory, material differ-

ences to and within the present” (Jenkins, Rethinking History 68). Needless to say, 

this has been an immensely positive change in the world’s life and letters.46 Gabrielle 

M. Spiegel puts it nicely when she writes of modern history’s “focus on […] ‘minor-
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ity cultures,’ an approach to history that deploys a global perspective that emphasizes 

the basic hybridity of global cultures in the postcolonial and postmodern world 

through which questions of home, community, allegiance, and identity are constantly 

being revised” (19).47 To return to our main point, narrative is the scaffolding that al-

lows for the portrayal of all of these parameters. I should say that it is not that 19th-

century historians entirely overlooked the above-described multitude, but 20th-century 

historiography and novelization have emphasized and empathized with these con-

structive ends in better and better ways. As James McPherson has asked of an evolv-

ing flexibility in his profession, which is allowing historians to explore the value of 

being at once a “popular historian” and a “historian’s historian”: “Why couldn’t I be 

both?”—and it is just such an attitude that is in part behind the rise and achievements 

of historical writing in the 20th century (“What’s the Matter With History?” 253).  

 To return to Hayden White, the professor’s theory is rich with analytical op-

portunities—no doubt even when applied to modern historians. But I feel that his the-

ory is perhaps a bit too aesthetic, as it is abstracted within the encumberments of 19th-

century thinking—“providing a way of characterizing the dominant modes of histori-

cal thinking which took shape in Europe“ during that time (White Metahistory 38). 

This White’s modes of emplotment, rhetorical/ideological arguments, generic consid-

erations, and the theory of tropes do, providing avenues directing us toward the mean-

ing of history (if at times in once-removed ways), of that time. In terms of 19th-

century historical intellection, it is perhaps not surprising that historical thinking and 

theory had something of an “aesthetic” cast reflecting the “spirit of the age”—an age 

well-known for its classicism and grandiloquent prose; political aims and beliefs that 

were sometimes high-flown (but at other times base); a high-handed moralistic tone; 

and an approach to interpreting human experience that oft-depended upon teleologi-
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cal, ultra-unified, and for the most part one-dimensional “philosophy of history” 

styles of thinking. All of this is not to disparage White’s work—but my concern is 

that the theory is less useful, or at least in some ways incomplete, when applied to 20th 

century writers.  

To give White the last word, he writes of one more inclusive model in Meta-

history: 

 

The problem is to get behind these [schematic] preconceptions and to seek 

yet another mode of characterization that will identify their shared preconcep-

tions, so as to show them to be members of a single family of values and atti-

tudes toward history, and at the same time to illuminate the differences of 

stress and subordination among them that make them different phases of, or 

variations on, the single tradition of thought which they represent […] Thus 

conceived, histories are attempts to use language […] in such a way as to con-

stitute different universes of discourse in which statements about the meaning 

of history in general or of different segments of the whole historical process 

can be made. (Metahistory 274) 

 

Yes—shared preconceptions, values and attitudes toward history; differences of stress 

and subordination; different phases or variations; universes of discourse; different 

segments of the whole historical process—this sounds good to me, and points toward 

a flexible, inclusive, synthetic model by way of which we may learn more about the 

bones and sinew, the ideas and problems, the experiential and conscious elements, the 

hermeneutic and analytical agendas, the individual and community (in-

ter)subjectivities, the communicative frameworks, the ontological and epistemological 

kith and ken of lived historical experience as narrated in fictional and non-fictional 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

72                                    
 

works. Indeed it is on these levels, aesthetically transformed through narrative con-

ventions employed in historical writing into “secondary reference,” that we will ulti-

mately find that “fact and fiction can no longer be clearly distinguished from each 

other” (Kansteiner 28) and historiography and historical fiction will meet on a com-

mon plane. In a word, through these varied lenses I hope to show how historical writ-

ers “figure forth historical meaning”—and with that said, I will now “figure forth” my 

conclusion. 

 

Conclusion 

 

WE NOW HAVE AN IMPRESSIVE range of scholarship and inquiry into the very 

structure and constitution of history, and its relationship to other areas of human expe-

rience and endeavor. One important yield of this scholarship and inquiry has been the 

(re)discovery that “the historiographical value of a piece of history is determined less 

by the facts disclosed in it than by the narrative interpretation of such facts” (Anker-

smit, Narrative Logic 1). An obvious springboard or perhaps merely a heuristic de-

vice to spur deeper analysis into this and associated topics is an analysis of fictional 

narrative and historical understanding, for as Frank Kermode writes, “There is a nec-

essary relation between the fictions by which we order our world and the increasing 

complexity of what we take to be the ‘real’ history of that world” (The Sense of an 

Ending 67). All of this points toward the central aim of this study, in its effort to bring 

the worlds of fictional and non-fictional brands of historicized narrative and narrated 

history a little closer together. The reader now knows that my opinion is that the epis-

temological, cognitive, experiential, linguistic and ontological qualities of these gen-

res are too equivalent to dismiss. As Paul Ricoeur has asked, “Can we not say that 

history and fiction bring two different but complementary responses to the discor-
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dance between moral and cosmic time?” (“Narrated Time” 351). Daniel Wickberg, a 

bit more pragmatically, writes of the transaction I will propose that historical narrative 

itself “synthesizes an older literary sensibility with a social scientific one, a ‘craft’ 

tradition with a modern empiricist research orientation. Historical fiction—that which 

relies on historical settings and characters, but is not bound by the epistemic rules of 

this social scientific sensibility—foregrounds the elements of a literary sensibility 

(plot, character, trope, often voice and point of view) more than is generally possible 

within a work of history proper” (personal communication with author, 15 March 

2010). Though I will keep in mind the well-known (though perhaps so-called) “fun-

damental bifurcation” separating historiography and fiction, ultimately my study will 

branch into diverse elements and complexities, incorporating elements of historical 

narrative, aesthetics, lived historical experience and human consciousness, and new 

parameters of truthful apprehension. I have indicated toward all of these areas in this 

introduction, and will continue to examine them in as much detail as possible going 

forward. Bernard Bailyn (professor emeritus, Harvard University) not long ago pur-

ported that the “greatest challenge” facing historiography and historical writing was 

“how to put the story together again […] with a complexity and an analytic dimension 

never envisioned before” (qtd. in McPherson “What’s the Matter” 236). Such a chal-

lenge must be met with a modicum of modesty, but my goal is to approach this topic 

as just such a challenge and in terms of just such “complexity and analytic dimen-

sion.”  

All of the above will be my foci going forward, with the aim of synthesizing the 

conceptions I have been discussing, and presenting a clear mapping illustrating the 

feedback transacting across human consciousness, historical narrative and lived expe-

rience (history), which I hope will evince the essences of my argument, and indicate 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

74                                    
 

that fiction and historiography, more than just the essential platforms by way of which 

we know history, virtually are the same history, two sides of the same coin. As far as 

the detailed contents of this work, I have forecasted the chapters in some detail at the 

beginning of and elsewhere in this introduction.  

The sum of my approach, I feel compelled to note, is not some sort of “collapse” 

of historiography and fiction. Quite the opposite, I hope to clarify and distinguish 

transacting elements that I think have been insufficiently treated by many analysts in 

the past (for all of their intelligence and insight, too many historical analysts and theo-

rists for too long have been too speculative and conjectural). “‘Narrativity’ always 

entails a measure of opacity,” writes Frank Kermode (Genesis 25)—a point no doubt 

true in some respects, but which has also been used in the past as something of an ex-

cuse justifying obscure analyses of narrative and its connection to historical writing. I 

interpret Kermode’s “opacity,” rather, as “complexity,” a complexity I look forward 

to disambiguating. Kermode also accused scholars of narrative of “dissolv[ing] the 

text into its elements, rather than [observing] the fertility of their interrelations (Gene-

sis 63)”—and the reader probably does not need to be reminded that I indeed hope to 

cultivate just such “fertility” in this analysis.  

Hans Robert Jauss (1921-1997) captures in a nuanced and erudite way the consti-

tution of my overall approach and argument when he writes that literature is no less 

than “an energy formative of history” (19), and “can be viewed as a process ‘only in 

relation to the praxis of historical human beings,’ in their ‘social function,’ conceived 

as one of the coeval ‘kinds of human appropriation of the world’ and represented as 

part of the general process of history” (10).48 Jauss’s words indicate how our topic is 

at once pleasingly straightforward, intuitively apprehensible, quite simply the natural 

lineaments of lived historical experience and communication; but also formidably 
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complex, almost expressly counter-intuitive, threatening to theorize history right out 

of lived experience. In the end, apprehending the relations of the symbolic, figurated 

discourse of both history and fiction will no doubt require substantial intellectual ef-

fort, difficult comprehension, and something of a leap of faith across a misty pool of 

less-than-secure understanding. To ask again, can Pynchon’s fabulists and counter-

feiters actually be working with the same content, within the same epistemological 

and/or ontological horizons, on the same page, as empirical historians? Well, in terms 

of fictions and historical experience, Ankersmit takes no prisoners when he writes 

(sounding like Hayden White) that “There is a dimension of meaning in human exis-

tence—as exemplified by (the writing of) history and by how we relate to our (collec-

tive) past—where truth has no role to play” (Sublime Historical Experience, 239, 

emphasis added). Such a claim will be too much for some, but Ankersmit means here 

that “truth is not always our best (and only) guide in our effort to map all the ramifica-

tions of how we relate to our past” (Sublime Historical Experience, 239). And indeed, 

throughout this study I will be excavating and examining varied “ramifications” (I 

might say “parameters” or “dimensions”) of true historical apprehension conveyed in 

varied historical representations, which evolve as we move away from (but not 

against) truth (from Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 239), in what we may 

term a sort of “later dispensation” (Sublime Historical Experience, 239) or a coa-

lesced subjectivity/objectivity in these representations. Paul Ricoeur, similarly, has 

written that “One and the same work can […] be a great book of history and a fine 

novel” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 186). Potentially strong support for my argu-

ment here, but we still have to ask: In our efforts to understand historical experience 

does it matter that some versions of history are fictionalized? Well, no doubt it does, 

and even if there is much we can learn, much we need to learn, about history from 
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fiction, we must be cautious. It was Thomas Pynchon, after all, who included among 

other fantastic depictions in Mason and Dixon Charles Mason’s oneiric passage 

through the 12 days of history that were excised from the calendar by the British Cal-

endar Act of 1751 (which declared the day after Wednesday September 2nd to be 

Thursday September 14th). Figure forth your history from that.49 In such instances the 

epistemology of composing, consuming and interpreting historical fiction is bound to 

differ from that of non-fiction historical representation, and readers of fictional histo-

ries must always be on their guard to sort out the wheat from the chaff, the more-or-

less directly ascertainable from the near-mystical/mythical/fantastical—but wait, this 

of course is also true of non-fictional historiography! A larger view might incorporate 

historicized fiction as something of a “background,” a “mode of non-actuality” that is 

connected to the “mode of actual orientation” of historical understanding and interpre-

tation (the “foreground” of actual history, as it were) (from Husserl Ideas 116-119). 

This process will sometimes require the “suspension of the direct, descriptive referen-

tial function” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Volume 1 x), but this does not automati-

cally mean narrative whimsy. Instead, the activist function of fiction in its courtship 

with history becomes, like my coin above, “the reverse side, or negative condition, of 

a more covered over referential function of discourse, which is, so to speak, liberated 

[by the suspension of direct referentiality]” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Volume 1 x-

xi).  

I think that Michael Shaara’s great Civil War epic, The Killer Angels, may cap-

ture much of what I have been discussing. The book is simply an astonishing admix-

ture of plain truth, data that clearly references the known and the lived, respiring 

alongside fictionalized, “covered over” and imagined reference, with the result out-

standing in its traversal of the zone between fiction and non-fiction in historical inter-
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pretation. A work like Shaara’s is at once stoutly committed to being actual historical 

discourse, but at the same time fiction, imagined recreation. None other than James 

M. McPherson graced the jacket of Shaara’s book with the statement that the book’s 

“real importance is its insight into what the war was about, and what it meant.” Yes, 

this is being said about fictional history. 

An example from Daniel Boorstin’s (1914-2004) The Discoverers, finally, seems 

to be simultaneously playing both historiographic and fictional “games,” and in the 

mix indicates an illuminating equivalence of the values and methods of both histori-

ography and fiction. Boorstin’s text seems to break down the “fundamental bifurca-

tion,” and invite literature into historical methodology and interpretation: 

 

No change in daily experience is more emptying than the loss of the sense 

of contrast between day and night, light and dark. […] [F]or most of the hu-

man centuries night was a synonym for the darkness that brought all the men-

ace of the unknown. […] “I must work the works of him that sent me, while it 

is day,” announced Jesus (John 9:4-5), “the night cometh, when no man can 

work. As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” Few subjects 

have been more enticing to the literary imagination. “In the dead vast and 

middle of the night” was when Shakespeare and other dramatists placed their 

crimes. 

 

O comfort-killing night, image of Hell; 

Dim register and notary of shame; 

Black stage for tragedies and murders fell; 

Vast sin-concealing chaos, nurse of blame. (26; from The Rape of Lucrece) 

 

We are faced with a topic of unusual complexity, and to construct bridges connecting 

lived historical experience in fiction and non-fiction will be a demanding challenge. 
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In the end, as I have stated, I suspect that the fundamental bifurcation will stand in 

certain respects, but this does not worry me, for differences can be acknowledged 

while commonalities are prized. Again like my coinage, we will see how fictionaliza-

tion “calls for” historicization, and history “calls for” fictionalization—as one side of 

a coin by definition “calls for” its opposite.50 More penetratingly, we may find, as 

R.G. Collingwood believed, that “some of the most significant advances in historiog-

raphy have been made by historians who discovered how to use as evidence relics of a 

kind which had not hitherto been regarded in that way” (Collingwood, The Principles 

of History xxix). Perhaps fiction is just such an historical “relic,” with its historical 

actuality and evidentiary value heretofore neglected. More to the point, Paul Ricoeur 

writes of “the interweaving of history and fiction” and a “fundamental structure, onto-

logical as well as epistemological, by virtue of which history and fiction each concre-

tize their respective intentionalities only by borrowing from the intentionality of the 

other” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 181), and “what ‘might’ have been—the possi-

ble in Aristotle’s terms—includes both the potentialities for the ‘real’ past and the 

‘unreal’ possibilities of pure fiction” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 192).51 Frank 

Ankersmit, meanwhile, asks whether it is “the strange talent of truly great poets ‘to 

make [historical] experience speak’” (Sublime Historical Experience 227)—a view I 

would not contest. Robert Scholes (Professor Emeritus of Modern Culture and Media, 

Brown University) and Robert Kellogg (1928-2004) put it this way: 

 

The artistically minded historian […], even before he writes a word, is 

looking for esthetically satisfying patterns in the people and events he consid-

ers as potential subjects for his work. And every historian […] who hopes to 

reach an audience beyond his fellow professionals is to some extent artisti-

cally minded. (217) 
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William Styron once noted that György Lukács’s analysis of historical novelization 

revealed how “the increasing concreteness of the novel in its grasp of the historical 

peculiarity of characters and events” yields “self-reflectiveness in the dominant char-

acters,” which in turn shows how “the sense of history become[s] part of experience 

and [is] thereby transformed into a dynamic agent reflecting and acting upon the dia-

lectal contradictions of the outer world” (qtd. in Ellison 150). It may be that, as C. 

Vann Woodward (1908-1999) remarked in this same dialog, such composition ex-

poses the “inside” of history, with the “outside” left to historians (from Ellison 152), 

with both working in conjunction, each providing support and perhaps a bit of succor 

to the other. Well, we shall see as we continue this examination. 

Ultimately my aim is to problematize the view that writers of historical fiction 

deal in sheer fabrication, precluding fiction from being considered in the same class 

as non-fiction historical writing. Simply put, I will endeavor to show how historical 

fiction, even seen through lenses of professional historiography’s own terms, adds to 

our understanding of history. I will approach the various compositional approaches 

and interpretive methodologies of these two disciplines as overlapping and sometimes 

even identical, each a kind of “seeing as” of the past. Hayden White has written of 

this shared form: “Historical stories and fictional stories resemble one another be-

cause whatever the differences between their immediate contents (real events and 

imaginary events, respectively), their ultimate content is the same: the structures of 

human time” ( “The Metaphysics of Narrativity” 179-180). I will of necessity view 

this topic through bifocals, with one prospect critical, pragmatic and empirical; and 

the other more philosophical, aesthetic, and always with a humanist’s eye on the im-

pacts and outcomes of lived historical experience in individual and community af-
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fairs, and their ultimate consolidation in narrative. In spite of the various and some-

times daunting complexities we will encounter, I believe the way is clear. The struc-

ture of history and narrative are congruent to the point that we are anything but for-

bidden from entering fictional environments with the aim of reasonably securing 

historical percipience. We must be assiduous, we must be discerning, we must be 

critical, we must be munificent—but enter these corridors of history and experience 

we may, with the aims of discerning yet further the relationship of historiography and 

historical fiction. Let our journey begin. 
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Chapter Two 
 

 

LIVED EXPERIENCE, HISTORICAL  

CONSCIOUSNESS AND NARRATIVE: A 

COMBINATORY AESTHETICS ETHIC 
 

 

 

The most elaborate philosophic or scientific inquiry and the most ambitious 

industrial or political enterprise has, when its different ingredients constitute an 

integral experience, esthetic quality. For then its varied parts are linked to one an-

other, and do not merely succeed one another. And the parts through the experi-

enced linkage move toward a consummation and close, not merely to cessation in 

time. This consummation, moreover, does not wait in consciousness for the 

whole undertaking to be finished. It is anticipated throughout and is recurrently 

savored with special intensity. 

John Dewey, Art as Experience  
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

IN CHAPTER 1 OF THIS WORK I introduced an “aesthetics ethic,” a dynamic, 

densely deliberative and imaginative field comprising individual and community his-

torical experience, embedded within profoundly aesthetic contexts. My claim is that 

this ethic is the dappled experiential ground out of which history is first lived, and his-
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torical writing then constructed. In terms of this definition, I remind readers of the 

meanings of the word aesthetic: “to perceive;” and ethic: “character,” “custom,” 

“comrade,” “kinship,” “family.” These ideas open onto a world of conscious experi-

ence and awareness that I believe is applicable to our topics. In the following I will 

examine three essential elements of the aesthetics ethic: 1) the extent of aesthetic ele-

ments and conditions within and as experience (to borrow from John Dewey); 2) 

community dynamics, individual/community intersubjectivity and morality within 

lived experience (this study will be linked to Daniel Wickberg’s histories of sensibili-

ties); 3) and certain aesthetic facets employed in narrative historical writing, which is 

a “discourse founded on genre conventions [my aesthetics] and the expectations and 

beliefs of its community [my ethic]” (Kellner 2). I should inform the reader that some 

of the following examinations will forecast analyses to take place in chapters 3, 4 and 

5, and I will notify the reader when my analyses point to these chapters.  

My framework, I think, accords with the thoughts of Huizinga, who wrote that 

historical sense is a reticular but methodical synthesis that “proves anew its close 

connection with the forms of thought of ordinary human life, which also would be 

impossible without general categories into which intelligence organizes phenomena” 

(291). Huizinga added that “by reason of its natural bent historical sense always in-

clines toward the particular, the graphic, the concrete, the unique, the individual” 

(298). Huizinga’s conceptions fit with his research methodology, which held that “no 

knowledge of the particular is possible without its being understood within a general 

frame” or, yet more poetically, “Every historical fact opens immediately into eternity” 

(299, 300). Huizinga’s thoughts seem to adumbrate my aesthetics ethic, with its “gen-

eral” philosophical/phenomenological frame of historical consciousness, experience 

and understanding, alongside the moral and ethical aims and outcomes in human 
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communities; conditioned by “particular” aesthetic and narrative details, emerging out 

of conscious and compositional processes. 

Overall, it might be fair to call my approach a sort of pragmatism, perhaps in-

strumental/structural, a fairly socio-linguistic analysis of interacting human praxes, 

including, most importantly, communicative action. My hope is that this combinatory 

model will provide, as Steven G. Smith, professor of philosophy and religious studies 

at Millsaps College, has written, “aesthetic, ethical, political, scientific, speculative” 

analyses and models, the sum of which will be “important modes of evaluation” in 

historical understanding, which is itself a “web of practice on which our own lives are 

lived” and in which lived experience, though “done and over with” is “still vibrating” 

with meaning and impact (all 14). Similarly, my combinatory model is perhaps simi-

lar to Benedetto Croce’s understanding of historical exegesis as an “extremely com-

plicated and delicate dialectical process” (History as the Story of Liberty 7), or Paul 

Ricoeur’s overall demesne of historical experience and emplotment at once a “real 

domain, covered by ethics” and an “imaginary one, covered by poetics” (Time and 

Narrative Volume 1 46).  

Given the ramified studies that follow, I am inclined to warn the reader with a 

quote from Nelson Goodman (1906-1998), whose intellectual quarry, like ours, “does 

not run a straight course from beginning to end” (ix), and whose pursuit 

 

hunts; and in the hunting, it sometimes worries the same raccoon in different 

trees, or different raccoons in the same tree, or even what turns out to be no rac-

coon in any tree. It finds itself balking more than once at the same barrier and tak-

ing off on other trails. It drinks often from the same streams, and stumbles over 

some cruel country. And it counts not the kill but what is learned of the territory 

explored. (ix) 
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Following Goodman, in this analysis I hope to indicate how the confluences of re-

sponsibilities, roles, reasons and responses through which historical action is effected 

is a decidedly aesthetic, contingent, modal, moving-target world, captured in histori-

cal writing, fictional and non-fictional. If I do not always reach concrete conclusions 

in the following, I hope that I eruditely and accommodatingly spur a few ideas, shed 

some light in dim areas of historical understanding, and indicate possible areas of fur-

ther study. At its most ambitious, my aim is to show details about how historians and 

historical novelists perceive common facets of historical consciousness emerging out 

of the aesthetics ethic, and then in their turn interpret these data. These artists function 

as some of the foremost tellers of history, and in this way are part of and themselves 

constitute a true kinship of overlapping interests, methods, aims and outcomes. We 

might say that historical writers are in one sense representatives of their communities, 

who by way of their representations speak for those communities.52 Historical repre-

sentations in this environment become astonishingly complex and variegated, a veri-

table stew of subjectivity, objectivity and intersubjectivity; imagination and artful-

ness; intentionality and actualization; enunciation and circumscription; reference and 

contrivance; experience and conjecture; intellection and apperception; contingency 

and modality. The aesthetics ethic will, I hope, prove to be a useful map of these ex-

periences and functions. We will find that by way of what I call an “aesthetic gaze,” 

humans cast a beacon of awareness across lived experience, first perceiving, then in-

terpreting, and then narrating historical experience. This gaze is steeped in those 

aesthetic contours I referred to in chapter 1 of this work: dense temporality; subject-, 

object- and intersubjectivity; intertextuality; narrative form and fettle; seman-

tic/syntactic complexity; historical, moral, argumentative and aesthetic rhetoric; con-
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tingency and modality; an effort toward becoming; and the fluid construction and ap-

prehension of truth in historical narrative.53  

In the above respects, historical experience and representation are for me the 

veritable mortis and tenon of my examination, and will be drawn out, analyzed, com-

pared and contrasted in a variety of ways. Like Frank Ankersmit, I will be on the 

lookout for cracks in the walls of historical experience and representation, and in this 

way I may in some respects be looking beyond standard “contextualist accretions” 

that often determine historical understanding and conscious, but which “stand[] in the 

way of direct and immediate experience of the past” (both Ankersmit, Sublime His-

torical Experience 156). With the way clear, we may penetrate and with luck espy “a 

new world of experience,” and enter into an intentional historical world where “we 

can no longer separate the experience from what it is an experience of: The past then 

comes into being only because a certain social and mental world is experienced as 

past” (both Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 102, emphasis in original). 

 We will also see my aesthetics ethic as the threshold where historical experi-

ence and historical narrative blend, as adumbrated in the thoughts of Scholes and 

Kellogg, who wrote that “Meaning, in a work of narrative art, is a function of the rela-

tionship between two worlds: the fictional world created by the author and the ‘real’ 

world, the apprehendable universe” (82). To turn once again to Ankersmit, he tames 

the sometimes-unruly tentacles of meaning we are after when he writes that “repre-

sentation is the birthplace of meaning—and whoever is interested in the nature of 

meaning can do little better than to closely investigate representation” (Sublime His-

torical Experience 96, emphasis in original). Representation and meaning—

conceptions that cut to the very heart of lived experience, narrated history, and his-

toricized narrative that I will examine here and in the remainder of this study.  
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The Aes theti cs  Ethic:  Aes theti c Contours  in Lived Experience 

 

HISTORIAN JERZY TOPOLSKI HAS WRITTEN that “It is not logic but imagina-

tion that generates more or less concretized mental images constituting a background 

onto which the historian, ‘playing’ with basic information, imposes some content, oc-

casionally modifying the ground (an effect of idealization) in one way or another” 

(203). Though Topolski specifically refers to the historian, let his ideas be an intro-

duction into the idea of aesthetics as an organic constituent of historical/lived experi-

ence, with our perception (and associated imagination) virtually the essence of con-

sciousness, which in turn and concentrates and constitutes the veritable quiddity of the 

life world. This is an expansive view, a view onto human ontology, which will require 

careful examination, but I remind the reader that I am not alone, and many major 

thinkers and other analysts of human experience have sought answers in light of such 

encompassing views, taking light of vigorous worlds of experience, action, percep-

tion, apperception and communication, coursing from interior subjectivity, to exterior 

objectivity, to communal intersubjectivity and back again—Dewey’s reciprocal and 

transactive doing and undergoing.54 With this in mind, in the following I will shape 

my aesthetics ethic around the ideas of thinkers who I believe I am in accord with, 

and who have taken in a broad spectrum of lived experience and understanding in 

their efforts to elucidate experience and outcomes.  

Most readers have no doubt gleaned that my aesthetics ethic can be related to 

John Dewey’s analyses in Art as Experience, with their views onto the aesthetic bases 

and contours of lived experience, human action, creativity and communication—all 

environmentally conditioned, recursively employed, emotively expressed, aestheti-
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cally germinated, adaptively accorded and temporally consummated. In short, subjec-

tivity, intersubjectivity and related objectivity necessitate and engender an initial aes-

thetic impulse that yields an artful “doing” by agents that is in turn “undergone” by 

their peers. This is a combinatory effort of creation and interpretation, aesthetic to the 

core, welding subject and object into a dynamic quicksilver: “The uniquely distin-

guishing feature of esthetic experience is exactly the fact that no such distinction of 

self and object exists in it, since it is esthetic in the degree in which organism and en-

vironment cooperate to institute an experience in which the two are so fully integrated 

that each disappears” (Art as Experience 249).55 As to some of the particulars of this 

aesthetics ethic, Dewey goes on that “As an organism increases in complexity, the 

rhythms of struggle and consummation in its relation to its environment are varied 

and prolonged, and they come to include within themselves an endless variety of sub-

rhythms. The designs of living are widened and enriched. Fulfillment is more massive 

and more subtly shaded” (Art as Experience 23). To sum up, Dewey’s aesthetic world 

and experience become: 

 

an everlastingly renewed process of acting upon the environment and being 

acted upon by it, together with institution of relations between what is done and 

what is undergone. Hence experience is necessarily cumulative and its subject 

matter gains expressiveness because of cumulative continuity. […] [T]hings and 

events experienced pass and are gone. But something of their meaning and value 

is retained as an integral part of the self. (Art as Experience 104)  

 

This very Husserlian, time-conscious field is a fertile expanse that traverses the fic-

tional and non-fictional, the performed and eventuated, the imagined and experienced. 

One of the wonderful things about Dewey’s theory is how he recognizes that any and 
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all acts that incorporate genuine expression (such as, in our study, historical appre-

hension and associated narration) become aesthetic, and this aesthetic lifeblood flows 

into every vein, capillary, vessel and artery of lived experience. Lenore Langsdorf 

wrote of the pragmatic, highly functional Deweyan aesthetics ethic thusly: 

 

Accordingly, Dewey’s aesthetic theory is interested in how art works through-

out human life in the service of meliorative goals, rather than in what it is, apart 

from life’s everyday and specialized domains. Thus the subject-matter of prag-

matic aesthetics differs from that of traditional, analytic aesthetics: it concerns the 

work of art, rather than the art object; the dynamic experience that is artistic crea-

tion, rather than the static product of that activity; the consequences of art for the 

improvement of life, rather than ‘art for art’s sake.’” (152 emphasis in original) 

 

Overall, Dewey’s aesthetic conditioning within lived experience is an astonishingly 

vital, wholly ecological, hyper-responsive, intricately temporal and blazingly imagi-

native cross-fertilization of community and individual consciousness, commitment 

and communication, an eyes-wide-open trek across potential, toward consummation. 

For Dewey, aesthetics in lived experience is nothing less than a “unique transcript of 

the energy of the things of the world” (Art as Experience 185), and “a transition to a 

more extensive balance of the energies of the organism with those of the conditions 

under which it lives” (Art as Experience 14). It is during this transitional process that 

we “reach to the roots of the esthetic in experience” (Art as Experience 14) and then, 

coming out on the other side as it were, achieve “a transformation of interaction into 

participation and communication” (Art as Experience 22). Extending his gaze even 

wider, Dewey adds that in this aestheticized existence, “Things, objects, are only fo-

cal points of a here and now in a whole that stretches out indefinitely” (Art as Experi-
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ence 193), which is in turn a virtual “recession into the implicit” (Art as Experience 

194). I extend Dewey here and claim that this environment can be understood as, in 

effect, lived historical experience which, with associated historical narration, become 

transactive media of varied constitutions, the awareness and application of which are 

“the very heart of […] esthetic perception” (Art as Experience 199). Linking these 

ideas up to historical apprehension and narrative, Dewey continues that aesthetics in 

lived experience are “a manifestation, a record and celebration of the life of a civiliza-

tion” (Art as Experience 326), and also “the means for entering sympathetically into 

the deepest elements of remote and foreign civilizations” (Art as Experience 332). 

Dewey’s references here remind us that, as the ground of all historicity, the aesthetics 

ethic is a veritable window opening onto the historical experience of peoples and ages 

past—and from there the source of historical writing. 

Let me turn now briefly to two other thinkers who flesh out these aesthetic 

possibilities. Frank Ankersmit links lived historical and aesthetic experience when he 

writes, as I have noted, that “History comes to us in wholes, in totalities, and this is 

how we primarily experience both the past itself and what it has left us—as is the case 

in the arts and in aesthetic experience” (Sublime Historical Experience 119). Paul Ri-

coeur, meanwhile, paints a picture of transacting experiential and aesthetic (textual) 

attributes as large as the others sketched here when he comments that “in a prelimi-

nary analysis, starting again with literary criticism, and parallel to what I have done in 

my first volume à propos of historical intentionality, I developed the notion of the 

world of the text. A text, actually, is not a self-enclosed entity. It has not only a formal 

structure, it points beyond itself to a possible world, a world I could inhabit, where I 

could actualize my own possibilities in so far as I am in the world. […] The world of 
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the text is a transcendence in the immanence of the text, an outside intended by an 

inside” (A Ricoeur Reader 349).  

These varied ideas can be applied as I build up the edifice of my aesthetics 

ethic, a framework comprising an amalgamation of human awareness, existence, and 

narrative enterprise, insinuating itself into a truly encompassing historical view and 

consciousness, steeped in intersubjectivity and phenomenological intentionality, with 

an essential aesthetic thrust emerging from human consciousness and entering into the 

flourishing communicative endeavors of historiography and historical fiction.56 We 

live, perceive, enact, historicize, commune, narrate, know, understand, engender, 

characterize and develop within this environment, with all of this activity forming a 

mighty current that sweeps us along in genuinely aesthetic, narrative lived experience 

toward the denouement of narrated history—the story and record of all we are.  

And yet….What I have described might prompt some to accuse me of a kind 

of totalizing, the pursuit of some sort of principium maximus or “covering law model” 

which could be used to construct “grand narratives” (or simply quick and easy solu-

tions). The scope of my inquiry at first blush does seem ambitious, and to be sure 

when one ventures into deep and wide channels like these, care must be taken. But I 

do not think this thus automatically becomes suspect, as great thinkers like Dewey, 

White, Croce and Ankersmit show. I view my model as a synthetic mechanism, which 

maps interpretation and conveyance of the varied elements of lived history, historical 

apprehension and historical narrative in effective ways. As for the complexity of 

event and interpretation, these are conditions and outcomes which, needless to say, 

history abounds in, in areas aesthetic, social, personal, legal, national, moral, aborigi-

nal, ideological, experiential, etc. And thus, a generous aspiring complexity is called 

for. Indeed, this is an understanding that has been glossed over by too many analysts 
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for too long. It is my hope that the pieces to my aesthetics ethic puzzle fit together in 

constructive ways, and their relations, synchronicity and reciprocal qualities are not 

engineered into existence, nor intended to be that principium maximus, mechanically 

churning out all the right answers at all the right times. The aesthetics ethic is rather 

something of a hypothesis, a provisional working model intended to provide insight, 

and to be used as a flexible interpretive instrument to reveal various possibilities 

about (and, when possible, accurate answers to) the questions about history and narra-

tive that we are asking.  

Similarly, some may feel my model is a bit too neat, a little too unified, and 

this is a criticism that I believe has been leveled at Dewey. But this may not be true, 

and in fact I may be onto something of a deconstructive turn, an inversion of the 

widely-accepted “binary opposition” (Ricoeur’s “fundamental bifurcation”) of history 

and fiction, and a radical claim that a long-established perceptual/communicative or-

der is in fact out of order (or just incomplete). Note how Dewey sounds nearly Der-

ridean when he writes that the aesthetic forms we have been outlining go through 

something of a maelstrom of conflict, a “complex interaction” of “mutual affinities 

and antagonisms,” of “clashings and unitings, the way they fulfill and frustrate, pro-

mote and retard, excite and inhibit one another,” a process wracked with “disruption,” 

“conflict,” “antagonism,” “breaks,” “resistance” and “countervailing” conditions (Art 

as Experience passim). Dewey’s ethic is decentered in that it “exhibits dislocations 

and dissociations of what is usually connected” (Art as Experience 173), is both “one” 

and “many” wherein “every closure is an awakening” (Art as Experience 169). A 

thinker like Dewey shows us that the totality of human communication and praxis is 

both regular, unified, federated and continuous, as well as seamed, ambiguous, multi-

ple and imbricated. We will see below and going forward that my aesthetics ethic too 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

92                                    
 

opens onto empty spaces and ambiguities, and highlights a richly ambivalent modal-

ity. In the end, it is my hope that this model’s combinatory possibilities of incertitudes 

and cognitive dissonances on the one had, and unities and complementarities on the 

other, will enable steps toward better and more complete understanding of historical 

being and writing. 

 

The Aes theti cs  Ethic:  A Social  Ethic 

 

THE AESTHETICS ETHIC that I am proposing is a deeply social construct, with 

aesthetic contours that contribute to ethical and moral outcomes in human communi-

ties through communicative action that is at once subjective/visionary, intersubjec-

tive/correlative, and objective/material (all terms which, I should add, are inherently 

transactive and textual). It is a fertile world of human collaboration, creation and con-

cert, a richly collective (at times even a “collective consciousness”), correspondent 

and consensual milieu. We see here the true “ethic” of the aesthetics ethic. Let me ex-

amine some of the features of these ideas. 

Jerzy Topolski has written that the historian’s aim is to forge an imaginative 

and cognitive accord with readers that “yields to the pressure of conventions function-

ing in society or, more precisely, in the community of historians. […] [T]here is often 

a plurality of conventions characteristic of different schools of historiography, related 

to particular political, religious, and ideological views” (206). Jürgen Straub (Chair of 

Intercultural Communication at the School of Humanities and Social Sciences, 

Chemnitz University of Technology) in turn posits that the operations of historical 

consciousness itself “are socioculturally mediated, that is, they are fundamentally 

connected to the cultural and social background of an agent, to a group practice, and, 
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not least, to an intersubjective situation” (52). If readers wonder whether historical 

novelists contribute to this conversation, historical novelist Jeff Shaara notes: “If a 

novel brings an audience to a historical subject, and readers who otherwise could care 

less become interested, so that they pursue more books (biographies or histories), then 

the novelist is doing the historical community an enormous favor. Many historians 

don't grasp that fact, but I've heard it too many times from readers: ‘I could care less 

about history—hated the way it was taught in schools, but after reading your book, 

I'm checking out other books on Stonewall Jackson’” (personal communication with 

author, 29 August 2009). 

Topolski’s, Straub’s and Shaara’s views widen the aesthetic field into areas of 

society, community, convention, learning, expectation, interaction, composition and 

ideology—all central intellectual, emotional, conscious, cognizant and in sum ethical 

elements of the aesthetics ethic. Benedetto Croce, in his inimitable way, also empha-

sized these lineaments when he wrote that “the concept of history which is both ethi-

cal and political can be arrived at and justified, a history which examines and exposes 

the operation and the practice of ethics in politics, the latter being understood to com-

prise the whole sphere of practical and purposeful action” (History as the Story of 

Liberty 173). Croce went on to describe these cycling considerations within his view 

of historical consciousness and interpretation: 

 

True historical education aims at developing the aptitude for understanding 

real situations by linking them with their genesis and connecting their relation-

ships […] in order to achieve an orientation in the world in which one lives and in 

which one’s own mission and duty has to be accomplished. (History as the Story 

of Liberty 186) 
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Professor Rajeev Bhargava, University of Delhi, finds that given beliefs influencing 

the writing and reception of historical writing are necessarily “embedded in ‘irreduci-

ble social practices’” and thus do “‘not exist internally, merely in the heads of indi-

viduals, but . . . [are] also determined by social context’” (qtd. in Forland 49). For 

Steven G. Smith, professor of philosophy and religious studies at Millsaps College, 

the community ethics in lived historical experience are “a form of solidarity with fel-

low agents,” and such a “shared action perspective positions history accurately in re-

lation to politics and ethics in a continuum of practical meaningfulness” (17, 19). 

Smith continues with a full-bodied description of historical communality like that I 

am pursuing, stating that “agents, acting perforce in a world of multiple actors, are 

fundamental and overridingly interested in the prospects, rigors, and realities of shar-

ing action with other actors. That is the main game in town. Historical interest is the 

mode of our practical interest that addresses action-sharing as constituted, that is, as 

real: action shared” (5).  

Audiences return the favor of this overall transaction and accord emerging out 

of the aesthetic imaginations of historical writers, and these choices link up in fruitful 

ways to audience perceptions, assumptions, attitudes and beliefs. Audiences are “pre-

pared to accord the historian the exorbitant right to know other minds” writes Paul 

Ricoeur (Time and Narrative Volume 3 186), while Karsten R. Stueber (professor and 

chair in philosophy, College of the Holy Cross) adds that “historians […] appeal to 

large-scale and supra-individual facts such as general cultural habits prevalent at a 

time, or structures and norms of various institutions” (31). Stueber also writes, refer-

ring to Jane Heal, professor of philosophy, University of Cambridge, that “it is very 

unlikely that we possess any general theory that allows us to decide which of the myr-

iad beliefs we and other people have are relevant to consider in a particular situation. 
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Our only option is to use our own cognitive capacities and to put ourselves imagina-

tively in their shoes in order to grasp their thoughts as their reasons” (Stueber 36). Not 

for the last time we see in these thoughts the overlay and interaction of aesthetic pos-

sibilities (imagination) and mentation (cognitive capacities, thoughts as their reasons, 

beliefs), revolving around community experience and background resources (cultural 

habits, institutions, supra-individual facts, beliefs, situations). In the end, our aim is to 

effect joint action and communication by “putting ourselves in the shoes of others,” 

helping us to fully apprehend the aesthetics ethic and associated historical apprehen-

sion and writing at individual and community levels (the above echoes John Searle’s 

theory of Background, and also the ideas of a reception aesthetics, both of which I 

will examine in chapter 4 of this work).  

Let’s examine a few examples of intersubjective and community elements at 

play in historical writings, fictional and non-fictional. A valuable example is Saul 

Friedländer’s The Year’s of Extermination, a masterly historiography of the Holocaust 

years 1939-1945.57 The uniqueness of Friedländer’s work is that he tells the history 

almost entirely from the virtually unmediated, wholly personal points of view of those 

who lived and died during the Shoah, by way of diaries, letters and other personal re-

cords—a “microlevel” history as he calls it (xxiv). Here we have an inlet into in-

tensely private aesthetic experience, which is simultaneously heard within a commu-

nity environment—“letting the people be heard” as it were, on both of these levels. 

Friedländer posits, and I agree, that documents such as these, at once candidly inti-

mate and amenably intersubjective, can provide optimal insight into historical experi-

ences and outcomes. Here is found direct, uniquely experiential and expedient access 

to the lives of peoples living in their periods of history (from Friedländer xxv and 

passim). Readers are fascinated how these individual voices adumbrate Friedländer’s 
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more expansive interpretive aims concerning economic and demographic issues; ma-

nipulation and social control based on racial, ethnic and national identity; the Nazi’s 

incendiary racial/mythic/nationalist crusade and how it set alight smoldering anti-

Semitic “underbrush” (xix) in Europe and beyond; strife imbuing major political sys-

tems, whether liberal, conservative, reactionary or communist; and in sum “the cen-

trality of ideological-cultural factors as the prime movers of Nazi policies in regard to 

the Jewish issue” (xvii). The letters and diaries examined by Friedländer “are like 

lightning flashes that illuminate” the larger historical landscape,” and “the individual 

voice […] by dint of its humanness and freedom […] can tear through seamless inter-

pretation and pierce the (mostly involuntary) smugness of scholarly detachment and 

‘objectivity’” (xxvi).58 Friedländer expresses something of an ideological and/or rhe-

torical move here, which complements the communicative moments of the supple 

communicative aesthetics ethic I have posited—and his history moves from a ground-

level personal view, up into a bustling intersubjectivity and community, and back 

again. Perhaps, at best, views seen in light of aesthetic and ethical perspectives on his-

torical interpretation can, as Wulf Kansteiner writes Friedländer’s history does, make 

a “small contribution to building a morally sensitive cultural universe” (48). And it 

may also be that the findings of works constructed around this model “are not subject 

to the rules of historical evidence,” and “cannot be proven untruthful in the [usual] 

way that specific factual statements in [an historical] account might turn out to be 

false” (Kansteiner 49). Rather, works built on this model are best judged by way of a 

more flexible and inclusive stable of “diverging emotions, tastes, intuitions, philoso-

phies, and identities” (Kansteiner 49)—which is a Rortyan turn to consensual truth 

comprised of “sentences” and “re-descriptions,” but even more importantly, is at one 

with Daniel Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities as prime examples of how an aes-
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thetics ethic can be employed in historical analysis. Additionally, this analysis points 

toward the allowance of fictionalization in history, which has its unique ways with” 

the rules of historical evidence,” “specific factual statements” and a “flexible and in-

clusive stable” of meaning creation.59  

Turning to one fictional example, Erich Maria Remarque (1898-1970) in his 

All Quiet on the Western Front evinces a vibrant community ethic in his matchless 

and deeply empathetic way. Speaking of his fellow soldiers, the novel’s protagonist 

Paul Bäumer says, 

 

At once a new warmth flows through me. These voices, these few quiet words, 

these footsteps in the trench behind me recall me at a bound from the terrible 

loneliness and fear of death by which I had been almost destroyed. They are more 

to me than life, these voices, they are more than motherliness and more than fear; 

they are the strongest, most comforting thing there is anywhere: they are the 

voices of my comrades. 

I am no longer a shuddering speck of existence, alone in the darkness;—I be-

long to them and they to me, we all share the same fear and the same life, we are 

nearer than lovers, in a simpler, harder way; I could bury my face in them, in 

these voices, these worlds that have saved me and will stand by me. (215) 

 

Bäumer’s description of the following “condition of life” outlines circumambiencies 

similar to those being discussed here. Bäumer states that the army  

 

is a great brotherhood, which to a condition of life arising out of the midst of 

danger, out of the tension and forlornness of death, adds something of the good-

fellowship of the folk-song, of the feeling of solidarity of convicts, and of the 
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desperate loyalty to one another of men condemned to death—seeking in a 

wholly unpathetic way a fleeting enjoyment of the hours as they come. If one 

wants to appraise it, it is at once heroic and banal—but who wants to do that? 

(269) 

 

To turn to examples from non-fiction historiography, John Keegan wrote in The First 

World War how “Comradeship flourished in the earthwork cities of the Western and 

Eastern Fronts, bound strangers into the closest brotherhood, elevated the loyalties 

created within the ethos of temporary regimentality to the status of life-and-death 

blood times. Men who the trenches cast into intimacy entered into bonds of mutual 

dependency and sacrifice of self stronger than any of the friendships made in peace 

and better times” (426-427). James M. McPherson, in Battle Cry of Freedom, high-

lights a “mutual salutation and farewell” that rings of solidarity in the most difficult 

conditions, during the surrender of the Confederate armies in April 1865: 

 

First in line of march behind him [General John B. Gordon] was the Stonewall 

Brigade, five regiments containing 210 ragged survivors of four years of war. As 

Gordon approached at the head of these men with “his chin drooped to his breast, 

downhearted and dejected in appearance,” [Joshua L.] Chamberlain gave a brief 

order, and a bugle call rang out. Instantly the Union soldiers shifted from order 

arms to carry arms, the salute of honor. Hearing the sound General Gordon 

looked up in surprise, and with sudden realization turned smartly to Chamberlain, 

dipped his sword in salute, and ordered his own men to carry arms. These ene-

mies in many a bloody battle ended the war not with shame on one side and exul-

tation on the other but with a soldier’s “mutual salutation and farewell.” (850) 
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These historical passages sound the optimistic notes that seem to run through the 

above examination of community ethics, intersubjectivity and historicality—but we 

should pause to note a dark reverse to these ideas. For we find in many histories not 

the brighter notes of community sounded above, but views of solidarity, social con-

text, norms and community gone wrong, and desperate efforts to right them. In short 

we find in much narrated history that the ethics and purposeful action we have exam-

ined so far can be blasted to pieces by pitiless historical incident and outcome. No 

doubt we find this in Holocaust histories, such as The Year’s of Extermination, 

wherein we are given grim witness to “the life and destruction of [Jewish] communi-

ties” (xxv) at a variety of levels, not least the “microlevel” referred to above, which 

strikes so close to home as to shock readers. Friedländer repeatedly examines the pas-

sive support of Nazi policies by Germans and other populations, taking place in what 

had previously been at least nominally cooperative groups, and even in local Jewish 

populations, which found themselves subject to the necessary “willingness of victims 

to follow orders in the hope of alleviating German strictures or gaining time and 

somehow escaping the inexorable tightening of the German vise” (xv). The end re-

sults of these factors, and the rest of the massive structure of Nazi persecution led by 

the fanatically hateful ravings of Adolph Hitler are of course well known.  

A central theme of McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom is the internecine car-

nage that marked the American Civil War when the deaths of large numbers of people 

from one municipality “could mean sudden calamity for family or neighborhood” 

(326). As well, the war’s tragic parricide is a theme of the book, with Robert E. Lee 

(1807-1870) stating that “I cannot raise my hand against my birthplace, my home, my 

children” (281), and McPherson also writing that the war in Kentucky was “literally a 

brothers’ war. Four grandsons of Henry Clay fought for the Confederacy, and three 
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others for the Union. One of Senator John J. Crittenden’s sons became a general in the 

Union army and the other a general in the Confederate army. The Kentucky-born wife 

of the president of the United States had four brothers and three brothers-in-law fight-

ing for the South” (297). In a spectacular exemplification of these historical facts, Mi-

chael Shaara (1928-1988) in The Killer Angels, a novelization of the same period 

about which McPherson writes non-fiction, portrays the relationship of Generals 

Lewis Addison Armistead and Winfield Scott Hancock. The two had been bosom 

friends and fought together in the United States Army in the Mexican-American War, 

before southern secession pulled them apart, and they found themselves facing each 

other across the battle lines at Gettysburg. Armistead blanched at the possibility that 

he would be required to fire on his dear mate. After General James Longstreet’s 

(1821-1904) loss at Little Round Top on July 2, and as the southerners are preparing 

for the next day’s massed charge at the Union center, Armistead and Longstreet con-

fer: “‘You hear anything of Win Hancock?’” Armistead tentatively asks “old Pete.” 

Longstreet answers with darkly bemused resignation, “‘Ran into him today. He’s over 

that way, a mile or so’” (257). As Armistead recalls the news three years before that 

the Union was breaking up, and the various officers were realizing they could end up 

antagonists, he continues of Hancock: 

 

“Well, the man was a brother to me. You remember. Toward the end of the 

evening…it got rough. We all began, well, you know, there were a lot of tears. 

Well, I was crying, and I went up to Win and I took him by the shoulder and I 

said, ‘Win, so help me, if I ever lift a hand against you, may God strike me dead.’ 

I’ve not seen him since. I haven’t been on the same field with him, thank God. 

It…troubles me to think on it. Can’t leave the fight of course. But I think about it. 

I meant it as a vow, you see. You understand, Pete?” (258) 
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Armistead and Hancock’s relationship, though truthful and genuinely revealing of the 

tragic fratricide of the war, is not addressed by McPherson, and we are fortunate to 

have Shaara’s truth-cum-fiction examination.60  

Another example from Remarque of the destruction of the very intersubjectiv-

ity that is a principal source of historicality and historical consciousness, and a super-

human effort to reconstruct it, is powerful. In his depiction of the encounter of Paul 

Bäumer and Gérard Duval in the trenches in World War I, Remarque orders a brilliant 

tableaux of everything we hope history will not become. As Paul sinks to the ground 

to protect himself from machine gun fire, another body leaps into the trench, and Paul 

strikes “madly home” at the man with his knife, immobilizing him (Remarque 219). 

In his boiling wrath, he rages at the slumped, murmuring figure, “I want to stop his 

mouth, stuff it with earth, stab him again, he must be quiet, he is betraying me” (Re-

marque 219). He spends the entire night with the unconscious man, and in the morn-

ing when he sees the man has opened his eyes, with “an extraordinary expression of 

flight” (Remarque 222), his humanity returns and he whispers to him, “‘No, no. I 

want to help you, Comrade, camerade, camerade, camerade’” (Remarque 223). Paul 

laments that “This is the first man I have killed with my hands” (Remarque 224), and 

he tries to restore the injured man’s status as a fellow human being, even noting that 

his eyes are “brown, his hair is black and a bit curly at the sides” (Remarque 225). 

Paul tries to enlarge and repair this battered intersubjectivity and thinks, “No doubt 

his wife still thinks of him,” and then “Does she belong to me now? Perhaps by this 

act she becomes mine” (Remarque 225). He continues of the astonishingly thin line 

between constructive affinity and fearful loss, “I wish Kantorek was sitting here be-

side me. If my mother could see me […] if Kemmerich’s leg had been six inches to 
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the right; if Haie Westhus had bent his back three inches further forward—“ (Remar-

que 225-226). Baumer finds photographs of the dying man’s wife and a girl in his 

wallet and some letters, tries to decipher the French, and then enfolds himself in what 

he hopes can be a germinal beneficence: “This dead man is bound up with my life,” 

he thinks, “therefore I must do everything, promise everything, in order to save my-

self; I swear blindly that I mean to live only for his sake and his family” (Remarque 

228).61 In the somber denouement to this scene, Paul finds the man’s name, and tries 

to renovate the now-ravaged life connections, fantasizing an intersubjective traversal 

and union: “I have killed the printer, Gérard Duval. I must be a printer” (Remarque 

228). The grim consummation of experiences like this—and the reader no doubt 

knows these sentiments veritably saturate All Quiet on the Western Front—is that 

Bäumer and his fellows “are forlorn like children, and experienced like old men, we 

are crude and sorrowful and superficial—I believe we are lost” (Remarque 123).  

History comes alive in Remarque’s text, and here it speaks to us across fic-

tional and non-fictional limits—“more vivid, more immersive than a work of history,” 

as Marie-Laure Ryan, Scholar in Residence, University of Colorado, Boulder, has 

written (personal correspondence with author, 21 October 2009.). In penetrating and 

disturbing ways Remarque’s reporting casts in a different light the above discussion 

of community, social processes, a given humanitarian “mission and duty,” the imagi-

native placement of oneself in another’s shoes, irreducible social practices, social con-

texts, forms of solidarity, shared action, and a now-seemingly vain “celebration of the 

life of a civilization.” Such a dialog is no doubt necessary, for surely these are experi-

ences we do not want to find ourselves “doomed to repeat.”62  

In sum we see in the above examples what I will argue for elsewhere in this 

work: common filaments of historical apprehension, meaning and interpretation run-
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ning like threads through a tapestry of fictional and non-fictional historical literatures, 

becoming, in light of Wolfgang Iser’s (1926-2007) brilliant literary analysis, a true 

“product of interconnection,” a “referential field” with “viewpoint[s] switch[ing] be-

tween perspective segments” (“Interaction Between Text and Reader” 35, 36, 37). 

These filaments interweave within and without historical texts, with common voicings 

and analyses found first at textual levels, and from there into readers’ worlds.  

To continue this analysis, the simple use of “we” as a plural pronoun in con-

veying data and dialog in historical writing could be seen as an entry into intersubjec-

tive communication. Examples from the fictional works I will examine, of course em-

ploy such first-person perspective in many respects—indeed, admittedly this is 

sometimes a significant difference between fictional and non-fictional historical writ-

ing (fictional is usually seen as purposively “subjective,” while non-fictional is non-

committal and “objective”) but note here that the final chapter of James M. McPher-

son’s Battle Cry of Freedom entitled “We are All Americans,” invites readers into an 

overall communal experience (with a dash of nationalist pride). McPherson’s text is 

nicely echoed in Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels when Tom Chamberlain, brother 

of the famed Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain (1828-1914; both men are actual 

historical figures; in fact as I understand it, Shaara’s “novel” only contains one fic-

tional character), commented to his brother after Pickett’s charge, “Well, nobody ever 

said they wasn’t good soldiers. Well, they’re Americans anyway, even if they are 

Rebs” (343).  

We see perhaps in all of the above a fairly strong pragmatic grounding and the 

introduction of aspects of sociology and individual and group psychology and behav-

ior into historical understanding. In specifically these respects, E.H. Carr (1892-1982) 

has written that “the more sociological history becomes, and the more historical soci-
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ology becomes, the better” (60). Huizinga concurred, writing “the boundaries between 

the historical and sociological points of view are often crossed” (293)—and also 

added a related dialectic (and, we will find, moral/ethical) point of view, that “history 

shows its relation to life itself. We live, we form opinions, we continually act on the 

basis of evidence—i.e., of clear appearances sufficient to convince” (302). Richard 

Hofstadter (1916-1970), in his important “History and the Social Sciences,” enlarges 

this analysis, and it is my hope that my model can be accommodated to views like 

these: 

 

The more the historian learns from the social sciences, the more variables he is 

likely to take account of, the more complex his task becomes. The result may be 

that his conclusions become more tenuous and tentative, but this is a result to be 

welcomed. The closer the historian comes […] to the full texture of historical re-

ality, the more deeply is he engulfed in a complex web of relationships which he 

can hope to understand only in a limited and partial way. […] His task has not 

been simplified; it has been enlarged. His work has not greater certainty, but 

greater range and depth. (364-365)63 

 

To continue this discussion and as indicated just above, I want to link my “ethic” to 

the immediately-related discipline of “ethics” and the adjective “ethical”—in sum the 

adjuratory, affective admixture of tenets, codes and customs used to formulate and 

condition advice and consent in the steering and orderly interaction of societies, as 

well as virtuous individual behavior, humanistic concern, and constructively princi-

pled conscious awareness. In short, the community aesthetics ethic I refer to is a 

moral universe, with all of these factors in large part the veritable “ethic” of my “aes-

thetics ethic.” Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) writing in his What is Literature? stated 
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succinctly that “at the heart of the aesthetic imperative we discern the moral impera-

tive” (87), while more broadly Owen Flanagan, professor of neurobiology at Duke 

University, writes that “Moral issues are heterogeneous in kind, and the moral com-

munity wisely trains us to possess a vast array of moral competencies suited—often in 

complex combinations and configurations—to multifarious domains” (Self Expres-

sions 127). What is relevant in this universe is no less than “everything we know,” 

and within this variety we no doubt encounter “data from […] history, and literature, 

and the others arts,” which “originate[] in reflection from the point of view of this his-

torical place and time” (Flanagan Self Expressions 133). Hayden White sums up these 

transacting ideas this way: 

 

The historical past is “ethical” in that its subject-matter (violence, loss, ab-

sence, the event, death) arouses in us the kinds of ambivalent feelings, about our-

selves as well as about the “other,” that appear in situations requiring choice and 

engagement in existentially determining ways. In order to deal with these kinds of 

events, which interest or should interest modern publics, appeal should be made 

to ethically rich traditions of literary expression (“The Public Relevance” 338)64 

 

Reading the following, keep in mind that without question the best historians and 

novelists are bound by a deep commitment to morals and ethical standards stemming 

from personal probity, professional standards, and, as we have discussed, perform-

ance of constructive inter-communicative tasks within the communities they live in. 

Admittedly there can be quite a bit of freedom to bend these moral rules and ethical 

principles (and even to some extent to ignore them in the name of objective historical 

reportage), but the essential truths remain, particularly for the “best” writers. As Wil-

liam Styron wrote of The Confessions of Nat Turner “the reader [may] wish to draw a 
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moral from this narrative”—and we may say the same of many another historical 

novel and factual history, as we shall see in the following ([1] Author’s Note, empha-

sis added, no page number).65 

At a high aesthetic level we can read these conceptions down into communal 

(historical) experience and the communicative (the narrative, the aesthetic)—and we 

will find a battery of historical analysts supporting these ideas. Hayden White yet 

again folds moral ingredients into the compote of historical narrative when he writes 

that “If every fully realized story, however we define that familiar but conceptually 

elusive entity, is a kind of allegory, points to a moral, or endows events, whether real 

or imaginary, with a significance that they do not possess as mere sequence, then it 

seems possible to conclude that every historical narrative has as its latent or manifest 

purpose the desire to moralize the events of which it treats” (“The Value of Narrativ-

ity” 14). John Tosh, meanwhile, pragmatically reminds us that “historical interpreta-

tion is a matter of value judgments, moulded to a greater or lesser degree by moral 

and political attitudes” (44), while William Cronon writes similarly that “our histori-

cal narratives […] remain focused on a human struggle over values” (426), and that 

“Within the field of our [historical] narratives we too—as narrators—are moral 

agents” (427).66 Charles Maier (Leverett Saltonstall Professor of History, Harvard 

University), in a similar moral/narrative move linked to aesthetic contours of compo-

sition, comments on the vitally important narrative interpretation of moral and ethical 

issues when he posits the importance of “moral narratives” as overall organizing 

paradigms in historical writing. Such narratives importantly adumbrate, underlie and 

guide both historical reflection and apprehension, and moral decision and action in 

human communities, which are in large part informed by these very historical narra-

tives. Frank Ankersmit deepens this analysis when he posits that subjective and objec-
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tive understanding play an important role in terms of moralism in historical con-

sciousness and composition. These parameters exist on a continuum whereupon “the 

spheres of the object (the past) and of the subject come infinitesimally close to each 

other” (Ankersmit “The Ethics of History” 86), with effect and influence running both 

ways between history and the historian (between “subject” and “object” as it were). 

Ankersmit adds that historians who attempt to “cut themselves out of the moral con-

tinuum” (by attempting to adhere to a disinterested positivist stance in their narrative 

interpretations) is to perform “a gesture of subjectivity of truly monstrous propor-

tions” (“The Ethics of History” 87). To sum up, in this moral/ethical and aesthetic mi-

lieu, historical writers find they can “labor, thirsting for light upon the situation which 

confronts them,” and then “emerge filled with joy when clarity is achieved, to experi-

ence the dissolution of the anxiety of the moral consciousness into the serenity of 

truth” (paraphrase of Croce, History as the Story of Liberty 184). If a bit high-flown, 

thoughts like these express what I think are the valuable philosophical and pragmatic 

foundations of the aesthetics ethic, ultimately yielding a constructive corpus of his-

torical writing. 

Admittedly, however, there are going to be some readers who object to this in-

troduction of the moral into the historical—too subjective, they will say, potentially 

biased or preachy. For some observers any morality whatsoever has a bad name 

nowadays—it's irrational, incoherent or inherently tyrannical. I cannot agree with this 

view, which in my view is as often as not expressed by commentators with decidedly 

biased views (such as deconstructionist/radical hanging judges spouting dogmatic dis-

tortions, or ultra-pragmatic reductionists who want to discard a lot of what is really 

interesting and applicable about life and letters). Recall that the word moral simply 

means “custom,” which I offer we may interpret as sets of decision-making practices 
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and outcomes in human communities, with all of their associated experience, adjudi-

cation, deliberation, interaction, obligation, warrant, estimation, consent and evalua-

tion. Dewey called these elements a “storehouse of resources” (Art as Experience 17), 

and many theorists and analysts of history have referred to the importance of such 

“background experience” in terms of historical apprehension and interpretation. F.A. 

Olafson (emeritus professor of philosophy, University of California, San Diego) 

called this “a corpus of norms, interpretive principles, and background beliefs” (“The 

Dialectic of Action,” 95), while Jürgen Habermas (professor emeritus of philosophy, 

University of Frankfurt, professor of philosophy, Northwestern University, Theodor 

Heuss Professor, The New School) referred to “the lifeworld as represented by a cul-

turally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of interpretative patterns” (The 

Theory of Communicative Action Volume 2, 124 and passim), and also nicely wrote of 

conditions like these as manifold “situation definitions” and “situational contexts,” 

with human communication and interaction hinging on validity claims through which 

consent is negotiated by way of relationships among the objective/purposive, norma-

tive/pragmatic and subjective/individual. Finally, Noël Bonneuil (Institut National des 

Études Démographiques and Ecole des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, Paris) 

writes with a dash of temporal apprehension of this decisional/historical/aesthetic 

universe that “people do make decisions under the pressure of present or anticipated 

constraints, and thus permanently modify their own history, their ‘trajectory’ in the 

space of possible states. […] Such decisions yield attainable states satisfactory to the 

group; technically speaking, they are the decisions, if they exist, that drive the group 

within the boundaries of the set of survival constraints” (105). All of these factors and 

circumstances I think we may interpret as “customary,” set of (moral) customs in hu-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

109                                    
 

man communities, and include them within the aesthetics ethic, providing feedback 

and “feed in” to historical writers.  

In terms of historical fiction, William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner 

is instructive. Styron’s work is not only a brilliant reconstruction of historical reality 

in early 19th century slaveholding Virginia and the bloody slave rebellion led by Nat 

Turner (1800-1831), but also a sustained attack on the institution of slavery and the 

barbaric treatment and inhuman devaluation of black people in the United States. I 

think that the book’s moral and ethical themes can be interpreted not only as windows 

onto the past—though the book is certainly great history in this regard—but also as 

decidedly hortatory, in terms of their applicability to the present and future (from the 

1960s, during the height of civil rights activism in the U.S., and onward).  

Narratives of slavery may be one of the most profound sources of moral posi-

tioning in historical writing (Holocaust historical narratives work in the same respect). 

In Styron’s work, Nat Turner’s white owner Samuel Turner reviles slave-owners, rag-

ing against their brutality and denouncing them as nothing more than vermin, and es-

tablishing primary anti-slavery and anti-degradation themes of the novel:  

 

“Surely mankind has yet to be born. Surely this is true! For only something 

blind and uncomprehending could exist in such a mean conjunction with its own 

flesh, its own kind. How else account for such faltering, clumsy, hateful cruelty? 

Even the possums and the skunks know better! Even the weasels and the meadow 

mice have a natural regard for their own blood and kin. Only the insects are low 

enough to do the low things that people do—like those ants that swarm on pop-

lars in the summertime, greedily husbanding little green aphids for the honeydew 

they secrete. Yes, it could that mankind has yet to be born.” ([1] 216 emphasis in 

original)  
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Genuine historical materials covering the slavery era in the United States—

historiography, memoirs, letters and diaries, journalism accounts, etc.—have taken 

similarly denunciatory moral positions. Charles Ball (1780-?) wrote in his Slavery in 

the United States: a narrative of the life and adventures of Charles Ball, a black man 

that “the entire white population is leagued together by a common bond of the most 

sordid interest, in the torture and oppression of the poor descendents of Africa” (5), 

and he described his life as “one long waste, barren desert, of cheerless, hopeless, life-

less slavery; to be varied only by the pangs of hunger, and the stings of the lash” 

(111). Nat Turner in his confession referred to white people as “the Serpent” (11), 

while in his narrative Frederick Douglass asked “why have these wicked men the 

power thus to trample upon our rights, and to insult our feelings?” (216).67  

Historians might take a different tack on such issues, and their approach may 

be more muted, but their essential commitment to moral comment within the fabric of 

historical telling is abundantly clear. We have seen denunciations of Nazi inhumanity, 

and in James McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom—as often as not viewed as a 

straightforward, balanced, veritably “scientific” historical narrative—the immorality 

of slavery and the treatment of blacks, as well as other historical data, are moralisti-

cally conveyed through carefully chosen diction and imagery: Slavery was a “cancer” 

(127) in the U.S. South, and McPherson even challenges the reader to come down on 

one side or the other of one of the ultimate moral questions of the Civil War when he 

asks in the conclusion of the book, “Was the liberation of four million slaves and the 

preservation of the Union worth the cost [of more than 620,000 dead]? That question 

too will probably never cease to be debated” (854). Another way that moralism is 

conveyed by Civil War historical writers (I focus here on these writers) in this area is 
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through the presentation of the arguments of pro-slavery advocates—arguments that 

we denounce for their ludicrous posturing, illogicality, and hateful bias. The historian 

performs a clever bit of ethical/moral juggling here, seemingly reporting in the most 

objective way the historical truth, but in fact setting up something like straw men to 

be condemned and dismissed by readers. In The Battle Cry of Freedom, McPherson 

writes how pro-slavery defenders wrote and spoke of manifold “blessings” of slav-

ery—it had “civilized African savages and provided them with cradle-to-grave secu-

rity” (56), was “a necessity to prevent blacks from degenerating into barbarism, 

crime, and poverty” (8), relieved whites of menial labor of all kinds, stabilized neces-

sary and admirable caste systems and created a refined upper class of Southern gentry 

who added much to American culture. Slavery had, in a word, done no less than cre-

ated “a most safe and stable basis for free institutions in the world,” as John C. Cal-

houn absurdly had it (56). To compare again to historical fiction, Styron presented 

some of the uglier pro-slavery arguments in the mouths of characters in his novel, and 

we feel the same disgust with their preposterous and odious chicanery. “My brother is 

as sentimental as an old she-hound,” says Benjamin Turner after his brother’s anti-

slavery argument ([1] 161). “He believes slaves are capable of all kinds of improve-

ment. That you can take a bunch of darkies and turn them into shop-owners and sea 

captains and opera impresarios and army generals and Christ knows what all. I say 

differently. I do not believe in beating a darky. I do not believe, either, in beating a 

dog or a horse. [M]y belief is that a darky is an animal with the brain of a human child 

and his only value is the work you can get out of him by intimidation, cajolery, and 

threat” ([1] 161-162). Similarly, the nasty ruminations and justifications of slavery by 

Nat Turner’s legal adviser, Thomas Gray, yield the same repulsive results, with Gray 

at one point listing a number of slaves captured after the Turner revolt who had not 
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been hanged, then announcing the simon-pure propriety of southern society, and top-

ping it off with a detestable boast: “Dad-burned mealy-mouthed abolitionists say we 

don’t show justice. Well, we do. Justice! That’s how come nigger slavery’s going to 

last a thousand years” ([1] 37).68  

To continue, Styron condemns, by way of the voice of Nat Turner, the white 

people of Virginia, who were “reptilian in spirit” ([1] 293), and who mete out to 

blacks “blistering toil and deprivation, slights and slurs and insults, beatings, chains, 

exile from beloved kin” ([1] 293). In a deft narrative touch that allows his words to be 

read as either the thoughts of Nat Turner, or as the exposition of an omniscient narra-

tor, Styron also wrote of “the white man’s wiles, his duplicity, his greediness, and his 

ultimate depravity” ([1] 249). Those needing confirmation about whether or not this is 

“history”—and not simply the made-up fantasies of an over-imaginative writer—may 

simply refer to the quotes from McPherson, Ball, Turner and Douglass, above. 

In another example, Richard Hofstadter, in his The American Political Tradi-

tion, poses a beautifully oblique and erudite moral examination and critique of the 

thought of the American founding fathers. In chapter 1, “The Founding Fathers: An 

Age of Realism,” he observes that these political men could ambiguously be “starkly 

reactionary” on the one hand, but possess “a statesmanlike sense of moderation” on 

the other (15). More critically, Hofstadter notes that “From a humanistic standpoint 

there is a serious dilemma in the philosophy of the Fathers, which derives from their 

conception of man” (16), which was contradictory in that “while they thought self-

interest the most dangerous and unbrookable quality of man, they necessarily under-

wrote it” (16). For the Founding Fathers, mercantilist to the core, their conception of 

the best state sought less to shape it in a humanistic or even particularly fair-minded 

way, but simply to “make it less murderous” (16)—hardly a high-minded moral 
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stance. Ultimately, and bringing the argument into the present day, “Modern humanis-

tic thinkers who seek for a means by which society may transcend eternal conflict 

[…] can expect no answer” in the philosophy of the Founding Fathers (16-17).69 I can 

just about see a Gore Vidal or a Norman Mailer going to town on ideas like these, 

fashioning them into challenging, re-imagined fictional takes on received history….  

To pull my focus back a bit, I turn to Hans Robert Jauss, who skillfully links a 

moral/ethical imperative to aesthetics and associated communal and communicative 

conceptions, drawing my aesthetics ethic perhaps into his aesthetics of reception 

when he writes, “The relationship between literature and reader can actualize itself in 

the sensorial realm as an incitement to aesthetic perception as well as in the ethical 

realm as a summons to moral reflection” (“Literary History as a Challenge” 1564). 

And finally, Frank Ankersmit commandingly writes of the ties that bind historical 

writers and their creations to their communities, their sensibilities, and deeper and 

wider moral and ethical obligations: 

 

“L’histoire se fait avec des documents”—indeed, but also with historians. 

How historians relate to their own time, what are their innermost feelings and ex-

periences, what have been the decisive facts in their own lives—these are all 

things that should not be distrusted and feared as threats to so-called historical ob-

jectivity but cherished as historians’ most crucial asset in their effort to penetrate 

the mysteries of the past. […] [T]hey are absolutely indispensable for historians’ 

being open to the experience of the past, which is, in turn, the bridge to the past 

for both the historians and their readers. The historians’ own sentiments, their 

convictions and feelings, provide them with the fertile ground on which historical 

experience can flourish. (Sublime Historical Experience 191, emphasis in origi-

nal)70  
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I will sketch in a table form below several of the contours discussed thus far, and in-

clude a few additional points jumping ahead to later chapters, into an overall inten-

tional/intersubjective environment feeding into historical experience and narrative. 

This presentation is somewhat simplified, but I think useful to highlight main ideas 

and cross-hatching affiliations: 

 

 

As the battery of thinkers and writers I have examined and the other analyses 

in this section have made clear, moral and ethical stipulations evince the very struc-

ture and content of human interaction and historicity. These analyses I think substan-

tiate my aesthetics ethic, and we can see how they deeply condition the very lifeblood 

coursing through historical texts, with such teeming ideas and comment showing that 

“our moral judgments are made within a conceptual framework which is itself the 

creation of history” (E.H. Carr 76). We have I think pragmatic and clear-eyed views 

very nearly into the heart of history, historical consciousness and historical narrative, 

and I think my aesthetics ethic aligns well with such perspectives. With this said, I 

turn to a more specific examination of how community and intersubjective considera-
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tions and factors within the aesthetics ethic can enter into historical analysis and nar-

rative, yielding more complete, accurate and constructive narratives of historical ex-

perience: Daniel Wickberg’s Histories of Sensibilities. 

 

The  Aes theti cs  Ethic and Histories  of  Sensibi l i t ies   

 

DANIEL WICKBERG’S THEORY of histories of sensibilities provides, I believe, 

an ideal platform for historical writing in terms of key elements of my aesthetics 

ethic. Wickberg discusses and defines “sensibilities” as “modes of perception and 

feeling, the terms and forms in which objects were conceived, experienced, and repre-

sented in the past” (662), as well as “ideas, emotions, beliefs, values” (670). With 

thoughts like these in support of his ideas, Wickberg goes on to provide meat to his 

theoretical bones when he writes of the importance of recovering and relating history 

by way of individual and group sensibilities, and I warrant that these terms and ideas 

can be directly linked to the aesthetics ethic and the ideas and analysis I have framed. 

We might pragmatically say that Wickberg’s research and ideas evince “the history of 

everyday life,” which goes “beyond impersonal social structures and processes to the 

concrete life experiences of human beings” (Iggers 114). Wickberg cites a number of 

important historical theorists and historians, including Huizinga, Ann Douglas, Jane 

Tompkins, Hofstadter, Jackson Lears, Thomas L. Haskell and William Reddy, who 

have explored and circumscribed ideas like this. I will not examine the works of these 

writers, though I will refer in Wickberg’s terms to other principal works I am examin-

ing below and in chapters 3, 4, and 5.  

Wickberg’s model suggests the importance of what E.H. Carr called “the his-

torian’s need of imaginative understanding of the minds of the people with whom he 

is dealing” (18)—in short a proper and more complete, textured, varied and intricate 
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picture of past historical experience.71 From a conception like histories of sensibili-

ties, and working up into the community from individual experience, emerges the 

“plurality of social time” and the “multifaceted flow with many individual centers” I 

have referred to. Karsten Stueber, sounding exactly like Wickberg, writes that “in or-

der to be able to grasp agents’ thoughts as reasons for their actions we have to reenact 

their thoughts, beliefs, and desires in our own mind while being simultaneously ap-

propriately sensitive to relevant differences between ourselves and the people whose 

actions we want to understand” (36). Most broadly, it may very well be that the sensi-

bilities of peoples and nations we are discussing are, as Norman Davies writes in 

Heart of Europe: A Short History of Poland, “the great motors of the psychopa-

thology of nations” (100). Even further, historical writers’ own sensibilities can be 

linked up to those of historical subjects and objects, yielding something like a transac-

tion of varied points of view and characterizations, and ultimately bringing the past 

into view by way of a richly transgressive blend, which becomes “historians’ most 

crucial asset in their effort of penetrate the mysteries of the past” (Ankersmit, Sublime 

Historical Experience 191).72  

Wickberg’s framework links back to the complexities, subjunctivity and con-

tingency of conscious lived experience within the aesthetics ethic, which are keys not 

only to historical apprehension, but are also experiential springs that skilled narrators 

may be particularly apt at tapping into and fashioning into historical representation. 

Though to be sure both fictional and non-fictional writers can employ these ideas and 

methods, novels, even more than historiography, may be the optimal platform for pre-

senting and representing the elaborate features of a people’s sensibilities—as Doris 

Lessing has written, “Novels give you a matrix of emotions, give you the flavour of a 

time in a way formal history cannot” (x). To be sure, human sensibilities, mentalities, 
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intellection and consciousness are “not organized in archives and conveniently visible 

for research purposes” (Wickberg 669), and as Daniel Jonah Goldhagen has written, 

our access to historical agents’ minds and thought processes, mediated and condi-

tioned by larger cultural/cognizant models, “is notoriously unreliable and treacher-

ous” (34). Such an “unearthing” is, nevertheless, a “primary task” (Goldhagen 45) of 

the historical writer. Interestingly, in these respects these mindful factors may hearken 

to the “absences” that theory tells us pepper the past—and nobody is cowed by these 

factors, and in fact in terms of history in all its heterogeneous glory, they may, if at 

times ambiguously, provide something of a high road toward historical understanding. 

In any event, a people’s sensibilities seem to ideally comprise the important points 

and factors we have been examining within the aesthetics ethic, and they become “a 

concept that lets us dig beneath the social actions and apparent content of sources to 

the ground upon which those sources stand: the emotional, intellectual, aesthetic, and 

moral dispositions of the persons who created them” (Wickberg 669). 

Modern historians have recognized the value of an approach like Wickberg’s. 

Perry Miller (1905-1963), in his masterful The New England Mind: The Seventeenth 

Century, emphasized that he was “seeking to delineate the inner core of Puritan sensi-

bility,” as well as the importance of describing “the temperamental bias behind [Puri-

tan] thought” (6). Kenneth Stampp (1912-2009) noted in The Peculiar Institution that 

“since there are few reliable records of what went on in the minds of slaves, one can 

only infer their thoughts and feelings from their behavior, that of their masters, and 

the logic of their situation” (88). Paul Cohen (professor of history emeritus, Wellesley 

College) in his History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth 

wrote that part 2 of his tome would “delve into certain facets of the experiential con-

text” (xiv) of the historical subjects, the “thought, feelings, and behavior of the imme-
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diate participants” (xiv), “the motivational consciousness of the experiencer” (64) of 

past events, and in turn the way they “made sense of world” (xiv). We are all, Cohen 

writes, “experiencers ourselves, not of the past but of a past,” and thus we can see the 

importance of individual experience into what Cohen calls “coalesced” historical in-

tersubjectivity (65). Norman Davies, in Heart of Europe: A Short History of Poland, 

frequently (even predominantly) employs a history of sensibilities methodology. In a 

historico/sensible/aesthetic vein he writes that “The cultural life of inter-war Poland is 

especially admired. In these terms, the two decades of the Second Republic saw a 

veritable explosion of creativity” (152-153), and of this generation, “the real 

achievement […] was to train a generation which could still learn from contact with 

the surviving masters of the nineteenth century, but which would live to transmit the 

traditional values of Polish culture to the new society of the post-war world” (153). 

Davies continues of Polish history from 1795-1918 that “For most of the period, ‘Po-

land’ was just an idea—a memory from the past, or a hope for the future. Hence, the 

essential sources of its history have to be sought less in social, political, and economic 

affairs than in the realm of culture, literature, and religion—in short, in the world of 

the Polish spirit” (159).73 The titles of many of Davies’s sub-chapters in the work also 

point to a continuing focus on a history of sensibilities: “Memories of Independence,” 

“The Alienation of Authority,” “The Spread of National Consciousness,” “The Cul-

tural Imperative,” “The Divided Conscience,” “The Multicultural Heritage,” “The 

Ethnic Core,” “The Polish Language” and so on.  

Examples like these show that Wickberg is not alone in his thinking. I have re-

ferred to Ricoeur’s “complex interplay of superimposed intentionalities” in human 

experience, and Lawrence Stone (1919-1999) wrote that historiography was focusing 

on “man in circumstances” as opposed to “the circumstances surrounding man” (296). 
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Stone continued that historiography was seeing a “growth of interest in feelings, emo-

tions, behavior patterns values, and states of mind” of peoples of the past, (289), and 

that we needed “to discover what was going on inside people’s heads in the past, and 

what it was like to live in the past” (289, emphasis added). Stone concluded with an 

important point in terms of our examination, noting that such questions “inevitably 

lead back to the use of narrative” (289). It is through these varied and delightfully in-

tricate channels that the genuine experiences of past peoples can be located, examined 

and portrayed, with history envisioning and apprehending lives within greater unfold-

ing historical movement and change, beginning in the past, proceeding into the pre-

sent, and indicating/portending future experience—in sum the essence of historical 

temporality and consciousness.  

Wickberg’s valuable analysis provides a key understanding of history that 

links individual and community consciousness and experience as they interact and 

play their roles in the depth and breadth of historical experience, lived and narrated. I 

emphasize that these ideas go a long way toward showing us a best “thick” way to 

show and to tell history in all it’s profound, associative, synthetic, piebald abundance. 

As Hayden White once said, “reality is highly complex. You can’t tell a simple story 

about it. You want loose ends. You want […] a wide variety of interpretations, all 

equally plausible. Because the aim of interpretation is to create perplexity in the face 

of the real—not to clear it up” (“The Aim of Interpretation” 74). Note that White’s 

“loose ends” can be related to counterfactual histories, a topic I will examine in chap-

ter 5, and his “perplexity” (which normally would be seen as at odds with any histori-

cal narration) indicates something like a given estrangement in historical narrative, 

which I commented on in end note 7.  
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Wickberg’s approaches would seem to offer up as much as these comments 

indicate. My own approach in this analysis may be less “history of sensibilities” than 

“history as sensibility,” with the various terms—emotion, intellect, morality, ideas, 

beliefs, values, points of view, feelings, dispositions, perception, confidences, as-

sumptions—and their associated behaviors, responses, interpretations, processes, un-

dertakings, etc.—emerging out of and then back into my aesthetics ethic, and in turn 

linking to human conscious experience as a main conduit in the flow of historical ex-

perience, understanding and writing.74 

The dimensions I have been examining, community and individual, are the 

true marrow of lived historical experience, becoming an “extended historicity” that is 

“of the greatest importance for a historian,” and which seem to burst at the seams with 

narrative possibilities (both Olafson, “The Dialectic of Action,” 95). Benedetto Croce 

adds depth and complexity to these descriptions, capturing and describing the origins 

and functions of our richly substantive and wholesome historical culture (culture un-

derstood as “cultivation of living material in prepared nutrient media” indeed seems 

to be the ideal word to use),75 when he, again temporally, writes:  

 

Historical culture has for its object the keeping alive of the consciousness 

which human society has of its own past, that is, of its present, that is, of itself, 

and to furnish it with what is always required in the choice of the paths it is to fol-

low, and to keep in readiness for it whatever may be useful in this way, in the fu-

ture. (History as the Story of Liberty 199) 

 

With all of the above said, and with a last nod to the work of Daniel Wickberg, I turn 

now to an analysis of key aesthetic factors in fictional and non-fictional historical 

writing, and their linkages to the ideas discussed thus far. In fact, I will begin with a 
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high-level review that paints a very broad picture of narrative aesthetics in historical 

writing, and then I will narrow my focus to a few specific aesthetic elements, which 

will bolster our argument going forward. This review in effect introduces the topics I 

will address in more detail in chapters 3 and 4.  

 

The Aes theti cs  Ethic:  A Narrative Ethic 

 

AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL, as we have seen, historical novelists and historians 

function in a like aesthetic environment. In a most poetic description of this transac-

tion, Benedetto Croce tells us that “Poetry and history are, then, the two wings of the 

same breathing creature, the two linked moments of the knowing mind” (History as 

the Story of Liberty 314). Croce seems to have echoed Jacob Burckhardt, who Peter 

Gay, Sterling Professor Emeritus of History at Yale University, tells us felt “poetry 

and history, beauty and truth—in short, art and science—were far from being the mor-

tal enemies of positivist philosophy, disputing one another’s territory across exten-

sive, heavily fortified borders. They were, rather, allies, almost inseparable twins” 

(180). Poetry, for Burckhardt, was “a way of seeing the past, and a way of conveying 

one’s vision to the public” (Gay 180). These views sound very much like conclusions 

I would reach by way of the embodied aesthetics ethic.  

To continue on a path more linguistic/textual (but also pragmatic), Ankersmit 

writes that in the their efforts to organize and express data from the past, historians 

“have to somehow construct out of the ordinary language […] a quite specific vo-

cabulary for each of their historical experiences. […] In this way we can say that the 

historian is in a position not unlike that of the novelist” (Sublime Historical Experi-

ence 138). Years before, as modern historical theory was first coming into its own, 
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R.G. Collingwood had similarly written that we can “compare [the historian] with that 

artist whom he most obviously resembles, the novelist” (“Inaugural” 161), while Fre-

derick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) wrote that “Under the touch of a literary artist, the 

past is to become living again” (198). Focusing yet more specifically on ideas of aes-

thetics in this narrative universe, in his reference to novel-writing techniques in histo-

riography Peter Gay reminds us that “The stylistic techniques that historians employ 

to state their truths resemble strikingly the techniques that novelists and poets employ 

to present their fictions” (190). Peter Burke, Professor Emeritus of Cultural History 

and Fellow of Emmanuel College, adds, about what some have called “faction,” that 

historians have to “develop their own ‘fictional techniques’ for their ‘factual works’” 

(311). Hayden White, finally, echoed these views in his famous comment that the 

“techniques or strategies that [historians and novelists] use in the composition of their 

discourses can be shown to be substantially the same, however different they may ap-

pear on the purely surface, or dictional level” (“The Fictions” 121). I could not agree 

more with views like these, and it is precisely this stance that will inform this analysis 

and my attempt to align the aesthetics of historiography and historical literature here 

and in the following chapters. Following I will continue along this somewhat broader 

path, before drilling down to key aesthetic points, as well as some points that branch 

off from these elements.  

All of my considerations following can be applied to both historiography and 

historical novels, since both of these genres routinely employ narrative as their princi-

pal methodology. This is again a stance of equality regarding these two genres—a 

stance I will largely maintain, although there is often something unique in novelistic 

narrative in that it is often particularly apt to evince the aesthetic and conscious 

qualities and effects we have discussed, and which will be bolstered and enlarged in 
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subsequent chapters. This is so, I warrant (and as noted) because fictional writing 

draws on narrative in ways even more complex and comprehensive, more innate and 

organic, than historiography. That may be a bold claim—narrative is narrative some 

might say, and the aesthetic factors that constitute it do not somehow become deeper 

and more profound in fictional narrative. Historiography, by any measure, has pro-

duced some of the best narrative story-telling in existence. Granted, but still and all, I 

maintain my position. The following examination will show what I mean. Historiog-

raphy, generally, is more likely created with strictly didactic, expositional, empirical 

and in some ways nomological aims (no surprise there). Such aims in their way color 

the narrative employed, and veer away from (or in any case condition) narrative ex-

planation. One area where narrative explains thoroughly and well, and in which the 

just-noted intellectual approaches may come up short, is in what Dustin Stokes (post-

doctoral research fellow at the Centre for Research in Cognitive Science at the Uni-

versity of Sussex) has called modal knowledge—“knowledge of or about possibility” 

(67). As to modality, it provides “a significant portion of the materials needed to re-

sponsibly ask questions like: ‘what if such-and-such?’ ‘could the world have been this 

way?’ ‘could this happen?’” (Stokes 80), and with such questions yield rich intellec-

tion such that “Progress often results from consideration of a wider scope of possibil-

ity rather than limiting oneself to the narrower, nomological realm” (Stokes 78). It is 

my position that modality is fiction’s veritable reason for being, its modus operandi, 

such that novelistic narrative is steeped in modality deeper and more detailed than his-

toriography, offering up a greater variety of “candidate modal truths” (Stokes 77) as 

well as counterfactual situations, characterizations, and the like. As to modality, in 

one real-life example Kathleen Stock, lecturer in philosophy at the University of Sus-

sex writes that if the Diary of Anne Frank were a fictional work (as some analysts 
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have suggested), although this might change the focus of the book, “it seems obvious 

that the force of the lessons one has learned, from that work about what was possible 

for an adolescent growing up in Holland under the Nazis—how she might think, feel, 

desire, and act in such a situation—would not be undermined” (65). Stock deftly steps 

across the fictional and the historiographic in her analysis, and seems to equate the 

two genres in modal terms—but I focus here on how she fictionalizes (hypothetically) 

this historical work to make her point. These points and associated considerations will 

be examined in detail in chapter 4. 

Stacie Friend (lecturer, Birkbeck College, University of London) deepens this 

look at the epistemology and associated explanatory power of fictional narrative—the 

key point I will now expand on. It is important to note that we will find that narra-

tive’s explanatory strengths, its credibility as an explicatory paradigm, emerge out of 

the structure and functioning of the aesthetics ethic, that which “evinces the very 

structure and content of human interaction and historicality, the lifeblood of lived ex-

perience” (I quote myself from above), and which in turn conditions narrative expla-

nation into an aesthetic factor.  

Friend writes that “certain narrative devices often associated with fiction […] 

improve readers’ comprehension and retention of information” (41). Such devices in-

clude narrative “situation models” (mental, or simply fictional, representations) in 

which readers integrate “new information […] into long-term belief structures” (39), 

which in turn “make the information accessible in new contexts” (40), and thus be-

come necessary intellectual tools for explanation and understanding. In addition to 

situation models, Friend examines the concreteness and aggregate qualities of narra-

tive, and it's “reduction of exposition” (41), the sum of which “makes the text more 

interesting, prompts mental imagery, increases personal and emotional engagement in 
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the story, reduces expository interruptions, and increases active inferential process-

ing” (43). Such an exemplar requires “a great deal of cognitive effort” on the part of 

readers (42), and with this cooperative effort new mental maps are formed (specifi-

cally of historical knowledge, in Friend’s analysis) and “a person with this sort of rep-

resentation knows more […] than someone who remembers a series of facts without 

having a sense of how they hang together” (43). It was Paul Ricoeur (among others) 

who talked about the importance of a story “hanging together,” and how this coher-

ence indicates narrative’s “competence,” its intelligibility, and its deep cognizant 

power. As I am arguing, so argues Friend, who goes on that “there is no inherent ten-

sion between the cognitive purpose of transmitting information and the aesthetic pur-

pose of telling a good story. The tension is really between two different epistemic 

values: the value of sticking entirely to the facts, and the value of presenting the facts 

in a way that encourages better comprehension and long-term retention of informa-

tion. The goal of telling a good story may be inconsistent with the first, but it contrib-

utes positively to the second. This is one way in which the aesthetic value of a work 

can enhance its cognitive value” (49, emphasis added to the words cognitive purpose, 

aesthetic purpose, and cognitive value).  

We find that the elastic faculty and creative scope of narrative aesthetic ele-

ments evince what I would call in these terms a veritable distributed intelligence, a 

supple apperceptive consolidation yielding legitimate explanations, interpretations, 

expositions, inferences and conclusions. Narrative functions in these ways on two 

levels: it shows us what is happening at a given time, and simultaneously tells us in-

formation about the causes, controls and confidences of intersubjective affairs and 

environmental/situational conditions. David Carr writes that narrative is a genuinely 

complete explanatory structure because “the story we tell places […] action in a tem-
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poral continuum, relating it to previous actions and events that led up to it; and it 

places the action also in relation to a future scenario or set of possible futures.” (“Nar-

rative Explanation and its Malcontents” 22). Because of the “closeness of structure 

between human action and narrative […] we can genuinely be said to explain an ac-

tion by telling a story about it” (Carr, “Narrative Explanation and its Malcontents” 

29). Carr goes on that “a story that recounts the action by starting from its meaning 

for those involved: its initiation in a perceived set of circumstances, its execution ac-

cording to plan and means, and its arrival at its conclusion” is a story that explains 

completely (“Narrative Explanation and its Malcontents” 21).  

