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Understanding Narrative 
Hermeneutics

 Jens Brockmeier and Hanna Meretoja

Th is essay off ers two readings of its title. One takes the 
words understanding, narrative, and hermeneutics as 
nouns that stand for diff erent though interrelated no-
tions; the other proposes an understanding of herme-
neutics as an approach to human reality in which nar-
rative plays a crucial role. Th e fi rst reading could be 
said to be concerned with three distinct notions and 
their overlap and interplay, being aware that each term 
is unfolded in a broader tradition of its own. Th ere are, 
for example, more forms and practices of human un-
derstanding and meaning- making than those we call 
narrative; there is more to narrative than that it enacts 
processes of understanding; and hermeneutics is a fi eld 
of inquiry that reaches beyond not only processes of 
narrative understanding but also beyond processes of 
understanding in general (acknowledging the border 
zones and limits of understanding).

It is with this in mind that we want to point out that, 
and show how, the hermeneutic approach explores in-
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terpretation and understanding as central dimensions of language and, 
by extension, narrative. From this perspective, we propose viewing nar-
rative as a hermeneutic practice in itself, a practice of meaning- making. 
Th is practice— or perhaps better, this plethora of practices— is of crucial 
signifi cance for complex processes of interpretation that underlie, for 
instance, our ideas of self and identity. Th is view motivates the second 
reading of our title, the one without commas.

Combining these two readings, we outline the project of narrative 
hermeneutics by sketching some of the theoretical traditions on which 
it builds. In the fi rst part of our discussion, we pay particular attention 
to its philosophical background, and in the second part we relate it to 
literature, delineating how fi ctional narratives have elaborated many key 
issues of narrative hermeneutics. If there is one point we consider es-
sential for the hermeneutics of narrative, it is the way in which it brings 
together engagement with issues of storytelling in linguistic, discursive, 
and artistic contexts with the wider existential relevance of narrative 
practices for our (self- )understanding and being in the world. To fur-
ther explain and unfold this argument we take a look, in the third and 
last part, at a new fi eld that has become known as narrative medicine. In 
opening up to investigate the narrative fabric of health, illness, and care, 
narrative medicine represents an extraordinary theoretical and academ-
ic eff ort to overcome the divide between biomedical science on the one 
hand and the humanities and social sciences on the other. Moreover, it 
also is part of, and refl ects, a lifeworld shaped in exemplary fashion by 
practices of narrative interpretation. We thus discuss literary fi ction and 
narrative medicine, and the theoretical debates that draw on them, as 
exemplary fi elds of existential and hermeneutic refl ection on narrative.

We want to stress right at the beginning an important diff erence with 
some former hermeneutic theories: in speaking of existential acts of 
meaning- making we do not assume universal features of human nature 
but refer to socioculturally very specifi c practices, as we explain in what 
follows. Our case is all but a universalist one; we argue that, particularly 
under complex and challenging conditions, our eff orts to understand 
ourselves and the cultural world in which we live— we call this existen-
tial understanding— tend to take the form of narrative.

Yet the narrative dimension of understanding is only one side of the 
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coin. On the other side is the interpretive nature of narrative, so we also 
must address this side, that is, the fact that an interpretive process is at 
the heart of every process of narrative understanding.

The Project of Narrative Hermeneutics

Th e project of a narrative hermeneutics is closely associated with what 
has oft en been described as the narrative turn. Extending the study of 
storytelling beyond the fi ctive, literary, textual, and even linguistic do-
main, the shift  toward narrative as ubiquitous practice of human com-
munication and meaning- making has been driven by and catalytic to 
many debates. In the process, the scope of narrative theorizing has wid-
ened within and beyond the humanities. What is viewed as the spec-
trum of storytelling environments has also expanded, ranging from 
face- to- face interaction to textual genres, visual and performative me-
dia, and digital world- making. At the same time, narrative research has 
opened up to diverse cultural worlds, involving many new areas of in-
quiry in the social sciences, psychology, law, and health and medical 
sciences, to name but a few. Th e study of narrative and the narrative- 
based study of human reality have become multi-  and transdisciplinary 
to a degree hardly imaginable a few decades ago. Finally, the narrative 
turn has not only been a theoretical discourse. Literature and other arts 
have actively tackled the relevance of storytelling for human existence, 
manifesting increasing narrative self- awareness (Meretoja 2014b).

Against the backdrop of this multifarious landscape of research, schol-
arship, old and new storytelling practices (especially, in the wake of the 
digital and artistic innovation), and forms of narrative self- awareness, 
we want to give a sharper profi le to the hermeneutic approach. Although 
associated and intermingled with many of these developments, narrative 
hermeneutics is all but clearly localizable on this map, for it already is 
itself a transdisciplinary orientation, an approach to human life and un-
derstanding that has oft en been engraft ed and specifi ed within a number 
of diff erent theoretical and empirical contexts. Th is might be one reason 
why it has not played a prominent role as a distinct approach in narra-
tive studies. Another reason is that it is not easily combined with what for 
long was the most infl uential tradition of narrative studies: structuralist 
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narratology. Th is tradition has been part of the movement that sought to 
eliminate from the human sciences the sense- making subject and related 
notions such as intentionality, experience, and existence. Hermeneuti-
cally oriented narrative studies, in contrast, conceptualize narrative in 
terms of a subject who strives to give meaning to his or her experiences, 
while at the same time radically decentering— that is, socializing and 
historicizing— this subject.

