Paul Ricoeur on Refigurative Reading
and Narrative Identity

HENRY VENEMA Messiah College

ABSTRACT: This paper explores the relation between personal identity and story
telling. In particular | examine how Paul Ricoeur links narrative discourse to identity
formation. For Ricoeur stories are not simply aesthetic objects disconnected from
experience, but are rooted in the very fabric of life and have the capacity to profoundly
refigure our world. Narrative discourse and life are for Ricoeur dialectically tied to
cach other through a “mimetic arc.” This, however, poses interesting problems and
difficulties. How do stories affect the transformation of experience? According to
Ricoeur the identity of the text can be incorporated into my own personal and
communal identity through a mode of analogical transfer. This is the art of
interpretation, the art of selfhood, the performative process of becoming a self in
relationship with others.

RESUME: Cet article analyse la relation entre identité personnelle et le fait de raconter
une histoire. J'aborde en particulier le lien entre le discours narratif et la formation
identitaire, tel que le congoit Ricoeur. Pour ce dernier, les histoires ne sont pas
simplement des objets esthétiques détachés de I’expérience; elles sont plutét ancrées

.

dans le tissu méme de la vie, et ont le pouvoir de refigurer profondément notre monde.
Le discours narratif et la vie sont, dans la pensée de Ricoeur, liés de fagon dialectique
par un «arc mimétique». Une telle fagon de voir souleve, cependant, des questions et
des difficultés intéressantes. Comment les histoires affectent-elles la transformation de
I’expérience? Selon Ricoeur, ’identité du texte peut étre intégrée dans ma propre
identité personnelle et collective par un mode de transfert analogique. C’est en cela que
consiste 'art de Uinterprétation, de ipséité, le processus performatif du devenir de soi

en relation avec les autres.

Reading stories to my five year old daughter is part of my household evening
routine. It matters little if a particular selection of Berenstain Bears has been
read at least a hundred times, hearing it once again never bores her. Even
before I read the story she often knows what to expect, the narrative order has
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been fixed in her mind. My surprise with her unending capacity to remember
the details of the story is only outdone by her shear joy with recognizing
words, and learning how to read. With each new book, I am witness to the
transformation of my daughter’s world. I can literally see in her face and with
her relaxed excitement that something is happening to her. As I drift off the
sleep during the third or fourth book, my daughter’s elbow insists that I finish
the story and bring it to completion. Her mind soars through the repetition and
novelty of each page, but her ever expanding imaginative adventure needs the
temporary familiarity of narrative closure. This is not the closure of logical
necessity; rather, stories come to an end through narrative necessity, through
the completion of the events that are needed to tell the point of the story.
Something is communicated, something happens through the reading of the
story that cannot be reduced simply to the transference of information.
Reading transforms our imagination, refigures our world of experience, and
contributes to the narrative texture of our identity, our sense of self. Now if
this can happen with the Berenstain Bears, imagine what will happen when my
daughter reads Shakespeare, Sartre, or Scripture.

It is this aspect of reading stories that I want to focus on, What is the
affective relation between a narrative text and a reader? and how do stories
function in the formation of personal identity? If, as I believe to be true, the
journey of self-discovery is brought to language through narrative discourse,
then one could also argue that the task of becoming a self, is not only given
articulate shape through narrative language, but is constituted through the
narrative mode of discourse itself. In other words, coming to terms with who
T'am not only takes place through the construction of personal narratives; but,
I come to understand myself as a character within the stories I tell about
myself, and I see possibilities for being other-wise in the stories of others.
Reading opens my world to endless possibilities, to variations of self that I
can assume as-if they were real. I can imagine myself as a character within a
story because I too am a character within my own story. I can identify with
narrative characters because my identity is inherently narrative in structure.

It is this interplay between the story and reader as developed by Paul Ricoeur
that I want to reflect on in this paper.

Narrative and Narrative Identity

In his magnificent three volume work Time and Narrative (1 984-88),! Ricoeur
launches a complex and detailed analysis of the interconnection between
narrative discourse and human experience. Claiming that the narrative function
is “the privileged means by which we re-configure our confused, unformed,
and at the limit mute temporal experience,””? Ricoeur carefully shows how the
narrative mode gives the otherwise unintelligible diversity of human actions
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sedimentation and innovation of the practical field of human experience.
Ricoeur writes: “My thesis is that the very meaning of the configurating
operation constitutive of emplotment is a result of its intermediary position
between the two operations I am calling mimesis1 and mimesis3.”"

By choosing the term “emplotment” Ricoeur hopes to capture the dynamic
character of the relationship between experience and narrative. The
construction of stories is but one moment of the “arc of operations by which
practical experience” is understood.'® The configuring act of narration begins
with “a preunderstanding of the world of action, its meaningful structures, its
symbolic resources, and its temporal character™;'* but, it finds fulfillment in
the “application” of the referential intention of the story in the life of the
reader or listener. “It is the task of hermeneutics...to reconstruct the set of
operations by which a work lifts itself above the opaque depths of living,
acting, and suffering, to be given by an author to readers who receive it and
thereby change their acting,”'® and in so doing changes and fulfills its
meaning. The term “emplotment” signifies an intimate and necessary
connection between the stories we tell about ourselves and the structure of
human experience from which narratives arise and to which they return.
Narrative discourse is for Ricoeur a reflective way station, or critical moment
of distanciation, which, while ontologically rooted in the practical world of
experience, allows for the imaginative variation of what is received in order
that narratives may refigure or reorganize experience into more meaningful
patterns. For Ricoeur the ultimate significance of the connection between

narrative and life is found in the analogous transferability of the identity of the
text to that of persons and communities by way of refigurative reading.