In terms of the explanatory power of narrative, we must be aware that the aes-

thetic bones and sinew I have referred to—and these are always the starting point for 

any discussion of what narrative is and can do—are anything but elemental or stand-

alone entities. They constantly transgress their own borders, virtually entailing or em-

bodying one another—appurtenant, correlated/ing, integrated/ing, coordinated/ing, 

reciprocal and very much contingent. In short, such boundaries that exist among these 

factors are fluid, and these countervailing aesthetic and narrative conditions “open 

rifts in the continuous narration of the story,” yielding an ongoing “radical divest-

ment” (Kundera 74, 65; emphasis in original). Narrative in sum “is a Gestalt […] ‘a 

perceptual pattern or structure possessing qualities as a whole that cannot be de-

scribed merely as a sum of its parts’” (Lodge, The Art of Fiction 230; Lodge has 

quoted a dictionary definition of “gestalt” here). These descriptions of the patterning 

of emplotted structures seem to indicate even more, and we may consider that these 

structures run a gamut of complex, aesthetically-imbued explanatory discursive struc-

tures along continua entailing the: 1) crisply coherent to confusedly dispersed; 2) 

simulated to dissimulated; 3) indeterminate to over-determined; 4) beautiful and hu-
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mane to ugly and atrocious (history has more than its share of possibilities in these 

respects); 5) alternative to conservative; 6) complicatedly dialectical to comfortably 

facile; 7) metaphorical to literal; 8) fragmentary to summa; 9) monochromatic to 

multihued.  

I have referred to Jerzy Topolski and his views on aesthetic strengths and pat-

terns in historical narrative, and for him these evince a convincing explanatory para-

digm. Historical narratives are comprised of given “vertical” (thematic, synchronic) 

and “horizontal” (structural, diachronic) logical/explanatory sectors, yielding a “per-

suasive structure” that “conveys in a way intended by the author a specific content 

that is to reach the recipient and be understood according to the author’s intention” 

(both Topolski 202; Topolski’s terms echo the views of both John Searle and Truman 

Capote, to be referred to in chapter 5). Straightforwardly, these explanatory strengths 

are connected to “general mental images” (Topolski 208) and the recognition of “sub-

jective probability” (Topolski 209); more complicatedly, they draw on informational, 

rhetorical and political substructures, with elements organized by way of logics based 

on imagination, deduction, induction and “binding with content”—in short, logic and 

meaning constructed out of vertical/horizontal structural/thematic organization (To-

polski 201). As we seek explanatory value and outcomes from variegated situ-

ational/cognizant complexes like these, we return to the view that “narrative offers the 

best hope of capturing the special characteristics of human action” (Reddy 33).  

To drill downward into these ideas, we find that aesthetic elements course up 

through the very essence and structure of historical experience and narrative—from 

the words on the page, arising from a lexical impulse, melding into locution, coagulat-

ing into the clause, the phrase, the sentence, and then mapping onto expression, collo-

cation, stratification, configuration, paragraphing. These structures thence forge to-
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ward the rhetorical, the conceptual, the compositional, and ultimately the embodied 

and consummate text which, wholly needless to say, has in our day become our out-

line of everything, our map to everywhere, wherein life and experience are not only 

charted and projected, but veritably distilled and telescoped into condensed meaning, 

such that, as the protagonist of Hemingway’s “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” said, you 

“might put it all into one paragraph if you could get it right” (68). Perhaps not unlike 

Hemingway, Thomas Bender, University Professor of the Humanities and professor 

of history, New York University, writes how these complex intellectual interactions 

and crosshatched feedback-looping mechanisms become a full-bodied erudition when 

he writes that “narrative synthesis is a form of knowledge, indeed, a particularly pow-

erful form of creating, not simply summarizing, knowledge” (par. 16, emphasis 

added). To stray into my analysis of narrative human consciousness (chapter 3), Paul 

Churchland, Valtz Chair of Philosophy, University of California, San Diego, writes 

similarly that this consciousness yields “a reliable and dramatic increase in the 

amount and the quality of the information we have about the world” (qtd. in Flanagan, 

Self Expressions 128), which is “exactly parallel […] with regard to the learning of 

Scientific Truth” (qtd. in Flanagan, Self Expressions 128). To return to historical theo-

rists, for E.H. Carr, in historical narrative “a mere fact about the past is transformed 

into a fact of history” (6), and for Benedetto Croce “historical judgment is not a vari-

ety of knowledge, but it is knowledge itself; it is the form which completely fills and 

exhausts the field of knowing, leaving no room for anything else” (History as the 

Story of Liberty 32). Andrew P. Norman writes that narrative histories “can be true 

without our being able to make any sense of the claim that they correspond” (193), 

and “historical attempts to reinscribe the past [are] true in their own way” (193). We 

may sum up these complex facets in light of Wolfgang Iser’s analysis, which posits 
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that “the fictionalizing act of combination, like the fictionalizing act of selection, pro-

duces relationships with the text. And just as in the process of selection these relation-

ships yield the intentionality of the text, so in the process of combination they lead to 

the emergence of the ‘factualness’ of the text, of what [Nelson] Goodman has called 

‘fact from fiction’” (The Fictive and the Imaginary 8). We find, it seems, that narra-

tive can evince truth to say nothing of knowledge and fact, simply by being narrative, 

whether non-fictional or fictional. Talk about explanatory power! 

At another structural level, the chronological/temporal design of narrative pro-

vides a veritably genetic explanatory mapping by way of its inherent propensity to 

outline cause and effect relationships and outcomes (this was David Carr’s point, just 

above). This temporality is anything but one-dimensional, with omni-varietal, recip-

rocal and potentially non-linear temporal divisions of the “infinitely subdivisible” 

events in narrative yielding diverse explanatory outcomes (Munz 26). In a word, “To 

present an event as ‘subsequent’ to a ‘prior’ event is to do more than narrate the 

event—it is to say why it happened” (Lemon 51, emphasis added). If there were ever a 

word that captures much of the pith of what explanation is all about, it is why things 

have happened, why they are as they are, why they matter, etc. (Lemon also defined 

narrative as no less than “a rationale” [43]). The past seen in this temporal searchlight 

is “necessarily subsequent, and hence dependent on retrospection,” “variable and, in 

fact, subject to variation,” and its discoveries explain yet more as they “throw new 

light on the old” (all Lemon 51). 

We are seeing how narrative processes by definition are deeply explanatory, as 

well as “the flexibility of the story-form to suit an impressive variety of purposes” 

(Lemon 43). In these various ways, the “content” of narrative does indeed evince 

“formal” properties (to borrow from Hayden White), and in turn emplotment, where 
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“goals, causes, and chance are brought together within the temporal unity of a whole” 

(Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Volume 1 ix) becomes an effective explanatory proto-

type. To reword Ricoeur here I posit that narrative objectivity (goals), causation 

(causes), occasion (chance) and periodicity (temporality) are factors that yield a 

wealth of explicatory potential, which in turn open our eyes to “what a substantive 

and significant role it [narrative] plays in our perception or construction of a world 

made intelligible to us through the process of discrimination and classification” 

(Lemon 72). Straightforwardly in terms of emplotment and history, William Cronon 

has written that “plot and scene and character, beginnings and middles and ends, the 

rhetoric of storytelling, the different agendas of narrators and readers, all permeate 

our activities as historians” (418). Indeed, it seems clear that “narratives possess ex-

planatory powers sui generis because they provide a unique and non-reducible cogni-

tive instrument for comprehending the world” (Stueber 33). We find that with addi-

tional narrative explanation and exposition, we not only learn why something 

happened, but we know more about why it, and not something else, happened. This 

explanatory paradigm then burgeons, and these conceptions and patterns coalesce and 

then clarify and explain continuity, order and change; show reasons and intelligibility; 

encompass agency (reasoned response, decisions among alternatives); yield con-

structed relevance; and illuminate the “workability” (or I might say “contingency” or 

“expedience”) of situations. We might say these narrative conditions sum up the 

event-ness of events and “do more than show occurrences following on from each 

other—they articulate meaningful overall entities” (Lemon 68). The result of these 

imbricated processes, at best, is lucid and credible explanation and interpretation in 

historical narrative. In the end we might take a breath, step back from this complexity, 

and “try simply understanding narratives on their own terms” (Norman 194).76 
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There is another related point to consider—in fact it is the essential aesthetic 

element that I have been pursuing in this section. We may ask what principally syn-

thesizes all of the elastic elements we have examined? The answer to this question I 

believe, is the process of selection of materials and their subsequent incorporation into 

narratives (note above Iser’s emphasis on the subsequent “combination” of these ma-

terials, and recall also John Dewey’s words that opened this chapter, such that “differ-

ent ingredients [that] constitute an integral experience,” “varied parts [that] are linked 

to one another” all comprise an “esthetic quality”). By way of selection in historical 

narrative, “‘Time is foreshortened, details selected and highlighted, action concen-

trated, relations simplified, not to alter or distort the actors and events but to bring 

them to life and to give them meaning…amid the uncompassable multiplicity of the 

past’” (R.F. Arragon qtd. in Lowenthal 218; ellipse in original). I myself have referred 

to this conception, and it has also been noted by several of the analysts in our discus-

sion thus far. Now this might at first blush seem a bit outside the realm of aesthetics, 

proper, but I think not. Simply put, we know that aesthetics means “to perceive,” and 

it seems to me that we may credibly link this definition with the understanding of ex-

planation, in that perception would seem a fundamental first step before the historical 

writer begins explaining, and this explaining will take place only after his or her “se-

lection of truths which are deemed worthy of note” (Tosh 2, emphasis added). In this 

respect, to be sure, aesthetics again becomes more than just an idea of coherence and 

beauty, and enters into “a wider hermeneutic, explanatory and experiential field” (to 

quote myself from chapter 1). 

Historical writers have their work cut out for them here, for they are perhaps 

more required then most writers to select and organize data out of a mass multi-verse 

of incident and outcome, the res gestae of lived experience, that “colossal myriad of 
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events capable of being split up into an infinitely greater myriad of subevents” (Munz 

225). Enter narrative, that best all-purpose organizer of event and experience that hu-

manity has created—and such organization is effected first and foremost by way of 

selection.77 Nelson Goodman may have had his finger on the pulse of this idea when 

he wrote that “only through suitable arrangements and groupings can we handle vast 

quantities of material perceptually or cognitively” (14), while Geoffrey Elton (1921-

1994) may have referred to a first motive in this selection process when he wrote that 

there is in historical writing always the “necessary recourse to speculation, inference 

and ‘filling in the gaps’” (qtd. in Roberts 132). These assembly/combinatory proc-

esses become part of a picketed process of selection in accordance with circum-

stances, and have the “power to reframe the past so as to include certain events and 

people, exclude others, and redefine the meaning of landscape accordingly” (Cronon 

422). Yet more complex steps lead to deeper, erudite composition that shapes appre-

hension—specifically historical apprehension, as the following quote from Iser 

shows—in writers and readers in ever-more comprehensive ways:  

 

Thus selection as a fictionalizing act reveals the intentionality of the text. It 

encapsulates extratextual realities into the text, turns the elements chosen into 

contexts for each other, and sets them up for observation against those elements it 

has excluded, thus bringing about a two-way process of mutual review: the pre-

sent is viewed through what is absent, the absent through what is present. (The 

Fictive and the Imaginary 6) 

 

Stueber describes the selection process in similarly consummate ways, and like Iser 

and Cronon touches on the importance of narrated, ethical intersubjectivity as a key 

element in temporally conditioned human decision-making in historical contexts: 
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Narratives not only help us to see an agent’s thoughts as potential reasons for 

his or her actions. In situating the agent in the larger context of an overall life 

plan, within the context of an institution or a cultural and social context, and by 

further providing evidence for the existence of a larger context, a narrative also 

contributes to choosing among various plausible interpretations of an action in 

terms of potential reasons. a narrative accomplishes this task by suggesting that 

choosing one of the many plausible interpretations of an agent’s action is the best 

way of “fitting” and integrating his or her behavior in the larger context that the 

narrative identifies. (42)78 

 

Keep in mind also that selection is both a highly intellectual/cognizant choice, as well 

as an emotional one (we are always motivated, that is moved, to make a given selec-

tion). The cognitive and intellectual qualities of selection seem fairly obvious—they 

are by definition a process stemming from intellect and awareness, with writers nec-

essarily discerning the right and best factors for inclusion in narrative, interpreting 

data, which also requires advanced levels of acumen and aptitude, and from here ex-

ercising skilled intelligence by ordering factors into a coherent, complete and com-

prehensible narratives. Engaged intellectually in these various ways, historical writers 

find (as Goodman noted) that they are veritably imbuing meaning on what was not-

yet-comprehended experience, and “The facts speak only when the historian calls on 

them: it is he who decides to which facts to give the floor, and in what order or con-

text” (E.H. Carr 5). Keith Jenkins, emeritus professor of historical theory, University 

of Chichester, writes that “to discover not only what happened but how and why and 

what these things meant and mean […] is never really a matter of the facts per se but 

the weight, position, combination and significance they carry vis-à-vis each other in 
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the construction of explanations” (Re-thinking History 33). “To be meaningful,” Jen-

kins continues, such weighted, positioned and combined facts, “need embedding in 

interpretive readings” (Re-thinking History 33).79 

Truman Capote (1924-1984) once noted that his combination of historical fact 

and novelistic license was “a question of selection, you wouldn't get anywhere if it 

wasn't for that” (Plimpton, question 15). Capote continued in interesting detail about 

interpretive and compositional processes: 

 

I make my own comment by what I choose to tell and how I choose to tell it. 

It is true that an author is more in control of fictional characters because he can 

do anything he wants with them as long as they stay credible. But in the nonfic-

tion novel one can also manipulate: If I put something in which I don't agree 

about I can always set it in a context of qualification without having to step into 

the story myself to set the reader straight. (Plimpton, question 15) 

 

And indeed, Capote’s In Cold Blood is a masterwork of novelistic/historical narrative 

explanation and technique, with its exhaustive descriptions and interpretations, exten-

sive textual references, lengthy re-created dialogues, and revelation of “greater” his-

torical truths about the brutal quadruple murder of the Clutter family in Holcomb, 

Kansas, on November 15, 1959. Observe in the following from the first section of In 

Cold Blood, “The Last to See Them Alive,” how Capote’s intricate explanation and 

selection of details gives rise to the larger historical picture and context emerging out 

of the sleepy milieu of Holcomb, where “the shape of exceptional happenings” would 

soon take place (In Cold Blood, both 5). Capote opens with a brief vignette describing 

the doomed town and its surroundings, describing a drab environs called by locals 

simply “out there,” “an aimless congregation of buildings” with residents “quite con-
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tent to exist inside ordinary life” (In Cold Blood 3, 3, 5). In this seemingly unhistor-

ical locale—“at one end of town stands a stark old stucco structure, the roof of which 

supports an electric sign—DANCE—but the dancing has ceased and advertisement 

has been dark for several years” (In Cold Blood 3-4)—“certain foreign sounds” would 

soon impinge in the early morning after midnight—this a deliberate understatement 

by Capote, for the principle sounds that would intrude, though unheard by anyone but 

the murderers and the victims at the time, in fact “just exploded” (In Cold Blood 244) 

into the dead of the night, such that months later, hearing the murderer Perry Smith’s 

searing description of the shotgun blasts that night, lead investigator Al Dewey’s 

“ears ring with it—a ringing that almost deafens” (In Cold Blood 244). Such sensual 

detail provides a wealth of explanatory value in this historical narrative.  

Leading up to the killings, omens of the doomed Clutters’ fate are sprinkled 

into their lived histories in the narrative: “I can’t imagine you afraid. No matter what 

happened, you’d talk your way out of it,” a friendly neighbor had told Herbert Clutter 

the day before the murders (In Cold Blood 36); Clutter had also that day signed a life 

insurance contract, with the agent telling him “Why, Herb. You’re a young man. 

Forty-eight. And from the looks of you, from what the medical report tells us, we're 

likely to have you around a couple of weeks more” (In Cold Blood 47, emphasis in 

original); and by the wife Bonnie Clutter’s bed lies a bookmark with the haunting 

Biblical warning: “Take ye heed, watch and pray: for ye know not when the time is” 

[Mark 13:33]” (In Cold Blood 30). In the most skilled and powerful narrative manipu-

lation in this section, Capote crafts a dual line that magnetically draws the killers and 

the victims toward their grim confrontation, brilliantly illuminating the historicality—

I dare say the supra-historicality—of the events he describes. Capote aligns the paral-

lel tales of the Clutter family as they go through their last day alive, and the emotion-
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less killers as they initiate their plot, and drive from Olathe to Holcomb, Kansas. The 

result is a brilliantly depicted simultaneity, with the alternating narrative lines drawn 

with icy dispassion to their tragic destiny and explosively violent intersection, creat-

ing a haunting and oppressive feeling of tyrannical fate marching toward an irreversi-

ble denouement, like the even swing of a pendulum ticking toward an appointed hour. 

In the same way, the dispositions of the killers and the victims become an eerie syn-

thesis, with the Clutters’ ordered and comfortable lives vaguely mirroring the tidy 

neatness of Perry Smith (1928-1965) and Richard Hickock (1932-1965)—they both 

fastidiously clean, “attentive to hygiene and the condition of their fingernails” (In 

Cold Blood 30), and “as tidy as two dudes setting off on a double date” (In Cold 

Blood 32); but also contrasting starkly with the aimless drifting and unbridled misan-

thropy of the two heavily tattooed murderers—Smith, who had experienced nothing 

but a “solitary, comfortless course in his recent driftings” (45), and Hickock, with his 

vicious, insecure personality—he who fecklessly glories in running down a stray dog 

while on the lam in Mexico: “Boy! Boy! We sure splattered him!” (112-113). The 

tension of the story here is nearly unbearable as readers, who know the approaching 

outcome—we always know the outcomes of history—find themselves at once walk-

ing in the shoes of Herbert, Bonnie, Kenyon and Nancy Clutter as they blithely go 

about their much-loved daily activities on their farm; and traveling in the Chevrolet 

across Kansas, thick with cigarette smoke and the odor of alcohol, the damnable ban-

ter of Smith and Hickock in our ears, and a razor-sharp hunting knife, a shotgun, duct 

tape, rubber gloves and a roll of strong nylon cord tossed into the back seat. Ulti-

mately readers find themselves poised along these corresponding rails, which simul-

taneously buzz with fated innocence and purity on the one hand, and fearful expecta-

tion and violence on the other, as the narrative terrifies but draws the reader in like a 
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moth to a flame, with the first powerful section of the book coming to a close as the 

black 1949 Chevrolet, driven by the violently anti-social Richard Hickcock, “crept 

forward” (In Cold Blood 57) like rat or an insect in the Clutter driveway. 

In Cold Blood yet more complexly conveys the rich emotional significance of 

the purposes, thoughts, feelings, motives, sensibilities and subjectivities of historical 

personages and the events and outcomes they were involved in. At the highest level 

Capote’s narrative explicates and accentuates a certain national “loss of innocence” in 

the U.S., an extended exploration of mood and sentience about crime and cultural mo-

rality, taken to an even higher plane of sensibility. An historical narrative such as this 

is an essential component of human communicative and explanatory practices—

certainly In Cold Blood is a central voice in the American dialog and the nation’s self-

estimation—which are in turn the foundations of the aesthetic gaze and consciousness 

we are ensconced in.  

In terms of the second case in my position above, emotion (which may be seen 

as a more down-to-earth, personal level of the idea just discussed), we have seen how 

Daniel Wickberg included emotions and “affective elements of consciousness” (671) 

in his batteries of historical sensibilities, and discussed this point in other aspects (see 

end note 74). In works we have cited, recall that Ankersmit has written of the value of 

the “innermost feelings” of historians being brought to bear in their research, Law-

rence Stone has written of the importance in historical writing of “emotions, behavior 

patterns, values, and states of mind,” and Paul Ricoeur notes the “complex interplay 

of superimposed intentionalities” in historical experience. Note here as well how Pul-

itzer Prize winning cultural and literary historian Louis Menand (who says of himself 

“I am certainly a narrative historian”), reports that the historian can feel when the 

sweep of narrated history is right, and “that tends to be how you know you’ve got it 
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right” (personal communication with author, November 2007).80 We have already 

seen numerous passages of historical writing packing emotional significance and 

value, and I will return to even more detailed analysis of these ideas and additional 

examples in chapter 4 of this work. 

 

Conclusion 

 

ALL OF THE ABOVE has constituted a deep and wide experiential and analytical 

channel, packed with complexity and the occasional tentative hypothesis and/or 

speculative theorizing. It is my hope, however, that this analysis confirms my view 

that the aesthetics ethic comprises historical experience and discourse, awareness and 

communication evinced in and by individuals and communities, with all of their em-

bedded dependencies, obligations, interfaces and aesthetic senses. This is, to be sure, 

a lot more than wie es eigentlich gewesen, or “experience and nothing but experience” 

(Oakeshott, Experience and its Modes 101). I have warned the reader that our target is 

a moving one, and rather than a linear analysis, our strategy is veritably a climbing 

spiral staircase by way of which we will make our way forward and higher. Yes, we 

may find ourselves a bit dizzy at times, but not I think vertiginous. The intricacies I 

have been examining comprise an almost endlessly granular, variegated, delightfully 

indeterminate human existence comprising that “corpus of norms” referred to by 

Olafson, which “any society builds up over time and which it brings to new situations 

that arise and which are interpreted for purposes of action in terms of the affinities 

they show to one or another of the categories that are the precipitate of past experi-

ence” (Olafson “The Dialectic of Action,” 95). 
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All of the above descriptions, explications and analyses within the bounds of 

the proposed aesthetics ethic are the veritable source and ground of both fictional and 

non-fictional historical narrative. The model we have discussed is a living, breathing 

rhizome that constitutes a social/community framework evincing the structural sup-

port and causeways of significance of humanity’s “aesthetic gaze.” Historical writers 

function in this environment in important ways, employing manifold aes-

thetic/artful/compositional methods and features in their narratives. It is indeed 

largely for these reasons that, as Ankersmit has written, “the history of historical writ-

ing is […] in the final analysis, a chapter in the book of the history of aesthetics” 

(Sublime Historical Experience 139). 

In terms of the aesthetics ethic, I hope I have effectively illustrated the impor-

tance of such comprehensive apprehension in terms of our subjects, and shown how 

aesthetic experience can open our eyes to new depths and detail in historical con-

sciousness and composition. Some will accuse me of totalizing, but as I have noted I 

hope that our examination has highlighted not a few aporias, incertitudes and cogni-

tive dissonances, some byways, shortcuts, roundabouts and cul de sacs, a few useful 

on-ramps and off-ramps. In any case, and whatever the neatness of my model, I hope 

that I have shown some of the common structural members and deep phenomenologi-

cal sources that, as we will find in more detail going forward, fictional and non-

fictional history writing share. Perhaps, in this world, the aesthetic in life is “no in-

truder from without,” but is virtually a “clarified and intensified development of traits 

that belong to every normally complete experience” (Dewey, Art as Experience 46). 

Ours has been a complex world, a world in which history happens, and out of 

which history is written, a contested zone between science and art, objectivity and 

subjectivity, reality and…irreality (to borrow liberally from Paul Ricoeur). To con-
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clude, I turn first to Erich Auerbach (1892-1957), who noted that writers of transact-

ing historical narratives had steadily more conscientiously taken on “The serious 

treatment of everyday reality, the rise of more extensive and socially inferior human 

groups to the position of subject matter for problematic-existential representation,” 

and then elevated the apprehension of these affairs by “embedding [into “the fluid his-

torical background”] random persons and events in the general course of contempo-

rary history” (all 491).81 Such breadth leads us finally to Wolfgang Iser, whose richly 

inventive analysis captures the contours of our discussion at a wonderfully elevated 

level. He writes of transacting fictional and non-fictional histories with interwoven 

filaments of meaning and configuration, speaking with a common interpretive voice, 

found first at textual levels, and from there into responsive “reading moments” (from 

Iser, “Interaction Between Text and Reader” 36). Iser seems almost to have forecast 

my aesthetics ethic when he wrote the following—but first I should give the reader 

some background. In his reference to “segments” in the following, Iser had in mind 

his textual blanks, which he had modified into “vacancies,” which are “nonthematic 

segments within the referential field of the wandering viewpoint [aesthetic gaze?]” 

(“Interaction Between Text and Reader” 37). These vacancies are “important guiding 

devices for building up the aesthetic object because they condition the reader’s view 

of the new theme, which in turn conditions his view of the previous themes” (“Inter-

action Between Text and Reader” 37). This said, Iser’s text continues, I hope redo-

lently of the attributes of my aesthetics ethic, that this environment and communica-

tive universe “enables the reader to combine segments into a field by reciprocal 

modification, to form positions from those fields, and then to adapt each position to 

its successor and predecessors in a process that ultimately transforms the textual per-

spectives, through a whole range of alternating themes and background relationships, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

141                                    
 

into the aesthetic object of the text” (“Interaction Between Text and Reader” 37). 

Nothing more, I trust, needs to be said, and I now proceed with my examination in the 

following chapter, “Narrative Consciousness and Historical Experience: Living 

Links.” 
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Chapter Three 

 

 

NARRATIVE CONSCIOUSNESS AND 

HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE: LIVING LINKS 

 
 

 

“Where should we look for an account of […] experience? Not to ledger-

entries nor yet to a treatise on economics or sociology or personnel-

psychology, but to drama or fiction. It’s nature and import can be expressed 

only by art, because there is a unity of experience that can be expressed only 

as an experience. The experience of material fraught with suspense and mov-

ing toward its own consummation through a connected series of varied inci-

dents. 

John Dewey, Art as Experience  
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

IN THIS CHAPTER I WILL EXAMINE a point key to my overall argument: The 

foundational, sustentive and deeply promotive narrative framework that conditions 

human consciousness and lived historical experience. We will probe deeper into the 

elements and functions of this “nutritive system” common to historiography and his-

torical novels, showing how historical texts emerge from, are continuous with, are 
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incorporated within, and have a similar structure to narrative consciousness function-

ing in the aesthetics ethic. In certain important respects we will find that, as Jürgen 

Straub has written: 

 

Narrative psychology and history share an interest in knowing the ways hu-

man beings make sense of this human world and choose to act in it. […] Histo-

rians’ concerns are twofold: (1) reporting and comprehending the specific un-

derstandings and actions of people that have been undertaken in the past, and 

(2) knowing the manner in which people produce this comprehension of past ac-

tions and events. Narrative psychologists and many historians hold that the nar-

rativation is a basic process by which people of the past comprehended and 

acted in the world and people of the present comprehend and act. Because of 

this mutual interest in narrativation, the scholarship and insights of narrative 

psychologists and historians are of reciprocal interest to each. (17)82 

 

Going forward we may equate Straub’s “narrative psychology” with “narrative 

consciousness”—my theme throughout this chapter. That human consciousness is 

broadly, encompassingly narrative is now posited by a number of researchers of hu-

man consciousness (as well as experts in other disciplines), and so we will be pro-

vided with a wealth of very specific and empirical evidence illustrating this point. In 

the following I will first sponsor a dialog that juxtaposes the interacting beliefs of his-

torical theorists and historians about their craft. I will then review a dash of similarly 

fashioned literary theory, which we by now know can be aptly applied not only to his-

torical novelization, but also to historiography.83 After this study, I will look into re-

search into human consciousness and psychology, which will bring home the fact that 

human consciousness is narratively ordered. We will be viewing the origins of deep 
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narrative structures, a given “narrative substance,” and see the life-blood connections 

that reveal their significance and place in the very essence (I use the word advisedly, 

trust me) of what we are, and the ways we inscribe these narrative emoluments into 

historical writing. Our existence is a narrative existence, and we must view the his-

torical texts (actual and virtual) that emerge from and reflect this existence in this 

light. Finally, I will round out the analysis with a brief study I call “The Importance of 

Thought, Redux,” which will add philosophical details to the examination of the nar-

rative structure of human consciousness. With these ideas in mind, I will attempt to 

show the veritable depth of narrative in human existence, and the ways it imbues and 

conditions virtually every corner of historical life and historical narrative. This con-

scious narrative, by now probably needless to say, is by definition an aesthetic con-

struct and thus connects into the aesthetics ethic I have described. In the final analy-

sis, we shall see how narrative constituents and aesthetics are the basis of human 

conscious output, which by definition conditions historically mediated fields of com-

municative action and endeavor, bolstering individual and community sentience in 

manifold ways, and transacting with a range of other actors and narratives. Without 

meaning to overstate, I believe that the connections I will examine will show some-

thing of a high road to historical apprehension in historical narrative. My argument 

might seem circular to some: the shapes of the past (human experience) are created as 

virtual molds of narrative human consciousness, such that the past is first narrative. 

These shapes are apprehended and interpreted by human beings (writers and their 

audiences, themselves involved in ongoing narrative processes), and in this process 

then are made narrative again in historical writing. The original, primordial narrative 

of human experience and history is newly narrativized in historical writing, with the 

epistemology, aesthetics and ethics of first the fundaments and then the produced 
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works very much in accord. We could say that narrative is best able to appropriate, 

index and convey history because it is the methodology imbued in and employed by 

humans to appropriate, index and convey their history, as they live it. Not one without 

the other, as it were. And so in sum, yes, this might all seem a bit circular, but that 

does not dissuade me. With this said, let us wade into some rather deep theoretical 

waters, and examine all that has been proposed here.  

 

Historical  Theory  and Narrative  Consciousness   

 

THAT NARRATIVE IS THE ESSENCE, the form and fettle, of historical writing 

has been indicated by many writers and researchers in this area for many years. We 

saw in chapter 2 how Louis Menand “certainly” describes himself as a narrative histo-

rian, and historian Jonathan D. Spence, Sterling Professor of History, emeritus, Yale 

University, writes that “I do believe certain historical events have a strong narrative 

line that links them, and that as an author you might be able to use that to enrich your 

own writing and draw in the reader” (personal correspondence with author, 3 August 

2009). At an even higher level, Thomas Bender of New York University notes a 

growing “recognition that national histories are embedded in yet larger histories” 

which in turn yields the sense of “a wider canvas,” providing a moment “especially 

propitious” for “yet more ambitious strategies of narrative synthesis” in historical 

writing (para. 82, 79, 81, 82). For James M. McPherson, such a “canvas” impelled 

him to choose “a narrative framework for my story” in his Battle Cry of Freedom, al-

lowing him to best capture the “successive crises, rapid changes, dramatic events, and 

dynamic transformations” in the U.S. during the Civil War (both ix). Such actions, 

“woven” together by McPherson (Battle Cry of Freedom x), occurred “in several 
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spheres” that “impinged on each other” “almost simultaneously” (Battle Cry of Free-

dom ix). McPherson’s description evinces overall narrative structure, as well as deep 

contingency in narrative, which I will examine in chapter 4 of this work.  

The above views introduce my own ideas, but my aim is to probe beneath the 

higher level described here and show how historical theory has often tapped into ele-

ments of human consciousness as basal attributes and influential conditions. For Dan-

iel Wickberg, whose ideas are so important to my analysis, histories of sensibilities 

are not higher-level structurations, but manifold “patterns of perception, feeling, 

thinking” (684), and “specifically affective elements of consciousness” (671). These 

“granules” of experience and conscious apprehension are “in history rather than out-

side it” (Wickberg 669; “granules” by this author). Jörn Rüsen, President of the Insti-

tute for Advanced Study in the Humanities at Essen, Germany, adds that: 

 

Narratives transform the past into history; they combine experience and ex-

pectation—the two main time dimensions in human life. As a synthesis of experi-

ence and expectation it includes a relationship to the human subject as well—its 

identity as a coherence of the self in the changes of time. Narratives create the 

field where history lives its cultural life in the minds of the people, telling them 

who they are and what the temporal change of themselves and their world is 

about. (History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation 2) 

 

A similar description comes from Karsten R. Stueber: 

 

A good historical narrative in its detailed account of an individual’s circum-

stances—biographical, cultural, and otherwise—enables us not only to see the 

thoughts of an individual as a possible reason for action, but it allows us to under-
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stand them—with as much certainty as possible in the practical realm—as the 

reason for a person’s action. It permits us to understand how agents arrived at be-

ing committed to certain values and certain rules and how they became interested 

in striving for certain things in life. (43)84  

 

Historical theorist J.H. Hexter wrote in The History Primer that historical writers 

must continually “consider the common mind and intermittently but inescapably the 

other face” (220). Perhaps this seems obvious, but it is no less than vital to the histori-

cal writer’s craft for more than one reason. To refrain from “telling what it was like to 

envision the world” as historical figures did (Hexter The History Primer 212) would, 

first, “be counterproductive of knowledge, understanding, and truth,” and would 

“render the flow of historical discourse sterile, narrow, and shallow” (Hexter The His-

tory Primer both 217). As well, these suppositions extend to the communal and apply 

“equally to past human communities and collectivities” (Hexter The History Primer 

219). In a metamorphosing and contracting world, “understanding what it is like to be 

another […] has become increasingly essential in the larger context of a society that 

more and more throws [people] into contact with people far different from them-

selves” (Hexter The History Primer 215). Such focus on the lived experience of indi-

viduals and communities has moral outcomes, is necessary to “do justice” to history 

and historical actors (Hexter The History Primer 215), and cultivates “a certain habit 

of mind, a set of intellectual reflexes, that enhance [humans’] readiness to consider 

and try to understand now in the present what it is like to be another” (Hexter The 

History Primer 220). I will pick up contours of Hexter’s main idea just below when I 

am examining literary theory in light of our arguments.85  

To continue, M.C. Lemon writes that “the perceiving and constructing of intel-

ligible sequences of occurrences [narratives] is a universal, instinctive human charac-
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teristic” (67). Peter Munz, meanwhile, writes that the “salient features” of history “are 

those put into it by its participants’ and by historians’ consciousness” (226), that “the 

historian’s activity is a continuation of the potential self-reflective activity of [histori-

cal] actors” (341), and that “consciousness and reflection are necessary if time is to be 

transformed in history” (343). Frank Ankersmit and Paul Ricoeur, finally, tell us that 

“interpretive narrativism has already invaded our daily reality” (Ankersmit, “Six The-

ses” 245), and “the self, narratively interpreted, is itself a figured self—a self which 

figures itself as this or that” (Ricoeur, “Narrative Identity” 80).  

From the above, Rüsen’s accounts of “experience and expectation,” “the hu-

man subject,” “the minds of the people” and “coherence of the self”; Stueber’s de-

scriptions of the “detailed account of an individual’s circumstances,” his or her 

“thoughts,” “certain values and certain rules,” and the “reasons for a person’s action”; 

Hexter’s consideration of “the common mind…the other face” and “human communi-

ties and collectivities”; Lemon’s “instinctive human characteristic”; Gallie’s “ground 

of intelligibility”; Munz’s talk of consciousness and conscious reflection; Ankersmit’s 

straightforward reflection on “daily reality” and Ricoeur’s on “figuring out” one’s 

self; and recall Lawrence Stone’s comment that historical writers need “to discover 

what was going on inside people’s heads in the past”—all of this I believe can be in-

terpreted as referring to varying constituents of individual and collective human con-

sciousness, and from there, by definition, conscious historical action and outcomes 

(one such outcome which is historical writing). Indeed, following these lines of 

thought, historical researchers and writers apprehend that historical narratives are a 

recognizable aesthetic outcome of historically mediated human consciousness—but 

this is the easy part. In addition, they also recognize that these narratives have much 

more important meaning and import than may be commonly recognized, with phi-
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losophical and moral/ethical meaning and significance seeping in. David Harlan, pro-

fessor of history, California State University San Luis Obispo, has written that when 

we have recognized that as we are effecting apprehension in our historical narratives, 

establishing connections with the past and “populating our own imaginaries with peo-

ple and ideas that can help us say: ‘This is how we mean to live, but do not yet live,’” 

we create a densely cerebral and conscious process of appropriation by way of which 

we can examine our historical lives and “cure life into meaning,” (qtd. in Jenkins, 

Why History? 188-189). 

We will see similar vocabulary and conceptions in our look at literary theory 

and consciousness research. We will apprehend that these ideas are linked along a 

continuum and see that all of these thinkers and writers are essentially performing 

connected intellectual and theoretical activity located in one domain. As German his-

torian Johann Gustav Droysen (1808–1884) wrote, “History is the ‘Know Thyself’ of 

humanity—the self-consciousness of mankind.” From such self-consciousness, “all 

the rest follows” (qtd. in Frederick Jackson Turner 201).  

 

Literary Analysis  and Narrative  Consciousness  

 

NOW LET’S TRAVEL A BIT FARTHER afield, and see how the works of a vari-

ety of literary and cultural analysts, with their far-reaching focus on the analysis of 

narrative, also posit worlds and frameworks as I have been describing. In a way not 

dissimilar to historical theorists, it seems to me that although many cultural and liter-

ary theorists in recent years have claimed to be ripping holes in once-unified grand 

narratives and shedding light into what they felt were weirdly penumbral pools of 

human existence and communication, they have in fact often simply been tapping into 

known elements and functions of human consciousness—as grand and deconstruc-
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tion-resistant a narrative as you could ask for (though admittedly peppered with its 

own brands of différance and deferral, and not a few shadowy aporias; I will examine 

this conception below).  

To introduce our ideas, consider very briefly the words of Frank Kermode, 

who in The Sense of an Ending, beautifully combined the role of narrative construc-

tion within an amalgam of human experience and consciousness, with its ever-

important aim of constructing value in life: 

 

For to make sense of our lives from where we are, as it were, stranded in the 

middle, we need fictions of beginnings and fictions of ends, fictions which unite 

beginning and end and endow the interval between them with meaning. (190) 

 

Scholes and Kellogg similarly focused on meaning in narrative and life in The Nature 

of Narrative, writing that “Meaning, in a work of narrative art, is a function of the re-

lationship between two worlds: the fictional world created by the author and the ‘real’ 

world, the apprehendable universe” (82; following quotes from Scholes and Kellogg). 

This connection was either representational (in our study, historiography) or illustra-

tive (fictional, “stylized and stipulative, highly dependent on artistic tradition and 

convention” [84]). In the following analyses I will be attempting something like a 

blend of these two methodologies across the real and the imagined, seeking the “intri-

cate process of oscillation between these two ways of creating a simulacrum of the 

real world” (89). Scholes and Kellogg spend much time linking meaning to depth of 

character and associated points of view (of characters and the narrator in text, the 

author, and the reading audience).86 Writers (both factual/empirical and fic-

tional/imaginative), in the first place, are after “the inward life of the characters” 

(171), points of view and “the character’s thoughts” (193). The end results are narra-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

151                                    
 

tives that “impinge[] on our consciousness as a totality” (275), with experience or-

dered into “perceptive data in our consciousness” (275), becoming “a method which 

dissolves reality into multiple and multivalent reflections of consciousness,” as Erich 

Auerbach, quoted by Scholes and Kellogg, wrote (203).  

The work of Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) is also helpful. Jakobson’s “re-

marks about poetics in its relation to linguistics” (“Linguistics and Poetics” 258), 

“questions of relations between the word and the world” (“Linguistics and Poetics” 

1258), and his examination of points of view, models of addresser/channel/addressee 

and associated codings and contexts that at the highest level becomes a veritable 

“pan-semiotics” (“Linguistics and Poetics” 1258) stretching across communicative 

action, seem to approximate ideas in the aesthetics ethic, and to be sure draw on psy-

chological and even scientific interpretations that extend outside the realm of a strictly 

literary (or even strictly aesthetic) analysis.87  

Another Russian literary theorist, Mikhail Bakhtin forecasted key elements in 

the areas I am examining in his famed Discourse and the Novel. His conceptions of 

dialogism and diverse narrative voices (heteroglossia) that lie “on the borderline be-

tween one-self and the other” (293) and that “Understanding and response are dialec-

tically merged and mutually condition each other” (282), creating a platform for “spe-

cific points of view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the world in words, 

specific world views, each characterized by its own objects, meanings and values” 

(291-292), could veritably be referring to the functions and roles that human con-

scious experience plays in community and communication, by way of self and subjec-

tivity, intersubjectivity, conscious conceptualization, point of view, and meaning and 

value (I say “veritably” but in fact in Discourse in the Novel Bakhtin often directly 

addresses the ways that parameters of conscious intentionality are incorporated into 
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and condition novelization). Bakhtin in this work composes a list of combinatory “ba-

sic types of compositional-stylistic unities” that integrate and administer novelistic 

narrative synthesized into a “higher unity of the work as a whole” (both 262), and fur-

ther unites elements of consciousness and communication. Bakhtin’s types include: 

 

• Direct authorial intervention 

• Oral everyday narration 

• Written everyday narration 

• Additional “extra-artistic authorial speech (moral, philosophical or scientific state-

ments, oratory, ethnographic descriptions, memoranda, etc.)” 

• Individualized speech of characters88 

 

In terms of the relationships we are discussing, Bakhtin’s factors can be linked to hu-

man conscious processes by way of: 1) the influence of the author’s control of con-

scious experience expressed in historical writing; 2) the roles of oral and written lan-

guage in novelistic discourse, which are linguistic productions which play a central 

role in human conscious/communicative experience; and 3) incorporation of varied 

characters’ points of view and perspectives, which play important roles in both expe-

rience and narration, and are encapsulated in a) first person experience, statement and 

personal reflection, and b) third person report and intersubjective conditions. Note 

how Bakhtin’s narrative ideas of individual conscious control and linguistic manipu-

lation of narrative communicative action align with phenomena “associated with the 

notion of consciousness” as described by consciousness researcher and theorist David 

Chalmers in his “Facing up to the Problem of Consciousness.” These phenomena in-

clude conceptions such as “the reportability of mental states,” “the ability to discrimi-

nate, categorize, and react to environmental stimuli,” and “the integration of informa-

tion by a cognitive system.”89 
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In the introduction to this work I gave substantial attention to Fredric Jameson, 

Paul Ricoeur and Hayden White. Here again I draw on their brilliant thoughts to illus-

trate my points. Jameson writes of “storytelling as the supreme function of the human 

mind” (123, emphasis added); Ricoeur tells us that “we are accustomed to speak of 

stories that happen to us or stories we are caught up in—or simply of the story of a 

life” (A Ricoeur Reader 434), and also of a “hermeneutic arch that emerges out of life, 

crosses through the literary work, and returns to life” (Time and Narrative Vol. 3 

312); White, finally, relates that “the narrative mode of representation is […] natural 

to human consciousness, […] an aspect of everyday speech and ordinary discourse” 

(White, “The Question” 26), and that narrative is the ideal method by way of which 

we “fashion[] human experience into a form assimilable to structures of meaning” 

(“The Value of Narrativity” 1). Jameson’s and Ricoeur’s reference to the human 

mind, hermeneutics and to lived experience in general, and White’s to human con-

sciousness, proper, I think extends their views beyond simple aesthetic analysis of 

literature (presumably their principal task), and moves them into an understanding of 

the receiving and shaping of incident and encounter in the human mind, into struc-

tures of feeling and/or meaning that can be linked to conscious functions including 

perception, memory, learning, language, interpretation and intersubjectivity. In a 

word, these thinkers are drawing conceptions of consciousness deeper and deeper into 

analyses of narrative (and specifically for all three, historical narrative). 

Perhaps the most salient literary analyst to address the bridge/continuum link-

ing consciousness and historical narrative is David Lodge, Honorary Professor of 

Modern English Literature at the University of Birmingham. Lodge writes particularly 

of fiction in his analysis Consciousness and the Novel, but I think that his views may 

credibly be read back to non-fiction narrative. Novels, for Lodge, give access to no 
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less than “a record of human consciousness, the richest and most comprehensive we 

have” (32). They are an extension of human consciousness (essentially as I have ar-

gued) that create “fictional models of what it is like to be a human being, moving 

through space and time,” and extend outward toward “a convincing sense of what the 

consciousness of people other than ourselves is like” (14, 30). In sum they can verita-

bly “possess the continuum of experience in a way we are never able to in reality” 

(32, emphasis in original). To turn to another analyst in these lights, the valuable end 

result is that “This is where fiction is infinitely superior to history: to give a sense of 

human experience,” and in this case “Aristotle’s formula is particularly relevant: the 

task of this historian is to represent what is, while the task of the poet is to represent 

what could be” (Marie-Laure Ryan, personal communication with author, 21 October 

2009). I follow Lodge’s and Ryan’s analysis, which I think provides a valuable look 

into how deeply conscious experience insinuates into a deeply reciprocal universe of 

history, human awareness and historical narrative.  

Homi K. Bhabha, Anne F. Rothenberg Professor of the Humanities, Harvard 

University, is another literary analyst who has (obliquely) recognized the relation-

ship(s) of narrative aesthetics, consciousness and communication, and associated 

transactional impacts on literature and lived experience. Bhabha’s fruitful conception 

of “hybridity” in human subjectivity, in response to a battery of “contradictions and 

ambivalences” (“The Commitment to Theory” 2379), is best seen not strictly “textu-

ally,” but as a robust fusion of experience and response in the human psyche, which is 

to be “negotiated” and “rearticulated” within a “productive matrix” of “conflicting 

interests and identities” (“The Commitment to Theory” 2388). This amalgam could in 

turn map a given “Third Space of enunciation” and “structure of meaning and refer-

ence” (“The Commitment to Theory” 2396), which, if admittedly broadly, might be 
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understood as a virtual theater of human consciousness. In any event, all of this, if a 

tad over-theoretically, sounds quite a lot like what a communicating human con-

sciousness could be up to when it is constructing narrative that has emerged out of 

historical experience and apprehension.  

Richard Rorty (1931-2007) is perhaps a betwixt-and-between analyst in terms 

of my approach here, in that he is not quite a historical or a literary analyst (he has I 

suppose been called both). At the heart of Rorty’s beliefs is the conception that the 

world as we apprehend it is less “out there” than it is a narrative creation comprised of 

sentences, redescriptions vocabularies and the like. As Rorty writes, “We have to drop 

the notion of correspondence for sentences as well as for thoughts, and see sentences 

as connected with other sentences rather than with the world” (Philosophy and the 

Mirror of Nature 372). Extending this discursive vein, the narrated world is a function 

of human communities debating and discussing topics, comparing vocabularies and 

adapting to new beliefs and propositions, achieving consensus and views on truthful 

constructs, all within “webs of beliefs and desires, of sentential attitudes—webs 

which continually reweave themselves so as to accommodate new sentential atti-

tudes” (Rorty Objectivity 93). And so we see the fundaments of the aesthetics-ethical 

consciousness I have been referring to: various subjectivities and intersubjectivities; 

the key concomitants of communicative action (sentences, redescriptions vocabular-

ies, narrative); and decision making and concomitant self- and communal identity and 

understanding. I can briefly expand here on Rorty’s conceptions, the sum of which 

allow for what he calls the “imaginative identification with the details of others’ 

lives,”90 and read them back into the aesthetics ethic universe (Contingency, irony, 

and solidarity 190). The vocabularies, dialogs and narratives discussed by Rorty are 

no less than “historical contingencies” (Contingency, irony, and solidarity 60), and 
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must be imbued with “as concrete and historically specific a sense as possible” (Con-

tingency, irony, and solidarity 196). This model of contingency is veritably a “sense 

of human history” (Rorty, Contingency, irony, and solidarity 20), wherein one must 

“see one’s life, or the life of one’s community, as a dramatic narrative” in which “the 

important boundary to cross” is a temporal one, “the one which divides the old from 

the new” (Contingency, irony, and solidarity 29). In sum, one of Rorty’s aims, spe-

cifically by way of these narrative/communicative conceptions and methods, is a hu-

man life concretely “historicist,” which employs yet more temporal “narratives which 

connect the present with the past, on the one hand, and with utopian futures, on the 

other” (Contingency, irony, and solidarity xvi).  

This concludes my examination of literary and cultural theorists in light of my 

ideas about narrative and consciousness. I am hoping that this understanding, com-

bined with our look at historical theory, will strengthen our analysis of both historical 

fiction and historiography going forward. I turn now to more specific theories and re-

search that describe the narrative construction of human consciousness, and will con-

tinue to link these ideas to historical narrative.  

 

Narrative  Consciousness  

 

NUMEROUS PROFESSIONALS RESEARCHING the functions and philosophy of 

consciousness now advocate a view of the narrative basis of consciousness, both indi-

vidual and collective. Daniel C. Dennett, Austin B. Fletcher Professor of Philosophy 

at Tufts University, has written of a narrative “process of self description,” which 

“begins in earliest childhood and […] continues through life […] [it] is what we are” 

(Kinds of Minds 156, emphasis in original). For Dennett, humans no less than weave 
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“words, words, words” “into self-protective strings of narrative” (from Consciousness 

Explained 417), in order to “tell others—and ourselves—about who we are” (Con-

sciousness Explained 418). Note how Dennett’s emphasis of the collective pronoun 

“we” indicates toward the presence of a collective consciousness, a topic I will dis-

cuss in more detail below. John Bickle, professor and head of the Department of Phi-

losophy, University of Cincinnati, similarly, refers to the concept of self-

consciousness as “the creation and expression of a story,” by way of a person’s con-

scious and unconscious interior dialog, which is a series of “continuous self-

constructing linguistic productions” (199) that are “created and expressed by the nar-

ratives generated by constant activity in the brain’s language production and compre-

hension regions” (198). Here also, in Dennett and Bickle, an emphasis on language 

and linguistic functions indicates their importance in this theory—we will find again 

that narrative consciousness is all about speech/articulation and similarly to writing, 

communication by way of the construction of sentences, phrases, passages, drafts, 

prose, themes/theses, colloquy, stories, discourse even fictions, a veritably composed 

existence.  

 Dan Lloyd, Brownell Professor of Philosophy, Trinity College, has posited 

that “every moment of every brain is a story unto itself,” and that “brains and stories 

do seem to have a powerful metaphorical connection. Both unfold worlds” (332). 

Lloyd recommends a flexible interpretive approach to analyzing the “abstract space 

between the narrative of one’s life and the matter in which the narrative is inscribed” 

in consciousness and human letters (331-332). Donald Polkinghorne of the University 

of Southern California sees narrative consciousness in a very straightforward light 

when he writes that “Narrative meaning is a cognitive process that organizes human 

experiences into temporally meaningful episodes,” and “We create narrative descrip-
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tions for ourselves and for others […] and we develop storied accounts that give sense 

to the behavior of others” (1, 14). Polkinghorne goes even deeper and emphasizes the 

importance of narrative to selfhood when he posits that “Narrative cognitive process-

ing […] moves dialectically to and from parts to possible wholes until a whole is 

generated that fits and gives sense to the parts. Prior to the resolution of the narrative 

process, potential integrating story lines are continually adjusted until they produce a 

gestalt that brings the parts into focus and displays them as meaningfully integrated. 

The result of narrative cognitive processing is a story that can function to give an in-

tegrating identity to the self and meaning to one’s actions and life experiences” (qtd. 

in Straub 11). This gives us a good picture of just exactly where we are going, and I 

emphasize again that I will attempt to show that the myriad webs of intentional con-

scious human experience and varied contingent conscious modalities are bound into 

narrative historical constructions, comprising the foundation of the 

“(re)textualizations” of both historical novels and non-fiction historiography, through 

which the “absent cause” of historical experience is called to the fore, and ultimately 

placed alongside existing history, as well as current experience and anticipated future 

incident.  

“Our fundamental tactic of self-protection, self-control, and self-definition is 

telling stories” writes Dennett, emphasizing the rich aesthetic, interactive, and even 

compositional possibilities of narrative consciousness (Consciousness Explained 

418). As noted, language is at the center of this storied experience, and the “spoken 

language of thought—an offspring of our natural, public language” comprised of “the 

acts and events you can tell us about, and the reasons for them”—is the “skein” from 

which life narrative is knit (Dennett Kinds of Minds 147, emphasis in original). These 

structures, Dennett goes on, “provide guidance” and prompt us “to ask ourselves the 
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questions that are most likely to be relevant to our current circumstances” (Con-

sciousness Explained 301)—a point that I think can be understood in terms of histori-

cal writing, within the very narrative structure of which we seek thoroughgoing 

“guidance” in understanding lives and events in the past, and from there the repercus-

sions relevant to our current circumstances, and from there, the prospective future 

(and all of this, again, indicates the presence and conditioning of strong collective 

conscious functions and outcomes, including the collectivities of historical writers and 

readers reviewed in chapter 2). All of this becomes the storehouse, as Croce wrote, of 

“the consciousness which human society has of its own past, that is, of its present, 

that is, of itself” (History as the Story of Liberty 199).  

Dennett deepens his definitions of narrative consciousness when he posits that 

conscious heterophenomenology (lived experience) is best understood as textual, al-

lowing superior access to the story that is lived experience, our “world portrayed” 

(Consciousness Explained 80), our “magnificent fictions, fictions” (Consciousness 

Explained 429, emphasis in original). Self (probably the most important constituent of 

consciousness) is “an abstraction defined by the myriads of attributions and interpre-

tations” (Consciousness Explained 426-427)—a subtle figuration that I think can be 

understood as essentially narrative/textual. Note that it would be wrong to paste a 

“postmodern” label on Dennett, and claim that the fictions and textuality he refers to 

excise us from reality, from lived experience (I am sure he would vigorously deny any 

such interpretation). They are instead the veritable constitution of human conscious-

ness, a combination of the real and, again, the irreal (our “incessant bouts of storytel-

ling” are “sometimes factual and sometimes fictional,” as Dennett writes [from Con-

sciousness Explained 428]).  
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Owen Flanagan, none of the world’s foremost consciousness researchers, 

writes that “Evidence strongly suggests that humans in all cultures come to cast their 

own identity in some sort of narrative form. We are inveterate storytellers” (Con-

sciousness Reconsidered 198). This fact, I would venture to say, has “raised the con-

sciousness” of a generation of researchers, and has opened their eyes to a reality that 

is now categorically recognized as an accurate and comprehensive explanation and 

description of just what consciousness entails in humans. In a word, we may at this 

point trust these views and analyses implicitly—as perhaps we always have, intui-

tively knowing that stories both private and public, the two in transactional exchange, 

constitute the most important elements of existence. Our lives and the very essence of 

what we are as conscious and self-conscious creatures, the way we apprehend, learn, 

understand and experience, are comprised, in vital ways, of narrations we tell linking 

individual and community action and experience across time, bound up in a tri-fold 

trans-/inter-activity: 1) that which is narrated, 2) the narrator, and 3) an attentive audi-

ence. Such an exchange, writes David Carr, “unites the present with the past in rela-

tion to a projected future of greater or lesser determinateness” (Time, Narrative and 

History 169), and the stories of our lives, “the actions and sufferings of life,” can be 

“viewed as a process of telling ourselves stories,” such that these stories “are told in 

being lived, and lived in being told” (both Time Narrative and History 61). I will re-

turn at length to the work of David Carr just below.  

To conclude here, Daniel Dennett’s theory of Multiple Drafts of consciousness 

is in some ways the ultimate view of human consciousness as narratively conditioned 

and composed. Note first how by way of selection and organization in narrative, a 

dense juxtaposition of idea and inscription, definition and description, analysis and 

interpretation, chronicle and characterization, explanation and representation, ac-
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counting and memorial is effected. These combinations are, simply, what narrative is, 

and the end result is a contingent, teeming “multilayered system, brimming with 

‘world knowledge’ and meta-knowledge and meta-meta-knowledge” (Dennett Con-

sciousness Explained 438). Dennett has called these information arrays “multiple 

drafts” in the mind, which are constantly being reassembled by humans into unified 

wholes and ordered narrative consciousness. In this bustling, information-rich envi-

ronment, rather than a random “interminable helter-skelter power grab” (Dennett 

Consciousness Explained 228), we are given to “coalitions” of meaning formation, 

“the unity of an evolving best-fit interpretation,” and evolved “purposeful sequences” 

(Dennett Consciousness Explained 228, 251, 228). Again—what narrative is. Ulti-

mately, this serried, narratively constructed consciousness, this now-fictional-now-

non-fictional “text” of existence, comes ready-made to be mapped onto the constitu-

tion of both fictional and non-fictional historical writing. Here both genres obtain 

their authenticity and validity, their vital connection to real, lived experience with its 

consubstantial compilations of pellucid, legitimate, just-so reality (previously lived, of 

course), and sometimes-mysterious, always-contingent, imaginatively conceived and 

modalized textuality/fictionality about not only what was, but what might have been. 

We see here a transactive environment comprised of given texts and contexts wherein 

“meaning lies, as it always must lie, in a unity in which the separate existence of text 

and context is resolved” (Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes 355). With this view 

into the truly and deeply narrative structure of human consciousness we see how his-

torical writers (first as conscious human beings) have a uniquely comprehensive and 

penetrating view of the very stuff of history, its experiential structure that becomes a 

vital conduit flowing brimful with history in all its depth and detail. It's no wonder 
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their historical narratives can express the myriad facets of historicality, and work the 

magic they do.  

All of the above shows how deeply narrative is insinuated into human con-

scious experience, into lived historical experience. We humans both spin these narra-

tives, and they spin us in a grand “workspace,” lived and composed (I borrow from 

both Daniel Dennett and Bernard J. Baars here), which again gives a view onto my 

thesis. If, again, my claims seem a bit too neat and unified (narrative may always 

seem that way), keep in mind the above-mentioned emergent textual and experiential 

interplay, contingency and variety, and John Dewey’s maelstrom of aesthetic transac-

tivity (from chapter 2) which, by definition, conditions the narrative consciousness we 

are discussing. With that, I turn to the following section, “David Carr’s Theory of 

Narrative.”  

  

David  Carr’s  Theory o f Narrative  

 

DAVID CARR IS NOT SPECIFICALLY a consciousness researcher, but he has 

crafted a most inclusive theory of narrative consciousness, a thoroughgoing narrative 

reality that plumbs and wholly conditions the depths of human experience. I will ex-

amine his work in detail, always keeping in sight that his theory of the narrative con-

struction of conscious experience explains foundational elements of historical experi-

ence, historical consciousness and historical narrative. Though Carr is probably 

usually read as a philosopher and aesthete, it is my belief that he has created a theory 

that can be applied to scientific and psychological studies of narrative consciousness. 

I will be using his ideas in both respects, seeking to confirm the empirical value of his 

philosophy, and from there its applicability to the aesthetic subjects at hand.  
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Carr’s theory is not terribly complex, and it maps onto the above and my own 

analyses perfectly. For Carr a “community of form between ‘life’ and written narra-

tives” exists, and narrative structure “arises out of and is prefigured in certain features 

of life, action, and communication” (Time, Narrative and History 16). Narrative “can 

be seen as an extension and refinement by other means of the very reality it is about. 

This theory thus affirms a continuity, rather than a disparity, between historical reality 

and historical narrative” (“The Reality of History” 124). Truly for Carr, lived experi-

ence is narrative, or I should say narratively configured, and “the story we tell places 

[…] action in a temporal continuum, relating it to previous actions and events that led 

up to it; and it places the action also in relation to a future scenario or set of possible 

futures” (“Narrative Explanation” 22). Narrative in this environment “is not merely a 

possibly successful way of describing events; its structure inheres in the events them-

selves” (“Narrative and the Real World” 143).91 Probing into these currents of narra-

tive experience, Carr writes that humans possess a “pre-thematic awareness [prefig-

ured narrative structure] of the historical past which functions as the background for 

our present experience” (Time, Narrative and History 3, emphasis in original), and 

narrative action in this context is first “practical” (that is, lived), and then, moving be-

yond this, “it becomes cognitive or aesthetic” (that is, narrated) (“Narrative and the 

Real World” 150). In terms of these narratives, “The actions and sufferings of life can 

be viewed as a process of telling ourselves stories, listening to those stories, and act-

ing them out or living them through” (Time, Narrative and History 61). 

Carr bases his theory substantially on a Husserlian temporality, a structure of 

retention, attention and protention that thoroughly conditions human conscious expe-

rience and the construction of narrative.92 Note first how strongly Carr links time and 

narrative, when he writes that “narrative structure pervades our very experience of 
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time and social existence” (Time, Narrative and History 9), such that narrative is 

“found even below the level of explicit storytelling and is characteristic of the way 

time is humanly experienced and structured” (“The Reality of History” 124). Recall 

that for Husserl experience and awareness are more than litanies of actions and 

events, set out in order, from first to last, past to present, but a connected continuum 

with a comet’s tail (from Time, Narrative and History 21) trailing from immediate 

presence and into precedence, into an environmentality of what has been experienced, 

to what is being experienced and toward anticipated futures, becoming in this way “an 

extension of the present, open[ing] onto the future” (Carr Time, Narrative and History 

28; Carr was analyzing Husserl at this point in his book, so his words are applicable). 

In short, “Present and past function together in the perception of time somewhat as do 

foreground and background or focus and horizon in spatial perception” (Carr, Time, 

Narrative and History 21). We may extend Carr’s definition of “horizon” here, and 

note that transacting with this linkage of the past, present and future are multiple 

Husserlian horizons of anticipation and expectation, a protentional “forward refer-

ence,” a Heidegerrian throwness, and an “openness toward the future” (Carr, Time, 

Narrative and History 29, 28). We find ourselves here within a multitude of associ-

ated horizonal perceptions which become an “articulated unity of coming-towards, 

having-been, and making present” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Vol. 3 70), and in 

which “every past that is retained can be set up as a quasi-present endowed with its 

own retrospections and anticipations, some of which belong to the (retained) past of 

the actual present” (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Vol. 3 32). We are seeing here a 

deeply philosophical though pragmatic view into narrative consciousness-cum-

compositional narrative. Such temporal/phenomenological elements and conditions 

become constitutive of the substantive state of consciousness itself, and we see that 
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the given intentional address of objective interests (that which is “out there” and ap-

prehended by human consciousness, whether past, present or future), temporally or-

dered, principally constitutes the subjective viewpoint itself (this is Husserlian inten-

tionality). We simultaneously “take in” this continuum of foreground and 

background, of subjectivity “living through” its various objectivities, such that “Even 

though [events] as temporal unfold bit by bit, we experience them as configurations 

thanks to our protentional and retentional ‘gaze’ which spans future and past” (Carr 

Time, Narrative and History 24).93 

All of the above indicates the fundamental structure of narrative configuration 

(emplotment some will call it), with its grand arc and scope of temporal beginnings, 

middles and ends. There are those inclined to see in existence little more than a chro-

nology, a simple sequence of events (“one damned thing after another,” to draw on 

U.S. author Elbert Hubbard [1856-1915]), such that by definition lived experience 

cannot be considered narrative (and thus cannot be considered in the way I am in this 

argument). This is said by some to be the view of Hayden White (though I do not 

agree) and a number of other skeptical analysts. Carr’s analysis (and indeed a number 

of others cited above) shows how this is wrong, first by reminding us that the Augus-

tinian/Husserlian retentional-attentional-protentional temporality of lived experience 

by definition links actions, events and experience across time into meaningful wholes. 

In terms of our analysis, Paul Ricoeur indicates that the narrative composition of lived 

historicality is the very mediator of temporal experience, the necessary “umpire” that 

puts it all together. Temporality, Ricoeur writes, “cannot be spoken of in the direct 

discourse of phenomenology, but rather requires the mediation of the indirect dis-

course of narration” (Time and Narrative Vol. 3 241), and “narrative [is] a guardian of 

time, insofar as there can be no thought about time without narrated time” (Time and 
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Narrative Vol. 3 241). David Carr has written of series of phenomenologi-

cal/epistemological “relays” that constitute an ordered narrative existence and the in-

timate linkage of narrative and temporality. Relays in life and narrative are pairings of 

“departure and arrival, departure and return, means and end, suspension and resolu-

tion, problem and solution,” which are all central narrative structural elements that are 

temporal at base, (Time, Narrative and History 49 and passim). These functions and 

elements, straightforwardly enough, seem especially “capable of encompassing mul-

tiple actions and events, as well as longer-term actions, sub-actions, and reactions to 

events” (Carr Time, Narrative and History 23), and they also “recount[] the action by 

starting from its meaning for those involved: its initiation in a perceived set of cir-

cumstances, its execution according to plan and means, and its arrival at its conclu-

sion” (“Narrative Explanation” 21). Carr asks, “is there not a kinship between the 

means-end structure of action” and “the beginning-middle-end structure of narrative?” 

(“Narrative and the Real World” 147). His answer I think usefully links these ideas to 

the plots of our experienced history and our historical narratives: 

 

In action we are always in the midst of something, caught in the suspense 

of contingency which is supposed to find its resolution in the completion of 

our project. To be sure, a narrative unites many actions to form a plot. The re-

sulting whole is often still designated, however, to be an action of larger scale: 

coming of age, conducting a love affair, or solving a murder. The structure of 

action, small-scale and large, is common to art and to life. (“Narrative and the 

Real World” 147) 

 

This given horizonality (the term is essentially Husserl’s) stretching across human 

retention, attention and protention, in effect temporally binds perceptions in human 
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consciousness. “Binding” is a technical term in consciousness theory describing the 

process of congenital synthesis in human consciousness, individual and communal, by 

which the varieties of conscious perception—attention, retention, protention; or more 

complicatedly, the myriad perspectives, experiences, modalities, sensations, impres-

sions, images, feelings, values, beliefs, dispositions and intellections—are “bound” 

into a perceived unity in consciousness. Researchers show how “any entity or event 

that we normally perceive through multiple sensory modalities [and which must en-

gage] separate sensory modality structures of the central nervous system […] is not 

parcellated at all” (A.R. Demasio qtd. in Revonsuo 174). Our “normal experience we 

have of entities and events is coherent and ‘in-register,’ both spatially and temporally. 

Features are bound in entities, and entities are bound in events” (A.R. Demasio qtd. in 

Revonsuo 174).94 In short, any discordance, contingency, subjunctivity, indetermi-

nacy and the like of lived experience is bound into coherence in consciousness, and if 

all of this sounds familiar, it should, for essentially we are revisiting the world of nar-

rative, with its contingency composed into synthesis.  

Seen in these lights, it is a short step from synthesis as a central element of 

human consciousness, to the narrative synthesis of multivalent data that is, as we have 

examined, an essence of historical writing. Jameson describes these conditions when 

he writes that “These matters [“long-dead issues,” “passionate disputes,” “conflicting 

models,” “dusty…polemics”] can recover their original urgency for us only if they are 

retold within the unity of a single great collective story” (all 19, emphasis added). The 

quote from David Carr cited above found that historical narrative evinces “a continu-

ity, rather than a disparity” (“The Reality of History” 124), and we have also referred 

to Carr’s analysis of protention and retention in the human temporal aesthetic “gaze.” 

In terms of the importance of these conceptions to historians, we may also recall 
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Thomas Bender’s recommendation of “ambitious strategies of narrative synthesis” in 

historical writing (para. 82), while Bernard Bailyn has stated that “The critical need of 

the [historical] profession [is] ‘to bring order into large areas of history […] through 

synthetic works narrative in structure (qtd. in McPherson, “What’s the Matter with 

History?” 235). R.G. Collingwood, finally, wrote that history is synthesized into a 

narrative form that takes “the flux of events” and composes them “in their actual con-

nection with one another” (both “Reality” 189), so that the elements of historical ex-

perience “hang together in such a way that each of necessity leads on to or arises out 

of the rest” (Inaugural 163).  

Ankersmit too saw experience as more than mechanical responses and causal 

ordering, writing that “We do not experience the world as a series of Cartesian mo-

ments but as a continuously shifting connection (Zusammenhang) of past, present, 

and future” (Sublime Historical Experience 212, emphasis added). Heidegger also 

referred to synthesizing intentional processes in being, such that synthesis “means let-

ting something be seen in its togetherness [Beisammen] with something—letting it be 

seen as something” (Heidegger 56, emphasis in original). I might also interpret Hei-

degger’s within-time-ness as a synthetic operation, which “grasps together” the mani-

fold structure of temporality and lived experience, and for the great German philoso-

pher, famously, the “historical is ordinarily characterized with the help of within-

time-ness” (Being and Time 429). We see here a looping back to our principal terms: 

within-time-ness is in effect temporality, veritably constitutive of consciousness—the 

structure at the base of our lived experience, and thus our history—that panoply of 

“innumerable axes” (Ricoeur) initially frayed by discordance, but ultimately synthe-

sized into a concordance—in other words, our emplotted narrated histories, personal 

and public. A bit more up-to-date (but no less philosophically), writer and critic Colin 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

169                                    
 

Falck (basing his analysis on P.F. Strawson [1919-2006]) writes of “The linking or 

combining of different transient perceptions” with such experience “already infused 

with (animated by, soaked with) latent meanings, and which […] is already pre-

objectively structured” (68-69, emphasis in original).  

We may pause here to again note the relevance of community or collective 

consciousness, connected to the above ideas. David Carr sums up some of the rich 

texture of this interconnected livelihood and commonality, an expansive network of 

experience and communication, and loops meaning back into all we have discussed, 

when he writes that: 

 

“We have an experience in common when we grasp a sequence of events 

as a temporal configuration such that its present phase derives its significance 

from its relation to a common past and future. To engage in a common action 

is likewise to constitute a succession of phases articulated as steps and stages, 

subprojects, means and ends. Social human time, like individual human time, 

is constructed into configured sequences which make up the events and pro-

jects of our common action and experience. […] [T]he structure of social time 

can be called a narrative structure, not only because it has the same sort of clo-

sure and configuration we found at the individual level, but also because this 

very structure is again made possible by a kind of reflexivity which is compa-

rable to that of a narrative voice. (“Narrative and the Real World” 152) 

 

Another key idea in this social conception is Professor Carr’s emphasis, as we have 

referred to, on the importance of the transaction between narrative, narrator and 

audience, all interacting in sometimes harmonious, sometimes troublous ways. We 

can view lived experience itself within this tripartite interplay (in fact this is Carr’s 
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point). The narrator of a life’s story has the “privileged” view of an author, and he or 

she has access to experiences lived backward (retention, retrospection), in-time (atten-

tion, experience), and forward (protention, anticipation), participating in a negotiation 

that Carr calls “a kind of maneuver between points of view” (Time, Narrative and 

History 60). Yet further in this historico-narrative space, a contingency is present such 

that “the narrator’s retrospective point of view, introduc[es] the ironic element of 

viewing actions in relation to their unintended as well as their intended consequences” 

(Carr Time, Narrative and History 23). And so we see the role of narrator deepening, 

to the point that he or she is not only the teller of the story, but also a given “charac-

ter” in the evolving narrative, adopting something of an ironic (but not unexpected) 

dual role. Yet further, as we play these roles we also assume the role of one in an 

audience. We are our own audiences, though of course the stories we weave around 

our existence also have a public audience comprised of other subjectivities. Carr em-

phasizes this complex sociality and the multi-form “we” taking place in narrative uni-

verses, writing that “In the activity of self-explication or self-clarification, the ‘self as 

audience’ to who I address myself is perhaps really a stand-in for the genuine other: 

the peers, friends, and authorities of my social milieu” (Time, Narrative and History 

63). In a word, “the individual cannot be treated as if he did not exist in a social situa-

tion; it is clear that the social milieu is somehow constitutive of what the individual 

is,” and “the individual’s engagement in the ongoing tradition of a socially constituted 

endeavor is essential to what individual consciousness is about” (Carr Time, Narrative 

and History 63, 106). An important point here is how during the construction and re-

counting of our narrative (actually multiple “staggered and overlapping narratives” 

over time [Carr, Time, Narrative and History 113]) in a social milieu, we will “retell 

it again and again, revising it as we go along” (Carr Time, Narrative and History 96). 
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In short, Carr’s examination of the social emphasizes how a “we-subject could be said 

to display the same temporal structure of experience, action, and life that we found 

associated with the I or individual” (Time, Narrative and History 149, emphasis in 

original). Ultimately as to all of the above, we see extensions of the ideas of commu-

nality in lived experience and historical writing introduced in chapter 2, as we are re-

quired to take on multiple roles in terms of our narrative existence. The balancing and 

creating of something of a harmony among these roles, lived and written, is the true 

effort to achieve a coherent and well-adjusted self, a better “hanging together” of our 

historical existence. A principal functioning in these respects would be the compari-

son and contrast of one’s own historicized narrative with those of others, in the same 

way that written historical narratives are compared and contrasted with one another in 

transactive reader response environments in which humanity selects and modifies its 

preferred “vocabularies” to be used in establishing given historical truth, understand-

ing and consciousness.  

To sum up and coordinate these various points, for Carr “the flow of conscious 

life […] is lived as a complex of configurations whose phases figure as parts within 

larger wholes” (Time, Narrative and History 28), which constitute “the structured and 

organized character of pre-reflective experience” (Time, Narrative and History 37), 

and which become the narrativized “unity of self […] a life that hangs together […] 

not as a pregiven condition but as an achievement” (Time, Narrative and History 

97).95 We live a narrative existence, we experience a narrative history—“they are told 

in being lived and lived in being told” (Carr Time, Narrative and History 61)—and 

this is fundamentally why fictional historical writing is so important to existence, and 

why different approaches to such writing, as long as they are skilled, committed, 

credible narrative constructions stemming from lived historical experience, prior his-
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torical writings, and a variety of other sources, must not be overlooked or dismissed. 

We have seen in Carr’s analyses the essential aesthetic, ethical and conscious struc-

tures and endowments of lived and written narrative that we have encountered in 

various guises, circulating in a salutary contextual circle of human experience and 

communicative endeavor: Emplotment with beginnings, middles and ends; an apper-

ceptively-monitored temporal character; and narrator/audience/ character transaction. 

For Carr, the veritable features of storytelling “make it seem especially appropriate 

for history, which is interested in individual actions but only as they fit into larger pat-

terns of events that range far beyond particular persons and particular events” (Narra-

tive Explanation and its Malcontents” 25). Carr goes on that with an understanding of 

these parameters he has “substantially justified our use of the term ‘narrative’ to char-

acterize the structure of everyday life” (Time, Narrative and History 64), and that 

“Narrative is at the root of human reality long before it gets explicitly told about [nar-

rated]” (“Narrative Explanation and its Malcontents” 29). Historian Paul Cohen saw 

things similarly, and wrote in his History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Expe-

rience, and Myth that “the process of narrativization in which the historian engages is 

not, in my view, intrinsically different from the process of narrativization in which the 

direct experiencer of the past also engages” (4). Combined with the other ideas dis-

cussed above, I am in agreement, and believe that we are digging yet deeper toward 

an ore that evinces a linkage and intimate reckoning among the various functions of 

consciousness and narrated historical experience. 

 

Subjectivity  and Objectivity:  Theories  o f Coherence 

 

THE ABOVE DISCUSSION of the narrator, the character, the audience and so-

ciality introduces a topic that will deepen our understanding and analysis of elements 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

173                                    
 

of human consciousness, and the important ways they insinuate themselves into his-

torical narrative. The notions of subjectivity and objectivity are important to these ar-

eas of conscious storytelling, and in fact discussion in this chapter has already indi-

cated how the subject and object have a richly transactional relationship, such that 

anything but the traditional separation of subject and object is in fact existent. This 

reciprocity very much extends across genres and boundaries, which the reader can see 

makes it important to this study, as we find that traditional distinctions that have tried 

to ignore the links between historical fictions and historiography are less than valid. 

Further, as we see batteries of exchanges and conjunctures between subject and the 

object, we will see how subjective viewpoints and subjectively narrated experience in 

historical writing possess a warranted authenticity. In the following we will find that 

our topics become ever more combinatory (muddled, the skeptics will say), with sub-

jective authors observing, interacting with and interpreting given objects of analysis; 

characters in historical narratives simultaneously evincing levels of a given subjectiv-

ity (they were their own subjects, after all) and objectivity (as historical objects of 

study); during these processes, the subjects just noted (historians and historical novel-

ists) adhere to strictly objective standards—though they can never quite fully divest 

themselves of their own subjectivity; their audiences demonstrate a subjectivity at 

once individual (each audience member) and plural (intersubjective interpretive 

communities), and are also something of another object in the historical writer’s ra-

dar. We may similarly see that that the veritable “object” of a given historical inquiry 

is in fact the subject’s given “subject,” while another subject’s “subject” could be the 

first historian’s “object” (“This particular object is the subject of my investigation,” 

one historical writer could say, while another would flip the idea and say “This par-

ticular subject is the object of my query”). And so even in this thumbnail analysis we 
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see how these two conceptions meld and reciprocate.96 Along these lines, and in no 

uncertain terms, consciousness researcher Dan Zahavi (professor of philosophy, Uni-

versity of Copenhagen), referring to Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), writes that 

“subjectivity […] is not a self-enclosed mental realm; rather, subjectivity and the 

world [objectivity] are […] co-dependent and inseparable. Subjectivity is essentially 

oriented and open toward that which it is not, and it is exactly in his openness [“to 

alterity”] that it reveals itself to itself” (73, 74). Jürgen Habermas as well posits a 

mode of communicative action in which the “methodological distinction between the 

first- and third-person perspectives” is to be replaced by “a dualism […] between an 

interlocutor’s [subject’s] interpretive achievements and an observer’s perception of an 

object” (Truth and Justification 17). Habermas goes on that “[objective] reality is not 

something to be copied; we take of it performatively [subjectively]—as the totality of 

resistances that are processed and are to be anticipated—and it makes itself known to 

us solely in the constraints to which our problem-solving activities and learning proc-

esses are subject” (Truth and Justification 27). Recall also how Habermas posited the 

importance of the “cooperative process of interpretation in which participants relate 

simultaneously to something in the objective, the social, and the subjective worlds”—

and this idea relates not only to our current discussion, but points to the conclusion of 

this chapter, with an examination of history as thought connected to our analyses. 

(The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2, 120).  

 The hard-nosed segregation of the subjective and the objective may go back 

as far as Lucian (1st century CE), who in The Way to Write History elevated “the es-

tablishment of truth,” “the straight high road,” “the examination of facts” as the cen-

tral aim of historical writing. Lucian continued that “Poetry enjoys unrestricted free-

dom; it has but one law—the poet’s fancy. […] But, if history adopts such servile arts, 
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it is nothing but poetry without the wings; the exalted tones are missing; and imposi-

tion of other kinds without the assistance of metre is only the more easily detected.”97 

Lucian’s beliefs have been adopted by innumerable historians and philosophers of 

history ever since. The basic idea is that non-fiction historical writing is starkly “ob-

jective,” in that it casts a wholly empirical look around the world and records only 

objective facts and reality. There is allowance for a bare minimum of creative license, 

and there is perhaps even more freedom for interpretation—but this analysis too must 

be cool, studied and, simply put, very objective. In short, there is very little room for 

much of anything “aesthetic” in this austere world. The fictional world, on the other 

hand, is lavishly subjective, steeped and colored in flashy tints of the made-up and 

invented, the veritably fantasized, packed with incredible non-events and non-persons 

saying non-things, in sum nothing more than a given author’s mental masturbation, 

with absolutely no relation to history or authenticity, proper. This dualistic view of 

historical writing has proven surprisingly sturdy—but it has been assaulted in recent 

decades and up to the present, and we have seen substantial erosion of the picket 

fence that is supposed to separate the weedy fields of fictionality from impinging on 

the neatly sculpted gardens of historiography. The approaches that have nipped at the 

heels of the positivist view have shown that the empiricist approach makes a number 

of incorrect assumptions. We find, in a word, that rather than glaring at each other 

across a machine-gun swept no-man’s land, the fictional and the non-fictional in his-

tory are in fact related, linked in important ways, and educe a fertile interplay of sig-

nificance (have we not seen as much in this analysis?). Broadly, we may say that sub-

jects in life cast their aesthetic gazes upon objects “out there” (whether encountered 

and attended to physically and tangibly, or imagined/interpreted/contemplated/specu-

lated/abstracted/virtualized, etc.), and this encounter creates a given phenomenologi-
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cal and meaningful connection, steeped in thought, intention and given transactional 

inter-occurrence. Aristotle felt something like this, and his view was perhaps only 

weakened by the Newtonian/Cartesian epistemological determinism that swept the 

world in the 18th century. This view was picked up in terms of history writing during 

the Rankean revolution in the 19th century—but note that Ranke’s intellectual forefa-

ther (at least in some respects) Hegel had returned to the Aristotelian roots, and be-

come aware of a heightened historicity of consciousness, which included a decon-

struction of then-existing philosophy’s “mentalism,” which at its core posited “a 

representing consciousness cut off from, and opposed to, the world of representable 

objects” (Habermas discussing Hegel, Truth and Justification 183). In his study of 

this topic, Habermas observes that Hegel’s Spirit (Geisteswissenschaften) empha-

sized, among other things, a synthesis of “media,” perhaps most importantly including 

language, which “a priori unites the knowing subject with its objects in ways that un-

dercut any dualist description” (Truth and Justification 184)98.  Engaging in language 

games as it were, traversing a “horizon of possible experience that is disclosed for it 

by [the medium] language” (Habermas Truth and Justification 188), wherein “The 

objectivity of the world and the intersubjectivity of communication mutually refer to 

one another” (Habermas Truth and Justification 16), the subject “assumes a performa-

tive attitude toward what happens to her in the [objective] world,” such that an “actor 

[subject] is always already with its other [object]” (Habermas Truth and Justification 

189).99 Ultimately Hegel extended this theory outward into the communal, and in a 

move that seems to forecast 20th-century phenomenology and pragmatism, “solved” 

mentalist dualism “by an assimilation of subject-object relations to intersubjective 

relations” (Habermas Truth and Justification 192), forging “the idea of an ‘objective’ 

spirit that reaches beyond the minds of single subjects, while connecting and encom-
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passing them” (Habermas Truth and Justification 187). Peter Munz refers to exactly 

this Hegelianism when he argues that rather than clearly defined subjectivities and 

objectivities in historical existence, historians make choices about validity and appli-

cability out of a linguistic/cognizant swirl of translations, substitutions, explanations 

and interpretations. I believe that such series of connected communicative acts, within 

a web of further intelligibility (awareness, apprehension, supposition, recognition, in-

tellection, etc., subject to refined discriminatory processes that yield opinions, beliefs, 

judgments, appraisals, and the like), read back into the conceptions outlined above, 

and can be understood as essential functions of consciousness, historical and other-

wise, narratively and aesthetically ordered. These braided functions receive simulta-

neous input and influence from both “inside” the human subject and “outside” in ob-

jective historical experience and narrative. 

 William James offers another view of a given binding of subjectivity and ob-

jectivity, writing, colorfully, that “The transition between the thought of one object 

[or subject, we may say] and the thought of another is no more a break in the thought 

than a joint in a bamboo is a break in the wood” (240). Frank Ankersmit states that for 

historians, any attempt toward rigid objectivity in their work is “naïve,” for “subject 

and object of experience are equal partners” (Sublime Historical Experience 145), and 

that during composition “the boundaries between the subject (the historian) and the 

object (the past) tend to dissolve” (“The Ethics of History” 86). “We have no a priori 

certainties about where ‘I,’ the historical subject, stops and where the past, the object, 

begins” continues Ankersmit, and “Everything is fluid and uncertain here” (Sublime 

Historical Experience 262). This marker in conscious experience can be seen as one 

of the principal limits placed around our receipt and apprehension of truth in our 

lives—a topic I will be taking up in chapter 5—and once we have begun to weaken 
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and redefine this hold in terms of historical understanding, yielding the “fluidity and 

uncertainty” noted by Ankersmit, this can “define the territory in which history and 

historical writing can thrive” (Ankersmit Sublime Historical Experience 262).  

John Dewey most assuredly dismissed rigid divisions separating subject and 

object, and described a combinatory transaction (an essential unity in certain respects, 

but at the same time highly ductile) in that “The uniquely distinguishing feature of 

esthetic experience is exactly the fact that no such distinction of self and object exists 

in it, since it is esthetic in the degree in which organism and environment cooperate to 

institute an experience in which the two are so fully integrated that each disappears” 

(Art as Experience 249). In deep philosophical detail, Dewey brings home the ulti-

mate outcomes and the veritable accord of the once disjoined subject and object, and 

in the following we may interpret the “observer” as the subject, the “observing” as the 

aesthetic gaze, and the “observed” as the object. We are left with, I think, as sophisti-

cated an analysis as we could ask for positing a deep phenomenological relationship 

binding the subject/object: 

 

What we call “transaction,” […] is, therefore, in technical expression, nei-

ther to be understood as if it “existed” apart from any observation, nor as if it 

were a manner of observing “existing in a man’s head” in presumed independ-

ence of what is observed. The “transaction,” as an object among and along 

with other objects, is to be understood as unfractured observation—just as it 

stands, at this era of the world’s history, with respect to the observer, the ob-

serving, and the observed—and as it is affected by whatever merits or defects 

it may prove to have when it is judged, as it surely will be in later times, by 

later manners. (Knowing and the Known 104).100  
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The above analyses seem almost entirely empirical, such that we would be inclined to 

apply the findings to non-fictional works of history. Interestingly, however, and as we 

have already seen, some literary analysts have posited views similar to these, and an-

other brief look here will point toward the fictional works we will be examining in 

more detail in chapter 4. None other than Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote in his Bi-

ographia Literaria that if “We are to seek therefore for some absolute truth capable of 

communicating to other positions a certainty which it has not itself borrowed […] 

Such a principle cannot be any thing or object […] [A]n object is inconceivable with-

out a subject as its antithesis” and “neither can the principle be found in a subject as a 

subject, contra-distinguished from an object […] it must be found in that which is nei-

ther subject nor object, but which is the identity of both” (156, 157). A more modern 

view is that of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who wrote in their “A Thousand 

Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia” that “there is no longer a tripartite division 

between a field of reality (the world) and a field of representation (the book) and a 

field of subjectivity (the author). Rather, an assemblage establishes connections be-

tween certain multiplicities drawn from each of these orders” (25).  

All of the above suggests something more intellectually, phenomenologically 

and conscientiously, such that perhaps the subjective and objective points of view and 

interpretive lenses we have been examining become something new in their transac-

tion. In terms of our overarching and synthesizing topic, human consciousness, 

Natalie Depraz (University of Paris) and Diego Cosmelli (Pontificia Universidad 

Católica de Chile) have suggested just such a possibility. Depraz and Cosmelli write 

of a “relational dynamics” (165) and a “plastic continuum” (165) on which intersub-

jectivity “transcend[s] the subjective-objective dichotomy” and in turn becomes an 

“encompassing and fruitful” (167) domain reverberating with “empathic resonance of 
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common experience” (187). Such a move is a reversal of the standard positivist search 

for “stability and invariants” and “permanent objectivity” (Depraz and Cosmelli 188). 

Rather than a traditional “given” in existence and awareness, Depraz and Cosmelli 

posit a “pre-givenness in a form of generative potentiality” (193), comprised of “ex-

pressive categories,” “literary-linguistic categories” (193) and a class of “culturally 

inherited” conceptions that they term dialectical and Bildung. Depraz and Cosmelli 

write that “For experience to acquire its full sense and become an object of investiga-

tion it has to be shared” (197), and this shared experience is “unavoidably historically 

coupled” (197).101 Let us also remember that Jürgen Habermas wrote of a “diffracted 

intersubjectivity” (“A Reply” 218) wherein “Objective agreement about something in 

the world—i.e. agreement the validity of which is open to question—is dependent in 

fact on the creation of an intersubjective relation between the speaker and at least one 

listener capable of taking a critical position,” which in turn “implies a notion of dia-

logic synthesis which no longer ensures […] the presence of monologic unity within 

the multiplicity of representations” (“A Reply” 217, emphasis in original).102 All of 

these ideas are valuable for our study, with this intersubjectivity and writing-within-

community central to historical experience, narrative and consciousness. We see how 

our subjectivity/objectivity-cum-intersubjectivity is first human conscious experience, 

and then historical narrative, with its manifold associations—and then back again, in a 

truly generative and expressive/performative embodiment full of communicative (nar-

rative) and experiential (historical) potential.  

All of the above, however, seems to beg a question: Just how does all of this 

melding and combinatory power take place? More than a few observers would look at 

the above theorizing (over-theorizing they would say) with a bit of disdain. It all 

seems to smack of postmodern tomfoolery, a crackpot stew of différance and deferral 
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undoing that ever-baleful “metaphysics of presence” and hopelessly petrified human 

subjectivity. I probably won’t be able to change these observers’ minds, but in any 

case I do believe that we can identify functions of narrative, proper, that can be indi-

cated as sources for the above-analyzed changefulness, reversal and reciprocity. Ad-

mittedly such an effort is by no means a sure thing, and what I will offer here is my 

own view, a relatively brief analysis that I do not warrant is the one and only, or nec-

essarily the complete solution. I simply hope that it is useful, with provocative and 

credible parameters.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I am of the belief that narrative structure and symbio-

sis, in both its compositional and conscious senses, may be responsible for the inter-

woven subjectivity and objectivity we have discussed. I have discussed narrative se-

lection and its importance in the overall synthesis and ethic of narrative totality. That 

narrative in all its glory can be no less than a global gestalt or “perceptual pattern or 

structure” (Lodge, The Art of Fiction 230), and that it evinces meaningful dispositions 

of appurtenance, correlation, integration, coordination, reciprocation and contingency 

suggests that there is a whole lot of connected, conjunctive and conceptual something 

going in narrative. In terms of the above analyses it seems clear what at least one as-

pect of that something can be. By way of selection and organization in narrative—and 

here I quote myself from about 20 pages back—a  rich collation of idea and inscrip-

tion, definition and description, analysis and interpretation, chronicle and characteri-

zation, explanation and representation, accounting and memorial is actuated. All of 

this cogitation is combinatory to the extreme, feeding back into and supplementing 

the depth and breadth of narrative possibilities from a number of intersecting angles 

and ellipses. We would hardly expect less in such a network of non-insular, conjoined 

data agglomeration.  
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Such a picture is I think in accord with the above analyses, and we see how 

these views on the world can indeed become synergetic, with a newly collaborative 

role in synthetic and very-much catalytic intellection—an intellection fully realized in 

narrative structure and content.103 Still and all, some might say that the above discus-

sion is true enough in terms of fiction alone—”The writer [of fiction] must of neces-

sity write in a style that falls somewhere on the continuum running from objective to 

subjective” as John Gardner (1933-1982) has written (44)—but that it is inapplicable 

in terms of history proper. My response, simply, is that the above conceptions are vi-

tal for writers of both fictional and non-fictional history. Thoughts like these indicate 

that a world of subjects and objects moved closer together into transactive relation-

ships occurring in actual existence is not only possible but likely. To be sure the per-

ceived division between these points of view lingers on in much philosophical and 

historical analysis, and is still considered veritably unbridgeable by some. In any case 

my aim here is not an extended debate. I will simply proceed with a closer, cozier re-

lationship of objectivity and subjectivity in view, and take this as a credible ground 

plan on which to analyze the topics and genres at hand. As examined in extensive de-

tail throughout this chapter, it is my belief that this view is reliably “read up” out of 

human historical existence, and is “read back” into that existence in historical narra-

tive.104 Here I think we have located a right and true multifaceted viewpoint innate to 

human conscious experience and awareness, which will allow us to understand fic-

tionalized history and historiography in new and fruitful ways, and which will in the 

end expand our understanding of history into areas that may very well make strictly 

empirical/scientific approaches to history appear veritably etiolated (not that I have 

anything against them). There is too much experience in life that has been evinced in 

various kinds of historical writing that has been dismissed or ignored or overlooked 
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for too long, and our aim is break down a few of these barriers and see yet more “true 

history,” yet more history wie es eigentlich gewesen than ever before. Ankersmit 

writes poetically that “If this harmony, this equal relationship between subject and 

object of experience, has not been realized, if experience is unlike the embrace of 

Romeo and Juliet, if either the subject or the object is the stronger partner—this will 

result, on both the side of the object and that of the subject, in a loss of authenticity of 

experience” (Sublime Historical Experience 259).  