More broadly, hermeneutics represents an intellectual tradition that 
has not merely been incompatible with structuralist, empiricist, and 
positivist philosophies of science and knowledge that have for a long 
time shaped much of the academic business, including the social sci-
ences and humanities; from its very beginning, rather, the hermeneutic 
tradition in all its variants has radically challenged these philosophies, 
striving to elaborate an alternative view of the human mind, in fact, 
of human reality, by centering on our capacities of interpretive under-
standing, interacting, and meaning construction. From a hermeneutic 
perspective, diff erent disciplines and theoretical approaches are based 
on diff erent ways of interpreting reality, but none of them gives privi-
leged access to “reality as such.” Th ey produce diff erent types of knowl-
edge, because they ask diff erent types of questions and use diff erent 
vocabularies. As Gadamer (1966/1993: 226) puts it, “it is a hermeneutic 
fundamental phenomenon that there is no such contention that could 
not be understood as an answer to a question and that is not under-
standable only as such.”1

In a nutshell, the basic claim of all modern hermeneutics is that hu-
man understanding is mediated. It is mediated through sociocultur-
al circumstances, history, and signs— particularly, language. Directly 
related to this claim is the interpretive imperative. Th e assumption of 
the interpretive nature of human understanding is inseparable from its 
linguistic, social, and cultural mediatedness or, to again use Gadamer’s 
(1960/2004) term, its historicity (Geschichtlichkeit). We always encoun-
ter the present moment within the horizon of experience shaped by 
our past experiences and by the cultural traditions and forms of life in 
which we have become who we are. All our understanding takes place 
within such a historical matrix. Because this matrix is always in fl ux, ev-
ery act of understanding is singular. As we never step into the same riv-
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er twice, there are, strictly speaking, no two processes of understanding 
alike. Th is alone defi es every cognitive or intellectual universalism. For 
Gadamer (1985/1993: 8), the real challenge is to accept and comprehend 
that the inherent structure of all understanding is “Immer- Anders- 
Verstehen,” “always- understanding- diff erently.” As a consequence, all 
our interpretations are reinterpretations, interpretations of previous in-
terpretations to which they add, from a diff erent point of view in time 
(and oft en also in space), new versions, as minimally distinct from each 
other they might be. In this way, another layer of historicity is bestowed 
upon the hermeneutics of understanding, one that qualifi es historic-
ity in terms of instability, openness, and limited predictability. Contin-
gency is another term, suggested by Rorty (1989), to capture this two-
fold hermeneutic condition— historicity as presupposition and inherent 
feature— of our strategies of understanding.

Th is helps explain another much- debated hermeneutic argument, 
according to which interpretations are not just views or cognitive rep-
resentations but have real, material, world- constituting implications. 
Rather than just refl ecting subjective opinions or evaluations of human 
reality, they are part and parcel of it, integral to the historical fabric of 
our lives and our existence. Interpretations not only have a bearing on 
how we act and interact, constituting frameworks of intelligibility and 
action— with new interpretations creating new possibilities of action; 
they also are actions themselves, interventions that change the very 
world in which we live.

Building on these premises of contemporary hermeneutics on the one 
hand and on narrative theory in its multi-  and interdisciplinary rami-
fi cations on the other, narrative hermeneutics off ers a perspective of 
narrative as a crucial form and practice of interpretive understanding. 
Complementing this perspective, it simultaneously considers interpretive 
understanding— especially, if it is concerned with the temporal complexi-
ties of the human being in the world— as taking on a narrative form.

An essential element of this vision has already been mentioned, 
though not yet considered in the light of the narrative extrapolation of 
the hermeneutic project that we propose: meaning- making is not just 
about cognition, knowledge, consciousness, or the mind, but about liv-
ing a life in a cultural world. It is about the human condition itself. In 
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this sense we can say, drawing on a distinction by Heidegger (1927), 
that narrative hermeneutics goes beyond the meaning of language and 
texts— the main subject of hermeneutic refl ection before Heidegger— 
and grapples with ontological issues; that is, it deals with the human 
being in the world as a historical, social, and cultural condition, rather 
than only with epistemological issues of knowledge, thought, and cog-
nition (Meretoja 2013).

What, more precisely, does it mean to view understanding as en-
twined with living a life? How can understanding be an existen-
tial stance, a form of life, a way of being in the world? According to 
twentieth- century hermeneutics, humans do not take their existence 
for granted but are continuously engaged in making sense of it; tell-
ing and retelling their experiences and identities as well those of oth-
ers, they give shape to them, or question such shape and try out dif-
ferent interpretations. Humans, as Charles Taylor (1985) puts it, are 
“self- interpreting animals”; interpreting themselves and the world they 
inhabit is inherent to their cultural way of being. From the point of view 
of a narrative hermeneutics, this is not to say that these processes of in-
terpretation necessarily lead to a coherent story, much less to one story. 
If we look, for instance, at processes of narrative identity, we face more 
oft en than not messy and puzzling confi gurations of story fragments, 
of hypothetical or speculative versions, try- outs, and question marks 
(cf. Hyvärinen et al. 2010; Georgakopoulou 2007). Understanding does 
not necessarily mean successful or harmonious understanding; nor is it 
realized in a single act of comprehension. Subject to dialogue, confl ict, 
and contest, it is a process carried out through revisions and reinterpre-
tations that are, in principle, endless.