The difficulty of this position is readily admitted by Ricoeur. Although
narrative identity is proposed as a poetic resolution to the problems of
narrative and experience, “narrative identity is not a stable and seamless
identity.”*® The “application” of the narrative unity of a text to personal
identity is far from a simple act. There is no single text; yet, there is an agent
who must appropriate narrative meanings to form his or her identity not just
as one text among others, but as living story that reflects my identity.

The selection of significant meanings, which are to become representative
of who I am, involves a highly complex procedure spread out over the course
of my life. Compounding this difficulty is Ricoeur’s assertion that life can
never offer “total mediation.””’ Narrative identity is “an open-ended,
incomplete, imperfect mediation, namely, the network of interweaving
perspectives of the expectation of the future, the reception of the past, and the
experience of the present, with no Aufhebung into a totality where reason in
history and in reality would coincide.”*® There is no meta-narrative that can
totalize my experience. Narrative identity is an identity of plurality, of many

stories. “Just as it is possible to compose several plots on the subject of the



242 Symposium

same incidents...[as for example the four Gospels] so it is always possible to
weave different, even opposed, plots about our lives.”" Ricoeur is convinced
that within his concept of identity lies a diversity which no amount of
narration can paper over and place under a unifying rule. “Narrative identity
thus becomes the name of a problem at least as much as it is that of a
solution.”?

Refiguration Through Receptive Reading

Narrative identity tries to bridge a gap between language and life by
completing the world of the text in and through the world of the reader,
Understanding  is incomplete, wooden, bereft of life, without the
transfiguration of the world of the one who tries to understand. Hence,
reading is, according to Ricoeur, an act of reception that is “undividedly
revealing and transforming.”? Reading is a work of application. “It is only in
reading that the dynamism of configuration completes its course. And it is
beyond reading, in effective action, instructed by the works handed down,
that the configuration of the text is transformed into refiguration.”” While
reading marks the path of narrative application for the initiation of meaningful
action, it also marks the “intersection” that gives the “work of fiction...[its]
significance.”? The relation between the “fictive world of the text and the real
world of the reader” requires “the phenomenon of reading...[as] the necessary
mediator of refiguration.”> One must be able to “imagine that”** the temporal
world of the reader can be “seen as” the world of a narrative text in order to
innovatively refigure one’s own experience. Both historical and fictional
narratives refigure experience under this rule of analogy, that is, under the rule
of emplotment governed by the logic of metaphor which reconnects art to life
through the transformation of “seeing as” into “being as.”

This task of narrative refi guration requires an act of productive imagination
that interactively constructs the meaning of the text. While the rhetorical force
of the text affects the reader, the interaction between the world of the text and
the world of the reader calls for an active response on the part of the reader.
As Ricoeur explains, “this being-affected has the noteworthy quality of
combining in an experience of a particular type passivity and activity, which
allows us to consider as the ‘reception’ of a text the very ‘action’ of reading
it."? The effect of the rhetoric of persuasion on the reader is passive; the
meaning of the text’s world results from the productive activity of imaginative
reading.?’

To account for this duality within the act of responsive reading Ricoeur
employs the work of Wolfgang Iser and Roman Ingarden.”® In particular,
Ricoeur focuses on Iser’s appropriation of Ingarden’s concept of the
incomplete nature of literary texts: incomplete with regard to “image-building

Y
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readers.

The goal of reading in community with others is to effect a response that

produces not only an intelligible configuration of the text, but more
significantly, the refiguration of experience by way of intersubjective
knowledge. To truly understand a text is to bring it to completion in life;
therefore, “application orients the entire process teleologically.” Rather than
leaving the reader with an abstract “recognition of the text’s otherness,”*
Ricoeur argues that the process of narrativization must overcome this
difference by constructing a sameness or identity between text and reader.
Using Hans Robert Jauss’ triadic distinction between “poiesis, aisthesis,
catharsis,” Ricoeur explains that the aesthetic pleasure received from the
actualization of the world of the text, if it is to return to the living world of the
reader, must move beyond aesthetic experience to a cathartic effect “that is
more moral than aesthetic: new evaluations, hitherto unheard of norms, are
proposed by the work, confronting or shaking current customs.”' The
cathartic effect releases the reader from the imaginative world of meaning to
clarify experience by means of the moral instruction that reading has
produced. This is the key to Ricoeur’s concept of refiguration. “Thanks to the
clarification it brings about, catharsis sets in motion a process of
transposition, one that is not only affective but cognitive as well, something
like allégorése, whose history can be traced back to Christian and pagan
exegesis.”*? To refigure experience is to draw an analogy between text and
reader. Reading does not merely extract moral content from the configuration
of the text, but attempts to forge a conjunction of identity between text and
reader. This transposition of new evaluations and norms requires that the
reader actualize them in the intersubjective world of agents and patients. The
reader must identify with, and take responsibility for, the cathartic effect which
impacts on the moment of initiative and action, the moment which defines who
we are. In other words, the narrative arc is completed with an allegorizing
application of the world of the text in the immediate world of the reader; this
process is not secondary to the meaning of the text, it is inseparable from
textual meaning. And since the narrative arc forms the necessary means for
understanding experience, to understand the text is to make one’s own
subjectivity identical with that proposed by the text. This is not only an
identity with regard to the content of the text, but the very structure of the text
becomes identical with the reader through cathartic application. Seeing oneself
as that proposed by the text becomes, by means of choice and action, being
oneself as that proposed by the text. Refiguration transforms more than moral
evaluations, the very identity of the one who accepts responsibility for his or
her actions configured by the world of the text becomes transformed by the
possibilities the world of the text proposes.
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