I feel that these picketed elements of consciousness and narrative can be asso-

ciated with the aesthetics ethic as a fruitful intersubjectivity (the term takes on new 

import in light of the above analyses) and environmentality, yielding rich composi-

tional possibilities and viewpoints on a continuum on which “history is first lived, and 

historical writing then constructed” (I quote myself from chapter 2). They seem at 

once harmonious and unkempt, inviting coordination but also threatening to burst at 

the seams, lending a certain psychic, dexterous energy to the patterns and texts we 

have examined, and will continue to examine. The perception of our aesthetics, and 

the community of our ethic seem credibly widened, and so much the better going for-

ward. But let me pause here to review what could be another dissenting view. We 

must first and foremost view the above theorizing in light of actual parameters of hu-

man consciousness—the empiricist in me demands it—and I think the analyses we 

have reviewed indeed do this. From this basis we may venture deeper into an analysis 

of historical writing. I have discussed the human “aesthetic gaze” and its manifold 

subjective/objective/intersubjective character, positing this as a fundamental starting 

point of conscious awareness, which becomes and conditions our past experience, and 

thus in variegated ways our histories, both fictional and non-fictional. The above 

analyses strengthen and extend this gaze outward and in new directions. There are 
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those who would nevertheless argue that the gist of this process would be its “subjec-

tive character,” its reliance on a first person, singular point of view, which obviates 

any input or importance of the objective into our discussion, because “The subjective 

character of experience is fully comprehensible from only one point of view” (Nagel 

5). Nagel (University Professor of Philosophy and Law, New York University) seems 

to be saying that any subjective/aesthetic gaze is “wrapped up in itself,” and cannot 

effectively or credibly “take in” (“apprehend”) objective facts outside of its essence. It 

is forever “attached to itself” as it were. If it tries to detach itself from itself by appre-

hending in deep detail objective facts in the world, it will fail, for, “any shift to greater 

objectivity—that is, less attachment to a specific viewpoint—does not take us nearer 

to the real nature of the phenomenon: it takes us farther away from it” (Nagel 5). We 

have seen that Ankersmit would sharply reject this idea, and though Nagel’s focus on 

the subjective is commendable, if we apply it to our take on non-fictional historical 

writing by historians and fictional historical writing by novelists, we would simply 

see the traditional view of historians choosing to be more objective, and novelists as 

more subjective. Thus, the historian would seem to be between a rock and hard place, 

according to Nagel, for as they suppress their subjectivity in favor of a stiff-necked 

objectivity, they will either not be able to succeed (because the melding will essen-

tially confuse their view), or if they do succeed they will be forced “farther away” 

from the “real nature of the phenomenon” (presumably the aim of any good historian) 

Well, certainly we don’t want this, and perhaps Hayden White saw how such a co-

nundrum is avoided and veritably transgressed by historical writers by way of the 

polyvalent view of subjectivity and objectivity described in the last few pages, as a 

subjectively brandished rhetorical/communicative cutlass slashes its ways across the 

objective historicality being conveyed—in the end ambiguously composing fictional-
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type writing to convey non-fictional subjects and data. Writers of historical fiction are 

lurking in the background here, with their own cutlasses at the ready, and in the end 

engaging in the same sorts of activities, for the same sorts of reasons, in the same 

sorts of ways. Historical writers of both ilks have their own specific viewpoints and 

compositional rapiers at their disposal—and I may have to leave it to readers to de-

cide, for the time being, if they are taking us “nearer to the real nature of the phe-

nomenon” or not.  

 

The  Importance  of  Thought ,  Redux 

 

I NEED HARDLY REMIND the reader of the historical theorists and writers who 

have highlighted the importance of accessing the thought of historical figures—R.G. 

Collingwood is probably most famous, coining the claim that “all history is the his-

tory of thought,” while Peter Munz has written that “There is nothing” to our history 

“over and above what people have thought (i.e., the sources) and think (i.e., the narra-

tives)” (221, emphasis added). Historical writers align their own thought in various 

ways with historical thought—behind existing historical narratives and the composite 

of narratively imbued historical evidence there is “always a human mind” (Munz 164) 

and “all depends on the thought [of the historical writer] about that event and upon the 

relation of that thought to the thought of the person who experienced that event” 

(Munz 295). These trains combine the essence of the subjectivities of historical writ-

ers with the objectivities they are examining (and back again), establishing a transac-

tive epistemological and cognitive relationship, ascending toward the commanding 

heights of historical understanding, figuration and, ultimately, narration.105 Here a his-

torical writer is doing much more than just recreating a vivid snapshot of people and 

places from history, but attempting to vivify their dispositions, their sensibilities, their 
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values, their plans, their emotions, their conceptions, their intuitions, their specula-

tions, their rationales—their thought. In terms of our argument, we may view this 

thought as the veritable essence of human consciousness, its lifeblood, the veritable 

awareness that shapes historical apprehension and composition. And again in terms of 

our argument, the thought of historians and historical novelists, linking up with the 

thoughts of historical subjects and objects and then employed to construct historical 

narratives, are veritably, humanly identical (subject to a variety of varying unique 

qualities of course, but the thought of one is not somehow a quantum leap better or 

more plausible than that of the other). 

In terms of thought I think we can fruitfully link this to the conception of in-

tentionality, which I have referred to a number of times. Frederick A. Olafson, em-

ploying some of the terms we have been examining, describes this rich, amalgamated 

functioning nicely: “The intentional act is [a] mental act taken in its dimension of ob-

jective reference and as carrying within it the conceptual design of the object to which 

it is addressed, an object which it constructs through the appropriate logical opera-

tions or ‘syntheses’” ( The Dialectic of Action 17). The sum of all of this connectivity, 

as we have seen above in various guises, is a virtual laying bare of what had been 

thought to be wholly separate subjectivity and objectivity. The connectivity (the 

transactivity) of intentionality can also be seen as a foundational element of narrative 

(recall my discussion in chapter 2 of this work, where combinatory narrative proc-

esses were seen to yield phenomenological intentionality with an essential aesthetic 

thrust in narrative) that eliminates any subject/object distinction, taking up the two 

conceptions into what we may gingerly call a “unity”—or on second thought, let’s 

call it “continuity,” a continuity that has been amply described in the prior pages. 

Thus, a central feature of human consciousness and its penetrating “aesthetic gaze,” 
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its narrative construction and its embrace and interlarding of subjective and objective 

views and data, have again pointed toward a reduction/elimination of conditions that 

have long been thought to be a primary point preventing any possible relationship of 

fictional and non-fictional historical narrative. The “whipsaw dialectic of the ‘objec-

tive’ and the ‘subjective’” (Olafson The Dialectic of Action 24) has been decon-

structed as it were, and the two narrativities have been brought into the selfsame orbit 

of apprehension, interpretation and understanding. We will see these conditions and 

processes at work in the copious examples of historical fiction and historiography I 

will examine in the following chapter.  

 

Conclusion 

 

IN THE MYRIAD WAYS DESCRIBED here, human consciousness can be seen as 

the platform and mediator of lived experience in historical contexts and historical nar-

rative, fictional and non-fictional (the branch does not fall far from the tree, as my 

mother used to say). Ultimately, we find the derivation of individual narrated texts 

from a deeper, conscious narrative structure, which becomes the historical narrator’s 

tool to “direct[] our attention to those determinate changes in the historical situation” 

(Jameson 146, with context borrowed from the same page). In short, if we combine all 

we have been examining—from the historical theorists to the literary scholars to the 

consciousness researchers, to the prodigiously varied views of those basal “-ivities” of 

conscious awareness and interaction—with other points in this work, such as the aes-

thetics ethic, and the examination of the inherent explanatory strengths of narrative—

we see that by way of narrative, with all its rich phenomenological, representational 

and psychological depiction, its synthesis of crisply rational dialectic and ambiguous 

“fuzzy logic,” its almost mysterious convergence of verbal (left brain, linguistic) and 
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imagistic (right brain, perceptual) apprehension, we approach what might be called, 

again in terms of human conscious awareness, an “appropriate representational struc-

ture[]” and a multiform “internal model” offering a better means (a high road toward 

the commanding heights) allowing us to “interact purposefully and appropriately” 

with our history (Oatley, Perceptions and Representations 143, 138, 138). This view 

is of course opposed to empirical and analytical models of scientific history, “nothing 

but the facts,” which, I propose, we have largely dismissed (or in any case proscribed) 

as “limited and special purpose representations,” patterns of simplistic classification, 

constructed to respond reflexively to little more than mechanical “stimulus patterns” 

and “direct observations” (Oatley, Perceptions and Representations 138). The inter-

pretation of historical experience and associated composition of historical narrative is 

perhaps one of humanity’s most challenging modes of perception, apprehension and 

representation, and is, to be sure, in this way “an interpretive task requiring a complex 

and intelligent inference system to undertake it” (Oatley, Perceptions and Representa-

tions 165). In structuring historical narrative, writers of both fictional and non-

fictional works find themselves interpreting data which is often not of particularly 

high fidelity but by way of which they endeavor to “infer the nature and layout of [a] 

world with which we are to interact behaviourally and with particular purposes” (Oat-

ley, Perceptions and Representations 166). Theirs is to be sure a unique world of per-

ceptual input and compositional output, at once subjective and objective, apprehended 

and intuited, present and absent, and which is in the end a “world of possibilities for 

action, described by us and seen by us, in terms of the ways we might interact with it” 

(Oatley, Perceptions and Representations 166). These processes are effected with an 

array of instrumentalities and conditions of human conscious apprehension and inter-

action that at once emerge out of human consciousness and behavior, and then feed 
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back into, modify and strengthen these faculties. To enlarge our apprehension with a 

bit of technical vocabulary form consciousness theory, note here that such instrumen-

talities and conditions would include: cues, domain-specific knowledge, schemata 

formulation, interpretations, sign-stimuli, prototypes, candidate hypotheses, hypo-

thetical/inferential reasoning, projections, social and cultural background (memes), 

expectations, postural models, propositional attitudes, plastic schema, frames, scripts, 

information spaces, representations, and mind control structures.106 These are the con-

scious contrivances historical writers employ in their efforts to excavate historical ex-

perience, to remember that which is no longer, to recover, reconstruct and reanimate 

the innumerable traces of historical experience-cum-narrative. It is an “imaginative 

reconstruction or construction” by way of which “we not only remember our experi-

ences, but perceive and make sense of experiences in the first place” (first quote from 

Bartlett, 213; second from Oatley, Perceptions and Representations, 151). Here are 

the methods and fruits of humanity’s “effort after meaning,” an effort that is by no 

means limited to the empirically referential, the positivist, the coolly analytical, but 

also includes the imagistic, the narratively inclined, the speculative, the creative.107 If 

the average historian pursues his or her truths with the one ways, well, for that matter 

so does the average historical novelist; and if the average historical novelist pursues 

his or her truths with the other ways, well, for that matter so does the average histo-

rian. Not one without the other.  

Note also that Oatley conveys how this “creative, flexible effort after making 

meaningful sense of the world” is accompanied by processes of “modifying [these] 

representations, and perhaps improving their performance” (Perceptions and Repre-

sentations 158)—a performative process identified by Rorty with his evolving vo-

cabularies, by Carr with his “staggered and overlapping narratives” reaching varied 
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audiences, and by Munz, who wrote that “Our historical knowledge, in short, is of 

historical knowledge—not of what actually happened” (205, emphasis added), and 

thus of the vital importance of “check[ing] one story against another story” (205). In 

these ways historical writers and readers perform meaningful interaction/transaction 

between our current attended experience, our retained/re-apprehended experience, and 

our anticipated futural possibilities. David Carr combines elements we have been dis-

cussing—the continuum of historical experience and historical writing, and the per-

formative efforts to make complete, coherent and wholly applicable meaning—when 

he writes, “Consciousness and at least some degree of reflection are elements of the 

initiation of [historical] action” (“Narrative Explanation and its Malcontents” 22), 

such that “the narrative account of the action, far from moving into a different uni-

verse of discourse from the events it depicts, is located on a continuum of repeatedly 

revised explanations, understandings, and interpretations that is part of life itself 

(“Narrative Explanation and its Malcontents” 29-30). And I think historian Greg Den-

ing (1931-2008) also captured these contours in realistic and pragmatic senses, and 

extended into directions that we will be taking up when he wrote: “Reflective history, 

I would propose, requires self-consciousness rather than correctness. Being reflective 

means recognizing the plagiarisms of one’s thinking, knowing that whatever I say is 

only a sentence in an ongoing conversation, but that conversation is global” (212).  

In all I have attempted in this chapter and elsewhere in this work I have sought 

explanations that incorporate what I think are essential elements of our topics and 

models, explanations relevant, replete and reciprocal, set within realistic, phenomenal, 

veritably empirical contexts—and not (or less) by way of abstract and as often as not 

tendentious “isms” and theories. My hope is that by way of these channels we will be 

able to penetrate to the core of historical narration, shedding clearer light on this path 
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set with flags of past, present and future experience, all infused with intellectual, cog-

nitive, aesthetic, emotional, imaginative and, needless to say, conscious elements. In 

the end, we may more constructively and realistically understand how history is first 

perceived and then interpreted and then narrated in fictional and non-fictional models. 

With this said, let us proceed into the following analysis, “Fictionalized History, His-

toricized Fiction: Two Peas in a Pod.”  
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Chapter Four  

 

 

FICTIONALIZED HISTORY, 

HISTORICIZED FICTION: 

TWO PEAS IN A POD 
 

 

 

Let us summarize the principal characteristics of a rhizome: unlike trees or 

their roots, the rhizome connects to any other point, and its traits are not necessar-

ily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play very different regimes of 

signs, and even nonsign states. The rhizome is reducible neither to the One nor 

the multiple. […] It is composed not of units, but of dimensions, or rather direc-

tions in motion. It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) 

from which it grows and which it overspills. 

Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and  

Schizophrenia 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

DELEUZE’S AND GUATTARI’S TEXT depicts a synthetic picture of communica-

tive praxis that pulses with vitality, and which I think captures some of the contours 

of my analysis thus far. We have covered a number of topics in the last three chapters, 

crossing epistemological frontiers, conjoining latitudes of understanding and trans-
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gressing borders of historicality, consciousness studies and narrative composition. 

These conceptions might, in light of Deleuze and Guattari, be called “dimensions” of 

our topics, dimensions of historical and conscious apprehension, amidst a galaxy of 

aesthetic conceptions. There are, however, yet more philosophical, aesthetic and em-

pirical tailings we must excavate and assay—as we have thus far seen, human history 

with all its fecund interpretive possibilities is a fecund and varied ground, with multi-

ple points of view converging onto complete historical apprehension. Our topic, it 

seems, are as wide as conscious experience, historical consciousness, and narrative 

structure, and thus my claims have at times been bold. Such an expansive environ-

ment is no doubt bound to highlight a few less-than-concrete points and generate 

some abstract analyses, and this may, I suspect, be giving rise to some dissension and 

skepticism. In sum we may find ourselves navigating amidst some misunderstandings 

and misapprehensions, hotly debatable points, ambiguities, surprising discernment, 

and at times even some straightforward rejection. I can only say: So be it. I will repeat 

that I believe that I am “onto something” in this analysis, and it is my hope that I am 

exposing valuable contours bounding our topics, which, perhaps ideally, are fruitfully 

merging within overlapping, multi-focal ellipses of understanding.  

With this said, let me proceed into my analysis, pursuing lines of thought that 

will add flesh to the bones of this theory. I will begin with several topics that will 

deepen our understanding of certain abstract themes that condition history and histori-

cal narrative. From there I will move toward our primary quarry in this chapter: an 

analysis of aesthetic interdependencies, elements and functions that condition histori-

cal/lived experience and in turn provide the veritable fodder for historical narrative. I 

will list again here the particular aesthetic conceptions I will be examining: 1) imagi-

nation; 2) point of view; 3) fictionalizing techniques; 4) becoming and bildungsro-
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man; 5) heteroglossia and intertextuality; 6) contingency, metaphor and a conception 

of chaos in history; 7) temporality; 8) and rhetorical thrusts in historical narrative. We 

will find, I trust, a veritable ferment of “aesthetic interdependencies between histori-

cal writing and other forms of cultural knowledge” (Classen and Kansteiner 2), with a 

galvanizing interaction and fruitful cross-pollination lacing historical experience and 

the composition and receipt of fictional and non-fictional historical writings.108 At one 

level a move like this is somewhat emancipatory, and provides readers with breathing 

room and distance while they consume historical narrative. As Ankersmit’s theory of 

disconnecting ourselves from the past by way of its objectification posits, historical 

writers “put the past to bed,” and bring an end to (or at least reduce) the past’s some-

times-burdensome impact on the present. We might take a view such that by way of 

cognitive play during consumption, fictional histories (particularly) relieve readers of 

some of the constraints of materialist language and logic (as generally found in non-

fiction history), and this, along with any other sportive qualities of narrative, can be 

seen as weakening more ironclad epistemological holds on our apprehension and in-

terpretation of history (in the way that Ankersmit sought to break apart the crusts of 

prior experience and expectation that obscure our view onto prior experience, ena-

bling sublime, direct contact with historicality). In these lights I am reminded of up-

roarious examples of fictional narrative play—such as Remarque’s Paul Bäumer fir-

ing single-syllable insults like a machine gun trained on the despised Himmelstoss: 

“You lump, you hound, you skunk, sneak out of it would you? You cow, you swine” 

[127]). We will examine other examples of hilarity in historical narratives below. 

Here we perhaps in sum see “history as discourse rather than as discipline,” as Hay-

den White has said (“The Aim of Interpretation” 67). To conclude and paint a meta-

phorical picture that returns to Deleuze’s and Guattari’s imagery, we will find in the 
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following analysis common aesthetic roots twining through the “soil” of historical 

writing, providing a common nutrition to narrative saplings that become the mighty 

trees that provide the timbers that go into the construction of historiography and his-

torical fiction.  

 

Crossing  Boundaries  

 

I WILL BEGIN IN A seemingly pragmatic place, which links works of the gen-

res we are examining within the very actuality of received history, in strong and what 

are considered to be reliable, constructive and accurate ways. I mean the use of fic-

tional works within historiography, used to bolster analysis and the stories told, and to 

condition non-fiction history in subtle ways. Such a technique is a common enough in 

historiography—surprisingly common, considering the beating that fiction takes at the 

hands of many historians. Truly, this strikes me as peculiar—fictional “lies” used to 

support authentic, empirical historical data. I have shown one such instance of this 

conception in the work of Daniel Boorstin, in chapter 1. Another useful example is 

James M. McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom, which depends for a portion of its 

analysis of anti-slavery activism and the fugitive slave law on Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s narrative, Uncle Tom’s Cabin—a fictional work with representations “more 

real than life” (89), which catapulted debate of slavery in the U.S. into the limelight. 

This fictional work functions as an important indicator of fact in McPherson’s narra-

tive, showing how slavery was understood in the U.S. in the time before the Civil War 

in ways that straightforward empirical interpretation could not. McPherson also em-

ploys various phrases steeped in fictionalization and allusion to fictions to convey his 

history, such as his descriptions of the southern economy as “like Alice in Wonder-
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land” such that “the faster the South ran, the farther behind it seemed to fall” (95); 

violent anti-slavery agitator John Brown with “the glint of a Biblical warrior in his 

eye” (84); the southern distortion that “freedom is not possible without slavery” (244) 

as an “Orwellian definition of liberty” (244); and the meeting of a “Lyon” and a 

“Fox” in Missouri during the secession crisis that was “a confrontation of greater than 

Aesopian proportions” (290).109 McPherson also sprinkles many song lyrics and po-

ems throughout his history, which of course is not unusual in historiography, but 

again points to the ambiguous use of fiction to convey historical fact. Writers of his-

torical theory and analysis do the same thing, such as David Lowenthal (professor of 

geography, University College London), who in The Past is a Foreign Country refers 

to a panoply of literary sources to strengthen his empirical analysis, including works 

by Proust, Joyce, James, Hardy, Ibsen, Ballard, Hesse, Tennyson, Woolf, Bradbury 

and Orwell.110 I think we should keep in mind that works of fiction—novels, plays, 

poems, songs, etc.—can themselves count as historical artifacts and/or source docu-

mentation, and this at a core level enables their use in historiography (and is some-

thing of a reversal of the typical view of historiography as a fictional artifact—the 

view of Hayden White and his followers). All of the above may be understood in that, 

as Jackson Lears (Board of Governors Professor of History, Rutgers University) has 

written: “The most illuminating works of history are those governed by the most 

imaginative and capacious regulative fictions. […] [T]their chief distinguishing fea-

ture is that they use regulative fictions flexibly to explain changes in human experi-

ence” (Diggins para. 5).  

I think what we see here again shows, if perhaps in an oblique way, the trans-

action and surprisingly close relationship of fact and fiction in historical apprehension 

and narrative. The same could probably be said of journals, diaries, letters, etc.—also 
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commonly used in non-fiction historical writing—in that these documents, far from 

being strictly impartial historical documents, likely have, by way of their remembered 

interior lines and self-created quality, something of the fictional about them, distilled 

through each writer’s consciousness and composition. (They are in this way an amal-

gamation, such that “a constructivist approach describes memory as the combined in-

fluences of the world and the person’s own ideas and expectations” [Foster 13]. Pro-

fessor Hayden White, additionally, has told this author that “pragmatic writing […] 

wishes to be factual but […] can be fictional as well” and—as we may say of the writ-

ing of Anne Franke—“Not all literary writing is fictional” [personal communication 

10 September 2007]). Even more empirically, historian Peter Zarrow writes that 

“elements of ‘fictionalization’ apply to all memoirs,” but even if Anne Frank “made 

up some [of her material], her ‘diary’ was really written by her; and so, it can be used 

by historians studying the 1940s”.)111 As well such narrative “is fictional because it is 

a construction and because it involves all manner of revisitation to past indetermina-

cies [memory] and construction post facto” (Flanagan Consciousness Reconsidered 

205). The moment works like these are employed in history writing this given fiction-

alization conditions the factual genre in fairly substantial ways.112  

The reverse of the above is also true, and we commonly find rich, accurate 

historical detail based on source documentation and other evidence employed in his-

torical fictions. This work also evinces a unique simultaneity of the fictional and non-

fictional, with speculated/invented, fictional dialog and points of view emerging out 

of the mouths and minds of historical, non-fictional characters. Lowenthal writes that 

“The historical novelist […] heightens illusions at the expense of accuracy” (The Past 

is a Foreign Country 228), but I am not so sure this is necessarily true, and rather a 

“heightened sense of the past” is evinced “which both history and literature grant to 
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all who are truly involved with the mystery of human existence” (Ralph Ellison in 

Ellison 149; note also that Lowenthal also wrote that “The most pellucid pearls of his-

torical narrative are often found in fiction, long a major component of historical un-

derstanding” [224; I will cite this quote again below]). Simply put, works like Ca-

pote’s In Cold Blood, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, Ian 

McEwan’s Atonement, Don DeLillo’s Underworld, or William Styron’s The Confes-

sions of Nat Turner113 all contain meticulously researched historical details—details 

that match the work of professional historians, I warrant.114 I advise readers to scruti-

nize these works, and after they have I believe they will walk away with substantial 

accurate knowledge about the experiences of soldiers and details about locations in 

the two world wars; the psychologies and acts of actual criminals, their victims and 

their pursuers in 20th century America; a birds-eye view of a legendary sporting event 

in the United States in the 1950s; or a crisply accurate picture of slave life in early 

19th-century America. As historical novelist Jeff Shaara writes: “In my case, I’m tell-

ing what I hope to be a fully accurate historical story, that is fictionalized by the use 

of specific characters, their thoughts, dialog and points of view. The narrative fills in 

the gaps” (personal communication with the author, 29 August 2009). To be sure in 

all of these works, as in any histories, readers must be on the lookout for inaccuracies, 

rhetorical overworking or bias on the parts of the novelists. But that’s simply a fun-

damental requirement of historical apprehension. At best, however, we are going to 

see how these histories not only provide valuable, accurate historical information, but 

also enter into dialogical interaction with historiography and other avenues of histori-

cal understanding and consciousness.  

Jonathan D. Spence has referred to his use of the stories and drama of Chinese 

writer P’u Sung-ling in The Death of Woman Wang, saying that fictional works can 
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effectively “supplement the more conventional historical and administrative writings” 

and “penetrate[] into the realms of loneliness, sensuality, and dreams that were also 

part of T’an-Ch’eng” (both xiv).115 For Spence, P’u was credible as a “recorder of 

Shantung [province] memories; as a teller of tales; and as a molder of images, some-

times of astonishing grace and power” (xv). On the surface, this might look like 

Spence is simply going to use P’u’s fictional and other creative works as particular 

“historical artifacts” and evidence, as we have discussed—but I think we will find that 

there is much more than this at work. Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800-1859) 

wrote (and not a few of his peers agreed) that fiction writers had commandeered much 

of what it was important for historians to do: “to invest with the reality of human flesh 

and blood,…to call up our ancestors before us with all their peculiarities of language, 

manners, and garb, to show us over their houses, to seat us at their tables, to rummage 

their old-fashioned wardrobes” (qtd. in Lowenthal 225). Though we must always pro-

ceed gingerly in light of these ideas, with fiction playing a role in history and reveal-

ing more, that many historical writers and analysts feel similarly has I think been 

shown in other parts of this work. We find, in short, that this confabulation, this merg-

ing of genre and outlook will enable, in the grandest sense, a “mapping [of] the limit 

between the imaginary and the real which begins with the invention of fiction itself” 

(White The Content of the Form 45). David Lowenthal may bring some of this theo-

rizing down to earth when he writes how, beginning in the 19th century, “the novelist 

deliberately invented was held a virtue; his past was more vital than the historian’s 

because it was partly self-created” (Lowenthal 226, emphasis in original). He goes on 

to relate how the historian Herbert Butterfield (1900–1979) valued historical novels 

because they let readers “feel the past as formal history could not” (Lowenthal 226, 

emphasis in original), and they contained the necessary contingency of historical ex-
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perience, putting “readers in the past like people of the time, who could not know 

what was coming next” (Lowenthal 226). In the end, and into the 20th century, 

Lowenthal acknowledges that “Each genre has encroached on the domain once exclu-

sive to the other; history has grown more like fiction, fiction more like history” (227), 

and even further, “Fiction criticizes history while cannibalizing it; history derogates 

fiction’s claims while adopting fictional insights and techniques” (Lowenthal 228). 

Views like these set the stage for all of my analysis in this chapter.  

 

Burgeoning Matrices  o f  Fic tional i zed History 

 

THE ABOVE DISCUSSION indicates that varied discourses and dialogs may en-

ter into our environment of historical narrative and consciousness. Such an idea seems 

straightforward enough in a Rortyan sense. Simply put, the fictionalized histories that 

I have kept in mind throughout this study play an important role in examining diver-

gent emotions, preferences, beliefs, intuitions, biases, philosophies and identities, 

evincing newly told histories that function as foils to non-fiction historiography, pro-

viding credible and necessary perspectives, attitudes, enlargements, sensibilities and 

dispensations to complete historical apprehension. Hayden White has said that histo-

rians say “‘let’s get the true story.’ But there is no one true story!” (“The Aim of In-

terpretation” 74). We saw above that White comments on how we “want loose ends,” 

and the entire quote about the value of multiple points of view examining the traces of 

the past runs: 

 

Then the more events you have, the better, because this reality is highly 

complex. You can’t tell a simple story about it. You want loose ends. You 

want to create an archive, as it were, that will admit of a wide variety of inter-
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pretations, all equally plausible. Because the aim of interpretation is to create 

perplexity in the face of the real—not to clear it up. People who want the truth 

want to be able to wrap up the event and put it away in the archives. (“The 

Aim of Interpretation” 74) 

 

 I think perhaps in this light we might espy something of a more energetic and in-

volved performative value of historical fiction, alongside the straightforward repre-

sentational thrust of historiography. We in sum find that “Between the Scylla and 

Charybdis of, on the one hand, authorized history, and, on the other, postmodern pas-

tlessness, a space exists for the desirable outcome of as many people(s) as possible to 

make their own histories such that they can have real effects (a real say) in the world” 

(Jenkins Rethinking History 68). Fair enough, and Jenkins goes on in his gushy way 

that the many histories, which “enable[] present-minded people(s) to go to the past, 

there to delve around and reorganize it appropriately to their needs, […] may well 

have a radical cogency that can make visible aspects of the past that have previously 

been hidden or secreted away; that have previously been overlooked or sidelined, 

thereby producing fresh insights that can actually make emancipatory, material differ-

ences to and within the present—which is where all history starts from and returns to” 

(Rethinking History 68). The Confessions of Nat Turner has been seen in this light, 

with Jess Row of The New York Times commenting that this book and the controversy 

that surrounded its publication “helped shatter the idea that there can or should be one 

version of ‘how slavery was’; now we have a hundred different versions—some om-

nipresent, some long silenced, some real, some fictional—telling a messier, trickier, 

less comforting story. This may not be the ‘common history’ James Baldwin spoke of, 

but at least it’s a step in the right direction” (Row para. 9). With this observation, I 

should briefly comment on the main criticism of Styron’s book, which also can be 
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understood in light of Jenkins’s words, above. This main criticism, readers probably 

know, is the book William Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respond, written 

by ten black American intellectuals, and published by Beacon Press. I will not go into 

a detailed account or critique of the book here, I feel that is beyond my aims in this 

paper. I will simply recall that, on the surface, these writers criticized Styron for veri-

tably falsifying the historical record, and commandeering black history in inappropri-

ate, even racist, ways. But I feel that it has clearly been shown since this book’s pub-

lication that such a critique, transparently claiming to be empirical and subjective, 

was anything but the aim of these writers, and that they were indeed largely moved by 

ideological, distorted, often false, often bigoted claims and attacks (admittedly, some 

legitimate criticisms, whether ideological or aesthetic, were voiced in the book). The 

book is still celebrated in some forgotten leftist quarters, but has largely been dis-

missed as “polemical,” “intellectual squalor,” “strident and crude,” a work of stunning 

mindlessness” and “overheated absurdity” (Styron [2] 447,450, 449, 450, 450). If Sty-

ron’s counterattack here seems itself heated or biased, Bancroft Prize winning histo-

rian Eugene D. Genovese wrote a defense of The Confessions of Nat Turner in the 

New York Review of Books, in which he denounced the “ferocity and hysteria of the 

attack” (para. 2) made by the ten black writers, who, less that endeavoring to craft a 

sophisticated critique of the historical work, simply engaged in a redundant and ideo-

logically driven (this was the height of the 1960s, remember) “collective effort” 

(ganging up, as it were; para. 2). The work was little more than “entertainment,” and 

“how absurd most of the contributions are,” Genovese commented (para. 3, 37). In the 

end, “the less said the better” (para. 3) of this atrocious effort, in which the writers 

had literally done “violence to the historical record” (para. 7). However constructive 

the aims of the ten black writers might have been in wishing to empower black people 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

203                                    
 

and celebrate a mighty revolutionary who had fought against the totalitarian savagery 

of the slave system in the United States, such bigoted attacks added nothing to the de-

bate. That the voices of these writers have largely dominated any vigorous criticism 

of Styron’s work over the years—supposedly on “historical grounds”—has been a 

shame in terms of the larger study of human historical consciousness, and I dismiss 

this work, and agree with the number of other historians and analysts who have sup-

ported Styron’s aims and interpretations (which is not to say that these aims may not 

at times come under attack for being mistaken or, possibly even, biased).  

To return to our main points, can see in this analysis how fictional history, 

with its wider parameters and more inclusive characterizations may be a supreme 

method for shedding light into the darker overlooked corners of history, for directly 

addressing historical experience, bringing historical experience toward immediate ap-

prehension. We must not, however, forget that historiography is also playing this 

game. We have seen throughout this study this densely woven arias web linking the 

function and apprehension of historical writings, fictional and non-fictional, at meta-

physical, philosophical, empirical, imaginative and aesthetic levels. In this world, his-

tory is inevitably re-created and “fictionalized” by both historians and novelists, such 

that “historiography and the various arts [novelization] play distinct roles in [the on-

going circulation across different cultural domains], and while they compete with one 

another, they also converge, bounce off one another, influence one another, and con-

tinuously beg to be different” (Rigney 5).116 At this point it would seem absurd to go 

on claiming one or both of these genres is simply all one thing or another. Turning 

again to Ann Rigney (Professor of Comparative Literature, Utrecht University), she 

captures the sum of our message and numerous other important points: 
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In the liquid interplay between narratives, versions of the past are picked 

up, recycled, criticized, and transformed in other works. Within this process, I 

argue, fiction works both together with historiography, and against it. It is be-

cause (freebooting) artists and (disciplined) historians are constantly pulling 

away from each other that certain topics remain “alive” and feed into public 

discussions. Such sites of memory remain alive (in Greenblatt’s sense of gen-

erating social energeia) not because their importance was established once and 

for all, and their significance pinned down in an immutable truth, but because 

they continue to generate discussion about what actually happened, what it is 

important to know in the first place and, finally, what sort of lessons we can 

draw from what we do know when we try to deal with contemporary realities. 

(22) 

 

We may in this light view the transacting works of historical novelists and historians, 

in their portrayals of the young and old, male and female, human and animal, rich and 

poor, educated and illiterate, from all the countries and ethnicities of the world, with 

multiple versions of history, actual and virtual, working together to give a complete 

and evolving picture of the past. All of this seems to suggest that we need fictional-

ized histories, virtual histories, to line up with historiography and challenge accepted 

views, augment our historical circumambience, forcing us to consider and reconsider 

varied antecedents and actors so that we can fully understand historical outcomes. By 

stretching our historical consciousness in new and varied directions, we will veritably 

renovate our percipience and self-appraisal, and no doubt be better prepared for our 

next histories. History is anything but a one-way street, anything but a single dimen-

sion, anything but a single articulation. We want our dialog in this most important 

area of human apprehension to be full to the seams, a free debate and brainstorming 
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session with no voices silenced; it thus seems that this area of human cognizance 

would practically beg for the challenges that fiction can offer, its re-readings and re-

writings, its imaginative license, its multiple points of view, its supple aesthetic ele-

ments aligning so coherently with the dispensations of humanity’s historically-

mediated aesthetic gaze.  

 

What  is  History? 

 

I WILL PAUSE HERE (we will pick up our main thread in the following section, 

just a few pages hence), to consider the (very) broad question asked above: What is 

history? I won’t purport to give readers a comprehensive, end-all answer to this ques-

tion, not by a long shot. Indeed, in the following I will simply ruminate, briefly, on 

one principal idea that I hope will fill in a few more of the cracks in the walls of our 

in-construction edifice. This idea is the place of memory in our analysis of historical 

fiction and historiography. At the highest level I agree with David Lowenthal that 

“All awareness of the past is founded on memory,” and “Reminiscence and expecta-

tions suffuse every present moment” (193, 3). In the following—and this may seem 

obvious to some—we will review how these processes are embedded in and condition 

historical writing processes.  

First let’s examine an empirical study of memory by Jonathan K. Foster, Sen-

ior Research Fellow and Clinical Neuropsychologist, Edith Cowan University. Foster 

writes that memory is important “for virtually everything that we do” as we “seek to 

impose meaning upon events taking place in our environment” (1, 11). In terms of our 

topics observe the following: 1) Our memory extends across time, space and experi-

ence such that “Whenever the experience of some past event influences someone at a 
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later time, the influence of the previous experience is a reflection of memory for that 

past event” (Foster 3); and 2) memory is such that “after learning and storing new in-

formation, we can select, interpret and integrate one thing with another—so as to 

make better use of what we learn and remember” (Foster 6, 7). This sounds like his-

tory writing at work—something of an instance of encoded, stored and retrieved long-

term memory—and Foster captures this ideal in even more detail in an analogy that 

refers to many of the historical/remembered reconstructive processes we have been 

considering: 

 

[…] the act of remembering has been likened to the task of a paleontologist 

who constructs a dinosaur from an incomplete set of bones, but who possesses 

a great deal of general knowledge about dinosaurs. In this analogy, the past 

event leaves us with access to an incomplete set of bones (with occasional 

‘foreign’ bones that are not derived from the past event at all). Our knowledge 

of the world then influences our efforts to re-assemble those bones into some-

thing that resembles the past episode. The memory that we assemble may con-

tain some actual elements of the past (i.e. some real bones), but—taken as a 

whole—it is an imperfect re-construction of the past located in the present. 

(14) 

 

This sounds like history writing all over again, and in terms of this “A historical nar-

rative is tied to the medium of memory. It mobilizes the experience of past time, 

which is engraved in the archives of memory, so that the experience of present time 

becomes understandable and the expectation of future is possible” (Rüsen, History: 

Narration, Interpretation, Orientation 11). We may think of the essence of human 

historical consciousness as, simply, historical memory, with this imbricated, selective, 
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interpretive and densely temporal psychology the very essence of identity, the ulti-

mate binding agent and actuator of narrative consciousness and finally, historical 

writing. “We are what we remember,” we might say, or as Jörn Rüsen writes, these 

cognitive means “delimit the realm of one’s life—the familiar and comforting aspects 

of one’s own life-world—from the world of others” (Western Historical Thinking 1). 

In a word, “history and memory can be separated only in an ideal view, and […] these 

two should rather be thought of as two poles of a continuum rather than as clearly dis-

tinguishable categories” (Classen 102). We might visualize these points as intersect-

ing narrative ellipses of our historical past, lived present, and anticipated futures link-

ing up across time, with historicized writings, as another such overlapping figuration, 

allowing their own brands of access, understanding and interpretation of remembered 

incident and outcome. Let’s look at some examples. 

To be sure Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood is steeped in memory, particularly 

the memories of the murderer Perry Smith enshrined in his own recall, as well as that 

of others, stored in his beloved box of memorabilia (letters from his family and ac-

quaintances, his own notes, songs and poems, photos, etc.). As well, and no doubt 

needless to say, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front is first and 

foremost memoir-as-history. William Styron, in turn, highlighted the importance of 

the remembered past and its connection to the “remembered present” when he wrote 

in The Confessions of Nat Turner that “The relativity of time allows us elastic defini-

tions: the year 1831 was, simultaneously, a long time ago and only yesterday” (addi-

tionally, the second chapter of the book, which establishes the background leading to 

the 1831 rebellion, is entitled Old Time Past: Voices, Dreams, Recollections).117  

Many observers would look at the above examples and say, “Nah, that’s only 

fictionalization, fanciful recreations. They have a certain aesthetic burnish, which 
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makes memory-imbued fiction seem deeper or more profound, but it just is not so.” 

But this is not so, for the memories that are recovered and re-told in works like In 

Cold Blood, All Quiet on the Western Front, The Confessions of Nat Turner or The 

Killer Angels are in sum no different from that which is remembered in McPherson’s 

Battle Cry of Freedom, Tuchman’s The Guns of August, Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing 

Executioners or any other historiography. I don’t see how one can say the memories 

recovered and rewritten by the first group above are “less reliable” or “less credible” 

than those of the second group. We find, as I think I have shown, the same recovery 

of remembered event and agency, and the same compositional processes that reenact 

these memories. Yes, some memories may be better, more reliable, more accurate 

than others, but again, these factors or qualities are no different for the novelist than 

they are for the historian. Memory is what we are, what we all are.  

To turn to McPherson, in Battle Cry of Freedom he also introduced connected 

pasts, presents and futures emerging out of remembered experience, writing that after 

the major bloodbaths of the war, “gone was the innocence of Rebs and Yanks who 

had marched off to war in 1861” (413), that the war had “crowded into a few years 

the emotions of a lifetime,” and how the war was “what A.D. is elsewhere; they date 

from it” (both viii).118 McPherson also found that to those living in the time of the 

Civil War that “It seems incredible that human power could effect such a change in so 

brief a space. Yesterday we rode on the pinnacle of success—today absolute ruin 

seems to be our portion.”119 What does McPherson have to say about these glum sen-

timents? Such anguish, he ponders, “echoes across the years” (665). As well, McPher-

son emphasizes the memories of a number of the leaders on both sides of the Civil 

War, connecting their allied, convivial past experience as confederates in the U.S. 
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U.S. army and their subsequent experience as “enemies” in the Civil War. We saw 

Michael Shaara’s brilliant treatment of the same factors in chapter 2 of this work.  

Narrated history is a vital component of human memory, as our examination 

of narrative consciousness showed.120 These memories are our history, and they in 

turn become our histories when we collect, interpret and place them in context (or on 

occasion even a sort of decontext), objectifying them in order to move past them 

(“forget” them) and apply them toward our futures. Historical novelists find them-

selves working in “the mode of the past tense,” which has “the feel of the past, not the 

literal past itself. It is a mode of memories. It’s the mind working in terms of mem-

ory” (Robert Penn Warren in Ellison 144). The art of historical novels is “intended to 

exercise the transforming, embellishing function of memory.”121 Yet further, spurs to 

national memory are a hallmark of the development of collective historical con-

sciousness, stemming from “the complex set of mnemonic practices through which 

collective views of the past are continuously being shaped, circulated, reproduced, 

and (un)critically transformed with the help of media” (Rigney 6).  

We may consider this brief reflection a starter, food for thought, and as a final 

note, and to transition into our next section, I think we could reasonably consider hu-

man memory, as a rich founding element contributing to historical apprehension and 

interpretation, as a decidedly imaginative process. Think of when you remember in 

depth, the aesthetic feeling (remembered experience is “steeped and dyed in waters 

rich with information about the self and past agency” as Owen Flanagan has written 

[Consciousness Reconsidered 182]) and the expressive/performative process of what 

is remembered as well as what is likely added to (or subtracted from) memory…. On 

that note, I turn to the following study of imagination in terms of our topics.  
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Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Imagination 

 

I now turn to the principal aesthetic analyses in this chapter. I begin with an 

examination of imagination and history. In an empirical vein, John Searle, Slusser 

Professor of Philosophy, University of California, Berkeley, has written of the prag-

matic importance of this topic that “shared products of the imagination”—in which I 

include the genres we are examining within the intersubjective and aesthetic milieus I 

have described—play a “crucial role” in human life (“The Logical Status” 74). From 

here, “serious (i.e. nonfictional) speech acts can be conveyed by fictional texts” (The 

Logical Status” 74) and ultimately “any important work of fiction” can “convey[] a 

‘message’ or ‘messages’ which are conveyed by the text but are not in the text” (The 

Logical Status” 74, emphasis in original). Such thoughts seem to accord with my 

analysis thus far. Turning to the imagined/remembered works and workings of his-

torical writers, we have discussed imaginative touches and flair commonly found in 

historiography, as historians endeavor toward “the depiction of the variety, color, and 

vividness of the historical field” (White, Metahistory 14), with the addition of a 

“touch of rouge here” and “pencil-stroke there” (Cobb qtd. in Tosh, 23-24). Frank 

Ankersmit considered that “like the paint used by the painter, language is used to ex-

press or to materialize the (aesthetic) experience of the historian” (Sublime Historical 

Experience 139), and Lawrence Stone (1919-1999), finally, broadly referred to histo-

rians as pointilistes (292)—with each point, we may surmise, a historical datum, artis-

tically daubed into a densely packed narrative amalgam. 

John Tosh has straightforwardly written of the importance of the “exercise of 

imagination required to re-create the world of the past and to plug the many gaps in 

the surviving evidence” (148, emphasis in original), while German scholar Wilhelm 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

211                                    
 

Dilthey (1833-1911) wrote that “a thorough understanding of historical development 

is first achieved when the course of history is re-lived in imagination at the deepest 

points at which the movement forward takes place” (qtd. in Plantinga 109-110). 

Hayden White has posited that because of the elusive, difficult challenge of excavat-

ing and composing historical narrative, “you need imagination to close the gap be-

tween the present and the past,” processes which are “more responsible than this false 

clarity” (both “The Aim of Interpretation” 75).122 Greg Dening, finally, nicely cap-

tured the working historian’s dependence on imagination when he wrote: 

 

Imagination [in history writing] is catching a glimpse of the end of the trail 

before we make the first step. Imagination is finding a word that someone else 

will hear, a metaphor that someone else will see. Imagination is seeing what is 

absent, hearing the silences as well as the noises. Imagination is taking the cli-

ché out of what has been said over and over again. Imagination is taking the 

purposes of the rules of the discipline and running with the purposes rather 

than the rules. Imagination is working the fictions in our non-fiction the better 

to do what we want with our writing. (213) 

 

Needless to say, historical novelists are poised to step into this discussion. Skeptics 

will claim here that these imagined pasts are distortions or worse, simply false, and 

thus their composers have no place in this debate. I can only say that such a claim 

seems overdrawn, for one rarely dismisses in this way given non-fictional historical 

works, though they are imagined in the selfsame ways as historical fictions.  R.G. 

Collingwood, echoing others in this study, wrote that “The historian’s picture, like 

that of the novelist, is a picture displayed by the imagination to the imagination” (“In-

augural” 162). C. Vann Woodward, in a famed dialog about history and fiction with 
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Ralph Ellison (1914-1994), William Styron and Robert Penn Warren (1905-1989) 

said that “An historian stands in no less need of imagination than the novelist; if any-

thing he needs rather more” (in Ellison 142). Even for historians the “[actual] histori-

cal characters are imagined too. They are brought into the picture of an imagined 

world. For how do we know the world of ‘history,’ unless the historian has ‘imag-

ined’ it?” (Robert Penn Warren in Ellison 145). In sum, both novelists and historians 

“integrate all of the diversity of our people and our regions, our religions, and so on, 

into an imaginative whole,” and in this process find that “a writer’s responsibility is 

not to the dead baggage of facts, but to the unfettering and replenishing power of his 

own imagination, that imagination which at its best can alone reveal ultimate truths” 

(first quote Ralph Ellison in Ellison 148; second William Styron in Ellison 152).  

It seems that in terms of both historical novelization and historiography, a lot 

more is going on than just remembering, as writers seek to aesthetically excavate, re-

construct, interpret, emplot, emplace, mythologize and valorize the past. The value of 

these re-imagined histories is enormous, the quantity and quality of their depictions 

and analyses vast. They range from “greater truths,” to the commonsensical ground 

level of how life was experienced, revealing veritable human dimensions and identi-

ties, teeming with emotions, preferences, beliefs, dispositions, attitudes, intuitions, 

biases and philosophies. Such a panoply, brought to life in imaginative reconstruction, 

truly does extend beyond history’s usual “baggage of facts.” History, it seems, is by 

definition imagined (remembered)—and of course it must be, for we know that his-

torical writers are not going to bump into experienced history and have a chat with 

historical figures as they research and compose their narratives (well, often they can, 

with living figures). In this way these imagined pasts, fictional and non-fictional, are 

in some ways equally “unproveable,” equally out of reach of actual contact—here we 
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meet up with the absent past all over again, with its bedeviling blanks and absences 

and blurry areas to be, imaginatively, filled in and completed.123 This has not slowed 

us down yet, and it will not now.  

 

History and Myth 

 

I TURN NOW TO ANOTHER AREA worthy of our attention, which will begin our 

examination of fictionalizing and aesthetic elements in historical narrative, proper—a 

study that will show us that “What a novel exemplifies or expresses often reorganizes 

a world more drastically than does what the work literally or figuratively says or de-

picts” (Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking 106). This is the possibility that one truly 

serviceable model and method that is closely related to historical understanding and 

narrative is myth. “Too big!” some readers may cry out, and no doubt for some the 

idea of linking the seeming phantasmagorias of myth to the cool empiricism of his-

torical understanding would be off limits. This is an area that must be approached 

carefully, for it’s almost as if I were to suggest that the Sunday comics or graphic 

novels should be brought into this discourse, and set side-by-side with history and his-

toriography (there are analysts who have done just this, but I shall not be one of 

them). Yes, for not a few observers, myths are “only a mass of chimeras, dreams, and 

absurdities”—but I think the reader should not be quite so dismissive, and that indeed 

we will find important contours of our various genres in alignment with the idea of 

myth, and up from there important concordant lineaments of human historical experi-

ence and consciousness, individual and collective.124  

Before I begin I should attend to an important point about myth as a model in 

history writing. Some will say here, and rightfully so, that rather than such a grand 

edifice—a veritable “meta-narrative”—in fact most history writers (historians particu-
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larly) “see one of their jobs as puncturing myths, especially of national or racial supe-

riority (or claims to special victimhood)” (historian Peter Zarrow, personal communi-

cation with author, 28 February 2010). Professor Zarrow is indeed correct, and we 

have even seen in the puncturing of myths by historical writers the emergence of the 

little and the other histories that we have recognized as such an important contribution 

to human communication and percipience. In this respect, obviously, the deconstruc-

tion of myths and grand narratives by historical writers can be seen as a constructive 

“sign of the ‘emancipatory impulse’” (Zarrow, February 2010; and see below, 216). 

As I argue in the following, I will do well to remember that even if myth is essential 

to historical writing, this opposing view must as well condition ultimate findings. 

But to turn to my argument, we may find that myth may be no less than “his-

tory’s alter ego, accompanying it like a shadow wherever it goes: indeed, paradoxi-

cally, myth is the best measure of history’s own success” (Ankersmit “The Sublime 

Dissociation” 321), and that as consumers of historical narrative “we accept without 

much question a measure of mythmaking” (Kermode, History and Value 112). Marie-

Laure Ryan similarly links myth to the true and the real—and what else is history?—

when she writes that “Myth is the voice of Truth itself, the foundation of a culture, a 

definitive representation that refuses to acknowledge the existence of any other ver-

sion” (826). Myth is in turn related to history by Ryan, by way of a scientific world 

view, when she writes that “As a representation of the real, then, myth targets the 

same reference world as scientific discourse” (826). No doubt the treatment of myth 

in history and history in myth, must be done “flexibly and cautiously” (Munz 134), 

and “there is a fine balance between real events and people on one side and the 

mythic paradigm on the other” (Munz 135), but by way of this process “Mythical sto-

ries and the assimilation of true stories to myth play a very important part in the trans-
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formation of them into history and enable people to see the past as history” (Munz 

134). In terms of these analyses, we realize that in telling these great stories with their 

yet more stunning imagery, metaphorical figuration and visionary aplomb, historical 

writers can convey mythologically perfect worlds and best models of behavior and 

interaction at both individual and societal levels. Readers can sense myth at work in 

William Styron’s narrative of Nat Turner, a universal parable of Good vs. Evil, and 

Human Suffering and Rebellion. Turner is something of a Protean shape-shifter, he at 

once a mighty, chosen black god at war with the white race, an uncertain and some-

times cowardly everyman, a mystic shaman, a subservient slave, a wise scholar. As 

far as Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels (and for that matter, James M. McPherson’s 

Battle Cry of Freedom), there are built-in mythical elements and characters seen in 

the likes of the mighty Abraham Lincoln, Robert E. Lee, James Longstreet, Ulysses S. 

Grant, William Tecumseh Sherman, and a number of other courageous military per-

sonnel and civilians.  

We live, in our ways, in something of a myth-saturated world, our life stories 

studded with myths from the miniature—self-created myths, false myths, family 

myths, and even something like a given mythologizing that imbues everyday lan-

guage by way of metaphor and associated figurative, connotative inflations and non-

literal usages125— to the grand, all of those actual classical myths that range from 

those now given little actual credence in daily life (though they add much to our 

imagined and actual lives, and as we have seen in the figures of our everyday dis-

course), to the acts of our heroes who actually lived and performed veritably mythic 

accomplishments—our political myths (Lincoln, Roosevelt, Reagan), myths in sport 

(Babe Ruth, Joe Namath, Michael Jordan), mythologies of business (the Gates em-

pire, Mary Kay Ash, Jerry Yang, John D. Rockefeller), and entertainment (Bette 
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Davis, John Ford, Lenny Bruce, Orson Welles; Christopher Classen has also called 

Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List “a milestone in the emergence of a transna-

tional myth of history” [100]). Yes, many of these myths (and metaphors) suggest 

vast, greater, often poetic potential, but they also, palpably, suggest the actuality of 

lived historical experience.  

What I am examining here, then, is the linkage of history and myth, which be-

comes something of a brand of “metahistory” (hats off to Hayden White) with myth—

”this story of all stories,” “a story about the origin of time itself”—understood as a 

central genre of fictionalization, and from there as “the condition of the possibility of 

all history and of all historical narrative” (Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 

364). Erich Auerbach once wrote that history was inclined in the direction of “legend” 

(which I will associate with myth) because “Legend arranges its material in a simple 

and straightforward way; it detaches it from its contemporary historical context, so 

that the latter will not confuse it” (19). Such “mythologizing of history” (if I may call 

it that) sounds like Ankersmit’s detachment of history from currently apperceived 

baggage and preconceived-in-hindsight notions about “what actually happened,” pro-

viding an opening onto historical sublimity and allowing us to “confront[] […] a past 

that is completely dissociated from the present, informing us about our pristine iden-

tity, an identity that we do not recall and that is yet to be linked to the fiercest storm 

of historicization or narrativization that we can find in a civilization’s history” (Sub-

lime Historical Experience 364). Auerbach himself went on that myth and legend ex-

ercise such a potent magnetism that “most historians are forced to make concessions” 

to these influences (20).  

Essential narrative structure is itself “an amalgam of myth, history, and fic-

tion” (Scholes and Kellogg 12), such that “as long as history was conceived to be ex-
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planation by narration, one was required to bring to the task of narration the arche-

typal myth or plot structure, by which alone that narrative could be given a form” 

(White, Metahistory 167, emphasis in original). In these ways narrative myth “pro-

vides a paradigm, a sort of expectation of what a story might be like” (Munz 121), 

such that a “more readable kind of historical narrative” and “intelligible storyhood” 

are “closely related to a myth” (Munz 115, 132, 115). We find an example of such a 

turn to myth/legend, with the aim of “intelligible storyhood” and use as a paradig-

matic narrative structure in Herman Wouk’s War and Remembrance where, in his ac-

count of the WWII Midway Battle, he lists (this a standard historian’s methodology) 

the names and home towns of the pilots and radiomen-gunners of three waves of tor-

pedo attack planes that assaulted the Japanese armada who were shot down and killed, 

as well as the survivors (the experiences of which he had fictionally recounted). This 

is very straightforward and empirical accounting amidst Wouk’s historical “ro-

mance,” which he employed, he writes, so that “the memory of these three American 

torpedo plane squadrons should not die” (310-311). His entire account, imbued with 

mythological understanding, reads: 

 

So long as men choose to decide the turns of history with the slaughter of 

youths—and even in a better day, when this form of human sacrifice has been 

abolished like ancient, superstitious, but no more horrible form— the memory 

of these three American torpedo plane squadrons should not die. The old sagas 

would halt the tale to list the names and birthplace of men who fought o well. 

Let this romance follow the tradition. (310-311) 

 

Few would doubt that fictionalizing “liars” often create fantastic, superhuman 

stories and figures that approach, embody or become myth—but we see here how this 
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in fact connects up with history. Scholes and Kellogg asked in The Nature of Narra-

tive “What are Julien Sorel, Raskolnikov, Emma Bovary, and Anna Karenina but in-

dividuals in a mimetic world acting out the pattern of their mythic destinies?” (230). 

In this respect, Colin Falck adds another key narrative element, contingency, into the 

stew of fictionalized myth, and then connects this repast back into historicity when he 

writes, “Since myths must always be open to the assimilation of new contingent expe-

rience, our mythic patterns themselves, like our concepts themselves, must always be 

indefinitely open to historical change” (124). Falck also sees myth in history in con-

crete terms, in that “The kinds of meaning or truth which myths embody are a part of, 

as well as the original basis of, our ontological vision of the world, and if we are to 

come to terms with the nature of these truths we shall need to allow ourselves to be 

led in the direction of greater concreteness and imagistic plenitude rather than in the 

direction of greater formality and abstraction” (130). Falck points us toward the al-

lowance of a greater “imagistic plenitude” in our historical lives by way of myth, an 

imagism that is grounded in actuality and which even yields essential elements of our 

selves, working alongside formal history-making processes, which, for all their “real-

ism” and factuality, can branch into curiously and often beautifully abstract and 

mythic representations. Recall here the dream of Woman Wang in Jonathan Spence’s 

The Death of Woman Wang, which sums up much of her impoverished, harsh life and 

the brutal deprivation of life in the sparsely populated Chinese countryside, but also 

paints pictures of possibility. This scene may read like a tone poem, but Spence cites 

no less than 39 sources for his information in the end notes, such that the following 

becomes an astonishing amalgam of the fictional and the factual, densely imagistic, 

and, perhaps, veritably mythic: 
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There is a boat of many colors drifting toward her in the sky, it is draped 

with fine clouds. People are climbing aboard. There is only one oarsman, he 

holds a short wooden oar. The oar has no blade at the end, the end is thickly 

clustered with feathers like a giant fan; as the oarsman waves the feathers a 

light wind blows and they move ever faster through the clouds. There is no 

sound but the throbbing of the light wind. The clouds are all around, they 

press in on her like cotton wool, they are soft under her feet, and she is slightly 

dizzy as though still traveling on the boat. She looks up and sees the stars 

close to her eyes, they range in size from great jars down to tiny cups, they are 

neatly arranged like the seeds within a lotus flower; below is an infinite silver 

sea, through gaps in the clouds she sees whole cities big as beans. (129-130) 

 

A few of Spence’s own thoughts may shed light on how and why he composed his 

history this way, which, “Whether judged as fiction or as historical reconstruction, 

[…] is a masterpiece of style and narration” as Harold Bloom, Sterling Professor of 

the Humanities at Yale University, has commented. In chapter 3 we saw that Spence 

believes “certain historical events have a strong narrative line that links them,” and 

for Spence “This cannot just be fabricated. The evidence from the past has to fit with 

your methods, and cannot just be made up. Also some kinds of past evidence have no 

strong narrative line at all, so you need to find some other mode of working with 

those” (personal correspondence with the author, 3 August 2009).  

Recall also the recurring dream of Nat Turner, constructed by William Styron. 

The main passage describing the dream, in the first few pages of the novel, is brilliant 

artistry that fashions a myth of return to origins, of pitiless fate toward uncelebrated 

death, of unforeseen consequences, broken dreams, severe justice. The stark imagery 

that appears before Turner’s eyes is enough to indicate the mythic overtones of these 
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passages. Turner envisions himself floating in a skiff on a lazy estuary toward the 

“boundless sea.” He looks up and sees a forbidding, windowless Romanesque temple 

on a high promontory, bathed in vespertine light. The building “seems to have no 

purpose, resembling, as I say, a temple—yet a temple in which no one worships, or a 

sarcophagus in which no one lies buried, or a monument to something mysterious, 

ineffable, and without name.” Turner continues: 

 

Above the barren, sandy cape where the rive joins the sea, there is a prom-

ontory or cliff rising straight up hundreds of feet to form the last outpost of 

land. It is afternoon. The day is clear, sparkling, and the sun seems to cast no 

shadow anywhere. It may be the commencement of spring or perhaps the end 

of summer; it matters less what the season is than that the air is almost season-

less—benign and neutral, windless, devoid of heat or cold. The shores of the 

river are unpeopled, silent; no deer run through the forests, nor do any gulls 

rise up from the deserted, sandy beaches. There is an effect of great silence 

and of an even greater solitude, as if life here had not so much perished as 

simply disappeared, leaving all—river shore and estuary and rolling sea—to 

exist forever unchanged like this beneath the light of a motionless afternoon 

sun.126  

 

To return to a point introduced above, in terms of how myth is incorporated into his-

torical narrative, various approaches are possible. One may be that that myths repre-

sent a story line elevating humans and their histories, quite literally, to mythical 

status, enacting a sort of vainglory and ostentation about past experience. Peter Munz 

wrote that truth in myths “consists in the symbolic force with which they give mean-

ing to our innermost feeling of hope” (217), and it would seem in this respect that one 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

221                                    
 

such hope is that we can view our historical experiences as larger than life, worthy of 

mythical status. As Ankersmit notes in terms of my own culture, since “the history of 

the West is richer in new and revolutionary beginnings than any other, we may expect 

Western civilization to have been the unparalleled master in the production of myth 

and to shelter more myths than any other” (“Sublime Dissociation” 321). This intro-

duces an empirical view, and in these respects mythological formatting may have 

depth, scope and an overall ability to access origins and deal with momentous transi-

tions, and in sum be the best narrative ontology “betwixt and between” actuality and 

fictionalization, necessary for what humans feel the telling of history warrants. Re-

versing this empiricism (a topic like this is going to oscillate some), Colin Falck 

writes that “Beneath our objective or scientific awareness, a mythic awareness may 

need to persist if we are to have any sense of meaning in the world at all,” and “the 

configurations within which human life can most fundamentally be understood as fal-

ling—the patterns in terms of which it can most satisfyingly be seen—may in the end 

need to be understood as a matter not of scientific order but of a poetic order which is 

inherently mythic” (119).  

More darkly, myth may first hark to something like a pre-historical paradise, 

but then become a model that can best fill in apprehension emerging out of tragedy 

and trauma in history. Myths in this light arise in human historical consciousness out 

of traumatic pasts that have become disassociated and forgotten, “put away” by hu-

mans because of, first, their association with pain and tragedy—the actual trauma of 

pogroms, disasters, plagues, famine, the fall of civilizations, etc.—and then, their re-

figuration in historical narrative, which requires us, as noted, to objectify (dissociate) 

our pasts, by way of which “the past, as such, comes into being, that is, as an object 

requiring reflection and […] the most strenuous efforts of historical understanding” 
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(Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 355). In this way, when historians en-

shrine the worst traumas that have befallen humanity in narrative, they are at once 

“remembered” and “forgotten,” with varied historical identities (the prior, the current, 

the anticipated) competing and clashing, such that we ambiguously “become what we 

are no longer” (paraphrase of Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 351). 

“[M]yth confronts us with a past that is completely dissociated from the present,” 

writes Ankersmit, “informing us about our pristine identity, an identity that we do not 

recall and that is yet to be linked to the fiercest storm of historicization or narrativiza-

tion that we can find in a civilization’s history” (“The Sublime Dissociation” 320). In 

sum it may be that a mythological casting is veritably the only narrative structure that 

could do justice to experience as we note here, possessing a “crucial role in our mod-

ern(ist) historical consciousness,” and no less than constituting “the condition of the 

possibility of all history and of all historical narrative” (Ankersmit Sublime Historical 

Experience 318; “Sublime Dissociation” 320). 

Critics might contend that myth is a veritable “dumbing down” of narrated 

history, a reliance on fanciful, essentially flat characterization (recall how Mikhail 

Bakhtin posited in his “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel” how an-

cient writings, suffused in myth, could literally be read backward or forward without 

significantly altering meaning or outcome). Yet this seems overwrought, or simply 

mistaken—humanity’s myths are certainly not so incredible, so disreputable, so care-

less, so thoughtless. Colin Falck felt that myth was plausible as a view onto fact and 

knowledge because it is “a form of integrated perceptual awareness which unites 

‘fact’ and ‘explanation,’ because it is a form of awareness in which fact and explana-

tion have not yet become disunited,” into rigid conceptions of subject and object (117, 

emphasis in original). Erich Auerbach, as we know, believed that much authentic un-
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derstanding and knowledge could be divined in myth, and even if there were a given 

“tendency to a smoothing down and harmonizing of events, to a simplification of mo-

tives, to a static definition of characters which avoids conflict, vacillation, and devel-

opment” in these narratives, they could nevertheless produce “a more concrete, direct, 

and historical impression” because “the confused, contradictory multiplicity of events, 

the psychological and factual cross-purposes, which true history reveals, have not dis-

appeared in the representation but still remain clearly perceptible” (20). 

As a final note, I think that principally by way of myth (but also through other 

compositional patterns and applications,) an emancipatory impulse can be detected in 

much historical narrative, which sometimes rises toward the sublime (historiography 

can practice all of the following similarly, though generally in a more subdued tone 

than historical fiction). We see perhaps Nelson Goodman’s view that various versions 

of history allow for a reordering of priorities, suggesting that varieties of historical 

writing will not simply reconstruct perfectly matching representations of the past, but 

that a better, more humane, more utopian existence will be a result of such narrative 

manipulation (see Ways of Worldmaking 105 and passim). Again I note The Confes-

sions of Nat Turner, the emancipatory themes of which are obvious, as they are in 

other Civil War narratives. The final words of Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western 

Front have a somber sublimity and vision of the fallen rising toward transcendence: 

“He had fallen forward and lay on the earth as though sleeping. Turning him over one 

saw that he could not have suffered long; his face had an expression of calm, as 

though almost glad the end had come” (291). Related to this point is the insertion of 

given idealistic or utopian views onto history, and their hoped-for contribution toward 

more coherent, just, decent and benevolent futures. As is well known, historical writ-

ers have long written celebratory paeans to the great stories of great men and women, 
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of great societies and civilizations. The title of McPherson’s final chapter, “To the 

Shoals of Victory” suggests much more than just the Union Army’s victory in the 

Civil War, pointing toward a veritable victory for the people and nation of the United 

States—a mythological, emancipatory cast reinforced with the final words of the 

book, where a single black soldier carries the mantle of a proud people taken to a 

newfound height. Recognizing his downcast former master among a group of Con-

federate prisoners, the black man calls out a cheerful and probably defiant greeting: 

“‘Hello, massa; bottom rail on top dis time!’” (862). 

The above has been a detailed discussion, and some of the claims are probably 

subject to debate. Yet I warrant that the analyses I have cited and myself attempted 

have fashioned a sound case linking fictionalized myth and historical narrative. These 

stories all become “redescriptions” in the Rortyan sense, “stories which can be used to 

complement or buttress other stories” (Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth 90) 

with all taking their places in the “potential infinity of vocabularies in which the 

world can be described” (Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 367). In this 

“infinity” we find myth with a role, exercising influence on our historical narrative 

and understanding. I will conclude my examination of myth and history with a 

lengthy quote from Frank Ankersmit, whose erudite and informed analysis sheds il-

luminating light into these complex areas. In “The Sublime Dissociation of the Past: 

Or How to Be(come) What One is no Longer” Ankersmit wrote:  

 

Precisely this may clarify to what extent myth and the historical sublime 

are far more omnipresent in our experience of the past than we customarily 

think. True enough, we may find myth in the cosmological speculations of an-

tiquity, which we may discuss with a condescending smile; however, myth is 

no less present in the mind of modern Westerners. For we can discern in the 
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history of the West several moments where it radically repudiated its previous 

past in a movement possessing all the characteristics of Hegel’s historical sub-

lime. Think again of the French Revolution, or of that other tremendous revo-

lution that was occasioned by the transition from an agrarian and feudal to a 

modern, industrial society. Few events in Western history have been so inten-

sively discussed by historians (and poeticized by novelists) and few provoked 

such an avalanche of literature. In both cases these events raised a storm of 

historicization which blew away all that could possibly be historicized—and 

in the emptiness or historical vacuum thus created an idyllic, pre-historical, 

and quasi-eternal and quasi-natural past came into being—a past that was ide-

ally suited for idealization, a past that we like to yearn for nostalgically and to 

dream about in order momentarily to forget the ugly and unnatural historical 

world of modernity. […] 

It follows that myth and the historical sublime should not be relegated ex-

clusively to a distant past; myth and the historical sublime accompany us like 

an ever-present shadow on our path towards modernity. Each time humanity 

or a civilization enters a truly new phase in its history, a new mythical sublime 

comes into being as this civilization’s cold and fossilized heart that will for-

ever be handed on to those living in all its later phases. […] So let us not be-

lieve that reassuring “counter-myth” according to which Western historical 

writing has, finally, succeeded in disposing of myth: on the contrary, the more 

history we have, the more successful, “objective,” and scientific it is, the more 

myth we will have as well. (321) 
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Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Po int  of  View 

 

THE ABOVE ANALYSES LEAD to my next point, which will relate back to my 

examination of subjectivity and objectivity in chapter 3. To alter these conceptions 

slightly, in my studies of this subject I have at times pondered the differences and 

commonalities between the first person (subjective) and the third person (objective) 

points of view in historical writing. To be sure, there are those who would say that 

empirical/analytical historiography is truly a third-person/objective enterprise, and the 

use of first-person/subjective attitudes, dispositions and communicative practices are 

generally unacceptable. We tend to frown upon historical figures in historiography 

looking up at as and addressing us with “I” this and “we” that. We just aren’t that 

close, history is objective, removed from us, a necessary distance is appropriate and 

comfortable. Conversely, historical fiction is free to present characters in the first per-

son, with historical personages becoming actual, unique selves, with “I”s and “we”s 

communicating interactively in narratives. Such communication and viewpoints, im-

portantly for history, “create a language for the interior life, often a language of pain 

and loss,” writes Don DeLillo, and he goes on that the first person point of view (in 

conjunction with the third) “can trace a character’s response to an important historical 

event (or a minor one) day to day, minute to minute, by examining what the character 

says, hears, thinks, how the character feels, what the character dreams” (personal cor-

respondence with the author, 12 February 2009).127 In this way we find a “concentra-

tion of characterization” available to fiction writers, which allows historical reality to 

be best evinced (Lukács 40). This is done in part through a greater freedom to recon-

struct the lives of historical personages with enhanced complexity, including not only 

the revival of dialogs, points of view and personality traits, but also, to the extent pos-
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sible, the thought of historical agents. Accompanying such representations are richly 

realized descriptions of historical agents’ appearance, personal habits and behaviors 

(wait until you see below William Styron’s brilliant description of the of the personal-

ity and personage of one of Nat Turner’s hideous owners, the right Revered Eppes, 

with his haggard, sour appearance and vindictive, wrathful personality becoming an 

emblem of the failings and vulgarities of the entire slave-owning population in the 

U.S.). These techniques create a personal bond between reader and historicality that 

has resulted in some of the most nuanced and densely realistic interpretation and rep-

resentation in our historical literature. We should fairly note that much historiography 

can also accomplish much in this respect, with reference to the personal papers and 

other artifacts of historical personages. 

We again see here a platform best able to evince the value of Wickberg’s his-

tories of sensibilities, with these first-person experiences allowing a move beyond 

“the primacy of discursive representation” (Wickberg 661), toward a focus on the 

“various modes of perception and feeling, the terms and forms in which objects were 

conceived, experienced, and represented in the past” (Wickberg 662). As William 

Styron once said “An historian can tell you just what happened at Borodino, but only 

Tolstoy, often dispensing with the facts, can tell you what it really was to be a soldier 

at Borodino” (Ellison 160). Michael Shaara wrote of The Killer Angels that in order to 

“know what it was like to be there, what the weather was like, what men’s faces 

looked like [..] in order to live it,” a fictionalized account was necessary (“To the 

Reader,” no page number, emphasis in original).128 Yes, perhaps this seems mun-

dane—we have always felt the Tolstoys of the world have shown us what it was 

“really like” to be a figure living in the arias web of history—but then again, histori-

ans do this pretty well too. Perhaps we have simply not considered this idea in enough 
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detail, and examined the myriad common implications that can be traced out on aes-

thetic, communicative, conscious and narrative grounds in terms of the “third person” 

reportage of the historian (with its first-person fictionalized narrative constituents) 

and the “first person” fictionalization of the novelist (with its third-person researched 

and reported elements). Of course, no two narratives or genres will ever be identical, 

and it would be mistaken to expect that of these two. I think that many mischievous 

observers in the past have sought “ah ha!” moments by locating differences, errors or 

inconsistencies within and across fictional or non-fictional historical writings, with 

the aim of deconstructing or devaluing one or the other genre. But this is little more 

than chicanery and can amount to distortion. My aim, and I quote myself from chapter 

1 of this work, is “to show how fictional and non-fictional histories map onto each 

other, with touches of the imagined and constructed alongside the remembered, the 

experienced and the witnessed; the empirical/researched functioning with the discur-

sive/composed; and all of these matters and partitions becoming something like a ge-

stalt of our temporal/narrative experience, with its looks backward into memory, onto 

present experience, and forward into the anticipated future.” 

Some examples will illuminate these considerations.129 We are shown in 

McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom on July 3, 1863 James Longstreet urging Robert 

E. Lee to alter his Gettysburg strategy and adopt a “tactical defensive” (655). Long-

street “urged Lee to turn [the Union army’s] south flank and get between the Union 

army and Washington” (McPherson 655). Lee, however, felt the morale of his troops 

was at a peak, and he “intended to unleash them” (McPherson 655-656). The two 

commanders conferred: 
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Pointing to Cemetery Hill, [Lee] said to Longstreet: “The enemy is there, 

and I am going to attack him there.” 

“If he is there, it will be because he is anxious that we should attack him; a 

good reason, in my judgment, for not doing so.” (656) 

 

Lee would not budge, and Longstreet was morose, and in the first person laments, 

“‘My heart was heavy. I could see the desperate and hopeless nature of the charge and 

the hopeless slaughter it would cause’” (McPherson 661). Forced to comply, the next 

day Longstreet “ordered a concentration of Confederate artillery—some 150 guns—

for the largest southern bombardment of the war, to soften up the enemy at the point 

of attack. At 1:07 Longstreet’s guns shattered the uneasy silence that had followed the 

morning’s fight on the right. For almost two hours an artillery duel among nearly 300 

guns filled the Pennsylvania countryside with an ear-splitting roar heard as far away 

as Pittsburgh. Despite this sound and fury, the Union infantry lying behind the stone 

walls and breastworks suffered little, for the rebel aim was high” (McPherson 661-

662).130 And then, with the focus widened to the larger objective historical context, 

 

[…] about 3:00 p.m., Longstreet reluctantly ordered the attack. The Con-

federate bombardment seemed to have disabled the enemy’s artillery; it was 

now or never. With parade-ground precision, Pickett’s three brigades moved 

out joined by six more from Hill’s division on their left and two others in re-

serve. It was a magnificent mile-wide spectacle, a picture-book view of war 

that participants on both sides remembered with awe until their dying mo-

ment—which for many came within the next hour. […] As the gray infantry 

poured across the gently undulating farmland with seemingly irresistible force, 

northern artillery suddenly erupted in a savage cascade, sending shot and shell 
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among the southern regiments and changing to canister as they kept coming. 

The Union guns had not been knocked out after all; their canny chief of artil-

lery, General Henry J. Hunt, had ordered them to cease firing to lure on the 

rebels and conserve ammunition to welcome them. […] The southern assault 

collapsed under this unbearable pressure from front and flanks. Two or three 

hundred Virginians and Tennesseans with General Lewis A. Armistead 

breached the first Union line, where Armistead was mortally wounded with 

his hand on a Yankee cannon and his followers fell like leaves in an autumn 

wind. In half an hour it was all over. (McPherson 662).131 

 

Michael Shaara describes the same scenes, often using similar language and point of 

view. He writes that Longstreet conferred with Lee before the planned attack:  

 

“Sir, I’ve discovered a way south that seems promising. If we could 

move—” 

“General, the enemy is there—and there’s where I’m going to strike him.”  

“Sir, there are some things I must say. Sir, it is my considered opinion that 

a frontal assault here would be a disaster. General Lee, sir, this is not a good 

position.” (285, 286).  

 

But Lee refuses, and tells Longstreet, “‘They will break. In any case there is no 

alternative. General, we will attack the center. Your attack will be preceded by 

massed artillery fire.’” (Shaara 288, 291-292). The stricken Longstreet, feeling “an 

icy despair, a cold dead place like dead skin” (Shaara 288) organizes the assault, but 

later despondently “sat with his back against a tree […] his head in his hands” (Shaara 

300). The next day Pickett’s charge erupts, and we are taken into history (the follow-

ing is compressed). The soldiers on both sides  
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…SAW IT ALL BEGIN, SAW THE GUNS GO OFF ONE BY ONE, each one a 

split second after the last, so that there was one long continuing blossoming 

explosion beginning on the right, erupting down through the grove and up the 

ridge to the left like one gigantic fuse sputtering up the ridge. [Amistead] 

could see shells bursting on top of the ridge, on the Union lines and the sound 

of the cannonade was enormous, like a beating of great wings. Quieter now. 

The fire was definitely slackening.  

The brigade dressed in a line. The fire had slackened all down the line; 

now for the first time there were long seconds of silence. The line began to 

move forward into the woods advancing in superb order, line after line, a 

stunning sight, red battle flags, row on row. The line must be a mile long. A 

mile of men, armed and coming, the earth shuddering with their movement, 

with the sound of the guns. But the artillery sound was blossoming. And then 

the first shell struck near him, percussion, killing a mass of men to his right 

rear, his own men, and from then on the shells came down increasingly. The 

batteries on Rocky Hill were enfilading him, shooting right down his line, 

sometimes with solid shot, and you could see the damn black balls bouncing 

along like bowling balls. And now the canister, oh God, he shuddered, mil-

lions of metal balls whirring through the air like startled quail, murderous 

quail, and now for the first time there was screaming, very bad sounds to hear. 

[Armistead] moved forward the last yards toward the wall. And then he 

was hit, finally, in the side, doubling him. (312-313, 315, 320, 323-324, 327-

329)132 

 

I turn to Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, which provides a rich context of affective 

dispositions, sensibilities, “modes of perception and feeling,” “ideas, emotions, be-
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liefs, values” and “the terms and forms in which objects were conceived, experienced, 

and represented in the past” (Wickberg 662, 670). We find, for example, an opening 

onto the murderer Perry Smith’s very consciousness by way of Capote’s detailed de-

scriptions of Smith’s ever-present box of maps, drawings, lyrics and poems he has 

written, letters he has saved and other souvenirs, which capture the murderer’s uneasy 

embrace of his tormented upbringing and bizarre, self-aggrandizing hopes for the fu-

ture. Always dreaming of a way out of his tortured existence—an “ugly and lonely 

progress toward one mirage and then another” (In Cold Blood 246)—Perry’s fantasti-

cal savior is a “towering bird,” “ a “yellow ‘sort of parrot’” that had “first flown into 

his dreams when he was seven years old” (In Cold Blood 93). The parrot, Smith 

dreamed, would one day take him up in its talons and carry him away to freedom and 

happiness. (We see here something of Smith’s own brand of self-fictionalization, 

which as just noted, is common enough in first-person narrative consciousness and 

diary-keeping, and extensively incorporated into Capote’s fictionalized history). Ca-

pote’s descriptions of Perry’s fanciful personality, embittered rage, self-centeredness, 

paranoia, high intelligence, and dreams of starting life all over again and seeking for-

tune marvelously complete our understanding of this disturbed criminal and his ac-

tions. Sometimes Capote lets the other figures speak about Smith, as when Richard 

Hickock reflects that he could be “‘such a kid,’” that he was “‘spooky as hell,’” that 

there was “‘something wrong’ with Little Perry” and that he could “slide into a fury 

‘quicker than ten drunk Indians’” (In Cold Blood all 108). Smith also had his defend-

ers, and a number of people felt that things could have been different for him, which 

becomes an important theme in the novel. A reporter at Smith’s trial reflects that 

“Perry Smith. My God. He’s had such a rotten life” (306), and an old acquaintance 
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(who would serve as character witness at Smith’s trial) writes Smith in prison to say 

that “I got along with you very well and rather liked you” (261).  

Both Smith and Hickock were of above-average intelligence, and Smith’s in-

sight one afternoon as they are parked on a promontory in Mexico is particularly in-

sightful and disturbing: He says distantly to Hickock, “Know what I think? I think 

there must be something wrong with us. To do what we did” (In Cold Blood 108). He 

continues, “There’s got to be something wrong with somebody who’d do a thing like 

that. Deep down, way, way rock-bottom, I never thought I could do it. A thing like 

that” (In Cold Blood 108-109). Smith goes on to ponder why he is “‘not just right’” 

(In Cold Blood 110), and even feels something like regret—a regret that is brought 

home at the end of the novel, when, about to be hanged in Kansas, he says: “Maybe I 

had something to contribute, something—It would be meaningless to apologize for 

what I did. Even inappropriate. But I do. I apologize” (In Cold Blood 340).  

Capote’s textured, ambiguous, densely detailed picture of Smith’s multi-

faceted personality—he at once a “natural born killer” (In Cold Blood 232), but also 

something of “‘a poet, something rare and savable’” (In Cold Blood 42)—is a bril-

liantly fictionalized historical re-telling featuring multiple points of view, crossing the 

subjective and the objective with spectacular skill and grace. This is the kind of psy-

chological insight that we turn to great historical writing for.  

Continuing this line of thought in light of narrative consciousness will link the 

principal aesthetic/compositional studies of this chapter to our study in chapter 3. 

Owen Flanagan writes that the first-person/subjective point of view is “a rich source 

of data for hypothesis generation about what is in fact going on,” by way of con-

sciousness’s “fine-grained attention to phenomenological detail” and its access to 

“different kinds of awareness with many different causal roles” (Consciousness Re-
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considered 91). By way of these conscious processes historical writers employ their 

“capacities to create and conjure up novel experiences” (Flanagan, Consciousness Re-

considered 104).133 (In a related if amusing aside, Frank Kermode has told us that 

“the more farfetched and improbable the intertextual relations, the more certainly his-

torical the narrative must be” [Genesis 107, emphasis added]). Alongside this first 

person/subjective view skilled writers introduce third-person/objectivity into their 

analyses and interpretations of “what is in fact going on.” Ultimately, our hope will be 

that reference to the first-person/subjective point of view, transacting with third-

person objectivity, each feeding into and nourishing without particularly inhibiting 

one another, will allow imaginative entry into the lives and experiences of historical 

personages and communities, and offer up a closer attachment to the ultimate object, 

historical understanding and knowledge.  

First-person narration opens up doors to new and creative ways of narrating 

history, from interior monologues, to multiple first-person narrators, to the use of the 

intersubjective “we.” We might also encounter (in historical fiction, most likely) unre-

liable first-person narrators. In any case, in the above examples we were given effec-

tively deep and emotive pictures of both Lee’s and Longstreet’s, as well as Perry 

Smith’s subjective, personal points of view. Historical figures did in their own time 

refer to themselves as “I” and “we” after all, and so if a historian is going to relate and 

retell these stories in accurate detail, it would seem acceptable to speak in their 

voices, from their points of view, with their personal thoughts and feelings, actual 

subjectivity and self-hood, their veritable consciousnesses (“history as thought”). In a 

further description of the Confederate loss at Gettysburg in Battle Cry of Freedom, 

the crestfallen Lee and the ever-loyal Longstreet ponder the consequences after Pick-

ett’s Charge, sensing that a wider disaster had opened up for the Confederacy. As the 
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two great warriors “work[ed] to form a defensive line against [General George 

Gordon] Meade’s expected counterattack,” Lee morosely tells his friend “‘It’s all my 

fault. It is I who lost this fight, and you must help me out of it the best way you can. 

All good men must rally’” (663). After Lee’s and Longstreet’s withdrawal in a heavy 

rainstorm, and news had reached northern cities of the victory, Lee wrote a letter of 

resignation to Confederate President Jefferson Davis, some of which is again used by 

McPherson in a first-person sense: “‘I cannot even accomplish what I myself desire,” 

the aching Lee says. “How can I fulfill the expectations of others?’” (665). 

Michael Shaara in The Killer Angels fictionalized the above scene this way: 

“The old man [Lee] saw [Longstreet] and began riding toward him. Longstreet could 

hear him. ‘It is all my fault, it is all my fault. We shall rest and try it again another 

day. Now you must show good order. Never let them see you run.’” Longstreet waits 

silently, and then “Lee rode slowly forward. The old man stopped the horse and 

pointed east. He said in a soft, feather voice. ‘I think they are forming over there, 

General. I think they may attack.’ A great wall of black cloud was gathering in the 

west, and as the evening advanced and the sky grew darker they could begin to see the 

lightning although they could not yet hear the thunder” (332-333). Later in the eve-

ning, Lee tells Longstreet, “‘We will do better another time,’” to which Longstreet 

replies, “‘I don’t think so’” (338). Such descriptions capture Longstreet’s actual dis-

may (which he carried long after the war was over, resulting in a well-known conflict 

with other leaders who had survived), and the evoked historical situation, perfectly.134  

McPherson employs similar vocalizing technique elsewhere in Battle Cry of 

Freedom, as when Lincoln speaks of the challenges facing the reconstructing union at 

the end of the war, “There is no authorized organ for us to treat with,” says Lincoln. 

“We must simply begin with, and mould from, disorganized and discordant elements” 
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(852). Meanwhile the burning first-person John Wilkes Booth’s emerges out of the 

shadows having heard Lincoln’s first moves to enfranchise blacks in the United 

States, and snarls venomously, “That means nigger citizenship […]. Now by God, I’ll 

put him through. That is the last speech he will ever make” (852). Such narrative, 

though grounded in its way in third person objectivity, seems to stray outside the 

bounds of pared-down, positivist historical reporting, and gives us a conscious, first-

person, subjective view of selves planning, interacting, thinking, conveying, project-

ing, etc. In sum here we see here another instance of congruence in fictional and non-

fictional historical writings. All of us experience elements of our lives at times in the 

first person, at times the third person (and this is to say nothing of the second person, 

which also fits into this discussion, but which I am not covering here). The first per-

son point of view is just that: our first person, actual lived experience from our own 

point of view and selfhood, by way of which we function and directly experience our 

own histories. There are also times, however, when we may report lived experience in 

the third person to ourselves or others, and we are also aware that others are regularly 

reporting in this voice. We find historical fiction and historiography both fitting into 

these storytelling modes, narrative frameworks and communicative stances. With this 

in mind we are most likely to see a given combination of the first and third person 

points of view in the texts we are examining, with views onto the subjective conscious 

experience and communication of historical characters, combined with the expected 

distance of objective, third-person historical reporting. This seems to be the ideal 

combination for historical writing, and to be sure it can be seen reflected in pre-

historical experience. The supposed boundaries separating the first and third person 

points of view in historical writing, any historical writing, are not nearly so firm as is 

usually thought.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

237                                    
 

We may place this analysis in light of Munz and other analysts, who argue for 

the superiority of an approach that combines points of view and beliefs of historical 

writers (subjects viewing objects) and the historical figures (objects being subjects). 

With this combined outlook Munz, sounding like Flanagan, writes that there is “a 

simple recognition of the basic mental structure of all minds,” such that “there is an 

operational affinity between the mind of the historian and the mind of the people he is 

studying” (both 68). In a word, the aim here is to bring the first person subjectivity of 

the historical writer up against the first and third person experiences of history, so that 

with the application of credible and modern concepts and analytical frameworks, we 

can get beneath any false and/or incredible beliefs that drove the actions of the his-

torical figures, and credibly interpret and discover what really happened as opposed to 

what actually happened (Peter Munz’s terms). In such a vein Hayden White notes, as 

we have seen, that “I have never felt that the important thing is to find out the truth 

about the past. Rather, it is to find out what is real rather than what is true” (“The Aim 

of Interpretation” 65). Munz completes this thought: 

 

We can always find out what actually happened by simply contenting our-

selves with explanations and by accepting the events in such concatenations 

and constellations, and sequences as they appeared to the people who acted in 

them [….]. But if we want to find out what really happened, we must employ 

general laws that we believe to be true [in the present]. (84) 

 

By way of the above processes and given “substitutions” among the third-

person/objective and the first-person/subjective, we move beyond simple “explana-

tion” into genuine historical “interpretation” (Munz’s terms) Along these lines, Munz 

writes that in our renovation of historical experience we may “substitute” one narra-
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tive for another, and “seek equivalences and interchangeabilities rather than the dark 

and permanent core” (99). Since “we cannot tell which appearance is nearer to reality 

or which is reality and which appearance,” Munz continues, “we must conclude that it 

is legitimate to substitute in any direction” (100). The end result is that by transacting 

third-person and first-person explanations and interpretations, the historical writer 

“does not really busy himself with a search for objective knowledge but seeks to 

weigh subjectivities against each other and proceeds cautiously in substituting one 

subjectivity for another” (Munz 103). I advance that the historical novelist is particu-

larly suited to doing all of this (though as we have seen the historiographer is not far 

behind), in his or her search for historical truth and reality. Historical writers construct 

all kinds of bridges of interpretation to reach the other side of historical completeness 

and accuracy, and bridges across points of view and subjectivity/objectivity may be 

at-once productively ratiocinative and resplendently visionary, leading toward par-

ticularly comprehensive and incisive historical apprehension.  

Let us view again Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, which is of 

course a directly-experienced first-person narrative throughout, with readers truly 

walking in Paul Bäumer’s shoes. This is indeed one of the great contributions of this 

book to history, for most historiographies of WWI do not go into anywhere near the 

first-person detail and views of the soldiers on the ground during the war (they tend to 

offer strategic overviews). As important as these first-person views are, however, the 

reader no doubt recalls the chilly switch to the third person at the end of the book: 

 

He fell In October, 1918, on a day that was so quiet and still on the whole 

front, that the army report confined itself to the single sentence: All quiet on the 

Western Front. 
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He had fallen forward and lay on the earth as though sleeping. Turning him 

over one saw that he could not have suffered long; his face had an expression of 

calm, as though almost glad the end had come. (291) 

 

 This brilliant shift in point of view wholly redirects readers’ attention and feelings, as 

they are taken from the comfortable confines of the first person, with its camaraderie 

and veritably humane equality, to the cool third person, the god’s eye view describing 

dispassionately. The shift in point of view realigns the narrative from a belletristic 

familiarity and bonhomie, to a feeling like that of a detached army report, a calculated 

reckoning, an unemotional cataloging, bringing home an overall historical interpreta-

tion of the vanity, hopelessness and reality of the war’s outcomes.135  

William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner, like other histories, is a 

combination of the points of view we are discussing—with, importantly, the detached 

third person view found in the use of actual historical documents, including the con-

fession and additional details taken down by Thomas R. Gray from Nat Turner in No-

vember 1831; excerpts from The Southampton Insurrection, a history of the revolt by 

William Sidney Drewry published in 1900; excerpts of dialog that took place at the 

close of the trial; a list of those killed during the insurrection; the fates of the blacks 

who were captured (these three items from the confession, but also available in other 

source documents); and the use of various other historical texts (such as journalism 

accounts, poems, literature, hymns, songs, etc.). In addition to these objective histori-

cal documents, most of the narrative is told from the first-person perspective of Nat 

Turner. Styron’s account, arising out of source documents, animated by the author’s 

fictionalizing pen, employing both first- and third-person points of view, is no doubt 

one of the greatest and most valuable works of historical fiction in existence (its vast 

notoriety and fame attest to this), excavating historical consciousness and apprehen-
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sion, complementing other historical works on this subject, and revealing this moment 

in American history. On this path we are drawn back to where we have found our-

selves many times in this analysis: historiography and historical fiction as “both arti-

ficial [imagined]; both are forms of literature, and I would suggest that American his-

tory [particularly] grows primarily out of the same attitudes of mind, and attitudes 

[…] which gave birth to our great tall stories” (Ralph Ellison in Ellison 146). 

To sum up, and to refer again to my discussion of imagination above, “Intelli-

gence and imagination open doors to other minds. Intelligence, imagination, and 

shared life forms make for especially profitable connected visits” (Flanagan Con-

sciousness Reconsidered 107),136 and to tap into all of that far-off historical experi-

ence, writers of both fiction and non-fiction “will need to get to know [their subjects, 

their objects],” and they will “need to formulate sensitive views about what makes 

[their subjects, their objects] tick—and this is compatible with treating [them] as a 

black box” (Flanagan Consciousness Reconsidered 107). Flanagan’s “black box” 

might be seen as the housing or tool box of imagined reconstruction and historical 

narrative used by fictional and non-fictional writers…and it is my hope that I have 

shown in this analysis details of the contents of this box.  

 

Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Fictional ization 

 

WE FEEL THAT THERE IS STILL MORE to discover, and we ask ourselves: What 

are the details of the fictionalization that takes place in historiography, and how do 

fictional and non-fictional history collude with one another along this aesthetic line? 