On this account, to live a life is to establish, together with others, a 
world of sense and meaning that constantly entangles us in eff orts of 
constituting signifi cance, of interpretive “acts of meaning,” as Jerome 
Bruner (1990) has it. Narrative plays a pivotal role in this process— as 
an activity not only of self- refl ection and self- resolution but also of so-
cial interconnection, linking people to others and to their storytelling 
activities. Bruner therefore saw the emergence of narrative psychology 
as one facet of the narrative turn that he localized within what Rabi-
now and Sullivan (1988) described as the interpretive turn in the social 
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sciences (see also Hiley, Bohman, and Shusterman 1991; Brockmeier 
1996). Relating to these and like- minded interpretive undertakings, the 
project of narrative hermeneutics is to explore how and to what degree 
acts of meaning are realized by narrative practices and how individu-
als, through these practices, bind themselves into their cultural worlds 
while binding the cultural world into their minds.

Th is dynamic is particularly manifest when we seek to understand 
complex human aff airs, which we distinguish, even though only grad-
ually, from the countless processes of everyday understanding that 
we typically realize in passing, mostly without noticing. When we are 
asked, say, what time it is or what is our address, the interpretive charge 
mostly goes without being noticed. Th is is not to maintain that everyday 
interactions and “small stories” do not have a wider, existential signifi -
cance. In fact they do have, not least in the same fashion as understand-
ing a remark like “Since the fi rst spring days have arrived I feel more 
confi dent and hopeful” is not only about seasons, moods, and mental 
states. It presupposes an entire cultural system of knowledge, thought, 
and linguistic practices. It is not diffi  cult to see that acting in cultural 
worlds is awash with challenges from personal confl icts, illnesses, and 
crises to social tensions, political and economic contradictions, not to 
mention the intricacies of self- resolution and identity formation that 
are bound up with all of this. To put the matter more pointedly, when-
ever processes of interpretive understanding and sense- making reach a 
certain level of complexity— in particular, when they deal with tempo-
ral processes and multi- temporal scenarios (as in most life and identity 
stories)— it comes to narrative.

The Existential Turn of Hermeneutics

Th at the off ers of hermeneutics have oft en been ignored in recent dis-
cussions on narrative and storytelling is all the more incomprehen-
sible when we bring to mind that the history of hermeneutic thought 
is marked by a turn likewise fundamental as the narrative turn. Th is 
“existential turn” or “ontological turn” of hermeneutics (Gadamer 
1960/2004: 259– 64), which took place more or less half a century before 
the interpretive turn in the social sciences, has brought to the fore pre-
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cisely the existential aspects of our processes of sense- making, which 
we have just outlined. Th is focus is closely associated with the work of 
Heidegger. It was prepared by Husserl’s (1931/1982) view that even sim-
ple sense perceptions have the structure of interpretation (we always see 
“something as something”) and that human life itself shows a herme-
neutic structure because it is laid out for its own interpretation. Already 
a generation before Husserl, the later Dilthey had reformulated Hegel’s 
idea that life itself has a hermeneutic dimension that is only extended 
and refl ected by philosophy and the humanities. Th is idea broke with 
Dilthey’s earlier, more instrumental view of hermeneutics as the spe-
cifi c interpretive methodology of Geisteswissenschaft en (humanities). 
But Heidegger’s existential radicalization went farther; it fundamentally 
changed the subject, scope, and status of hermeneutics.

As it was Dilthey’s thought that paved the way for Heidegger’s ex-
istential turn, the implications of Heidegger’s shift  were further elabo-
rated by Gadamer and Ricoeur: by Gadamer in shift ing the accent from 
Heidegger’s Weltverstehen (world- understanding) to the process of lin-
guistic communication in which all understanding of the world is em-
bedded, and by Ricoeur in treating narrative as an important form of 
such communication, especially with respect to our understanding 
of human time. Yet the selective affi  nities between the two intellectu-
al orientations of hermeneutics and narrative theory are even closer. 
Whereas the narrative turn redefi ned storytelling in a twofold sense— 
as a mode and practice of meaning- making inherent to many forms of 
life, and as an act of interpretation— Heidegger’s version of hermeneu-
tics placed the emphasis on something else: on the human condition as 
incorporating the ongoing need for understanding and self- resolution.

Heidegger’s (1927) Dasein (being- in- the- world) is a way to conceive 
of human life as posing permanently open questions. He calls them Ex-
istenzialien (existentials). Th ey refl ect aspects of human reality tradi-
tionally discussed in philosophy, such as the spatiotemporal conditions 
of our experience; they also address the subjective and cultural frames 
of meanings underlying our experiences that are defi ned by our corpo-
reality or bodyhood and the way we sense the world and our being in it 
mediated through mood, attunement, and feelings. A likewise funda-
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mental frame of experience is constituted by humans’ social and soci-
etal nature, by our mode of “being with others” that colors whatever we 
think and feel and however we decide to live our lives. For Heidegger, 
there is no doubt that becoming aware of these dimensions of our his-
torical condition and, in fact, just living them is inextricably intermin-
gled with the use of language and the sociocultural matrix of interpreta-
tion to which it belongs and which it evokes.

As far as the forms and practices of language that are unfolded by 
narrative in particular, Heidegger did not further examine them. For 
him, it apparently was the language of poetry— even if he understood 
poetry in the broad sense of early German Romantics— that more than 
any other linguistic forms appealed to the philosophical refl ection of 
the human condition. It was Ricoeur (1983/1984, 1984/1985, 1985/1988) 
who, in the wake of Heidegger’s existential hermeneutics of temporal-
ity and historicity, studied the intrinsic relationship between time and 
narrative (see Kaul 2003; Ritivoi 2006). Nevertheless, Heidegger had 
prepared the ground for this with his views on the fundamental tem-
porality of our being in the world. Moreover, he called for reinterpret-
ing the past so as to open up new possibilities of being in the present. 
Th ese ideas, not least, led to Ricoeur’s (1986/1991: 86) conceptualization 
of narrative fi ction as a form of art that opens up new possibilities of be-
ing, acting, and thinking.

Viewing this scenario at large, we can observe how, akin to the shift  
in narrative theorizing from fi ctional, textual, and linguistic structures 
to general forms and practices of human action and interaction, herme-
neutics changed: it transformed from understanding textual and lin-
guistic meaning (the dominant endeavor in nineteenth- century herme-
neutics) to a notion of understanding as a basic concern of human life, 
as an intrinsic component of our forms of life. To characterize the sub-
jective, aff ective, and intentional dimension of this, Heidegger also ap-
plies the term Sorge (concern, preoccupation, care).

We have used the phrase “forms of life” to describe this concern 
through a further, diff erent, though in several respects similar philo-
sophical lens, that of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy (1953/2009). At the 
same time, we suggest extending (as well as specifying) this view of self-  
and world- understanding as a basic human concern by exploring the 
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role that narrative, as a particular form and practice of language and 
understanding, plays in it.

The Signifi cance of Language

Th e view of narrative as action and interaction, rather than simply as 
representation, combines two lines of argument that both substantiate 
the case of narrative hermeneutics. One has been outlined by Wittgen-
stein and Wittgensteinian pragmatists like Rorty (1991); the other has 
taken shape in the hermeneutic tradition of investigating human un-
derstanding. Th e latter tradition draws on Heidegger’s reconceptualiza-
tion of understanding as an activity that is not just cognitive, aff ective, 
and aesthetic, as in the reading of texts, but a fundamental structure of 
human existence. To make this point using a diff erent vocabulary, one 
could say that the human search for meaning is not an intellectual ex-
ercise but part of humans’ cultural nature as it has historically devel-
oped in many diverse traditions (Brockmeier 2012). In the twentieth 
century, this line of hermeneutic inquiry has been advanced not only 
by philosophers such as Gadamer, Ricoeur, Taylor, and Derrida but also 
by anthropologists and psychologists such as Geertz (1973, 1983) and 
Bruner (1986, 1990), who outlined notions of human life and subjectiv-
ity that radically repudiated empiricist and positivist models of scien-
tifi city. Th ey all reject the assumption that there is a pre- semiotic and 
pre- cultural layer of unmediated raw experience— which then might or 
might not be represented, refl ected, and interpreted through language— 
and emphasize, instead, the intrinsic interpretative and cultural nature 
of all experience. Conversely, arguments against the interpretative, cul-
turally mediated nature of experience and narrative build on the prob-
lematic ontological assumption that only what is given in immediate 
experience is truly real, whether or not this assumption is explicit and 
refl ected (Meretoja 2013, 2014a).

Most hermeneutic theorists agree on the pivotal role of language for 
our self-  and world- understanding. But there are many notions of lan-
guage. Which one is relevant here? Rorty, for example, has critiqued a 
view of language as a medium of representation or expression that as-
sumes “that there are nonlinguistic things called ‘meanings’ which it is 
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the task of language to express, as well as . . . that there are nonlinguistic 
things called ‘facts’ which it is the task of language to represent” (1989: 
13). In debates in narrative and linguistic theory in the social sciences 
and psychology about how to defi ne narrative it is commonly taken 
for granted that language is representation. By contrast, the idea of un-
derstanding as a hermeneutic process of interpretive meaning- making 
is grounded in a notion of language as a form of action. As Gadamer 
(1960/2004: 457) puts it, following Heidegger, language is not an instru-
ment for pointing to pre- given things but an articulation of intelligibil-
ity, a medium in which “the order and structure of our experience it-
self is originally formed and constantly changed” and which exists only 
through a continuous conversation. Conceiving of narrative as a form 
of action and interaction does not necessarily exclude the idea of rep-
resentation; but it provides a diff erent focus, one that allows us to rec-
ognize narrative as a form of life in Wittgenstein’s sense or as integral 
to historical worlds in the hermeneutic sense. It thus also permits us to 
examine many aspects of narrative that are oft en neglected and ignored. 
One is the intimate relation between narrative and human agency, a 
crucial notion in many critical debates on human subjectivity.