In this section we will examine techniques, elements and modes of fictionalization— 

“composition” may be the more accurate term—a process that we have found, and 
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will continue to find, insinuates itself into historiography and historical novelization 

in various unique, artful and sometimes wily ways. We have examined in detail the 

conception of narrative conscious existence, ways that it is itself fictionalized, and 

this is to be sure the foundation of the fictionalization that will be seen in historical 

writings. In the following we will inquire of these issues, examining the various ways 

history is composed up, bolstered, interpreted, constructed, “filled in” by historical 

writers. In a word, we could base our histories solely on whatever concrete historical 

artifacts and documents we have in hand and associated histories—and the empirical 

materialists and the scientific historians would surely like that—but what a skeletal 

history that would be…. No, we need more, we have always needed more, and the 

fact is that more often than not we have granted historical writers more, and allowed a 

good bit of creative and interpretive license in the writing of history. As William Sty-

ron once wrote, his methods in The Confessions of Nat Turner, while at times “dis-

dainful of the facts,” enabled him, by way of fictionalizing methods, to “demonstrate 

certain critical philosophical attitudes” that he could not have done otherwise, “except 

didactically” (Styron [2] 443). We can apply these thoughts to both historians and his-

torical novelists, such that in their fictionalizations  “we discover a past, and a text, 

that can challenge all our categories for making sense of the world and that can make 

the past into the alien and wonderful world that it fundamentally is” (Ankersmit, Sub-

lime Historical Experience 68). With this said, let me launch this analysis with the 

following, based on the richly variegated and erudite thought of Wolfgang Iser (with 

help from Hayden White). 

As I have discussed throughout this work, historians and historical novelists 

access various aesthetic features and sensibilities emerging out of the aesthetic ethic 

and historical consciousness in human life for essentially the same reasons. To illus-
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trate this further, I refer to Iser’s The Fictive and the Imaginary, which explores a 

threefold scaffolding that courses up out of lived experience and becomes literature, 

composed of the real, the fictive and the imaginary. In virtually any literature, reality 

is very much present, and in this respect, the work of the historical fiction writer and 

the work of the historian are congruent. But for most people, something else is going 

on in literature, such that the fictive becomes one unique instrument in the historical 

novelist’s tool box, with which he or she constructs “purposes, attitudes, and experi-

ences that are decidedly not part of the reality reproduced” (The Fictive and the 

Imaginary 2, emphasis in original). For many people, the discussion stops here, and 

“fiction” and “reality” (non-fiction) part ways. But such a view has in large part, I 

think, become untenable—I need only hark back to that warhorse Hayden White, 

whose embrace of historiography and historical literature beneath the same aesthetic 

umbrella no less than expresses “a full awareness of the kind of problem encountered 

in the effort to tell the truth about historical reality” (Ankersmit on White, “Hayden 

White’s Appeal to the Historians” 182). I believe we are all quite familiar with the 

details of White’s argument, and so I will only remind the reader that his analysis re-

veals “the ineluctably poetic nature of the historical work” (Metahistory xi), and how 

histories are “a continuance of the process of mapping the limit between the imagi-

nary and the real which begins with the invention of fiction itself” (“The Question of 

Narrative” 45). White also shows us that “modern discussions of both history and fic-

tion presupposes a notion of reality in which ‘the true’ is identified with ‘the real’ 

only insofar as it can be shown to possess the character of narrativity” (“The Value of 

Narrativity” 6), and ultimately that “Fictional narrative is [non-fictional historical nar-

rative’s] complement and ally in the universal human effort to reflect on the mystery 

of temporality” (“The Metaphysics of Narrativity” 180). Fictional narrative, finally, 
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“provides glimpses of the deep structure of historical consciousness” (White, “The 

Metaphysics of Narrativity” 180). And so we may discern, again, that historians and 

historical novelists are employing the same methodologies, they are working at the 

same distance from their materials, they frequently have the same aims, and they are 

telling corresponding stories that build upon one another, creating that “dispersion of 

explanation in history” and “polysemy” in historical explanation and narrative re-

ferred to in chapter 1 of this work. White’s analysis alone, I think, is enough to propel 

our discussion, but I ask the reader to refer it back to Iser’s analysis, which goes on 

that once the novelist has introduced the fictive, a “crossing of boundaries” from the 

determinate to the indeterminate takes place, which “converts the reality reproduced 

into a sign, simultaneously casting the imaginary as a form that allows us to conceive 

what it is toward which the sign points” (The Fictive and the Imaginary 2). To flip the 

argument, when historians introduce their own fictive (read: aesthetic) elements, they 

are employed as “signs” pointing toward realities—but (some of) these realities are 

transformed, with the newly evinced “imaginary” at work in the reader’s conscious-

ness ultimately yielding or perceiving an “articulate gestalt” that, paradoxically, ob-

tains a given “determinacy” that “enables the imaginary to take on an essential quality 

of real”—that is, real stuff, empirical reality (Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary 3; 

and this recall’s Paul Ricoeur’s “seeing as”). In sum, “extratextual reality merges into 

the imaginary, and the imaginary merges into reality,” which “thus conditions the ex-

tent to which a given world is to be transcoded, a nongiven world is to be conceived, 

and the reshuffled worlds are to be made accessible to the reader’s experience” (Iser, 

The Fictive and the Imaginary 3, 4). Iser’s view might at first seem a bit highflown, 

but when pondered it captures what historical writers, fictional and non-fictional, are 

up to, with the absent past forever imagined and re-composed, and this imagined-
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then-constructed “reality” or “gestalt” largely granted credibility by readers (who 

themselves bring a dollop of their own memories and imagination into the mix in their 

views onto the historical past). As a last nod to Hayden White, he amalgamates some 

of these conceptions when he writes that “Historiography is an especially good 

ground on which to consider the nature of narration and narrativity because it is here 

that our desire for the imaginary, the possible, must contest with the imperatives of 

the real, the actual” (“The Value of Narrativity” 4). 

 Fictionalized history makes its way into our true history, and our historical 

consciousness becomes in certain respects a fictional consciousness—no surprise 

here, given what we have studied thus far. Yet further, the introduction of fiction into 

lived experience may have a unique value, for, to put it a bit strongly, “Believing utter 

nonsense about oneself and one’s life can make things go better than they otherwise 

would,” and “We can learn things while engaged in fantasy, confabulation, and 

misremembering” (Flanagan Self Expressions 89, 90).137 More seriously, Flanagan 

goes on that “What is relevant to ethical reflection is everything we know, everything 

we can bring to ethical conversation that merits attention,” and this knowledge stems 

in no small measure from the fictions we read and the fictions we construct of our 

lives, those “possible worlds in imagination” that “originate[] in reflection from the 

point of view of this historical place and time” (Self Expressions 133).  

Where do we draw the line between what is acceptable as “historical truth” 

and what is “unacceptable” as “fictional falsehood” among these ellipses of historiog-

raphy and novelization? The line cannot be drawn quickly or haphazardly—and of 

course my ultimate aim is to show that most of the time it should not be drawn at all. 

As David Lowenthal has written, “Some novels use history as a backdrop for imagi-

nary characters; others fictionalize the lives of actual figures, inserting invented epi-
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sodes among real events; still others distort, add, and omit. […] [H]istorical novelists 

also declare intentions similar to historians’, striving for verisimilitude to help readers 

feel and know the past” (224). In relation to an idea like this, we have seen how his-

torical fiction can contain droves of well-researched truth. Even more abstract histori-

cal fiction (such as, at the limit, Thomas Pynchon’s) can contain valuable historical 

truth (I learned as much about pre-World War I German activity in Africa in Pyn-

chon’s V. as I had in any history book). Take here for example The Confessions of Nat 

Turner. As noted this book was written based on historical documents, which though 

few are relatively full-bodied pieces of evidence. In spite of this, Styron’s intemperate 

critics have attacked him for “falsifying” Turner’s life. Naturally we will always find 

ourselves on the horns of something of a dilemma, as we have been considering: To 

what extent is a fictional account in fact “false,” and what are the lineaments, if any, 

of truth in such accounts? Styron has explained his own processes of historical inter-

pretation in the novel, including: 1) Turner’s upbringing by a benevolent master, who 

taught him to read and write (this reportage has been objected to, but was designed by 

Styron to “create an irony” illustrating “that slavery in its most bestial form was terri-

ble enough but that it was precisely this enlightened benevolence [like the owner 

Turner’s] which in the end ameliorated nothing, instilled a false hope, brought Nat to 

disaster, and constituted a betrayal at least as cruel as the nightmare of captivity in the 

Deep South”; 2) Turner’s not having a wife, which Styron says there is no concrete 

indication of in the historical record, which he scrupulously researched for his depic-

tions (Turner did not mention a wife in his actual confession); 3) Styron’s creation of 

an elaborate written plan that Turner created before his rebellion (I will examine the 

plan and Styron’s methodology below); 4) the likelihood that some slaves resisted 

Turner and the other rebels and protected the homes of their owners (“such an eventu-
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ality was logically and eminently conceivable”); 5) and Turner’s attraction to some 

white women, particularly the young Margaret Whitehead (“I would insist that my 

own historical insight was as true as anyone’s”). In a word, Styron “felt no need 

whatever to apologize for any liberty I took with the ‘facts’” in his efforts to recon-

struct historical experience and character (quotes from Styron, “Defending Nat 

Turner” para. 15, 17, 18, 18). 

Note that Styron, exercising the historian’s prerogative to interpret, believes 

the confession was probably somewhat distorted by Gray, and thus must be handled 

carefully and possible re-interpreted in correct and better lights. But nobody actually 

knows the whole truth to the confession—it is simply the historical document that we 

have in hand, a narrative upon which we may interpret and construct our extended 

historical narratives. Thus, the series of events in Styron’s history are simply interpre-

tations which we may judge valid or invalid, best or worst likelihoods, as interpreted 

by the historical writer—a perfectly normal method and process in historical writing 

and interpretation. The first few pages of the book are taken directly from Gray’s ac-

count, and other later passages are also cited directly from historical evidence. An-

other passage is more subtly interpreted, and in turn fictionalized for readers. The es-

sence of the historical incident remains intact, but Styron alters events slightly in 

order to…we may have to guess his reasons, or offer our own interpretations. Perhaps 

he was aiming at stronger aesthetic effect, which is, within reason, the historical 

writer’s prerogative; or perhaps he felt he was clarifying the actual meaning of an 

otherwise obscure event. In Turner’s actual confession, he states that: 

 

And about this time I had a vision—and I saw white spirits and black spirits 

engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened—the thunder rolled in the Heavens, 

and blood flowed in streams—and I heard a voice saying, “Such is your luck, 
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such you are called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely bare 

it.” I now withdrew myself as much as my situation would permit, from the inter-

course of my fellow servants, for the avowed purpose of serving the Spirit more 

fully— (Gray 10) 

 

All of the above takes place in Styron’s novel. During one of Turner’s fasts spent 

praying in Virginia’s desolate woodlands, he finds that “Suddenly a calamitous roar-

ing sound filled the heavens,” and “it was plain that a vast rent appeared in the boiling 

clouds” (both Styron [1] 279). “Then swiftly in the very midst of the rent in the clouds 

I saw a black angel clothed in black armor with black wings outspread from east to 

west” (Styron [1] 279). Then “came still another angel—this angel white,” which 

“smote the remaining black angel with his sword, yet as in a dream I saw the sword 

noiselessly shatter and break into two; now the black angel raised his shield to face 

down his white foe, and the two spirits were locked in celestial battle high above the 

forest. The sun suddenly became dark and the blood ran in streams against the churn-

ing firmament” (Styron [1] 280). A voice sounds from the heavens: “Wherefore didst 

thou marvel? These shall make war with the Lamb and the Lamb shall overcome 

them, for he is Lord of lords, and King of kings, and they that are with him are called, 

and chosen, and faithful” (Styron [1] 280). Then, citing directly from the historical 

evidence, Styron relates, “Such is your luck, such you are called to see and let it come 

rough or smooth you must surely bear it” (Styron [1] 280).138 At another point Turner 

has a similar experience, fasting with “an apocalyptic booming in my ears” and “the 

bubbling [nearby] stream was the river Jordan” (Styron [1] 266). He finds himself 

“troubled by those lines from Isaiah which go: Is not this the fast that I have chosen? 

To loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burden and to let the oppressed 
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go free, and that ye break every yoke?” (Styron [1] 265-266). Styron’s text obliquely 

mirrors the actual words from Turner’s confession: 

 

the Spirit instantly appeared to me and said the Serpent was loosened, and 

Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne for the sins of men, and that I should 

take it on and fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast approaching when 

the first should be last and the last should be first.139 (Gray 11) 

 

Styron’s appears to be a deft retelling of Turner’s account, adhering to the evidentiary 

record, but, in my opinion, extends the application of the evidence in another skilled 

respect. It appears to me that Styron chose to reinterpret the words “Such is your luck, 

such you are called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely bare it” 

from the confession, and he places re-worded sentiments in another location in 

Turner’s narrative, where they become a central theme of the book. Years before, rid-

ing with a barbaric master, Turner had read a few words on a sign for the illiterate 

man, and then, forgetting to safeguard himself because he was weakened by hunger, 

muttered “I’m hungry.” The inhuman master lashed his bullwhip, striking Turner’s 

neck “like a firesnake” (Styron [1] 244), and then shouted “When I gits ready to feed 

I’ll tell ye, hear me? And say master!” (Styron [1] 244, emphasis in original). (No 

doubt readers are fully versed in the history of cruelty and savagery directed at black 

people in the early 19th century American south, with historian Claudia Bushman 

writing that “barbaric violence lay just below the surface of everyday life” in the 

slave’s world [84]; we will see other examples below.) Turner servilely responds to 

this inhumanity, and then crouches in the wagon and implores “Lord, Lord?” (Styron 

[1] 245). He hears his Lord speak, and here the interpretation I have introduced oc-

curs—Turner hears the words “I abide” (Styron [1] 245, emphasis in original). This 
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abiding becomes Turner’s pact with God, strengthens him during his difficult upcom-

ing days, and voices a theme of sturdy endurance and resolute courage into the narra-

tive. I warrant here that Turner’s original “you must surely bare it” has been subtly 

transformed by Styron here into “I abide,” which is a bold and yes, changeful inter-

pretation (though perhaps not, in the straightforward definition of both words as “to 

tolerate, to accept”), but valid in what it conveys historically, and in that it is (in my 

interpretation) based on historical evidence.  

Styron fictionally interprets other passages in Turner’s life narrative, such as 

when, in 1831, he received his crucial sign to launch his “great work.” The original 

confession reads: 

 

And by signs in the heavens that it would make known to me when I should 

commence the great work—and until the first sign appeared, I should conceal it 

from the knowledge of men—And on the appearance of the sign, (the eclipse of 

the sun last February) I should arise and prepare myself, and slay my enemies 

with their own weapons. And immediately on the sign appearing in the heavens, 

the seal was removed from my lips (Gray 11) 

 

Styron’s Turner relates: 

 

during the last days at work on the mill I had felt the spirit of the Lord hover-

ing very close […] The full eclipse of the sun began in the midafternoon of the 

following Saturday […]. I slept the rest of the afternoon and through the night. 

[…] I awoke feeling groggy and weak. […] I looked up then to see the sun wink 

slowly out as it devoured the black shape of the moon. […] I felt the dark like a 

vapor around me, cold like the edge of zinc and touched with the graveyard’s 
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mossy damp. “O Lord God to whom vengeance belongeth,” I whispered, “O God 

to whom vengeance belongeth, show thyself.” 

Lift up thyself, thou judge of the earth; render a reward to the proud…  

In the distance, like a signal, I heard the noise of a gun, a single faint booming 

[…]. I was suddenly touched by wild anticipation and excitement. “Now, Lord,” I 

said aloud, “the seal is removed from my lips” (Styron [1] 329, 330, 331, 332) 

 

Exploring The Confessions of Nat Turner and additional historical writings further, as 

Nat Turner is about to be divested to a new owner (a fate he had never expected), he 

ruminates how “Turner’s Mill and all of its land and its people and its chattel and its 

livestock disintegrate before my eyes, like one of those river islands at flood time 

which slowly crumbles away at the edges, toppling all of its drenched and huddled 

ragtag occupants, coons and rabbits and blacksnakes and foxes, into the merciless 

brown waters” (Styron [1] 217). In this contingent and crumbling milieu, slaves were 

being sold “with depressing regularity” (Styron [1] 217), and Turner’s owner strug-

gles “to meet his creditors incessant demands” (Styron [1] 217). In this bleak envi-

ronment the Virginia lands began to be depopulated, and many slaves “began to be 

sent off at a steady rate, in twos and threes or singly, a family here, another there” 

(Styron [1] 217). The state of Virginia began to be transformed, according to Thomas 

Gray (in The Confessions of Nat Turner), into “A nursery for Mississippi, Alabama, 

Arkansas. A monstrous breeding farm to supply the sinew to gratify the maw of Eli 

Whitney’s infernal machine” (Styron [1] 77, emphasis in original). In Stryon’s novel, 

Turner’s owner laments to a visitor about the area’s depopulation, “I do not know, sir, 

it is clear that time is drawing short for me here. Perhaps I shall go to Kentucky or 

Missouri too, though I have heard of interesting prospects in Alabama” (Styron [1] 

218). Stemming from these conditions, a final principal theme in The Confessions of 
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Nat Turner is the burning animosity of Nat’s friend Hark (an actual historical figure 

who was wounded during the insurrection and later hanged), whose entire family had 

been sold away from him. Nat Turner sympathizes with his friend, whose prior own-

ers, “people or monsters named Barnett” (Styron [1] 266), had 

 

proposed to develop a new plantation down in a section of Mississippi where 

field labor was at that moment abundant and female house labor scarce. And so 

they took Hark’s mother and his two sisters with them and left Hark behind [...]. 

Poor Hark. He was devoted to his mother and his sisters—indeed, he had never 

spent a day in his life apart from them. Thus began one of a series of bereave-

ments; seven or eight years later he was separated forever by Travis from his wife 

and his little son. (Styron [1] 266) 

 

Now see how these themes are treated by non-fiction historical writers. Charles Ball, 

a former slave who obtained his freedom and published his memoir in 1836, wrote of 

the destruction of his family:  

 

My mother had several children, my brothers and sisters, and we were all sold 

on the same day to different purchasers. Our new masters took us away, and I 

never saw my mother, nor any of my brothers or sisters, afterwards. My mother 

then turned to him and cried, “oh, master, do not take me from my child!” With-

out making any reply he gave her two or three heavy blows on the shoulders with 

his raw-hide, snatched me from her arms, handed me to my master, and seizing 

her by one arm, dragged her back toward the place of sale. My father never re-

covered from the effects of the shock, which this sudden and overwhelming ruin 

of his family gave him (7, 8, 9).140  
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Kenneth Stampp (1912-2009) wrote in The Peculiar Institution that “the dissolution 

of families was one of the cardinal sins of the [slave trade]” (266), and that owners of 

slaves “frequently sold their slaves knowing full well that families would be broken” 

(266). Claudia Bushman (Columbia University) writes that slaves “had no names to 

link them as families, and although there were marriages and children, family rela-

tionships were only occasionally acknowledged” (87). James. M. McPherson, in Bat-

tle Cry of Freedom, reports that “The continual expansion of the plantation economy 

[…] uprooted many slaves” (38) and that “Recent studies of slave marriages have 

found that about one-fourth of them were broken by owners or heirs who sold or 

moved husband and wife apart from the other” (38). Frederick Douglass, finally, 

wrote that “Slavery has no use for either fathers or families, and its laws do not rec-

ognize their existence” (38).  

Echoing the economic themes we found in the above fiction, Kenneth Stampp 

wrote that “[E]very slave family had about it an air of impermanence, for no master 

could promise that his debts would not force sales” (344-345). Charles Ball wrote of 

how small plantations were abandoned and the slaves sold to other areas of the south 

as the Virginia farmlands sank into desolation, the economy shuddered, and owners 

desperately tried to consolidate their funds in order to relocate and begin anew. The 

owners “abandoned one portion [of land] after another, as not worth planting any 

longer; and pinched by necessity, at last sold their slaves to Georgian planters, to pro-

cure subsistence; and when all was gone, took refuge in the wilds of Kentucky […]; 

leaving their land to desolation and poverty” (32-33). An “investment cycle of the 

southern economy,” writes McPherson, indicates that some upper south states func-

tioned as “nurseries” supplying cotton-growing states with slaves, with these states 

approving a ban in the Confederate Constitution on importation of slaves from abroad 
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because the region’s “economy benefited from its monopoly on export of slaves to the 

lower South” (Battle Cry of Freedom 97, 258). 

In lights like these (and relating them back to our first comparison of McPher-

son and Shaara, above), see how McPherson tells us that as Lee and Longstreet 

moved north to invade Pennsylvania, “On the night of June 28, one of Longstreet’s 

scouts brought word that the Army of the Potomac was north of its namesake river” 

(Battle Cry of Freedom 653). In his redescription of the same scene, Michael Shaara 

provides substantial supplementary detail, such as the name of the scout (Henry Tho-

mas Harrison, the actual historical figure) and Longstreet’s Chief of Staff Moxely 

Sorrel (also a historical figure), the names of the Union units seen, and descriptions of 

Longstreet’s brooding, watchful presence (which he is well-known for in history). 

Shaara, also, perhaps amusingly, integrates some fictional Shakespeare into his fic-

tionalized historical account—a bit of intertextual legerdemain, it seems, and not un-

like technique that many a historian has employed. In sum, Shaara narrates: 

 

The spy tucked himself behind a boulder and began counting flags. Must be 

twenty thousand men, visible all at once. Two whole Union Corps. He could 

make out the familiar black hats of the Iron Brigade, troops belonging to John 

Reynold’s First Corps. They were coming very fast. 

He slipped down into the cool dark and rode slowly downhill toward the silent 

empty country to the north. The rain grew worse. He could not even move in un-

der a tree because of the lightning. He rode quoting Shakespeare from memory, 

thinking of the picket line ahead somewhere in the dark. My kingdom for a horse. 

Jolly good line.  

That was the last sign of the Yankees. Old Jackson was dead. Good night 

sweet Prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest… 
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Longstreet was not asleep. He lay on the cot watching the lightning flare in the 

door of the tent. “Sir? You asked to be awakened if Harrison came back.” 

“Yes.” Longstreet got up quickly and put on the old blue robe and the carpet 

slippers. He was a very big man and he was full-bearded and wild-haired.  

“Your servant, General. May I come down?” Longstreet nodded. The guard 

backed off. Longstreet told Sorrel to get some coffee. “What have you got?”  

“I’ve got the position of the Union Army.” (The Killer Angels 3, 4, 5, 7, 8) 

 

In an example like this we can hardly claim that Shaara has “misrepresented” history, 

or “violated the historical record.” Rather, he has bolstered the record with additional 

detail, albeit some fictionalized. To continue with McPherson and Shaara, southern 

Major General James Ewell Brown “Jeb” Stuart played an important role in the battle 

of Gettysburg, but unfortunately for him, his failure to stay in contact with Lee and 

Longstreet was harmful to the Confederate cause. Stuart’s cavalry had been sent 

across the Potomac River, ahead of Lee’s army, to reconnoiter areas of Pennsylvania, 

and to be the “eyes and ears” of the southern force. However, Stuart allowed the Un-

ion forces to come between his cavalry and the main southern army and thus he was 

unable to communicate with his commanders the locations and dispositions of the op-

position forces. Lee wrote in his official report after the battle: 

 

the absence of the cavalry rendered it impossible to obtain accurate informa-

tion. […] By the route [Stuart] pursued, the Federal Army was interposed be-

tween his command and our main body, preventing any communication with him 

until his arrival at Carlisle. The march toward Gettysburg was conducted more 

slowly than it would have been had the movements of the Federal Army been 

known.141  
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James McPherson reports this data simply with, “Lee’s greatest worry was not sup-

plies, but rather the absence of Stuart with information about the whereabouts of the 

enemy,” and later that Lee was “irritated by Stuart’s prolonged absence (Jeb’s tired 

troopers had finally rejoined the army during the day [of July 2])” (653, 660). 

Shaara’s fictional/factual narrative refers to Stuart numerous times, conveying the 

southern leaders’ deep frustration with him and the imminent danger he failed to 

cover for, truly bolstering historical apprehension. Longstreet fumes when he finds 

out the Union army has been discovered by his scout (and not by Stuart) that this 

“can’t be true. But he was an instinctive man, and suddenly his brain knew and his 

own temper boiled. Jeb Stuart…was joyriding. God damn him” (Shaara 9, emphasis 

in original). Later Lee and Longstreet deliberate:  

“There should have been something from Stuart.” 

“There should have been.”  

“Stuart would not have left us blind.”  

“‘He’s joyriding again,’ Longstreet said. ‘This time you ought to stomp him. 

Really stomp him.’” (Shaara 14). Then the night of June 30, we learn that “What 

bothered [Longstreet] most was the blindness. Jeb Stuart had not returned. The army 

had moved all day in enemy country and they had not even known what was around 

the next bend.” (Shaara 49). Later Lee growls, “‘I cannot imagine what’s become of 

Stuart. I’ve heard nothing’” (Shaara 100, emphasis in original).  

Additionally, Shaara’s description of Lieutenant Colonel John Lyon Fremantle 

of the U.K.’s Coldstream Guards is amusing and revealing. Fremantle was an ob-

server in Longstreet’s First Army Corps, and is not mentioned in McPherson’s narra-

tive. Based on my own search, Fremantle is only found at three locations on the Inter-
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net, so he is hardly a well-known historical character. None other than James Long-

street, however, in his memoirs, described Fremantle as a “genial war-time visitor,” 

and told how he “cheerfully adapted his tastes to the rough ways of Confederate sol-

diers, and proved to be an interesting companion” (Longstreet). Shaara in a similar 

vein brings Fremantle to life: 

 

“Her majesty’s forces in the New World passed a restful night?” [asked Long-

street]. 

Lee looked, saw the ludicrous man in the lustrous hat and the wide gray coat. 

The man made a sweeping, quixotic bow, nearly falling from the horse. Colonel 

Fremantle was up. Lee gave a formal bow, smiling inwardly. 

Longstreet observed with sloe-eyed surprise. “After a while, you know, he ac-

tually begins to grow on you.” (81) 

 

The above example makes an important point about the contribution fictionalized his-

tory can make to overall historical understanding. This is that the fictionalist is more 

free to portray a range of actual historical characters that have been ignored by histo-

rians. Shaara’s The Killer Angels most assuredly makes use of this approach, and we 

learn much about a variety of historical figures, major and minor. This could be some-

thing of a reversal of Great Man history, which no doubt still has a fairly firm grip on 

much historiography, and allows in “little heroes” and a given elevation of the every-

man. As we have discussed, this ties in with the rise of the “little” and “other” histo-

ries in recent decades. One example from Shaara—admittedly a portrayal of a rather 

well-known man, but one who is still considered “lesser” than say James Longstreet 

or Robert E. Lee—is Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, commander of the 20th 

Maine Regiment, famous for its victory at Little Round Top near Gettysburg on July 
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2, 1863. To even the average history buff, Chamberlain is celebrated—but interest-

ingly, McPherson only devotes one paragraph to him in his coverage of the Battle of 

Gettysburg. Shaara elevates Chamberlain to a central role in his narrative, and much 

of the novel’s action revolves around him and all that he said, felt, thought and expe-

rienced. A number of other lesser historical personages appear in The Killer Angels as 

well (such as Fremantle, above), and the attentive reader, using good reference works, 

can learn a great deal more than most any other historiography offers about the com-

batants at Gettysburg (which I focus on here, as opposed to, say, descriptions of battle 

or the Pennsylvania environment, which we know fictionalists can work their own 

brand of magic on as well; I will return to this point). We find in sum something of a 

“concentration of characterization” that evinces valuable historicality, which can ex-

tend beyond historiography (Lukács 40), and we are also aware that had these figures 

and historical agents not been given voice in Shaara’s historical novel, then some 

might have been “lost to history.”  

We will now examine aspects of fictionalizing technique combined with dense 

historical research in In Cold Blood, as Truman Capote seeks to fill in the gaps in 

half-known history. Combined with his actual research, Capote’s fictional flashes of 

descriptive language, sprays of humor, metaphorical license, and sharply realistic rec-

reated conversations and interior dialogs, yield a felicitous synthesis of the artful and 

the empirical, a stunning contiguity of the imagined and the factual, opening onto 

immediate historical experience. In one spectacular example of dialogic interaction, 

Perry Smith acidly denounces Richard Hickock’s appraisal of their “perfect score” in 

a Kansas City diner the day after the murders, and reminds him of one witness to the 

crime, invalidating Hickock’s constant harping that there were “no witnesses”: 
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“That’s what I’ve got now. A premonition. Something tells me this is a trap.” 

He tapped the newspaper. “A lot of prevarications.”  

“No wonder you got the leaps,” Dick told him. “Aw, come on, baby. Get the 

bubbles out of your blood. We scored, it was perfect.” 

“I’m surprised to hear that, all things considered,” Perry said.142 

“O.K.,” Dick said. “Maybe I had some wrong information.” 

“Hallelujah.” 

“But on the whole, it was perfect. We hit the ball right out of the park. it’s 

lost. And it’s gonna stay lost. there isn’t a single connection.” 

“I can think of one.” (90, 91)143 

 

In an amusing conversational turn, Myrtle Clare, daughter of the Holcomb, Kansas 

mail messenger Sadie Truitt, jests with her mother after the murders. “I’m scared, 

Myrt,” Truitt tells her daughter, to which Clare replies: 

 

 “Of what? When your time comes, it comes. And tears won’t save you.” Just 

remember, if one bird carried every grain of sand, grain by grain, across the 

ocean, by the time he got them all on the other side, that would only be the begin-

ning of eternity. So blow your nose” (69). 

 

In another revealing lighter touch, Perry Smith reads in a newspaper article about the 

slaying that, “The investigators are left faced with a search for a killer or killers 

whose cunning is apparent if his (or their) motive is not.” The ever-particular Smith, 

who prided himself on his language skills, corrects the grammar: 

 

“‘For this killer or killers,’” said Perry, reading aloud. “That’s incorrect. The 

grammar is. It ought to be ‘For this killer or these killers.’” (89) 
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In another vaguely ludicrous scene highlighting lead investigator Alvin Dewey’s 

(1912-1987) frustration with the case, an inebriated man calls to “confess” to the de-

tective (the following is compressed): 

 

“I want to confess.” 

“To whom am I speaking, please?”  

“I did it, I killed them all.”  

“Yes. Now, if I could have your name and address…”  

“Oh no you don’t. I’m not going to tell you anything. Not till I get the reward.  

You send the reward, then I’ll tell you who I am. That’s final” (102). 

 

In terms of humor as a fictionalizing technique in historical narrative, let us turn to All 

Quiet on the Western Front. Some of Remarque’s is grim gallows humor, as when he 

writes: “The terror of the front sinks deep down when we turn our backs upon it; we 

make grim, coarse jests about it; that keeps us from going mad; as long as we take it 

that way we maintain our own resistance” (140-141). But there are also lighter 

touches providing comic relief, often enjoyed in an environment of genial camarade-

rie, such as the soldiers’ war against the marauding rats. “[P]articularly repulsive, they 

are so fat—the kind we call corpse rats,” says Paul Bäumer, “They have shocking, 

evil, naked faces, and it is nauseating to see their long, nude tails” (100). After the 

soldiers bash the rats to death with their hand shovels, “The result is good” and “We 

toss the bits of rat over the parapet and again lie in wait” (101). But the rats are on to 

them, and “At last the beasts get wise to it, or perhaps they have scented the blood. 

They return no more. Nevertheless, before morning the remainder of the bread on the 

floor has been carried off” (101-102). Throughout the book the characters seek relief 
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in humor and palliative activities, such as the delightful scene where Bäumer clumsily 

corrals a goose—”Lord what a kick a goose has!” (92)—and he and Kat cook the fowl 

and eat the succulent meat and crispy skin. Or Bäumer’s charming recollection of a 

picture of a beautiful woman on a poster for a camp show, she who “certainly bathes 

twice a day and never has any dirt under her nails. At most perhaps a bit of sand from 

the beach” (142). Additionally, we chuckle at how the soldiers pragmatically collect 

the copper driving bands used in silk parachutes to float French star-shells: “Why the 

driving-bands are so desirable no one knows exactly. But Haie at least gives a reason. 

He intends to give them to his girl to supplement her garters. At this the Friesians ex-

plode with mirth. Tjaden especially can hardly contain himself; he takes the largest of 

the rings in his hand and every now and then puts his leg through it to show how 

much slack there is. ‘Haie, man, she must have legs like, legs—’ his thoughts mount 

somewhat higher, ‘and a behind too she must have, like a—like an elephant!’” (127). 

To widen our view of fictionalization, see here in Capote a descriptive and 

metaphorical touch. North of San Francisco Perry Smith’s sister reflects on her shat-

tered family (mother dead of alcohol abuse; father an unemployed drifter; sister Fern 

and brother Jimmy dead by suicide; sociopathic brother Perry Smith) after being 

questioned by detectives: 

 

The garden was white with sea-fog; it might have been an assembly of spirits: 

Mama and Jimmy and Fern. When Mrs. Johnson bolted the door, she had in mind 

the dead as well as the living. (187) 

 

Finally, we are taken into a hauntingly beautiful, metaphorical symbolization and 

evincing of the sere Kansas environment, seeming to reflect the community’s distress 
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and emptiness during the crime’s aftermath. A group of friends of the Clutter family 

is assigned to clean out the blood-stained house: 

 

That Monday, the sixteenth of November, 1959, was still another fine speci-

men of pheasant weather on the high wheat plains of western Kansas—a day glo-

riously bright-skied, as glittery as mica. […] 

The men worked from noon to dusk. When the time came to burn what they 

had collected, they piled it on a pickup truck and, with Stoecklein at the wheel, 

drove deep into the farm’s north field, a flat place full of color, though a single 

color—the shimmering tawny yellow of November wheat stubble. There they un-

loaded the truck and made a pyramid of Nancy’s pillows, the bedclothes, the mat-

tresses, the playroom couch; Stoecklein sprinkled it with kerosene and struck a 

match. […] 

How was it possible that such effort, such plain virtue, could overnight be re-

duced to this—smoke, thinning as it rose and was received by the big, annihilat-

ing sky? (77, 79) 

  

“The most pellucid pearls of historical narrative are often found in fiction, long a ma-

jor component of historical understanding,” writes David Lowenthal (224), and we 

have seen examples of such pearls in these examples. In the above we saw brilliant 

combinations of fictionalization and historical reporting, effected under the rubric of 

narrative aesthetics, which have yielded credible histories, in so many ways “true his-

tories,” and spurred whole new dialectics of historical apprehension. Yes, we know 

that these fictional histories are sometimes debatable, and on occasion mistaken—but 

exactly the same conditions are true about non-fiction historiography. In terms of the 

impact of writings like these, we must consider their influence on understanding of 
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prior history and anticipated history-in-the-making. In these respects, see how Crane’s 

The Red Badge of Courage, Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front and Joseph 

Heller’s Catch 22 have altered understanding of the world of war and many particular 

details of the Civil War, and World Wars I and II; Imre Kertész’s Fateless or Elie Wi-

esel’s Night have shaped our understanding of the Holocaust; Philip Roth’s alternative 

history The Plot Against America has provided fascinating re-descriptions of major 

figures and events leading up to and during World War II in America, enlarging our 

apprehension of that period; Gore Vidal’s works have illuminated many areas of his-

tory; or Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood or Normal Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song 

have reshaped understanding of crime and antisocial tendencies in the United States. 

And then there are the likes of Don DeLillo, Ian McEwan, James Michener, Thomas 

Pynchon, E.L. Doctorow, James Clavell, Peter Ackroyd, Linda Proud, Charles Fra-

zier, Arthur Golden, Umberto Eco, Bernard Cornwell, Kazuo Ishiguro, Colleen 

McCullough, Leon Uris—the list goes on and on, and I will not be able to come close 

to truly doing it justice. In sum, we see the numerous ways in which skilled writers of 

fictionalized history write history into life and exert constructive impact on historical 

apprehension and consciousness, such that they may “define[] the structure of histori-

cal experience” (Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 148, emphasis in origi-

nal), and “be said to give us the matrix within which we can locate historical experi-

ence all the more satisfactorily” (Sublime Historical Experience 148). We find in 

these valuable works that “the experiential dimensions of the work of art” (in our 

study, novels and also historiography, as art) will most aptly establish a “right rela-

tionship” between the historian, history, and of course readers (Ankersmit, Sublime 

Historical Experience 6).144  
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In light of all of the above analysis, I turn to a few final fictional methodolo-

gies that imbue historical writing, fictional and non-fictional. First note a given real-

ism in writing, with richly and creatively realized descriptions of setting and environ-

ment. We can say that the depth and detail of realistic descriptions of locations and 

environments in historical novelization offer up rich historical totalities, which consti-

tute a difference that defines and separates the two genres we are examining. Such 

pictures not only “take us there”—right there—in terms of historical apprehension, 

but can be artfully linked to more comprehensive historical meaning and apprehen-

sion, simultaneously “bringing out the tiny details and big picture,” as one reader said 

of James M. McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom (McPherson, “What’s the Matter 

with History?” 251). Indeed, specifically in this way novels are, I think, uniquely 

poised to range more openly across given interpretations emerging out of history, and 

ultimately provide yet deeper historical awareness and understanding. György Lukács 

wrote that the historical novelist, in his efforts to inscribe “the specifically historical, 

individual moments of a period” must “be at liberty to treat [“any particular historical 

facts”] as he likes, if he is to reproduce the more complex and ramifying totality with 

historical faithfulness” (all 167). Novelists find their field widened in these ways, and 

they are able, as well or better than historians, to “make a statement about a number 

of human problems by using a particular historical incident as a focus” (Eugene D 

Genovese in Harding et al. para. 40).  

Eliot Fremont-Smith wrote in The New York Times that “the mood of place 

and background” in The Confessions of Nat Turner was “beautifully done” (“The 

Confessions of Nat Turner-II” para. 8), and that Styron had captured backwater Vir-

ginia’s “feel, sound and smells” (“The Confessions of Nat Turner-II” para. 8). One 

particularly striking example in this respect is Styron’s description of the Virginia 
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farmlands, barren after decades of the cultivation of tobacco, a plant notorious for 

sapping nutrients from the earth and leaving depleted landscapes behind. Tobacco 

“sucked the soil dry and the land went to rack and ruin” relates Styron’s Turner (Sty-

ron [1] 56), while historian Kenneth Stampp wrote in The Peculiar Institution that the 

“tyranny of tobacco” (27) and “crude, unscientific methods” (393) had “led relent-

lessly to soil exhaustion” (393), which was “one of the South’s chronic problems” 

(393). Under these man-made conditions (made worse by natural conditions, such as 

droughts), a stark historical picture emerges of the slow depopulation and decline of 

these areas in the decades prior to the Civil War, the depiction of which is ideally 

suited to historical novelists and their descriptive stylizing. Styron wrote of the Vir-

ginia upland’s “bleak, barren pine country, almost unpopulated, filled with lonely 

prospects of eroded red earth” (Styron [1] 271), while Stampp, in turn, that “fields 

that once teemed with luxuriant crops […] are disfigured with gaping hill-sides, chec-

quered with gullies, coated with broom straw and pine, the sure indices of barrenness 

and exhaustion—all exhibiting a dreary desolation” (393). The result was that “a cor-

nucopia of riches the like of which the world has never seen, [has been] transformed 

within the space of a century to a withering, defeated hag” (Styron [1] 77). Another 

brilliant passage in The Confessions of Nat Turner brings to life a perfectly accurate 

picture of those times, as Turner observes: 

 

…the strange bleak tracts of land which at intervals broke up the forest, 

patches of scrubby bramble-choked earth which had once been tobacco fields but 

now lay in fallow ruin. Scrub oak and pine saplings poked up through these 

meadows; the earth was raw and weedy and great stretches of chalky, storm-

runneled earth upon which nothing could grow blotched the landscape like open 
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wounds. Here and there a forlorn last growth of stripped tobacco stalks stuck up 

through the briers on stiff withered spines. (Styron [1] 187)145 

 

The slave Charles Ball described the landscape in the upper south in similar ways, as 

“the very picture of sterility” (26). Ball continues: 

 

It was manifest that this earthly dwelling of the Most High […] had disap-

peared from the land, leaving only this fallen edifice, and these grassy tombs, as 

the mementos of their existence. They had passed away […] into the solitude of a 

deserted wilderness.  

[The land in Virginia] had originally been highly fertile and productive, and 

had it been properly treated, would doubtlessly have continued to yield abun-

dant and prolifick crops; but the gentleman who became the early proprietors 

of this fine region […] valued their lands less than their slaves; exhausted the 

kindly soil, by unremitting crops of tobacco, declined in their circumstances 

and finally grew poor, upon the very fields, that had formerly made their pos-

sessors rich. (32) 

 

To conclude, J.H. Hexter has written that the best examples of historical writing pos-

sesses a unique potency, breadth, richness and depth, such that they can be called “fo-

cal centers” of historical apprehension which “represent both the ingredients of his-

tory and its actuality” (Hexter, The History Primer 10-12).146 The fictional examples I 

have employed can be seen as such, with their power stemming from the novelistic 

language they employ. The work of historians may be viewed in these lights, employ-

ing their own brands of novelization/fictionalization. Novelistic elocution possesses a 

unique semantic and aesthetic depth and complexity, and in the hands of the best 

writers can become significantly elevated. This is a strength in itself, but to pull our 
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focus back some and to reverse this view, at heart the language of novels is, I posit, 

essentially conventional, commonplace, on the whole lacking jargon or atypical vo-

cabulary, very much a widely agreed-upon and accessible discourse. To Hexter such 

“common language” in the “marketplace of common discourse” is an “extremely 

complex, marvelously supple, superbly nuanced, beautifully manageable means of 

communication” (The History Primer 51, 259, 51-52). As opposed to any theoretical, 

overspecialized “Higher Foolishness,” such language is “the model, measure, and 

ideal of historical discourse” (The History Primer both 55). This historical disquisi-

tion, must (in a addition to a few other points made by Hexter): be placed alongside 

“large historical texts and contexts,” which will enable it to capture the “moving tar-

get” of historical apprehension (The History Primer 264, 265; “moving target” by the 

author); be “processive,” that is, both enabling continued evaluation and understand-

ing, and also “an account of the relevant process of change” (The History Primer 

289); be composed with a unique historical rhetoric, which, rather than “certainty, or 

perfect logical rigor” has “evocative and even metaphorical” qualities (Hexter “The 

Rhetoric of History” 68);147 and finally, appeal to the “the range of knowledge, the set 

of mind, the substance, quality, and character of experience” (The History Primer 80; 

quote reduced). Such a comprehensively figurated discourse seems to echo David 

Lodge’s description of novelization’s ability to “capture the density of experienced 

events by its rhetoric, and [show] the connectedness of events through the devices of 

plot” (14). These functional and cerebral factors evince something like a narrative 

“plasticity” (to borrow from Iser), and enable us to make our way yet more confi-

dently through the decidedly irregular patches of prior experience, and, I warrant, 

reach an epitome in historicizing.  
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Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Becoming 

 

THE AESTHETIC PROCESS OF BECOMING—growth, development, maturation, 

elaboration, evolution, transition, seasoning, learning, incipience, outcome, etc.—can 

be seen as a central theme and mediator of narrative conscious life in individuals and 

communities, and thus vital to narrative histories. To be sure, in our histories, we de-

sire to know what happened, and just as much, how it happened—aesthetic narrative 

processes of becoming, all the way down. As far as individuals, it seems obvious that 

processes of normal individual psychological development are necessarily under-

stood, broadly, as processes of becoming a self-actualized human being with a unique 

identity, from childhood, to adolescence, to adulthood, to the end of life. Seen this 

way, becoming is literally at the foundation of human experience and conscious-

ness—which is not surprising, because narrative is at the foundation of human expe-

rience and consciousness. Lifting our gaze, the same can be said of entire societies 

(we saw something like that in Goldhagen’s analysis above, and no doubt this concep-

tion can also be applied to Daniel Wickberg’s ideas). James M. McPherson writes that 

his narrative of the Civil War had sought to depict “a transition of the United States to 

a singular noun. The ‘Union’ also became the nation, and Americans now rarely 

speak of their Union except in a historical sense” (Battle Cry of Freedom 859).148 

McPherson analyzes how the war had spurred change and development in the United 

States, as it evolved into a more centralized polity with many more national standards, 

institutions and policies; and the shift in, the becoming of, political power from south 

to north—“a sharp and permanent change in the direction of American development” 

(Battle Cry of Freedom 860).  
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E.H. Carr in What is History? noted that “[‘The absolute in history’] is some-

thing still incomplete and in process of becoming—something in the future towards 

which we move, which begins to take shape only as we move towards it, and in the 

light of which, as we move forward, we gradually shape our interpretation of the past” 

(citations adjacent on 115). Similarly, György Lukács spoke broadly of becoming tak-

ing place in the context of a sort of historical background, positing that these proc-

esses and this background comprised “objective, social-historical preparation,” his-

torical “genesis,” “evolution,” “movement,” “self-reproduction,” “development 

amidst the most terrible crises,” “clear direction to a movement already present in so-

ciety,” and in an organic touch, a “contemporary world [that] is but a husk, containing 

a different kernel from the old” (38-40). Onto this stage (these stages, I should say), 

step developed and developing historical figures who are better prepared to fulfill 

their roles.149  

Frank Ankersmit, finally, comments that the conception of bildungsroman, as 

the essence of historical experience, is routinely used as a template in historical writ-

ings of all kinds, such that  

 

This basically Aristotelian notion [of Bildung] is suggestive of what one might 

describe as “formative experience” (Bildung = formation) and of how our 

mental framework may be “formed by experience.” With Bildung experience 

enters into the definition of the subject of experience itself, whereas it will re-

quire no elucidation that science would immediately become impossible with 

such an intimate interaction between experience and the scientist. (Sublime 

Historical Experience 8).  
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To flip our analysis, as we flipped to the dark antipode of intersubjective conditions 

and community ethics in chapter 2, Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood is in many ways 

an examination and depiction of a corrosive and tortured reverse becoming in the 

murderer Perry Smith’s life. To be sure, much of this process is brutal and terrifying, 

a truly negative becoming that is more like a collapse inward, a sort of dark-star be-

coming-ness. We witness the ultimate, distorted becoming of Perry Smith’s plans and 

aims with his murder of the Clutter family—they becoming a “perfect set of symbols 

for every frustration in his life” and his broken dreams (Truman Capote in Plimpton, 

question 15). Another culmination of Smith’s vain “becoming” may be his and Rich-

ard Hickock’s short stay in Mexico after the murders, a place that Smith had long 

visualized as his paradise, where he would craft an exciting and rewarding career 

searching for gold, diving for sunken treasure or skippering a fishing boat in the Pa-

cific. Like all the rest of Smith’s bildungsroman this attempt is wretchedly futile, a 

veritable caricature of what we hope for in such characterization and development, 

doomed to reversal and return to his “incredibly abysmal” existence—his becoming 

nothing more than a relentless “accumulation of disillusionments and reverses” 

(Truman Capote in Plimpton, question 15).  

Perry Smith did perhaps find a measure of satisfaction, with a hint toward a 

more positive becoming in Mexico not long after the above scene. After a day spent 

on a fishing boat with a few drunken companions including Hickock and a German 

traveler; we find that when the group had landed their boat after catching a sailfish, 

pictures were taken and Perry is seen beaming an expression “of unflawed fulfillment, 

of beatitude, as though at last, as is in one of his dreams, a tall yellow bird had hauled 

him to heaven” (Capote In Cold Blood 120).150 Associated with this brief glimpse of 

plenitude, Capote fascinatingly explores certain near-positive facets of Smith’s per-
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sonality. We noted that there were people who felt that things could have been differ-

ent for Smith, and that he could have developed into a sane and productive human 

being if he had not constantly been thrust into the most abusive and harmful experi-

ences throughout his life. Yes, Smith’s efforts toward “development” throughout the 

book are abject and vain, such as during his imprisonment, when he had the time and 

a more stable environment to work on the interests that “might have been”—his love 

of words and language, his notable artistic talent, his dreams of becoming a musician, 

and his conservative moral impulses that were distorted throughout his life—Smith 

was “quite a little moralist” Capote has said, and believed “that people had to fulfill 

an obligation towards moral leadership” (Plimpton, question 32). Smith would never 

become the things he dreamed of, but the portrayal of his efforts in In Cold Blood is 

disturbing and engrossing, the narrative sum of which, according to Capote, instead of 

“presenting the reader with a full plant, with all the foliage,” plants a seed “in the soil 

of his mind” (Plimpton question 15). Understanding that there was a possibility of 

Smith’s salvation, that this seed existed in the vile and filthy soil of his life, is vital to 

understanding the messages in Capote’s book. 

I think we see something similar in Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western 

Front. At the individual level, Paul Bäumer sees a starkly negative becoming in his 

injured friend Kemmerich: “Death is working through from within. It already has 

command in the eyes. Here lies our comrade, Kemmerich, who a little while ago was 

roasting horse-flesh with us and squatting in the shell-holes. He it is still and yet it is 

not he any longer” (Remarque 13). Of the other individuals within his group, Paul 

Bäumer counts off the terminated becomings of his compatriots: “We have heard 

nothing more of Detering. Berger met his end. Müller is dead. Bertinck, falls. Leer 

groans as he supports himself on his arm, he bleeds quickly, no one can help him. 
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Like an emptying tube, after a couple of minutes he collapses. Kat falls” (Remarque 

274, 274, 276, 280, 281, 284). In the denouement to this bleak narrative becoming, 

“There are not many of the old hands left. I am the last of the seven fellows from our 

class” (Remarque 289). We find in turns both realistic and metaphorical that Bäumer 

and his comrades “became soldiers with eagerness and enthusiasm, but they have 

done everything to knock that out of us,” and when they find themselves alive after an 

artillery barrage, “our speech has a new ring” (Remarque 21, 53, 55, italics added). In 

terms of the German army “becoming backward” and devolving into nothingness, 

Remarque writes that “For every one German plane there are at least five English and 

American. For one hungry, wretched German soldier comes five of the enemy, fresh 

and fit. For one German army loaf there are fifty tins of canned beef over there” (Re-

marque 283). The end is such that “‘Germany ought to be empty soon’” (Remarque 

278). Such text portrays the historical actuality of the end of the war, when the over-

whelming numbers of Allied forces rolled over the German armies. Of the same time, 

with a mythological cast, historian John Keegan writes that by late 1918 the Germans 

“were now confronted with an army whose soldiers sprang, in uncountable numbers, 

as if from soil sown with dragon’s teeth,” resulting in (becoming) a “consequent sense 

of pointlessness of further effort [that] rotted the resolution of the ordinary German 

soldier to do his duty” (412).  

 We could say the same of Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner. The novel 

tells Turner’s complete story, beginning with his hopeful youth when his adoration for 

his kind master Samuel Turner was “very close to the feeling one should bear only 

toward the Divinity” (Styron [1] 130), and when one evening, lying awake after cor-

rectly spelling the word “columbine” for his master and some guests, the word hovers 

“like a lullaby” in his mind as he slips into “some strange dream filled with inchoate 
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promise and a voiceless, hovering joy” (Styron [1] 131). As the years pass, Turner of 

course reverses, and becomes an embittered, fiery rebel possessed of “hatred so pure 

and obdurate that no sympathy, no human warmth, no flicker of compassion can make 

the faintest nick or scratch upon the stony surface of its being” (Styron [1] 249), and 

who would “slay utterly old and young, both maids and little children, and women” 

(Ezekiel 9:6, cited in Styron (1) 62, emphasis in original). “We done what had to be 

done!” Turner shouts at Thomas Gray during his confession, sealing the culmination 

of his own becoming.  

The conception of becoming, yet further, would I think be ensconced in a 

given heteroglossia (which I will be exploring in more detail in the following section). 

The first strains of this would be found in the individual’s “internal dialogue” as he or 

she achieves self-actualization, and from there enlarged into dialogic interaction amid 

poly-vocal communities as they change and develop (this and the following harks to 

our discussion of intersubjectivity in chapter 2).151 Karsten R. Stueber connects indi-

vidual and community when he writes of “the function of a narrative as providing im-

portant information about the larger context of an individual’s biography or life plan 

or his cultural or social environment” (41). In short we have here intersecting individ-

ual and community consciousness, such that “the narrative structure of [‘experience, 

action, and life’] […] associated with individual experience [can] be projected onto 

the social plane” (Carr, Time, Narrative, and History both citations adjacent on 153). 

In sum, in the telling of these individual and group bildungsroman processes, en-

sconced in heteroglossia and intertextuality and in terms of history, “Do we not see it 

as the historian’s main task to tell us the narrative of how something developed into 

something else? Is history not before and above all the organization of what we have 
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discovered in the past into a temporal order, running from a beginning through a mid-

dle to an end?” (Ankersmit Sublime Historical Experience 168).  

 

Historical Writing, Aesthetic Contours: Heteroglossia, Intertextuality 

 

IN TERMS OF THE GENRES we are examining, any good history or historical 

novel will contain a rich intertextuality and heteroglossia, which manifest, in the first 

case, the conglomeration of any number of works used as research and references 

within historical writing, and secondarily the external works that influence such writ-

ing, used as inspirations, examples, allusions, models, etc. This observation takes us 

back to a question raised earlier in this chapter: How do we interpret and grade trans-

acting works of history and fiction in historical writings, when fictions are used to 

support truths, and truth to bolster “fictions? We shall continue to consider this quan-

dary. For now, let’s keep in mind that, as Peter Burke has written, in order to hear the 

“‘varied and opposing voices’” in history, “the historian needs, like the novelist, to 

practice heteroglossia” (309), or as one analyst puts it to historians: “keep your eyes 

and ears (and nostrils) open to the world around you” (Tosh 127). We will indeed see 

that this is true, and that it yields delightful, creative, erudite, intriguing and some-

times humorous results.  

At the uppermost level, however, as we view, digest and enjoy these transact-

ing texts, keep in mind that what we are viewing comprises a communal communica-

tive action, interpretation and apprehension, a “living heteroglossia,” a “social and 

historical heteroglossia,” with texts feeding back into and conditioning one another, 

speaking to each other across time as it were (Bakhtin 272). These poly-vocal assem-

blages evince voices from the past combined with those of the present, and even 
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wisps of the anticipated future, to form a vast library of communicative action and 

allusion, a “multi-languaged world” that is “overlain with qualifications, open to dis-

pute, charged with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist […] shot through 

with shared thoughts, points of view, alien value judgments and accents” (Bakhtin 

275, 262). This sum, I believe, becomes a densely cerebral and aesthetic reader re-

sponse environment, with uniquely historical parameters. I will return to this main 

point in theoretical detail after we have reviewed examples from historical writing (an 

approach I hope the reader does not disapprove of). 

Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood incorporates a rich plurality of texts, numer-

ous of these possessed by Perry Smith (some written by him, some by others), as well 

as references to Christian hymns, journalism accounts, popular songs, the Bible, pro-

fessional articles by law enforcement officials and psychologists, and other docu-

ments. Additionally, and as we have discussed, The Confessions of Nat Turner, The 

Killer Angels and Battle Cry of Freedom also cite historical texts, period songs, adver-

tising, journalism, poems and references to other texts (Shakespeare, the Bible and the 

like), all making up a sort of sonic/linguistic/thematic/cultural background to the 

characters’ existences.152 We see here both what might be called a sort of “interior 

intertextuality” (works that do not allude outward, but are personal texts of given 

agents in historical works, their own intrinsic textual universes), and the usual view of 

intertextuality and heteroglossia as extending out toward other published works by 

way of allusion and reference. In this second respect Daniel Jonah Goldhagen wrote 

of a German death march of Jewish women in 1945 that “Conditions on the march 

were such that they could have found their way into Dante’s imagination as a path for 

those journeying from one circle down to the next” (350), and he later illustrates 

German brutality in WWII by quoting Blake’s “A Divine Image”: Cruelty has a hu-
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man heart. In a genuinely unusual intertextual move in historiography, Goldhagen 

even quotes a lengthy passage from Melville’s Moby Dick as a proof in his analysis of 

the fantastically vengeful motives of ordinary Germans in their violence against Jews 

(see 399). Recall also James M. McPherson’s allusion to Lewis Carroll, Orwell, 

Shakespeare and Aesop, above, while in another description he wrote that Confeder-

ate Major General George Pickett “affected the romantic style of Sir Walter Scott’s 

heroes” (662), and he also referred directly to the Bible (“pride goeth before the fall” 

[347]). Additionally, and as noted, the Bible and other intertextual references provide 

a richly imbricated background to The Confessions of Nat Turner.  

Continuing this examination, Remarque gives readers this brisk, Shakespeare-

inflected comment: “Bombardment, barrage, curtain-fire, mines, gas, tanks, machine-

guns, hand-grenades—words, words, but they hold the horror of the world” (133), 

while Shaara, as we saw above, has a Confederate scout voice Shakespeare as he re-

flects on the devastating loss to the Confederacy of General Stonewall Jackson: Good 

night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing the to thy rest…. Another revealing but 

amusing example is found in The Killer Angels, when Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, 

observing the confusion as his men are being brought into position for the Little 

Round Top assault, reflects that “They’d all rather be with the regiment. Messy detail. 

Well […] so it goes”—astute readers see the allusion to Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughter-

house Five. (212). Jonathan D. Spence and Truman Capote, finally, employ one 

common method of intertextuality when they cite poetic works to open their narra-

tives, with Spence quoting American poet James Merrill’s “Lost in Translation” to 

open his The Death of Woman Wang, and Capote citing medieval French poet Fran-

çois Villon’s Ballade des pendus to begin In Cold Blood.  
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All of these examples show how, as discussed, fiction and historiography can 

be drawn toward one another, functioning in a veritably symbiotic relationship. Now 

let’s take a look at that theoretical take that I introduced, above. We find that all of 

these texts-on-top-of-texts may not only be employed as references and models for 

the compositions of historical writers, but may virtually become their compositions, 

and from there the compositions of any and all associated readers and interpreters—

seen in terms of reader response and author/reader environments, with readers virtual 

writers in this transaction (in this vein recall also how Bakhtin wrote that the diverse 

voices of heteroglossia “[lie] on the borderline between one-self and the other” [293]). 

In this trans-social and trans-individual aesthetic/intellectual milieu, “One person 

cannot be an eye or ear witness of everything,” and “historians […] find statements 

and narratives of other men ready to hand.” Historical writers make use of such narra-

tives “only as the poet does.”153 As noted, we may be witnessing something of a re-

description of an aesthetics of reception, now more specifically focused on historical 

apprehension and writing—and here I will examine this possibility in light of thinkers 

such as Roman Ingarden (1893-1970), Hans Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser and Stanley 

Fish—the Constance School and its followers.154  

The Constance School opened our eyes to a greater aesthetic experience that 

courses from composers to consumers of literature, steeped in the lived and aestheti-

cally “perceived” experience of both. Fish’s “interpretive communities” and Jauss’s 

“historical horizon of [literature’s] origination, social function, and historical influ-

ence” (Toward an Aesthetic of Reception 18) capture the functions of multiple voic-

ings, heteroglossia and intertextuality, and are principal bases and conditions of his-

torical writers’ own interpretive, horizonal, historical transactions. In even more 

specific aesthetic detail, Iser’s textual “blanks,” which we referred to in chapter 2, are 
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revealing. But wait—blanks? Such a conception would seem at odds with conjoined 

voices in composition and apprehension and the vibrant world of interconnected his-

torical lives and experiences. The likes of Iser and Jauss, however, can take virtually 

any idea in new directions, and see how for Iser, the “imaginary object” within the 

text—that pot of gold that every writer, reader and reviewer seeks—though “regulated 

and controlled by blanks,” ultimately becomes “a product of interconnection” yielding 

a “variety of perspectives” (Iser, “Interaction between Text and Reader” 35). Such 

varieties of perspectives land us back in the texts-on-top-of-texts, text-reader relation-

ships that at heart combine “aesthetic value/implication” with a “social function,” and 

ultimately impel “an energy formative of history” with “historical implications” 

(Jauss Toward an Aesthetic of Reception 20, 18, 19, 20).  

This examination of intertextuality and heteroglossia in historical writing has 

been brief, but I hope it has shown how these functions are dimensions of the ever-

more fruitful and combinatory transaction of historical fiction and historiography. In 

this environment, fiction and non-fiction are veritable brothers in arms, an image 

which perhaps usefully bring these two normally warring parties into a more pacific 

cooperation. Maybe we will find (historically speaking) that one of our genres, like 

Captain Josef Sewald of Germany’s 17th Bavarian Regiment one Christmas morning 

on the Western Front in 1914, will make a bold gesture across the battle line: 

 
 

I said I would come from my side and we could speak with each other. First 

there was silence, then I shouted once more, invited them, and the British shouted 

“No shooting!” Then a man came out of the trenches and I on my side did the 

same and so we came together and we shook hands - a bit cautiously! (Vin-

ciguerra page 2) 
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Of course, our commanding officers may intervene, sternly enjoining us that they 

“have issued the strictest orders that on no account is intercourse to be allowed be-

tween the opposing troops,” and that “To finish this war quickly, we must keep up the 

fighting spirit and do all we can to discourage friendly intercourse” (Vinciguerra page 

3). And yet we may disobey their orders, such that: 

 

At 8:30, I fired three shots into the air and put up a flag with “Merry Christ-

mas” on it on the parapet. He [a German] put up a sheet with “Thank You” on it, 

and the German captain appeared on the parapet. We both bowed and saluted… 

(Vinciguerra page 2) 

 

On this note of rapprochement, I turn to our next analysis.  

 

Historical Writing, Aesthetic Contours: Contingency, Metaphor,  

Modality, Chaos 

 

AN IMPORTANT AESTHETIC FACTOR suggested by contours of the above 

analysis is contingency—a condition that seems at the foundation of the “blooming, 

buzzing confusion” that suffuses life with all of its change, unpredictability, uncer-

tainty, challenge and surprise.155 Kermode called contingency in narrative “nauseous 

and viscous” (A Sense of an Ending 136), and E.M. Forester in Aspects of the Novel 

obliquely wrote of it as “Expansion. That is the idea the novelist must cling to. Not 

completion. Not rounding off but opening out” (Aspects of the Novel 169). To be sure 

this factor is nothing less than deeply aesthetic, and in terms of the associated com-

munity composition and intersubjectivity I have discussed, it shall be very revealing. 

In a word, contingent community historical experience “takes a thousand forms,” and 
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is “capable of infinite complexities, it appears in all possible guises” (Gay 176). We 

find that historical populations function within a “sheer plurality of agency” attending 

historical experience (Olafson “The Dialectic of Action” 104), that varying “lines of 

continuity” take place within a “general mélange of occurrences over a period” 

(Lemon 69), and that historical actors and populations evince a multitude of “attain-

able states” (Bonneuil 105). Imagine here the veritable indeterminacy of history’s 

what-might-have-been-cum-what-was/can/will-be, and just how this difference and 

uncertainty, these oscillations and elaborations, these alternative histories and inter-

pretations simultaneously supplementing one another along a continuum of experi-

ence and subject matter, can be portrayed in historical writing. In a word, “staging in 

literature” (Iser’s phrase, which we can understand as a combination of scene, charac-

terization, plot development, etc.) can evince “limitless patternings of human plastic-

ity,” (Iser The Fictive and the Imaginary xi) an idea which I believe effectively beto-

kens the veritable historicity of (historical) literature as well as the historical writer’s 

urge to evince order out of this piebald variety.156  

Within historical contingency lie understandings that lead to the rediscovery 

of the little and the lost histories, the vast variety of institutions, genders, classes, age 

groups, professions, environments, non-human actors, substances/materials, be-

liefs/sensibilities, etc. shading into but never quite displacing one another in lived his-

torical experience and historical writing—a democratic, catholic and even inter-

textual approach that uniquely allows for varied combinations and cross-pollination 

among peoples, cultures, nations, etc. and in turn new and varied explana-

tory/evaluative historical models and methodologies.157 Along these lines, it may be 

important to remember to ground ourselves in our base terms, in that “when it is a 
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matter of choosing among […] alternative visions of history, the only grounds for pre-

ferring one over another are moral or aesthetic ones” (White, Metahistory 433).  

Contingency as a key factor in literature and narrative has been studied and 

theorized about for decades in both theoretical/fictional and empirical/historiographic 

circles, and I think that any analyst would agree that literature of all kinds is veritably 

saturated in this factor, establishing “moods” or “voices” in narrative about that which 

is imagined, wished for, believed possible or impossible, necessary, expected of un-

expected or qualified. Mikhail Bakhtin wrote of the novel’s saturation in contingency 

that the genre was governed by “indeterminacy, a certain semantic openendedness, a 

living contact with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality (the openended 

present)” (7). Yes indeed, this is a critical essence at work in narrativity, not least his-

torical narrativity—but there is more, and we must consider a term closely related to 

contingency in narrative: modality—a fascinatingly oblique and deeply aesthetic topic 

that captures much of the pith of historical experience and composition as I have been 

studying them.158 To begin at a higher level, David Carr indicates how (fictional) his-

torical narratives by way of their explorations of what “might have been” contribute 

to a more complete view of “how it actually was” (historiography). The result is a de-

cidedly contingent/modal and very cognitive/conscious totality: 

 

But attention to what “might be” is the essence of the agent’s point of view in 

history. To act is to envisage certain outcomes, whether or not those outcomes ac-

tually followed. “The historian who allows his knowledge as to which of these 

outcomes subsequently happened to obliterate the other outcomes people re-

garded as plausible cannot hope to recapture the past ‘as it actually was’…To un-

derstand how it actually was, we…need to understand how it actually wasn’t—
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but how, to contemporaries, it might have been. (“Place and Time” 161, emphasis 

in original)159 

 

Carr goes on that “It is not just the intended consequences of an action, its plausible 

‘outcomes,’ that make it comprehensible; it is the whole sweep of its future horizon, 

from the agent’s point of view, the long-term destiny of the individual or the group, 

which forms the ultimate frame for the action. It is this broad sweep of unreality that 

the historian must struggle to keep in the picture” (“Place and Time” 163). For Carr, 

something like a galaxy of such experience and events is at play in rich circumjacen-

cies surrounding and interrogating wie es eigentlich gewesen, an environment com-

prising a flexible and contingent interplay of the historical agent’s beliefs, points of 

view, intentions and concomitant outcomes, actual and imagined. In the first place, 

such narrative dispositions could at different times and places be evinced in either 

non-fictional or fictional narratives—but before proceeding, let me return to the es-

sence of these arguments, and examine modality in detail.  

The pivotal word “might” in Carr’s ideas above is an English modal auxiliary 

verb. Other examples of familiar modals include may, should, could, would, will, 

ought to, had better, be supposed to, must, have to, will, be going to, can, be able to, 

and shall. Modal auxiliary verbs “indicate predication of an action or state in some 

manner other than as a simple fact.” Modality, meanwhile, “classifies logical proposi-

tions according to their asserting or denying the possibility, impossibility, contin-

gency, or necessity of their content.”160 A look at these definitions reveals their impor-

tance in light of Carr’s quote, and in terms of all that we have discussed thus far 

relating to fictional and non-fictional histories, and the intersubjective conditions in 

which they circulate. As just noted, that which is “other than a simple fact” and “con-
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tingent” could be either fictionalized text, or elements of the actual absent past that 

historians struggle to reveal and interpret. Scholes and Kellogg wrote of a “factual 

and fictional polarity” in narrative (“faction” some call it), and that “The impulse to 

shape, to improve, to present not what was said or what did happen, but what should 

have been said or ought to have happened, inevitably makes itself felt [in narrative]” 

(both 258, emphasis added). In a similar sense, modality as determining “logical 

propositions” exerts great influence on all historical writing, and the importance of 

predication within this conception also highlights key logical elements at work here, 

such as logical affirmation, the assignment of elements in classes, and the designation 

of properties or relations (consequence, conditioned existence, presence, derivation, 

etc.). Predication is, further, “the part of a sentence or clause that expresses what is 

said of the subject.” Let us alter this definition ever so slightly, and insert the word 

“about” for “of,” such that it reads: “the part of a sentence or clause that expresses 

what is said about the subject.” By doing this we are thrust into a Husserl-esque envi-

ronment of intersubjective intentionality, individual and community lived historical 

experience in a contingent, flexible world of modal possibilities, quandaries, predica-

ments, confrontations, expectations, doubts, challenges, mysteries and unforeseen 

events. These definitions and facts reveal that modality is no less than a key substruc-

ture of human conscious experience, and from there of lived historical experience, 

and from there of literature and historiography, which we have seen and will continue 

to see going forward are deeply modal structurations. This examination shows, I be-

lieve, that the pre/con/refigurations of historical narrative have a deep structural iden-

tity, with modality something of a “secret sauce” binding this smorgasbord together. 

Yet further—and we are moving even higher now—this view takes us into an under-

standing of modals as the very fulcrums on which moral choices in communities are 
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situated, the aesthetic/linguistic carriers and principal levers in moral decision making 

in lived historical experience, revolving around conditions of probability, certainty, 

advisability, expectation, prohibition, necessity, willingness, suggestion, preference, 

possibility, impossibility, and contingency. Here I point back to modality’s role as 

manager of these very conditions in language and life, indicating toward the essence 

of moral decision making. We ever ask what can we do? What should we choose? 

What is necessary? What is possible? Have we supposed correctly? What would be 

right? What contingent factors should be considered? And again, from here it is a 

short step to narrative itself, a moral (read: modal/contingent) enterprise.  

Empiricists might step in here and claim that what ought to have happened or 

what might have happened, let alone what historical agents should have or could have 

done is out of bounds in terms of actual histories. But I beg to differ—and I think my 

entire argument has shown exactly how these conditions and suppositions are under-

stood and interpreted and narrated in historical writing, fictional and non-fictional. 

This is David Hume’s very old argument, and to turn to one modern theorist, Frank 

Ankersmit has summarized that “the is of the constative statements of a historical in-

terpretation may suggest what ought to be done” (“Six Theses” 245, emphasis in 

original). I follow Ankersmit here, and I have always believed that you can indeed 

develop an ought out of an is. Scholes and Kellogg wrote of historical writers that 

“Since Herodotus and Thucydides the histor has been [an] authority, who is entitled 

not only to present the facts as he has established them but to comment on them, to 

draw parallels, to moralize, to generalize, to tell the reader what to think and even to 

suggest what he should do” (266, emphasis added).  

Modality can be evinced in historical narrative through the expression of the 

above conditions and in other ways, even in straightforward sentence structures and 
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comment such as when James M. McPherson writes that “there were flaws in the Un-

ion sword and hidden strengths in the Confederate shield. Northern success paradoxi-

cally created military weakness,” and that “Through most of American history the 

South has seemed different from the rest of the United States, with ‘a separate and 

unique identity…which appeared to be out of the mainstream of American experi-

ence.’ But when did the northern stream become the mainstream? From a broader 

perspective it may have been the North that was exceptional and unique before the 

Civil War” (719, 860, emphasis added).161 The great Perry Miller voiced a given am-

biguous stance when he wrote that “Puritan opposition to the Church of England […] 

actually seems to owe more to the Puritan conviction that the beauty of ceremony and 

ornaments causes men to mistake aesthetic pleasure for supernal grace,” and “Yet 

these remarks tell but half the story. In one sense their point cannot be made too 

strongly; in another sense it can be too exclusively dwelt upon” (46, 65, emphasis 

added). And finally, David McCullough invites the reader into an unfinished world-

for-the finishing, with sensual burnish, when he empirically/conceptually writes that 

the relief of Captain Samuel Tucker berthing his frigate Boston with John Adams in 

France in 1778 after a perilous cross-Atlantic voyage, “may be imagined” (187). 

Our explanation here is indeed composite and demanding, and I emphasize it 

because the very conception of modality may be the central action/apprehension com-

plex at work in the aesthetics ethic, and from there into historical narrative. To reel in 

the varied terms and ideas discussed here, and to attempt to more firmly station some 

of the most vital elements of this overall contextuality, observe how Habermasian 

communicative praxis incorporates an essential modality that is  
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constitutive (rather than representational) conception of communication 

[which] explicates objects as the results (rather than the givens) of communica-

tive experience. It therefore focuses on praxeology rather than ontology: on how 

those objects come to be (and cease to be) as they are experienced, rather on what 

they are, prior to their representation in communicative experience. Thus it can 

inquire into how things could be—rather than limiting its activity to asserting 

what they are. Insofar as that inquiry takes a critical turn, it adds concern for how 

things should be—and even (although problematically) how they must be. 

(Langsdorf 143, emphasis in original).  

 

Our discussion thus far importantly indicates how modality is the fount of a most im-

portant element of narrative: indeterminacy. Indeed, some of the principal words in 

the definition of modality—impossibility, supposition, probability and contingency—

can be understood as veritable synonyms for indeterminacy, and going forward we 

will overlap them (along with contingency). A textured scrutiny of this conception is 

offered by M.C. Lemon, who writes that narrative is an “‘indeterministic’ mode of 

explanation” (56) wherein “there is no extrinsic purpose or message to the narrative 

governing what to choose as ‘next’ in terms of relevance, what is selected is that 

event or state of affairs penultimate to that which does not ‘follow on from,’ or can 

‘reasonably’ be construed as subsequent to, the initial situation” (112-113, emphasis 

in original).162 Historian William M. Reddy (William T. Laprade Professor of History 

and Professor of Cultural Anthropology, Duke University) provides a useful view 

when he writes that “Narrative is an excellent prose genre for making available a 

sense of the indeterminacy of action situations” (31), while Paul Cohen writes that 

historians “are trapped in a present marked by indeterminacy, and this affects every 
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phase of the process of historical reconstruction in which we are engaged, including 

what we choose to focus on and emphasize in our assertions about past events” (10).  

Is this discussion of indeterminacy simply aesthetic dallying? Hardly, and the 

indeterminacy I am discussing is by no means some sort of magical realist world of 

hobgoblins and the supernatural, nor a deconstructionist world of menacing absences, 

lacks and différance. This indeterminacy does not leave humanity lost at sea, flailing 

against uncertainties, contradictions and ambiguities, saddled with wholly open-ended 

and indefinite historical consciousness and experience. Rather, if in a somewhat cir-

cuitous way, we are always led back (in part by way of conscious binding, as we have 

discussed) to sufficient and for the most part accurate (if virtualized) knowledge about 

our historical experiences. In a word, the factors discussed here condition narrative 

consciousness and historical narrative, but the do not become them. Recall John 

Searle’s Background, discussed above, and he tells us that “Conscious experiences 

come to us as structured, those structures enable us to perceive things under aspects, 

but those aspects are constrained by our mastery of a set of categories, and those cate-

gories, being familiar, enable us, in varying degrees, to assimilate our experiences, 

however novel, to the familiar” (The Rediscovery of the Mind 136). As Searle indi-

cates, the structure of narrative in consciousness and in written works is a strongly 

controlling and mediating factor in these respects, and functions in conjunction with 

the stabilizing processes of individual and collective human memory to yield regular-

ity and something like permanence. Jürgen Straub writes that “We think of [the his-

torical construction of meaning] as a context, as a unity that relates and integrates het-

erogeneity” (Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness; wording adjacent on 

52). In a word, humans are quite capable of seeing their way clear through 

contingency, constructing meaningful “new pertinence” and “full ontological mean-
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ing” (Ricoeur Time and Narrative Vol. 1 80). I extend our orbit here, and note that 

Frank Kermode has written that contingent fictional narratives with historical themes 

may be seen as yielding a “form of [historical] knowledge” that can be read “against 

the grain of the manifest” (I will return to this quote below). This is to say that osten-

sibly stable (if contingent) narrative substances can be read against the grain of osten-

sibly stable (if contingent) historical experience, with the end result yielding ostensi-

bly stable (if contingent) historical knowledge—and with this entire process of 

contingent intertextuality creating “more and more meanings” and “more and more 

facts” (Rorty Contingency, irony and solidarity 16). 

Granted, there are times when life is pleasingly mysterious, or, worse, threat-

eningly disobliging—but the modality/indeterminacy I am endeavoring to define and 

describe is an authentic environmentality, a world of narrated/lived experience and 

meaning that incorporates and considers a host of possible conditions and factors—

known and unknown, predicted and unpredicted, expected and unexpected—and re-

sultant outcomes—known and unknown, predicted and unpredicted, expected and un-

expected. Hacking their ways through this rich phenomenology, historical writers 

“define different societies or historical phenomenon not in relation to some absolute 

standard, but in their relation to one another” (E.H. Carr 78). Iser, sounding much like 

Habermas, describes how we fashion valid apprehension out of less-than-concrete 

conditions while playing the language games that are central to narrative and lived 

experience: 

 

Discourse mediates between the appearance of things and the thoughts of the 

subject by designating changing qualities and giving form to transient thoughts; 

out of this arises the coherent work that, as a world produced, also allows com-
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munication between the participants in the language game about this very world. 

(The Fictive and the Imaginary 128)163 

 

All of the above, I feel, yields an indeterminacy we can live with, and we will find 

that because lived narrative historical experience is comprised of such contingency 

and complexity, we must depend on communicative methods that are able to perform 

no less than a “remarkable feat of equilibration among incommensurate structures,” 

which are capable of forging “a path through many alternative descriptions,” and 

which can ultimately “smoothly combine[] some effects while it rules out others” 

(Reddy 33). Unsurprisingly, in this modal ecology, “Narrative is a form of description 

of actions and events that can be made to take such remarkable feats into account, and 

give a sense to them” (Reddy 33). 

Turning to additional examples from fiction and history, James M. McPher-

son, as we have noted, writes that the Civil War “cannot be understood apart from the 

contingency that hung over every campaign, every battle, every election, every deci-

sion during the war” (858), a phenomenon that can “best be presented in a narrative 

format” (858).164 McPherson nicely captures these factors when he writes how “In 

contrapuntal fashion, developments on the homefront responded to the rhythm of 

events on the battlefield” (427) and also how “at numerous critical points during the 

war things might have gone altogether differently” (858). Barbara Tuchman similarly 

wrote of the “ifs, errors, and commitments” that “determined the issue” of other great 

battles in another great war (The Guns of August 436). 

Truman Capote hauntingly and poetically captures the contingency of lived 

historical experience in the life of sixteen-year-old Nancy Clutter as related in her di-

ary. Noting that the girl often changed her handwriting and wrote with different colors 
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of ink, Capote touchingly ponders that it was “as though she were asking, ‘Is this 

Nancy” Or that? Or that? Which is me?’” (57). Additionally, the famed scene with 

Perry Smith and the silver dollar on the floor the night of the murders is imbued with 

an otherworldly and dubitable quality that eerily transforms history: 

 

“Dick stood guard outside the bathroom door while I reconnoitered. I frisked 

the girl’s room, and I found a little purse—like a doll’s purse. Inside it was a sil-

ver dollar. I dropped it somehow, and it rolled across the floor. Rolled under a 

chair. I had to get down on my knees. And just then it was like I was outside my-

self. Watching myself in some nutty movie. It made me sick. I was just disgusted. 

Dick, and all his talk about a rich man’s safe, and here I am crawling on my belly 

to steal a child’s silver dollar. One dollar. And I’m crawling on my belly to get 

it.” (240) 

 

In another similar experience, Perry Smith had thought to himself when he found 

himself alone outside the Clutter home for a few moments, “Why don’t I walk off? 

[…] And yet—how can I explain this? It was like I wasn’t part of it. More as though I 

was reading a story. And I had to know what was going to happen. The end.” 165  

I think it may be needless to say that in terms of contingency, the invented 

characters and situations in fiction, with their by-definition conditional, suppositional 

construction, are best able to encapsulate and represent historical contingency. We 

know of course that in empirical history the writer/interpreter (as a number of histori-

ans above have shown) can introduce a given contingency not only by relatively low-

key modal constructions, but also by constructing given alternative historical possi-

bilities, speaking of “one of the big ifs” of a given situation, or that a vote in parlia-

ment, “could have been gone either way.” I venture, however, that in the end the fic-
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tionalist has yet more creative license and metaphorical leeway to present contingency 

in more fully contingent ways, that is, a good bit more speculatively, stochastically, 

fortuitously and even precariously.  

Michael Shaara sprinkles representations of contingency and conditionality 

into his Civil War narrative, often tinged with a brooding threat. Union Army Briga-

dier General John Buford combines a given cool empirical view with a contingent 

temporal flip when he frets how “Few things in a soldier’s life were ever so clear as 

this, so black-line etched that he could actually see the blue troops for one long 

bloody moment, going up the long slope to the stony top as if it were already done 

and a memory already, an odd, set, stony quality to it, as if tomorrow had occurred” 

(40). Lieutenant Colonel John Lyon Fremantle (the English observer in the Confeder-

ate army), thinking ahead temporally, ponders that “by evening this man [southern 

Major General John Bell Hood] could be dead” and finds himself standing “trans-

fixed, trying to sense a premonition” (161). Robert E. Lee at several points in the nar-

rative reflects hauntingly that “[General Stonewall] Jackson was here. Jackson was 

looking on” (138), and Longstreet, also recalling Jackson, reflects on a grim, disturb-

ing opposition, “He was Christian. He knew how to hate” (131).  

The following examples also illustrate these ideas, first with Michael Shaara’s 

take (again of Buford) on a truly dizzying, interrogatory, conditional, feedback-

looping contingency laced with danger— 

 

He [Buford] rode slowly to inspect the ground in front of him, between him 

and the Rebels. If we made a stand here, how long do you think we could hold? 

Long enough for John Reynolds to get here with the infantry? How long would 

that take? Will Reynolds hurry? Reynolds is a good man. But he might not under-

stand the situation. How do you make him understand? At this distance. But if 
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you hold, you at least give him time to see the ground. But how can you hold 

against Lee’s whole Army? If it is the whole army. These are two very good bri-

gades; you built them yourself. Suppose you sacrifice them and Reynolds is late?  

Think on it, John. (40)166 

 

—then Erich Maria Remarque, in All Quiet on the Western Front, highlighting what 

may be the ultimate contingency, inconstancy, volatility and associated danger in life, 

with safety yanked out from under you like a rug— 

 

[T]hen a new fear lays hold of me. I can no longer remember the direction. 

Quiet, I squat in a shell-hole and try to locate myself. More than once it has hap-

pened that some fellow has jumped joyfully into a trench only then to discover 

that it was the wrong one. After a little time I listen again, but still I am not sure. 

The confusion of shell-holes now seems so bewildering that I can no longer tell in 

my agitation which way I should go. Perhaps I am crawling parallel to the lines, 

and that might go on for ever. (216) 

 

—and also the following in Remarque, where the writer likens threatened life to a 

game of cards with its capricious adventitiousness—in part conditioned by a player’s 

skill, perhaps, but in the end governed by random probabilities and peril: 

 

It is this Chance that makes us indifferent. A few months ago I was sitting 

in a dug-out playing skat; after a while I stood up and went to visit some 

friends in another dug-out. On my return nothing more was to be seen of the 

first one, it had been blown to pieces by a direct hit. I went back to the second 

and arrived just in time to lend a hand digging it out. In the interval it had been 

buried. 
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It is just as much a matter of chance that I am still alive as that I might have 

been hit. In a bomb-proof dug-out I may be smashed to atoms and in the open 

may survive ten hours’ bombardment unscathed. No soldier outlives a thou-

sand chances. But every soldier believes in Chance and trusts his luck. (100) 

 

A final example is from Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner. Though Turner was 

a mighty figure in some ways, able to control situations and manipulate people with 

impressive skill, at bottom his existence was a barren world of indeterminacy and 

abortive speculation about causes, motives, reasons and meaning. Though his own 

hatred of white people was “exquisitely sharpened” (Styron [1] 249), Turner was cha-

grined to realize that this could not be counted on among his fellows, for: 

 

This hatred does not abound in every Negro’s soul; it relies on too many 

mysterious and hidden patterns of life and chance to flourish luxuriantly eve-

rywhere. Like a flower of granite with cruel leaves it grows, when it grows at 

all, as if from fragile seed cast upon uncertain ground. (Styron [1] 249) 

 

In a much more fictionalized example in The Confessions of Nat Turner, Turner finds 

himself drifting off to sleep during his trial, and a fearsomely perilous dream flowers 

in his mind: 

 

I seemed to be walking alone at the edge of a swamp at nightfall, the light 

around me glimmering, crepuscular, touched with that greenish hue presaging 

the onslaught of a summer storm. The air was windless, still, but high in the 

heavens behind the swamp thunder grumbled and heaved, and heat lightning 

at somber intervals blossomed against the sky. Filled with panic, I seemed to 
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be searching for my Bible, which strangely, unaccountably I had left there, 

somewhere in the depths and murk of the swamp; in fear and despair I pressed 

my search into the oncoming night, pushing now deeper and deeper into the 

gloomy marshland, haunted by the ominous, stormy light and by a far-off 

pandemonium of thunder. Try desperately as a I might, I could not find my 

Bible. Suddenly another sound came to my ears, this time the frightened out-

cry of voices. They were the voices of boys, hoarse and half grown and seized 

with terror, and now instantly I saw them: Half a dozen black boys tapped 

neck-deep in a bog of quicksand, crying aloud for rescue as their airs waved 

frantically in the dim light and as they sank deeper and deeper into the mire. 

(Styron [1] 83-84) 

 

Styron no doubt borrowed elements of his fictionalized contingency from Nat 

Turner’s life, with its extraordinary and semi-mythical singularity and histrionics. 

Turner’s actual confession reveals a visionary, nearly fabled character bound for 

something greater, living in a twilit world of magical possibility and irregularity. A 

lengthy passage from the confession conveys some of these fantastic qualities: 

 

Being at play with other children, when three or four years old, I was tell-

ing them something, which my mother overhearing, said it had happened be-

fore I was born—I stuck to my story, however, and related something which 

went, in her opinion, to confirm it—others being called on were greatly aston-

ished, knowing that these things had happened, and caused them to say in my 

hearing, I surely would be a prophet, as the Lord had shewn me things that 

had happened before my birth. […] I would find many things that the fertility 

of my own imagination had depicted to me before; all my time, not devoted to 

my master’s service, was spent either in prayer, or in making experiments in 
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casting different things in moulds made of earth, in attempting to make paper, 

gunpowder, and many other experiments […]. Having soon discovered to be 

great, I must appear so, and therefore studiously avoided mixing in society, 

and wrapped myself in mystery, devoting my time to fasting and prayer—By 

this time, having arrived to man’s estate, and hearing the scriptures com-

mented on at meetings, I was struck with that particular passage which says: 

“Seek ye the kingdom of Heaven and all things shall be added unto you.” I re-

flected much on this passage, and prayed daily for light on this subject—As I 

was praying one day at my plough, the spirit spoke to me, saying, “Seek ye the 

kingdom of Heaven and all things shall be added unto you.” […] And from 

the first steps of righteousness until the last, was I made perfect; and the Holy 

Ghost was with me, and said, “Behold me as I stand in the Heavens”—and I 

looked and saw the forms of men in different attitudes—and there were lights 

in the sky to which the children of darkness gave other names than what they 

really were—for they were the lights of the Saviour’s hands, stretched forth 

from east to west (Gray 7, 8, 9. 10). 

 

In terms of historical novelization and its embedded contingency and associated dubi-

ety and aporias, Don DeLillo has written that fiction (as the first draft of history, re-

call), may have historical value “Not because it’s more truthful or permanent than the 

work of historians but simply because it includes the unknown” (personal correspon-

dence with the author, 12 February 2009; emphasis added). 

I will turn now to note a linkage presumed by many theorists, wherewith con-

scious historical experience and much of the environment in which historical narra-

tives function is seen as first, conditioned by contingency, but by way of this condi-

tion becoming a veritable chaos, a threatening universe that undermines authentic 

historical experience, apprehension, consciousness and even narrative. In this world, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

295                                    
 

chaos and contingency are equated, with each seen as wholly stochastic, confused, 

disorganized, unpredictable states. I suppose many analysts have been impacted by no 

less than Plato, who wrote of experience in Timaeus that “all things were originally a 

chaos in which there was no order or proportion” and that humanity’s “cosmos would 

necessarily be imperfect and unequal, being the first attempt to impress form and or-

der on the primaeval chaos of human knowledge.”167 Something of an embracer of 

this chaos theory—a failing of his, I feel—Hayden White famously summed up the 

views of many historical researchers when he wrote in The Content of the Form that 

“in its purely formal properties, the dialectical movement by which a unity of plot is 

imposed upon the superficial chaos of story elements, narrative serves as a paradigm 

for the kind of social movement by which a unity of meaning can be imposed upon 

the chaos of history” (157). White also wrote in Tropics of Discourse that “we require 

a history that will educate us to discontinuity more than ever before, for discontinuity, 

disruption, and chaos is our lot” (50). Lukács also commented on what looks like 

chaos and the threat of disaster in the fabric of historical existence:  

 

[C]ertain crises in the personal destinies of a number of human beings coin-

cide and interweave within the determining context of a historical crisis. […] 

[T]he inevitability of this confrontation carries the collision deep into their per-

sonal lives. It is always a fate suffered by groups of people connected and in-

volved with one another; and it is never a matter of one single catastrophe, but of 

a chain of catastrophes, where the solution of each gives birth to a new conflict. 

Thus the profound grasp of the historical factor in human life demands a dramatic 

concentration of the epic framework. (41)168 
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While perhaps intriguing, the above views are in effect errant, as the etymology of the 

two words shows. Chaos straightforwardly comes from the Latin for “abyss”; contin-

gent, however, is more complex, combining the Latin com—with, together, thor-

oughly—and tangere—to touch. Seen this way the two words appear dramatically dif-

ferent, with chaos a veritable void and disconnection, and contingency by definition a 

combinatory, a veritable “reaching out” and completeness. The complete definition of 

chaos is intuitive enough: “a state of things in which chance is supreme; the confused 

unorganized state of primordial matter; inherently unpredictable; utter confusion;” 

contingent, while taking in unpredictability and chance, also means that which is pos-

sible, empirical, dependent, or of free choice.169 And so the two words are hardly 

synonyms, and indeed contingency can be seen as incorporating functions and/or 

elements that are controlled/controlling, even composed, comprising (“touching”) 

conditions and mechanisms that have played important roles in our study. In these 

respects, any notion of accommodating aptitudes and productive potentials of contin-

gency have been ignored in any number of theoretical treatises in recent decades, and 

the conception has often been mistakenly subsumed into the tumultuous and ulti-

mately restrictive constitution of chaos. In a word, human apprehension and ordering 

play too large a role in our topics to simply dismiss them with a trendy wave at “chaos 

theory” or a politically-motivated interpretation aimed at highlighting all the chaotic, 

deceitfully ambivalent meaning-creation and “regimes of truth” constructed by the 

powers that be (not that these are not at times valid points to address, as I have noted). 