Consider, for example, processes of narrative understanding salient 
in autobiographical discourse, life stories, and other forms of life writ-
ing that can be captured only in a reduced way if described in terms 
of cognitive acts following the empiricist view of knowledge domi-
nant in traditional psychology and cognitive science. Instead of “facts,” 
“events,” or “data” to be represented by language, or perception- based 
cognitions to be transformed into concepts and theories, the stuff  of 
narrative understanding appears as an ongoing fl ow of interpretive and 
self- interpretive acts: a stream of attempts to fi gure out what one’s and 
others’ experiences, intentions, emotions, beliefs, desires, and anxieties 
could possibly mean (Brockmeier 2013). Th eorists like Heidegger and 
Arendt have employed the Greek term poíēsis (which stems from the 
Greek verb poiéō, “to make”) to describe this process of confi guring 
and negotiating of meaning- making. Localizing it more explicitly in the 
context of narrative, Mark Freeman argues that poiesis captures “that 
sort of constructive, imaginative activity that is involved in our various 
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eff orts to make sense of the world, both outer and inner” (2010: 43; see 
also Ricoeur 1983/1984: 48).

Narrative hermeneutics holds the promise of shedding new light on 
this kind of meaning- oriented, creative, imaginative, and in principle 
ever- open process of understanding, because it is narrative that plays a 
pivotal role in it. At the same time, it aff ords us the possibility to view 
the process of narrative understanding as a potentially never- ending in-
terpretation, as something that is part and parcel of human life. Various 
theorists have pointed out that such interpretive processes cannot be 
understood as self- centered monologues or expressions of “inner life,” 
although they oft en have been perceived and described in this manner. 
In contrast, they have brought to bear several hermeneutic traditions of 
dialogical, relational, and conversational thinking— whether in Gadam-
er’s and Rorty’s proposals to conceive of all human investigation, both 
in everyday life and the academic world, as a conversation; in Derrida’s 
model of (inter)textuality and dissonant understanding; in Bakhtin’s 
notion of dialogical and multi- voiced language; in Habermas’s theory 
of communicative action; and in other conceptions of discursive and in-
tersubjective interaction. All this has given center stage to interaction 
and the dialogical sphere of the social, suggesting a picture of mutual 
(which does not mean consensual) understanding as the primal model, 
the ur- scene of narrative interpretation.

Living and Telling

Th e existential signifi cance of narrative sense- making practices and the 
relation between living and telling are issues debated not only in theoreti-
cal discourse but also in narrative fi ction. In the wake of the crisis of “re-
alist” storytelling in literary modernism and in postwar experimental fi c-
tion, many fi ctional narratives of the last few decades have engaged in an 
intense exploration of both the relation between narrative and experience 
and the intertwining of living and telling. Literature has developed, chal-
lenged, and scrutinized ideas on the ethical, cognitive, and existential sig-
nifi cance of narrative for human existence, oft en in dialogue with or even 
in advance of the theoretical articulation of these ideas. While in theoret-
ical debates the question of the relation between narrative and experience 
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is frequently put in rather dichotomous terms— for example, in terms of 
whether we “live” or “tell” narratives, whether they are imposed on our 
existence or found in life itself, or whether they are “good” or “bad” for 
us— narrative fi ction can help us think beyond these dichotomies. As an 
approach to literature, narrative hermeneutics fosters awareness of this 
complexity and aspires to bring narrative theory and the study of narra-
tive forms in literary history into a more productive relationship. It anal-
yses diff erent forms of narrative as historically changing modes through 
which humans interpret their being in the world.2

Th e irreducible tension between narrative and life was powerfully ar-
ticulated by literary modernism. Virginia Woolf (1925: 188– 89) famously 
asserts that literature aspiring to “likeness to life” should abandon “plot” 
and focus on the fl ux of consciousness as the mind “receives a myriad 
impressions.” Robert Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaft en (1930– 43, 
Th e Man without Qualities), in turn, refl ects on the tension between 
“the overwhelmingly manifold nature of things” and the human need 
to believe that the “thread of the story” refl ects the “thread of life itself ” 
and that our lives have a direction and a “course” (Musil 1930– 43/1997: 
159, 708– 9). Jean- Paul Sartre’s (1938/1965: 61) Roquentin suggests that 
we have a natural inclination to storytelling but that there is something 
false and dishonest in this tendency: “You have to choose: to live or tell.” 
Partly in response to the experience of World War II, the nouveau ro-
man further radicalized this critique of storytelling, drawing a sharp 
opposition between reality that resists human meaning- giving and nar-
ratives that try to impose meaningful order onto the chaotic fl ux of the 
real. By focusing on the description of disparate sense- perceptions here 
and now, nouveaux romanciers like Alain Robbe- Grillet and Claude Si-
mon wanted to show how the world refuses human aspirations to nar-
rative sense- making: “Th e world is neither signifi cant nor absurd. It is, 
quite simply” (Robbe- Grillet 1963/1989: 19). Th eir novels emphasize that 
history is not “what the schoolbooks would like to make us believe” but 
consists of the insignifi cant, the fragmentary, and the everyday, such 
as the “dull existence of an old lady” (Simon 1958: 35– 36). Th e suspi-
cion of narrative as explored and developed by these postwar French 
writers found theoretical articulation in the work of a range of think-
ers from Levinas (1948/1989) and Barthes (1953) to Kristeva (1969) and 
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other poststructuralists, who criticized narrative fi rst and foremost for 
presenting a certain historical, contingent, human- made order as natu-
ral and inevitable.

Since then, literature has questioned in manifold ways the idea that 
narratives necessarily impose some kind of order on the disorder of the 
real. First of all, there are diff erent forms of storytelling, and not all nar-
ratives attempt to mask their own cultural makeup. Th ey can have the 
opposite aspiration and increase our awareness of the ways in which 
our relation to the world, to ourselves, and to others is mediated by cul-
tural webs of narratives. Moreover, narratives can be highly critical of 
the norm of a coherent, linear plot and the idea of a single life- story; in 
fact, they can actively extend the limits of narrative and refl ect on the 
tensional relation between narrative and experience. Even more impor-
tantly, aft er the strongest wave of postwar antinarrativism (which was 
most powerful in France), hermeneutically oriented writers (and, a little 
later, theorists such as Ricoeur) questioned the assumption, underly-
ing most antinarrativist positions, that there are immediate raw experi-
ences on which narrative interpretations are supposed to externally im-
pose order. In contrast, they laid emphasis on the cultural mediatedness 
of human reality. As Georges Perec (1992: 88– 89) puts it, “We live in a 
world of speech, language, narratives.” Likewise, Michel Tournier’s nov-
els foreground the ways in which cultural narratives aff ect both how we 
retrospectively interpret our experiences and how we experience things 
in the fi rst place. Th ey show how individuals are entangled in narrative 
practices and construct their own storyworlds and narrative identities in 
a dialogical relation to cultural narratives, using cultural stories as ma-
terial for assembling “a culture of their own” (see Tournier 1970: 18– 19; 
1994: 167– 68)— a process visualized in Les météores (1975, Gemini, 1998):

All the boys had made the insides of their desk lids into miniature 
picture galleries of their dreams, memories, heroes, and private myths. 
So you would see family snapshots next to pages out of sport magazines 
and portraits of music- hall singers side by side with comic strips. 
(Tournier 1975/1998: 34)

In Tournier’s novels, the cultural models of narrative sense- making 
do not determine what the characters become like; instead, they set a 
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framework for their projects of narrative self- interpretation. Th eir lives 
unfold as processes in time in which they have to constantly revise their 
expectations and their self- understanding. Th is corresponds to how 
hermeneutic approaches to narrative emphasize that we are always al-
ready in dialogic webs of interlocution, reinterpreting our experiences 
in relation to cultural narratives in a process that Ricoeur (1983/1984) 
characterizes as refi guration. In this process, narratives are “never ethi-
cally neutral” (Ricoeur 1985/1988: 249), but— as Tournier’s novels dem-
onstrate by showing how, for example, the Nazi mythology and colo-
nialism are linked to problematic strategies of myth- making— narrative 
form itself does not make narratives either ethical or unethical: every-
thing depends on how it is interpreted and put into practice in intersub-
jective contexts of action.

Many contemporary novels off er variations of such metanarrative re-
fl ections on the nature and role of narrative vis- à- vis human existence. 
A recent example that deals with the intertwining of living and telling 
and with how narratives always already pervade our very experience 
is Julian Barnes’s Th e Sense of an Ending (2011). It unfolds not only the 
retrospective process of narrative self- interpretation but also how story 
models aff ect how we orient ourselves to the future— as when the young 
experience and plan their lives in relation to the books they have read. 
Narrative fi ction shapes both their hopes and their fears, their desires 
and anxieties: “Th is was another of our fears: that Life wouldn’t turn out 
to be like Literature” (15).

Barnes’s novel oscillates between the perspective of the I- narrator, an 
old man looking back at his life, and the perspective of the experiencing 
self, living in the midst of events, which renders a sense of how the I ex-
perienced things at earlier stages of his life:

I remember a period in late adolescence when my mind would make 
itself drunk with images of adventurousness. Th is is how it will be when I 
grow up. I shall go there, do this, discover that, love her, and then her and 
her and her. I shall live as people in novels live and have lived. (2011: 93)

Yet the time of telling and the time of experiencing do not remain neatly 
separate. Th e narrator fi rst clearly indicates that he is reminiscing about 
his past, but in the second sentence the use of free indirect speech and 
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the shift  to the present tense make the past experiencing self present. 
Th is past experiencing self, however, is also presented as an interpre-
tation, oriented by the temporal horizon of the narrating I.3 Th e novel 
foregrounds how the autobiographical process makes past experiences 
present and how telling is always a matter of interpreting: “Th is is my 
reading now of what happened then. Or rather, my memory now of my 
reading then of what was happening at the time” (2011: 41). Th e nov-
el investigates how we are always interpreting our previous interpreta-
tions: our lives unfold as such processes of constant reinterpretation of 
past interpretations. Th ere is no reason to think of this process as mere 
distortion, as such critics of narrativity as Galen Strawson (2004) and 
Crispin Sartwell (2000) have suggested. In fact, what is most real is not 
necessarily given in immediate experience. Rather, oft en temporal— 
and that is, interpretive— distance is a means of sharper and more com-
plex insight; it can help us see reality more clearly (Freeman 2010).