Foci such as these tend toward the pessimistic, the nihilistic, or simply the futile, and 

in many ways directly contradict everything I have stood for in this paper. Borrowing 

from Nat Turner, I will not abide them. 
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The foundation of the contingency that humans experience in their lives is 

probably the languages they speak. For Rorty, recall that since no central and un-

changeable essence inheres in the elements of human existence (a somewhat lavish 

claim, but credible in important respects), existence itself is “a web [of “contingent 

relations”] which stretches backward and forward through past and future time” (Con-

tingency, irony, solidarity; both citations adjacent on 41). This actuality is forever rec-

reated and entirely verbally constructed by way of “the describing activities of human 

beings” (Rorty, Contingency, irony, solidarity 5), with these language games, sen-

tences, vocabularies, redescriptions, etc. one long process of adaptable and pliable 

“trial and error creation” (Rorty, Contingency, irony, solidarity 12). Basing the bulk 

of his analysis on the theory of Donald Davidson (1917-2003), Rorty posits that “toss-

ing” a given semantic/syntactic construct, with its likely adjuncts of ambiguity, disso-

nance, uncertainty, and downright coltish qualities of play into a discourse, can be 

like “suddenly breaking off the conversation long enough to make a face, or pulling a 

photograph out of your pocket and displaying it, or pointing at feature of the sur-

roundings, or slapping your interlocutor’s face, or kissing him. Tossing a metaphor 

into a text is like using italics, or illustrations, or odd punctuation or formats.” Talk 

about contingency!170  

Frank Ankersmit introduces fascinating ideas that can be linked to this analy-

sis, ultimately positing something like a contingent chasm that separates historical and 

aesthetic experience, and the language they are ever dependent on. To begin, we un-

derstand that language is “a large part of the context of all experience” (“Language 

and Historical Experience” 138). “The world, experience, and language are so inter-

twined that it is impossible to say where one begins and the other ends,” Ankersmit 

continues, referring to Hans Gadamer (“Language and Historical Experience” 138). 
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Our very aestheticized historical experiences, however, “resist contextualization,” and 

if “conceived as part of a larger context” will “lose [their] specificity” and even 

“cease to exist at all” (“Language and Historical Experience” 138). Yes, in this am-

biguous analysis Ankersmit is violating some of my basic principles, but let’s simply 

continue that history will in these respects become “decontextualized,” stripped of the 

barnacles of accumulated expectations and expression, with the end result a “dis-

tance” and a “radical incommensurability” separating historical experience from the 

language it is couched in. Historical experience, in sum, constitutes “a ‘hole’ or 

‘break’ in the continuity of both our experience and knowledge of reality alike” 

(“Language and Historical Experience” 137). For Ankersmit this is all valuable, es-

tablishing the possibility of sublime contact with historical experience, essentially 

unmediated by linguistic baggage (or at least mediated by language in unique, essen-

tially experimental ways that can successfully bridge the gap). For our purposes, 

however, we simply detect a radical contingency (discontinuity, holes, breaks, in-

commensurability, disengagement), which historical writers and for that matter all 

conscious historical experiencers gingerly take into account. Continuing this analysis, 

Thomas Nagel has written of humanity’s “widespread use of metaphors” and of the 

mischievous trope’s unique ability to “find[] resemblances between new experiences 

and familiar facts, so that what is novel is in consequence mastered by subsuming it 

under established distinctions.”171 Ricoeur (whose quote here I cited above) goes on 

that metaphor asserts 

 

 “an indirect but positively assertive […] new pertinence […] at the level of 

sense [….] This articulating of a metaphorical reference on the metaphorical 

sense cannot be clothed with a full ontological meaning unless we go so far as to 

metaphorize the verb ‘to be’ itself and recognize in ‘being-as’ the correlate of 
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‘seeing-as,’ in which is summed up the work of metaphor” (Time and Narrative 

Vol. 1 80). 

 

Ricoeur in the above quote is specifically referring to the use of metaphor, a verbal 

trope at home in discourse from everyday idiomatic expression to the highest-level 

literature and verse. Metaphor has a long-standing reputation as a uniquely lubricious 

verbal figuration, with a couplet-like form and significance, encompassing a “multi-

plicity of meaning” and “plurivocity” that “constitutes a displacement and an exten-

sion of the meaning of words.”172 Metaphor is I think something of the prince of the 

figures of speech, and tends to take under its wing a number of other such figurations 

that perform similar tasks. Indeed, this linguistic environs seems to extend into virtu-

ally every corner of language (specifically, English), and we find that there are many 

other tropes, figures, utterances and linguistic conditionings by way of which lan-

guage effects an often dizzyingly contingent, indeterminate, metaphorical, non-literal, 

non-linear modality, including no less than: metonymy, allusion, synecdoche, alle-

gory, ambiguity, pun, antanaclasis, anthimeria, antonomasia, apostrophe, synonymy, 

compound discourse, conditionality, discontinuity, elision, exophora, euphemism, hy-

perbole, indirection, irony, optative mood, oxymorons, paradox, personification, fig-

uration, syllepsis, unbounded deixis, analogy, bowdlerization, meiosis participial con-

struction, fragmentation, aposiopesis, etc. and etc. Given this battery of shape-shifting 

linguistic discontinuity, dubeity and veritable disinformation, we may understand how 

Frank Kermode views a given conditional sardonicism (as well as credible epistemol-

ogy) by way of contingency in historical works, commenting that as we read them 

“against the grain of the manifest” they will “carry messages about history […] in a 

medium which diffuses or ironizes the messages […] we find ambiguities and contra-
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dictions. [….] They make history strange […]. They can protect us from the familiar; 

they stand apart from opinion; they are a form of knowledge” (66-67).173 

Let’s turn to some more historical works and writers for illustrations. William 

Styron specifically linked metaphor to historical novelization when he noted that “a 

work that deals with history can at the same time be a metaphorical plan, a meta-

phorical diagram for a writer’s attitude toward human existence” (Ellison 156). He 

goes on that the power of metaphor in historical writing imbues such a work with a 

heightened autonomy, “it’s own metaphysics,” “its own being, its own fountain, its 

own reality, its own power, its own appeal” in its “passionate comprehension of what 

history does to people and to things” (Ellison 157). We may view a sample from The 

Confessions of Nat Turner, in which Turner creates a metaphor for the dismal life of 

the slave. Styron’s fictional metaphor becomes a brilliantly heatedly ideological pas-

sage denouncing the wicked conditions in the U.S. at the time, which could hardly 

illuminate the overall historical situation better: 

 

Flies lit on my brow, my cheeks and lips, and buzzed in haphazard elastic 

loopings from wall to wall. For a long moment I pondered the condition of a fly 

In many ways, I thought, a fly must be one of the most fortunate of God’s crea-

tures. Brainless born, brainlessly seeking its sustenance from anything wet and 

warm, it found its brainless mate, reproduced, and died brainless, unacquainted 

with misery or grief. But then I asked myself: How could I be sure? Who could 

say that flies were not instead God’s supreme outcasts, buzzing eternally between 

heaven and oblivion in a pure agony of mindless twitching, forced by instinct to 

dine off sweat and slime and offal, their very brainlessness an everlasting tor-

ment? So that even if someone, well-meaning but mistaken, wished himself out 

of human misery and into a fly’s estate, he would only find himself in a more 
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monstrous hell than he had even imagined—an existence in which there was no 

act of will, no choice, but a blind and automatic obedience to instinct which 

caused him to feast endlessly and gluttonously and revoltingly upon the guts of a 

rotting fox or a bucket of prisoner’s slops. Surely then, that would be the ultimate 

damnation: to exist in the world of a fly, eating thus, without will or choice and 

against all desire. (Styron [1] 38-39) 

 

Erich Maria Remarque creates a two-pronged metaphor for the warfront, with it at 

once a threatening natural force, and a comforting, personified caregiver. As we saw 

with John Searle above, the deeper meaning of a metaphor is at once conveyed in the 

text and in turn apprehended by readers—we “get it”—but given its masked or 

shrouded character it is not necessarily truly in the text (in a word it does not convey 

literal meaning, the meaning is “removed” from the actual text). Remarque described 

the World War I battlefield as: 

 

a mysterious whirlpool. Thought I am still in still water far away from its cen-

tre, I feel the whirl of the vortex sucking me slowly, irresistibly, inescapably into 

itself. From the earth, from the air, sustaining forces pour into us—mostly from 

the earth. To no man does the earth mean so much as to the soldier. When he 

presses himself down upon her long and powerfully, when he buries his face and 

his limbs deep in her from the fear of death by shell-fire, then she is his only 

friend, his brother, his mother; he stifles his terror and his cries in her silence and 

her security; she shelters him and gives him a new lease of ten seconds of life; re-

ceives him again and often for ever.  

Earth! Earth! Earth! (54) 
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General James Longstreet crafts subtle metaphors for the experiences of battle in 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels. The ever-mindful commander broods that “There was an 

odor of trouble, an indefinable wrong. It was like playing chess and making a bad 

move and not knowing why but knowing instinctively that it was a bad move” (52), 

and as the Battle of Gettysburg impends that “all those feet and wheels [were] moving 

against the earth, moving in together like two waves meeting in a giant ocean, like 

two avalanches coming down together facing sides of a green mountain” (163).  

James M. McPherson’s chapter titles in Battle Cry of Freedom create meta-

phors and associated personification and intertextual references that extend represen-

tation and symbolization, including phrasing such as “The Crime Against Kansas,” 

“The Sinews of War” (both straightforward metaphors, with cultural associations); 

“Facing Both Ways: The Upper South’s Dilemma” (personification); “Billy Yank’s 

Chickahominy Blues,” “Johnny Reb’s Chattanooga Blues” (personification and con-

densation of the two armies into figures of forlorn, “blue” soldiers); “Long Remem-

ber: The Summer of ‘63” (depth added with an intertextual reference to the Gettys-

burg Address); and the epilogue, “To the Shoals of Victory,” which creates a bookend 

effect to the work, linked to the prologue “From the Halls of Montezuma.” The two 

titles mimic the sounds and syllabication of the patriotic “Marines Hymn,” which be-

gins: “From the halls of Montezuma / To the shores of Tripoli.” McPherson also per-

sonified and metaphorized the entire American republic:  

 

The Mexican War fulfilled for the United States it’s self-proclaimed manifest 

destiny to bestride the continent from sea to shining sea. But by mid-century the 

growing pains of this adolescent republic threatened to tear the country apart be-

fore it reached maturity. (5) 
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We see in all of the above that, linguistically and philosophically, metaphor intro-

duces a true poly-vocal indeterminacy to language, and that using them, again colt-

ishly, “words can be variously used and […] change their meanings and have various 

origins.”174  

 

Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Temporality  

 

NOW I WILL COMMENT on another aesthetic figuration/element, examined in 

some detail in chapter 3 in terms of narrative human conscious. I refer to temporality, 

which I think is imbued with a buzzing contingency all its own, a past/present/future 

continuum on which humans base their historical existence and narratives, teeming 

with activity and differentiated attention. Jürgen Straub in his Narration, Identity, and 

Historical Consciousness comments eruditely on how human historical conscious-

ness, forged in temporality, is a “distantiating [putting or keeping at an emotional or 

intellectual distance] mode of dealing with change” (51). Within this modal world, 

“the thematized past could be understood as a former present, to which various inter-

pretations of the past and expectations for the future could, in turn, be ascribed” 

(Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness 51). With both self and 

world constituting “temporally structured realities” (Straub, Narration, Identity, and 

Historical Consciousness 63), action is “carried out by human beings who shape[] 

their practice in light of their (possibly contradictory and ambiguous) interpretations 

of the past and expectations of the future” (Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical 

Consciousness 51, emphasis in original). My reference to a “temporal continuum” in 

parts of this manuscript has been perhaps less than precise, for Straub writes that we 

must “discard the conventional idea that the temporal system of past, present, and fu-
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ture should be thought of as strictly linear” (Narration, Identity, and Historical Con-

sciousness 51). Instead we must “understand the past, present, and future as recipro-

cally dependent symbolic constructs” (Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical 

Consciousness 51, emphasis in original). Simply put, a view like this allows in yet 

more of the contingency we have discussed, such that temporality is flipped as it were 

and, as we noted in chapter 2, “the past is necessarily subsequent, and hence depend-

ent on retrospection” (Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness 51).  

In terms of Straub’s analysis, conceptions of “linearity” in history are perhaps 

overstated, for the past is, unsurprisingly, “necessarily subsequent,” and history is 

necessarily “dependent on retrospection” (memory, and we could a well say anticipa-

tion). As we discussed in some detail in chapter 3, the non-linearity that exists in our 

vaults of memory is not so disorienting as some analysts would have us believe, and 

those who recount lived experience—whether empirical/analytical rationalists, or 

creative fictionalists—are always free to tell the story in whatever order they wish, 

providing they do not materially distort or falsify meaning and outcomes. Memory is, 

after all and as we have argued, the very essence of history, starting from the present 

and moving into the past (or is it the other way around?), and then boomeranging 

back again out into the anticipated future, in the main without loosing observers from 

the bounds of reason into a wonderland of dizzy sur- or hyper-reality. Recall that 

Norman Davies’s Heart of Europe: A Short History of Poland went from present Pol-

ish history all the way back into its past, while James M. McPherson employed a 

flickering light of temporality in Battle Cry of Freedom, when (as I have noted) he 

introduced figures including Winfield Scott, Pierre G.T. Beauregard, George McClel-

lan, Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S. Grant, James Longstreet, Albert Sidney Johnston, Jo-

seph Hooker, George H. Thomas, Joseph E. Johnston and George Meade thirteen 
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years before the Civil War began, gathered in Mexico, where, before they became an-

tagonists, they had all fought on the same side and for the same values in the Mexi-

can-American War. McPherson’s aim of course is to highlight themes of a wrenched 

American nation, and (looming, contingent) internecine conflict. True, this could be 

seen as “linear,” taking place as it does as the earliest event in the narrative, before the 

main action starts—or then again it could seen as a Davies-esque temporal shift and a 

selection of “reciprocally dependent symbolic constructs,” moving backward into the 

past to shed light on a (looming, contingent) future. Likewise, Michael Shaara takes 

us on something of a ride across contingent time when Longstreet comments to Lee 

that “‘Some of them are up ahead now, waiting for us,’” while at the same time “the 

past flared again in Longstreet’s mind, and the world tilted, and for a moment they 

were all one army again, riding with old friends through the white dust toward 

Chapultepec” [190; McPherson seems to have picked up his own analysis where 

Shaara left off!]). Similarly, Lewis Armistead when talking to Longstreet about their 

joint past pauses to “look into the past” (Shaara, 257), and in an intertextual reference 

recalls the Irish song “Kathleen Mavourneen,” with the lyrics “It may be for years, 

and it may be forever”—a nice combination of fictionality and historical fact (Shaara, 

258). The same evening, Longstreet, appalled by his upcoming duty to organize Pick-

ett’s doomed charge, finds himself wanting his life to transform into “the way it used 

to be, arms linked together, all drunk and singing beautifully into the night, with vi-

sions of death from the afternoon, and dreams of death in the coming dawn,” and then 

he imagines viscous, sensual instants of temporality with that long-ago night “filled 

with a monstrous and temporary glittering joy, fat moments, thick seconds, dropping 

like warm rain, jewel after jewel” (Shaara, 259-260).  
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The above conceptions are also captured in a theme that runs throughout Re-

marque’s All Quiet on the Western Front. This is shown in Paul Bäumer’s reflections 

on how his generation has been caught in a whirlpool which has displaced all of their 

experience and development. “Our early life is cut off from the moment we came 

here,” thinks Bäumer, and “We often try to look back on it and to find an explanation 

but never quite succeed” (Remarque 18; citations in the following from Remarque). 

Bäumer, ever the penetrating observer, goes on that “Youth. Youth! We are none of 

us more than twenty years old. But young? Youth? That is long ago. We are old folk” 

(17). The shocks that beset him deform conceptions of time and “At the sound of the 

first droning of the shells we rush back, in one part of our being, a thousand years” 

(55). These seventeen and eighteen-year-old men are at once “infants” and “stone-age 

veterans” (both 34), and “We are forlorn like children, and experienced like old men” 

(123). We all know Bäumer’s familiar words about how a whole generation was dis-

torted and ultimately destroyed by the Great War: “I am young, I am twenty years 

old; yet I know nothing of life but despair, death, fear, and fatuous superficiality cast 

over an abyss of sorrow. And all men of my age, here and over there, throughout the 

whole world, see these things; all my generation is experiencing these things with me. 

What would our fathers do if we suddenly stood up and came before them and prof-

fered our account? […] Let the months and years come, they bring me nothing more. I 

am so alone, and so without hope that I can confront them without fear. The life that 

has borne me through these years is still in my hands and my eyes” (266, 291).  

Temporality infuses Styron’s Nat Turner’s life as well, primarily in its 

straightforward depiction from his youngest years to his impending death by hanging. 

More contingently, metaphorically and speculatively, however, Styron frames The 

Confessions of Nat Turner with Turner’s haunting recurring dream, discussed above. 
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This vision affects his life across time, having occurred at “random waking moments 

when, working in the fields or out trapping rabbits in the woods, or while I was at 

some odd task or other, the whole scene would flash against my mind with the silence 

and clearness and fixity of absolute reality, like a picture in the Bible, and in an in-

stant’s dumb daydream all would be re-created before my eyes, river and temple and 

promontory and sea, to dissolve almost as swiftly as it had come” (Styron [1] 18-19). 

The rich possibilities for historical/aesthetic/mythic interpretation of Nat Turner’s ex-

periences and motives are more than apparent in this tableaux, and Turner himself 

reflects as he awakes from the dream one last time before his execution that the tem-

ple, a “relic of the ages,” represents “all past and all futurity—white inscrutable para-

digm of mystery beyond utterance or even wonder. […] Yet I cannot dwell on that 

place too long, for again as always I know that to try to explore the mystery would be 

only to throw open portals on even deeper mysteries, on and on everlastingly, into the 

remotest corridors of thought and time” (Styron [1] 398). Turner deepens this experi-

enced contingency when he informs readers that “whenever I have this dream or vi-

sion, I don’t dwell upon the meaning of the strange building standing so lonely and 

remote upon its ocean promontory, for it seems by its very purposelessness to be en-

dowed with a profound mystery which to explore would yield only a profusion of 

darker and perhaps more troubling mysteries as in a maze” (Styron [1] 18). Here, in-

deed and more than ever, is a history less than linear, one very much “necessarily sub-

sequent,” “distantiating,” “dependent on retrospection” and “reciprocally dependent” 

on experiences past, present, foreseen or foretold.175 To conclude, we also find, to be 

sure, that Turner’s action is being “carried out by human beings who shape[] their 

practice in light of their (possibly contradictory and ambiguous) interpretations of the 

past and expectations of the future” (Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical Con-
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sciousness 51, emphasis in original). But perhaps viewed more straightforwardly, we 

could view this narrative stroke as simply an attempt to provide background, explain 

motive, justify cause, and forecast possibility—just the explanatory emoluments that 

allow human memory and narrated histories to move about constructively as they in-

teract and excavate the past.  

Temporality in Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood is for the most part straight-

forward, though there are touches of reciprocally dependent retrospection in the rep-

resentation of Perry Smith’s life, by way of memory, description, reflection of figures 

who knew Smith when he was younger, and interpretations emerging out of his be-

loved collection of letters and memorabilia. A particularly jarring disruption of 

temporality occurs when, in Mexico and on the run, images flash in Smith’s memory 

that forecast the climactic scene when he describes the murders to questioning police 

officers in a police car crossing the American southwest desert later in the novel. Here 

Smith, subject to “‘spells of helplessness’” and “moments when he ‘remembered 

things’” (Capote, In Cold Blood 110), recounts a dissociated “blue light exploding in 

a black room, the glass eyes of a big toy bear—and when voices, a particular few 

words, started nagging his mind: ‘Oh no! Oh, please! No! No! No! No! Don’t! Oh, 

please don’t, please!’ And certain sounds returned—a silver dollar rolling across the 

floor, boot steps on hardwood stairs, and the sounds of breathing, the gasps, the hys-

terical inhalations of a man with a severed windpipe” (Capote, In Cold Blood 110). 

All of this is wholly before we know anything about what exactly happened during 

the fateful early morning hours of November 15, 1959 (except of course, that almost 

all readers do already know the outcomes). With brilliant compositional skill, Capote 

hauls readers into a twilit temporality, and batters their senses with a glimpse at once 

into the past—the night of the murder—and the future—when weeks later Smith con-
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fesses to detectives and tells the same story of Nancy and Herb Clutter’s suffering. 

That same afternoon in Mexico, Smith has another foresight (which we have referred 

to). When Smith tells Hickcock “It’s just I don’t believe it—that anyone can get away 

with a thing like that”—he is indeed reaching into his own onrushing future, for they 

will indeed not get away with the killings (Capote, In Cold Blood 112).  

Historical novelists, no doubt needless to say, are all the more free than histo-

rians to manage and manipulate temporality in creative ways—this is considered 

something of their aesthetic birthright. But again, this does not automatically mean 

that these writers create ahistorical narrative and temporal lunacy—and to be sure in 

any well-written historical novel this is entirely untrue, and temporality, even if al-

tered in significant ways or presented non-linearly, is unlikely to be experienced as 

alien by readers, because of the flexible allowance for temporal apprehension and re-

counting which are part of normal existence, described above. If we continue with this 

analysis, we are taken into a topic I will address at this end of this chapter, such that 

historical circumstance and retrospection is “subject to variation […] by discoveries 

that throw new light on the old” (Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness 

51), and “Certain heightened recollections” (and fictional and non-fictional historical 

representations certainly count as these) “seem to bring the past not only to life, but 

into simultaneous existence with the present” (Lowenthal 203). Here we will find that 

a given fictionalized (or simply reported) “thematized past” that can “be understood 

as a former present, to which various interpretations of the past [as well as under-

standing of the present] and expectations for the future could, in turn, be ascribed” 

(Straub, Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness 51). 
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Historical  Wri ting , Aes theti c Contours:  Rhetoric 

 

I WILL TURN NOW TO a final aesthetic element found in both historiography 

and historical novels, of which we have seen a good bit of evidence thus far: rhetori-

cal methods and flourish. Fictionalists, particularly, can give freer rein to rhetorical 

language, bringing historical data and meaning into sharper focus, better delineating 

relationships, motives, decisions and outcomes, strengthening a range of elevated 

meaning, and allowing writers to focus on essential issues. As to rhetoric, Keith Jen-

kins, in the quote I cited in chapter 2, says that historical writers wish “to discover not 

only what happened but how and why and what these things meant and mean. […] So 

it is never really a matter of the facts per se but the weight, position, combination and 

significance they carry vis-à-vis each other in the construction of explanations” (Re-

thinking History 33). In a word, “all facts to be meaningful need embedding in inter-

pretive readings” (Jenkins Re-thinking History 33). These “interpretive readings” and 

the “construction of explanations,” imbued with significance by way of the given 

weight, position, combination of data (inventio, dispositio, pronuntiatio and elocutio), 

become controlled rhetorical thrusts in historical writing. Another view comes from 

Paul Cohen, who has discussed a given environment of discursive dispersal and coa-

lescence in historical writing that requires historians to “create discrete boundaries 

around events” (66), and how resulting historical narrative creates a “conflation of 

fragments of people’s aggregate experienced lives” (65). We see here the conscious 

dispositions and selective organizational techniques we have discussed, and how they 

indicate rhetorical construction and argumentative focus.  

In the following I will relate no less than four interrelated rhetorics: an aes-

thetic rhetoric, a moral rhetoric, a full-bodied historical rhetoric and a straightforward 
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argumentative rhetoric, which becomes something of the standard-bearer of all the 

rhetorics. Note that I will examine aesthetic rhetoric only briefly below, and show that 

argumentative rhetoric is comprised in all of the rhetorics I have examined here and 

elsewhere in this work. Therefore, I will concentrate the following analysis on some-

what lengthy examinations of moral and historical rhetoric. 

Aesthetic rhetoric, broadly, entails the linguistic constructs and figures of 

speech we have discussed, and related overall compositional/textual organization. 

There are two angles here. First, some open-minded observers might argue that rheto-

ric, proper, that is, well-constructed argumentation for commendable purposes, is by 

definition “beautiful” (aesthetic), and that this understanding effectively relates the 

aesthetic with the argumentative or dialectic. I would not disagree with such an inter-

pretation. Socrates, Plato and Aristotle all perhaps felt this way—and maybe even 

Hayden White, as we shall see below. On the contrary, some observers prefer to see 

the aesthetic as not at all rhetorical, indeed little more than decorative embroidery in 

writing. The discussion in this chapter and elsewhere in this work has indicated that 

this view is limited, and has shown how these methods and devices can exert argu-

mentative/rhetorical effects influencing apprehension and valuation during the read-

ing of history. We sense, for example, that the “greater truths” in historical writing 

will likely exert an argumentative parry, and also that a lot more is going on with aes-

thetic tokens such as metaphor—itself “a part of an intended rhetorical communica-

tion” set within “a clear persuasive purpose: to win” (Booth, “Metaphor as Rhetoric” 

79).176 We have also seen that other aesthetic properties, including mythologies of 

history, points of view, and composed processes and outcomes of becoming, can be 

the vehicles of argumentative and persuasive thrusts. This will conclude my brief ex-

amination of aesthetic rhetoric. Moral rhetoric advocates philosophical and ethical 
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attitudes and approaches. The possibilities are numerous, ranging from the absolutist, 

highly structured claims of many world religions; supernatural/mystic/mythic phi-

losophies; lay/scientific outlines; ascetic views and retreats from the material world; 

secular humanist beliefs in communitarianism and humanitarianism; and many others, 

including deeply hostile beliefs. In most Western historical writing it is my belief that 

we find a focus on something like a Platonic virtue ethics and best humane and be-

neficent practices—even if such values are occasionally flipped, forcing readers to 

trace the good back from the bad, as we see in war tomes that present gruesome vio-

lence or political examinations of corrosive corruption, such as Joseph Heller’s 

Catch-22 or Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America. Such rhetoric, as we have dis-

cussed in chapter 2 (a good bit of the following will follow this examination), 

emerges out of the aesthetics ethic functioning within intersubjective community 

frameworks. Historical rhetoric is J.H. Hexter’s term for “the rhetorical rules of his-

torical storytelling” (34), which I will examine in detail below. Argumentative rheto-

ric is exactly that, the use of language and associated communicative practices to 

evaluate, persuade and advocate. All of our rhetorics perform these argumentative 

functions at various levels, and we must not lose sight of the fact that our rhetorics at 

heart aim at taking positions, arguing for given dispositions (nationalism, class con-

sciousness, civic/political values, ethnicity, culture and civilization, morality and eth-

ics, philosophical stances, etc.), and are “always select[ing] a version of the past and a 

way of appropriating it that has effects” in order to emphasize significance and in ef-

fect “take sides” (Jenkins Rethinking History 70; “take sides” is the author’s text).177 

Note that in the examples of fictional and non-fictional rhetoric that follow, 

the reader may espy glimpses of the largely mythical (refer to my examination of 

myth above). In these tales we find ourselves regaling in veritably mythical themes of 
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great heroes, vile betrayals, lost loves, divided loyalties, epic battles, undying friend-

ships, severe justice, pitiless fates, heroes’ quests, mesmerizing beauty, creation and 

destruction, vanished and vanishing golden ages, broken dreams…. Such refrains 

flow through the very pith of these texts, shaping the locales, characterizations and 

events of the narratives, ideas powerful in their own right, but given additional im-

pulse and impact by way of artful rhetorical framing. Our histories, we suspect, will 

rarely brook much in the way of the jejune or the everyday, and we find ourselves, I 

think, drawn to Great Men and Women, Great Events, Great Changes, Great Out-

comes and Great Tales told by Great Storytellers. In the midst of this ongoing dia-

log—the most important we are engaged in, I warrant—it seems we are ever on the 

lookout for “new and more interesting ways of expressing ourselves” as we endeavor 

to “cop[e] with the world” (Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 359, both ci-

tations adjacent), and if these mythological casts at times break down “Too strict a 

distinction between meaning and truth,” well, we find this necessary, for without such 

breaches, “few historical narratives [would be] capable of interesting us” (Kermode, 

The Genesis of Secrecy 114, both citations adjacent).  

Let me turn now to historical rhetoric, with the help of J.H. Hexter’s “The 

Rhetoric of History” (citations following from this work). We will find that Hexter’s 

analysis transacts deeply with aesthetic, moral and argumentative rhetorics. For Hex-

ter, at the outset, there is an “irreducible divergence between the rhetoric of history 

and the rhetoric of science” (68). The rhetoric of science is, to be sure, efficient and 

effective in its ways and for its purposes, but its rational materialism “forecloses” (18) 

and “enforces entailment” (20); employs a constrained “denotative vocabulary” (45); 

and its “attributes of precision, simplicity, univocality” (45) prevent scientists, “from 

asking questions that are recalcitrant to formulation in the rhetoric they have chosen” 
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(20-21). Clearly, Hexter, like not a few other analysts of his and our time, wants to 

distance historical apprehension and composition from the materialist analytical 

methods employed in sciences, and he seeks a mode “appropriate to the particular 

problems of communication inherent in [this] particular [historical] kind of knowing” 

(76). We might agree with Hexter and say that rhetoric in science not only “fore-

closes,” but is veritably “foreclosed” (not to demean the sciences), and that in histori-

cal writing linguistic/epistemological conceptions of rhetoric are usually considered 

as at best “icing on the cake” (68). For Hexter, in contrast, a true historical rhetoric “is 

mixed right into the batter” (68), and it “affects not merely the outward appearance of 

history, its delightfulness and seemliness [its first-order aesthetics], but its inward 

character, its essential function—its capacity to convey knowledge of the past as it 

actually was” (68).  

What is the shape of this persuasive rhetoric in historical writing, all such 

writing, which we acknowledge argues for positions, examines complex issues, and 

interprets experience? The shape is perhaps deceptively simple, and note that in rela-

tion to the discussion above (in “Historical Writing, Aesthetic Contours: Fictionaliza-

tion,” where we referred to Hexter) that Hexter has written that “common language is 

the special rhetoric of historical discourse” (The History Primer 60, emphasis in 

original). Such a language is appealingly aesthetic in that “The very rules of historiog-

raphy” that function in this environment “demand a rhetoric which sacrifices general-

ity, precision, control, and exactness to evocative force and scope” (“The Rhetoric of 

History” 68; following quotes from this work). But note how Hexter provides his his-

torical rhetoric with a bit more muscle when he writes that such a method will imply 

“embedded assumptions about the nature of knowing, understanding, meaning, and 

truth and about the means of augmenting them” (68-69). In sum—and surprise, sur-
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prise!—Hexter comes to the conclusion that “When considering historical storytel-

ling, the rhetoric of the fictive story offers a useful model” (40). Such a rhetoric is 

“not only permissible but on occasion indispensable” (19), and in terms of its poten-

tial fictiveness is (as noted): “evocative” and composed of “the ordinary discourse of 

educated men” (27); connotative as opposed to denotative (18 and passim); meta-

phorical (27); and is sometimes imprecise and ambiguous (18-19). Such a discourse is 

“more to the purpose than a simple maximizing of completeness, accuracy, and ex-

actness” (59), and is the appropriate rhetorical means “for bringing […] readers into 

that confrontation with events long past and men long dead which is an indispensable 

condition of knowing them” (Hexter sounding like Ankersmit, 27). Sometimes just 

such a rhetoric, Hexter concludes, “is the best means a historical writer has for formu-

lating and communicating what he knows” (19). 

Hexter does acknowledge certain differences between historical and fictive 

rhetoric—and admittedly he begins to sound rather analytical and materialistic. These 

differences include: 1) Historiography adheres to the “fidelity to the surviving records 

of the past” (“The Rhetoric of History” 47, following quotes from this work), while 

the “standard of judgment of a fictive work does not depend on its compatibility with 

external actuality” (48). “The [fictive] work as such depends for its authenticity or 

validity,” Hexter continues, “only on its relevance to the sector of general human ex-

perience which its author intends it to explore, describe, and render accessible” (48). 

However, this difference may not always be decisive and “The difference between 

historical and fictive rhetoric blurs slightly at the extreme limits” (47), and we find 

that the average novelist does “tell[] a story [in] which he intends to reflect his con-

ception of historical actualities” (47). Additionally and 2), The novelist endeavors to-

ward something of a “holism” in his or her depictions, seeing the work “as a self-
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contained unit” (48). The historian “cannot demand so much of himself” (48), though 

he or she does take a perhaps similarly long, “macroanalytic” view (in addition to a 

measure of more refined and focused microanalysis). Finally and 3), Historians, un-

like novelists, use more functional, pragmatic compositional means such as footnotes, 

quotations in text, and lists. (Hexter’s list here is limited because he feels these par-

ticular attributes clearly differentiate historical writing from belles lettres.) Ultimately 

Hexter places these points in stark contrast to narrative, proper, and he discounts this 

compositional approach from serious consideration in history, finding it somewhat 

mechanical and/or incomplete. Narrative explanation, Hexter writes, is “structurally 

determined solely by the logic of causal ascription” and thus “is not an appropriate 

response to the difficulties or an adequate solution to the [historical] problem” (34). It 

is “in principle impossible on the basis of the logic of narrative explanation alone to 

tell a historical story at all” (37).  

We find ourselves at odds with Hexter’s analysis, in part agreeing, and in part 

disagreeing. We like his idea of a more full-bodied historical rhetoric, pacing a correct 

“historical tempo” within a “larger context” (38, 34); but we do not allow for his dis-

missal of narrative, which we believe is the very foundation of the historical rhetoric 

that Hexter propounds. In short, we find that novels and historiography, fictionaliza-

tion and historicization, are in fact often very much alike in the above regards. For 

example, I think that both historical novelists and historians (and this was noted by 

Hexter), explore and compose at the micro and macro levels, with the fascinating mi-

cro-details of any good historiography or historical novel veritably “wowing” readers 

(we shall see examples of this below); and as for that larger macro-context and his-

torical tempo we have stated that historical novelists may be best able to reveal these 

to readers, in their holistic, organic and very aesthetic complexity and completeness. 
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In a word, historical novelization can be much more than “true or false only to itself” 

(48). Hexter’s analysis, though useful and intelligent, does not sufficiently probe into 

the psychological and aesthetic contours of this topic—but I nevertheless think that it 

maps onto my study, and to be sure his highlighting of new elements of histori-

cal/fictive rhetoric is valuable, and helps place all of the points we have examined a 

bit more firmly in context. 

On the face of things, and as we have noted, that historians employ fictive 

techniques in their narratives is now old hat in our understanding of the composition 

and theory of history. Needless to say the opposite is also true, with the historical 

novelist routinely borrowing from the toolbox of the historian. It is because of this 

transaction that the “fidelity to the surviving records of the past” of many historical 

novelists is spectacularly skillful, well-researched and well-(re)presented in historical 

contexts, such that these works very much accord with “historical actualities.”  

In terms of the compositional/rhetorical details mentioned by Hexter—the 

footnotes, lists and quotations in text—virtually any historical writer is at liberty to 

employ these techniques, and I don’t see how they represent a division between fic-

tional and non-fictional historical writing. I recall a two- or three-page footnote in Sir 

Walter Scott’s Waverly (Scott’s novels of course routinely employed footnotes), and 

Michael Shaara also employs footnotes in The Killer Angels. As for Hexter’s “quota-

tions” in text, I must refer the reader to my above analysis of point of view and asso-

ciated dialog in narrative, and will not repeat the analysis here. As for “lists” in his-

torical writing, we could no doubt find any number of lists in various historical works, 

conveying statistical data or other information in straightforward ways. Observe the 

following fascinating and illuminating list from The Confessions of Nat Turner—a list 

of planned actions for the upcoming rebellion. Yes, it is invented (there is no such his-
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torical source document), and thus the hard-nosed empiricist might reject it outright. 

But to do so would be intemperate. “I caused Nat to invent a difficult strategy 

whereby he would capture the county seat and proceed to refuge in the Dismal 

Swamp,” wrote Styron, in order to demonstrate “the power of organization that Nat 

must truly have possessed” (“Defending Nat Turner” para. 11). For proof of Styron’s 

text, see the actual confession, in which Turner said that as a youth his intelligence 

was great and “such was the confidence of the negroes in the neighborhood […] in 

my superior judgment, that they would often carry me with them when they were go-

ing on any roguery, to plan for them” (Gray 8). As to the actual rebellion, Turner said 

that “Many were the plans formed and rejected by us” and that as the date ap-

proached, they proceeded to “concert a plan” (Gray 11, 12). In sum, Styron’s interpre-

tation appears to be sound. 

 Note below the language used by Styron (which we feel may shed revealing 

light on how a strategic plan would have been written by an intelligent but largely un-

schooled slave in the early 19th century; the realistic use of vocal or written manner-

isms in historical fiction and historiography was discussed in end note 68), and then 

the ways that the movements, names, dispositions, locations, and the like in the plan 

actually do align with the known history (see Thomas Gray’s The Confessions of Nat 

Turner to compare). We feel that credence must be given to Styron’s analysis and in-

terpretation, and that “true history” lies in wait here…. Turner’s plan, following, has 

been edited for brevity:  

 

No. 1. Early objective Mrs. C. Whitehead’s. A gift from God. This house taken will 

mark end 1st phase of campaign. Whitehead gun room next to library. Trophies Mrs. W.’s 

dead husband. 15 muskets, rifles & fowling pieces, 6 flintlock pistols, also 4 swords, 2 cut-

lasses, 4 small dirks, plenty powder and lead. 
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No. 2. After Mrs. W. penultimate objective Jerusalem. The armory. Old negro Tim 

handyman there said 2 mos. ago over 100 muskets & rifles, 800 lb. power, unknown amt. of 

ball shot in canvas bags but sufficient. 

No. 3. “Dismal swamp” ultimate objective. Joshua much better equip. than I w’ld not 

set forth on mission of total destruction w. out place to withdraw.  

No. 4. Total surprise essential & therefore must not reveal plans to followers until 

last possible moment. Trust the Lord will give me the sign for Aug. 

No. 5. Problem of recruitment. Who will follow? Recall item in So’side Reporter re-

cent telling how blacks in So. Hampton outnumber whites by 6-4 ratio which surprised me 

thinking it was the other way around. This all to the good. 

No. 6. Unending patience and trust in God.  

No. 7. Wait patiently for His sign. 

No. 8. Must sternly prevent violation of females. We shall not do to their women what 

they have done to ours.  

No. 9. Slay all. No hostages, no impediments, nothing to encumber. All. The only pos-

sible way. 

No. 10. Let Thy hand be upon the man of Thy right hand, upon the Son of the man 

whom Thou madest strong for thyself. Turn us again, O Lord God of hosts, cause Thy face to 

shine, and we shall be saved. Amen. (Styron [1] 313-315) 

 

Truman Capote also includes a revealing list in In Cold Blood, Perry Smith’s “per-

sonal dictionary,” a “miscellany of words he believed ‘beautiful’ or ‘useful,’ or at 

least ‘worth memorizing’” (146). On the list we find: “‘Thanatoid = deathlike; 

Amerce = punishment, amount fixed by court; Nescient = ignorance; Facinorous = 

atrociously wicked; Hagiophobia = a morbid fear of holy places & things; Dyspathy = 

lack of sympathy, fellow feeling; Omophagia = eating raw flesh, the rite of some sav-

age tribes; Depredate = to pillage, rob and prey upon” (146, the list has been slightly 
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abridged). Erich Maria Remarque, employing the novelist’s craft and creativity fash-

ions a catalog of the horrors of war in All Quiet on the Western Front: 

 

Shells, gas clouds, and flotillas of tanks—shattering, starvation, death. 

Dysentery, influenza, typhus—murder, burning, death. 

Trenches, hospitals, the common grave—there are not other possibilities. 

(280) 

 

Turning to a historian, McPherson not dissimilarly in Battle Cry of Freedom com-

poses a nearly Dickensian list of wartime supplies, achieving what feels for all the 

world like a fictional feel for language usage in historiography: 

 

Nearly everything needed by an army except weapons and food was supplied 

by the Quartermaster Bureau: uniforms, overcoats, shoes, knapsacks, haversacks, 

canteens, mess gear, blankets, tents camp equipage, barracks, horses, mules, for-

age, harnesses, horseshoes and portable blacksmith shops, supply wagons, ships 

when the army be supplied by water, coal or wood to fuel them, and supply de-

pots for storage and distribution. (325) 

 

Let us turn now to the facet of this examination that will become our focus. This is the 

incorporation into our discussion of moral rhetoric (and again I note that this discus-

sion will link to our examinations in chapter 2). I wrote above that our rhetorics will 

overlap into one another, and Noël Carroll (professor of philosophy, City University 

of New York Graduate Center) sees such a transaction in terms of aesthetics and mo-

rality. Carroll has written that “narrative art can educate moral understanding and the 

emotions by, in general, using what we already believe and feel, mobilizing it, exer-
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cising it, sometimes reorienting it, and sometimes enlarging it” (153). For Hexter, 

meanwhile, “the normal rhetoric of history is such that a historian dealing with exten-

sive data on the deeds and words of a person of the past can not avoid characterizing 

him, that the only question is whether he characterizes him well or ill, whether he 

does him justice or injustice” (“The Rhetoric of History” 52-53). Additionally, Hexter 

writes that historical discourse is “inherently and ineradicably valuative rather than 

value-free” (The History Primer 275). Valuation, well or ill characterization and do-

ing one’s fellows justice or injustice in historical writing come off as thoroughly mor-

alistic (and rhetorical) concerns to me, and in this respect we see a link-up of Hexter’s 

work with that of Wayne Booth. Booth’s thesis, in a nutshell, was that “The ‘well-

made phrase’ in fiction must be much more than ‘beautiful’; it must serve larger ends, 

and the artist has a moral obligation, contained as an essential part of his aesthetic ob-

ligation to ‘write well’” (The Rhetoric of Fiction 388). The aesthetics of narrative in-

clude a penetrating moral impulse, and “To argue that [a] work simply intends to pre-

sent a ‘vivid picture’ is meaningless, when the vivid picture consists of acts and 

statements which cannot be seen for what they are except in a setting of values” 

(Booth The Rhetoric of Fiction 382).178 We see in sum that rhetoric has a strong mor-

alistic bent, and we will continue to see this in the writings we are examining. As I 

have noted, this moralistic cast is probably offensive to some, but not to me, because 

such conceptions and constructs can be linked back to individual and community con-

sciousness, intersubjective lived experience and the aesthetics ethic. Finally, keep in 

mind that this moral rhetoric may be the key to the historical novelist’s entry into the 

text (something rarely condoned by empirical historians) in order to “take a stand” 

and more intimately evaluate and interpret data. As well, this move allows writers to 

connect past experience and outcomes with current and future concerns—a topic I 
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will take up in chapter 5. As to fictional historical narrative, this rhetoric is one of the 

genre’s great contributions, allowing writers to make history more applicable and 

relevant for readers.  

We have seen hints and examples of these imbricated conceptions already, 

such as in Saul Friedländer’s The Years of Extermination, examined in chapter 2 of 

this work. There we observed Friedländer’s deeply ethical though at the same time 

argumentative emphasis on the importance of “the individual voice” with its 

“humanness and freedom” in history, providing a necessary charitable foil to disinter-

ested or detached views (xxvi). It is this committed argumentative-cum-ethical edge 

that can allow for a “quasivisceral reaction” to history, “before knowledge rushes in 

to smother it” (Friedländer xxvi). We find these approaches at work in Shaara’s The 

Killer Angels, with its decidedly upright, purposeful characterizations of figures like 

Lee, Chamberlain and Longstreet, who in turn become the principal carriers of 

Shaara’s moral rhetoric. Observe the following dash of moralistic speechifying by 

Lee, speaking with Longstreet: 

 

“To be a good soldier you must love the army. But to be a good officer you 

must be willing to order the death of the thing you love. This is…a very hard 

thing to do. No other profession requires it. That is one reason why there are so 

very few good officers. Although there are many good men.”  

Lee rarely lectured. Longstreet sensed a message beyond it. He waited. Lee 

said, “We don’t fear our own deaths you and I.” He smiled slightly, then glanced 

away. “We protect ourselves out of military necessity, not fear. You, sir, do not 

protect yourself enough and must give thought to it. I need you. But the point is, 

we are afraid to die. We are prepared for our own deaths and for the deaths of 

comrades. We learn that at the Point. But I have seen this happen: We are not 
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prepared for an many deaths as we have to face, inevitably as the war goes on.” 

(Shaara The Killer Angels 191-192) 

 

A work like Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front no doubt seems rhetorical 

and moral, famed as it is as an anti-war tract. Remarque began his novel with a strong 

expository statement that is crystal clear: “This book is neither an accusation nor a 

confession, and least of all an adventure, for death is not an adventure to those who 

stand face to face with it. It will try to tell simply of a generation of men who, even 

though they may have escaped its shells, were destroyed by the war” (Preamble, no 

page number). Remarque also wrote of the psychic, temporal and existential wasting 

that tormented the survivors of the devastation of WW I:  

 

…men will not understand us—for the generation that grew up before us, 

though it has passed these years with us here, already had a home and a calling; 

now it will return to its old occupations, and the war will be forgotten—and the 

generation that has grown up after us will be strange to us and push us aside. We 

will be superfluous even to ourselves, we will grow older, a few will adapt them-

selves, some others will merely submit, and most will be bewildered;—the years 

will pass by and in the end we shall fall into ruin. (290) 

 

A passage from Barbara Tuchman about “what war and invasion did to the mind” 

(310) of those who lived through WWI, and how “the world that used to be and the 

ideas that shaped it [had] disappeared” (310), has eerily similar overtones (and also 

substantially refers to the views of fiction writers in its explication of history): 
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When at last it was over, the war had many diverse results and one dominant 

one transcending all others: disillusion. “All the great words were cancelled out 

for that generation,” wrote D.H. Lawrence in simple summary for his contempo-

raries. If any of them remembered, with a twinge of pain, like Emile Verhaeren [a 

Belgian poet of the era], “the man I used to be,” it was because he knew the great 

words and beliefs of the time before 1914 could never be restored. (440) 

 

Remarque’s brutally direct descriptions of the dead and wounded are an important 

aspect of All Quiet on the Western Front’s anti-war moralism. A passage like the fol-

lowing is a hammer-blow that is anything but art for art’s sake, and is clearly meant to 

shock readers into awareness of greater importance. Squeamish readers are advised to 

pass over this description of WWI wounded: 

 

On the floor below are the abdominal and spine cases, head wounds and dou-

ble amputations. On the right side of the wing are the jaw wounds, gas cases, 

nose, ear, and neck wounds. On the left the blind and the lung wounds, pelvis 

wounds, wounds in the joints, wounds in the testicles, wounds in the intestines. 

Here a man realizes for the first time in how many places a man can get hit. 

Two fellows die of tetanus. Their skin turns pale, their limbs stiffen, at last 

only their eyes live—stubbornly. Many of the wounded have their shattered limbs 

hanging free in the air from a gallows; underneath the wound a basin is placed 

into which the pus drips. Every tow or three hours the vessel is emptied. Other 

men lie in stretching bandages with heavy weights hanging from the end of the 

bed. I see intestine wounds that are constantly full of excreta. The surgeon’s clerk 

shows me X-ray photographs of completely smashed hip-bones, knees, and 

shoulders. (265) 
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 The unrelenting Remarque goes on: “The dead man lies on his face. There, where the 

arm wounds are, the earth is black with blood. Underfoot the leaves are scratched up 

as though the man had been kicking” (210-211), and “We see men living with their 

skulls blown open; we see soldiers run with their two feet cut off, they stagger on 

their splintered stumps into the next shellhole” (135). Barbara Tuchman’s report of 

the Western Front’s “brutal, mud-filled, murderous insanity” (438) accords with Re-

marque’s text. At Virton “Thousands of dead were still standing” (241), and “Heaps 

of corpses, French and German [were] lying every which way, rifles in hand” (241). 

In a final look at Remarque, in the following we see a more direct first-person interac-

tion expressing anti-war rhetoric. The doomed Paul Bäumer futilely tells Gérard Du-

val after he has died (in the passages examined in chapter 2), “‘Comrade, to-day you, 

to-morrow me. But if I come out it, comrade, I will fight against this, that has struck 

us both down; from you, taken life—and from me?—Life also. I promise you, com-

rade. It shall never happen again’” (229). 

Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner becomes a masterly anti-slavery and 

anti-bigotry statement, showing in vivid detail “the true world, in which a Negro 

moves and breathes,” a world of “dumb and reasonless toil from the hours before 

dawn until the dead of night” (Styron [1] 234), a world in which Nat Turner “was 

suddenly transformed into a different living creature altogether—half-man, half-

mule” (Styron [1] 234). We have seen how white people in Virginia were possessed 

of a “profound and pointless hatred” of blacks (Styron [1] 53), meting out to blacks 

“blistering toil and deprivation, slights and slurs and insults” (Styron [1] 293). Read-

ers, Styron wrote, may “wish to draw a moral from this narrative” (Author’s Note, no 

page number), but those needing confirmation about whether or not this is “history”—

and not simply made-up fantasies of an over-imaginative writer—may turn to Charles 
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Ball, who we have also examined, and who found that the “life of a black man was no 

more regarded than that of an ox” (60), and a slave, “if flogged till the flesh falls from 

his bones […] must not murmur—and if compelled to perform his daily toil in an iron 

collar, no expression of resentment must escape his lips” (5-6). One of Styron’s rhe-

torical strategies is something of a balance of pro- and anti-slavery views, voiced by a 

variety of characters (there was something of such a debate in the southern United 

States through the mid 19th century, and anti-slavery activists in the south were not 

entirely uncommon). “Ah what bitter tears God must weep at the sight of the things 

that men do to other men!” cries Turner’s owner Samuel Turner (Nat Turner took this 

man’s name as a youth) (Styron [1] 216). Following this, Samuel vociferously de-

nounces his own people, as we examined in chapter 2 (“Even the weasels and the 

meadow mice have a natural regard for their own blood and kin”). Samuel’s brother 

Benjamin inserts an acid foil to these denunciations, offering up classic pro-slavery 

arguments, which readers immediately denounce for their ludicrous illogicality and 

hateful bias. Turner tells an anxiously listening group of guests: “Oh, my brother’s 

bleeding heart! What a trial, what a tribulation to dwell with such a saint, who would 

try to alter the mechanism of history! A saint he is, reverend visitants! You are in the 

presence of a living, breathing saint! Yas!” (Styron [1] 160-161, emphasis in origi-

nal). Benjamin’s companion, echoing pro-slavery arguments we have examined, re-

plies to his rant, “And would it also be accurate to discern in what you have just said a 

conviction that perhaps the Negro lags so far behind the rest of us—I mean the white 

race—in moral development that, well, for his own welfare it might be best that he—

well, be kept in a kind of benevolent subjection? I mean, is it not possible that slavery 

is perhaps—how shall we say?—the most satisfactory form of existence for such a 

people?” (Styron [1] 163, emphasis in original). Earlier in The Confessions, as we 
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have examined, Turner’s lawyer Thomas Gray had voiced similar sentiments. He goes 

on to couch his argument in a messy hodge-podge of bigoted spleen and pseudo-

legalese, with a dash of Benjamin Turner’s moral posturing, telling Turner, “Well 

then, now we come to the heart of the matter—which is to say, an-i-mate chattel. 

Now, animate chattel poses a particularly tricky and subtle jurisprudential problem 

when it comes to adjudicating damages for lost of life and destruction of property. 

[…] The point is that you are animate chattel and animate chattel is capable of craft 

and connivery and wily stealth. You ain’t a wagon, Reverend, but chattel that pos-

sesses moral choice and spiritual volition. Remember that well. Because that’s how 

come the law provides that animate chattel like you can be tried for felony” (Styron 

[1] 34, emphasis in original). The rhetoric here seems to evince Kenneth Stampp’s 

findings that “magistrates were caught in a dilemma whenever they found that the 

slaves’ status as property was incompatible with his status as a person” (192-193). 

Gray continues in a final bigoted thrust and legal distortion that since Turner’s hang-

ing “is a priori and foregone there’s not too much use standing on the legal niceties of 

the matter, is there?” (Styron [1] 41).179 

Recall that we examined some of these pro-slavery arguments in chapter 2. 

We saw their attacks on certain anti-slavery groups in the U.S.—those “Dad-burned 

mealy-mouthed abolitionists” and “other such moralistically dishonest detractors.” 

Kenneth Stampp informs us that “Proslavery partisans viewed with displeasure” the 

“nonsensical prating of anti-slavery groups and their ‘abstract notions of human 

rights’” (420). One slaveholder complained to any “sentimentalists” whose heads 

were so “filled with visions of equal right” that “It is one of the distinguishing charac-

teristics of the times that there is a broad and sickly sentimentalism, which is con-

stantly showing itself in impractical schemes for the amelioration of the condition of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

328                                    
 

the world…Sometimes their universal benevolence expends itself upon negro aboli-

tionism […] Nothing can be more chimerical” (The Peculiar Institution 420). 

Toward the end of The Confessions of Nat Turner, Styron makes one more 

elaborate rhetorical thrust, putting an argument for unbiased and equal treatment of 

blacks in the mouth of the historical Margaret Whitehead, the young daughter of a 

slave-owner who was killed during the rebellion. Whitehead’s arguments are, like 

those of other whites in the book, stained with ingrained biases and bigoted language, 

but she posits: “Oh I wish there was some way that darkies could live decently and 

work for themselves and have—oh, real self-regard” (Styron [1] 347, emphasis in 

original). “I’m certain that I’m the only girl in school who thinks so, but my humble 

opinion is that the darkies in Virginia should be free!” (Styron [1] 348, emphasis in 

original). Styron’s rhetoric here seems itself an acid foil, a vain counterexample to the 

hatred that imbues the southern society he portrays, with its wiles, duplicity, greedi-

ness, and ultimate depravity (paraphrase of Styron [1] 249). 

Additional examples from Styron’s novel provide useful guidance. Below we 

see how his cartoonish descriptions of some slaveowners cast them in the worst pos-

sible light, and makes his disgust with their outrageous crimes and demented beliefs 

crystal clear. The world of certain of the slave-owners was a “bleak and undone 

brotherhood” of “failed overseers, one-armed tinkers, bankrupt country storekeepers, 

reformed drunks, God-maddened paralytics,” sided by their “goiterous women and 

pale, straw-haired, worm-infested children” (Styron [1] 233). The lawyer Thomas 

Gray, who is ever-involved in “villainous monkey business,” wears a “grease-stained” 

waistcoat and gloves that are “seedy and begrimed;” his eyes are “hollow and blood-

shot” and his face is spotted with “discolored blotches;” sitting with Turner he 

“scraped at his crotch” and is then ingloriously portrayed as “rais[ing] one haunch up 
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off a fart, trying to slide it out gracefully, but it emerged in multiple soft reports like 

the popping of remote firecrackers” (Styron [1] 27, 25, 25, 25, 34, 26, 45). One of 

Turner’s loathsome owners, Nathaniel Francis, was a “gross hairless man with a swin-

ish squint” (Styron [1] 287) whose wife was “a slab-faced brute of a person with a 

huge goiter and, through the baggy men’s work clothes she customarily wore, the 

barely discernible outlines of a woman” (Styron [1] 287).180 Another of Turner’s bes-

tial owners, Reverend Alexander Eppes (a fictional creation, as far as I know) is por-

trayed by Styron in masterful, wickedly funny vitriol: 

 

“You Nat?” I heard the man say. Even as he spoke I knew it was the Reverend 

Eppes. He was clad from head to toe in clerical black; motheaten black preacher’s 

leggings he wore too, level with my eyes now, and I saw that several buttons 

were missing and for some reason the gaiters exuded, or seemed to exude, a sour, 

worn, unclean smell. My eyes traveled up the length of his long, black-clad 

shanks and his seedy black mohair frock coat and lingered for the barest instant 

on the face, which had a skinny, big-nosed, Pentecostal, Christ-devoured, wintry 

look of laughterless miser about it; bespectacled with oval wire-framed glasses, 

belonging to a man of about sixty, redly wattled in the neck like a turkey gob-

bler’s, bitter of countenance and opaque of eye, it was a face graven with poverty, 

sanctimony and despair, and both my heart and my belly shriveled within me. 

(Styron [1] 228) 

 

See below Styron’s acidic description and calculated condemnation of the horrid 

“reverend” Eppes and his ghoulish parishioners, as he plies his trade. Such skilled his-

torico/fictional turns hardly get funnier and more telling: 
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…these white people at Shiloh were a scandal, whooping and shouting and 

bubbling at the mouth as the Reverend Eppes raked them through hellfire in his 

dry cracked voice, and amid the sweat and the steam, falling into a kind of ulti-

mate frenzy, stripping to their underdrawers, male and female, and riding each 

other bareback up and down the aisles. It seemed to me Babylonian, a mockery, 

and I was always glad when the Sunday night service was over and I could clean 

up the mess they made and go to bed. (Styron [1] 237) 

 

For doubting Thomases, we find an almost identical description in Nelsen and Yok-

ley’s The Black Church in America: 

 

But again it is not easy to tell how much of their ‘heathenism’ the slaves 

learned in the whites’ churches and at white revival meetings. One Sunday morn-

ing […] the slaves were permitted to hold their own services before the whites 

occupied the building. Such a medley of sounds, I never heard before. They ex-

horted, prayed, sung, shouted, cried, grunted and growled. Poor Souls! They 

knew no better, for when the other services began the sounds were similar, which 

the white folks made; and the negroes only imitated them and shouted a little 

louder […] In short, the religion of the slaves was, in essence, strikingly similar 

to that of the poor, illiterate white men of the antebellum South. (61) 

 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels makes similar moves. One fine example of his moral 

rhetoric is the portrayal of Generals Lewis Addison Armistead and Winfield Scott 

Hancock, discussed in chapter 2. Longstreet himself had had the same feeling as Ar-

mistead, that of breaking a solemn oath, and he is simultaneously torn in three direc-

tions by his loyalty to his home in the south, to the Union he vowed to protect, and to 

his former friends, some who are now his enemies. Conferring with Robert E. Lee, 
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Longstreet recalls their days in the Mexican-American War, and in the moment re-

ferred to above when “the past flared again in Longstreet’s mind, and the world tilted, 

and for a moment they were all one again” (The Killer Angels 190), Longstreet tells 

his mentor, “It troubles me sometimes. They’re never quite the enemy, those boys in 

blue.” “I know,” answers Lee, and Longstreet continues, “I used to command those 

boys. Difficult thing to fight men you used to command. Swore an oath, too. I must 

say, there are times when I’m troubled. But…couldn’t fight against home. Not against 

your own family. And yet…we broke the vow” (The Killer Angels 191). James M. 

McPherson reported these exact sentiments in writing that with Virginia’s secession 

from the Union, Robert E. Lee felt that “I must side either with or against my section. 

I cannot raise my hand against my birthplace, my home, my children” (Battle Cry of 

Freedom 281). Lee states further that “Save in defense of my native State, I never de-

sire again to draw my sword” (McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom 281). Upon accept-

ing the command of the southern forces, Lee had finally lamented “I foresee that the 

country will have to pass through a terrible ordeal, a necessary expiation perhaps for 

out national sins” (McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom 281).  

Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood is probably less rhetorical then these exam-

ples—but there are instances of claims and counterclaims in his text. Probably one of 

the strongest is Capote’s rehearsal of the debate about capital punishment, with both 

sides of the issue given voice. In perhaps the ultimate dispensation of opinion on this 

question, the killers themselves are allowed to speak of their approaching executions 

by hanging. Hickock, his usual combination of cool composure and seething hostility, 

told those assembled, “I just want to say I hold no hard feelings. You people are send-

ing me to a better world than this ever was” (In Cold Blood 339). Smith too was calm, 

and in his semi-intellectual way he stated, “I think it’s a helluva thing to take a life in 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

332                                    
 

this manner. I don’t believe in capital punishment, morally or legally” (In Cold Blood 

340). The reporters witnessing the execution comment in ways that can be seen as a 

weighing of the value of state execution, and its status as cruel and unusual punish-

ment: 

 

“They don’t feel nothing. Drop, snap, and that’s it. They don’t feel nothing.” 

“Are you sure? I was standing right close. I could hear him gasping for 

breath.” 

“Uh-huh, but he don’t feel nothing. Wouldn’t be humane if he did.” (340) 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, most of the citizens who had lived near the Clutters wished 

death for the two murderers, but several anti-death penalty views are heard. Harrison 

Smith, one of Hickock’s and Smith’s defense attorneys, is allowed a strong statement 

at the trial’s close, imploring the jury that capital punishment: 

 

“…is a relic of human barbarism. The law tells us that the taking of human life 

is wrong, then goes ahead and sets the example. Which is almost as wicked as the 

crime it punished. The state has no right to inflict it. It isn’t effective. It doesn’t 

deter crime, but merely cheapens human life and gives rise to more murders. All 

we ask is mercy.” (303) 

 

Capote makes a deeply touching and artistic rhetorical move at the close of the book, 

which is immensely relieving for the veritably tortured readers who have witnessed 

Perry Smith’s and Dick Hickock’s ghastly crimes and ruthless anti-social behavior. 

Without doubt the book to this point has provided brilliant insight into the nature of 

crime in America, but in the following beautiful passage, Capote sheds light into the 
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darkness, and provides a reassuring note that there may be hope after all. Alvin 

Dewey is visiting the Clutter family graves some six years after the murders. Nancy 

Clutter’s best friend, Susan Kidwell is there, and he speaks with her: 

 

Dewey looked at the gray stones inscribed with four names, and the date of 

death: November 15, 1959. “Do you come here often?”  

“Once in a while. Gosh, the sun’s strong.” She covered her eyes with tinted 

glasses. “Remember Bobby Rupp?” [Nancy Clutter’s young boyfriend] He mar-

ried a beautiful girl.” 

“So I heard.” 

“Colleen Whitehurst. She’s really beautiful. And very nice too.” 

“Good for Bobby.” And to tease her, Dewey added, “But how about you? You 

must have lots of beaus.”  

“Well. Nothing serious. But that reminds me. Do you have the time? Oh,” she 

cried, when he told her it was past four. “I’ve got to run! But it was nice to have 

seen you Mr. Dewey.” 

“And nice to have seen you, Sue. Good luck,” he called after her as she disap-

peared down the path, a pretty girl in a hurry, her smooth hair swinging, shin-

ing—just such a young woman as Nancy might have been. Then, starting home, 

he walked toward the trees, and under them, leaving behind him the big sky, the 

whisper of wind voices in the wind-bent wheat. (342-343)181 

 

We see the same moves in historiography. McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom, for 

example, exerts a main (though subtle) rhetorical thrust toward a given Americanist 

bias. This thrust falls well short of jingoism, but seems to embrace a certain American 

exceptionalism. The above-noted chapter titles include one that proclaims a given na-

tional unity (“We are all Americans”), a second that I have referred to that announces 
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a given “victory” for the U.S. (“To the Shoals of Victory”), and two more that truly 

indicate the interconnectivity and summoning power of intertextuality, one which al-

ludes to a wartime speech that esteems “a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedi-

cated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” and another that refers to the 

Marines Hymn, a paean to nationalism that reads in part: 

 

We fight our country’s battles 

In the air, on land, and sea; 

First to fight for right and freedom 

And to keep our honor clean; 

We are proud to claim the title 

Of United States Marine. 

 

At other points, McPherson evinces a kinetic, flourishing America, a nation with a 

history that “seems to be a story of growth and success” (one long story of such 

growth and success, one suspects; 45), and that during and after the war, with the 

northern beliefs and way of life in ascendancy, raced toward a modernized future, 

with a flourishing “ideology of competitive, egalitarian, free-labor capitalism” (861), 

hurtling no less than “irrevocably toward [a] frightening, revolutionary future” (861). 

Additionally, McPherson, perhaps unsurprisingly, adds to what has been a long cho-

rus of celebration of certain Civil War leaders, including Abraham Lincoln—who 

possessed “qualities of greatness” (309), the sophisticated skills to “work with parti-

sans of a different persuasion for the common cause” (429), and a canny ability to 

“think[] more of the future than the past” (851). Robert E. Lee, meanwhile, was “a 

gentleman in every sense of the word without discernible fault” (280) who “dazzled” 

and “awed” his few superiors (647) and, defeated and facing Ulysses S. Grant at Ap-

pomattox, was “tall and erect in bearing” (849). Thomas Stonewall Jackson was “in-
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imitable” (642) and “immortal” (812), while Grant “inspired respect and obedience 

from his men” (395), demonstrated “coolness under pressure” (396), and comported 

himself with “speed and force” (395). I think we see something of a rhetori-

cal/moralistic cast in other of McPherson’s narrative as well. I noted above his ex-

aminations of the human costs of the Civil War, and additionally, he censures the 

moral and ethical failures of some institutions and practices during the war, such as 

when he writes that no less than 25 percent of Union recruits should have been pre-

vented from going to war for medical reasons (326), and that the medical services of 

both sides during the war were “dismal failures” (486). More poetically, and as we 

have seen, he laments how Confederate soldiers “fell like leaves in an autumn wind” 

during Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg (662), and that when Union General Philip H. 

Sheridan is laying waste to the Shenandoah Valley to destroy southern supplies and 

foreclose the route to invasion, “This was playing for keeps” (778).  

Richard Hofstadter’s The American Political Tradition will provide a final ex-

ample. Hofstadter poses a beautifully oblique intellectual and moral examination of 

the thought of the American founding fathers in chapter 1, “The Founding Fathers: 

An Age of Realism.” In one stark judgment, he writes that although Founding Fathers 

possessed “a statesmanlike sense of moderation,” they could as well be “starkly reac-

tionary” (15). Hofstadter goes on that “From a humanistic standpoint there is a serious 

dilemma in the philosophy of the Fathers, which derives from their conception of 

man”—“creature of rapacious self-interest” contending in “an eternal battleground,” 

engaging in a “war of each against all” (16). The founding fathers, mercantilist to the 

core, “had no hope” for humanity, and sought less to put a humanistic or even particu-

larly fair-minded stamp on the future state, but simply to “make it less murderous” 

(16). The result of these mounting ambiguities was that “while they thought self-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

336                                    
 

interest the most dangerous and unbrookable quality of man, they necessarily under-

wrote it in trying to control it” (16).  

All of the rhetorical moralisms we have examined are not far from the 

thoughts of Hayden White and his theory of narrative and historical writing and ap-

prehension. In “Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” White wrote that 

“Where, in any account of reality, narrativity is present, we can be sure that morality 

or a moralizing impulse is present too” (24), and in the same essay he asked “on what 

other grounds [than moralism] could a narrative of real events possibly conclude? 

[…] What else could narrative closure consist of than the passage from one moral or-

der to another?” (23). In sum the reader can see that I link these argumentative, his-

torical, aesthetic and moral rhetorics back to my “aesthetics ethic” and its constitutive 

roles in human interpretive communities and communication—communities and 

communication that have historical narrative as a central element. Aesthet-

ics/rhetoric/narrative become “one” in this conduit, a virtual “meta-code, a human 

universal on the basis of which transcultural messages about the nature of a shared 

reality can be transmitted” (White, “The Value of Narrativity” 1).  

The above examples are rich, even dense with historical detail, but they 

comprise much more. By way of their rhetoric these two genres go beyond the report-

ing of straightforward historical incident and personages, and move onto a persuasive 

plane, exploring and advocating positions that not only highlight and illuminate facets 

of historical incidents and personages, but also higher-level historical trends and 

change, deeper emotional and philosophical currents, and the contours of human sen-

sibilities. They seem almost to indicate that rhetoric infuses history, that at some level 

history is by definition rhetorical. Something like this, I think, may well be true. His-

torical rhetoric extends beyond the local, the immediate, simply the past, and links 
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that past to present and future concerns and universal values and experience, casting a 

yet wider light—but this suggests a point I will take up in chapter 5. For now, this 

concludes my examination of aesthetic factors and associated conditions as they are 

evinced in historical writing, and their concomitant impact and influence. I have 

wanted to evaluate ideas and conditions like these in detail, for I believe that their im-

portance has been mostly overlooked by prior analysts in terms of our topics. I believe 

there is much, much more at work than has been recognized in human historical per-

ception/apprehension and the “aesthetic gaze,” and I hope I have provided some clues 

and valuable data in this respect. The next chapter of this work, the last before I con-

clude, will take another fairly detailed look at a topic that I had initially included in 

chapter 2 of this work, believing it fit hand in glove with the aesthetics ethic, and 

which later I expanded upon in this very chapter, feeling that, again, it was a deeply 

aesthetic topic. In the end I decided it would be best to examine the topic of truth in 

historical writing in an independent chapter. To that I now turn.  
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Chapter Five 

 

 

TEMPLES, TOWERS, SHIFTING SANDS: 

CONCEPTS OF TRUTH  

IN HISTORICAL WRITING 

 

  

 

And they will ask, is this the truth? I reply in advance: No, this is not the truth, 

this is only a small part, a tiny fraction of the truth…. Even the mightiest pen 

could not depict the whole, real, essential truth.  

Stefan Ernest, “The Warsaw Ghetto” 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

IN THIS CHAPTER WE TURN to an intricate, complex topic that will frus-

trate some readers, and intrigue others—the notion of truth in our two litera-

tures—what comprises it, what influences and conditions it, the varying roles it 

plays, how it is conveyed, how it differs and metamorphoses in what we will 

sometimes find to be shape-shifting guises, unusual combinations and the occa-
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sional newfound definition. “There’s more than one side to this story” we might 

say, or as Truman Capote wrote about a conundrum that was absorbing him many 

years ago, we find ourselves puzzling about “what is true and what is really true” 

(Music for Chameleons xvii, emphasis in original). I probably do not need to warn 

the reader that this topic will pitch up a few curves and spitballs—but do not fret, 

for I am not out to pull a Derridean fast one, and there will be no postmodern-

ist/deconstructionist tomfoolery, no abject disservice to or dismissal of theoretical 

ideas shedding light on truth (and reality, actuality, presence, existence, etc.) 

However flexible definitions of what truth comprises and how we apprehend it 

may be, the idea is no doubt important in human affairs and if we are going to be 

more expansive than the average positivist in our examination, we are not going to 

stray crazily off the path, flip the idea on its ear, or create wacky distortions with 

self-serving aims. My analysis will be grounded in substantive ways, referring to a 

stable of able, erudite academics and theorists with fresh, fascinating and credible 

views. There views will sometimes differ, perhaps even clash, but in sum I think 

they may form something of a plurality, at least in terms of their plausibility, their 

even-handedness, their rationality, their justifiability, and their deeply intellectual, 

philosophical and pragmatic contours. We accept that that which is true, real and 

authentic is just that, and for good reasons—but also that these truths, reasons, 

realities and authenticities, emerging as they do out of multi-faceted human ap-

prehension and interpretation, complete with its own brands of différance and the 

occasional aporia, may have multiple contours of meaning, actuality and con-

strual. We will be on the lookout for interesting new contours and intelligent, 

challenging views, which at times may even be enfranchising or emancipating, 

onto what is/was true, what could be/could have been true, what counts as truth, 
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what constitutes truth, how truth can be applied, apprehended, how we can de-

scribe truth, and the like.  

Yes, a study like this can be at times a bit destabilizing or discomfiting, and 

can take us into some fairly arcane theoretical areas and not a few debatable analyses 

requiring something like leaps of epistemological and philosophical faith. American 

novelist E.L. Doctorow once spoke of the “inconsequential distinctions […] between 

fact and fiction,” while E.H. Carr wrote that “The belief in a hard core of historical 

facts existing objectively and independently of the interpretation of the historian is a 

preposterous fallacy” (Doctorow qtd. in Lowenthal 227; Carr 6). Even Frank Anker-

smit wrote in no uncertain terms that “it is in historical writing where an exclusive 

insistence on truth may result in the ultimate stultification of the discipline and in the 

answering of questions that no sensible person would bother to ask” (Sublime Histori-

cal Experience 313). For Ankersmit, as we have noted, in much historical writing and 

its entwinement with our collective past, truth may not even have an effective role to 

play. Such views may going too far in terms of our analysis—but nevertheless analy-

ses of truth that veer outside straightforward views onto the positive and correspon-

dent are usually freighted with a number of such lofty claims, as well as qualms, ques-

tions and skepticisms. We have to be careful in our analysis, and there is, in a word, 

some chaff to separate out of the wheat. Frank Ankersmit comes closer to describing a 

given range of credible alternatives in truthful apprehension and/or construction in 

epistemological and ontological terms when he writes that there “is a variant of expe-

rience preceding and transcending questions of truth and falsity” (Sublime Historical 

Experience 9), such that in the end historical experiences are neither true nor false, 

they “just are” (Sublime Historical Experience 233, emphasis in original). He contin-

ues to broaden this view and adds that after we have put aside too-strict definitions of 
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truth, the variants of history we can excavate may “transcend[] questions of truth and 

falsity” (Sublime Historical Experience 9), leading into a “fluid and uncertain” virtu-

ality (Sublime Historical Experience 262) that “define[s] the territory in which history 

and historical writing can thrive” (Sublime Historical Experience 262). It appears we 

have arrived (somewhere, for the time being), and find ourselves in “the [veritable] 

territory of historical experience” (Sublime Historical Experience 262).182 This in sum 

sounds a lot like the territory of historical fiction, which is of course our primary 

quarry (though historiography is never outside our gunsights).  

 We know that many people see truth as the essential difference separating his-

toriography and historical fiction—for these viewers one genre is true and the other is 

not, and n’er the twain shall meet. Whatever the genial allowances and commonalities 

linking these two approaches in their communication of lived experience, the 

epistemological gulf separating them makes them something like enemies in the field 

of human communication, interpretation and understanding (calling Captain Sewald). 

What we will examine and suggest in the following analyses, however, will point us 

toward the possibility of something very like a “truth in fiction” (with the relation of 

truth and non-fictional understanding and composition never far behind). For many, 

such an idea is a veritable joke, with the whole raison d’être of fiction to lie, to fabri-

cate, to imagine the unimaginable, to “construct” from whole cloth, to dream up, to 

disguise, to doctor, to embroider, to exaggerate. While I respect this view—there is at 

least an intuitive feeling that it is accurate in important respects, and to be sure we de-

pend first and foremost on something we can dependably call truth and authenticity as 

a structural, ethical and indeed aesthetic attribute in human communication and valid-

ity claims, not least the communication and validity claims of historical experience—I 

hope to explore some new parameters that will bolster and/or expand our apprehen-
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sion of truth, thereby reducing this seemingly stark severance, while highlighting a 

new complexity and complementarity of historical fiction and historiography in terms 

of an expanded and diversified understanding of what can be accepted as true.  

The seeming ambiguity of claims to truth in fiction has been examined by a 

number of analysts over the years (indeed it is something of a cottage industry in lit-

erary and cultural studies), who have crafted a variety of answers and possibilities. I 

will not, however, refer to certain of these analyses in my own study. I will not, as 

noted, explore anything like a deconstructionist view. Additionally, I will not claim 

something like a propositional view that given “facts” are “asserted,” “expressed” or 

“pretended” in fiction, and thus obtain a given independent “truth” that is accepted by 

readers (this is a viable view, but not one I regularly adhere to). Nor will I posit a 

given “fictional intent” that “immunizes” fictions “against the claim of falsity,”183 or 

that there is a given formula by way of which one can figure forth truth into existence 

in fictional accounts, such as: “it is fictionally true in a story N that p if and only if it 

is explicitly stated in the text T, in which N is narrated, that p: where it is ‘explicitly 

stated’ in a text that p if and only if the text contains, as a proper part, an express of 

p.”184 In short, and as noted, this topic is veritably bursting with ideas, and I could 

write a book just reviewing all of the different approaches. This I cannot do, and I will 

simply have to ignore much in this area, and focus on a few models by a few well 

known philosophers and analysts, and in turn convey my own independent ideas. I 

will in the end essentially claim that there is truth in fiction, a true truth that does not 

need to be massaged into existence, and that elements of the “fictional truth” found in 

historical novels align with the “true truth” of historiography. Per Peter Munz, “there 

is neither complete fiction nor complete reality in any narrative. […] [T]otal fiction is 

as inconceivable as total realism. […] All narratives have actuality; the difference be-
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tween them is a difference in the kind of actuality they have and that difference, as we 

have seen, is only a matter of degree” (147). 

In some ways, our study of the substantive aesthetic and epistemological over-

lap and interplay among fictional and non-fictional writing thus far has by definition 

introduced new perspectives on truth into what have long been seen as positivist, 

facts-and-only-the-facts historical writing. John Searle, in his “The Logical Status of 

Fictional Discourse,” drew a distinction between “vertical rules” in language, which 

essentially govern correspondent truths and “establish connections between language 

and reality” (66), and “horizontal rules,” which are a “set of extralinguistic, nonse-

mantic conventions that break the connection between the words and the world” (66) 

and “suspend the normal requirements” established by the vertical rules (66). This 

horizontal syntax and semantics “enable[s] the speaker to use words with their literal 

meanings without undertaking the commitments [to correspondence] that are nor-

mally required by those meanings” (66-67). In the end, and as we have seen, “In the 

case of realistic or naturalistic fiction, the author will refer to real places and events 

intermingling these references with the fictional references, thus making it possible to 

treat the fictional story as an extension of our existing knowledge” (73) or, as well, 

“serious (i.e., nonfictional) speech acts can be conveyed by fictional texts” (74).185  

We are led, by way of these sometimes-winding paths and alternative descrip-

tions toward an acceptance of historical novelization as equivalent in important ways 

to historiography, with the same (or almost the same) expectations, methods, aims, 

restrictions, conditioning factors, etc. at work—but this is incomplete, and in the fol-

lowing what we will in fact see are transacting similarities and differences. I step to 

the side a bit in order to bolster this conception, and turn to Keith Jenkins, who writes 

that “[Historical] narratives confer on such materials/phenomena [traces, source mate-
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rials, past events] entirely different meanings, significances and thus interpreta-

tions/readings that are not mutually contradictory, not mutually exclusive, not logi-

cally entailed, not ever definitive, and thus they come (as aesthetic, shaping/styling 

appropriations) from a different place from the phenomena that actually occurred” 

(Why History? 86 emphasis in original). Hayden White (who Jenkins is referring to in 

the above passage) writes in this respect that there is an “inexpungeable relativity in 

every representation of historical phenomena,” a relativity that is “a function of the 

language used to describe and thereby constitute past events as possible objects of ex-

planation and understanding” (“Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth” 

375). Ultimately we find in conditions like these that different historical narratives 

will have different constitutions, structures, aims and outcomes, and different takes on 

the “truth” that comprises their history, such that, as White writes, “Narrative ac-

counts of real historical events admit of as many equally plausible versions in their 

representations as there are plot structures available in a given culture for endowing 

stories, whether fictional or real, with meanings” (“Historical Pluralism” 489).  

To be sure, we find ourselves in a sensitive area, as we seek to determine just 

what kinds of truth are being conveyed in historicized fiction and fictionalized 

(broadly speaking) history. Peter Gay once wrote of the profound and distinctly iden-

tifiable overlap among the truths told by fiction and historiography, with both genres 

alike “in their reach for knowledge” (Gay 176), while Paul Ricoeur has written in 

these respects that “history in some way makes use of fiction to refigure time and, on 

the other hand, fiction makes use of history for the same ends” (Time and Narrative 

Volume 3 181). I will keep ideas like these in mind going forward, but here we should 

draw back and again emphasize that as we cast our net past “just the facts, ma’am,” 

we will not be cast adrift and will find, I think, that truth can be as interesting and ac-
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commodating a topic as any. Whatever unusual dimensions we may encounter in our 

discussion, we will simultaneously aim to espy real truth and true reality, and to 

broaden, strengthen and even codify conceptions that may not have been fully worked 

out in materialist/scientific approaches to this topic—approaches that in their deduc-

tive ways may be no less than “greedy, limited, narrowly rationalistic, inadequate to 

reality” (I borrow liberally from Bakhtin 312). In terms of our study, as we have once 

referred to, perhaps “Too strict a distinction between meaning and truth would leave 

few historical narratives capable of interesting us” (Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy 

114), and so we will open our eyes to wider allowances. The “true truth” of history, as 

Kermode seems to indicate, has long been understood to include and even welcome a 

variety of perspectives and interpretations, and we sense that (historical) truth is a mé-

lange of the pragmatic, the metaphysical, the conscious, the constructed, the cultural, 

the personal, the pre-existent, the narrated. Our aim will be less to “take a stand” as 

far as the definition of subjective/objective truth, than it will be to examine how these 

facets of truth stem from and align with historical experience-cum-apprehension-cum-

composition. Such a sourcing and alignment, we will have to accept, does not always 

strictly “correspond” to positivistic existence, but rather “coheres” apprehension and 

understanding in various ways. In a word, we find that our intersubjective apprehen-

sion and associated validity claims are comprised “not only of descriptions that make 

claims about the world (the data), but also of statements that interpret or generalize 

these claims” (Ryan 823), such that in terms of our discrimination and interpretation 

among these discourses and views onto experience, “the former [claims about data] 

are evaluated in terms of their accuracy with respect to the facts, the latter [interpreta-

tions, generalizations] on the basis of their coherence with respect to the data” (Ryan 

823).186 And so, as Professor Ryan indicates, the correspondent and the coherent exist 
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in conjunction, and we will find that they often transact, interpenetrate, condition, 

support and even “interrogate” one another. There is an imaginative and cognitive 

dialog at work here a hybrid heteroglot and multiplicity of ideas, beliefs and points of 

view, a veritable stratification and “multiplicity of […] voices and a wide variety of 

their links and interrelationships” (I again borrow liberally from Bakhtin 263 and pas-

sim).  

With all of the above in mind (and it is a lot), we will endeavor to explore ad-

ditional definitions and conceptions of just what truth is and/or can be. My aim, at the 

highest level, is to show how the belief that fiction is wholly “untrue” is not so, and 

that fiction contains authentic lineaments of truthful communication. From here we 

may shed light on how fictional narratives can convey historical truth, and from this 

understanding the crossing to historiography, the transactional link-up, can be made. 

In the following I wish to convey a few different, more democratic, more receptive 

understandings of truth in human affairs that I hope stipulate or sketch commonalities 

connecting fictional and non-fictional historical writing. Because my aim is not to 

construct an encompassing theory of truth, some will say that my explication is partial 

or speculative. This charge may be in part true, and to be sure my analysis will be 

open-ended, with a complete discussion of the varied conceptions of truth (in dis-

course), as noted, not in the cards. My hope, however, is to introduce the following 

ideas at least as food for thought, to open our eyes to certain expanded and accommo-

dating avenues to apprehending truth in historical writing.  

In the following analyses, I will refer to a number of important thinkers, in-

cluding most importantly John Dewey, Richard Rorty, Jürgen Habermas, Paul Ri-

coeur, Marie-Laure Ryan and Nelson Goodman. I think this compendium provides a 

nice variety of possibilities, and their ideas will delineate in unique ways a fascinating 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

347                                    
 

framework that at times corresponds with, at time coheres with, and perhaps at times 

contradicts patterns within a dialog in which the seemingly simple idea of “truth” 

plays roles in historical writing in bountifully incisive, erudite, suggestive ways, 

gravid with interpretive possibilities. To sketch an image or metaphor to describe 

where we are going and what we are after, think of this overall structure as perhaps a 

geodesic dome, with the networked superstructure appearing to be a fanciful cross-

hatching defying substantiality, but in fact with its omni-triangulated design compris-

ing a sturdy and to be sure transacting edifice. Though we will find that these cross-

hatched truths functioning in a three-dimensional universe may be uncomfortable to 

hard-nosed realists, others may find that, with the employment of judicious interpreta-

tive skills, “we can identify wrong, false, or inadequate answers to the questions we 

put to reality, even though we allow that there are many right, true, or adequate an-

swers to them rather than just one such answer” (American psychologist Roy Schafer 

qtd. in Novick 563). We will find that these ideas play into the hands of both histori-

ans and historical novelists, as they craft their narratives. And why not? It seems that 

many historians often veritably consider themselves artistes—applying “a touch of 

rouge here, a pencil-stroke there,” which “require arrangement, composition planning 

just like a painting” (Tuchman Practicing History 49); while some historical novelists 

no doubt believe that they are revealing details and truth that are crisply clinical and 

positivist (if with a fictional twist)—the fictional history writer “conditioned always 

by the sense of this documentation—that it is historically possible. He himself is tied 

to the facts of life. He must respect them. […] He can take a new view of them, but he 

cannot violate any of them to a point which invalidates acceptance” (Robert Penn 

Warren in Warren 67). Throughout this study we have constantly seen these two 

classes of writers running in parallel, perhaps at times handing the baton off to one 
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another, and in the end racing toward the same goal. Indeed, in many of the examples 

I have shown, we have seen equivalences of fiction and non-fiction histories, and I 

think it would be downright preposterous to say that the fiction was wholly “untrue” 

or inaccurate representation. Simply put, there is just too much truthful data at both 

the molecular and global levels in any good historical novel to make such a claim. Of 

course, if some materialists were forced to concede that such examples are nearly 

identical, they would then probably say, “Fine, then they must both be history.” They 

would then claim that since they are simply both history, my whole approach must be 

errant, and that I have in fact been examining the same genre all along. Well, in this 

view is fiction then suddenly “okay,” perhaps not so fabricated as commonly thought? 

I may be saying as much, but I don’t think many hard-nosed empiricists and scientific 

historians are going to suddenly allow that All Quiet on the Western Front, The Killer 

Angels, The Confessions of Nat Turner, and even In Cold Blood are acceptable, actu-

ally “real history,” virtually non-fiction after all. No, such a move would be a dodge, 

and there is more at work here as far as just what might be true in fictional histories. 

We will need to examine this issue more deeply to try and dredge up such truth (or 

non-truth, as the case may be) in historical narratives.  

With all of the above said, let me turn now to the main sections of this analy-

sis. I will begin below with a section analyzing a concept I have briefly referred to, 

which I call “Greater Truths” in historical fiction. This analysis will evaluate a class 

of truthful data conveyed in historical novels that runs along lines of the repre-

sented/portrayed, ideational, abstract and the like, truths that are more “perceived,” 

“sensed,” “understood,” “applied” even subjective, than entirely (and perhaps limit-

edly) rational, objective, unitary, detached, and coolly absolute. But then, as my 

analysis has indicated all along, these truths, fictional and non-fictional, in fact en-
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compass all of these perspectives and conditions, and I dare say that the ultimate out-

come of such an assorted compote is no less than…sublime historical experience (hats 

off to Frank Ankersmit). To cut to the chase, Doris Lessing once wrote that “I have to 

conclude that fiction is better at ‘the truth’ than a factual record” (xi), which might 

seem radical on the face of things, but is a stance I can accord myself with, and one 

that I think the following analyses will support. 

 

Historical  Wri ting : Greater Truths 

 

IN MY ANALYSES OF THE “BOUNDARIES” that are crossed among fictional and 

non-fictional historical writings in chapter 4 and elsewhere in this work, I think we 

have seen important ways that fiction can complement history. This idea (expanded 

also in my study of myth and rhetoric in chapter 4), introduces, at one step removed, 

the following analysis, which will adumbrate one broader, more inclusive class of 

truth as evinced in historical writings.  

I broadly call the following a “Greater Truths” analysis—historical “truth be-

yond epistemology,” as Wulf Kansteiner has called it (47)—in that, as many of our 

analyses have indicated, fiction seems to possess a unique ability to illustrate and em-

body truths and conditions in human history that historiography cannot quite. We 

might view this idea as comprising something like a continuum of truth value, extend-

ing from the specific (empirical, observed, material) to the general (greater, abstract, 

ideational)—an idea I will address in more detail in my final chapter. In these lights, 

and as we have observed, György Lukács wrote how novelists, even better than histo-

rians, are able to “reproduce the much more complex and ramifying totality with his-

torical faithfulness” (167). Ultimately, it may be that the representation of such 
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greater truths and “historical faithfulness,” their presence and impact in human life, 

help historical writers provide “a pragmatic picture of […] struggle [and] brings us 

humanly close to the important representatives of either side” (Lukács 37, interpreted 

slightly broadly), and ultimately to best “make the past present, to bring the distant 

near” (Thomas Babington Macaulay qtd. in Lowenthal 225). Marie-Laure Ryan has 

said of these ideas: 

 

[T]here is also a higher truth of fiction, a truth that concerns not statements 

about particulars (like: Prince Andre fought against Napoleon), but a truth in-

herent to general statements (all x). When both the fictional world and the real 

world have entities of type x, these statements apply (and can be either true or 

false) in both worlds. This is why Tolstoy’s considerations about history in 

War and Peace may convey some truth for the real world, as would similar 

considerations by a historian. (Personal communication with author 20 Octo-

ber 2009).  

 

These greater truths rise above the level of surface detail, for though such detail is 

important in the telling of history, at its most profound, narrated history is much more 

than catalogs, schedules, annals, lists or gazetteers of data, divorced from context. 

J.H. Hexter put it nicely when he wrote that “the exploration of truth values in histori-

cal discourse requires the examination of large historical texts and contexts and not 

just of minute fragments” (The History Primer 275). These larger texts and contexts 

achieve a higher significance and “give us insight into, […] reveal or disclose, some-

thing of importance about what human life, or therefore reality as it is humanly expe-

rienced, is ‘really like’” (Falck 108).187 And to boot, I refer to an old friend (of some), 

whose own brand of historical theorizing, if at times uncomfortable and corrosive, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

351                                    
 

cannot be dismissed. None other than Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche wrote of history’s 

effort toward the greater (and seems to hint at possibilities of the virtual histories pro-

posed by Niall Ferguson, to be examined below), when he wrote that “[History’s] real 

value lies in inventing ingenious variations on a probably commonplace theme, in 

raising the popular melody to the universal symbol and showing what a world of 

depth, power and beauty exists in it” (39). Interestingly, though this effort (as we ex-

pect and demand of all historical writers) depends on “the loving study of the data of 

experience,” it also entails aesthetic vim and vigor and requires “above all a great ar-

tistic faculty, a creative vision from a height, […] the free elaborating of a given type-

objectivity” (Nietzsche 39). 

I think we also see here, alongside the idea of “greater truths,” the possibility 

of access to the “spirit of the age” of a historical era, which to be sure can be an im-

portant piece of the overall puzzle of historical experience and apprehension.188 Dan-

iel Jonah Goldhagen, in Hitler’s Willing Executioners, attributed most of the pith of 

his analysis to just such a spirit of the age, constructed and disseminated in German 

and European culture for decades and decades prior to WWII. Such a “spirit” (the 

nomenclature seems too kind in the case of Nazi Germany) literally determined Ger-

man thought and attitudes during this time. The spirit of the age of a society, Gold-

hagen writes, is conditioned by way of “cognitive models” and a combined overall 

view of the “macro, the meso, and the micro” constituents of understanding and be-

havior, which “serve to structure every society’s conversation” (33). These world 

views are such that “a society’s members automatically incorporate [their] features 

into the organization of their minds, into the fundamental axioms that they use (con-

sciously or unconsciously) in perceiving, understanding, analyzing and responding to 

all social phenomena” (Goldhagen 33-34). Animated by this “common guide to ac-
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tion” (Goldhagen 400), peoples and nations become what they are, believe what they 

believe, do what they do, say what they say. Such a description I warrant is indeed a 

“spirit of the age” and can be understood and analyzed in terms of my analysis of his-

torical truths here. 

Fictionalized history, we will find, is in a particularly good position to effect 

these contours of intersubjectivity, collective consciousness, “spirit” and greater truth. 