We see this as a key concern of narrative hermeneutics: to show that 
experience itself involves constant interpretation and that our narrative 
self- interpretations and the cultural frameworks in which we are entan-
gled aff ect how we experience things in the fi rst place. If cultural narra-
tives already mediate experience as it is lived and we keep reinterpreting 
our experiences, as new experiences and points of view alter and chal-
lenge our former interpretations, and new stories we encounter prompt 
us to refi gure our narrative identities, there is no need to view narrative 
as a matter of imposing order from without. Rather, from the very be-
ginning, narrative is woven into the fabric of life in a variety of ways. It is 
not found, nor is it imposed, nor is it the result of a representation; rath-
er it is created through practices of meaning construction. Th ese narra-
tive practices also take part in constituting our sense of who we are as 
individuals and as communities (with their specifi c cultural memory).

In this sense, literary narratives, too, have real, world- creating ef-
fects. Diff erently put, they have not merely cognitive but also existential 
and ontological signifi cance, as they contribute to both the understand-
ing of our historical world and our ways of being in this world. To be 
sure, literature has its peculiar means of doing this. Involving the full 
realm of the imaginary and experimentation with unconventional nar-
rative forms, it can question our taken- for- granted storytelling practices 
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and open new possibilities of being, acting, experiencing, and think-
ing. Narrative hermeneutics conceives of literature and the other arts 
as forms of cultural self- understanding that have existential relevance, 
exploring most fundamental issues of our existence. It examines what 
makes artistic forms of narrative so uniquely appropriate to expand and, 
indeed, transcend the horizon of our understanding and imagination.

Understanding Health and Illness

In the last section we were mainly concerned with literary fi ction. But, 
as noted at the beginning of this essay, the narrative approach to human 
existence and the hermeneutic approach to the narrative fabric of this 
existence have extended to a number of non- literary and non- artistic 
fi elds. Th ese fi elds include the study of everyday narrative and discur-
sive practices as well as scientifi c and applied disciplines, disciplines 
where human understanding, interacting, and social self- refl ection are 
crucial. Striking examples are medical and health sciences, areas that 
only a few decades ago were hardly associated with narrative and her-
meneutic thought.

Yet as a steadily expanding research literature documents, the signifi -
cance of narrative practices of meaning- making has become recognized 
in various medical and clinical domains. Th ey have been identifi ed to 
play a role within scientifi c research practices and their overarching con-
ceptual and philosophical framing; as intertwined with clinical activities 
of examining, healing, and caring; as integral to the teaching and train-
ing of novices in the fi eld; and as central to the ways people refl ect on 
and cope with the extraordinary challenges and experiences of illness 
and suff ering. In the fi rst place, these are, of course, persons who are im-
mediately aff ected in their bodily and mental life and identity, but also 
individuals who care for them as care professionals, family members, 
and friends. Finally, there is the experience of falling ill, which oft en co-
incides with the experience of falling into the machinery of the medical 
apparatus. Both experiences have been articulated in myriad literary and 
journalistic works written in many diff erent genres from report, memoir, 
and autobiographical essay to all forms of fi ction and semi- fi ction.

According to many medical and health- care scholars, what is 
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involved— or, from a more critical point of view, what needs to be 
involved— in all these areas and practices is what is called narrative com-
petence. Narrative abilities are claimed to be pivotal, because the com-
plexity of interactions among patients, their families, doctors and other 
health practitioners, and the public sphere demands an advanced abil-
ity to tell, understand, and interpret stories: stories of and about others 
and oneself struggling with the challenges of illness and death.4 In this 
light, the view has been advanced that understanding the complexities 
of life— specifi cally in the face of serious illness, its examination, rec-
ognitions, treatment, and the oft en ensuing existential earthquakes— is 
interpretive in nature. Such a hermeneutic view radically breaks with the 
empiricist and positivist philosophies that have oft en dominated the in-
terpretation of modern sciences, including biomedical sciences. Even in 
this respect, medical scholars, health- care researchers, and bioethicists 
have increasingly adopted anti- positivist and hermeneutic orientations, 
further extending the narrative and hermeneutic turn that we outlined.

Th e stakes are high, be it in ethical terms or in terms of effi  cient 
health care and policies. Again, at a certain level of complexity, under-
standing of humans’ social, cultural, and corporeal life tends to take the 
shape of narrative. As Ricoeur (1991) had it, life manifests itself mere-
ly as a biological phenomenon as long as it has not been interpreted, 
and he saw this process of interpretation as ultimately depending on the 
form of narrative. Th at said, we should keep in mind that narrative ex-
perience is not the only form of human experience, even if it is true that 
the form of narrative, as Ricoeur emphasized, is inherent to humans’ 
specifi c “living experience of acting and suff ering” (1991: 28).

Th is can help us explain why, as we have argued, the narrative di-
mension of this experience cuts across traditional borderlines between 
fi ction and nonfi ction, literary and everyday narrative, linguistic and 
nonlinguistic semiotic environments. All of this makes narrative medi-
cine— a term that we use as a shorthand for the wider fi eld of narrative 
studies of health, illness, and health care— a case in point for our explo-
ration of narrative hermeneutics. With the emergence of narrative (or 
narrative- based) medicine, the hermeneutic orientation toward inter-
pretive understanding has been meandering into a realm where health- 
care practitioners and theorists have increasingly come to understand 
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health and illness (including injury, disability, atypical development, 
and other existential challenges) in narrative terms. It is to this herme-
neutic orientation of narrative medicine that we want to draw attention.