Historical novelization endeavors “to tell that part of the human truth which we could 

not accept or face up to in much historical writing” (Ralph Ellison in Ellison 154).189 

Take as one example here a passage from Gore Vidal’s Lincoln: A Novel. If anyone 

were to doubt that the following contained highly valuable historical truth about 

America’s greatest, most profoundly inspired and, we learn, exceptionally competent 

and intelligent president, then we would simply scoff. In the following by way of the 

creative strokes of the skilled novelist we enter into the mind of Secretary of State 

William Seward, with these moves perfectly poised alongside a historical expert’s 

empirical knowledge and interpretation. The combination here yields an ideal of the 

merger of the fictional and the factual in historical writing. Seward here ponders in 

amazement Lincoln’s adept deconstruction and dismissal of a group of senators who 

had brashly attempted to argue against the president’s position on the recently passed 

1863 Conscription Act. The consideration of Lincoln’s towering political genius 

within the “irony of the moment” in this passage evokes Lukács’s “derivation of the 

individuality of characters from the historical peculiarity of their age” (19): 

 

Seward felt an involuntary shudder in his limbs. He was also ravished by 

the irony of the moment. For nearly three years, a thousand voices, including 

his own, had called for a Cromwell, a dictator, a despot; and in all that time, 

no one had suspected that there had been from the beginning, a single-minded 
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dictator in the White House a Lord Protector of the Union by whose will alone 

the war had been prosecuted. For the first time Seward understood the nature 

of Lincoln’s political genius. He had been able to make himself absolute dicta-

tor without ever letting anyone suspect that he was anything more than a jok-

ing, timid backwoods lawyer, given to fits of humility in the presence of all 

the strutting military and political peacocks that flocked about him. (460)190 

 

I believe Hans Gadamer’s analysis in Truth and Method provides insight here. “Art is 

knowledge and experiencing an artwork means sharing in that knowledge” wrote 

Gadamer (84). This unique knowledge becomes no less than artistic truth, which 

prompted Gadamer to ask “Does not the experience of art contain a claim to truth 

which is certainly different from that of science, but just as certainly is not inferior to 

it?” (84). In Gadamer’s richly realized world of aesthetic experience and verity the 

answer was a resounding “yes,” and such truth “go[es] beyond the range of methodi-

cal [scientific] knowledge” (xxii), and we find this actuality “rising to the universal, 

distancing from the particularity of immediate acceptance or rejection, respecting 

what does not correspond to one’s own expectation or preference” (73).191 These aes-

theticized conditions may initially have a touch of the indefinite about them—”all en-

counter with the language of art is an encounter with an unfinished event” wrote 

Gadamer (85, emphasis in original)—but in their consummation in representation 

(historical writing) they take on a decidedly concrete new reality, veritably supple-

menting, bolstering and ultimately perfecting original reality (this is akin to Ricoeur’s 

view again). Frank Ankersmit distills Gadamer’s thought to its essence, and highlights 

how this process results in something “greater” than that originally encountered. We 

find that representation “has, from an ontological point of view, the same status as 

what is represented by it,” and with this substantial bedrock of existence in place, his-
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torical writings can “express a truth about the world, that is, about what the work of 

art represents, that would not be available to us in the absence of the work of art” 

(both Sublime Historical Experience 204).192 

Don’t think that the “greater truths” I am referring to are something like cliché 

idioms, mere proverbial truths that might be seen as little more than catch phrases. I 

refer to truths of genuine importance in human life, evinced and expounded by his-

torical agents in realistic settings based on actual and interpreted historical knowl-

edge, and always with the aim of credibly and importantly augmenting historical ap-

prehension. Broadly, this conception of truth has been called “literary truth” by 

Marie-Laure Ryan, who writes that “Definitions of literary truth typically invoke the 

general, the abstract, the spiritual, and the existential. Suitable subject mattes are 

Love, Death, the Meaning of Life, the Struggle of Good against Evil in the Human 

Soul, Moral Responsibility, […] the Nature of Language, Truth, Knowledge, and Art” 

(825). Greater truths indeed, Professor Ryan, and for those thinking we are still jug-

gling chestnuts, literary truth “is transportable to the real world” (Ryan 825), indicat-

ing how truths evinced in fictions have actuality and applicability. Kathleen Stock 

writes similarly in terms of psychological insight and available propositional knowl-

edge and truth linked to “desirable goals” (passim) that “Whether a given fictional 

action is judged to have a recognizable point will depend, not on features of the situa-

tion described at the most specific or particular level, but on whether that action pos-

sesses more general, abstract features repeatable elsewhere” (65).193 In short, if some 

think my reference to “greater truths” seems overdrawn, see how in a “greater sense” 

the knowledge we obtain from historical novels goes beyond the empirical and toward 

the figurative, enabling historical fiction writers to “rearrang[e] experience in artful 

ways,” and endeavor “to tell us in small ways the symbolic significance of what actu-
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ally happened” (Ralph Ellison in Ellison 148). By way of “imaginative integration” 

historical novels “seize the abiding circumstances, the abiding problems, the abiding 

and time-tested forms of humanity—heroism, truth and failure and love and death—

all of the ramifications of those experiences which make us human” (Ralph Ellison in 

Ellison 148). Thomas Babington Macaulay wrote that historical writers in these lights 

endeavor “to extract the philosophy of history, to direct our judgment of events and 

men, to trace the connection of causes and effects and to draw from the occurrences 

of former times general lessons of moral and political wisdom” (51)—and I think 

ideas like these constitute something of the core of the historical novelist’s credibility 

and value. As we have noted several times, “what actually happened” may not always 

be enough grist for our interpretive mills, and in the flotsam and jetsam of history 

much can be lost and overlooked, and thus for all its hopes and claims to be telling the 

whole truth, analytical/empirical historiography may come up short. Consequently the 

opportunity may arise for fiction to step in and take up the slack and fill in the lost 

details and “address the really important moral and political questions that generally 

escape social-scientific scrutiny” (Kansteiner 48). Note here, for example, that much 

of the power and value of Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels stems from how it 

“managed to capture the essence of the [American Civil War], the divided friend-

ships, the madness and the heroism of fratricidal conflict” (historian Stephen B. 

Oates, from the inner cover of The Killer Angels)—but let’s see how Shaara himself 

shaped some of these conceptions, by way of the thoughts and words of the brothers 

Tom and Colonel Joshua L. Chamberlain, on the Gettysburg battlefield: 

 

Tom said, “When you ask them prisoners, they never talk about slavery. 

But, Lawrence, how do you explain that? What else is the war about?” 
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Out in the field they were laying out bodies, row after row, the feet all even 

and the toes pointing upward like rows of black leaves on the border of a gar-

den. He saw again the bitter face of Kilrain, but Chamberlain did not hate the 

gentlemen, could not think of them as gentlemen. He felt instead an extraordi-

nary admiration. It was as if they were his own men who had come up the hill 

and he had been with them as they came, and he had made it across the stone 

wall to victory, but they had died. He felt a violent pity. He said slowly, in 

memory of Kilrain, “Well, they’re all equal now.” (343-344) 

 

Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front is to be sure a novel tackling 

greater truths through its “quiet honesty,” “complete human candor,” “fine vulgarity,” 

and “plain truth” (American writer Christopher Morley, from the rear cover of All 

Quiet on the Western Front). This book, needless to say, contains many poetic reflec-

tions on war’s greater meaning and impact, and they are no doubt a principal source 

of the book’s greatness. Passages like the following evince “greater” reflections on 

the hateful war violence that destroyed youthful lives, the agonizing ambiguities that 

haunted soldiers, and the demolition of values that during and after the war “belong to 

another world that is gone from us” (Remarque 121):  

 

For us lads of eighteen they [those of his schoolmaster Kantorek’s genera-

tion] ought to have been mediators and guides to the world of maturity, the 

world of work, of duty, of culture, of progress—to the future. But the first 

death we saw shattered this belief. While they taught that duty to one’s coun-

try is the greatest thing, we already know that death-throes were stronger. We 

loved our country as much as they; we went courageously into every action; 

but also we distinguished the false from the true, we had suddenly learned to 

see. And we saw that there was nothing of their world left. We were still 
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crammed full of vague ideas which gave to life, and to the war also, an ideal 

and almost romantic character. [S]alutes, springing to attention, parade-

marches, presenting arms, right wheel, left wheel, clicking the heels, insults, 

and a thousand pettifogging details. We believe in such things no longer, we 

believe in the war. We had as yet taken no root. The war swept us away. For 

the others, the older men, it was but an interruption. They are able to think be-

yond it. We, however, have been gripped by it and do not know what the end 

may be. We know only that is some strange and melancholy way we have be-

come a waste land. (Remarque 11, 11, 12, 12, 20, 21, 88, 19)  

 

The sum of Remarque’s experience, as we all know, was the “annihilation of all hu-

man feelings,” and that “life is at an end” (196, 135). Trevor Wilson, professor of his-

tory emeritus, Adelaide University, wrote of the significance of WWI that “All of 

humankind was on the losing side” (10), and his analysis traces along lines like Re-

marque’s. The soldiers sent to the war, Wilson writes, “had been convinced that what 

was at stake was the fulfillment of their national destiny, or the assertion of their 

rightful place in the scheme of things, or the defense of their way of life and political 

values” (20). Such views were by the end of the war “a prospect without substance, a 

castle built on sand” (Wilson 23). In sum: 

 

…it had become extremely difficult after 1918 to think about war in the 

same ways as it had often enough been portrayed in the past—as being fun-

damentally a character-building, nation-enhancing undertaking that raised 

moral fiber and (if well-conducted) returned a comfortable profit. The slaugh-

ter now inherent in war—and not least, the slaughter of middle-class lads, the 

brightest and best—had rendered international conflict a perilous proceeding. 

(Wilson 9) 
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The following also evinces All Quiet on the Western Front’s greater humanitarian un-

derstanding and valuable historical truth. As Paul Bäumer gazes at groups of forlorn 

Russian prisoners in Germany, he contemplates: 

 

I see their dark forms, their beards move in the wind. I know nothing of 

them except that they are prisoners, and that is exactly what troubles me. their 

life is obscure and guiltless;—if I know more of them, what their names are, 

how they live, what they are waiting for, what are their burdens, then my emo-

tion would have an object and might become sympathy. But as it is I perceive 

behind them only the suffering of the creature, the awful melancholy of life 

and the pitilessness of men. (195) 

 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels, like All Quiet on the Western Front, is firmly anti-war in 

its sensibilities and the “greater truths” it seeks to excavate. Shaara at one point writes 

how Robert Lee sadly pondered death during wartime, and how “there comes a 

time…. We are never prepared for so many to die” (191-192). Lee continues even 

more philosophically and metaphorically that “We expect an occasional empty chair, 

a toast to dear departed comrades. Victory celebrations for most of us, a hallowed 

death for a few. But the war goes on. And the men die. The price gets ever higher” 

(Shaara 191-192). James McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom may be somewhat more 

impartial in this respect, but the book nevertheless leans in such a direction. McPher-

son frequently comments on the devastating consequences of the conflict. We saw 

this in chapter 2 when McPherson asked whether the liberation of slaves and the pres-

ervation of the Union was worth the cost of the war’s hundreds of thousands of casu-

alties. McPherson subtly censured that warrior of warriors, Robert E. Lee, who 
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though he may have been “the very model of a Christian gentleman,” also effected 

“great cost” with his “daring, aggressive” attacks (472; Lee had the highest casualty 

rate of all commanders on both sides; recall also that Lee once commented with un-

comfortable bravado to his friend General James Longstreet that “It is well that war is 

so terrible—we should grow too fond of it!” [McPherson 572]).194 McPherson also 

wrote of one of the war’s other grim manifestations that “the uncounted deaths of 

white and black civilians from disease and malnutrition […] must be included in any 

reckoning of the war’s human cost” (619). Stepping up to the larger truths and mean-

ing of these consequences, McPherson writes that Americans who lived through the 

Civil war had “lived through an experience in which time and consciousness took on 

new dimensions” (viii). He continues that a central contingent theme of his book is 

“The multiple meanings of slavery and freedom, and how they dissolved and re-

formed into new patterns in the crucible of war” (viii).  

Assuming the above analytical claims are true, let’s examine some of the other 

possibilities that emerge. By the end of this discussion we may end up asking our-

selves, “How can one distinguish fiction and history?” and our answer may be “One 

cannot.” But this is no cause for concern, for, as we have observed in Munz, “Fiction 

differs from history only by virtue of the mode of its actuality” (214), and this is an 

interpretation that I accept. In the following I will examine parameters of this “mode.”  

Steven G. Smith, not unlike Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, refers to a more com-

prehensive and elevated understanding of historical meaning and apprehension that 

can emerge by way of a common dynamic and historical consciousness (the commu-

nity aesthetics ethic), with this historical meaning and understanding taking up “our 

vitally important modes of evaluation (aesthetic, ethical, political, scientific, specula-

tive),” which are ever “vibrating in the web of practice on which our own lives are 
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lived” (14). Peter Munz wrote simply that “no story teller is alone” (35).  György 

Lukács posited similarly of fictionalized “historical social types” that could become 

the “embodiment” of “the most important stages” of history, capturing history “su-

perbly, straightforwardly” and “pregnantly” (35). He continued that, 

 

What matters therefore in the historical novel is not the re-telling of great 

historical events, but the poetic awakening of the people who figured in those 

events. What matters is that we should re-experience the social and human 

motives which led men to think, feel and act just as they did in historical real-

ity. (42)  

 

To enlarge on how fictional depiction achieves this truthful representation, note how 

Steven G. Smith writes that “both reality and virtuality are inherent in any representa-

tion” (10), indicating that fictional representation by definition contains “truth” (real-

ity) in addition to its virtuality. The community ethic Smith emphasizes “connects any 

representation’s virtual reality, actuality, and possibility to the real past, actual pre-

sent, and open-but-impending future” (Smith 10, emphasis added), which I think can 

clearly be seen as overall historical consciousness, experience, and temporality. Ann 

Rigney notes how this open-ended fictional representation contributes to a functional-

ity that very much links back to essential historicality, in that “the radical artificiality 

of all forms of representation is taken as a given and in which the emphasis shifts in-

stead to its functionality: what the story does and allows others to do, not what it re-

fers to” (18).195 In sum, “credible historical representations”—in which I include fic-

tionalized representations, with their own brands of credibility—“offer defensible 

(though not of course univocal or unimpeachable) answers to the question ‘What then 

have we done?’” (Smith 11, emphasis in original). What then have we done, indeed? 
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We have lived “this general kind of life, our kind” answers Smith (10, emphasis in 

original)—a greater interpretation that, I posit, comprises the greater truths in histori-

cal writing that I have been discussing. To continue along these lines, in this envi-

ronment what will ultimately emerge through the pens of historical writers is an “ap-

pearance of absoluteness” (Munz 35), with such “absoluteness,” I again posit, 

pointing toward the greater truths that historical fiction discovers, fashions and then 

contributes into the historical community dialog. Historical fictions in this way can 

literally “lay claim to a ‘higher’ objectivity” (Munz 103), and the imagined circum-

stances in carefully researched and constructed historical novels are able to expose the 

“Truth of passions, verisimilitude of feelings,”196 and “the great collisions, the great 

crises and turning points in history” (William Styron in Ellison 151). William Styron, 

commenting in a different forum than the discussion referred to here, wrote that in 

order to “reproduce the spirit of an age faithfully and authentically […] the necessities 

of always-questionable ‘fact’ often become subsumed into a larger truth” (“Defending 

Nat Turner” para. 6, 5). Lukács wrote in an exactly similar fashion that the historical 

fiction writer—by way of “deep and genuine knowledge”—will be able to “freely” 

“move about inside his subject” and in turn be “less tied” to “individual historical 

data” (167). Such a disposition enables writers to be “closely bound to the specifically 

historical, individual moments of a period,” and by treating historical fact with a 

given “freedom” novelists can capture “historical faithfulness” (Lukács 167 and pas-

sim). There is much to digest here, and I would like to briefly link these ideas to those 

of a modern historical novelist (I use the term somewhat freely in reference to 

Truman Capote, who probably is not generally labeled this way; I have discussed why 

I class  In Cold Blood in this genre). Capote in effect reversed John Searle’s analysis, 

cited above, although with the same aims, and expounded in an interview in the 1960s 
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on how fictional and non-fictional narrative conventions can work conjointly. In Ca-

pote’s analysis, beyond the “horizontal” movement of non-fiction narrative, realistic 

fiction allows the writer to move “in and out of characters” and that “at the first op-

portunity you go vertical, you’re inside the characters, deep inside the situation, where 

you can make your own…you’re god, moving vertically, but your narrative is hori-

zontal, you are moving vertically and horizontally at the same time” (Capote, You-

Tube). Capote’s horizontal and vertical thrusts in narrative to be sure appear syn-

thetic, as well as more encompassing, outward, elevated, that is, “greater.”  

 

Into  the  Fray:  Parameters  of  Truth in His torical  Writing   

 

I NOW TURN TO MORE FOCUSED ANALYSES, as we seek to find a balance 

across the intersections of fictional and non-fictional historical writing that we have 

posited. I begin with a theorist with his feet on the ground, J.L. Austin (1911-1960), 

who wrote of a brand of pragmatic truthful transaction that I think can aptly be ap-

plied to the historical discourses we are discussing: 

 

…the more you think about truth and falsity the more you find that very 

few statements that we ever utter are just true and just false. Usually there is 

the question are they fair or are they not fair, are they adequate or not ade-

quate, are they exaggerated or not exaggerated? Are they too rough, or are 

they perfectly precise, accurate and so on? ‘True’ and ‘false’ are just general 

labels for a whole dimension of different appraisals which have something or 

other to do with the relation between what we say and the facts. (250) 
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Following the above quote, Austin dryly continued that “life and truth and things do 

tend to be complicated” (252), to which I respond: “Indeed they do, Professor Aus-

tin,” and we may say it is this complexity that sets up relationships and actuality that 

slip through the net of a dictionary definition of “truth.” There is, in a word, more go-

ing on in life and apprehension than easily-identifiable, unvarnished, simon-pure, cor-

respondent “truth” laid out for all to see, and any truth in life that is ultimately exca-

vated and incorporated into human community and communication is fairly 

voluminous, subject to the turbulence of human input, perception, intent, and varied 

modalities of attribution, comprehension and application. All of this necessitates a 

wider range of descriptive skill, a deeper interpretive capacity, than is allowed for in 

most traditional, materialist epistemological frameworks. In terms of this more fecund 

understanding, we may start at one end of the continuum mentioned above, with de-

scriptions and definitions of sensual, material “stuff” in the world, stuff that we can 

see, hear, taste, smell or touch. Truthful apprehension here seems fairly intuitive, 

identifiable and largely inarguable (or in any case what arguments there are against 

such apprehension seem fairly marginal). The world, however, is hardly limited to 

sensations of the smell of mom’s apple pie, the scratchy red tumefaction of a mos-

quito bite, or the beautiful sound of a Mozart sonata, and with the intrusion of ever 

transactive, velutinous (we dare say, “slippery”) deliberative/reflective/mindful/ idea-

tional/solicitous/cerebral processes of human consciousness, truth becomes a tissue of 

interpretation, understanding and percipience, importantly set within larger intersub-

jective contexts, such that exactly how to apprehend truth becomes more complex 

(and I think we also see in these respects how truth is at the highest level an aesthetic 

topic, at home in the other analyses in this work). With this tumultus in mind, let’s 

begin our examinations.  
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1. John Dewey , Richard Rorty,  Jürgen Habermas 

 

To begin I would like to take a broad view based on the analyses of Dewey, 

Rorty and Habermas—analysts we have in fact already examined in detail. We may 

view these three theorists as consummate pragmatists, with one of their central ideas 

being that truth is less a quality of things “out there” in the world than it is a function 

of outcomes of human communities communicating in “webs of beliefs and desires, 

of sentential attitudes—webs which continually reweave themselves so as to accom-

modate new sentential attitudes” (Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth 93). In a 

word, these communities debate and discuss topics, compare vocabularies, adapt to 

new beliefs and propositions, and sum up all of this experience in order to achieve 

consensus and views on what have become protean truthful constructs—

metamorphosing as if in the ways another mythic/historical epic describes: 

 

First of all he became a lion with a mighty beard, 

And then a serpent, and a panther, and a great boar. 

Then he became watery water, and a lofty-leaved tree.197 

 

Habermas writes of the importance of the “cooperative process of interpretation in 

which participants relate simultaneously to something in the objective, the social, and 

the subjective worlds” (The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2, 120), while 

Rorty comments pithily that “‘there is only the dialogue,’ only us” (Objectivity, Rela-

tivism and Truth 32). The final aims of these community communicative processes, 

not surprisingly, are to appraise validity, achieve consensus, represent conditions, de-

termine solutions, establish dialog, disclose ideas, promote reform, justify positions—
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all constituting an environment of true materiality and actuality, and most assuredly a 

densely populated and richly variegated field that extends beyond “just the facts.” In 

sum, most truthful claims and truthfulness are, in these views, dialogic discursive 

constructs created out of competing vocabularies, descriptions, explanations and justi-

fications, unburdened by those traditional philosophical and/or metaphysical grounds 

of truth, such as exclusive “essence” or impartial “objectivity.” Rorty continues in this 

semantic/discursive vein that, “We have to drop the notion of correspondence for sen-

tences as well as for thoughts, and see sentences as connected with other sentences 

rather than with the world” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 372), and similarly 

that truth in human experience “cannot exist independently of the human mind” be-

cause “sentences cannot so exist, or be out there. The world is out there, but descrip-

tions of the world are not. Only descriptions of the world can be true or false. The 

world on its own—unaided by the describing activities of human beings—cannot” 

(Contingency, irony, and solidarity 5).198 In terms of history, I like how Rorty’s ideas 

connect to Peter Munz’s descriptions of how we are only able to compare historical 

narratives (“sentences with sentences”), that “there is nothing over and above that nar-

rative to compare it with” (204), and “any notion of ‘truth’ one can form must be re-

lated to such a comparison” (Munz 205). In a word, the language-mediated outcomes 

we are discussing here are by definition the “truth” in historical narrative.  

Habermas, along the same lines, writes that “the claim to rightness raised in 

regulative [or, performative] speech acts, which is analogous to the claim to truth, can 

be freed from assumptions concerning correspondence” (Justification and Application 

29). Rorty and Habermas have here vacated the idea of “essence” of given facts in a 

way that may resemble an arch-deconstructionist turn, but they do not leave the field 

vacant, with Habermas focusing on consensus and that “The only forum where such 
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issues [as the truth of factual statements], once raised, can be decided […] is public 

discourse in which arguments and counterarguments are competitively marshaled and 

critically evaluated” (Truth and Justification xiv), and of a communicative authentic-

ity wherein “language and reality inextricably permeate one another” (Truth and Jus-

tification 30). Similarly constructive and communal are Rorty’s notions of solidarity, 

conversation, a constructive hermeneutic circle, situational epistemology, a contextu-

ality constituting in sum the influence of “the various disciplinary matrices constitut-

ing the culture of the day” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 340). Rorty, in terms 

of the debate over “essence,” adds in a quote that we may apply directly to our ge-

neric study that “by proclaiming that we have no essence, it permits us to see the de-

scriptions of ourselves we find in one of (or in the unity of) the Naturwissenschaften 

[natural sciences] as on a par with the various alternative descriptions offered by po-

ets, [and] novelists” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 362). In a similar vein 

Habermas writes of the “establishment” (not the pre-existence) of valid truth claims:  

 

What is “real” can be expressed in true statements, where “true” can be ex-

plained in terms of the claim that an individual addresses to others when he 

makes a statement. With the assertoric meaning of his utterance, the speaker 

raises a criticizable claim to the validity of the asserted proposition; and since 

we have no direct access to uninterpreted conditions of validity, “validity” 

(Gültigkeit) must be understood epistemically as “validity (Geltung) that is es-

tablished for us.” (Justification and Application 52-53)  

 

I think we may view the above quote in light of our topics if we keep in mind that his-

torical novelists do claim to be writing about the “real,” with this textual realism ob-

taining its truth from the “claims” expressed in the writer’s “terms”—that is, their aes-
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thetic and compositional constituents and frameworks, and given relevance and appli-

cability to overall historical themes and content.199 Such stances can in turn be under-

stood as “validity,” that is, as given truth. In this way we may view historical novels 

as in a sense “assertoric,” with assertions couched in the constitution sketched here, 

with associated validity claims that—since we have “no direct access to uninterpreted 

conditions of validity” (no skyhook, no direct tap to an ideal, no metaphysical access 

to truth)—must be fed into a looping aesthetic/compositional environment, the proc-

ess of ideating and composing in which novelists function, as well as associated pub-

lishing, with the aim of informing and moving readers, who will in turn provide a 

wealth of evaluative response as this process is “established for us.” I may further ap-

ply Habermasian terminology to my claim that historical novelization functions in a 

similar epistemological and interpretive space as historiography by noting that, in his 

On the Pragmatics of Communication, Habermas referred to illocutionary acts (which 

I see historical novels in a strong sense as being composed of) as the “modal compo-

nent” (232) of communication—and here I ask the reader to link this to my discussion 

of the importance of modality in chapter 4. It is this modality that “determines the va-

lidity” of given communication, and is also the veritable “locus of rationality” in 

communicative action (both Habermas On the Pragmatics of Communication 232). 

“Thus,” Habermas writes (and this is similar to the quote above), “room is made for 

the introduction of further validity claims that are not directed toward conditions of 

truth […] not geared toward the relation between language and the objective world” 

(On the Pragmatics of Communication 232).  

We find that in these terms our discussion sometimes refers back to our ex-

amination of the subjective, objective and intersubjective in chapter 3, with John 

Dewey, positing a “full transactional form” between subject and object that “system-
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atically proceeds upon the ground that knowing is co-operative and as such is integral 

with communication” (Knowing and the Known 126, vi). Such transaction is able to 

“secure that wider conveyance of information which is required” (Dewey, Knowing 

and the Known 126)—“information” that we may interpret as being true, and which 

leads us to a pragmatic view on truth that rejects metaphysical conceptions of core 

essence outside of human experience and interpretation, such that, and in an or-

ganic/becoming turn, “Our attention is focused on lines of development and growth, 

not on the so-called ‘nature’ of the subject-matter of inquiry” (Dewey, Knowing and 

the Known 166). J.H. Hexter similarly wrote that the historian “will never have frozen 

himself into an eternal commitment on the […] ‘true’ nature of representation,” and in 

another organic image, likened the telling of history more to “irregular mountainous 

terrain [rather] than […] a smooth planar surface” (The History Primer 266, 285).  

I have referred to a continuum of truth, with allowances extending beyond the 

material and empirical toward greater, abstract, ideational truth claims and ideals (I 

will examine this idea in greater detail in chapter 6). We may find that when we reach 

beyond the leading edge of this vanguard, we will find a more diaphanous data that is 

“perhaps admittedly neither true nor false, but only the most convenient form of er-

ror” (American historian Carl L. Becker qtd. in Novick 563). I think Frank Ankersmit 

adds to this epistemological and even ontological understanding when he focuses on 

the “far end” of this truth continuum (that which is artful, narrated, portrayed, all act-

ing as “supplements” to actual history; and again I will outline this idea in detail in 

the following chapter) and indicates that, first, “The Bild [work of art] really interacts 

with what it represents [in our study, history], hence with reality itself [again, history], 

and this can happen only when the Bild and what it represents are ontologically each 

other’s equals” (Sublime Historical Experience 205). In this bifocal view, Rorty 
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writes of one historical narrative which is “the actual historical one,” complemented 

by “a quite imaginary one, consisting perhaps of a dozen heroes and heroines selected 

from history or fiction or both” (Objectivity, Relativism and Truth 21), with both aim-

ing at the yield of wirkungsgeschichtliche Bewusstsein (effective historical conscious-

ness). Based on this veritable identity, Ankersmit concludes that fictional works en-

large our comprehension, “complete[ing] that which is [historically] represented,” 

such that it “reaches its consummation” (Sublime Historical Experience 205). In this 

way, and bringing the argument back to our key terms, “we can say that the Bild, the 

representation, continues or expresses ‘the truth’ about what it represents, a truth, that 

is, that we can find only in the Bild or the representation and not in the represented 

itself” (Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 205).  

Rorty has called his approach a uniquely hermeneutic method, an open-ended 

and essentially imaginative/creative approach in which “the way things are said is 

more important than the possession of truths” (Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 

359; quotes in the following from this book, unless otherwise identified). This is a 

context in which human beings are viewed as “generators of new descriptions” (378), 

allowing for the possibility of “something new under the sun, of human life as poetic 

rather than merely contemplative,” (389), generating “free and leisured conversation 

[that] generates abnormal discourse as the sparks fly upward” (389). Indeed, Rorty’s 

reference to “abnormal discourse” is important, and he has divided discourse into 

“normal” and “abnormal,” with normal discourse equated to Kuhn’s “normal sci-

ence,” that which is familiar and commensurable with known data; and abnormal with 

revolutionary ideas, what is unfamiliar and as-yet-incommensurable. Putting my study 

in these terms, normal discourse is often that of the historian, with many seeking posi-

tivistic truth about history and essentially “puzzling” around the edges of known his-
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torical narratives (I borrow the term of course from Kuhn). Historical novelists, prac-

ticing an open hermeneutics, indulge in abnormal discourse, something of a “free and 

leisured conversation” that allows “the sparks [to] fly upward.” This discourse can 

“take us out of our old selves by the power of its strangeness, to aid us in becoming 

new beings” (360). In these respects, I think we see historians and novelists as two 

sides of the same coin, if at times exchanging roles from a “mirroring” of history on 

the one hand, and the construction of “abnormal,” “unfamiliar” and “poetic texts and 

“strangeness” on the other. Rorty writes of these two roles that those working within 

normal discourses act in a “propaedeutic” (preparatory) role, while—veering from 

strict “truth” and into a more subjective analysis that maps onto lived experience—

those constructing abnormal discourses help us “find new and more interesting ways 

of expressing ourselves, and thus coping with the world” (359). In the end, we might 

find that fictionalists as often as not reference correspondent historical truths in their 

narratives, while historians cohere abstract truths into something approaching make-

believe worlds in theirs. The two discourses “do not compete, but rather help each 

other out” (346), and in the end, both historiography and historical fiction are simply 

“stories which can be used to complement or buttress other stories” (Rorty Objectiv-

ity, Relativism and Truth 90). To conclude, Rorty tells us that all historical discourse 

and interpretation has as a main point making “guesses about the point of the whole 

situation” (319), such that we “shall not see a difference in kind between ‘necessary’ 

and ‘contingent’ truths” (157)—and this point introduces an important new idea, to 

which I turn, in the work of Niall Ferguson. 
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2, Nial l  Ferguson 

 

Rorty’s “guesses” about historical possibility direct us toward the work of 

Niall Ferguson (Laurence A. Tisch Professor of History, Harvard University, Fellow, 

Jesus College, Oxford). Ferguson has constructed a theory of constructed virtual his-

tories, counterfactual and alternative histories, which comprises the thoroughgoing 

contingency in history that we have considered, and truly questions just what can 

count as validly “true” in historical writing. Ferguson explains that counterfactual-

ity/contingency (and I would add modality, indeterminacy, subjunctivity, etc.) is om-

nipresent in life and history, and thus must be considered within the confines of our 

old friend, wie es eigentlich gewesen. Counterfactual histories are, in a word, “a vital 

part of the way in which we learn” (2) and “[b]ecause decisions about the future are—

usually—based on weighing up the potential consequences of alternative courses of 

action, it makes sense to compare the actual outcomes of what we did in the past with 

the conceivable outcomes of what we might have done” (2). F.A. Olafson recognized 

the importance of this approach to historical showing and telling, writing that the por-

trayal of “alternative possibilities of action” was superior to “a condition of absolute 

and tensionless coincidence” (The Dialectic of Action 250), and that historiography 

“might be said to be as much concerned with what did not happen as with what did” 

(The Dialectic of Action 250) If this sounds incredible to the reader, no less than 

David McCullough has said that “The challenge is to get the reader beyond thinking 

that things had to be the way they turned out and to see the range of possibilities of 

how it could have been otherwise” (qtd. in Cohen 7). Even a bit more liberally, Nel-

son Goodman considered alternative tellings based on “new encounters and new pro-

posals,” affording a “a new way of seeing, of organizing experience,” and wrote that 
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“Rightness of design differs from rightness of representation or description not so 

much in nature or standards as in the type of symbolization and mode of reference 

involved” (all 137).  

The key to making such counterfactual histories credible is that possible histo-

ries must be based substantially on empirical facts and data that were available to his-

torical actors of a given time and would have been considered by them plausi-

ble/probable, and thus could conceivably have been employed in their own views and 

decisions about what would become history. As Ferguson puts it, in order to under-

stand “how it actually was, we […] need to understand how it actually wasn’t (87, 

emphasis in original), such that the “counterfactual scenarios we therefore need to 

construct are not mere fantasy; they are simulations based on calculations about the 

relative probability of plausible outcomes in a chaotic [read: contingent] world” (85). 

In fact (as McCullough and others have noted), the actual business of historical writ-

ers is to construct counterfactual histories, for a given “uncertainty principle” in his-

torical writing means that “any observation of historical evidence inevitably distorts 

its significance by the very fact of its selection through the prism of hindsight” (both 

Ferguson, 74). Thus, the most historians can do is “to make tentative statements about 

causation with reference to plausible counterfactuals, constructed on the basis of 

judgements [sic] about probability” (Ferguson, 89). We see here that when Ferguson 

entitled his book Virtual History, he hit the nail on the head, for it appears that all his-

tory is virtual history (both “what actually happened” and “what didn’t actually hap-

pen”)—which is a claim apparent enough on its face, and which I think few historical 

analysts would contest—simply the “absent past” all over again, as it were. In our ar-

gument, to be sure, fictionalized history can be viewed in Ferguson’s terms, constitut-

ing in fact the ultimate virtual histories. And to be sure such histories are based on 
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fact and data available to historical actors of a given time, which would have been 

considered plausible/probable, and comprising situations, decisions and “conceivable 

outcomes” of what might have been (modality again; but recall also how Peter 

Munz’s “second record” is a store of skills and knowledge employed by historical 

writers to balance and rectify the mistaken beliefs of historical figures). Yes indeed, 

All Quiet on the Western Front, In Cold Blood, The Confessions of Nat Turner, or The 

Killer Angels all give views onto a “range of historical possibilities” and “how it ac-

tually wasn’t”—all without diminishing, and of course in my argument by actually 

enhancing, our apprehension of history. I have examined the aesthetic tools of the 

trade available to fictionalists in this pursuit in chapter 4, which substantiated the de-

tails of exactly how these processes, functions and outcomes are effected.200 

  

3 . Marie-Laure Ryan 

 

I turn now to an analyst important in my study, Marie-Laure Ryan, whose 

analysis, “Truth Without Scare Quotes: Post Sokalian Genre Theory” is a brilliant 

work that will provide us with exciting and applicable ideas (all quotes in this section 

from this work, unless otherwise indicated). We might first go back to square one, and 

ask: What is this thing called truth? As we have noted it is not to hard to identify in 

terms of apple pie aroma and mosquito bites, but also as we have noted, with a second 

glance the conception takes on complexity. Some pretty clever liars have made things 

a lot more difficult to penetrate over the years, and plenty of ideas and theories that 

appear to be awfully credible also muddy the waters (uncertainty principles and the 

like). In a word, I suspect that to overlook manifold ramifications and a greater total-
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ity of what truth is and can be can lead one into what could be dangerous epistemo-

logical traps and careless blind alleys. 

Ryan seeks to “diversify the concepts of truth” (821; quotes following from 

Ryan, unless otherwise identified) into a veritable “taxonomy of genres” (813), for the 

straightforward reason that “the members of a culture apply different standards to dif-

ferent types of texts” (813), which require “different conceptions of truth and valid-

ity” (813). As far as her different takes on truth, Ryan acknowledges that “not all of 

them [are] approved by philosophers and logicians” (813), but ultimately her para-

digms “do not so much change the truth value of fixed statements as they allow new 

statements to be made, tested and accepted” (817). Ryan does exactly this by “as-

crib[ing] truth, or acceptability conditions to various types of discourse” (821). I ven-

ture that this is precisely what I have endeavored to do in my examinations of histori-

ography and historical novels. The truth values in both genres constitute a “pluralism” 

(823), which can “bundle[] together” (816) meaning in variegated ways. We are to 

sort through and categorize the denotations and connotations in our varied discourses, 

assign them in Ryan’s classes, and set about testing the truth values conveyed and/or 

portrayed, and see our way clear to “the validity of other concepts of truth within 

other domains” (827). By way of Ryan’s theory, we may find that “The substantive 

scope of historical apprehension […] transcends conventional history, encompassing 

a broader perspective, a wider range of sources, and more inclusive notion of ‘truth’” 

(Lowenthal 211). Let’s take a look at Ryan’s classifications before we continue with 

our analysis: 

 

• Correspondence: Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, History, Traditional 

Journalism 

• Coherence: Mathematics and Logic 
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• Analytical: Dictionaries 

• Speaker’s belief (intuitive): Mystical writings 

• Declarative by way of consensus: Laws, Game rules 

• Declarative by way of invitation to make-believe: Fiction  

• Declarative by way of revelation: Myth 

• Hybrid, instable, or undecidable: Philosophy, Literary Criticism, “The-

ory,” “Texts” (as an untyped form of literature)201 

• Figural: A type of truth achieved in addition to one of the above, argua-

bly by literature and for some communities by myth. (821-822) 

 

I like Ryan’s conception—the allotments remind me of J.H. Hexter’s envisioning of 

processes of narrating history that traverse more than a single avenue toward actual-

ity, those which “implicitly conceive[] of truth not as a packet of equal atoms, but as a 

structure or an organized set of structures, lesser and greater, better and worse” (The 

History Primer 278). Such structures may allow historical writers to fashion “the most 

credible story or account that [they are] capable of offering concerning the matter 

about which explanation is sought” (Hexter, The History Primer 267), and not arrival 

at a presupposed “ultimate or final explanation” (Hexter, The History Primer 267). 

We find here fascinating possibilities for our interpretation of truth in historical writ-

ings, and may be seeing the conditions for a Goodman-esque “worldmaking” that 

may, as Rorty has written, yield a “potential infinity of vocabularies in which the 

world can be described” (Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 367).  

But let me say that I do not agree completely with Ryan’s model. The reader 

can see that Ryan has placed “History” in the “Correspondence” field, and so it ap-

pears that she is something of a materialist in this respect (admittedly, however, Ryan 

opened a window onto a wider apprehension of both science and history when she 
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informed us that varied interpretations and generalizations would be allowable, and 

these “discourse types” [823] could “consist not only of descriptions that make direct 

claims about the world the world (data), but also of statements that interpret or gener-

alize these claims” [823]). And look there above—Journalism is also found in the 

Correspondence group, which reminds us of Don DeLillo’s comment that journalism 

is the “first draft of history.” Perhaps there is some overlap going on here, with traces 

of correspondence, but also creative license, the artist’s “cohering” together of data in 

ways that create new views onto truth. History itself was never quite fully correspon-

dent, with the reality it is supposed to correspond to long since absent and unap-

proachable, un-experiencable, except in memory and ultimately composed into exis-

tence. And then there is historical fiction, and we wonder what will happen to this 

genre in Ryan’s taxonomy—will it simply be relegated to her “Make-believe” 

constructions as we see in the above? This we do not condone, we have seen too 

many truths in historical fictions that most certainly are not simply “made believe.” 

But note also that Ryan’s correspondence is not necessarily a simple correspondence 

for, in a Rortyan/Habermasian turn, it “does not claim that texts can accurately reflect 

reality, but only that correspondence forms the publicly acknowledged goal and 

criterion of validity of the genre in question” (822). Well, so much for the tried-and-

true, one-to-one definition of correspondent truth…. And indeed, Ryan extends this 

consensual understanding across all of her categories, writing that “I consider the 

culturally approved patterns of behavior associated with different types of text as 

constitutive of these categories and as an integral part of our generic competence”—

that sounds better, and I think accords with my aesthetics ethic (822).  

We must return to Ryan’s classifications in terms of our own genres. I will say 

up front that I see composed histories as transacting across Ryan’s divisions, and that 
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historiography and fiction will not rest so cozily in one or another of these classifica-

tions (indeed, we imagine that Ryan’s classes could be substantially altered, devel-

oped, changed, bolstered and extended—but I will not go into such a renovation of 

her model). I could probably begin by turning Ryan’s conceptions around to claim 

that, as we have seen, fictionalists as often as not create correspondent truth in their 

narratives, while historians declare their truths by way of something very like make-

believe (probably I should say by way of conjecture, supposition or “best likeli-

hood”). Ultimately of course we generally accept that both groups of writers do both 

things in their efforts to create the most complete depictions of the past. This is a 

point made by Ankersmit when he wrote that historical facts are incorporated into 

narrative substance “in order to create a point a view from which we are invited to 

see reality” (Narrative Logic 139). In any event, I do not decisively disjoin the truth 

values of the two disciplines, and instead will try to show how the employ-

ment/emplotment of truth values in history and fiction overlap in their “figurations” 

and “figuring forth” of history. Along these lines, and broadening my explication of 

Ryan’s work, why could we not see history as transacting across almost all of Ryan’s 

taxonomic divisions, with historical apprehension and narrative, fictional and non-

fictional, buzzing around among the Correspondent (it's clear enough how they do 

this, in the classical senses); the Coherent (though Ryan limits her application here to 

mathematics and logic, it seems to me that we have long understood narrative as an 

effort toward cohering aesthetic elements across semantic and syntactic lines); the 

Analytical (again Ryan’s analysis seems limited, and any good historical writing is 

very much analytical in vital ratiocinative, inductive, deductive, forensic and proba-

tive ways); Ryan’s “Speaker’s Belief (intuitive) Mystical writings” possibly applies 

less concretely, although we might say that histories can be interpreted this way, per-
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haps by way of myth (as a form of “mystical writings”), as well as through the beliefs 

of the historical writer him or herself (as “speaker”), conveyed in or between the lines 

of his or her narratives (such is reminiscent of Hexter’s “second record”), and also the 

cognizant beliefs of the readers of historical works, seen as interlocutors “reading in” 

their personal beliefs in Reader Response environments; the Consensual (seen in our 

pragmatic analyses, the contours and conditions as well inhering in my aesthetics 

ethic, and in all historical writing and reception); the Make-Believe/Fictional (do we 

need to continue this line?); the Revelatory (by way of myth and Greater Truths); and 

finally, relatively frequently, the Hybrid, Unstable, or Undecidable (absent past, lack 

of essence, contingency, modality, subjunctivity, etc.), with history subject not only to 

literary and textual ideas about deconstruction and instability that have wreaked havoc 

in cultural studies for decades, but also to more pragmatic analyses of constructed 

truth, as well as that which is overlooked or manipulated in history by writers with 

axes to grind and/or ideologically-saturated views. Figural truth is left open-ended by 

Ryan, she noting simply that this is “a type of truth achieved in addition to one of the 

above, arguably by literature and for some communities by myth.” Literature and 

myth of course figure prominently in my analysis, and we may also see figural truth 

fitting given “figurations” in historical writing, such as in Ricoeur’s and White’s pre-

figuration, configuration, and refiguration. Note also that Ryan, as we have seen, steps 

up to a larger Literary Truth (which moves to a plane of higher significance than sim-

ple Fictional Truth), which is by definition figural, and which I referred to in relation 

to my Greater Truths, above. Recall that this sort of truth in literature (historical writ-

ing, fictional and non-fictional, both which are no doubt “literary” in profound ways) 

is, as noted, “transportable to the real world” (Ryan 825), and “reveals or discloses, 
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something of importance about what human life, or therefore reality as it is humanly 

experienced, is really like” (Colin Falck qtd. in Ryan 825).  

A few examples may illustrate the above points. Briefly considering James M. 

McPherson, I think I have shown in chapter 4 something of an Americanist mytholo-

gizing at work in his Battle Cry of Freedom, and you see the same sort of thing by 

way of his historical rhetoric—celebrations and elevations of historical events and 

personalities, imbued with something of the epic, the unforgettable, the grandiose, the 

legendary. To be sure, the depth and detail of dense, complex narrative sweeps with 

dashes of skilled fictional (or simply compositional) figuration are an ideal format for 

crafting such resplendent, revelatory tales. As noted above, Correspondent and Co-

herent truths essentially take place by definition in a narrative like McPherson’s, and 

Analytical is as well perfectly evident in a work like his. To what extent McPherson 

evinces personal “Speaker’s Belief” in his narrative may be debatable, but most ob-

servers would say that, again by definition, and as described above, such beliefs seep 

into the points of view in any historical narrative. The avenues to and importance of 

Consensual truth in history writing have been examined generally in this chapter, and 

specifically in terms of historical narrative in chapter 2, and to be sure McPherson’s 

work is ensconced in this environment. And finally (I have referred to all other of 

Ryan’s truth values in the above, if at times obliquely), we have seen brands of Hy-

brid, Unstable, or Undecidable truth in examples from McPherson’s work as well (in 

an example of this and also an analytical comment, recall that McPherson wrote how 

“In contrapuntal fashion, developments on the homefront responded to the rhythm of 

events on the battlefield” [427] and how “at numerous critical points during the war 

things might have gone altogether differently” [858]). All of the above approaches to 

conveying truth value were conscious decisions on McPherson’s part, and I doubt that 
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his textual/compositional choices and methodologies were somehow made only “for 

art’s sake” or even solely for the sake of the telling of materialist historical data.  

To turn to an even more detailed analysis, I will examine Part II of Ian McE-

wan’s Atonement, with its masterly, moving and skillful historical rendering of the 

experiences of English soldiers, and French soldiers and civilians during the World 

War II troop evacuation at Dunkirk. I believe that the truth evinced in this fictional 

history accords in many respects with my analysis of Ryan’s theory. In terms of 

“Speaker’s Belief,” I am supposing that the historical novelist (yes, McEwan and 

Atonement are not normally read this way, but I believe we can apply our standards to 

Part II of the novel) has particular leeway here, free to shape the narrative in ways that 

no doubt surpass what is available to the historian—we entrust this freedom to fiction 

writers, and in turn trust that they will evince and report history to us in accurate and 

credible ways. At another level, Correspondent Truth, the facts are plain, and McE-

wan’s descriptions of the details of the evacuation are accurately rendered. In addition 

to actual French locales and such prominent entities as the RAF and the German 

Luftwaffe, we find ourselves in the midst of Lee-Enfield bolt-action, repeating rifles; 

German Heinkel Flugzeugwerke bombers, and roaring Stuka dive bombers; Bren-gun 

carrier armored vehicles; three and ten-ton lorries, half-tracks and ambulances; 

Klaxon air raid sirens; dial sights and breechblocks (artillery aiming devices and 

mechanisms to close the breech on a weapon); and English Navy, Army and Air 

Force Institutes (NAAFI) depots. We also encounter troops from the Highland Light 

Infantry, the West Kents (Royal West Kent Regiment), the Buffs (Royal East Kent 

Regiment), Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) and Welsh Guards. With these facts 

and details providing background, we are taken into the war experience, with McE-

wan hammering his text home with forceful realistic/fictional descriptions (the grue-
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some war injuries and deaths are reminiscent of Remarque’s text), analysis of the re-

treat and its historical and cultural import, and the occasional hint at a contingent os-

cillation that will be given full frame in other passages (which I will examine below). 

I could cite any number of selections from the novel to illustrate these points, and fol-

lowing are only a few, which we may hardly dismiss as “just fiction.” Note that in 

some of the following I will leapfrog past the origins of the story (I will return to them 

below), and so I remind the reader of the main characters: Briony Tallis, her older sis-

ter Cecilia, and Robbie Turner. Cecilia and Robbie are two young lovers who despise 

the brassy young Briony for having betrayed Robbie in a childish act that sent him to 

jail for three years. All quotes going forward from Atonement.  

 

They drove on the back roads to avoid the chaos of refugees. They saw 

farmhouses burning, and then they came across a dozen or so dead English 

soldiers in the road. They had to get out and drag the men aside to avoid run-

ning over them. But a couple of the bodies were almost cut in half. It must 

have been a big machine-gun attack, perhaps from the air, perhaps an ambush. 

(186-187) 

 

They listened to the night sounds they had grown used to—the rumble of 

artillery, stray shots in the distance, a booming far-off explosion—probably 

sappers blowing a bridge in the retreat. (188) 

 

The broad spray of fire was advancing up the road at two hundred miles an 

hour. The rippling thuds of machine-gun fire in the plowed earth and the en-

gine roar flashed past them. (208, 223) 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

382                                    
 

The first boot was easy to find, but the second took him a while. At last he 

saw it lying in the grass near a black furry shape that seemed, as he ap-

proached, to be moving or pulsing. Suddenly a swarm of bluebottles rose into 

the air with an angry whining buzz, revealing the rotting corpse beneath. (231) 

 

The others, sensing his movement, turned round, and followed his gaze. It 

was a leg in a tree. A mature plane tree, only just in leaf. The leg was twenty 

feet up, wedged in the first forking of the trunk, bare, severed cleanly above 

the knee. From where they stood there was no sign of blood or torn flesh. It 

was a perfect leg, pale, smooth, small enough to be a child’s. The way it was 

angled in the fork, it seemed to be on display, for their benefit or enlighten-

ment: this is a leg. He did not know how he survived the daily stupidity of it. 

The stupidity and claustrophobia. The hand squeezing on his throat. Being 

here […] with an army in rout, where a child’s limb in a tree was something 

that ordinary men could ignore, where a whole country, a whole civilization 

was about to fall […]. (180, 190) 

 

In the midst of this unrelenting truthful reality, a Hybrid, Unstable, Undecidable, 

memory-inflected alternate reality impinges. Robbie Turner finds himself weighed in 

the balance of a maliciously defective scale measuring his experience, past and pre-

sent: “In one pan of the scales, his wound, thirst, the blister, tiredness, the heat, the 

aching in his feet and legs, the Stukas, the distance, the Channel” (213). In the other 

pan, lines from the last letter Robbie received from Cecilia Tallis (in fact a fictional 

creation within this fiction, by Briony) poignantly flutter: “I’ll wait for you. Come 

back” (213). Such memories “lay on the far side of a great divide in time, as signifi-

cant as B.C. and A.D.” (213),202 and Robbie finds that in this temporal haze, “In an-

other time this was what would have been called a glorious day. […] He was the only 
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man on earth and his purpose was clear” (206). Put this way into a “mind of child-

hood fevers, their wild and frightening logic,” Robbie finds that in his consciousness 

“Periodically something slipped. Some everyday principle of continuity, the humdrum 

element that told him where he was in his own story, faded from his use, abandoning 

him to a waking dream in which there were thoughts, but no sense of who was having 

them. No responsibility, no memory of the hours before, no idea of what he was 

about, where he was going, what his plan was. And no curiosity about these matters” 

(232). In this ambiguous reality, he finds “himself in the grip of illogical certainties” 

(232). And finally, Robbie, dreaming on the night before he hopes to be evacuated, 

finds himself retracing the footsteps of his recent life, as he searches for answers to all 

the betrayal and destruction that have besieged him: 

 

So he would go back the way he had come, walk back through the reverses 

of all they had achieved, across the drained and dreary marshes, past the fierce 

sergeant on the bridge, through the bombed-up village, and along the ribbon 

road that lay across the miles of undulating farmland, watching for the track 

on the left on the edge of the village, opposite the shoe shop, and two miles 

on, go over the barbed-wire fence and through the woods and fields to an 

overnight stop at the brothers’ farm, and next day, in yellow morning light, on 

the swing of a compass needle, hurry through that glorious country of the little 

valleys and streams and warming bees, and take the rising footpath to the sad 

cottage by the railway. And the tree. Gather up from the mud the pieces of 

burned, striped cloth, the shreds of his pajamas, then bring him down, the poor 

pale boy, and make a decent burial. A nice-looking kid. Let the guilty bury the 

innocent, and let no one change the evidence. (247-248) 
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In all of the above, with reasonably accommodating apprehension, we are given views 

onto “different standards” of truth in the text, which can be “tested” in rigorous ways. 

This discourse is comprised of “statements that interpret or generalize [truth] 

claims”—which we see in the way the transacting truths yield more than what we ini-

tially discern on the surface—which may in turn be “evaluated [not only] in terms of 

their accuracy with respect to the facts, [but also] on the basis of their coherence with 

respect to the data”—with indeed the many varied truth elements (some simply corre-

spondent and “accurate,” others a good bit more flexible and phylogenetic) “coher-

ing” in many different and revealing ways (Ryan 813, 817, 823, 823).  

An another high truth level—the mythical, the revelatory, the figural—I think 

we see a glorious example in this work. Here the reader may be expecting me to draw 

up an example from classical mythology to map onto McEwan’s own account, which 

would no doubt effectively reveal the author’s intent and evince a skilled retelling of 

ancient tales in modern lights. This would be nice, but it is not my aim. I glanced at a 

few myths of love and betrayal that I am familiar with, but did not find any clear ho-

mology to match up with McEwan’s story. But this did not discourage me, for the 

mythological story lines that come through in the story of Robbie Turner, and Cecilia 

and Briony Tallis, I feel, can stand on their own, and may, perhaps, take a place along 

side other, greater myths. I may be doing a bit of mythmaking of my own here, but let 

me present my views. Here is our tale:  

Briony (“climbing plant”) Tallis, a brassy, talented girl living in a dilapidated 

estate of former grandeur writes dramas and plans novels at the precocious age of 13. 

Her family sees in her the possible blossoming of genius, though her intellect is 

emerging in a headstrong, willful, manipulative and often immature youth. Some 

years before, at the tender age of 10 Briony had professed her love to Robbie (“bright 
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fame”) Turner, a hard-working neighboring boy a few years older than she, who him-

self was feeling the first hints of passion for Briony’s older sister Cecilia (“blind 

one”). Robbie brushes aside Briony’s affection and attributes her girlish infatuation to 

“Lines, surely, from one of her books, one she had read lately, or one she had written” 

(218). The rebuff, he will later feel, must have nourished her bitter anger, leading to 

her wicked betrayal of him three years later. At that time, Briony espied Robbie and 

Cecilia caught up in an innocent event in their back yard that led to Cecilia removing 

her dress and stepping into a pool of water to retrieve a broken vase. Robbie remained 

politely at the side, but Briony seethes with resentment, uncertainty and a vague, girl-

ish sexuality about what has happened. Later in the evening, Cecilia and Robbie pro-

fess their love for one another at a dinner party at the Tallis estate, which Briony also 

witnesses. Later yet in the evening, during a confusing affair after the dinner party, as 

the guests are scattered about, Briony sees her cousin being sexually abused by a man 

in the yard. Though she is unable to identify the attacker, she accuses Robbie. She 

fabricates a tale—long her specialty—and sticks by it as Robbie is taken away, and 

later put into prison for the attack. Her sister and Robbie are bitterly resentful, and he 

only gains his freedom in order to be a soldier for England in France in WWII. He is 

swept up in combat, wounded in the evacuation to Dunkirk, and dies on the French 

beaches. Meanwhile, Cecilia is killed by a German bomb in London. Briony is filled 

with painful guilt for her crime, which had forever separated Robbie and Cecilia, and 

ruined his personal and professional dreams. She sets out to atone in the only way she 

can—by constructing a narrative of Cecilia’s, Robbie’s and her life that has a happy 

ending, with Cecilia and Robbie marrying, flourishing, and Briony, sternly rejected by 

the couple, left justly suffering for her culpability. She as narrator seeks atonement 

“with her absolute power of deciding outcomes” and her role as a “God” (350)—but 
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this is all a fabrication, a “pointillist approach to verisimilitude” (339), and, says 

Briony, “a convenient distortion, and the least of my offenses against veracity” (336). 

Her final hope is that her act has not been “weakness or evasion,” but a “final act of 

kindness, a stand against oblivion and despair” (351). She had given the two lost lov-

ers “happiness”—while not being “so self-serving to let them forgive me” (351). “It's 

not impossible” muses Briony at the close of her tale—though the reader I think 

knows that her effort at atonement is just that.  

Dear reader, do we have a myth on our hands? I warrant that we have some-

thing very like that. And though admittedly this Myth of Love, Betrayal, Guilt and 

Atonement, extends beyond the bounds of historical telling, proper, it may all be read 

back, and read up, into a greater historical understanding and credible and realistic 

encounter. Yes, the above examples may sometimes seem more “fictional” than many 

of the other examples I have examined in this study—but we know that too rigid a 

distinction in these lights is at best dubious, sometimes something of a narrative dead 

end, and may at heart itself be somewhat fanciful. In sum, it seems to me that this fic-

tional work has passed the essential tests of truthfulness, and we may usefully and 

credibly include it within the purview of acceptable historical representation. But in 

fact what I am saying here suggests much more—and I will leave it here, not fully 

explained, and take up this idea in a new guise at the end of this section. And so here I 

leave off my analysis—hoping that it is not incomplete, or if it is, that readers, exer-

cising their rights and responsibilities as readers of what is and what becomes history, 

will “fill in the blanks” with a few touches of rouge here, a few pencil strokes there…. 

To return to where we began, in sum Ryan’s is a pliant allowance for truth, 

one that opens truth values onto varieties of extended apprehension, which I intuit fits 

better with the reality of lived experience and human communicative practices than 
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any positivism, empiricism, and the like—though I think we intuitively feel that these 

classes of “true truth” that we attach to data and perception, the dependable authentic-

ity and legitimacy we always depend on, are still present, and it has not been theo-

rized out of existence. Ryan’s theory allows us to see and understand how there is in-

deed a continuum of truth values which accord with a variety of different concerns, 

conditions, experiences and practices, contiguously residing in a new landscape, shar-

ing in what may reasonably be understood as the same “kinds” of truth, if illuminated 

in different lights and apprehensions. In Ryan’s taxonomy we see related, interacting 

species of truth roaming the veldts, forests and mountains of discourse (perhaps roam-

ing in an environment like Hexter’s rugged historical topography, noted above). We 

may re-draw Ryan’s image of a taxonomy as that of a veritable nervous system, 

which courses up from the most elemental, and then diffuses into varieties of human 

conscious experience and apprehension. With this said, I hope that I have shown, with 

thanks to Professor Marie-Laure Ryan (who gave me valuable assistance during the 

composition of this work, by way of an e-mail conversation between Taiwan and 

Colorado), how historical truth may be a uniquely supple, adaptable and applicable 

commodity. And with this I will move to my next points.  

 

4. Nelson Goodman 

 

Another theorist who will aid us I have referred to elsewhere in this work: 

Nelson Goodman and his influential Ways of Worldmaking (all quotes in this section 

not otherwise identified from this work). My look at Goodman is essentially a sketch, 

not a sustained analysis, and I ask readers to simply consider Goodman’s theory as a 

supplement to all we have considered so far. But first let’s ask again: What sorts of 
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truth are found in historical writing? We are inclined to say, the true truth; the his-

torical events that were experienced and witnessed, the things that historical person-

ages said, thought and did, which we know are actual and true. Those that deny this 

view are usually crackpots (that is, postmodernists), and to be sure I myself would not 

evade beliefs like these. Naturally, there is something of a continuum, with some his-

torical writings staying for the most part on the surface, conveying positivist findings 

that have their own brand of comfortable fit, and others veering outside these bounds, 

whether through a greater dependence on the use of fictional materials to convey their 

historical truths, or with the allowance of yet more fantastic/creative license—though 

generally stopping short of the likes of Thomas Pynchon, as I have argued.203 We 

warrant that beneath and between the lines of all of these works, few any longer doubt 

that the ways writers gather and then assemble and then communicate historical truths 

can be subject to a good bit of variety, fictionalization, instability and, (drum roll 

please) contingency. Those who are hostile to this view tend themselves to be a bit 

cracked, a bit too tightly wound, a bit too ensconced in their empirical world, walling 

themselves off with their own brand of denial. I walk a middle course (more or less), 

and simply keep my eyes open for best ideas, with a bit of good old-fashioned inclu-

sive, liberal, open-minded understanding, and the occasional free-form allowance in 

these epistemological and ontological demesnes.  

For Goodman, perhaps not unlike Ryan, there are many worlds—“versions” 

described, depicted, exemplified, expressed or perceived—and truth in these worlds, 

in the pragmatic sense, opens onto new areas of understanding and apprehension that 

are of “independent interest and importance, without any requirement or presumption 

of reducibility to a single base” (4). We who accept these multiple world-versions as 

valid or authentic become pluralists of a sort, but our acceptance “implies no relaxa-
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tion of rigor” and is instead “a recognition that standards different from yet no less 

exacting than those applied in science are appropriate for appraising what is conveyed 

in perceptual or pictorial or literary versions” (5). We see that Goodman focuses a 

good deal of his analysis on artistic/aesthetic world-versions, including fiction, and 

their associated truth values. He continues that “the merely possible—so far as admis-

sible at all—lies within the actual, so we might say here again, in a different context, 

that the so-called possible worlds of fiction lie within actual worlds” (104). Human 

beings’ assignment of superior credibility and validity of given “real” [non-fictional] 

facts as opposed to “apparent” [fictional] ones “are insidiously prejudicial labels for 

facts of different kinds” (89). Goodman recognizes that “Insofar as a version is verbal 

and consists of statements, truth may be relevant” (17), and this gives credence to our 

generally-accepted expectations of conveyed “truth”—but the analysis must not stop 

here. For ultimately, different varieties of truth “cannot be defined or tested by 

agreement with ‘the world’; for not only do truths differ for different worlds but the 

nature of agreement between a version and a world apart from it is notoriously nebu-

lous” (17). In our apprehension and interpretation of what is true, a contingent “para-

dox” enters, and ultimately “judicious vacillation” is called for in theoretical and/or 

pragmatic epistemological decisions to be made “as befits the context” (Goodman Of 

Mind and other Matters 32, 32, 33). Such a method, as we have seen with Niall 

Ferguson, is ideal for judging historical truths encountered in narrative. Further, and 

again in terms of Marie-Laure Ryan, we see a light onto optional classes of truth and 

the ostensibly represented, in that “the staunchest belief may in time admit alterna-

tives” (18). In all of this perception (in terms of the fictional world-versions we di-

gest), “such works induce reorganization of our accustomed world in accordance with 

these features, thus dividing and combining erstwhile relevant kinds, adding and sub-
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tracting, effecting new discriminations and integrations, reordering priorities” (105). 

Echoing my own thoughts in chapter 4, Goodman writes that “worlds are made not 

only by what is said literally but also by what is said metaphorically, and not only by 

what is said either literally or metaphorically but also by what is exemplified and ex-

pressed—by what is shown as well as by what is said” (18). All of these actions are 

legitimate “species of reference” (32), and such versions of true fact arrive at “know-

ing”—by way, I might add for complete understanding, of “decree,” “discovery,” 

“design,” and “discernment”—which “amounts, as when I place a piece in a jigsaw 

puzzle, not to arrival at a proposition for declaration or defense, but to finding a fit” 

(21 and passim). Yet further, this phenomenology, praxis and ultimate epistemology, 

“aims at something other than true” (21), and yields an “increase in acuity or insight 

or in range of comprehension [arrived at] not by formation or fixation or belief but by 

the advancement of understanding” (21-22). In the final step toward determination of 

whether this all “fits” within sound experience and comprehension, “facts vanish in 

favor of certain relationships among versions” (93), contributing to “the cogency and 

compactness and comprehensiveness, the informativeness and organizing power of 

the whole system” (19). Goodman concedes that in such apprehension of truth we 

may encounter an “absence of any definitive and informative characterization” (122), 

but after we have applied “various tests that we check against each other and against a 

rough and partial antecedent classification of statements as true and false” (122), we 

can arrive at “the best account of what truth is,” which “may be an ‘operational’ one 

in terms of tests and procedures used in judging it” (122).  

All of the above has sounded a lot like Ryan (versions, pluralism, relation-

ships, operational definitions, judging, tests, rough and partial classification), as well 

as other analysts we have examined, including the pragmatists (without reduction to a 
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single base, judicious vacillation, operational truth); Niall Ferguson (the merely pos-

sible); Hayden White (metaphorical exemplification and expression); Frank Anker-

smit (advancement of understanding); etc. All of this analysis, I warrant, can help to 

bridge the gap separating our varieties of historical writings, where—given the simul-

taneous differentiations and severances cleaving between the past and the present, and 

the linkages federating historiographic and novelistic narrative—the creation of trans-

active, complementary “versions” of history may be the order of the day. 

 

Pas t into  Present  

 

I TURN NOW TO THE CONCLUSIONS of this chapter’s analysis, beginning with 

a substantive look at important ways that apprehension of truth is rendered in histori-

cal writings in this section, and then turning to a few independent and somewhat 

speculative ideas in my final section.  

To begin, one important way that truth that is to be accepted and believed by 

readers is conveyed in historical writing is by something of a rhetorical approach, 

when efforts are made to link historical incident with current concerns, and with an 

eye toward future development in human communities. The best historical fiction is 

uniquely poised here in that it is historical, and makes a commitment to telling the 

past authentically (principally by way of accurate renderings based on source 

documentation); but it is also current, in that fiction “feels” here and now, and does 

not seem to be as wedded to the past (in a way almost antiquarian,) as historical non-

fiction must be (to quote Stanley E. Fish—“Are you with me?”). Hans Robert Jauss 

wrote of syntheses of generational significance and “historical implications” in human 

life, and that we must proceed with “the understanding [that] the first reader will be 

sustained and enriched in a chain of receptions from generation to generation; in this 
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way the historical significance of a work will be decided and its aesthetic value made 

evident” (Toward an Aesthetic of Reception 20). Frank Kermode examined how Jauss 

sought to “study reception ‘within the objectifiable system of expectations that arises 

from each work in the historical moment of its appearance’” (History and Value, 113, 

emphasis added). Flecked along this temporal continuum we espy traces of the past 

preserved in the present, affording “a present sign of an absent thing […] the present 

vestige of a passage that exists no longer” (Ricoeur, A Ricoeur Reader 345).  

If the above seems a bit high-flown, we will see that many historians, prag-

matic historical analysts and theorists working in narrative can show us much about 

the workings of this dialectical, temporal horizonality studded with significance, 

bridging experiences past and present and forecasting the future. We will find, in a 

word, that in the composed dialog between past, present and future experience, trans-

actions between varied historical representations, fictional and non-fictional, is 

brought to the fore. James. M. McPherson has written that “History is a continuing 

dialogue between the present and the past. Interpretations of the past are subject to 

change in response to new evidence, new questions asked of the evidence, new per-

spectives gained by the passage of time. There is no single, eternal, and immutable 

‘truth’ about past events and their meaning. (“Revisionist Historians” para. 2).204 Ann 

Rigney highlights these points nicely when she writes that we may be able to appre-

hend historical fiction “in terms of the sort of cultural work it does in the present, and 

not in terms of the degree to which it retrospectively fills in the gaps of history or fails 

to do so. This means re-anchoring this narrative in the present of its writing” (20). By 

way of an “anti-mimetic” approach in historical writing and the “radical artificiality 

of all forms of representation” (both Rigney 18), the “emphasis shifts instead to [his-

torical writing’s] functionality [and its performativity]: what the story does and allows 
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others to do” (Rigney 18). In sum, the “sensual and physical experience” conveyed in 

historical writing “clearly has a role to play in building an imaginative and empathic 

bridge between past actors and present readers” (Rigney 17). David Lowenthal saw 

things similarly in our historical universes, writing that “Our sense of history goes 

beyond knowledge to empathetic involvement” (212), and that “The past we know or 

experience is always contingent on our own views, our own perspective, above all our 

own present” (216). F.A. Olafson also commented that historical narratives focused 

on intentional reciprocity and an irreducible plurality embrace a wider temporal inclu-

siveness, and do “not necessarily break off where the interest of the agents in the train 

of events breaks off but may instead pursue [historical évènement] further for the pur-

pose of reaching some morally relevant consequence that lay outside the vision of the 

protagonist and, in its wider implications, quite possibly beyond what anyone at the 

time was able to appreciate and not just by virtue of their temporal position” (The 

Dialectic of Action 250). In addition to theoretical work like this, the passages we 

have reviewed steeped in temporality and linked incident written by Remarque, 

McPherson, Styron and Tuchman have also made conjoint historical experience and 

impact clear.  

Historian E.H. Carr saw in such an inclusive temporality and consequence that 

“It is at once the justification and the explanation of history that the past throws light 

on the future, and future throws light on the past” (117), while Benedetto Croce wrote 

in History as the Story of Liberty that “True historical education aims at developing 

the aptitude for understanding real situations by linking them with their genesis and 

connecting their relationships […] in order to achieve an orientation in the world in 

which one lives” (186). Probing into a widening web of interconnected experience, 

Karsten R. Stueber writes that “The significance of a particular historical event is de-
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termined not merely by what an agent intended to do but also by a complex causal 

web of far-reaching and unintended consequences of his or her action” (31). Deepen-

ing our temporal interpretations, Owen Flanagan reminds us of how snugly these 

ideas of lived/experienced and presented/represented narrative nest together and nour-

ish one another, and of the reality of human consciousness interacting with and within 

narrative worlds, when he writes how “thoughts, whether turned toward the external 

world or to the organism itself, are enriched with complex anticipatory models of the 

nature of what we are about to meet” (Consciousness Reconsidered 182). These mod-

els cultivate the essence of self- and historical consciousness, in that “each ‘me’ (the 

material, social, and spiritual ‘me’) has a past, a current form, and certain unfulfilled 

potentials. Reflective and even unreflective people bothered by a sense of dissonance, 

draw these analytically distinct ‘me’s’ into a coordinated play in the processes of liv-

ing, planning, self-comprehending, and self-improving” (Flanagan Consciousness Re-

considered 181). Flanagan goes on of a Husserlian, temporal/horizonal “fringe,” a 

“penumbra,” a “halo of relations” that is carried along in the stream of consciousness 

and “suffuses the present thought with the resonating feel of past thoughts, and it is 

the carrier of the network of memories already acquired and of expectations about the 

future” (Consciousness Reconsidered 163-164). In short, this temporality teems with 

temporal activity from past to present to future (and at times contains traces of Niall 

Ferguson’s theory of counterfactuality), and Daniel Dennett has written that the hu-

man mind “mines the present for clues, which it refines with the help of the materials 

it has saved from the past, turning them into anticipations of the future” (Kinds of 

Minds 57-58). John Dewey, finally, wrote that “What is retained from the past is em-

bedded within what is now perceived and so embedded that, by its compression there, 

it forces the mind to stretch forward to what is coming” (Art as Experience 182). 
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Dans la somme, we see a vast amalgam of temporality/historicality imbuing experi-

ence, compelling historical writers to open their minds to linkage of the lived, the liv-

ing, and the not yet lived, with Husserl writing that “All actual experience refers be-

yond itself to possible experiences, which themselves again point to new possible 

experiences, and so in infinitum […] to this shifting but ever-present horizon through 

which the world-thesis receives its essential meaning” (Ideas 149). 

To turn to some examples from historical writing, Richard Hofstadter linked 

historical criticisms of the Founding Fathers to the present (Hofstadter’s present, in 

the late 1940s and early 1950s), in the following passage from The American Political 

Tradition (which we first cited in chapter 2), when he wrote that “Modern humanistic 

thinkers who seek for a means by which society may transcend eternal conflict […] 

can expect no answer” in the philosophy of the Founding Fathers (16-17). Hofstadter 

also constructed text meant to be more than just a “historical record,” and considered 

in the following passage the present’s relationship to the past (comparing FDR and 

Wilson), the current situation (what is happening in the world, the midst of things), 

and their influence on the future (the postwar period, the American future, resurgent 

American liberalism). Hofstadter’s rhetorical/ideological thrusts aimed at contributing 

a voice to then-current public discussion: 

 

[Franklin Delano] Roosevelt’s reputation, however, will remain greater than 

Wilson’s, and in good part because the circumstances of his martyrdom were 

more auspicious. Wilson died only after his defeat was a matter of historical re-

cord; Roosevelt died in the midst of things, and it is still possible for those under 

his spell to believe that everything would have been different if only he had sur-

vived to set the world on the right path in the postwar period. Further, the very 

lack of confidence in the American future and of a positive program of ideas in-
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creases popular faith in the wonder-working powers of the great man. Roosevelt 

is bound to be the dominant figure in the mythology of any resurgent American 

liberalism. There are ample texts in his writings for men of good will to feed 

upon; but it would be fatal to rest content with his belief in personal benevolence, 

personal arrangements, the sufficiency of good intentions and month-to-month 

improvisation without trying to achieve a more inclusive and systematic concep-

tion of what is happening in the world. (352).  

 

It may be that fiction is best poised to effect the connections being posited here. As 

noted above, much historiography is veritably lodged in the past it seeks to convey, 

and the genre’s typical materialist/scientific ethic necessarily distances readers from 

the pasts being described. These writers at times seem like gemologists, cautiously 

handling their pieces in kid gloves, careful to not so much as breathe a whisper of 

condensation onto them. “Don’t touch!” some seem to be saying, such that in spite of 

their labors to accurately describe and even bring to life the data they examine, they 

exclude readers from closer contact with history. Fiction writers I think can get a good 

bit closer to historical personages and events (to be done with extreme care, no 

doubt).205 In Styron’s case, I think that The Confessions of Nat Turner can be inter-

preted not only as a window onto the past, but also as decidedly applicable to the pre-

sent and future in terms of its themes of injustice to black people in the United States 

and the value of their resistance (seen particularly in light of the era of the book’s 

publication in the 1960s, during the height of civil rights activism in the U.S.). With 

no less than “a dazzling shaft of light” The Confessions shed light both forward and 

backward, “show[ing] us our American past, our present—ourselves,” wrote Eliot 

Fremont-Smith in The New York Times (both “A Sword is Sharpened” para. 3). The 

novel “illuminat[ed] slavery as a central and inescapable fact of our history” and 
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evoked its “continuing heritage” in the United States (Fremont-Smith, “The Confes-

sions of Nat Turner-II” para. 2; “A Sword is Sharpened” para. 2, emphasis added). 

Styron called his work “a meditation on history,” implying in one respect that his aim 

was an almost antiquarian look at history for history’s sake—but recall also that for 

him the early 19th century United States was “simultaneously, a long time ago and 

only yesterday” (Styron [1] Author’s Note, no page number). In the same vein and of 

the same era, James M. McPherson wrote of the Civil War, “five generations have 

passed, and that war is still with us” (Battle Cry of Freedom viii). 

Norman Davies, in Heart of Europe: A Short History of Poland, also uses rhe-

torical and ideological thrusts to link history to current concerns. Davies spends much 

of chapter 1, “The Legacy of Humiliation,” launching a sustained attack on the cor-

ruption, brutality and immorality of both the Soviet occupation of Poland after World 

War II, and Stalinist/Leninist communism in general (in a complementary move, Da-

vies expresses support of Western liberalism and democracy). Davies’s language is 

brusque in his denunciation of communism, at one point likening the “crude coercive 

methods” (35) and “involuntary association” (29) forced on the “galley-slaves” (44) 

of Poland by its “Soviet masters” (33) to the “relationship between man and dog” 

(29). The hateful Soviet nomenklatura—that “descending hierarchy of petty despots” 

(41)—is no less than “web upon tangled web” (41) crowded with “spiders” who oper-

ate in a grim, shadowy world of “fear, […] conspiracies, of silence, mendacity, and 

flattery […] perpetuated by the absence of the rule of law” (40). Such lawlessness was 

no less than “the corner-stone of Leninism” (41). We could go on with Davies’s ha-

tred of the Soviet leaders and communism and its arbitrariness, xenophobia, paranoia, 

forced conformity, and ludicrous vainglory, as well as Poland’s heroic moral resis-

tance, topped by the SOLIDARITY movement, which Davies celebrates. If Davies’ 
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views seem obvious in today’s day and age, keep in mind that he wrote his book in 

the mid-1980s, when Poland was still very much under the thumb of Soviet domina-

tion, and Cold War ideology and conflict were in the air. Davies’ work is thus more 

than just a historical review, but is also a committed, active, current positioning and 

advocacy of moral/ideological coding, concerns, arbitration and judgments in histori-

cal narrative. This role, these conditions, with historical narratives taking their places 

in ongoing dialogs and discussions fermenting and circulating in intersubjective 

communities, shaping historical apprehension and applicability, is probably the high-

est acclaim and the most critical responsibility we can assign to all of the writings we 

have examined. All of this seems to suggest that we need varied versions of history— 

actual histories, virtual histories, fictional histories lining up and aligning with each 

other to challenge accepted views, augment our mindful (and even phenomenological) 

circumambience, and force us to consider varied antecedents and outcomes so that we 

can fully understand historical évènement. 

 

Fi ctional  Truth and Bel ie f:  A Personal  View 

 

I TURN NOW TO MY FINAL ANALYSIS, which is, as noted, a personal view, 

somewhat independent, suppositional and speculative. Although we have seen hints 

and certain applications of what I am about to outline relatively frequently in the vari-

ous theoretical writings we have examined, what I will claim in the following is 

largely my own construction and interpretation. We have examined a range of possi-

bilities in this analysis, and even seen a new, branching taxonomy of related truth val-

ues. Thus, our view onto truth is already opened wide, and the reader is pondering 

these variables and applying these approaches to the construction and apprehension of 
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historical truth in various ways. But in the following I prefer not to associate my ideas 

too closely with other cultural, philosophical and literary analysts and theorists—I 

don’t want to burden them in any way—and I will try to define —and forgive me if 

you may—another few conceptions of truth.206 I suspect that some people will be 

skeptical, and will not accept what I have to say in the following—if this is so, then so 

be it. Readers may dismiss the following if they wish, and I will simply stand by these 

ideas, and everything else I have written to this point. In sum the following analysis 

may not be a fully detailed philosophical analysis of truth and belief, but I think it is 

in its ways effective, and may have something to contribute. These ideas may in the 

end be considered supplementary to the other facets of my analysis, perhaps not my 

most important points to make, but in their turn filling in a few of the contours of 

truth and truthful discourse we have considered. These ideas have been on my mind 

for some time now, although it may be that even now I have not worked through them 

completely—indeed, that is essentially my aim, as I write these words in my flat in 

Taipei in December 2009. I should say that what follows was always an analysis of 

truth in fiction, generally, and was not originally aimed at historical narrative, particu-

larly. I’ll have to ask the reader for a bit of leeway in this respect, and to link back the 

ideas that I call “fictional truth and belief” to the historical writings we have been 

considering. In the same light, note that I will often overlap the terms “[historical] 

narrative” and “fiction” in the following, which I hope is acceptable to the reader. 

Though the following is something of a “sketch,” it will in fact run fairly long, as I try 

to be as complete as possible. In what follows, I will first introduce my ideas about 

truth and belief in relation to fiction and narrative, and then I will propose, specifi-

cally, three new kinds of truth, linked in a process (related in some ways to the prag-

matic theories I have examined). To leapfrog ahead, I call these truths actual, possi-
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ble, and assumed truth, and below is a brief description of their final procedural 

shape, to be filled in as we go along: 

 

Truth in fiction is a function of the process of the excavation, consumption 

and apprehension of fiction in reader response environments. It comprises 

three truth elements: actual, possible and assumed truth. These elements are 

granted truth by readers prior to and during consumption of fiction, appraised 

in terms of their truthfulness during consumption, and ultimately believed in, 

trusted and responded to as truth by readers during and after consumption.207 

 

With this introduction, let me sketch in some details and supporting arguments. In all 

literatures, and historical literatures particularly, we expect and depend on a measure 

of veracity, believability and fidelity in the way the genre reflects, describes or specu-

lates about experience. If we don’t have this “trust” in the literature we consume, then 

we are likely to either never approach it in the first place, or to dismiss it as incredi-

ble, unbelievable, and largely useless. To accomplish credibility, believability and 

usefulness, virtually any literature may be seen to be engaging in one or more of the 

approaches to truth that we have examined: by juxtaposing selections of Marie-Laure 

Ryan’s truth possibilities; conveying Greater Truths; exhibiting true fact, empirical 

data and unvarnished fidelity to real life; fashioning “versions” of truth and counter-

factual histories that are applicable in the real world; playing roles in the construction 

of consensual truth; and the like. All of these truths in literature, given that we accept 

them as truthful and authentic, we by definition trust. Such trust in the believability of 

any literature has as its source truth (trust and truth have the same origin in the Old 

English treowe—faithful). This important point bears repeating: Any approach toward 

apprehension of fiction is dependent on the believability, the trustworthiness, and by 
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connection the truthfulness, of that fiction. As noted, if we don’t believe something 

we will not likely give it credence, let alone our time. Because we believe in (the truth 

of) and trust the ideas, emotions and propositions (to say nothing of the characters, 

places and plots) in much of the historical narrative we read, we are able to respond to 

it in deeply authentic intellectual, psychological and emotional ways.  

To continue, when we are excited, moved or terrified by a work of narrative 

(fictional narrative, specifically), these emotions are genuine, they are heartfelt, we 

believe them because they are “true” to us, and do not spring from false sources or 

any “make believe” milieus. In these ways, literature is not “fooling all of the readers 

all of the time” by conveying patently false information that has somehow been 

broadly accepted as “in accord with fact or reality” and trustworthy “based on exami-

nation and evidence” (to cite from the definitions of “truth” and “belief” in my Mer-

riam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary).  

In terms of such fictional truth and belief, Michael Clark (emeritus professor, 

department of philosophy, University of Nottingham) has pointed out that in 

Dostoevsky’s masterwork, “when we pity Anna Karenina, we don’t just feel in a pity-

ing mood, we pity her” (52, emphasis in original). In the same ways, for readers of 

fictional narratives, as in real life, trees truthfully evoke trees, striped tabbies truth-

fully evoke striped tabbies, broken hearts truthfully evoke broken hearts, General 

Robert E. Lee truthfully evokes General Robert E. Lee, and Flanders truthfully evokes 

Flanders, and while we’re at—and not to shock the reader— “dead that lie unburied, 

bellies swollen up like balloons, hissing, belching, making movements, the gasses in 

them making noises” evokes as much (paraphrase Remarque 126). These evocations 

are, to refer to my above claim, granted truth by readers before, evaluated for truth 

during, and ultimately taken as truthful after consumption of fiction. This brief intro-
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duction necessitates a more detailed analysis of what I call “Fictional Belief.” Here 

we will leapfrog a bit past my ultimate focus on Fictional Truth, but all the analysis 

will come in its time.  

 

Fictional  Bel i ef 

 

BELIEF IS BY DEFINITION CLOSELY linked to truth, for belief is “trust and 

confidence placed in a person or thing,” and “conviction of the truth of a statement or 

the reality of some being or phenomenon, esp. when based on examination or evi-

dence.”208 This reference to “examination or evidence” suggests both Reader Re-

sponse environments, and pragmatic approaches to truth construction and apprehen-

sion. Note here again that I am not referring to “make-believe” or some kind of 

“quasi-belief,” but authentic belief, with all that that entails in apprehension and re-

sponse. Focusing on morality (but I think his thoughts can be extended into cognitive 

realms, as we are considering) Noël Carroll has written that “narratives, due to the 

kinds of things they are, awaken, stir up, and engage our […] powers of recognition 

and judgment” (141), and he adds that “in mobilizing what we already know and what 

we can already feel, the narrative artwork can become an occasion for us to deepen 

our understanding of what we know and we feel” (142). These sound like the stirrings 

of processes of belief to me, and Carroll goes on to write that these processes effected 

by narrative enable audiences to “put together previously disconnected belief frag-

ments in a new gestalt” (143). Similarly, Peter Lamarque (professor, department of 

philosophy, University of York) has written that literatures “can be judged morally 

serious, in terms of the themes they develop, the complexity of characterization, the 

psychological subtlety of motive and action, the coherence of any vision expressed” 
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(456). Lamarque also focuses on morality, but his simultaneous address of cognitive 

and aesthetic human concerns, I warrant, draw belief into his considerations. Humans 

in sum have something of a knack for appraising, understanding and believing what is 

true. The quote below, from Daniel Dennett’s “Intentional Systems,” will frame the 

above ideas and conceptions, and lead to the following discussion: 

 

For the concept of belief to find application, two conditions […] must be 

met: (1) In general, normally, more often than not, if x believes p, p is true. (2) 

In general, normally, more often than not, if x avows that p, he believes p 

[and, by (1), p is true]. Were these conditions not met, we would not have ra-

tional, communicating systems; we would not have believers or belief-

avowers. The norm for belief is evidential well-foundedness (assuring truth in 

the long run), and the norm for avowal of belief is accuracy (which includes 

sincerity). (207-208) 

 

Belief and truth are so closely intertwined, it is difficult to tell if one is a precondition 

of the other. Must there be truth before we can believe something, or does what we 

believe become in some measure true? The first condition seems plainly true, any pat-

ent denials or side-stepping aside. But also, the second appears to be valid. If I believe 

I am in danger, then, assuming I am of sound mind, I will act to protect myself—

whether the danger is true or not in some external sense, its true for me. I suppose the 

extent of this “truth” is more limited than a given commonly- or widely-held true be-

lief, and true only within my personal orbit. But true it is within that circumambience. 

My belief is enough to validate the truthfulness, for me, of the situation, and I will act 

in accordance with the true conditions that I believe, and certainly not with anything I 

believe to not be true at the time. Human beings tend to believe what is true (Dennett 
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showed this, just above). At a basic, cognitive level, for humans to perceive any in-

formation as credible or plausible, worthy of genuinely serious consideration and 

authentic response, they cannot for long view it as patently false. Were it so, we 

would in the end dismiss it as either useless or invalid (this is not always true, but I 

think we need not concern ourselves with the alternatives). By connection, if I know 

the danger is not true, then I will not believe that it is. There appears here to be a su-

pervenient relationship between truth and belief, but we may find the supervenience 

to be variable, for differing interpretations and diverse types of truth in fiction may 

condition outcomes. But I do not think this changes my essential point. 

These conceptions can be applied yet further to narrative. I must believe in 

(the truth of) the elements of (fictional) narrative I read in order to respond to them 

authentically, usefully, truthfully—and this is exactly what most people do while 

reading narratives. John Searle has written that something like the fictional truths I am 

discussing stem from commitment (belief, trust), in that “certain fictional genres are 

defined by the nonfictional commitments involved in the work” (“The Logical Status 

of Fictional Discourse” 72). David Davies, professor of philosophy, McGill Univer-

sity, writes that, “if we believe the author of […] a narrative to be informed about the 

subject, truthful, reliable, and speaking literally in a language we understand, then we 

generally infer the truth of whatever is explicitly stated by a [narrator]” (267). (We 

will consider things not “explicitly stated” in a text in our examination of Assumed 

Truth below). As noted, what we deem to be patently false or unbelievable in fiction, 

we are likely to dismiss, by either refusing to read it in the first place, or by ceasing to 

read it after starting. Of course, one of the unique qualities of fiction is that readers 

are willing to suspend disbelief, to grant trust (belief) to an uncertain brand of credi-
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bility applied to “unbelievable” fictional elements. My examination of Possible and 

Assumed Truth, below, may address this point. 

What I am after here is something I will call Fictional Belief. And in terms of 

such belief, we may ask ourselves why it is that readers’ responses to fictional truths, 

which they believe, differ from responses to actual truth in the real world, which they 

believe (these responses are sometimes of course identical, as any person who has an-

swered a letter written to Santa Claus would tell you…). This is to ask: Why don’t 

readers call the police when a fictional character is being attacked, run from the room 

when a fictional monster breaks down the door, send a card when they are experienc-

ing concern for a fictional character? As I have noted, this is when most analysts step 

in with notions of “quasi-belief,” “make-believe” and “possible worlds,” but I am not 

following these lines. I am suggesting that our responses and beliefs in terms of these 

fictional events is authentic—but still we are left with the above quandary.  

Fictional Belief is a category of belief coinciding with Fictional Truth (which I 

will go into in more detail below), which does not require an identical response as re-

sponses to other actual truth conditions in the real world. This is not intended to be 

evasive. We assert that the responses readers have to fictional truth are in categories 

of culturally agreed-upon acceptable responses to actual, true conditions in literature. 

The “culture” we refer to may be either a “macro-culture”—the sociopolitical culture 

at large in which a given reader functions—or a subculture of readers who have their 

own expectations about their understanding of and responses to the fiction they read 

(an interpretive community, the expectations and responses of which may well extend 

upward into and be common with the greater reading culture, with both engaged in a 

reciprocal conditioning of each other). In all of these respects truth in fiction and fic-

tional belief are highly normative concepts (just as actual truth is, in its ways and for 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

406                                    
 

its reasons). When a person does not respond appropriately when a woman is actually 

being attacked in the street, by not calling the police, that response has repercussions. 

When a reader does not respond appropriately to a woman being attacked in a fiction 

(and this could include either an inappropriate emotional reaction, such as a failure to 

have empathy; or as well if the reader actually did call the police, which no doubt 

would be considered inappropriate) there are also repercussions—the reader “has 

failed to exercise a properly responsible attitude toward the work” (David Davies, 

269), and may find him or herself subject to psychological or emotional turbulence, or 

be castigated by others in his or her interpretive community. Though different from 

responses to actual truth in the real world, these responses to fictional narrative will 

be dealt with in certain agreed-upon ways and are legitimate. They are true and 

authentic responses to the truth and authenticity portrayed in fiction, which is believed 

by readers. Fictional belief in fictional truth engenders both correct and incorrect re-

sponses, but to dismiss them all as “not valid,” “quasi-responses,” or “incoherent” is 

incorrect. As just noted, not all responses to fictional/narrative truth will engender ex-

ternal or public responses—responses may remain internal to reader psychologies 

(they may or may not pass judgment and take action after a given response to fictional 

narrative). But this too is no different from actual truth in life.  

 

Fi ctional  Truth 

 

IF THE ABOVE JUSTIFIES CERTAIN BELIEFS that fiction engenders, we still 

might ask: Just how can there be actual truth in fiction? On one count, at least, as we 

have examined in some detail, the answer is obvious, for in many a fiction we en-

counter accurate descriptions of real people, places and events (Shaara’s The Killer 

Angels, to say nothing of Capote’s In Cold Blood, do nothing if not this). Fiction in 
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this way provides accurate, truthful representations and descriptions and truths taken 

from the real world—showing us that Nazi concentration camps were murderous, de-

humanizing places, that three men in a life raft once survived for 76 days in the open 

ocean, that a family was murdered in cold blood in Kansas in November 1959, that 

the Virginia uplands were deforested, depopulated regions in the mid 19th century. 

Even skeptics would not argue against this type of truth in fiction—but we know that 

this conception will not satisfy everyone, for there is much more going on in fiction 

than simply the accurate descriptions we refer to here—no less than fictionalizing 

techniques proper, creative license and expression, intelligent narrative construction, 

and employment of the aesthetic constituents examined in chapter 4 of this work. And 

these, the skeptics would say, should be viewed for what they are: evincers of fiction, 

unique in their own right and perhaps potent carriers of meaning, but not evokers of 

“truth.” Here we are likely to be taken back to fictional truth-making as a function of 

readers “making believe” and “pretending” that the fictional world—itself possessed 

of an “absolute authority” that “constitutes the only mode of access to its reference 

world” (Ryan 824)—is “true.” I have stated that this approach is not my aim, and the 

truth I posit will remain just that: true truth. Yes, for some such a position seems ab-

surd. After all, the very definition of fiction indicates that it is “something invented or 

feigned,” “an assumption of a possibility as a fact irrespective of the question of its 

truth,” or a “useful illusion or pretense.”209 A skeptic would declare therefore that 

“There is no truth in fiction; it’s a contradiction in terms, an oxymoron. Hawthorne’s 

Goodman Brown is not true; Twain’s Connecticut Yankee is not true; Asimov’s ro-

bots are not true; Stephen King’s monsters are not true. Even realistic writers such as 

Hemingway don’t write true things in fiction—there was no Robert Jordan, no 

Frederic Henry, no visionary, tragic old man on a skiff on the sea. Stephen King him-
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self might interrupt here and admit, as he has before, that Fiction is indeed a lie…but 

good fiction is the truth inside the lie.210 But let me continue. We acknowledge the 

skeptic’s incredulity, for it points to an intuitive feeling that yes, of course fiction is 

not true. Yet I think that, in terms of the above argument, we just as intuitively believe 

that fiction must be truthful at some level, for we don’t routinely disbelieve what we 

read. We respond to works of fiction in deeply authentic ways, and these responses 

could not be based on something patently false. Truth is, after all, “being in accord 

with real things, events and facts” and “conformable to the essential reality.”211 Fic-

tions seem to accord with these dimensions as readers consume them in order to un-

derstand human behavior, learn new information about a great variety of subjects and 

disciplines, appraise past, present, and anticipated future events, and finally make de-

cisions about these data. Our skeptic might continue to hound us and say that fiction 

is fiction, it has its functions but it does not need to rely on “being true” in the way 

that an account of a historical event needs to be true. Such historical accounts of real 

people and events and things are and must be true, we depend on their accurately cor-

responding to reality, being genuinely referential and not merely verisimilar—not 

least because of the pragmatic consensual decision-making processes I have described 

throughout this paper. We do not need fiction to be true in these ways (although these 

selfsame pragmatists commonly introduce the possibility of the use of fictions to con-

struct and apprehend truths in these selfsame communicative processes; think again of 

how pragmatic historians employ fictions in their works to convey truth). If the people 

and events and things described in works of narrative fiction had the same truth value 

as real people and events and things, our skeptic would continue to growl, then our 

entire existence would be oddly askew and undependable in terms what we could be-

lieve, or how we could apprehend truth and true things in the world. As well, in a 
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universe like this, everything in our lives, including fiction, might simply be true—an 

oxymoronic existence. The Doubting Thomas has a valid point, but we are uncom-

fortable for the reasons we have discussed with the notion of “no truth in fiction.” As 

David Davies (referring to the work of Gregory Currie, professor of philosophy, Uni-

versity of Nottingham) has written, the “fictional author” (mind you, this is not the 

“actual author”) “is assumed to be completely trustworthy and completely knowl-

edgeable about the narrated events in a fiction,” and is no less than “a completely reli-

able source of information about narrated events” (both 269). Seen in this light, the 

fictional author is “telling the truth,” and to say less would be to devalue readers’ 

authentic responses to the truths they encounter when consuming fiction. True, where 

there can be truth, there can be untruth, and untruth and errors can be found in narra-

tives as they can be found in any other area of life. And, again as we have examined 

mistakes can be made by readers evaluating the data (true or untrue) in the narratives 

they read, and the beliefs they bestow on a narrative’s contents. Our assumption is 

that readers will take in all of these conditions, truths and untruths, and respond to 

them in effectual ways. In sum, few writers would long get by “telling lies”—

outrageous, unbelievable, ludicrous, or silly fabrications comprised of largely useless 

information that has no place in lived experience, or even worse, does harm to lived 

experience. Rather than this corrosive environment, readers expect, even demand, a 

preponderance of truth, or suppositions based on truth in narrative, narrative that does 

indeed take on highly important communicative roles, and contributes to the greater 

good and flourishing of human society (false data rarely does that). Such truth, while 

no doubt different in certain ways from actual truth (Marie-Laure Ryan’s analysis in-

dicated something like this), appears to be inextricably linked to actual truth, and in 
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many ways is not particularly divergent from it at all. With this said, let me turn to the 

three fictional truths I have posited: Actual Truth, Possible Truth, and Assumed Truth. 

 

1 .  Actual  Truth 

 

Actual Truth in fiction requires only a brief definition, as it is a straightforward 

conception, commonly understood. This truth is largely composed of what we would 

expect: “true truth,” actuality, fidelity, correspondence to real existence. We find here 

accurate descriptions of real locations, actual eras, events and experiences, genuine 

objects, substances and products, scientific procedures and developments, natural 

processes and beings, real people, and the like. Additionally, such actual truth can 

contain intellectual/cognizant truths about human interaction, communication, emo-

tions, psychology, experience and behavior (almost what we might call “common 

knowledge” about human life); various truthful definitions, descriptions, classifica-

tions, categories or “conceptual structures” (from Martha Gilbert, below); or proposi-

tional truths in virtually any intellectual area or discipline (scientific, legal, aesthetic, 

educational, socio-cultural, political, linguistic, etc.). David Davies notes that these 

truths in fiction are governed by a “fidelity constraint” (266). He sees this constraint 

being applied primarily in non-fiction (of course if a work is wholly governed by the 

fidelity constraint, then it is classified as non-fiction), but many fictional works ad-

here to it in many ways (such as when Dickens accurately describes Victorian Eng-

land, or when Hemingway authentically portrays WWI combat experience in Italy). 

We can see that many—and we dare say most and even all—authors liberally make 

use of this “constraint,” in the name of realism and authenticity in their work.  
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2.  Possible  Truth 

 

Possible Truth in fiction covers a range of truth value that does not absolutely 

correspond to reality as we know it, but that could be true given what we know about 

truth and reality in our lives. Possible truth is an essential element of fiction, for what 

is it that many authors do if not convey people and events that “could be”? As Marga-

ret Gilbert (Abraham I. Melden Chair in Moral Philosophy, University of California, 

Irvine) writes: 

 

We can tell much that we need to know about concepts by telling science 

fiction tales and such. Some may find it irritating to try to understand anything 

without constant recourse to the world of flesh, bones, and stones. But nonex-

perimental, unempirical research can reveal conceptual structures. Once re-

vealed their applicability to the world can be ascertained. Thus the imaginary, 

the bizarre, and even the silly can help us come to grips with what is real. (10-

11) 

 

This is no doubt a primary reason that many readers consume fiction, and some phi-

losophers have posited the existence and apprehension of “possible worlds” in texts in 

these lights, “alternative ways that the actual world might have been” (David Davies 

268). As we have observed, readers might want to learn what life was like (or even 

approximately like) in a Nazi prison camp, 19th-century London, on the road from 

Oklahoma to California during the Great Depression. Others may want to be prepared 

for the time when humans can conveniently fly to other planets, when an earthquake 

8.7 on the Richter scale strikes their city, or when a passionate love affair instigated 

by a mysterious message in a bottle found on a beachfront blossoms in their lives. 
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When skilled, knowledgeable and experienced authors imagine and conjecture situa-

tions based on facts and research as indicated here, it is conceivable to say such “pos-

sible truth” in fiction is simply a variation of “actual truth.” As we have referred to, 

Nelson Goodman has written that “the merely possible—so far as admissible at all—

lies within the actual, so we might say here again, in a different context, that the so-

called possible worlds of fiction lie within actual worlds” (104). Possible truth is the 

intermediate step in our triad of narrative truths. It is one step (and sometimes two) 

removed from actual truth, but because it is possible and truthfully credible it can be 

reasonably supposed, trusted and believed by readers, and thus can be responded to in 

authentic, truthful ways. We can look at Possible Truth as contiguous (sharing a 

common border) with Actual Truth. An author may imagine, for example, a bank be-

ing robbed in Seattle. Now let the reader imagine all the possible derivations on this 

basic plot—the nature of the robbers and their motives, the robbery plan, the weapons 

used, the customers in the bank, the bank security system, the unfolding action, the 

waiting getaway car, the weather that day, the pursuit of law enforcement authorities, 

etc. The possible iterations are endless, but the vast majority as conceived and con-

veyed in most fiction have occurred in real life (or they have all but occurred, that is, 

something so like them has occurred that the fictional variation differs from these 

experiences in only insignificant ways). They are in this way contiguous with truthful 

experience (as certainly the historical fictions we have examined, studded as they are 

with possibilities like these, are). It would be hard to discern many elements of a 

given fiction as wholly fictional (based in no way on real life and experience). Even 

imagined and constructed scenes, characters and events that are significantly fictional-

ized are still most likely simply iterations of Actual or Possible Truth (and we may 

link them also to Assumed Truth, as we will see in the following analysis). In this re-
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spect, Linda Hutcheon (University Professor of English and Comparative Literature, 

University of Toronto) has written that, “the novel is, in fact, related to life experience 

in a very real way […] that is, the novel is a continuation of that ordering, decoding, 

naming, fiction making process that is part of the reader’s normal coming-to-terms 

with experience in the real world” (qtd. in Baguley, para. 6, emphasis in original).  

 

3.  Assumed Truth 

 

A third step in this vision of truth are the truths found in even more fantastic 

narratives: science fictions, magical realism, fantasy, horror, experimental works and 

the like. Though these works may have their own allowances and quantities of Actual 

and Possible truth, we will find that truthful constructs and information in these narra-

tives emerge a bit more indefinitely or ambiguously from between the lines. We term 

this element of fictional truth Assumed Truth, and it is no doubt the most challenging 

proposition in our outline. 

Our Webster’s Dictionary tells us that “to assume” means: “to take as granted 

or true, SUPPOSE.” The definition of “suppose” in turn runs: “to hold as an opinion: 

BELIEVE […] to think probably or in keeping with the facts.” Note the terms in these 

definitions that accord with our examination of truth and fictional truth thus far: 

“true,” “as granted,” “believe,” “in keeping with the facts.” It is this strong emphasis 

on “believing and granting true things that are in keeping with the facts” that impels 

us to choose the term Assumed Truth to describe the following epistemological ele-

ments to be found in narratives.  

The first two elements of fictional truth in this section included: 1) Actual 

Truth, which comprises things in fiction that have been seen and experienced by peo-
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ple, are common knowledge, or are governed by the fidelity constraint; and 2) Possi-

ble Truth, which are those characters, events and actions in fiction that could be true, 

based on reasonable supposition and contiguity with actual truth. And yet we know 

that there are other classes of characters, events and actions in narrative that don’t fit 

neatly into either of these two conceptions. Indeed, “whole genres of fiction […] are 

predicated on the assumption […] that the world of the story differs fundamentally 

from the actual world” (David Davies 268). In spite of the difficulty and “unbeliev-

ability” of many of the elements in works such as these, however, virtually all of them 

conceive of and describe characters, events and actions in consistent ways that very 

much reflect the actual truths of reader’s lives, thereby tapping into “belief” and 

“truth” readers have experienced and as they know them. Indeed in these respects, my 

Assumed Truth, as noted, will frequently trace connections back to Actual and Possi-

ble Truth. Let me illustrate this, particularly in terms of Possible Truth. Take for ex-

ample works of science fiction. In these works we find actions and ideas such as deep 

space travel, temporal wormholes, transport of deconstructed matter across space, 

machine intelligence exceeding human intelligence, digital copying and uploading of 

human memories and personality, terraforming technologies used to control climates 

on other planets, and any number of other possible bioengineering and technological 

schema and developments. These actions on their face have seemed impossible, unbe-

lievable to many readers, but in fact we find that they are quite possible, plausible, 

believed and assumed credible by sophisticated readers who may be versed enough in 

the science that will one day allow these actions to become reality. In a word, many of 

these events and action may have been accurately theorized and/or modeled such that 

it is known that they can and possibly one day will be true. Such plausible-though-

more-farfetched events may constitute different and less distinct brands of truth, one 
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step removed even from Possible Truth, but they cannot easily be dismissed as “just 

fiction,” let alone “lies.”212   

As noted, we might see the above events and actions as at once possessed of 

attributes of Actual, Possible and Assumed Truth. Though the path forward can be 

difficult, readers who see their way clear to this truth and meaning in narrative find 

that authors were, for the most part, simply dressing up in fancy new packaging many 

time-honored truthful or possible human behaviors, actions, feelings, desires, motives 

urges, experiences, etc. Once again such narratives are simply one step (or two) re-

moved from truth. As we have noted, no author, no matter how experimental or in-

genious, has ever “created a new human emotion” and in the long view, there is noth-

ing new under the sun. In this respect, even the most daring works, fictional or non-

fictional, tap into actual truths, reshape them in respect to the narrative’s particular 

environments and motivations, and represent (re-present) them in guises to be as-

sumed as true, or possibly true, by readers. Such moves might require a bit of extra 

cognitive, deductive (let alone imaginative) effort on the part of writers and readers, 

and the assumption of and reliance on a “common background of beliefs about the 

world and about human nature” on which to meet, apprehend and establish trust and 

belief (Carroll 139). Carroll continues (again discussing moral issues, which we ex-

tend into other cognizance) that by away of this commonality writers and readers 

“mobilize [their] knowledge and […] emotions” (141) to effect the conditions being 

considered here. Narratives “antecedently depend, as a condition of their very intelli-

gibility, upon our possession of the relevant knowledge of various […] precepts” 

(Carroll 141). Narratives “do not teach us new emotions; rather they typically exercise 

the emotions we already possess” (paraphrase of Carroll 142). In sum, “in mobilizing 

what we already know and what we can already feel, the narrative artwork can be-
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come an occasion for us to deepen our understanding of what we know and what we 

feel” (Carroll 142), and can “enhance our capacity for classifying the human envi-

ronment” (Carroll 144). These comments and theories could be applied to all of the 

truths I have examined, but I connect them most directly to Assumed Truth here.  

We suspect that some readers might want us to fold into the above explanation 

conceptions of a (real) author’s “fictional intent” and a (fictional) author’s “author-

ity,” with the combined elements ensuring that assumed truth in fiction is acceptable, 

and on a roughly equal footing with actual and possible truth. In this view, fictional 

truth is a sort of commodity, a unique, self-contained system, “true” to itself, consti-

tuting it’s own truth (assumed, or fictional) outside of the “truth” of reality (we have 

suggested this idea, above). Here we find ourselves again squaring off with those who 

assert that language (and by connection, fiction) is a self-contained system which ob-

tains value and meaning when it is composed into (and comprehended as) relations 

among otherwise arbitrary constituents. Although there is credibility in this point of 

view, and fictional truth, composed of the three truths we have outlined in this sec-

tion, could be viewed through such a lens, this does not, we feel, capture the essence 

of the conception we have sketched. Rather, we have pursued the idea and under-

standing of truth as readers understand it: as a non-arbitrary, real-world value based 

on belief, experience, common knowledge, and a measure of fidelity, actual, possible 

or assumed, ultimately consummated by way of reader response and consensual proc-

esses of understanding. Even assumed truth in fiction, with its sometimes incredible 

contours and assertions, meets these requirements. 

The above said, we need to acknowledge that there are characters and situa-

tions in some fiction that—even though they adhere at differing levels to the above 

descriptions and definitions—will not be viewed as “true” or “believable” by many 
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readers. Flesh-eating zombies from Venus? The vice president of the United States as 

a belly-dancing transvestite with two heads? The day that a huge earthquake separates 

California from the rest of the United States, after which it floats into the Western Pa-

cific and California raisin growers seize control, annex the Fiji islands and declare the 

independence of the new state “Califiji”? While there may be substantial portions of 

the truths described in this paper in fictions that contain such wild speculation and 

imaginative license, a line would no doubt come that few readers would cross, where 

they would announce, “This is unbelievable, and not true in any way.” What this indi-

cates is simply that there is such a thing as untruthfulness in fiction, ranging from tall 

tales, to unsound conjecture, to outright lies. But we ask: So what? As we have stud-

ied throughout this section, truth in narrative, like any truth, is open to differing con-

ceptions, estimations of its value and failings. The truth in real life accords with this, 

and even here we are never above observing given truths that are “stranger than fic-

tion,” to say nothing of “true to life” fictions. Fictional narrative in this way is the 

same as many another human apprehensive, communicative and cognitive endeavor, 

where we are likely to find many gray shades between black and white absolutes. In 

short, although we will find untruth in fiction—maybe quite a lot of untruth—that 

should not lead us to deem fiction as inherently and wholly untrue—and ultimately, in 

my view, what we will find is that the majority of fiction contains a majority of truth.  

Fictional truth as we have framed it, with its unique ability to engender 

authentic emotional, psychological and cognitive responses from readers, is based on 

a combination of Actual Truth, Possible Truth, and Assumed Truth. None is necessar-

ily more important than another, and I think they may all play roughly equal roles in 

narrative truth. Keeping the interaction of these three truths in mind, I turn to an ex-
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panded definition of the processes that ultimately gather up and evince these truths 

that lie in wait in fictional narrative. 

 

Procedures  Obtaining Truth in Fiction 

 

INTUITIVELY WE FEEL THAT FICTIONAL TRUTH is more than an independent 

commodity, a “thing” that can be identified and labeled, even extracted from fiction 

and displayed for all to see. It seems more likely that fictional truth will be the result 

of organic pragmatic processes like those we have examined. In this view, truth in 

fiction stems from the processes of readers’ involvement in and responses to fiction. It 

is only (for the most part, only) when readers engage in fiction (cognitively, psycho-

logically and emotionally) that the “truth” in fiction becomes manifest. Before the 

reader is consuming the fiction, there is no appreciable “truth in fiction,” and at that 

time, fiction is approximately what the skeptics say—nothing much to count for, just 

an artful assemblage of narrative elements, as yet “unconstituted” (as Stanley Fish 

might say). By way of the reading process, however, truth is created (or, perhaps, dis-

covered) by readers, yielding authentic response. Various conceptions and definitions 

associated with the possibility of truth in fiction, including authorial intent, the fic-

tional author, actual authors, fictional truth as make-believe, self-contained systems of 

fictional truth, possible worlds, and propositional theories of truth in fiction are often 

illuminating and at least partly accurate. Yet their fundamental flaw is that they either 

view truth in fiction as a static commodity that can be divorced from the processes of 

the consumption of fiction; or the processes that they propose that yield truth in fic-

tion are misplaced, contorted or artificial (“a = b if c” types of formulae, which de-

plete narrative of its complexity and contours). Rather than a somewhat static view 
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like this, I prefer to view the ultimate outcomes of truth in historical fiction as emerg-

ing out of an organic process. That process was defined above, and I repeat it here: 

 

Truth in fiction is a function of the process of the excavation, consumption 

and apprehension of fiction in reader response environments. It comprises 

three truth elements: actual, possible and assumed truth. These elements are 

granted truth by readers prior to and during consumption of fiction, appraised 

in terms of their truthfulness during consumption, and ultimately believed in, 

trusted and responded to as truth by readers during and after consumption. 

 

This procedure requires readers to first “grant the fiction’s truth” by way of “assump-

tion” that the fiction will have credibility, veracity, meaning and coherence. Michael 

Riffaterre aptly refers to this as the way narrative elements, “reassert […] truth (al-

ways assuming that the reader believes in the posited truth of the story)” (qtd. in Ba-

guley, para. 4), while Wayne C. Booth wrote that “The first essential step [in criticiz-

ing and understanding a work of fiction] […] can only be that primary act of assent 

that occurs when we surrender to a story and follow it through to its conclusion” (The 

Company We Keep 32, emphasis in original). If a reader does not grant the truth of a 

fiction in this way before reading, then, as we have asserted, in all likelihood the 

reader simply will not bother with the narrative. There is, essentially, no palpable 

truth in fiction before this step. As well, in addition to those that foreclose the process 

before apprehending the narrative’s truth, there are those who find that in the end they 

simply didn’t “get it,” and they never encounter and apprehend the narrative truths 

that might be available. Also related to these points is the perishable quality of narra-

tive truth. Readers who satisfyingly reach the end of the processes described here 

have since time immemorial been profoundly moved and influenced by the narratives 
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they have consumed. Some of these truths may be virtually permanent, never dimin-

ishing in a reader’s mind. This writer, for example, is to this day influenced by the 

truths revealed in the novel To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, feverishly con-

sumed over a few days and nights, long ago in high school. However, many other 

truths readers discover in fiction may fade over time (sometimes after only a short 

time) and are thus fragile. Overexposure may a play role, or changing beliefs and atti-

tudes, or analysis that uncovers flaws, hidden agendas and even out-and-out untruths 

in fictions. Over time, works that were once viewed as truthful by many readers may 

see their acceptance and impact reduced. 

The second step of this process is to excavate and appraise fictional truth. This 

conception was referred to above when we defined “belief.” Belief, recall, is the 

“conviction of the truth of a statement or the reality of some being or phenomenon, 

especially when based on examination or evidence” (italics added.). We draw the 

reader’s attention to this definition, for it is here in our procedure that we can see the 

importance of the link between the pursuit (excavation, appraisal, examination) of fic-

tional truth and belief in fictional truth. This too is a critical step in consuming fiction, 

for it is only here that truth in narrative is actually unearthed and understood by read-

ers. This is the active, engaged, reading process (examining the evidence), typically 

done while ensconced in pragmatic interpretive communities, becoming the very pith 

of what reading a narrative is about: to peruse, absorb, evaluate and understand. We 

like the adjective emergent to describe this facet of truth in fiction (and perhaps this 

process is even applicable not only to readers, but also to the way authors discover 

and create truth in fiction during their composition). 

The first essence of the third and final step in this procedural definition of 

truth in fiction is to believe what has been read, and from there to authentically re-
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spond in terms of the varied personal and cultural expectations impacting the reader 

and the reading. If a reader never reaches this point, by abandoning a narrative be-

cause the text was not seen as credible, valid, applicable or genuinely emerging from 

experience and truth in the real world, then the truthfulness of the fiction has never 

been accepted by the reader, and therefore it does not, in essence, exist. Truth in fic-

tion is not apprehended or believed by all readers in the same ways at all times. We 

may find that one fictional work is given a “truth rating” of 50 percent by its readers, 

while another is rated 100 percent, and another 15 percent. Yes, in this respect fic-

tional truth does appear to vary from actual truth as we know it in the preponderance 

of our experience in the real world—but this does not diminish its value as truth.  

In all of these ways, in the end the truths emergent in this process are flexible 

affairs, sometimes never effectively apprehended, sometimes uncertain, ambiguous or 

divided, sometimes applicable in different ways and in different contexts—but such 

attributes are, again, similar to actual truth. This is, in sum, all an intricate process, 

instigated by authors and completed by readers, typically apprehending texts jointly. 

We can see again that the truths being discussed are not discrete commodities that can 

be detached from fiction, identifiable as the same things to all readers at all times. 

Earlier we pondered whether fictional truth is “created” or “discovered” by readers. 

The following metaphor will show that both processes take place in the progressions 

we have been considering, and will also illustrate the steps in the procedure more 

completely (or perhaps simply more artfully). Truth in fiction—Actual, Possible and 

Assumed—is something like a vein of gold that lies beneath the earth. If no miner dis-

covers the gold, than for all intents and purposes, there is no gold (for miners, and as 

well no others have access to the ore). By assuming the possibility that there is gold 

beneath the earth—the miner can also, employing advanced technology, pre-
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determine that the mineral is existent beneath the earth’s surface—mining for the 

gold, discovering it, and finally processing it into finished product, the miner brings 

the actual gold into reality, ascertaining and believing the “truth” of its existence, and 

he is then able to profit from that ore. Similarly in our process, readers first grant the 

existence of truth in fiction—and they too, with their own brands of “high technol-

ogy,” can pre-determine the existence of truth in the narrative—then “discover” the 

truth by way of mining (reading) the fiction, and then have a hand in “creating” the 

truth by way of their processing (appraising, assuming) of the truth into fictional be-

lief and value. And of course, at the end of this process, readers have in their posses-

sion valuable truths that they can profit from. Not all miners approach their work in 

the same way, and each miner seeks different types of ores and mineral products, uses 

different tools to excavate the earth, and will likely use the unearthed riches in differ-

ent ways (some may lovingly craft the gold into filigree artworks, others will avari-

ciously sell it to the highest bidder, others will display the natural products in a mu-

seum). In sum, readers bring their own sets of beliefs and expectations to their 

consumption of fiction, employ their own brands of cognitive, psychological and 

emotional tools during excavation, and react to and employ their findings they unearth 

differently.213  

I here conclude these personal considerations about truth in fictional narrative. 

As noted at the beginning of this section, these thoughts are individual, speculative, 

and some may be less than fully realized. My hope has been that they may be broadly 

applicable to the ideas about truth we have studied, supplementing them in useful 

ways. With this said, I will conclude my analysis, in the final chapter.  
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Chapter Six 

 

THE CREATION OF NARRATIVE  

HISTORICAL WRITING: 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS AND SUMMARIES 

 
 
I am the woman stripped more nakedly 

Than nakedness, standing before an inflexible 

Order, saying I am the contemplated spouse. 

 … 

Clothe me entire in the final filament, 

So that I tremble with such love so known 

And myself am precious for your perfecting. 

  

Then Ozymandias said the spouse, the bride 

Is never naked. A fictive covering 

Weaves always glistening from the heart and mind.  

Wallace Stevens, Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction 
 
 
“You said there was no past, present, or future.” 

“Only in our verbs. That’s the only place we find it.” 

Don DeLillo, White Noise 
 
 
The novelist is neither historian nor prophet: he is an explorer of existence. 

Milan Kundera, The Art of the Novel 
 
 
Above all, I saw history as a play, with narrative structure and drama. If it is not that, then it is 

not fully human. God, someone said, made man because He likes interesting stories. We  

humans tell the stories; God alone is as objective as some historians would like to be. 

John Toland, {captured} by history: One Man’s Vision of Our Tumultuous Century 
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Concluding  Thoughts   

 

FELLOW TRAVELERS, WE FIND OURSELVES, dusty and fatigued, approaching 

the final destination of our journey. And quite a journey it has been. On our expedi-

tion we have ascended steep, intimidating terrain; tramped long, wearying marches; 

edged precipitously along sheer escarpments; and scrabbled across boulder-strewn 

fields and “cruel country” (from Goodman). Ours has been an exertion toward the 

depth and detail, the heart and soul, of actual/virtual narrative compositions of history, 

as they excavate and reconstruct experience, and expound on just what matters in hu-

man life and conscious apprehension. All the while we have pondered topics of ex-

treme complexity and challenging difficulty, which have required serious, sustained 

commitment to sound, constructive answers. I, as the nominal trail leader of this cam-

paign, have done my best to make our trip comfortable by being clear, straightfor-

ward, logical, and to the extent possible erudite, open-minded and philosophical. The 

topics we have examined have demanded all this and more, and required a compre-

hensively syncretic analysis that is at once subjectively engaged, imaginative, sensual; 

and objectively detached, shrewd, abstract. Ours has been a hunting party, and we’ve 

worried a few harried coons up a few tall trees—but this is not say that others didn’t 

escape us, leaving us with the breeches of our weapons unblocked for another day, 

futilely scanning empty horizons as our quarry streaked away. We have in fact sought 

a variety of prey, which for clarity I will list again here: 1) A new model proposing a 

dynamic field of imaginative awareness, crossed by individual and intersubjective his-

torical experience and apprehension, embedded within profoundly aesthetic contexts, 

all becoming an environs in which history is first lived, and out of which historical 

writing is then created; 2) Transactive hot-wired networks of aesthetic substance in 
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fictional and non-fictional discourses, as well as detailed mechanisms and workings 

of fictionality in these discourses, all humming with kinetic and mindful energy, and 

all with cognates in conscious lived experience; 3) Manifold parameters of historical 

conscious experience, incident and awareness, possessed of richly aesthetic narra-

tive/textual contours, first lived, then lost (or jettisoned), and their subsequent revivi-

fication in fictional and non-fictional texts, which impel further apprehension and ar-

bitration in intersubjective interpretive communities. 4) Connective, multi-faceted 

temporality in life and letters, with varied periodicities jointed like a smooth trunk of 

bamboo; 5) Transgressive conceptions of the origins, outlays and eventualities of 

truth in existence and narrative (historical and otherwise); 6) An unexpected and prof-

itable hybrid of what had long been thought to be severed dimensions of subjectivity 

and objectivity, with intersubjectivity conditioning this demesne; 7) Narrative spaces 

and kens of myth and imagination, a veritable theatrics of existence, which grandly 

(re)present the origins, essence and repercussions of human historical existence, self-

awareness and communicative praxes; 8) Fluid linguistic and communicative concep-

tions such as modality, heteroglossia, intertextuality and rhetoric, which impact all we 

have studied, textual and corporal; 9) A variety of fascinating and important theories 

of consciousness and literary and historical understanding, including those of John 

Dewey, Daniel Wickberg, David Carr, Hayden White, Niall Ferguson, Frank Anker-

smit, Paul Ricoeur, Daniel Dennett, Fredrick Jameson, Marie-Laure Ryan and others, 

which we have endeavored to balance and harmonize, allowing them to influence and 

bolster our own models and proposals. As if this were all not enough, we have found 

again and again that all of our topics knit together in intricate ways that reciprocally 

forecast, feed into and refer back to one another, becoming an oscillating correlative 

displacement that at times generates what appear to be mirages shimmering in swel-
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tering heat. We soldiered on, discovering as we went what others have found before 

us—that any and all meditations on history take us into some of the deepest and wid-

est channels of human intellection, reflection and speculation, and that here we are 

bound by a uniquely multifaceted dialogic, narrative covenant that governs the cogita-

tion and supposition about who and where one has/we have been, who and where one 

is/we are, and who and where one is/we are going.  

The above sets the stage for final ideas and food for thought that can be ap-

plied to the analyses thus far, hopefully fleshing out and strengthening them, and pro-

viding a few additional perspectives. In the following reflections, we may again be 

taken into my personal orbit and points of view, and I will endeavor to be impartial 

and constructive. What follows is a final look at truth and fact—a brief analysis that 

could have found a place in the prior chapter, but which I will outline here, as a final 

addendum. Following this analysis, I will conclude with summary thoughts.  

There are times when one historical narrative looks pretty much like another, 

and judging which ones are “truer” or “better” becomes somewhat futile. Yes, in this 

respect we are witnessing what might be called “slippage” (as one reviewer of this 

text has called it) that brings fictional and non-fictional varieties of historical writing 

closer together (the reader has noted that I prefer to combine the two genres into this 

single designation, “historical writing,” highlighting conjunction), and some readers 

might object to this—too slippery, indeed, they would say. But to put it plainly, I am 

inclined to say that all of the theory and analysis we have examined would indicate 

and support this claim about the homologous veracity and quality of these writings. 

And to extend this theorizing, we consider that representation itself overlaps both 

genres, giving them a similar cast and methodology. Associated with this, readers’ 

aesthetically-motivated perceptions of historical representations would seem to be 
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similarly inclined, with the veritable conditions and expectations governing fictional 

and non-fictional histories not in any way radically different. The veritable histories 

that are conveyed are, as often as not, identical across the two modes, and the ranging 

herds of historical authenticity and value that are corralled into representational pens, 

pounds and paddocks are, we allege, animals of the same breeds and/or species. Addi-

tionally, the more-permeable borders of subjectivity and objectivity we examined in 

chapter 3 seem to have broken down what had been believed to be rigid epistemologi-

cal/ontological distinctions that once separated these two genres, setting them across 

that no-man’s land we hope we have pacified somewhat.  

None of the above is to say that the two genres and writers have become 

blurred into an indistinguishable mass of entities, identities and outcomes. Even Ank-

ersmit, above, said that our intent is not to move against truth, and he adds that “[his-

torical/empirical] truth is our only criterion when we have to decide about what is said 

about the past in terms of singular statements” (Sublime Historical Experience 239, 

emphasis added). Ankersmit, and I, “have no ambition to dispute most of what the 

empiricists have said about this” (Sublime Historical Experience 239). There are 

times—in spite of what I stated just above—when a quick reading of either a work of 

historiography or a historical novel will reveal exactly which is which, with little or 

no “slippage” evident whatsoever. Even basic methods of fictionalization, such as in 

reconstructed (and even invented) dialogs and points of view; dips into what can be-

come somewhat extravagant wells of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony; or 

the introduction of a bit-more-than-in-fact-true indeterminate/subjunctive conditions 

in historical writing could be seen as clearly not truly historical (Hayden White and 

his followers notwithstanding). Though there will be times when readers dismiss pas-

sages of this or that fictionalized history in these respects as unworthy or overdrawn, 
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we are as well here taken into the allowances for interpretation in historical writings 

(and in fact allowances for imagined reconstruction). At the limit, I acknowledge that 

this may weaken certain of my claims in this work—but, we have examined and in-

terpreted in exhaustive detail how the empiricists may have at times missed the forest 

through the multitude of arboreal singular statements, and this must be taken into ac-

count and rectified as the cases may be. I stated early on in this essay that “differences 

can be acknowledged while commonalities are prized” across these genres, and it is 

my hope that we can proceed (at times gingerly, at times boldly) with this in mind.  

With the above said, a review of many of the texts we have studied indicates 

that, as I stated at the outset of this discussion, “one historical narrative looks pretty 

much like another, and judging which ones are ‘better’ or ‘truer’ becomes somewhat 

futile.” In this light I warrant that labeling James. M. McPherson an entirely better or 

more credible historical writer than Michael Shaara or Ranier Maria Remarque is at 

best doubtful, or worse, simply invalid (yes, the differences and similarities examined 

in some detail above must be kept in mind during this process, and will apply pressure 

in different ways during our evaluations). Considering these possibilities of which 

histories are truer or more valid, I think we have seen that there is a range of judg-

ments we make in terms of historical writing—across matrices of truth, factuality, ap-

plicability, essence/actuality, aesthetic value, moral and ethical validity—and impor-

tantly, such a range is a sliding measure, a continuum. Admittedly this complicates 

matters, and demands a cool head and rigorous ethical, epistemological and aesthetic 

standards. We may have a sliding scale, but lubricious it will not be—or if it is at 

times a bit slippery, we will traverse it with sturdy ice cleats and a high-quality alpine 

axe firmly in hand. The adjective “relativist” may have popped into some readers’ 

minds during this study, and they may worry whether we have become a tad too per-
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missive, opening the barn door for any and all comers in historical narrative and in-

terpretation—the muddy-the-waters deconstructionists, the deniers, the revisionists, 

the hopelessly politically correct. These personages make us squeamish, and we hope 

they will not be taking up our proposals, but as liberal humanists we realize we must 

allow their voices into the dialog. Just as well, there may be concerns that fictional 

histories making claims too outlandish to be accepted in any way will try to stake 

claims of validity by way of the ideas presented in this study. Given my “Greater 

Truths” analysis, it appears that any number of works could contain, however broadly, 

data and interpretive possibilities that would have to be judged worthy of our histori-

cal attention. In such a light, a number of negative revisionist histories have been 

written by writers who are reasonably skilled researchers and interpreters, knowl-

edgeable in their areas, presenting data that is factual in substantive ways—and so one 

almost wonders, why shouldn’t such histories, whatever their politics, be allowed into 

our worlds of redescriptions, of compared and contrasted historical narratives, as we 

construct meaning upward? This seems to be what I have stated or implied throughout 

this study, and if I’m willing to accept fictions like All Quiet on the Western Front or 

The Confessions of Nat Turner, then why not a revisionist history of the holocaust, 

which most readers would dismiss as outlandish, despicable, and—not unlike these 

novels—simply fiction? Interestingly here, revisionist Holocaust histories claim to be 

actual histories, while historical novels in the main are written as virtual fictions, and 

on this basis we may reject the one and accept the other—with charges of credibility 

or incredibility based on the way we interpret these two narrative formats and their 

content. In this sense, the revisionist history is not in fact history, as it claims, and is 

dismissed. The historical novel is just what it says it is, and can be accepted on its 

own terms, it claims to be nothing more. Here our two terms, fiction and non-fiction, 
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which I have attempted to bring closer together, seem to be diverging. And indeed 

there are definite standards of material truth, falsity and factuality that apply to all 

works, but particularly to non-fiction histories, which if they fail to meet will result in 

their dismissal. And we can say the same for historical novels. These baseline stan-

dards of truth and factuality generally have to be met (and virtually any skilled his-

torical novelist will append to his or her work a statement about the truth and accu-

racy of his or her research and composition; just look at the 2.5 pages of detailed 

review of historical accuracy and fictional creation annexed to War and Remem-

brance by Herman Wouk). Once these standards are met there is room for interpreta-

tion, and we will find different works presenting somewhat different, and sometimes 

even radically different “versions” of history. James M. McPherson has written that 

“revision is the lifeblood of historical scholarship” and “a legitimate and essential ac-

tivity of historians.” (“Revisionist Historians” para. 2, 5). “The unending quest of his-

torians for understanding the past,” he continues, “is ‘revisionism,’ and that is what 

makes history vital and meaningful” (“Revisionist Historians” para. 2; this quote has 

been very slightly reworded). I would venture that few readers are likely to give much 

credence to demonstrably false histories, but with McPherson’s words in mind we 

again see the sliding scale of truthfulness, with its varying contours, making our deci-

sions about truth in history yet more complicated. In these lights we are more likely to 

label the revisionist Holocaust histories “fiction” then we would, say, Elie Weisel’s 

Night. In a work like Weisel’s we find that we cannot easily shore truth away, leaving 

us with something that is “only fiction,” and therefore wholly different from histori-

ography (and we are still keeping absurd and incredible historiographies in mind here, 

though the demonstrably false have been dismissed). From here we recognize again 

that the truths in historical novels are taken up as truthful by readers, and that high-
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quality fictional and non-fictional histories are back on even ground. Again, the de-

monstrably false have been dismissed, but what of that breed of historical writing that 

is somewhat true (in the various ways that it is possible to be true), but which we de-

nounce and reject, based on its message or interpretations? In all of this we may be 

espying a difference or a shifting relationship between fact and truth. Both Holocaust 

deniers and historical novelists may present a good number of facts in their writing. 

As well, they may both claim to be conveying truth. When we examine their works, 

we may make a judgment on the value of both of these claims—are their facts actual, 

generally agreed upon, and obtained by valid research? Or are they manipulated or 

distorted (or perhaps not facts at all)? And based on the (actual) facts in a work, are 

the situational and/or greater truths conveyed by the works really true (as Capote 

would have asked), are the interpretations valid? Any historical novelist, as much as 

any historiographer, could compose a work that is revisionist and distasteful, and we 

could dismiss such a work as “just a novel” (and thus untrue) and wash our hands of 

the matter (the distasteful revisionist history would be subject to a good bit more de-

tailed analysis and attack, and it cannot be lightly dismissed, because it claims to be 

true history). But, in terms of the historical novel, I don’t think that would be a wholly 

effective reply—not least in terms of the claims I have made in this study about the 

content of truth and its subsequent apprehension, which as noted the negative and un-

ethical revisionists might latch onto and apply in their works. I will return below to 

this examination of fact and truth, but first let’s emphasize that it appears that rather 

than judgments based on these values, even more importantly, we are brought back to 

determinations on moral and ethical grounds. Such determinations the majority of 

sane, sound readers of history do indeed make—rejecting negative historical revision-

ism and biased and bigoted histories as failures on just these grounds, whatever factu-
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ality and/or truth they may contain. This matter is made most complex when a dis-

tasteful work is judged to in fact be true (or perhaps largely true)—and then we would 

find that we have to accept it in some ways, however unwillingly. Our values of truth 

and our ethical lives could be in conflict here, and truth might well force us to modify 

our ethics, if no doubt hesitantly. I suspect that cases like this are relatively rare, how-

ever, and it appears that the bulk of judgments we make are going to stem less from 

our judgments about truth, falsity and factuality, and more from conditions of the 

community aesthetics ethic I have framed, conditions that will require us to make 

judgments based on community mores and ethical values, such that they become the 

chief standards by way of which we judge the value of a work, and whether we will 

banish, forbid or simply dismiss certain historical communication, interpretations and 

claims. In sum, we would banish a vile, corrupt or harmful fiction based on moral and 

ethical standards, even though it is only fiction, and should conceivably then be harm-

less (but of course it's not harmless, and could carry any manner of weight and sub-

stance for different readers). Along these lines, and as noted, to be sure we dismiss 

corrupt, biased or vilely revisionist histories—even if much in them is true—and in 

fact we doubly dismiss them, on both moral/ethical grounds, and in that they are 

“mere fictions” (which is made yet worse in that they claim to be true historiogra-

phy).214 These are complicated issues, but in short, we have standards, we are not en-

tirely relativistic, and we do not welcome all comers in our historical universe, some 

such comers who threaten to bleed history white, or worse, stain it with blood. Yes, 

there will be different standards in these areas, perhaps widely different standards all 

around the world—I cannot consider all the cultural, moral and ethical possibilities 

here, and for my part will limit my determinations to liberal, humane values stemming 
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from a Platonic virtue ethics framework. I feel that I can say nothing more in this re-

spect, and so let me turn back to that continuum, that scale of truth and fact.  

Along this scale we might find ourselves, let’s say on the far left hand side, 

perusing fact-packed documents such as catalogs, annals, lists, gazetteers, schedules, 

etc.; on the right hand side we find fictional histories, some of which are wildly 

speculative, improbable, dubious, and others which are more believable, though 

clearly fictionalized (among these we would also find the revised histories, including 

the atrociously poor or heinous and false works). Here we should pause to think about 

this nearly slippery term, fact. As we are wont to do, we turn to our Merriam-

Webster’s, which tells us that a fact, among other things, is “the quality of being ac-

tual: ACTUALITY; something that has actual existence; an actual occurrence; a piece 

of information presented as having objective reality; in truth.” Interestingly enough, 

the “facts” we normally associate with historical understanding very nearly do not fit 

these definitions, for they are not so much “actual,” or “actually existent” or cases of 

“objective reality” so much as they are virtually, textually conveyed data, no doubt 

subject to that mixture of objectivity and subjectivity we have examined (and not a 

few other subtle manipulations, as described by any number of literary and cultural 

analysts over the years, but I will not branch broadly into these analyses). Take a 

given “occurrence” in a historical narrative or a description of a weapon, an invention, 

a person, a material, a structure, an environment, etc.—these are not “actual” things 

we can see and touch, they are verbal representations of those things. But I think we 

all understand and accept this view onto the “facts” and it does not obscure our under-

standing. It does we should note support the Rortyan world view—no representation, 

no “facts”—and this important point should not be ignored. In any case, we must keep 

in mind that all of the facts we will encounter on our sliding scale will be seen and 
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understood in terms of this understanding. If a “fact” is presented in a “fiction,” and 

that fact is in fact a fact, it will be every bit as valid as any fact presented in a non-

fiction. The “facts” on the right hand side are no more “actual” than those represented 

on the left hand side. Things that are not facts may of course become troublesome, 

particularly those elements presented in writings which clearly have no factual/actual 

basis in reality whatsoever—but these as we have noted will generally be dismissed 

outright, and few readers will complain. Some will say that any fictional representa-

tion—say of a conversation between two historical agents that was not specifically 

recorded, word for word, in any document—is patently un-factual, and should be 

dismissed in the way we dismiss truly erroneous historical writings. But this is going 

too far, for we have always allowed generous elbow room for interpretation in histori-

cal writings, and any interpretation is going to require going a good bit beyond the 

known facts and sources (that is virtually the definition of “interpretation;” and we are 

again reminded of those histories written up from amazingly small amounts of actual 

data and/or relics/documents/findings). It must of course be valid interpretation, 

skilled interpretation, but this is to be sure allowed in historical writing—fictional and 

non-fictional. These interpretations will at times make the jump from (interpreted) 

“fact” as it is known and understood in the context of the given historical writing, all 

the way out toward “truth”—an epistemological leap, to be sure, but one that accords 

with the definition of “fact” noted above, and is in turn allowable. Although all of this 

opens onto some wider vistas onto our understanding of “just the facts,” none of it 

should mar our apprehension of just what is happening and being conveyed in histori-

cal narratives, fictional and non-fictional.  

In terms of our judgments of truth and fact, on the left side of our scale, al-

though we determine that there is ample fact, and to be sure these facts are 100% true, 
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we find that there is not enough full-bodied and complete historical truth (or interpre-

tation) to warrant our absolute attention—the truth value is somewhat “thin” here 

(though to be sure these documents play their parts in our overall assembly of histori-

cal truths). At the opposite right end we deem many works to be for the most part far-

fetched, simply curiosities, with historical fact and truth thin, and at the limit claims to 

truth that are at best faint, or worse, faulty, false and sometimes tainted or even toxic 

(this we hope would be a relatively small selection of works). Working inward from 

both extremes toward the middle, we will find more credible histories with, interest-

ingly, a good bit less than “just the facts, ma’am” from the left side inward, and more 

and more facts accumulating as we work in from the right side (at least in the hands 

of the best historical writers). Truth—some kind of truth—will likely be encountered 

along the entire continuum—with 100% truth on the far right fact side, and diminish-

ing quality and quantity of truth toward the left side, becoming no truth whatsoever in 

the worst works. Working in from both sides, we would find that, as a general rule, 

we obtain more and better truth being evinced toward the center of our continuum. 

Without question it is the great middle, something of a quieter (but to be sure not “si-

lent”) majority, that draws the lion’s share of our attention. Here we find the great 

non-fictional and fictional histories, all with their own brands of skilled historical ex-

cavation, interpretation and composition, revealing and framing true and better history 

of ages past for the present and future. The works at the far left and right sides of the 

continuum are a good bit less taxing on our more acute intelligence and sensibilities—

simple assemblies of facts on the one hand, fanciful and unbelievable works on the 

other—and it is in the middle that the highest levels of acumen will be required as we 

judge skilled compositions that expertly combine historical facts and the right meth-

ods and measures of interpretation and fictionalizing technique, evincing up greater 
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and greater measures of historical truth. It is my hope that this study has provided 

some tools and points of view that may help in these readings, or at least provide a 

broadened view that opens on to a wider range of historical truth possibilities. We 

may quickly sketch the continuum I have outlined as something like this (the table is 

read both across and up and down): 

 
More Truth  Truth Less Truth  

Fact Less Fact The Quieter Majority More Fact Fiction 

Non-fictional interpretation Fictional interpretation 

Catalogs, annals, 

lists, gazetteers, 

schedules, inven-

tories, etc. 

High quality historiography High quality historical novels Far-fetched his-

torical novels, 

revisionist histo-

ries215 

     

All of what we are describing is, unsurprisingly, a multifaceted and synthetic opera-

tion, requiring skilled discernment. Good readers can get varieties of valid truth out of 

varieties of works of history, while poor readers are going to be left to the dogs, 

futilely believing in untruths, or insufficiently comprehending existent truths. Interest-

ingly, in the middle of our continuum we indeed see that historical novelists and non-

fiction history writers are doing something like describing the same thing, with essen-

tially the same views onto the past, and in the end simply “writing up” what they dis-

cover and encounter in the same or similar ways (with admittedly distinct differ-

ences). As we have noted, the content of works of historical fiction often can hardly 

be distinguished from non-fiction history; conversely, many analysts and others now 

agree that we can distinguish strains of fiction in non-fiction histories. At the highest 

aesthetic level is the use of narrative as an organizing approach in history, and moving 

down from this height, we will find various ways that aesthetic elements, employed 

with varying levels of compositional/fictionalizing technique, are used to convey his-
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tory. Here we may also consider that at one level these aesthetic elements can be 

traced to fundamental writing skill and artistry—aesthetics proper, the congruence of 

structure and content, aptness of linguistic qualities, and aesthetically satisfying 

wholes that Peter Lamarque (professor of philosophy, University of York) proposed, 

as well as the deft selection of le mot juste, as Hemingway was fond of saying. Mov-

ing off of aesthetics proper, we are taken into the more expanded understanding of 

aesthetic elements, standards and approaches, which I have reviewed in chapters 4 

and 5 (and slightly in chapter 2) of this work. There is a lot of cross-pollination going 

on here, with dynamic compositional alembics composed, and for the most part ana-

lysts and historical writers seem nonplussed by this exchange and effervescence. It 

seems that in non-fiction history, what fictionalization that colors this genre is rela-

tively unobtrusive in the hands of expert writers, with their works’ empirical data 

(facts) transacting with these fictional elements, evincing overall historicity. We could 

say the same for historical fiction, which reverses the historian’s formula, and sees 

that its empirical data is unobtrusive, and in turn works in conjunction with fictionali-

zation to contribute to the larger overall historicity of these tales. This is the sum of 

the transaction we have been discussing for the last five chapters.  

 

Concluding  Summaries  

 

A CENTRAL AIM OF THIS ANALYSIS has been an exploration of those teeming 

frontiers of fictional and non-fictional historical writing, always with the aim of teas-

ing these two great genres into transactive exchanges that are sometimes comprised of 

aggressive mutual interrogation and competition, and other times of commodious, 

collective comity. I have sought perhaps, as John E. Toews (University of Washing-

ton) has described, “new maps of the enlarged territory” patrolled by historical writ-
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ers, with these artists defining “their particular role[s] within [a] broad range of mne-

monic practices,” and ultimately creating a “more complex and expansive vision of 

the nature of historical consciousness” (266). It may be that my various analyses and 

hoped-for expanded view have been sought via varied “‘experiential,’ ‘affective,’ 

tangible,’ ‘material’ and ‘dialogical’ relations with an encountered ‘real’ past” (Toews 

267). And in sum I have perhaps sought to describe, outline and analyze historically 

mediated voices found in fictional and non-fictional historical works speaking from 

“specifically detailed, historically contingent cultural situations different from our 

own, and who are engaged in a struggle to orient their finite existences in the contin-

gencies of temporality in ways that make it possible to engage their voices from our 

own worlds” (Toews 268).216  

In the final analysis, we hope we have created new transacting ellipses of un-

derstanding and interpretation that yield dynamic transmutations between our two 

genres, in all their pandemonic glories. Some readers, I hope, have celebrated these 

efforts as emancipatory, while others, I rue to say, have probably dismissed them as at 

best pointless, or worse, ludicrous. To each his own, I must concede, and if some bar-

riers still stand I will simply soldier on with my allies. We believe that historical ap-

prehension and understanding are at once individual and community efforts, and that 

within these endeavors aesthetic commonalities link and dispose these two genres in 

fascinating and illuminating new lights. Within this intersubjective universe, this aes-

thetic ethic, galaxies of subjective and objective points of view and conditions interact 

and meld into confluences of vigorous apprehension and awareness, assuming roles 

that—like three-dimensional stereoscopic images, or blacklight posters from the 

1970s—become first corporeal then textual, and then back again, depending on one’s 

focus. Such piebald circumstances are, in a word, found in both everyday historical 
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experience (first lived), and in our historical tomes, treatises and testimonies (then 

narrated). In sum, if I have been successful in this analysis, we have revealed exciting 

new communicative transactions, aesthetic interconnections, feedback loopings of 

meaning, structural conjunctures, imaginative coalitions, reciprocal interdependencies 

and a variety of overlapping compositional/creative hues and shades that tint these 

two genres’ brands of (combined) historicization and fictionalization. I referred in 

chapter 4 to Jackson Lears and his fellows, who contributed to a debate about histori-

cal writing published in the New York Times Review of Books in 1982. The complete 

citation runs: 

  

The most illuminating works of history are those governed by the most 

imaginative and capacious regulative fictions. […] These works are not simply 

characterized either by the narration or the quantification of facts. Rather, their 

chief distinguishing feature is that they use regulative fictions flexibly to ex-

plain changes in human experience without flattening its variety and complex-

ity. […] The blurring of lines between history and fiction ought to humble histo-

rians, reminding them how fragmentary and oblique their view of the past must 

always be; it ought also to alert them to new possibilities. Giving up a positivist 

epistemology, they might explore a wider variety of regulative fictions and re-

veal a broader range of historical truths. They might even acknowledge the 

truth-telling power of literary fictions. (Diggins para. 5-6) 

 

We have seen in thoughts like these that fiction and history “have much in common in 

their universal actuality” (Munz 147), and in terms of this brand of actuality that fic-

tion “applies truly neither to nothing nor to diaphanous possible worlds, but, albeit 

metaphorically, to actual worlds” (Goodman Ways of Worldmaking 104). Scholes and 
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Kellogg also commented in The Nature of Narrative on the transaction of fictional 

and factual actualities, and historical writers’ recognition of a given empirical impress 

conditioning their creation of new forms of the actual, when they wrote that “The new 

in empirical narrative depends upon an originality of vision, a creation of new types 

of actuality, and not upon a flight of the imagination away from the actual. If any dis-

tinction can be said to exist between the autobiography and the autobiographical 

novel it resides not in their respective fidelity to facts but rather in their respective 

originality in perceiving and telling the facts” (156).217 In a word, “The narrative im-

petus tends to bring factual and fictional autobiography closer together,” with the 

novel form, ultimately, “a product of the reunion of the empirical and the fictional 

elements” (Scholes and Kellogg 258, 15). These actualities also transacted for Colin 

Falck, who wrote that “the stories of literary fiction and the stories of ‘real life’ can in 

fact alike be revealing or aesthetically significant (110, emphasis in original). The fic-

tional and non-fictional actualities we have examined are subject only to differences 

of emphasis in their interpretations of evidence and their final composition, and these 

differences result in valuable new relevancies. In sum, and I could not have said it 

better than Nelson Goodman: “the so-called possible worlds of fiction lie within ac-

tual worlds. Fiction operates in actual worlds in much the same way as nonfiction” 

(Ways of Worldmaking 104). 

Throughout this work I have examined “the narrative motions of human con-

scious” (Barbara Hardy qtd. in Carr, Time, Narrative and History 16), and how narra-

tive consciousness comprising our perception of the worlds we have lived in, now live 

in, and one day will live in is by definition simultaneously actual, virtual and fiction-

alized. Historical narratives are thus conditioned, and their counterpoised elements of 

both the fictional and the factual map onto human narrative being. In a word, we rec-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

441                                    
 

ognize that the essential lineaments of historiography and historical novels are at one 

with lived experience, functioning in conjunction and engaging in a rich designative 

and representational coalescence. We discern a certain non-fictional factuality in our 

historical fictions, which accords with the factuality of lived experience; in contrast, 

we discern a robust fictionalized aesthetic at work in our non-fiction histories, which 

aligns with aesthetic properties at work in the composed narratives of our lives. In 

terms of our historical consciousness, we balance both history (lived experience, his-

toriography), and fiction (historical novels, our narrative existence), one off the other, 

recognizing them as complementary and of course combinatory. Indeed, we find that 

these two “fictions” with their ample factual content sport eerily similar form and fet-

tle, and constitute central elements of a unique ontology and phenomenology of hu-

man existence. With growing, emerging awareness, we have come to realize that our 

consciousness and the very lives we live (and compose) are imbued with the remark-

able, aestheticized textuality/fictionality we have examined, and for this very reason 

humans embrace fictional versions of their lived experience enthusiastically, and trust 

them implicitly. Fictional and non-fictional histories seem to amble in step, constantly 

handing their batons back and forth to each other. Yes, we have seen that some bor-

ders and boundaries still remain, but in the end we have found ourselves speaking the 

same language, enabling optimal communication across space and time. 

In the final analysis, what is factual in life or historical narrative can be recog-

nized as just that (if admittedly subject to certain conditions that sometimes obscure 

our view), while a given fictionality in our lives and historical texts can be accepted 

as an authentic motivating, moderating factor. At the highest level, our worlds are at 

once fictional and non-fictional, complementary facets that we endeavor to balance as 

we try to understand how they impact, influence and condition one another. Because 
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of this overall “fit” we are able in supremely effectual ways to interpret and digest 

both brands of historical narrative we have discussed, they becoming something of a 

potent elixir that nourishes, strengthens and expands human historical consciousness 

and understanding. At the limit, all of these conditions (with the necessary accompa-

nying provisos) are understood as “true,” “authentic” and “credible,” and we don’t 

find ourselves throwing out the babies with the soiled (false, fictional) bathwater.  

As Peter Munz once put it, sounding a number of the themes we have exam-

ined in this study, we find a fusion of particular and abstract actualities taken up and 

composed into historical narrative, and when we discern these aesthetic interdepend-

encies during the consumption of this narrative, “We must conclude that there is nei-

ther complete fiction nor complete reality” (147), that “fiction should never be 

equated with untruth” (214), and “Good history is not confined to objective explana-

tions. History also contains subjective interpretations, which lay claim to a ‘higher’ 

objectivity” (103). Craning our necks a little farther out in order to espy a wider view, 

we find that “to make sense of our lives from where we are, as it were, stranded in the 

middle, we need fictions of beginnings and fictions of ends, fictions which unite be-

ginning and end and endow the interval between them with meaning” (Kermode, in 

his classic way, in The Sense of an Ending 190). In the end, though “historical narra-

tive is at times an unstable compound” that is “beset” by “opposed fictional and em-

pirical pressures” (Scholes and Kellogg 218), we find in no uncertain terms that 

“More people apprehend the past through historical novels, from Walter Scott to Jean 

Plaidy, than through any formal history” (Lowenthal 224). As we have emphasized 

again and again, “in the novel we can know people perfectly, and, apart from the gen-

eral pleasure of reading, we can find here a compensation for their dimness in life 

[read: absent past]. In this direction fiction is truer than history, because it goes be-
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yond the evidence, and each of us knows from his own experience that there is some-

thing beyond the evidence, and even if the novelist has not got it correctly, well—he 

has tried” (Forster 64).  

Our endeavors to recover and (re)write our past experiences are not limited to 

strictly empirical, wholly factual, often one-dimensional accounts of “what actually 

happened.” We have seen how notable thinkers have carefully elucidated how this 

view is in sum incomplete, unhelpful and probably ultimately doomed. History has 

never been simply “out there” for us take a peek at and then describe, define and de-

limit. Such a belief is an outmoded pursuit of one and only one reality, crowding out 

all other possibilities, a metaphysical search for a “dark and permanent core” of his-

tory (Munz 99). This is an anti-modal view that disallows what could have happened, 

the necessary varieties of interpretations, “equivalences and interchangeabilities” 

(Munz 99), and competing/complementary narratives that are, ultimately, the best 

conveyers of just what “real history” and historical knowledge is and can be. Enter 

historical fiction, of course, and though we have to sometimes squint through bifocals 

to discern historical truth and value in these fictions, such works possess their own 

“quasi-historical character” which can “exercise its liberating function with respect of 

possible hidden elements in the actual past. What ‘could have taken place’—the ob-

ject of poetry as opposed to history according to Aristotle—fuses the potentialities of 

the ‘real’ past and the ‘irreal’ possibilities of pure fiction” (both Ricoeur, A Ricoeur 

Reader 354). In spite of what might, in terms of historical apprehension, conscious-

ness and composition, be termed “real” (historiography) on the one hand, and “irreal” 

(imagined fiction) on the other, in the final analysis we find that these varieties of de-

scriptions of history are found in both fictional and non-fictional narratives, and that 

one is not superior or “more true” than the other. Both can credibly take on roles in 
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energetic communicative praxes, the communal processes of historical judgment and 

evaluation, dialog and debate, arbitration and negotiation, validation and valuation, 

completion and resolution. Both of these textual actualities emerge from a common 

ground of intellection, experience, apprehension and aesthetic constitution in human 

life and letters, which link in manifold ways, as I have examined. To sum up I refer 

again to my mother’s wise observation: “The branch does not fall far from the tree.” 

We need fictionalized history, appending so well as it does to our aesthetic, 

fictionalized consciousness and our composed experience, enabling yet more authen-

tic responses alongside our reactions to non-fiction historiography—which, complete 

and professional as it may be, is very nearly hobbled by a certain incompleteness that 

seems unavoidable. Whole periods of history have had to be constructed from little 

more than fragments of evidence, and while we commend the historians who have 

made these efforts, we in turn commend novelists and other writers who have helped 

to caulk in historical blanks in their own ways. No single human narrative (or genre) 

can reasonably be seen as providing the high road to historical truth and understand-

ing, becoming the one and only way to describe, interpret and understand history. 

Only when we sit down to something of a smorgasbord, partaking of varied courses 

with their varied flavors of selection, assembly, explanation and interpretation, does 

“history happen” (or so I claim).218 History is narrative, or I should say it is a large 

compilation of narratives, from very, very small artifacts, with their whispers of narra-

tively constructed past experience and presence, up through densely detailed accounts 

stored in historical narratives proper and other source documentation. These structures 

and contents/contexts extend upward from the very foundations of human conscious-

ness and lived experience, into arrays of historically-imbued communicative action, 

interaction and transaction in human life. The difference between narratives is simply 
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the “kind of actuality” evinced (Munz 147, emphasis in original). We once again see 

how historiography and historical fiction edge closer and closer together, the best of 

both employing richly erudite and comprehensive empirical research into the past, 

while also becoming inescapably literary at levels compositional, imaginative and 

aesthetic. These non-fictional and fictional historical narratives take their places in 

fecund communicative and intersubjective environments, playing off one another, 

challenging one another, enlarging one another, interrogating one another, engaging 

in a vital human dialog that must be freed from conventional ideas that would have 

the two genres glaring at each other across a no-man’s land, with valuable historical 

insight in effect mowed down by antagonistic forces armed with materialist machine 

guns, empirical electric beam weapons, positivist pistols and scientific sabers.  

This overall complexity is aesthetically dense and detailed, brimming with 

configuration and composition, representation and presentation, experience and ap-

prehension, all linked across a timely continuum, dense with intricate interpretational 

potential, vivid descriptive possibilities, and energetic exploration of the highways 

and byways stitching together history lived and narrated. I have assumed throughout 

this work a view that rather than transcendent truth about history—the one and only 

way that things actually were, discovered by way of an unyielding empiri-

cal/analytical eye and described with a bare minimum of interpretive license—our 

historical life is, first, one with the supple narrative/aesthetic structures of human con-

sciousness, and then, when composed into written narrative emplotment, an element 

that plays a transactive role within the kaleidoscope of historical human communica-

tive action, apprehension and interpretation. Within this environment, various ac-

tors—historical writers, scholars, analysts, students and everyday folk seeking to 

make sense of their historical lives and experiences—compare, contrast and consume 
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best examples, which are conditioned by varying conceptions of truth/fact and truth-

ful/factual apprehension, laced of course with fictionalizing contours, in an effort to 

fully understand the past and its impacts on the present and the future. In this het-

eroglot we encounter redescriptions that spur us to think in alternative ways, such that 

we can substitute “new and possibly interesting questions” for our reliance on any 

hidebound notions of what happened in the past (Rorty, Contingency, irony and soli-

darity 9). Ultimately, we take these narratives, these particular historia rerum gesta-

rum, from within the wider field of res gestae, and we set them side-by-side, check 

one against the other, sift through the “multiplicity of senses in which any story can 

be true,” seek “intelligible relationships,” look for coherences and/or correspon-

dences, and finally partake of the “universal actuality of the story” (Munz 218, 252, 

218). “In this process of conversion,” Munz writes, “fact is assimilated to fiction. It 

might even be a bit falsified and distorted. But whatever is lost in factual truth is made 

up for the enormous gain in intelligible storyhood” (132). Summing these ideas up 

into something like a historical method, Munz writes that “All discussions of histori-

cal truth are discussions about different ways of writing history,” (213, emphasis 

added). Rorty wrote that in these processes, history is “a matter of detailed description 

of what unfamiliar people are like and of redescription of what we ourselves are like” 

(Contingency, irony and solidarity xvi), and that our job is to compare the varieties of 

emergent “redescriptions” and “vocabularies,” and then to “place[] books in the con-

text of other books, figures in the context of other figures,” and in the course of this 

“revise our opinions of both the old and the new” (Contingency, irony and solidarity 

80). As for that best final format to generate these conditions and possibilities: “This 

is a task […] for […] especially, the novel” (Rorty, Contingency, irony and solidarity 

xvi). Thinking on varieties of historical narrative and their transactions, Scholes and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

447                                    
 

Kellogg wrote how these narratives “adopt a variety of ways [to convey meaning] and 

can be seen as presenting a similar spectrum of possibilities shading into one another” 

(The Nature of Narrative 84). Our attention, Nelson Goodman writes, “usually fo-

cuses on versions that are literal, denotational, and verbal. While that covers some—

though I think far from all—scientific and quasi-scientific worldmaking, it leaves out 

perceptual and pictorial versions and all figurative and exemplificational means” 

(Ways of Worldmaking 102). Goodman re-uses these terms and expands his analysis 

of the invocation of meaning in possible histories (fictional histories, creatively re-

imagined histories, with colors daubed onto the canvas), when he writes that:  

 

We have seen […] that what does not denote may still refer by exemplifica-

tion or expression, and that nondescriptive nonrepresentational worlds neverthe-

less function as symbols for features they possess either literally or metaphori-

cally. Serving as samples of, and thereby focussing [sic] attention upon, 

certain—often upon unnoticed or neglected—shared or shareable forms, colors, 

feelings, such works induce reorganization of our accustomed world in accor-

dance with these features, thus dividing and combining erstwhile relevant kinds, 

adding and subtracting, effecting new discriminations and integrations, reorder-

ing priorities. (Ways of Worldmaking 105) 

 

The sinews of my entire argument snake around fictionalized history with its “shared 

or shareable forms, colors” in all its “perceptual and pictorial” glory, with its “figura-

tive and exemplificational” powers, and its commitment to enlarge history beyond the 

bounds of the empirical. Such “worldmaking” can be seen alongside historiography’s 

“world describing,” and “must be taken no less seriously than the sciences as modes 

of discovery, creation, and enlargement of knowledge in the broad sense of advance-
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ment of the understanding” (Goodman Ways of Worldmaking 102). This overall truth-

ful rightness differs from the rightness of representation or description of historiogra-

phy “not so much in nature or standards as in the type of symbolization and mode of 

reference involved” (Goodman Ways of Worldmaking 137). Our argument here seems 

to have circled back to our views of truth in historical writing, and on these rails we 

are offered “a new way of seeing, of organizing experience” (Goodman Ways of 

Worldmaking 137). I believe that in my analysis I have sought such varied standards 

of acceptability, “types of symbolization and modes of reference” and “new ways of 

seeing, of organizing” human historical experience in my efforts to bridge the episte-

mological and ontological divides that supposedly separate historical novels and his-

toriography. To return to our dining board, we have found that we can feast on 

empirical bread and fictional cake… (borrowed from Scholes and Kellogg passim).  

Frank Kermode has thought about what merits our historical attention and pos-

ited that such attention would be composed of parts both fictive and empirical that 

become “an imaginary whole” wherein “we invent fictive parts” (History and Value 

145). These amalgamated processes and constructed histories create manifold envi-

ronments yielding a particular brand of immanent value. Such value “belongs to a to-

tality of literature rather than to an archive of hopelessly diverse documents” (both 

Kermode History and Value 145-146).219 We find that ultimately our apprehension of 

our historical lives depends on our ability to construct histories from different materi-

als and elements, which will “enable[] us, individually or in institutions, to have some 

fairly coherent if unstated views on what is valuable enough to merit our attention and 

the attention of the generation with whose instruction we are charged” (History and 

Value, 145). In short, the amalgamated processes and manifold environments being 

described here possess particular standards of truthfulness and credibility, which ef-
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fectively enable humanity to organize and interpret the amalgamated processes and 

manifold environments of history itself—that mass of potentially “unmanageable his-

torical deposits” (Kermode History and Value 115)—and we find here that there is no 

“degree zero” that ensures the wholesale accuracy and acceptance of empirical works 

of historiography (Kermode, History and Value 145). The narratives we are after 

avoid such attempts to dominate the facts, and instead “enable us to sketch a narra-

tive” of history “which is […] far more finely textured, far more custom-tailored” 

(Rorty Contingency, irony and solidarity 32). The fictional narratives I have discussed 

are true sketches, redescriptions in these lights, imbued with a power to “make new 

and different things possible and important” (Rorty Contingency, irony and solidarity 

39), and in the process open our eyes and intellects to more and better historical un-

derstanding. These narratives can of course be subject to their own error, abuse and 

manipulation, just as historiographic narratives can. Astute reading and separation of 

the wheat from the chaff is ever called for, but judicious readings of works like All 

Quiet on the Western Front, The Confessions of Nat Turner, The Killer Angels, Be-

loved, In Cold Blood, The Sunne in Splendour, Lincoln, War and Remembrance or 

The Plot Against America have no doubt added strong and authentic elements to our 

overall historical understanding, our effort to “give some kind of order and design to 

the past, the present and the future” (Auerbach qtd. in Kermode The Sense of an End-

ing 93). Yes, there is something of a “nervous and vibrant conjunction” at work in 

these volumes as they attempt to harmonize the energy bursting from the “mutually 

repellent poles of fiction and empiricism,” but to my mind this effort has yielded 

valuable results, enabling us to see and understand history in valuable and expanded 

new ways. (Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative, 255). We briefly examined 

in chapter 3 Scholes and Kellogg’s analysis of the “representational” and the “illustra-
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tive” in narrative, and here again we may note how these two qualities (“kinds of 

meaning” that “combine and interact with esthetic design”) transact in the works we 

have examined as they go about creating their “oscillating” processes of “creating a 

simulacrum of the real world” (Nature of Narrative 89).220 In a word, we find in the 

cross-pollination of historical fiction and historiography an example of the fact that 

“Literary evolution […] is a kind of cross […] in which different species sometimes 

combine to produce new hybrids, which can in turn combine with other old or new 

forms; and in which one type will beget its anti-type, which in turn may combine with 

other forms or synthesize with its anti-typical originator” (Scholes and Kellogg, The 

Nature of Narrative 11). Ultimately, it is my hope, along with Scholes and Kellogg, 

that “The possibilities for the future of [historical] narrative literature lie in the new 

combinations which may be worked out between the novel, now clearly emerged as a 

form, and such older forms as […] history” (The Nature of Narrative 233).  

I have perhaps proposed in this work a “hybrid” like Scholes and Kellogg’s, 

though I suspect I still have my doubters, who see this entire enterprise as an unholy 

compound of the factual and the fictional, based on farfetched claims that the fantastic 

fundaments of fiction can seep into the stuff of history, the verity of lived experience, 

and that, as we have noted, the richly salutary herbage of history can be tilled into or 

cultivated out of the dandelion-speckled lawns of fiction. I put up my flag of peace, 

ask my detractors to come across the line, sit with me at my board, where we can con-

tinue this debate and dialog. If worse comes to worse, and minds cannot be changed, I 

will turn to that page in the great The Confessions of Nat Turner and repeat those 

thoughtful words, at once subjugating and liberating, which have taught us so much 

about ourselves: I abide. 
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Friends, I conclude here—I hope I have not rambled in the last pages. So 

much new and exciting, so many exciting perspectives crop up in a study like this, 

often in unexpected places, with varieties of fascinating but complicating parame-

ters—those coons on occasion do take us on some wild chases. I have done my best to 

consider all the details in what I hope have been effective, complete and intelligent 

ways. If I have been successful, I have illumined some of the “dark corners” of his-

torical understanding and introduced a few new useful angles of apprehension onto 

these topics of conscious historical experience, aesthetics, and of course, always, al-

ways, narrative—the story of all we have been, all we are, and all we will be…. All 

my best to you, and now let us fare each other well as we look back on our lived his-

tories, pause in our presents, and forge ahead toward our undiscovered futures.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

452                                    
 

END NOTES 

 
                                                
1 The use of the word formational above is a perhaps a bit quirky but I think effective. View 

the term as associated with both the verb to form and the noun form, yielding the adjectives 

generational, propagative, adjunctive on the one hand; and compositional, creative, aggrega-

tive on the other.  

2 Above I used the term “transact,” which will be important throughout my analysis. The des-

ignation is from John Dewey (1859-1952) and Arthur F. Bentley (1870-1957) in their Know-

ing and the Known. Transactional analysis for Dewey and Bentley allows for “the seeing to-

gether, when research requires it, of what before had been seen in separations and held 

severally apart” (112). The two probing philosophers wrote that “The transactional is in fact 

that point of view which systematically proceeds upon the ground that knowing is co-

operative and as such is integral with communication. By its own processes it is allied with 

the postulational. It demands that statements be made as descriptions of events in terms of 

durations in time and areas in space” (vi), and continued that “Transaction is inquiry which 

ranges under primary observation across all subjectmatters [sic] that present themselves, and 

proceeds with freedom toward the re-determination and re-naming of the objects comprised in 

the system” (122). Some might be inclined to equate “transaction” with “interaction,” but 

Dewey and Bentley wrote that “the interactional presentation is not adequate, and […] 

broader statements must be obtained in full transactional form in order to secure that wider 

conveyance of information which is required” (126). In sum, and in a Rortyan turn (which 

will fit well with much of my analysis in following chapters), Dewey and Bentley define 

transaction as that “where systems of descriptions and naming are employed to deal with as-

pects and phases of action, without final attribution to ‘elements’ or other presumptively de-

tachable or independent ‘entities,’ ‘essences,’ or ‘realities,’ and without isolation of presump-

tively detachable ‘relations’ from such detachable ‘elements’ (108). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

453                                    
 

                                                                                                                                      
3 Gallie was referring specifically to historians here, but in my view we may all reasonably be 

“our own historian.” 

4 Quote from Ricoeur Time and Narrative Volume 1 3. 

5 Seward is quoted here from Lloyd Lewis, Sherman: Fighting Prophet (New York, 1932). 

6 But it's only fair to note that good historiography can also achieve the kind of complex “to-

tality” referred to by Ankersmit.  

7 Aesthetically, this discussion seems to point to a certain estrangement to be found in histori-

cal writing, an idea I will pause to briefly examine. Normally we think of estrangement—a 

given epistemological gap that separates texts and reader understanding, possibly by way of 

properties germane to the text (a Derridean turn toward slippery signification), or also in 

terms of straightforward misunderstandings, failures to connect, insufficient knowledge and 

experience on the part of readers, etc.—as a uniquely fictional property, but I think estrange-

ment in fictional history is part and parcel with that in historiography. Historiography, after 

all, is saddled with the same difficulties in retrieving and recreating absent past experience as 

historical fiction, and this estranges the writing in important ways (writing about what simul-

taneously was but is not). Hayden White writes that when confronted by “a set of events that 

appears strange, enigmatic, or mysterious,” humans “encode the set in terms of culturally 

provided categories, such as metaphysical concepts, religious beliefs, or story forms (“The 

Historical Text as Literary Artifact” 86). Ankersmit has written that “the historian’s language 

is essentially an instrument that estranges us from our own or our cultural identity” (Narrative 

Logic 47), and that, in no uncertain terms, the past, by way of historical narrative, becomes 

“dissociated from our experience of the world and then become[s] the tantalizing object of 

historical understanding” (Sublime Historical Experience 358). This all sounds fairly estrang-

ing to me, but to return to fiction, its estrangement is unique, and I think a good bit more ex-

pansive than anything found in non-fiction historical works. In any case a link seems likely, 

and Ankersmit has written that sublime historical experience, by way of a necessary disasso-

ciation from that very experience (again, it’s absent, and additionally it is “put at arms length” 
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in historical writing) “provokes a movement of derealization” (see Sublime Historical Experi-

ence 336), and this derealization “paradoxically endows reality with presence that is far more 

real than reality ever is. […] [Historical experience] can acquire this directness since the pro-

tective shield that normally processes our experience of the world and that mediates between 

us and the world has momentarily been taken away—so that a direct confrontation with the 

world results” (Sublime Historical Experience 337). 

8 This is not to see that each and every historical fiction is automatically an improvement on 

historiographies. As in any artful/empirical enterprise, some perform better, and some per-

form worse, and of course as often as not any beauty (let alone value) is in the eye of the be-

holder. Indeed, all historical writing is subject to these conditions, constantly under the vigi-

lant eyes of skilled observers who compare and contrast works and findings and 

interpretations, with the aim of correcting errors, improving quality, providing fuller and 

more complete explanation, description and interpretation, and maybe even settling a few 

scores. I can simply say that I will do my best to choose high-quality examples from both of 

these genres for the fodder of this analysis, and that the reader is free to compare and contrast 

my findings across any other historical fiction and historiography, and make his or her own 

judgments. 

9 These “imagined” and “seen as” pasts are, as noted, no doubt uncomfortable for some read-

ers. In my defense, I say here that the idea that there is one great historical truth out there 

waiting to be excavated and then relayed in all its unadorned totality (by empirical historians, 

of course) is almost completely rejected these days, even by professional historians, and in-

stead a more generous and contextual allowance of varied interpretation and outcome is 

widely accepted. This point by no means dissolves the boundaries between what is true and 

false, what is real and unreal, but it is acknowledged that what humans know and have expe-

rienced can be written up—for that, in the largest sense, is how we know our history, as it 

becomes our history—in varying ways and by way of wider allowances (that past is “a prod-

uct of the mind having no ultimate basis in ‘objective’ reality,” as Ankersmit wrote in Sub-
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lime Historical Experience [358]). Such allowances for “what actually was” may include fic-

tionalized versions of history—or this will be my argument. To say the least, these points will 

require much unpacking—and I will return to them later in this introduction and elsewhere in 

this work, particularly in chapter 5. 

10 Definition from Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, Springfield, 

Mass.: Merriam-Webster, Inc., 1993. 

11 One way to understand this is to refer to Antti Revonsuo, Matti Kamppinen and Seppo Sa-

jama, who have written that “conscious experience, it appears, is really all that matters for 

your existence” (“General Introduction” 2). I might reword this, if a bit playfully, to say, 

“conscious experience, it appears, is really all that matters for your history.” 

12 From David Chalmers, “Facing up to the Problem of Consciousness,” Journal of Con-

sciousness Studies, 2 (3), 1995, 200-219. 

13 The Global Workspace idea of consciousness is by Bernard J. Baars, In the Theater of Con-

sciousness: The Workspace of the Mind, and other works. 

14 Some have examined a difference between history as the actual events of the past, and his-

tory as written historical narrative—but this seems to me nitpicking, and need not concern us. 

We will be clear about what we mean when we talk about either of these “histories.” 

15 Some readers will complain that Styron and Vidal are weaseling (they “pretty much” got 

history right), and that in any case since these writers are novelists they should be dismissed 

as liars and fabricators. Such a claim seems to me pedantic to the extreme, and ignores reali-

ties that condition historical reconstruction and the approaches of both historians and histori-

cal novelists. In any event, I warrant that Vidal and Styron have made credible and sincere 

claims about their efforts toward accurate and complete historical detail and understanding, 

and from there written fictional works about their histories. 

16 I borrow from Lawrence Stone’s “The Revival of Narrative: Reflections on a New Old His-

tory.” 
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17 Peter Burke (Life Fellow, emeritus professor of cultural history, Emmanuel College) high-

lights the importance of historical micro/mini-narratives, which are the “telling of a story 

about ordinary people in their local setting” (311). We will emphasize how these stories have 

become critical in modern historical writing. 

18 It may be important to address one point here. Some cantankerous observers might accuse 

Jameson of being off the mark, and say that any philosophy of history and associated his-

toricizing are bound to be steeped in a flawed, totalizing framework that suppresses difference 

and ignores a myriad of local histories that have never, or rarely ever, had a chance to speak 

or be spoken of. Less an approach to “(big, bad) history” and more an approach to “(smaller, 

good) stories” is what is needed within an accountable, inclusive and decidedly un-totalizing 

interpretation of lived historical experience, conveyed in literature, historiography, myth, oral 

history, journalism, etc. We may in turn think of the historian’s craft as something of an art, 

connected to both “high” and “low” and, to turn to John Dewey, that “the extension of […] 

arts to include matter that was once regarded as too common or too out of the way to deserve 

artistic recognition is a permanent gain” (Art as Experience 340). No doubt this contribution 

from Dewey is valuable, though the quote from Jameson just above, with its “specificity and 

radical difference” and “experiences, and struggles” is perhaps itself very accommodating, 

and ameliorates any possible criticism. Nevertheless, some might continue, Jameson’s very 

verbiage, “historicize,” smacks of an approach rooted in the theories of history of ages past—

Augustine, Vico, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, Comte, Ranke, Marx, et al.—who are not only totaliz-

ers, but are also hidebound traditionalists lodged in a sinister “metaphysics of presence” that 

brazenly breezes over the thoroughly unquiet structure of experience. I could no doubt con-

tinue to rehearse this debate, but suffice to say that I—and I think Jameson—may agree with 

some of the specifics, but for the most part reject this argument. In sum, we view history and 

historicizing as useful and very robust hermeneutic frameworks—indeed the hermeneutic 

frameworks—essential to understanding and interpreting the kaleidoscopic historical circum-
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jacencies in both fictional and non-fictional works. This point I will expand on throughout 

this introduction. 

19 Indeed, Frank Ankersmit would criticize the centrifugal forces at work in Jameson’s analy-

sis, and endorse instead a centripetal approach to understanding—an approach I agree with. 

See his Sublime Historical Experience, Introduction. 

20 In some modern senses, “ideological” need not be tendentious or necessarily highly politi-

cized, and to be sure it need not necessarily be Marxist. But Jameson’s ideology is wholly 

Marxist, limiting its usefulness—in part because by definition Marxism is indeed highly poli-

ticized, ultimately stringent and biased. I will examine these and other failings, as well as 

more positive conceptions of ideological understanding below. This said, here we are im-

pelled to think about a long-standing debate in historical studies, which is just how ideologi-

cal or tendentious the composition of history can or should be. “[H]istory is a battleground,” 

writes Tosh (9), and few would doubt that he is right—but that should not prevent us from, 

perhaps, minimizing the casualties. In terms of ideology and history, overall the majority of 

present-day historians would probably agree with Peter Burke, who said “I believe that to use 

history as a weapon in a political struggle is counter-productive. One comes to believe one’s 

own propaganda, to overdramatise the past, and hence to forget the real complexity of the 

issues at any one time” (qtd. in Tosh 21). An important contrasting view, however, is that 

ideological concerns and a necessarily emplaced “present-mindedness” and concern with cur-

rent issues have an essential place in historical writing—this is how the local histories, the 

many histories, the “other” histories, the histories of the repressed, downtrodden, defeated or 

almost forgotten are finally narrated. Not a few analysts would agree with David Lowenthal 

that “The past we know or experience is always contingent on our own views, our own per-

spective, above all our own present” (216). Certainly this view is useful, and though I will 

critique Marxist thinking rather strongly below, my aim is not to deplete historical narrative 

of ideological concerns. I hope to show, however, that ideology is less an opportunity to “take 

sides” (which no doubt is a significant tendency of the Marxian view) than it is a fruitfully 
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organic element of lived historical experience, and community interaction and communica-

tion—“Ideology seeps into every nook and cranny of history,” as Keith Jenkins writes 

(though to be sure such a claim could be interpreted in positive or negative ways, and Jenkins 

himself tends to be a tendentious analyst; 20). Along these lines, and much more richly, Ray-

mond Williams wrote in his Marxism and Literature that “structures of feeling” in historical 

understanding “emphasize a distinction from more formal concepts of ‘world-view’ or ‘ideol-

ogy’ […] We are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifi-

cally affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought, but 

thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living 

and interrelating continuity” (qtd. in Wickberg 671). To continue this discussion, my view of 

ideology in some respects mirrors Terry Eagleton’s (a Marxist theoretician!), who writes that 

ideology has given “affective, unconscious, mythical or symbolic dimensions” (221) to works 

of literature, and is “primarily performative, rhetorical pseudo-propositional discourse [with] 

an important propositional content [which can be] assessed for [its] truth and falsehood” 

(221-222). Further, ideology “constitutes the subject’s lived, apparently spontaneous relations 

to a power-structure and comes to provide the invisible colour of daily life itself” (221). Such 

a fluid and accommodating definition of this usually-overheated term touches on several of 

the important contours that I hope to link across history and narrative, fictional and non-

fictional. I’m as political as the next person, and just as concerned about the uses and misuses 

of authority, responsibility in society and politics, distribution of resources, political roles and 

institutions, etc. In sum, my aim is not to divorce history from political and community con-

cerns—to do so would be to “evade[] a wider responsibility. […] Society […] expects an in-

terpretation of the past which is relevant to the present and a basis for formulating decisions 

about the future” (Tosh 26-27). Instead I hope to excavate certain contours and complexity 

that I think have been overlooked in past analyses in these areas. I will flesh out these concep-

tions throughout this introduction and in other sections of this work. 
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21 This is perhaps a bit limited, as Marxism has indeed survived and prospered to some extent 

in some nations, even in free ones such as the United States and France. But allow me to 

make this overall point in my critique of Marxism. 

22 Jameson here is quoting Claude Lévi-Strauss in Le Pensée Sauvage. 

23 I have expanded Jameson’s conception very slightly here. 

24 I borrow this amusing phrase from Douglas Adams’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 

(1982). 

25 Note here Ricoeur’s reference to “chance” which points toward a conception he describes 

concretely in other areas of his analysis: the existence in synthetic narrative of contingent, 

simultaneously concordant and discordant aspects of temporality and experience. His analysis 

here is important and complex, and can be related to both historiography and literature. The 

pairing of concordance and discordance is an “oscillation between certainty and doubt” (Time 

and Narrative Volume 2 23), packed with enigmas, oppositions and chattering dialectics. 

Simply put, it is “a synthesis [concordance] of the dissimilar [discordant]” (“Life,” 427), as 

well as the richly fecund “relation between sedimentation and innovation” in literature 

(“Life,” 430). Ricoeur continues his examination in his look at Aristotelian conceptions of 

plot and narrative—their reversals (peripeteia) and recognitions (anagnorisis) (which “turn 

upon surprises” [Poetics, Book XI]) leading by definition to suffering (pathos) or tragedy. 

This totality is, in sum, “a model […] of discordant concordance” (Time and Narrative Vol-

ume 1 42). Ricoeur continues his discussion of discordance/concordance by way of Husserl 

and Heidegger’s multilevel conceptions of time, which I will examine in text. David Carr has 

criticized Ricoeur for misinterpreting the in-fact concordance of lived experience as nothing 

but discordance and disarray. I don’t conclude the same, and think that Ricoeur’s analysis 

properly appropriates and accords concord and discord, which are continuously present in 

both life and literature, with both “threads” of narratives being lived and experienced each in 

their ways, impacting and conditioning one another. 
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26 Tosh is reflecting on classic historical temporality/consciousness, with history “something 

still incomplete and in process of becoming—something in the future towards which we 

move, which begins to take shape only as we move towards it, and in the light of which, as 

we move forward, we gradually shape our interpretation of the past.” (E.H. Carr 115). This 

temporal awareness of our “place in history,” the virtual “justification and the explanation of 

history” is that “the past throws light on the future, and the future throws light on the past” 

(E.H. Carr 117). I will return to this classic temporal conception elsewhere in this analysis. 

27 I refer to my own copy of Poetics, downloaded from the Gutenberg Project, located on the 

WWW at <http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page> 

28 Similarly, on more than one occasion Ricoeur wrote that novelists are “free from the exter-

nal constraint of documentary proof” (Time and Narrative Volume 3 177). I hope in my 

analysis to show that this claim, like Aristotle’s central conception, is not accurate in the 

modern day. 

29 I am being slightly free in my interpretation of Ricoeur’s words here, but I am not altering 

his essential meaning. 

30 The reader will note that I frequently equate conceptions of “time,” “temporality,” “lived 

experience,” and “history.” I posit an epistemological/ontological linkage running “beneath 

the surface” as it were, of these ideas, and will explore this further. 

31 Frank Ankersmit nicely links a given aesthetic “grasping together” to historical experience 

when, as noted above, he writes that “History comes to us in wholes, in totalities […] as is the 

case in the arts and in aesthetic experience” (Sublime Historical Experience 119). 

32 Ricoeur also appropriates Gadamer’s “fusion of horizons” in these respects, with independ-

ent worlds of text and reader intersecting and actualizing into “a horizon of possible experi-

ence, a world in which it would be possible to dwell” (“Life” 431). These thoughts parallel 

certain epistemological and aesthetic considerations of my own, which I will examine 

throughout this work. 
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33 Interestingly, all of the above seems to nicely echo the theory of Wolfgang Iser, who wrote 

of a “product of interconnections” in literature, and activist textual fields with “viewpoint[s] 

switch[ing] between perspective segments” (Iser “Interaction Between Text and Reader” 

1678). I will return to exactly this quote and more from Iser in a different analysis in chapter 

2 of this work. 

34 There is a good chance White would disagree with me. Ricoeur’s primacy is referred to 

often in White’s The Content of the Form (1987), with White calling Time and Narrative no 

less than “the most important synthesis of literary and history theory produced in our century” 

(170). He adds in “The Question of Narrative in Contemporary Historical Theory,” an essay 

that all but acknowledges Ricoeur as the originator and master sculptor of the topics discussed 

in this introduction that “Ricoeur’s is surely the strongest claim for the adequacy of narrative 

to realize the aims of historical studies made by any recent theorist of historiography” (54). 

35 This too may raise Professor White’s ire, for his own analysis is richly textured and imbri-

cated, and would resist one-off labels . But I will expand my discussion going forward. 

36 White wrote in Metahistory that “the reconstitution of history [is] a form of intellectual ac-

tivity which is at once poetic, scientific, and philosophical in its concerns […]” (xii, emphasis 

added). Hmmm, my “aesthetic” can I think replace “poetic,” and if we replace “scientific” 

with “ideological” (a leap, I know, though perhaps not such a great one in Jameson’s Marxian 

terms), with philosophical remaining unchanged, then…. 

37 Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) went so far as to demean this “strict” aesthetic approach as 

little more than “stylistic trivia,” “private craftsmanship,” and “abstract linguistic discourse” 

that “cannot […] be studied in organic unity with a work’s semantic components” (259). I 

suppose I can roughly follow along with these views. 

38 Frank Ankersmit says in no uncertain terms about history and the writing of history that 

“the question of how properly to relate language to reality, how to put into words the way re-

ality has been experienced by us, is essentially an ‘aesthetic’ question” (Sublime Historical 

Experience 139). 
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39 Though, as I have argued above, Marxist aesthetics are at best highly questionable, with 

their polemical commitment to determinist ideology and their reliance on one-dimensional 

historical materialist analysis, and preference for naturalistic realism steeped in class politics. 

See Karl Marx, Marx, Engels on literature and art, Delhi: Progress Publishers, 1976. 

40 And we might add here that Jameson’s incorporation in his book of “Greimasian aesthet-

ics” (if I may call them that), by way of his use of Greimasian “semiotic rectangle” modeling, 

is also distinctly aesthetic—if then brilliantly uploaded into Jameson’s Marxist/historico 

thinking and re-employed in his ideological analysis. If this reminder weakens my critique of 

Jameson’s Marxist analysis in the first pages of this introduction, then so be it—but in any 

case it does indicate a strong aesthetic current in Jameson’s book. 

41 William Morris, News from Nowhere, qtd. in Jameson, 103. 

42 I applaud White’s strong linkage of the historical field (in all its fecundity) to the linguistic, 

which going forward I will incorporate into a wider field of human communicative endeavor 

(it all its fecundity). 

43 Mimesis3 folds into Ricoeur’s dependence on reader response/aesthetic reception theory, 

and he writes that refiguration is “the intersection of the world of the text and the world of the 

reader” (71), the point at which the text, in all its prefigurational/configurational glory is actu-

alized. White’s work does not traverse this course exactly, though I would guess he would 

agree with Ricoeur’s conclusions about the roles of mimesis3. As an aside, Mimesis3 might 

also be linked back to the discussion of ideology and rhetoric, components themselves em-

bedded in prefiguration/lived experience, and then employed as the forceful refigurative 

communicative tools by way of which author’s excavate historical experience, and connect up 

with readers in deeply significant ways. 

44 White has often been labeled a “postmodern” interpreter who has “transported us to another 

planet,” as Kuhn remarked. Some might expect me to have addressed his work on these 

grounds. However, this appellation has always puzzled me. While I grant that certain (even, 

possibly, many) of White’s conceptions about the epistemological and methodological weave 
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in historiography, philosophy of history and literature might be understood as moving-target 

postmodernism, the thrust of his work, for me, is much more importantly viewed through a 

broad and largely pragmatic lens of uses and endowments of narrated historical experience 

and historical interpretation, proper. In a word, White showed us in outstanding ways how 

history is written, “how we should relate to the discipline” (Ankersmit, “Appeal” 192), and 

most of all how “Historical reality […] is only encountered in our attempts to define our rela-

tionship to our past, in our attempt to ‘write ourselves’ by writing history” (Ankersmit, “Ap-

peal” 193). Simply put, my position is that White’s Gadamer-esque analysis of aesthetic, 

moralistic, historiographic, hermeneutic, experiential and narrative conceptions leaves the 

confined and contrived battleground of postmodernism/deconstruction behind, and enters a 

much more coherent, encompassing and entirely fruitful analysis that I will endeavor to in-

corporate into my own positions. 

45 I will remind the reader, however, that I will turn to two 19th-century historical writers, in-

cluding Charles Ball, an escaped slave who wrote a memoir and history, Slavery in the United 

States: a narrative of the life and adventures of Charles Ball, a black man, and Nat Turner, 

whose narrative about his slave rebellion in 1831 was transcribed by Thomas R. Gray in The 

Confessions of Nat Turner. These works illuminate (and in Turner’s case are the basis of) 

William Styron’s historical novel, The Confessions of Nat Turner. 

46 It does introduce a given complexity, however. That is, the greater perspective and variety 

of new voices being heard, enhanced sophistication and creativity in argument compared to 

ages past, and a truly new sensitivity to the promise and peril of discourse—all of these fac-

tors provide ever more texture and richness to narrative historical constructions, but they also 

complicate historiography, in that they problematize the stipulation for historians to “get the 

facts straight.” We seem to see here something of a new era of (perhaps) fragmented, in-the-

process-of-completion, incomplete, adventitious, invariant or even contingent histories, which 

resist being told as wie es eigentlich gewesen. This idea will be illustrated or referred to in 

various ways throughout this study. 
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47 Hegel got it very, very wrong when he wrote (criticizing Ranke) of the inadequacy of his-

tory writing “focusing on the varied chaos of details, puny interests, actions by soldiers, pri-

vate affairs which have no bearing at all on what is of interest from a political point of view—

and is therefore a kind of history writing that is incapable of discerning some general purpose 

in history” (qtd. in Ankersmit, “Hayden White’s” 182). 

48 Jauss quotes Werner Krauss in the first two instances, and Karl Kosík in the third. 

49 I must say that I regret that I will not be analyzing Mason and Dixon in this work, but this 

must wait for another day. 

50 This idea of fiction and history “calling” for each other is borrowed from Paul Ricoeur 

Time and Narrative Volume 3 189. 

51 Even more enigmatically, Ricoeur says of other facets of this dis/concordance and weave of 

significance: “Although dissymmetrical, history and fiction are commensurable because of 

the common bond they have with the phenomenology of time and its battery of aporias” 

(“Narrated Time” 352). 

52 Allow me this lengthy end note. Critics, in terms of representation, would claim that those 

of historians and those of novelists are wholly different, veritably different species. They 

would further claim, in a slighting glance, that novelists do something like misrepresent the 

past in their narratives (they are liars). I have taken a stance against this view throughout this 

analysis, and to continue in the above terms in text, I would posit that the representational 

value and validity of representation in general—this species, this class of communicative ac-

tion—is in sum equal across the two genres we are examining. If to offer a slightly heated 

illustration, to claim they are wholly distinctive would be like claiming that peoples with 

varying tints and hues of skin color are substantively different, different species even. There 

are differences on the outside of course, and the cultures of these different “peoples” also 

evince their own sometimes dramatically unique qualities—but their lifeblood, their DNA, 

their very existence and interaction, functioning and outcomes, are of the same ilk. And to, 

again ticklishly, continue this illustration, needless to say specimens of the same species can 
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always propagate—as our two genres unite and yield a combinatory understanding of his-

toricity and historical experience (enough said on this point). A related point here is how 

some would claim that the assumptions, interpolations and interpretations of historians are 

valid, while those of historical novelists are not. Admittedly novelists go a bit farther, but 

nevertheless the entire significance of novelistic narrative in historical novels, particularly, is 

in effect an interpretation of facts and data. This is just a matter of degree, not a difference in 

kind, and writers of every stripe are free to exercise their interpretive skills to the extent and 

in the directions they see fit (up to a point, I should say; I will briefly discuss this condition 

below). To illustrate this common ground beneath historical novels and historiography, I se-

lect several examples, at random, from Daniel Jonah Goldberg’s Hitler’s Willing Execution-

ers. In the text we are given interpretive guidance and license by way of diction such as: 

“Even if the interpretation put forward here of the Einsatzgruppen’s exact order is wrong […] 

the order was still genocidal” (153); “Although it is not known for sure, it is most unlikely 

that Hitler decided to annihilate Soviet Jewry without at the same time deciding…” (155); 

“When the number of people who were parties to the genocidal enterprise […] is considered 

[…] the inescapable conclusion is that the number of Germans who contributed to […] this 

regime’s fundamental criminality was staggering. Yet so little is known about them” (168); 

“Our knowledge of police battalion activities during the war is fragmentary and partial. […] 

An overview […] however, can be constructed” (186); “This killing operation seems to have 

been organized by SS and SD men…” (200); “such [genocidal] opportunities were available 

to the men of many police battalions, and it is probable—though it is not known” (278); “But 

even if no announcements had been made to them, the men of police battalions could have 

taken steps that had some chance of freeing them…” (278); “The men of these nine battalions 

form a sample sufficient to generalize…” (279); “Another member of the battalion […] ex-

plains why they (presumably also [Police Battalion 101 member Erwin] Grafmann) did not 

have any moral qualms about what they were doing” (280). Even if, it is not known, mostly 

unlikely, an inescapable conclusion, knowledge fragmentary and partial, constructed over-



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

466                                    
 

                                                                                                                                      
views, it is probable, seems to have been, could have taken, sufficient to generalize, presuma-

bly—such interpretive license and modal methodology looks like an ideal ground on which to 

construct historical novelization with its concomitant reimagining of historical incident, and 

was, I warrant, in fictional works like those I will examine. And yet it is also part and parcel 

of the very historiographic enterprise (any empirical history would show this; again, it would 

only be a matter of degree to which these interpretive steps were taken). And observe here 

another illuminating example from Goldhagen. Examining life in one concentration camp that 

had an equal number of male and female guards who got along together very well—to the 

point of forming love relationships—Goldhagen frames several questions: “The Germans 

made love in barracks next to enormous privation and incessant cruelty. What did they talk 

about when their heads rested quietly on their pillows, when they were smoking their ciga-

rettes in those relaxing moments after their physical needs had been met? Did one relate to 

another accounts of a particularly amusing beating that she or he had administered or ob-

served, of the rush of power that engulfed her when the righteous adrenaline of Jew-beating 

caused her body to pulse with energy?” (339). Indeed, we wonder what they may have 

thought and talked about…though of course Goldhagen did not attempt to reconstruct these 

dialogs for his readers. Probably most historians would not—but some would, by using the 

same materials any good historical novelist would use to accomplish the same thing: source 

materials such as letters, diaries, wills, personal literatures (unpublished poems, stories, and 

the like), albums, etc. (In the modern day we will add sources such as e-mails, Internet blogs, 

etc.). But of course reconstruction like this, answering questions about historical experience 

and outcome like these, is exactly what historical novelists do. Their answers are not neces-

sarily definitive, of course, but this is well understood by sophisticated readers. Like any his-

torical writing, the accuracy of information and the credibility of interpretations must be ex-

amined, each in its turn—as Marie-Laure Ryan has concisely written, when we delve into 

history in this way, it “must be done with a grain of salt” (personal communication with 
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author, 20 October 2009). I leave readers with these points to ponder, and will pick them up 

in various guises in other points in this analysis. 

53 Maybe that great aesthete, Stephen Dedalus, captured something of the essence of my aes-

thetic gaze when he theorized to his amazed classmates that the overall sense of “sight” could 

be termed “esthetic intellection” (211). 

54 Doing and undergoing are from Dewey’s Art as Experience. 

55 The synthesis of subject and object noted here by Dewey will be examined in terms of our 

topics in chapter 3. 

56 I should briefly define “intentionality,” an important conception I will refer to frequently in 

this analysis. Intentionality, as a conception of psychology and consciousness, is what is un-

derstood as the “aboutness” of human perception, that is, all apprehension and awareness is 

“about” something, which gives apprehension and awareness their essential character and 

purpose, and also connects subjective human consciousness with every objective “other” in 

the world (the blossoming of this process, I think, is intersubjectivity). One analyst has writ-

ten of this conception that, for Husserl, “While any single experience of [perception] explic-

itly involves, as an actual appearance, one aspect […] it also involves implicitly, as possible 

appearances, the other aspects” (Hammond 52). Many analysts see intentionality as the very 

essence of human consciousness/thought, a point that will be particularly important in my 

analysis in chapter 2 of this work. 

57 Friedlander is a practicing historian and professor of history at UCLA. 

58 Similarly, Eliot Fremont-Smith of The New York Times wrote on October 3, 1967 that Wil-

liam Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner was “one of those rare books that show us our 

American past, our present—ourselves—in a dazzling shaft of light.” 

59 These points and those following indicate both a rhetorical thrust to historical narrative as 

well a discussion of truth in such texts—points to be taken up in chapters 4 and 5 of this 

work. 
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60 Armistead was seriously wounded during Pickett’s charge the following day, and died later 

in a Union battlefield hospital. Hancock visited his friend before he died. This historical inci-

dent was not addressed by Shaara, and the last we see Armistead he is wounded on the battle-

field, near death. 

61 Bäumer’s promise reminds me of Armistead’s vow to Hancock. 

62 In this way the above plot lines become useful and advantageous. By showing the symp-

toms of what we do not want to suffer from, they highlight constructive community and affin-

ity, and may become a bitter antidote to the disease (“hair of the dog that bit you”). Addition-

ally, however, we could look at these ideas from another perspective, and rather than 

historical writers who report the erosion of constructive historical intersubjectivity and com-

munity ethics, we could examine those who effect such erosion. I mean here historical writers 

such as those who deny the Holocaust, or distort and revise history through the lenses of ex-

tremist, inhumane and antagonistic political, cultural or ethical views. Though writers like 

this are normally denounced, interestingly their narratives (such as they are) may in fact be a 

legitimate component of the community of historical writing we have referred to. That is, it 

may be possible that their writings ultimately complement the writings of historical writers 

normally considered more credible, truthful, etc. Though this would be a controversial view, 

it would be in line with the arguments of William Walsh, who in An Introduction to Philoso-

phy of History (London: Hutchinson's University Library 1967) discussed how “nothing need 

necessarily be wrong with the indisputable fact that different historians […] present us with 

different accounts” (Ankersmit, Historical Representation 77). In sum (and thankfully) we 

have “the means at our disposal to decide which [historical account] is right and which is 

wrong” in our “search for historical truth” (Ankersmit, Historical Representation 78, 79). It 

seems that we may need varying, and sometimes hotly controversial, views of historical truth 

and understanding. This point would probably open up a broad new discussion, and I will not 

follow it further here, though I will pick up elements of these ideas in my examination of al-

ternative histories and historical truth in chapters five and six of this work. 
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63 Hofstadter’s analysis directs us toward the conceptions of contingency and modality, which 

I will examine below and in chapter 4 of this work. 

64 White’s words help us conceive of the aesthetics ethic, choice, and decision-making in a yet 

broader sense, and note also that we see here the importance of “feelings,” self, and other, 

(which I will reinterpret as “sensibilities” below, and as elements of human consciousness in 

chapter 3 of this work). Gratifyingly, “the ethically rich traditions of literary expression”—

customs in which historiography and historical fiction, with their procreant transaction, could 

hardly assume more vaunted positions—all incorporate composite aesthetic decisions and 

foci, as well as demanding moral, ethical and ideological beliefs and commitments, within the 

aesthetics ethic. 

65 Note that the following examination will bear a resemblance to my examination of rhetoric 

in historical writings in chapter 4 of this work, but I believe it will stand alone here. 

66 What Cronon must mean here by “agent” is a view of the narrator as an “informed guide,” 

something of a teacher, an advisor, a definitively moral agent who informs readers of the con-

texts, meanings and intent of a narrative. I will return to associated thoughts in chapter 3 of 

this work, in my examination of the theory of David Carr. 

67 The reader can see that these works (memoirs, the confession of Nat Turner) like others I 

will refer to (particularly, journalism accounts), are different from historiography, proper, 

written by historians (and of course novels written by novelists). As I have noted, however, 

works like these to my mind count as history or source historical documents. Ultimately, we 

will find that historical writing will spread out before us in genres and formats beyond my 

central focus of historiography and historical novels, and I ask the reader to grant credibility 

to these cases as useful historical documents for our analysis in terms of overall historical 

writing. 

68 Note Styron’s realistic dialog, idiomatic expressions, slang, malapropisms, etc. Expanding 

on this, writers can additionally depict a range of historical actors’ dialects, jargon, rhetoric, 

elocution, vulgarisms, vernacular, inflections and everyday discourses (truly a Bakhtinian 
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“heteroglot multiplicity” [278]). Such language is thoroughly researchable, and thus can 

credibly be used to strengthen the historical moments that are presented and represented in 

historical writing. The freedom to shape speech like this is a notable strength fictional histori-

cal writing has in presenting realistic historical action and response. Historians, though per-

haps less free than novelists to manage language, can as well “shape” the language they con-

vey in their works, through careful and skilled selection of examples from historical 

documents or other sources, and the recreation of accurate historical speech. Note for exam-

ple how McPherson dips into the actual language used by the historical agents he presents 

when he speaks of the southern soldiers unshakeable devotion to, not General Robert E. Lee, 

but “Marse Robert” (719). 

69 All of the above, as noted, hints toward my analysis of rhetoric in chapter 4 of this work. It 

also highlights a fairly substantial difference between historiography and historical novels—

that is, the amount and the style of the researched interpretation that takes place. Just above 

we have seen some interpretation in both historical novels and historiography—and we may 

judge that the interpretation was adequate and at best superior in both genres. But a principal 

area one will find extended interpretation in historiography, which one rarely finds in histori-

cal novels, is in the footnotes/endnotes in a work, where points are explained in more detail 

(Saul Friedländer’s The Years of Extermination and Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Will-

ing Executioners each contain some 130 pages of endnotes). To be sure historical novels 

normally exclude themselves from this additional analysis and interpretation (though I will 

review a few such possibilities in chapter 4), and thus we are forced to take in their interpreta-

tion by way of their main texts only. Probably we will have to admit that historiography has 

an advantage here—but it is only a given advantage, not a decisive claim to authority. After 

all, one historiographic work may contain 10 page of endnotes, and one 200—we are on the 

whole not going to make a decisive judgment about the value of the work based simply on 

this (and this is to say nothing of the quality of various works’ notes). Obviously, most his-

torical novels contain no footnotes or endnotes, and this places them at the far end of the con-
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tinuum—but this cannot, I gingerly warrant, by definition forbid the totality of their historical 

descriptions and interpretations from being considered within the universe of historical writ-

ing. As I have referred to, and probably needless to say, one way that historical fiction shines 

around this limitation is in its interpretation and transmission of “greater historical truths”—

one of my main topics in chapter 5. 

70 Ankersmit’s reflections on “The historians’ own sentiments, their convictions and feelings” 

again point us toward Daniel Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities. 

71 Carr’s comment suggests the value of creating “models of what it is like to be a human be-

ing, moving through space and time”—putting yourself in others’ shoes— which I will reflect 

on in chapter 3, and also the importance of imagination in terms of the topics we are examin-

ing, which I will examine in chapter 4 (Lodge 14). 

72 American historian J.H. Hexter (1910-1996) called this reference to their own sensibilities 

and knowledge in historians’ interpretations the “second record.” English historian and phi-

losopher Peter Munz (1921-2006) enlarges this conception and tells us that historians apply 

“general laws” that they are aware of to their historical subjects/objects (who may not have 

been versed in these very laws), with such a combination forming a constellation of interac-

tive percipience of both historical figures and historical writers, yielding best explanation and 

interpretation. Munz’s choice of words is perhaps unfortunate, given the downfall of the 

“covering law model” in historical writing, but his theory is valuable. 

73 Note here Davies’s focus is on elements of culture and the arts, but I think the jump from 

here into a history of sensibilities is a relatively short one. Note also Davies’s specific men-

tion of literature, and he does indeed spend substantial time in his book analyzing Polish po-

etry and literature, as authentic, credible and revealing contours of historical experience, to be 

reported and commented in historiography. We see here another way in which literature en-

ters into the fold of empirical history and historical consciousness. I will return to this idea in 

chapter 4 of this work. 
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74 We might nevertheless pause to consider whether some may ask if a history of sensibilities 

is going too far in the direction of the “little history,” approaching triviality. This view might 

be credible in some respects—broadly, our understanding of history tends to lean toward the 

big, the dramatic, the influential, the famed, the genuinely memorable, and there does indeed 

seem to be a rough line separating what would be seen as appropriate or valuable historical 

subjects, and subjects that could be dismissed as unimportant. We may grant this, but the fact 

remains that, as we have discussed, for many years historical research and writing has 

branched into lesser-studied subjects, and this has been celebrated. Few would argue that a 

focus on “little histories” has missed the bigger picture, and most would say it has instead 

enlarged our apprehension of history. Similarly, some might question the study of emotions, 

feelings and the like as too “soft,” subjective or open-ended in terms of broad historical un-

derstanding. In reply, I think we may find that emotions open onto a wider field of experience 

and apprehension. Martha Nussbaum, Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law 

and Ethics at the University of Chicago, has written of “the intelligence of emotions,” and she 

posits “the large role that emotions […] play in mapping the trajectory of human lives” and 

how they are “valuable reminders of our common humanity” (both 7). Emotions, simply put, 

are “intelligent responses that are attuned both to events in the world and to the person’s im-

portant values and goals” (Nussbaum 37). Ankersmit has informed us that “moods and feel-

ings” are the veritable “locus of” and “have a natural affinity with” historical experience 

(Sublime Historical Experience 306), and at the highest level one might well say that “sub-

lime historical experience preferably makes itself felt in these moods and feelings” (Sublime 

Historical Experience 308). Seen this way, it seems clear that emotions and associated feel-

ings, thoughts, responses, moods, dispositions, etc., researched and analyzed by historians, 

can provide a valuable inlet into historical experience and apprehension. 

75 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-

Webster, Inc., 1993. 
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76 And in terms of all of the above ideas (and not a few others in this paper) I think we could 

interestingly connect them to the idea of “history as thought,” which extends from Croce 

through Collingwood and into many new emphases in 20th-century historical writing. In this 

history the particular mentation of historical agents, as well as the community thought behind 

historical movements, are interactive and emergent in the narrative consciousness and the nar-

rative works of humans, with these works explaining the past comprehensively. I will con-

sider ideas surrounding this approach in more detail chapters 3 and 4 of this work. 

77 I should probably note that although narrative is a powerful explanatory paradigm, it is 

hardly the only explanatory paradigm available to historical writers. There are yet more rigor-

ous logical models, such as scientific rationalism/positivism/empiricism (deductive-

nomological explanation). Straightforward cause and effect models could be considered, 

though they are in fact anything but straightforward, and suggest parameters we have dis-

cussed with narrative explanation: background (environment, knowledge, bias), input (inten-

tion, purpose, ability), subsequence (outcome, response, influence, repercussion), etc. There 

could even be explanation by way of divine wisdom and warrant, an explanatory paradigm 

depended on by many people around the world. A priori justification could be called upon to 

simplify many things we wish to interpret or explain (I think the conception of “common 

knowledge” is similar here, as are perhaps inductive/probabilistic approaches). Understanding 

that the explainer is, by definition, influencing the explanation should also probably be kept in 

mind in any approach. These are just a few examples, and there are far too many intricacies in 

theories of explanation for me to follow up here. I will continue to focus solely on the value 

and attributes of narrative explanation. 

78 Stueber’s “fit” is reminiscent of Nelson Goodman’s use of the same term as an aesthetic 

methodology that applies neatly across fictional and factual narratives. As Goodman writes, 

“knowing is as much remaking as reporting” (22) and, the methods used to construct narra-

tive, and the knowledge subsequently yielded, are complementary, they fit and “go on to-

gether” (22). The percipient relationships effected in narrative cause facts to “vanish” (93) 
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and the “truth of statements” in the end is “primarily a matter of fit” (138). Goodman’s 

conceptions will be applicable to my analysis of truth in chapter 5, and they will appear again 

in the thoughts of other analysts, just below. 

79 In addition to the contours of selection, we see something of the rhetorical emerging out of 

selection here, a topic I will return to in chapter 4 of this work. Additionally, note that with 

historical writers in control of exactly what they deem to be a “fact of history,” we find that 

history is by definition written “by people who were consciously or unconsciously imbued 

with a particular view and thought the facts which supported that view worth preserving” 

(E.H. Carr 8). This is reminiscent of ideology in history, as discussed in endnote 22 and else-

where, but there is more. Some will argue here that this is evidence of an inherent bias, a sign 

that historical writing is by definition blameworthy (the troublesome likes of the above-noted 

Holocaust deniers and other extremists selecting facts to support their views of history 

strengthens this view). In a word, we could adopt a Foucaldian stance, and posit an abuse of 

power in historical writing by way of the selective selection and creation of manipulative re-

gimes of historical truth. Keith Jenkins, ostensibly writing from a straight-up historian’s view, 

sounds more than a little like Foucault when his veritable definition of history describes it as 

“epistemologically, methodologically, ideologically and practically positioned […] products 

[which,] once in circulation, are subject to a series of uses and abuses that are logically infi-

nite but which in actuality generally correspond to a range of power bases […] which struc-

ture and distribute the meanings of histories along a dominant-marginal spectrum” (Re-

thinking History 26). To be sure such a definition may be given credence, and Paul Cohen has 

said of his History in Three Keys that the telling of the stories of the Boxer Rebellion as three 

different stories/approaches (Event, Experience and Myth), by definition highlighted the tell-

ers of those stories, and their points of view, power plays and given biases—1) the “objec-

tive” historian and his or her readers—whose “primary objective,” ostensibly “is to construct, 

on the basis of the evidence available, as accurate and truthful an understanding of the past as 

possible” (213); 2) the first-person views of those who experienced the history, their “emo-
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tional worlds” (289); and 3) the subsequent reproduction/remembrance, use and abuse of the 

history by “mythologizers” who “in a sense, do the reverse” of the objective viewer (213), in 

service to “the political, ideological, rhetorical and/or emotional needs” of a people and a na-

tion (213). Cohen acknowledges that the varying points of view on the past “suggest different 

ways in which the past may be configured or shaped, each operating according to different 

principles and imparting a very different inflection or ‘tone,’” all which no doubt verifies in 

some respects the views of Foucault and his followers (289). All granted, and it would be 

hard to argue against the idea that power—and abuses of power—suffuse much of existence. 

But simply put, it is not my aim to follow this line of thought in this analysis—though impor-

tant, it's a different approach than I am taking. Though my aesthetic and intersubjective bases 

I think allow in a measure of conflict and a view onto authority—I have not ignored ideology 

and will expand this analysis in my look at rhetoric in historical writing in chapter 4—I sup-

pose that in sum they are radically different from the likes of a—if I may class him this 

way—nihilistic Foucault. In a word, rather than trying to highlight hostile differences, 

breaches and dissociations—again if I may class Foucault’s philosophy this way—I am in-

stead pursuing similarities, confluences and syntheses. 

80 Menand is Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Professor of English, Harvard University. 

81 I cite here one of the most brilliant and influential thinkers in the areas we have been exam-

ining, a thinker who has examined to the deepest levels the transactive re-conditioning and 

cross-fertilization of literature and historical writing, and, much more complexly, the found-

ing elements of human historical experience, apprehension and consciousness as they have 

developed and adapted over centuries of experience and change. I will refer to Auerbach a 

number of times in my analysis, but I cannot say that I rely heavily on him. With that, let me 

simply reflect here on his erudite masterpiece, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in 

Western Literature, a tome composed of inspired side-by-side-studies and ultra-deep analysis 

of literature, historiography, history and historicity, virtually unparalleled in these fields of 

analysis. The great work succeeds no less than stunningly in excavating “a comprehension of 
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human realities which spreads as widely and variously as it goes profoundly to the very roots 

of our emotions” (201), explicating “the history of man’s inner life and unfolding” (202), and, 

ultimately, revealing “literary art which should apprehend reality in its full breadth and depth” 

(142) (if my quotations from Auerbach are somewhat “selective,” and I am being a bit free in 

my use of them here, allow me that, and trust that I am not misusing them). I dare say that 

Auerbach surpasses the works even of Fredric Jameson and Hayden White (though Paul Ri-

coeur, with his own brand of learned classicism, may come close). This said, I would be re-

miss if I did not acknowledge Mimesis’s sophisticated (and as well wonderfully creative, per-

haps even downright “playful”) principles, methodologies and findings, and though they may 

not make their way extensively into my own analysis, I feel sure that they are ever condition-

ing it, as stern taskmasters behind the scenes. Perhaps the only thing I can hope for is that my 

analysis will in some way add something to Auerbach’s mighty edifice, with my aims and 

methods, in sum, perhaps more “empirical” and focused on “history proper” as it were, as 

these experiences are evinced in human consciousness, and from there into historical writing. 

If my schemata are somewhat less comprehensive and less detailed than Auerbach’s technical 

studies of composition, I will nevertheless endeavor in my way to live up to his example, and 

be genuinely inclusive and rigorously erudite. 

82 Straub’s analysis hearkens to that of Daniel Wickberg’s histories of sensibilities (“ways 

human beings make sense,” “specific understandings,” “the manner in which people produce 

comprehension”). 

83 In terms of historical and literary theory, we will see how, as we have noted, for decades 

leading theories and explanations in these two disciplines have often referred back to or 

obliquely highlighted elements of human consciousness as foundational elements of the ideas. 

In a word, my entire thesis seems to have been present in these theories of writing and histori-

cal apprehension for some time now—but never specifically recognized and exploited. I will 

not fully examine this topic—that may come in another paper—but I hope to indicate here 

how this understanding is true. 
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84 Stueber’s reference not only to historical narrative as a “detailed account,” but its manifold 

“enabling allowances” shedding light on the “hows” behind historical agents’ reasons, 

thoughts, commitments, interests, etc. may be referenced back to my discussion of narrative’s 

explanatory strengths in chapter 2 of this work. 

85 Hexter’s “human communities and collectivities” and “larger context of a society,” Rüsen’s 

“cultural life in the minds of the people” and Stueber’s “commitment to certain values and 

certain rules” take us back into the essentials of the aesthetics ethic. We will see more of the 

same, below. 

86 Note that I introduced the importance of characters, characterization and point of view in 

the introductory portion of chapter 1 of this work. 

87 For these ideas see Jakobson’s “Linguistics and Poetics,” which can be found in Style in 

Language, T. Sebeok, ed., Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1960, 350-377. 

88 From Bakhtin 262. 

89 From Chalmers, “Facing Up to the Problem of Consciousness,” para. 4, 5. Chalmers is a 

professor of philosophy at Australian National University. 

90 Compare Rorty’s idea here to Hexter’s and Lodge’s descriptions of narrative/conscious 

identification, examined just above. 

91 Hayden White voiced similar sentiments, writing pithily that “The creation of a historical 

narrative, then, is an action exactly like that by which historical events are created, but in the 

domain of ‘wording’ rather than of ‘working.’” (The Content of the Form 174). 

92 The following discussion of temporality will correspond to an even lengthier analysis of 

this central narrative element, to be conducted in chapter 4. 

93 Carr’s “gaze” may accord with my aesthetic gaze. Note that this discussion has pointed to-

ward my examination of the linkage of historical incident with current concerns, and an eye 

toward future development in human communities, in chapter 4. Additionally, the references 

here to subjectivities and objectivities forecasts our analysis in the following section of this 

chapter. 
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94 In fact, scientist are not entirely sure about how binding in consciousness takes place, but it 

is widely assumed that it does take place in important ways. To bolster this examination, I 

turn to consciousness researcher Bernard J. Baars, Senior Fellow in Theoretical Neurobiology 

at the Neurosciences Institute, whose functions of consciousness seem to demonstrate organ-

izing processes that would yield bound continuity and experience (and interestingly, some of 

which could on occasion be seen as aesthetic processes at work in straightforward narrative). 

Baars writes of “Definition and Context-setting,” whereby constructed relations of “global 

input to its contexts” in consciousness “acts to define the input and remove ambiguities;” 

“Recruiting and Control Functions” that “can recruit subgoals and motor systems, to organize 

and carry out mental and physical actions;” an “Analogy-forming Function” that allows sys-

tems to “search for a partial match between their contents and a globally displayed (con-

scious) message;” and finally an “Autoprogramming and Self-maintenance” Function that 

“can be considered as a ‘self-system’, which works to maintain maximum stability in the face 

of changing inner and outer conditions” (Baars 349, all emphasis added). Bernard J. Baars, A 

Cognitive Theory of Consciousness, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993, Part VI, “Conscious-

ness is Functional,” 345-356. 

95 To refer the argument back to my look at literary analysts and their contributions to this 

discussion, recall Stuart Hall’s analysis that identity is not an “established fact” but an ongo-

ing act of narrative synthesis, a “production which is never complete, always in process, and 

always constituted within, not outside, representation” (234). 

96 My argument here harks to Frank Ankersmit’s in Historical Representation (Stanford UP, 

2001), 75-77. But I came to it independently, before seeing Ankersmit’s book. 

97 I refer to “The Works of Lucian, Vol. II: The Way to Write History.” On the WWW at 

<http://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/luc/wl2/wl210.htm>. Interestingly, Lucian seems to adopt a 

more democratic tone when, later in his essay, he writes “It may occasionally happen that 

some extraordinary story has to be introduced; it should be simply narrated, without guarantee 

of its truth, thrown down for any one to make what he can of it; the writer takes no risks and 
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shows no preference.” I leave it for the reader to ponder the potential of such “extraordinary” 

stories and histories. 

98 Think of how given media are by definition “betwixt-and-between” engagements of mean-

ing, interpretation and apprehension, playing an almost mysteriously quiescent role in such 

epistemological transaction, virtually without substance or anything like subjective/objective 

corporeality, and instead being understood as yeasty catalysts of the very melding of subject 

and object in communicative contexts. 

99 These intersubjectivities could perhaps be understood as “plural subjects” (see Margaret 

Gilbert, On Social Facts, Princeton UP, 1992). 

100 Peter Munz captures contours of this overall transaction and its potential outcomes. Munz 

writes of the necessity of deep interpretation in historical narrative, which in effect often ap-

plies the historian’s subjectivity (subjective knowledge; the historian’s second record) to the 

objects of his analysis. In terms of these factors in historical writing, Munz offers that history 

is not in fact constituted of various “objective” phenomenon, but is in fact a conversation of 

subjective views and interpretations, such that “The historian […] does not really busy him-

self with a search for objective knowledge but seeks to weigh subjectivities against each other 

and proceeds cautiously in substituting one subjectivity for another” (103). In sum, “We must 

[…] accept the possibility that some interpretations, though subjective, are really more objec-

tive than objective explanations,” and “Good history is not confined to objective explanations. 

History also contains subjective interpretations, which lay claim to a ‘higher’ objectivity” 

(both Munz 102). Without question these particular “interpretations” and this “higher objec-

tivity” relate to my examinations throughout this work. 

101 I am again reminded of the aesthetics ethic. Depraz’s and Cosmelli’s analysis is somewhat 

more complex than I have described here, and in its breadth I think it could further be applied 

to my own analyses. For example, they present a model of conjoined “first person,” “second 

person” and “third person” points of view which comprise a more multifarious and “strong 

continuity” of “‘intersubjective’ stances” (178). 
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102 Note that Habermas was relating the work of philosopher Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-

1835) to his own in this comment. 

103 In a like way, Peter Munz states that, in the selection and organization effected in historical 

writing, “there is an operational affinity between the mind of the historian [subject] and the 

mind of the people he is studying [object]” (68) This is again the second record, which we 

have referred to. We may associate these thoughts with those of Colin Falck, who posits a 

pre-conceptual conscious and compositional state “which has not yet been articulated into a 

referential structure” and thus is “not yet a realm in which subject and object—or awareness 

and corporeality—have clearly differentiated themselves” (15). Ultimately, the emergence of 

“highly intersubjective language” in human life begins to make sense of the possible applica-

tions and relations of subjective and objective experience and content, enabling simultaneous 

attention to “the merely embedded or inhering relationship to life” (a heightened subjectivity, 

as it were) and “the kind of relationship to life in which we can achieve a detached or focused 

consciousness of things and can begin to have [objective] experience” (all Falck 41). Falck’s 

analysis tends toward the speculative, but we may observe historical writers performing 

transactions like this in their own employment and emplotment of “intersubjective language.” 

104 Some are by now probably accusing me of naiveté, in that history has no true “object” at 

all (it’s forever absent, out of reach). But I will continue based on the assumption that there is 

such a given object to historical studies, if polyvalent as described here, and subject to the 

vagaries of (subjective) examination, reconstruction and comment by historical writers (and 

this to say nothing of those oft-referred to differences, deferrals, and aporias). 

105 Just above I referred to “narratively imbued” historical evidence. Let me explain this con-

ception. Historical traces, large and small, are by definition narratively constructed and en-

dowed. These traces may be small to the point of vanishing, and they may not look like what 

we expect narratives to look like—think for example of the narrative histories of ancient civi-

lizations that have been revived by way of tiny fragments such as coins, snatches of cloth, 

short inscriptions, brief annals, or other small relics, which are sometimes the only history we 
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have, and from which much more complete histories can be resurrected—but they all carry 

the fundaments and the essence of a story and temporality once lived, the shape of which is 

carried in the trace. All historical evidence and sources “enshrine thought” (Munz 188), and 

even vanishing traces of such thought contain the strands of the complete narrative that was 

being lived at the time. At the highest level, “Everything that has come down to us [...] is 

made up by somebody. It is a mininarrative and when we got to work on it critically we must 

seek first and foremost to find out how it was composed” (Munz 177). The historical writer’s 

task becomes that of an interpreter or translator (or even scientist), he or she “reading up” 

whole narratives contained in even fragments of experience, traces of thought, limited “pas-

sages” into the past. This image is not unlike that of a particle/wave of light (which is to be 

sure vanishing), which can carry an enormous store of information about that which it has 

encountered and “reflected” across time and space (Not entirely dissimilarly, Bakhtin happed 

on this image of a ray of light in his description of the intentional connection of “the word” 

and its objects in life and language. Such an intentionality becomes a “spectral dispersion” of 

the “play of colors and light on the facets of the image that [the ray, the word] constructs,” a 

dispersion “in an atmosphere filled with alien words, value judgments and accents through 

which the ray passes on its way toward the object” [277]). Another thought we have noted 

can be seen in this context. Peter Munz postulated that narratives are in part translated and 

given life by way of the historian’s second record, the sum of his or her experiences and 

knowledge, brought forward into the interpretation of an otherwise quiescent historical source 

or piece of evidence. Ankersmit similarly wrote of an “overflowing” between a historical 

writer’s subjective experience of the past and his experience as a composer of narratives 

based on objective evidence (see Sublime Historical Experience 105). In sum these interpreta-

tions and retellings inform us in more detail about half-reported, barely known, just-discerned 

outlines of history. The aim of the historical writer is to transform such tiny portions into 

more usable and complete narratives. 

106 These terms are variously from Oatley, Chalmers, Dennett, this author, and other sources. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

482                                    
 

                                                                                                                                      
107 “Effort after meaning,” the “fundamental process of connecting a given pattern with some 

setting or scheme,” is attributed to F.C. Bartlett, John Bransford and Jeffrey Franks by Oatley 

in Perceptions and Representations, 152. 

108 Note that my analysis in this chapter will at times at length refer back to the analysis in 

chapter 3 of this work. 

109 McPherson is referring to the conflict of U.S. Army Captain Nathanial Lyon and proslav-

ery militant Clairborne Fox Jackson. 

110 We may say that we see here a type of heteroglossia and intertextuality in historical writ-

ing, topics I will examine below. 

111 Zarrow’s quote is from personal communication with the author, November 2009. 

112 For other discussions of this point in terms of letters, diaries and similar sources, see Saul 

Friedländer, The Years of Extermination: Nazi Germany and the Jews, 1939-1945, New 

York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007 and Raul Hilberg, Sources of Holocaust Research: An 

Analysis, Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, Publisher, 2001. 

113 Note that McEwan and DeLillo will not be examined in detail in this study, although I will 

analyze a portion of Atonement in chapter 5. DeLillo’s Underworld includes a justly cele-

brated and richly suggestive reconstruction of “the shot heard round the world,” Bobby 

Thompson’s winning home run in the third game of a tiebreaker of the 1951 National League 

championship, which gave the New York Giants the pennant over the Brooklyn Dodgers. 

114 Indeed, it is for this reason—as will become amply apparent in the many examples of fic-

tional historical writings below—that an oft-repeated claim disobligingly comparing writers 

of fiction and historians is simply wrong. This claim is that “unlike fictive artists, historians 

accept a primary obligation to check their assertions against evidence or data about a world 

that is, or once was, ‘out there,’ evidence that is open to public scrutiny, and criticism by re-

examination of the respective records” (Hexter, The History Primer (13). Going forward we 

will observe an amazing array of fictional examples employing various methodologies that 

evince worlds that are, or once were, out there in rich, complete, illuminating and veritably 
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accurate ways, with their evidence by all means “open to public scrutiny, and criticism by 

reexamination of the respective records.” 

115 T’an-Ch’eng is the Chinese county Spence studied in his book. The county name is 郯城 

in Chinese, and in modern Pinyin, Tancheng. The writer’s Chinese name is 蒲松齡, in mod-

ern Pinyin Pu Song-ling. 

116 I have added the word “novelization” in this quote, while “the ongoing circulation across 

different cultural domains” is taken from Rigney, directly prior to this main quote on page 5. 

117 Quote from Author’s Note, no page number. The remembered present is Gerald Edelman’s 

overview of human consciousness, described in his book of the same name, in which he de-

scribes the essence of human consciousness as in part emerging out of a combinatory reentry 

effort linking one’s perceptions of current situated experience with perceptions of one’s past, 

yielding a new overall combinatory awareness. Edelman, winner of the 1972 Nobel Prize in 

Physiology, is chairman and professor, Department of Neurobiology, the Scripps Research 

Institute. 

118 The last quote is by Samuel Clemens. 

119 McPherson here quotes Josiah Gorges, chief of Confederate ordnance. 

120 In terms of our discussion in chapter 3, and “echoing” McPherson just above, Daniel Den-

nett has written of an “echoic” quality of memory reverberating forward in our apprehension 

of the past, and that “our capacity to relive or rekindle contentful event is the most important 

feature of consciousness” (Sweet Dreams 172). 

121 The quote is from György Lukács, quoting Jean-Marie Guyau, in “The Crisis of Bourgeois 

Realism,” 253, in Theory of the Novel, ed. by Michael McKeon, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

UP, 2000. 

122 Though White does not specify in this interview, we may assume that the “false clarity” he 

is referring to is the hoped-for unadulterated clarity of empirical, essentialist history. As 

White adds, “The desire for the simple, you see, is what governs most historical research. 

They say: ‘Let’s get the true story.’ But there is no one true story!” (74). 
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123 I pause here as an aside to note that our modern world is altering a claim like this, and 

many of the other analyses and claims in this work. This is because the scope and profession-

alism of both modern historiography and modern journalism, alongside a huge wave of ama-

teur reporting of historical events (in websites and blogs, and with waves of “citizen report-

ing”) are making the past a good bit less “absent” than it used to be. Nowadays, there is a 

veritable avalanche of reporting and eyewitness accounts that are making access to the past 

easier and more complete than ever before. As Don DeLillo has written (in what some may 

call a truism), “journalism is the first draft of history,” and this I think is becoming ever more 

important. DeLillo goes on to write, however, that “maybe fiction, potentially, is the final 

draft” of history, which brings these possibilities into accord with my overall analysis. De-

Lillo adds that “it may be the novelist’s initiative, not the historian’s” to examine [or imagine] 

most deeply the many “cause[s] rooted in history and culture” (personal communication with 

author, 12 February 2009; additional text by the author). 

124 The quote is by Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, cited in Milton Scarborough Myth and 

Modernity, New York: State U of New York P, 1994, 13. 

125 “Certain figures of speech are fixed in the modern mind, exactly as the fables of the gods 

and nymphs were fixed in the mind of pagan antiquity” wrote G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936). 

Although I think that a number of common expressions could be viewed this way—think of 

the elevated significance of such sayings as “the winds of change,” “darkening skies,” to be 

“cold as ice,” the “battles” of everyday existence, etc.—more specifically attached to myth we 

might also think how we might communicate that someone is “mighty as Zeus,” “evasive as 

Proteus,” “bound like Prometheus,” “a titan,” “doomed as Hector,” “a nemesis,” “a mighty 

Aphrodite,” “wise as Athena,” “hot as Hades,” etc. Colin Falck saw the connection of myth to 

our language this way: “our fully-articulated linguistic awareness will continue to fall within 

the outlines of myth and will be most satisfyingly open to ‘explanation’ through an assimila-

tion to mythic patterns” (118). And of course many mythical figurations are common ele-

ments of other parts of our empirical lives: the Apollo space program, the Hera particle accel-
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erator, the Poseidon and Hades missile systems, Athena and Ares rockets, Artemis satellites, 

the Hermes space shuttle—and just think of all constellations, planets and names of many 

other objects and locations in outer space attached to myth. Chesterton from “Myths and 

Metaphors,” in Collected Works, Volume XXXV, The Illustrated London News 1929-1931, 

San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991, 29-33. Located on the WWW at 

<http://www.cse.dmu.ac.uk/~mward/gkc/books/Myths_and_Metaphors.html> 

126 This main passage from page 3 of Styron [2] has been compressed. The quotes in the prior 

paragraph are from pages 3 and 4. 

127 I will follow up DeLillo’s ideas of pain and loss below in” Historical Writing, Aesthetic 

Contours: Contingency, Metaphor, Modality, Chaos.” 

128 Shaara is referring to Stephen Crane’s reasons for writing The Red Badge of Courage. 

129 Note that in my examples from historical writing in the following I will occasionally con-

dense the original text for illustrative and comparative purposes, arranging selected pieces in 

order from various pages, and omitting text, without using brackets. Though this will some-

times alter the text found in the books, these changes will be clearly identified (at times I will 

insert brackets), and will not in any way alter narrative line, ordering, diction or meaning. 

Some might say I am “picking and choosing” in this way, but I believe this is a useful and 

credible way of selecting and ordering narrative data based on significance, not unlike the 

processes we employ, sometimes actively, sometimes passively, when reading any history. 

These are in a sense the ways we “separate the wheat from the chaff” and re-order historical 

accounts in our efforts to make maximum sense of these texts. 

130 The reader notes McPherson’s small allusion to Shakespeare in this text. 

131 The language in McPherson’s text here and Michael Shaara’s seems to obliquely transact, 

with Robert E. Lee reflecting at one point in The Killer Angels, “He had a sudden rushing 

sensation of human frailty, death like a blowing wind: Jackson was gone, Stuart would go, 

like leaves from autumn trees” (74). 
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132 Note also that The Killer Angels contains many high-quality maps of the three-day Gettys-

burg battle, including details about Pickett’s charge. In my view, the multiple maps in the 

novel actually give more and better information than the single map covering the three-day 

battle in Battle Cry of Freedom. 

133 Flanagan’s analysis echoes that of David Lodge, in chapter 3, and below. 

134 The source for McPherson was Clifford Dowdey, Death of a Nation: The Story of Lee and 

His Men at Gettysburg, and Shelby Foote, Civil War, II. The source for Shaara was “letters 

and other documents” from the era (xiii). Both works are reconstructions based on historical 

sources. 

135 I use the adjective “comfortable” and the noun bonhomie above advisedly, for although 

much of the closeness that we experience in All Quiet on the Western Front is affirming, 

much is decidedly discomfiting, with Paul Bäumer’s horrifying descriptions of death and in-

jury causing one’s stomach to churn. 

136 Thinking of a historical writer’s “visits” into the past is pleasing in Flanagan’s terms here. 

137 Flanagan’s comments link to the virtual histories of Niall Ferguson, to be examined below. 

138 The text “Wherefore didst thou marvel?” is Revelations 17:7. The text “These shall make 

war with the Lamb and the Lamb shall overcome them, for he is Lord of lords, and King of 

kings, and they that are with him are called, and chosen, and faithful” is Revelations 17:14. 

Styron’s use of Biblical text throughout his novel richly embellishes the history in realistic 

ways, given that Turner was deeply versed in the Bible, and well-known for preaching elabo-

rate sermons with extensive Biblical quotations. The text “Such is your luck, such you are 

called to see and let it come rough or smooth you must surely bear it” as we saw above is 

from the actual confession, though “bear” is spelled “bare” by Gray. 

139 This final text, “the last should be first” is used by Styron at several points in his narrative, 

and is found in different chapters of the Bible, including Matthew 20:16, Mark 10:31, or 

which could also be read through “they that are with him are called, and chosen, and faithful” 

in Revelations. 
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140 Though Ball is not usually counted as a “historian” I ask that the reader grant his memoir 

credibility from one who has experienced a given history in a given historical period, and 

written a truthful account. Works like Ball’s play a triple role as self-textualizing memoir, 

authentic history, and key sources that historians can employ. Ultimately, and as we have 

noted, we will find that historical writing will sometimes spread out before us in genres and 

formats beyond my central focus of historiography and historical novels, becoming something 

like Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome. 

141 From Wert, Jeffry D. Cavalryman of the Lost Cause: A Biography of J.E.B. Stuart, Simon 

& Schuster, 2008. Accessed on Wikipedia, at  

<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeb_Stuart#Gettysburg_and_its_aftermath> 

142 In contrast to the $10,000 they had expected to rob the Clutters of, Smith and Hickock net-

ted during the crime between forty and fifty dollars, a small portable radio, and an expensive 

pair of binoculars. 

143 The witness was Floyd Wells, a fellow prisoner in Kansas who had told Hickock about the 

Clutter family, and who revealed this to authorities several weeks later, leading to the arrests. 

144 In Sublime Historical Experience Ankersmit expounds on the “right relationship” of a 

number of factors—subject and object, language and reality, fact and historical representa-

tion, the historian and the past, experience and representation, metaphor and irony, etc. 

145 As a personal aside, it was this passage from Styron that first made me realize (when I was 

about 18 or 20) the value of historical novels for historical apprehension, as I found myself 

trusting the accuracy and realism of Styron’s representations, they providing me with valu-

able knowledge about the life and times of these people and places, so far removed in time. 

As Styron wrote, his approaches and methods, though fictionalized, “still allowed me to re-

main, in the larger sense, historically faithful” From Styron [2], 443. 

146 Recall also John Dewey’s “focal points of a here and now in a whole that stretches out in-

definitely” (Art as Experience 193). 
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147 I will examine Hexter’s historical rhetoric in detail below, in “Historical Writing, Aes-

thetic Contours: Rhetoric” 

148 Note the use of the present tense “now rarely speak,” which shows McPherson’s linkage of 

his historical narrative to current apprehension. This topic will be taken up at the end of this 

analysis, in “Historical Writing, Aesthetic Contours: Rhetoric.” 

149 We may link Lukács’s historical contours, factors and conditions to theory of narrative 

consciousness with a look at John Searle’s theory of Background in The Rediscovery of the 

Mind. Searle’s Background is a set of “abilities to engage in certain practices, know-how, 

ways of doing things, etc.” (179), as well as “contingently existing biological and cultural 

facts” (191; other quotes in this note from this work, unless otherwise indicated). I equate 

conscious Background here with Lukács’s background conditions to historical consciousness, 

apprehension and narrative, which I am interpreting in terms of becoming. We thus see that 

the “meanings, understandings, interpretations, beliefs, desires, and experiences” (175) of 

historical representations and narratives are established in terms of Background. (We might 

interpret this linguistically via Bakhtin, who wrote similarly of discourse ensconced in con-

text and apperceptive background [“the uninterrupted process of historical becoming” [Bak-

htin 288]] that it (discourse) “when introduced into a speech context, […] the degree of dialo-

gized influence, one on the other, can be enormous” [Bakhtin 340]). For Searle, Background 

conditions are the conditions of satisfaction of historical representation and narratives, as 

composed intentional objects. In a word, historical narratives could not function without 

Background, their status as forms of conscious intentionality makes it that their “actual con-

tent by itself is insufficient to determine the conditions of [their] satisfaction” (189). Perhaps 

ironically, Searle stresses that Background is decidedly nonrepresentational, but that it is also 

“a feature of our representations of reality” (180, 191-192, emphasis in original)—in that, as 

noted, composed intentional representations are “brought to life” in light of Background 

knowledge and experience, and both “rise to the level” and “reach[] all the way down to the 

bottom” of Background conditions (195, emphasis in original; “brought to life” by the 
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author). Background, like context, is the veritable home of intentionality, a necessary (and 

mostly sufficient) condition “fixing” the functions of representational intentionality—a cate-

gory in which I include historical representation and narrative. It is a system of transacting 

representational “about-ness,” or, even more broadly, a sort of “archive” of historicized expe-

rience, an index which “admit[s] of a wide variety of interpretations,” and in which fictional-

ized representations, performing their unique roles in this habitus, ultimately find themselves 

classed (White “The Aim of Interpretation” 74). (Searle considers his Background similar to 

Pierre Bourdieu’s [1930-2002] dispositional conception of habitus; see The Rediscovery of 

the Mind, 177.) 

150 Though we may count this text as fictionalized by Capote, I would guess that this photo-

graph actually existed and was seen by Capote. 

151 All of my main fictional studies—The Confessions of Nat Turner, In Cold Blood, The Kil-

ler Angels and All Quiet on the Western Front—are impressive in this respect, presenting de-

tailed, complex, richly evocative, revealing and authentic recreated dialogs that ring perfectly 

true in the ways I have discussed. 

152 McPherson and Shaara even include a musical intertextual reference, with McPherson in-

cluding the words and musical notation to Battle Cry of Freedom, a war song written by a 

northern writer, George F. Root, and Shaara including the spare notation to a bugle call writ-

ten by Union General Dan Butterfield, which may be the origin of the bugle call Taps, possi-

bly written by Butterfield. See the Wikipedia entry for Dan Butterfield for a convenient ac-

count of his life including these details. 

153 From Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree, New York: Dover Publications, 

1956, 1. 

154 Fish is Davidson-Kahn Distinguished University Professor of Humanities and a Professor 

of Law at Florida International University in Miami, and Dean Emeritus of the College of 

Liberal Arts and Sciences, University of Illinois. 
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155 The quote above is, of course, William James, from his The Principles of Psychology. 

James’s words are perhaps a bit strong, but his metaphor is useful and introduces our topic. In 

terms of historical experience and this buzzing contingency, recall McPherson’s description 

of the “successive crises, rapid changes, dramatic events, and dynamic transformations” that 

“imping[ed] on each other” during the U.S. during the Civil War (5). 

156 In light of our subject, Daniel Dennett in Consciousness Explained conveys an interesting 

take on a temporality that yields “no single narrative that counts as the canonical version,” 

with such temporality comprising a combination of subjective and objective sequences that 

“may not superimpose themselves in orthogonal registration” (136, emphasis in original). 

Dennett calls this sort of contingent narrative construction a “temporal smear” of dispositional 

properties, composed of differences and “kinks” in experience/narration (136). 

157 A theorist like Ankersmit would see historical writers at certain levels evincing a given 

unity out of this perpetual diversity—something like the binding in human consciousness dis-

cussed in chapter 3. With this paradoxical variety infusing historical understanding and inter-

pretation we may find ourselves in the ring grappling with this challenge like a prizefighter, 

“we stand face to face with [historical] reality itself in an encounter […] that is direct and 

immediate since it is no longer mediated by the categories we normally rely on for making 

sense of the world” (Ankersmit, Sublime Historical Experience 285, emphasis in original). 

158 Modality is a term with multiple definitions, and mine will accord with that of linguistic 

modality. In the following I will carefully define the term as I will use it. 

159 Carr quotes Niall Ferguson, Virtual History: Alternatives and Counterfactuals, and I will 

examine this work in detail in chapter 5. 

160 Definitions here and below from Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition. 

Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-Webster, Inc., 1993. Some definitions have been slightly re-

worded. 

161 Within the second quote McPherson quotes Monroe L. Billington, ed. The South: A Cen-

tral Theme? (Huntington, N.Y. 1976). 
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162 Lemon sums this up as a situation of “a to y minus 1”, which captures the “missing-ness” 

or “absence” inherent in indeterminacy—but I direct the reader to Lemon’s “The Structure of 

Narrative” for more complete exposition. 

163 Admittedly Iser does not refer to indeterminacy, proper, here, and I link my discussion to 

his somewhat more straightforward “change” and “transience.” 

164 McPherson also employed narrative in order to “point to the moral” of his history (para-

phrase of ix). 

165 In Cold Blood 240. 

166 The illocutionary act of questioning used by historical writers to expose contingency (veri-

tably posing “what if?” counterfactual historical possibilities), and also to invite readers into 

the discussion as interlocutors, is a fascinating method in history writing, and seems to stray 

from straightforward factual empiricism. We saw it above in Capote, and it is also employed 

by James M. McPherson in Battle Cry of Freedom. 

167 I refer to my own copy of Timaeus, downloaded from Project Gutenberg at 

<http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page> 

168 Recall also the example I cited in chapter 1, where Daniel Boorstin seems to have focused 

on chaotic dimensions of historical experience, such that as humanity sought to see its way 

from dark to light by way of the control of time, it found itself facing the “menace of the un-

known” (26). Boorstin used Shakespeare to illustrate his point, with images of the “comfort-

killing night, image of Hell” and a “Vast sin-concealing chaos.” 

169 Definitions Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition. Springfield, Mass.: 

Merriam-Webster, Inc., 1993. Some definitions have been slightly re-worded. 

170 Rorty, Contingency, irony, solidarity 18. 

171 Quotes from Ernest Nagel, The Structure of Science: Problems in the Logic of Scientific 

Explanation, Indianapolis, Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1979, 108. 

172 Quotes from Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multidisciplinary Studies of the Crea-

tion of Meaning in Language, London: Routledge, 307, 307, 2. 
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173 Kermode was in fact referring specifically to poesy in this quote, a field related to, but a bit 

narrower than our topics. I respectfully ask the reader to link “poems” in the above with his-

torical narrative and/or novelization. 

174 Quote from Richard J. Connell, From Observables to Unobservables in Science and Phi-

losophy, UP of America, Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 2000, 76. 

175 Yes, it is true that Turner’s dream appears nowhere in the historical record, and has been 

created by Styron. Nat Turner’s confession, however, clearly describes a prodigiously vision-

ary personality from Turner’s youth, as we saw have seen. Styron’s interpretation thus has 

credible contours. 

176 We will refer again to Dr. Wayne Booth (1921-2005), whose discovery of a rhetoric 

emerging out of aesthetic and narrative constructs, and branching into the argumentative and 

moral, continues to have an impact in cultural and literary studies. 

177 Ankersmit once wrote that historians “argue for ‘points of view’ on the past,” while “the 

historical novelist applies [argues from] them” (Narrative Logic 26; bracketed text taken from 

the same page; emphasis added). Here I must disagree, and say that, indeed, historical novel-

ists also argue for, and they do so in highly sophisticated and committed ways. 

178 I have perhaps borrowed my idea of two aesthetic sensibilities from Booth, as we see here. 

179 Admittedly Turner’s execution was a foregone conclusion. 

180 Both Francis and his wife are actual historical figures who were lucky enough to be else-

where in Virginia during the rebellion. 

181 Capote’s “big sky” at the close of his novel transacts with the “big, annihilating sky” he 

wrote of during the burning of the household items of the Clutter home, after the murders, 

examined above. 

182 Ankersmit, as we have noted, is suspicious of a thick layer of “received truth” obscuring 

authentic historical subjects and objects, “prevent[ing] us from seeing the past itself or dis-

tort[ing] our view of it” (Sublime Historical Experience 256). 
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183 From “Is There Truth in Fiction?” in Contemporary Metaphysics: An Introduction, by Mi-

chael Jubien. Malden, Mass., Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, Ltd, 175-187. © 1997 by Mi-

chael Jubien. 176. 

184 This whopper is from David Davies, “Fiction,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, 

ed. by Berys Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes. Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 

200l, 347-358. My citation is from page 351. 

185 Though Searle on the whole limits his analysis to fictional discourse, as I have cited him 

here, I will turn his ideas around and allow them into history, by way of the fictionalizing 

syntax and semantics that historians may credibly employ. Additionally, Searle’s theory is 

largely of the “pretend/make-believe” variety of explanations of truth in fiction, which I set 

aside above. 

186 The first part of this quote from Ryan was cited in chapter 1 of this work. 

187 I have slightly reworded Falck’s quote, in no way changing his meaning. 

188 Apply these ideas here and going forward back to my study of human consciousness, most 

broadly a collective consciousness. 

189 Note, however, that Ellison also said that we have to read fiction writers “very careful of 

course, because they are the biggest liars of all” (Ellison 148). In light of all we have exam-

ined, fair enough. 

190 My aim is not to compare this passage in detail with comparable analysis from historiog-

raphy, but note that Richard Hofstadter wrote in The American Political Tradition that Lin-

coln was, his entire life, “thoroughly and completely the politician” (95), and that “His ambi-

tion was a little engine that knew no rest” (93, quoting William H. Herndon, author of 

Herndon's Lincoln: The True Story of a Great Life). Hofstadter continued that Lincoln “sel-

dom failed to strike the humble manner that was peculiarly his” (94) and that “the hard-fisted 

rail splitter” image was “one of the most successful of all political symbols” (95). Accusa-

tions that Lincoln had assumed dictatorial powers are common, though they are usually a 

good bit more hostile than Vidal’s prose (Hofstadter says nothing of this view of Lincoln). 
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Harper’s Weekly wrote on March 14, 1863 that “The President of the United States has, in 

effect, been created Dictator, with almost supreme power over liberty, property, and life—a 

power nearly as extensive and as irresponsible as that which is wielded by the Emperors of 

Russia, France, or China” (Harper’s Weekly “The Work Done By Congress,” on the WWW 

at: 

<http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/civil-war/1863/march/abraham-lincoln-

dictator.htm> 

191 Gadamer’s thoughts echo those of Paul Churchland, quoted in chapter 2. 

192 I warrant that we can class both historiography and historical fiction as “works of art,” per 

Ankersmit. 

193 This analysis strengthens our analysis of narrative’s explanatory strengths from chapter 2. 

194 Interestingly, McPherson has selected this quote (from Douglas Southall Freeman’s R.E. 

Lee: A Biography) which includes the exclamation mark, connoting a certain glee in Lee’s 

words. Many references to this quote end with a period, giving it a somewhat more somber 

feeling. 

195 Rigney’s thoughts refer to an important area of historical consciousness and understand-

ing— the “functionality” of historical writing in the ways it links past, present and anticipated 

future experience. I will take this up below, in “Past into Present.” 

196 György Lukács, quoting Alexander Pushkin, in The Historical Novel, 166. 

197 The Odyssey, book IV, lines 456-458. Translated and edited by Albert Cook. New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. Copyright © 1974, 1967 by Albert Cook. 

198 Ankersmit presented a slightly radical view that maps onto Rorty’s textuality, writing that 

while a “court of appeal” of actual historical past and referent did exist at the sentence level, 

“it does not exist where it most matters—at the level of the text—which means that the dis-

course of history per se never has been and never will be an epistemology; that objectivity 

and truth (epistemological/cognitive criteria) are therefore not finally at issue—and cannot 
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ever be at issue—at the level of the ‘historicised past as discursive text’” (qtd. in Jenkins Why 

History? 137). 

199 I borrow the importance of “relevance” from Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History, 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1981. 

200 We may relate this examination of virtual histories to our study of consciousness and nar-

rative in chapter 3. Owen Flanagan sees value in the counterfactual histories constructed in 

human conscious reflection, and offers that skilled, intelligent mentation provides a “counter-

factual advantage,” better preparing persons for “unanticipated ethical situations” (Self Ex-

pressions 162). Such situations must be foreseen and prepared for in order to prevent, not 

only straightforward experiential possibilities (any number of possible positive or negative 

changes, unexpected developments, permutations, metamorphoses, etc.), but also ethical 

lapses and the development of “problematic dispositions” in human consciousness (Flanagan, 

Self Expressions 162). Flanagan, with tongue I believe firmly in cheek, goes on that humans 

will engage in “the exploration of multiple alternative possibilities, multifarious ways of liv-

ing, some better than others and some positively awful from any reasonable perspective” (Self 

Expressions 135). In this way, and per the aesthetic factors I have examined, we find that the 

veritable origin of contingency is human psychology and consciousness. Consciousness re-

searcher Colin McGinn (sounding almost Rortyan, and almost Fergusonian) posits a compre-

hensive, innate and subtle contingency in human consciousness when he notes that “Unless 

we recognize the unobservable, the phenomena we do observe will remain puzzling, inexpli-

cable, mysterious. We pay the epistemological price of unobservability because we value the 

intellectual benefits it brings us, and rightly so. We depart from strict empiricism because it 

leaves the world unexplained. […] Accessibility is an epistemic, not an ontological property. 

Nothing is intrinsically hidden; hiddenness is relative to our means of seeking out” (89; 

McGinn is Professor and Cooper Fellow, department of philosophy, University of Miami). 

201 Ryan’s note here, with Habermasian overtones, reads: “Though it is not my intent to dis-

cuss in detail the evaluation of philosophy, theory, or literary criticism, I would like to sketch 
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briefly how I envision their acceptance as a process that brings into play many of the concepts 

of truth listed in the present essay. The cultural importance of these genres is established by 

consensus in the relevant community; this consensus is reached by evaluating the text in 

terms of such criteria as correspondence to the relevant data, predictive power, aesthetic qual-

ity, novelty, and compatibility (=coherence) with other texts that have successfully passed the 

same test and are now regarded as foundational. Once a text has been canonized by a com-

munity it controls the acceptance of future texts and acquires the power to make truth—

declarative authority. Changes of paradigm occur when other texts become canonical.” 

202 McEwan’s words are reminiscent of Samuel Clemens’s, above in McPherson, reflecting on 

the import of the Civil War. 

203 Those interested in what could become daring explorations of history in unusual contexts 

and formats are directed to the essays of Mark Poster, Ann Rigney, Wulf Kansteiner and oth-

ers in Manifestos for History, (Routledge, 2007). These writers examine the possibilities of 

historical exploration and telling by way of digital technologies, the Internet, graphic novels, 

games, virtual realities, music, websites, theme parks, and the like. 

204 Interestingly enough, McPherson is commenting here on a give historical “revisionism,” 

an approach that is most often derided as the creation of false, tendentious history, but which 

McPherson, as seen in the above quote, interprets as a positive in historical writing. 

205 And as well, it might be worth noting that historical fiction in its own ways may distance 

readers from its content, that is to say that authorial subjectivity, ostensibly more pronounced 

in this genre, could itself be seen as at times distancing in a sort of reverse way, in that read-

ers might expect empirical distance in historical writing, and instead be treated to the more-

conspicuous presence of a writer at work in historical fiction (thanks to historian Peter Zar-

row for noting this point). But not for the first time the more flexible furrowing of subjective 

and objective points of view examined in chapter 3 come to play and ameliorate this doubt. 

206 Of course I cannot simply ignore every thinker who has considered these topics, and I will 

at times refer to other theories and ideas to support my own. 
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207 For assistance with the development of these concepts and descriptions I am indebted to 

the members of the graduate seminar “Ethics, Evil and Fiction,” led by Professor Timothy 

Lane at National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan in fall 2003. 

208 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-

Webster, Inc., 1993. 

209 Ibid. 

210 I have added the word “indeed” to this common quote by King. 

211 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-

Webster, Inc., 1993. 

212 I thank my friend, David Wessman, University of Advancing Technology, Tempe, Ari-

zona, for assistance with some of the details in this paragraph. 

213 For simplicity, we are referring to each miner and each reader as separate, though of 

course groups of miners and communities of readers could have the same aims as they work 

together and seek the same things in their explorations. 

214 I could apply John Rawls’s analysis of “reasonable comprehensive doctrines” to this study 

and other above, such that we accept or dismiss given historical narratives by way of arrival 

at an “overlapping consensus” or “reflective equilibrium” in society (or societies of readers) 

and judgment on that which is indeed reasonable or unreasonable in a work, as well as under-

standing of the limits of what is rational in a work (for even the rational can be dismissed, if 

found to be self-serving). See Rawls’s Political Liberalism, II §3 and passim. The reader de-

tects here a move toward analysis in light of liberal/humanist political values and indeed, I 

feel that much of my analysis does have certain roots in such norms. In early drafts of this 

work I at times specifically linked my analysis to such beliefs and ideas but later removed 

these specific references and analyses, not wishing to branch quite so widely (though above I 

did something not dissimilar with references to Jürgen Habermas and Martha Nussbaum’s 

works, liberal in broad senses and not unpolitical). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

498                                    
 

                                                                                                                                      
215 An observer has noted that revisionist histories should not perhaps be placed in this col-

umn, as they are not, in the broadest sense truly “fiction.” I can agree with this view, but at 

the same time I think we can veritably classify the most ludicrous, incredible and wholly un-

acceptable revisionist histories as, essentially, “fictions” (untruths) that are not to be believed 

or given credence. Admittedly, this is a harsh view of fiction that I have argued against 

throughout this work—but my argument has always been in terms of quality fictions, and I 

have also been willing to dismiss fictions of any kind that abjectly fail to measure up to the 

various standards I have outlined and analyzed. 

216 Toews was analyzing various writers, including David Harlan and Robert Rosenstone in 

this review of Manifestos for History (Routledge, 2007). 

217 I will liberally ask the reader to substitute “history” and “historical novel” for Scholes and 

Kellogg’s “autobiography” and “autobiographical novel.” 

218 Considering other sources for historical understanding and composition, to be sure more 

than just those I have examined are possible. See end notes 124 and 214, examining the latest 

in journalism and other formats in this light. I would be remiss if I did not mention the no 

doubt rich possibilities of film in these respects—with my lack of any look at history and film 

perhaps a failing of this analysis. See, Christopher Classen’s “Balanced Truth: Steven Spiel-

berg’s Schindler’s List Among History, Memory, and Popular Culture” for a nice examina-

tion of film with respect to historical truth and consciousness. 

219 Kermode’s mention here of “hopelessly diverse documents” recalls Hayden White’s fa-

mous dismissal of the uselessness of the plain “annal” as evidence in historical writing. 

220 “Kinds of meaning” is from Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative 85-86. 
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Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, and solidarity. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989.  

---. Objectivity, Relativism and Truth: Philosophical Papers Volume 1. Cambridge, 

Cambridge UP, 1991.  

--. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1979.  

Row, Jess. “Styron’s Choice.” The New York Times, 6 September 2008. Located on 

the WWW at <http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/07/books/review/Row-

t.html?_r=1&8bu&emc=bub1&oref=slogin> 

Rüsen, Jörn,. History: Narration, Interpretation, Orientation. New York and Oxford: 

Berghahn Books, 2005. 

---, ed. Western Historical Thinking, New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2002. 

Ryan, Marie-Laure. “Truth Without Scare Quotes: Post Sokalian Genre Theory.” New 

Literary History, vol. 29, no. 4 (Autumn 1998), 811-830.  

Sartre, Jean-Paul. What is Literature? Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1988.  

Scholes, Robert, Robert Kellogg. The Nature of Narrative. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1975.  

Searle, John. “Searle, “The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse.” In Expression and 

Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

1979, 58-75. 

---. The Rediscovery of the Mind. Cambridge, Mass., London: MIT P, 1992.  

Shaara, Michael. The Killer Angels. New York: Ballantine Books, 1974.  

Spiegel, Gabrielle M. “Revising the Past/Revisiting the Present: How Change Hap-

pens in Historiography.” History and Theory, Theme Issue 46 (December 2007), 

1-19. © Wesleyan University. 

Smith, Steven G. “Historical Meaningfulness in Shared Action.” History and Theory 

48 (February 2009), 1-19. © Wesleyan University. 
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Spence, Jonathan D. The Death of Woman Wang. New York: Penguin Books, 1979, 

© Jonathan D. Spence, 1978.  

Stampp, Kenneth. The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South. New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967. Copyright 1956 by Kenneth M. Stampp. 

Saint Augustine. Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford UP, 

1991, 1992, 1998.  

Stock, Kathleen. “Fiction and Psychological Insight.” In Matthew Kieran, Dominic 

McIver Lopes, eds. Knowing Art: Essays in Aesthetics and Epistemology, 

Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Springer, 2004, 51-66. 

Stokes, Dustin. “Art and Modal Knowledge.” In Matthew Kieran, Dominic McIver 

Lopes, eds. Knowing Art: Essays in Aesthetics and Epistemology, Dordrecht, 

the Netherlands: Springer, 2004, 67-81.  

Stone, Lawrence. “The Revival of Narrative: Reflections on a new old history.” In 

The History and Narrative Reader. Edited by Geoffrey Roberts. London and New 

York: Routledge, 2001, 281-298.  

Straub, Jürgen. Narration, Identity, and Historical Consciousness. New York: Ber-

ghan Books, 2005.  

Stueber, Karsten R. “Reasons, Generalizations, Empathy, and Narratives: The Epis-

temic Structure of Action Explanation.” History and Theory 47 February 2008, 

31-43. © Wesleyan University. 

Styron, William [1]. The Confessions of Nat Turner. A Signet Book published by the 

New American Library, New York. Copyright, 1966, 1967 by William Styron.  

Styron, William [2]. The Confessions of Nat Turner. New York: Vintage Interna-

tional, Vintage Books, 1993. 25th Anniversary Edition.  
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---. “Defending Nat Turner.” Originally published in The Nation, April 22, 1968. Lo-

cated on the WWW at 

<http://www.thenation.com/doc/19680422/defending_nat_turner> 

Toews, John. “Manifesting, Producing, and Mobilizing Historical Consciousness in 

the ‘Postmodern Condition,’” History and Theory, Vol. 48 No. 3 (October 

2009), 257-275. © Wesleyan University.  

Topolski, Jerzy. “The Role of Logic and Aesthetics in Constructing Narrative Wholes 

in Historiography.” History and Theory, Vol. 38, No. 2 (May, 1999), 198-210. © 

Wesleyan University. 

Tosh, John. The Pursuit of History: Aims, methods and new directions in the study of 

modern history. London and New York: Longman, 1984, 1991.  

Tuchman, Barbara. The Guns of August. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1962. 

© Barbara W. Tuchman, 1962.  

---. Practicing History: Selected Essays. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1981. 

Turner, Frederick Jackson. “An American Definition of History.” In The Varieties of 

History. Edited, selected, and introduced by Fritz Stern. London and Basing-

stoke: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1965, 1970. 197-208.  

Van Bouwel, Jeroen, Erik Weberl. “A Pragmatist Defense of Non-Relativistic Ex-

planatory Pluralism in History And Social Science.” History and Theory 47 

(May 2008), 168-182. © Wesleyan University. 

Vidal, Gore. Lincoln: A Novel. New York: Ballantine Books, 1984.  

---. “Gore Vidal’s ‘Lincoln’: An Exchange.” By Gore Vidal, Reply by C. Vann 

Woodward. The New York Review of Books, Volume 35, Number 7, April 28, 

1988. Located on the WWW at <http://www.nybooks.com/articles/4450> 
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---. “Vidal’s ‘Lincoln’: An Exchange.” By Richard N. Current, Harold Holzer. Reply 

by Gore Vidal. The New York Review of Books, Volume 35, Number 13, August 

18, 1988. Located on the WWW at <http://www.nybooks.com/articles/4341> 

Vinciguerra, Thomas. “The Truce of Christmas, 1914.” The New York Times, Decem-

ber 25, 2005. Located on the WWW at 

<http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/25/weekinreview/25word.ready.html> 

Warren, Robert Penn. Conversations with Robert Penn Warren. Edited by Gloria L. 

Cronin and Ben Siegel. Copyright © 2005 by the U of Mississippi P. Located 

on the WWW at  

<http://books.google.com/books?id=AsiRQUvRxkcC&printsec=frontcover&dq

=conversations+with+robert+penn+warren#v=onepage&q=&f=false> 

White, Hayden. Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century 

Europe. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1975. 

---. “The Metaphysics of Narrativity: Time and Symbol in Ricoeur’s Philosophy of 

History.” In The Content of the Form. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hop-

kins UP, 1986, 169-184.  

---. “The Question of Narrative in Contemporary Historical Theory.” In The Content 

of the Form. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 26-57. 

---. “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality.” In The Content of the 

Form. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 1-25.  

---. “Getting Out of History: Jameson’s Redemption of Narrative.” In The Content of 

the Form. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 142-168.  

---. “Historical Pluralism.” Critical Inquiry 12, no. 3 (Spring 1986): 480-493. 

---. “The Fictions of Factual Representation.” In Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cul-

tural Criticism. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 121-134.  
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---. “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact.” In Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cul-

tural Criticism. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 81-100. 

---. “The Burden of History.” In Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism. 

Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1986, 27-50.  

---. “The Public Relevance of Historical Studies: A Reply to Dirk Moses.” History 

and Theory 44 (October 2005), 333-338. © Wesleyan University. 

---. “The Aim of Interpretation is to Create Perplexity in the Face of the Real: Hayden 

White in Conversation with Erlend Rogne.” History and Theory 48 (February 

2009), 63-75. © Wesleyan University. 

---. “Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth.” In The History and Narrative 

Reader, edited by Geoffrey Roberts. London and New York: Routledge, 2001, 

375-389. 

Wickberg, Daniel. “What Is the History of Sensibilities? On Cultural Histories, Old 

and New.” The American Historical Review, Vol. 112, Num. 3, June 2007, 661-

684.  

Wilson, Trevor. “The Significance of the First World War.” In The Great War, 1914-

1918: Essays on the Military, Political and Social History of the First World 

War, College Station, Texas: Texas A&M UP, 1990.  

Zahavi, Dan. “Intentionality and Phenomenality: A Phenomenological Take on the 

Hard Problem.” In The Problem of Consciousness: New Essays in Phenomenol-

ogical Philosophy of Mind, Alberta: U of Calgary P, 2003, 63-92. 
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D a v i d  P e n d e r y  C u r r i c u l u m  V i t a e  

 
 
 

Courses Taught 

            

British and American Literature; Journalism Writing and Design; Print and 
Electronic Publishing; TV and Advertising Writing; English Composition; 
Public Speaking; Argumentation and Debate; Multimedia English; English for 
Specific Purposes (various topics); English Conversation; Business English. 
 

 

Education 

            

Boston University 
M.S., Print Journalism, emphasis in electronic publishing, May, 1997, magna cum laude. 

 
San Francisco State University 

B.A., International Relations, emphasis in U.S. foreign policy, January 1996, magna cum 
laude. 
 

Georgetown University, Washington D.C. 
Institute for Political Journalism, summer 1994. 
 

National Taiwan Normal University, Taipei, Taiwan 
Mandarin Training Center, summer 2003. 
 

National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan 
Doctoral English Literature program admission, June 2004. Completed required course 
of study 2007. Final oral defense before professors Tim Lane, Chen Chao-ming, Peter 
Zarrow, Pin-chia Feng and Joe Eaton, June 2010.  
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Employment 
            

National Chengchi University Department of English 
Designed and taught Journalism Speaking, Writing and Reading for undergraduates; 
designed and taught English and American Literature for English minor undergradu-
ates. October 2009-present. 

 
National Taiwan University of Science and Technology (NTUST), Taipei, Taiwan  

Designed and taught Business English and English Conversation and Writing courses to 
NTUST students and employees. March 2005-present. 

 
David Pendery English Services 

Independent contractor supplying editing, writing, teaching and training services in 
English for businesses, academia and government individuals and institutions. 
 

Soochow University, Department of Political Science, Taipei, Taiwan 
English Discussion leader in Professor Hsiu Chuan Tsai’s “Case Studies in Taiwan: Pub-
lic Policy and Management” class, fall 2009. 

 
Gijun English, Taipei, Taiwan 

Taught English courses for working adults, including group and one-on-one tutoring 
classes. February 2008-present.  

 
National Chengchi University Foreign Language Center 

Designed and taught English conversation and listening. In the course, advised students 
on a large project that interviewed foreigners studying Chinese in Taipei, which created 
a DVD program of the filmed conversations, and a print publication featuring the inter-
views. November 2008-January 2009. 

 
Acumen Business English Consultants, Taipei, Taiwan 

Designed and taught business English courses taught in Taipei businesses, including 
ING Insurance and Quintiles Transnational, a healthcare policy consulting group. 
August-October 2008. 
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National Chengchi University Center for Public and Business Administration Edu-

cation  
Designed and taught English workshops and courses for working adults, including Ba-
sic Conversation, Journalism Reading and Listening, and Business English. Classes in-
cluded courses taught to Taiwanese Civil Service staff members at the ROC Ministry of 
Examination (考選部), the ROC Research and Development Evaluation Commission  
(研究發展考核委員會), and the Academia Sinica institute (中央研究院). July 2004-

present. 
 
American Magazine Center, Taipei, Taiwan  

English Consultant, teacher, speaker, writer. Performed various freelance duties, includ-
ing conducting English skills training seminars for Taiwanese English teachers, motiva-
tional speaking for high school students, teaching English conversation and writing for 
students and adult learners, recording English learning radio programs, and writing 
English learning stories and articles for American Magazine Center magazines. Fall 
2002-present.  

 
National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan 

English Instructor, English Taught Program. Designed and taught Advanced English 
Conversation and Writing to sophomores in the National Chengchi University College 
of Commerce. September 2003–June 2007.  

 
He Ping High School, Taipei, Taiwan 

English Instructor. Designed and taught advanced English Conversation and Writing 
courses to Taiwanese high school juniors. September 2004-June 2005. 

 
Shih Hsin University, English Department, Taipei, Taiwan 

English Instructor. Designed and taught undergraduate courses including Public Speak-
ing, Argumentation and Debate, Journalism Writing, TV and Advertising Writing, Eng-
lish Oral Training and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses in varied topics. 
Judged student speaking contests, created admissions testing materials for the English 
department, August 2002–August 2004. 
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National Taipei University of Technology (NTUT), Department of Applied English, 

Taipei, Taiwan 
English Instructor. Designed and taught undergraduate courses including American 
Popular Culture, Multimedia English, Advanced English Composition, Public Speaking, 
Argumentation and Debate. Assisted in development of NTUT testing and promotional 
materials. Coached and judged NTUT students participating in English writing and 
speaking competitions. September 2000–October 2004. 
 

International Cooperation and Development Fund (ICDF), Taipei, Taiwan 
English consultant. Wrote, rewrote and edited ICDF quarterly, annual and special pub-
lications, editorials, analyses, regional economic development appraisals, project re-
ports, speeches, news reports, project proposals and other materials. Designed and 
maintained ICDF promotional website. Designed and conducted English language train-
ing and proficiency testing for ICDF personnel. January 2001–August 2002. 

 
Illuminata, Inc. , Nashua, New Hampshire, USA 

Information technology analyst and writer. Researched and wrote Information Technol-
ogy industry technical reports, analysis, industry forecasts and recommendations for 
professional and popular readership. Collaborated on design of artwork and explana-
tory graphics accompanying reports and other materials, including posters, books and 
multimedia materials. August 1999–July 2000. 
 

International Data Group (IDG), Boston, San Francisco 
Reporter, Infoworld magazine (IDG publication). Wrote news, feature articles and spe-
cial reports covering the Information Technology industry for the internationally-
distributed weekly trade magazine and website. Collaborated on design of artwork and 
explanatory graphics accompanying reports. June 1997–February 1999. 
 

Sunset Beacon, Richmond Review, City Voice, Hingham Times, Boston, San Francisco 

Freelance reporter, editor, feature writer and photographer for the monthly community 
newspapers. 1992–1999. 
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Peer-Reviewed Academic Journal Publications 

            

• “Poem 1996” (poetry), The Aroostook Review, University of Maine, Fort Kent. 
Volume V, Summer 2010, (ISSN 1934-4324).  

•  “Journalism English: Pragmatic, Exciting ESP Learning Possibilities for Taiwan-
ese Students,” Globalization, English(es) for Specific Purposes, and Intercultural Stud-
ies Proceedings, International Conference on Applied Foreign Language Studies, 
Ching Yun University, Zhongli, Taiwan, May 2010.  

•  “’The Matter of Britain’: Life, Death, and the Experience of Time in the World of 
King Arthur,” Watermark: A Graduate Journal of Literary Criticism, California 
State University, Long Beach, June 2009. 

•  “The Branch Does Not Fall Far From the Tree: Moral Realism in Literature,” Li-
CuS Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies, University of Zagreb, Croatia, Feb-
ruary 2009.  

•  “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the 
United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” Asian Ethnicity, Routledge, October 
2008. 

• “The First and Second Attentions of Dramaturgy: A Phenomenological Analy-
sis,” National Central University Journal of Humanities, National Central Uni-
versity, Jhongli City, Taiwan, January 2008. 

•  “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the 
United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” The 2007 International Symposium 
on Diaspora and Ethnic Studies: Proceedings, National Sun Yat-sen University, 
Kaohsiung, Taiwan, June 2007.  

• “Eric Packer and Eugene Henderson: Seeking Transcendence Across the Void,” 
Watermark: A Graduate Journal of Literary Criticism, California State University, 
Long Beach, June 2007. 

• “Handful of Petals,” “Say What You Said Before” (fiction), The Aroostook Review, 
University of Main, Fort Kent. Issue 1, No. 1, spring 2006 (ISSN 1934-4324). 

• “Bringing Experience to Life, and Life to Experience: Conscious Experience and 
Representation in Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon,” Consciousness, Literature, the 
Arts, University of Wales, Aberystwyth, UK, Vol. 7, No. 3, December 2006.  

• “Scary as Hell: The Roots of Horror,” Dissections, Anglia Ruskin University and 
the University of Brighton, UK, Vol. 1, No. 1, November, 2006.  

• “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the United 

States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” Transdisciplinary Journal of Emergence, Issue 3, 
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No. 1, HEC School of Business and SDA Bocconi Business School, Milan, Italy Spring 

2005.  
• “The Evolution of U.S. Military Doctrine and Security Policy: From the Cold War 

to Current Perspectives,” San Francisco State University International Relations 
Journal, December 1995. Used in Professor David Garnham’s, “Problems of 
American Foreign Policy” course, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee. Cited in 
L’aide Économique Américaine et la Sécurité Dans les Amériques (American Economic 
Aid and Security in the Americas), and L'évolution de la théorie du conflit de faible 
intensité (The Evolution of the Theory of Low-Intensity Conflict), by Anne Du-
hamel, University of Quebec in Montreal. Department of Political Science, June 
2001. 

•  “Handful of Petals” (fiction), City Scriptum, City College San Francisco, 1993.  
 

Other Publications (author) 

            

•  “The tears, joy and responsibility of learning Chinese,” opinion/commentary, 
Taipei Times, 6 January 2009. 

• “Neutrality Taiwan’s best option,” opinion/commentary, Taipei Times, 6 Octo-
ber 2008. 

• “On a more apt history for Taiwan,” opinion/commentary, Taipei Times, 28 
August 2008. 

•  “Magical Realism and Toni Morrison's Song Of Solomon: Bringing Life to Expe-
rience and Experience to Life,” Margin: Exploring Modern Magical Realism, March 
2006. Cited by Lecturer Mitzi Y. McFarland, University of West Georgia (USA), in 
her course syllabus, “The Making of an American Self: Conversations Past and 
Present,” fall 2006. 

•  “Taiwanese English Majors and the Study of English,” Shih Hsin University E-
Power, Department of English, Shih Hsin University, Taipei, Taiwan, October 
2003. 

• “Talk it Up: Encouraging Communication in Taiwanese College Classrooms,” 
Cambridge Connection, Cambridge University Press, March 2003. 

• “musica subterrania” (online literary journalism), “San Francisco Journal” (online 
poetry and verse cycle), “Awakenings” (fiction), “Handful of Petals,” (fiction), 
“age arrives” (poetry). Fuzzynet literary webzine (United Kingdom), April 2003. 
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• “Wealth Beyond our Wildest Dreams,” International Cooperation and Development, 

June 2002. Republished by World Links Global Learning Network, Washington, 
D.C., 2002. 

• “Bon Appetit!” The Senegal Small and Medium Enterprise Assistance Project,” 
International Cooperation and Development, June 2002. 

• “The El Salvador Earthquake Reconstruction Project,” International Cooperation 
and Development, June 2002. 

• “ICDF SME Development: Fast Track to Economic Growth, “International Coop-
eration and Development, September 2001. 

• “Project Transformation: The Panama Fishermen’s Loan Project,” “International 
Cooperation and Development, March 2001. 

• “Infiniband Architecture: Bridge Over Troubled Waters,” special research report, 
Illuminata, Inc., May 2000. 

• “Blueprint for Tomorrow,” InfoWorld magazine 20th anniversary edition special 
report, July 1998. 

• “When Data Explodes,” InfoWorld magazine special report, May 1998. 
 

Selected Publications (editor) 

            

•  “ICDF 2001 Annual Report, foreword,” by Hung-mao Tien, Republic of China 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. 

•  “Using Young Adult Literature to Teach EFL Reading/Writing,” by Professor 
Yi-ping He, National Taipei University of Technology. 

• “Taiwan Assisted Flower Production and Marketing in Paraguay,” by Dr. Sung-
ching Hsieh, Senior Advisor, International Cooperation and Development Fund. 

• “Case Studies on Taiwan Cooperative Asparagus Production and Marketing in 
Senegal, West Africa,” by Dr. Sung-ching Hsieh, Senior Advisor, International 
Cooperation and Development Fund. 

• “Case Studies on Taiwan Cooperative Agribusiness-scale Production and Mar-
keting of Asparagus and Mushrooms in Indonesia,” by Dr. Sung-ching Hsieh, 
Senior Advisor, International Cooperation and Development Fund. 

• “Vegetable Production and Marketing in the Gambia, West Africa,” by Dr. Sung-
ching Hsieh, Senior Advisor, International Cooperation and Development Fund. 

• “Agricultural Reform in Africa—With Special Focus on Taiwan Assisted Rice 
Production in Africa. Past, Present and the Future Perspectives,” by Dr. Sung-
ching Hsieh, Senior Advisor, International Cooperation and Development Fund. 
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• “Light in Every Corner of Burkina Faso,” by Medical Specialist Lien Chia-en, In-

ternational Cooperation and Development Fund. 
• “ICDF Aquaculture Development in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,” by Specialist 

Lin Mingh-hsien, International Cooperation and Development Fund. 
• “Agricultural Technology Transfer to Developing Countries,” (contributing edi-

tor), textbook by Dr. Sung-ching Hsieh, National Pingtung University of Science 
and Technology, Pingtung, Taiwan 

• “The Underlying Meaning of’ ‘ICDF,’” by International Cooperation and Devel-
opment Fund Secretary General Yang Tzu-pao. 

• “Pondering the Special Professionalism and Expertise of International Coopera-
tion and Development,” by International Cooperation and Development Fund 
acting Secretary General Yang Tzu-pao. 

• “Agricultural Technology Transfer to Developing Countries (Thailand),” by Dr. 
Sung-ching Hsieh, Senior Advisor, International Cooperation and Development 
Fund. 

 
Have written or edited numerous other research reports, analyses, editorials, educa-
tional materials and articles in various publications. 
 

Academic Seminars, Conferences, Public Speaking 
            

• “Journalism English: Pragmatic, Exciting ESP Learning Possibilities for Taiwan-
ese Students,” 2010 International Conference on Applied Foreign Language Stud-
ies: Globalization, English(es)for Specific Purposes, and Intercultural Studies, 
Ching Yun University, Jungli, Taiwan, 28 May 2010.  

•  “The Branch Does Not Fall Far From the Tree: Moral Realism in Literature,” Ne-
gotiating Narrative Authority: Intersecting Relationships in English Studies, Aca-
cia Group graduate conference, California State University, Fullerton, February 
22-23, 2008. 

•  “Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: The Mind of Wikipedia,” paper presentation, Wikima-
nia Conference 2007, Taipei, Taiwan, August 3, 2007. 

• “Wikipedia and Taiwanese Students: A Good Mix,” moderator, round table dis-
cussion, Wikimania Conference 2007, Taipei, Taiwan, August 3, 2007. 

•  “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the 
United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” 2007 International Symposium on 
Diaspora and Ethnic Studies, National Sun Yat-sen University, Kaohsiung, Tai-
wan, June 16-17, 2007. 
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• “’Vectors of Desire’: Palimpsests of History, Narrative and Lived Experience,” 

National Chengchi University English Department Professors, “Research Salon: 
Cultural Representation,” May 10, 2007. 

• “Eugene Henderson and Eric Packer: Seeking Transcendence across the Void,” 
20th Century Literature and Culture academic conference, University of Louis-
ville, USA, February 22-24, 2007. 

• “Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley and the (re)writing of History,” Southwest/Texas 
Popular Culture Association/American Culture Association conference, Albu-
querque, New Mexico, USA, February 14-17 2007.  

• “Scary as Hell: The Roots of Horror,” Midwest Popular Culture Associa-
tion/American Culture Association conference, Indianapolis, Indiana, USA, Oc-
tober 27-29 2006.  

• “Preachers and Teachers: Cultural Links and Philosophical Affinities in the 19th-
century First American and 20th-century Southern Renaissances,” Re-mapping 
the American South academic conference, University of the West of England, 
Bristol, UK, September 8-10, 2006.  

• “Learning to Learn—English,” motivational speaking engagement and training 
for Taiwanese high school students, Shih Yuan Senior High School (西苑高中), 
Taizhong, Taiwan, 20 April 2006.  

• “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the 
United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” Diasporic Narrative and the Ethics 
of Representation academic conference, University of Turku, Finland, 29 Septem-
ber-1 October 2005. 

• “Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese Diaspora to the 
United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives,” (dis)junctions 2005: Theory Re-
loaded academic conference, University of California, Riverside, 8-9 April 2005.  

• David Pendery "Identity Development and Cultural Production in the Chinese 
Diaspora to the United States, 1850-2004: New Perspectives" National Chengchi 
University, 

• “Chinese Diaspora Studies: Bridges to Distant Shores,” Globalization and Cul-
tural Representation, university professors discussion group, Taiwan Ministry of 
Education Reading Project (九十三年度人文社會科學教育改進計畫 
史料典籍研讀會), National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan, December 2004.  

• “English Composition Teaching Techniques,” teacher trainer and program de-
signer, Miaoli National High School, Miaoli, Taiwan, 3 December 2004.  
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Honors and Awards 
            

• Republic of China Ministry of Education Scholarship, spring 2005, spring 2006, 
fall 2006, spring 2007, fall 2009. 

• National Chengchi University English Department graduate student scholarship, 
spring 2005, spring 2006, fall 2006, spring 2007.  

• First prize, Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, 
National Student Magazine Writing Contest, Trade Magazine Article, 1997. 

• Phi Beta Kappa and Golden Key national honor societies (3.73 college GPA; 96th 
percentile U.S. national Graduate Record Examination Verbal ranking). 

• San Francisco State University Achievement Award for academic excellence, 
1996. 

• Boston University, College of Communication, Graduate Teaching Assistantship 
Scholarship, 1996. 

• Scripps Howard Foundation Journalism Scholarships, 1993, 1994. 
• Wheeler Family Trust Scholarship, Georgetown University, 1994. 

 

Languages 
            

• Intermediate Chinese reading, writing and speaking. 
• Intermediate Spanish reading, writing and speaking. 
 
 