It would be hard to claim that there has been a cogent intellectual 
genealogy leading from mainly European philosophy to mainly Anglo- 
Saxon theorizing on the narrative dimension of medicine. Yet there are 
obvious conceptual continuities represented by infl uential theorists 
familiar with both traditions, such as Taylor, Rorty, and Ricoeur. In a 
medical reading of Ricoeur, James D. Lock notes:

To suggest that hermeneutics on the Ricoeurian model has a role 
in medicine is to make some rather broad assumptions. Th e fi rst 
of these is that medicine is subject to the same kinds of limits that 
other human knowledge and activities are subject to— namely, that 
understanding, describing, and carrying out the activities of medicine 
are mediated by language. In Ricoeurian hermeneutics this mediation 
is thoroughgoing, allowing no privileged access by either the science 
or art of medicine. (1990: 42)

Against this backdrop, we want to further advance our argument by 
considering some of the assumptions, values, and practices that Rita 
Charon describes as the core of narrative medicine. Charon has distinc-
tively contributed to the theoretical elaboration (and institutional es-
tablishment) of narrative medicine at many medical schools, not only 
in the United States. We want to use the pointed outline of the project 
she gives in Narrative Medicine: Honoring the Stories of Illness (2006) to 
foreground some of the specifi cally hermeneutic underpinnings of nar-
rative medicine (which Charon and many of her colleagues conceive of 
as a new theoretical frame for clinical work and health care in general, 
rather than only a medical specialty).

In the literature there are two diff erent strategies of advancing the 
vision of narrative competence in medicine. Both consider the present 
state of health care as highly problematic; in fact, for many it is deplor-
able, mainly because of the dominance of biomedical and technology- 
based approaches, the infl uence of the medical and pharmaceutical- 
industrial complex, and the excessive commodifi cation of health care 
in the wake of neoliberal policies. In view of this situation, one line of 
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argument puts forward alternative visions of better health care imple-
menting more humane (or humanistic) and ethically responsible prin-
ciples of medicine— narrative medicine, that is. Th e other line is com-
mitted to the same mission but chooses to bring to the fore how much 
even the present clinical system— indeed, every kind of health care— 
necessarily implies narrative modes and practices of understanding and 
care, with the implication that clinicians should become aware of them, 
further developing them proactively. Th is second line is that of Charon.

In her view, there is little in the practice of medicine that does not 
have narrative features; in fact, “medicine is a more narratively infl ected 
enterprise than it realizes” (2006: 39). Clinicians aim at understanding 
a wide range of diverse phenomena that happen in the fi eld of human 
experience of health and illness, and to act on the basis of this under-
standing. Narrative sense- making is a challenge not only for the sick 
and suff ering but also for those who care for them, do research, learn, 
teach, and theorize medicine and health care. In Charon’s analysis, all 
these practices are “indelibly stamped with the telling or receiving or 
creating of stories” (2006: vii).

If we look at this portrait of medicine from the perspective presented 
earlier, it appears to be suff used with hermeneutic practices: with activi-
ties of understanding and interpretation of the stories of patients and 
their family members, of charts and accounts, of bodies (and their in-
terpretation by those who embody them), and with strong emotions, 
including the emotions of caregivers themselves. Charon describes 
typical encounters with patients in her clinic room at New York’s Pres-
byterian Hospital. Most of them are poor, elderly, and sick women of 
color from the Dominican Republic or Puerto Rico, living in rundown 
New York neighborhoods. Over the years, she slowly comes to see her 
task as an internist as one to realize that “what my patients paid me to 
do was to listen expertly and attentively to extraordinarily complicated 
narratives— told in words, gestures, silences, tracings, images, laborato-
ry test results, and changes in the body” (2006: 4).

What additionally complicates things is that the physician’s in-
terpretive task is supposed to be goal- oriented: she has to cohere all 
these stories into something that she can act on. Very diverse narrative 
genres, oft en suggesting only story fragments, have to be boiled down 
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to an intervention- enabling, helpful story line. And there is more than 
just one teller. Th ere is, of course, the patient, yet oft en there also are 
family members and friends; there are reports by employers, school 
authorities, social workers, and police; there are nurses who tell what 
happened in the emergency room, interns dictating hospital discharge 
summaries, therapists and other doctors who are also involved and 
have written in the medical chart. “What I was listening for and read-
ing for,” Charon remarks, “were diagnostic clues to help identify a bio-
logical or emotional source of the patient’s symptoms, autobiographi-
cal background to help me understand who it was who bore these 
symptoms, and grounds for personal connections between the two of 
us sitting in that little room” (2006: 4).

How can one carry out all these tasks? And what happens if one in-
deed manages to carry them out, in a way that lives up to medical stan-
dards and is helpful and respectful to the patient? Th is is Charon’s answer:

In order to do all these things at once, I had to do what all doctors— 
ideally— do, whether they realize it or not. I had to follow the patient’s 
narrative thread, identify the metaphors or images used in the telling, 
tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty as the story unfolded, identify the 
unspoken subtexts, and hear one story in light of others. . . . Like the 
reader of a novel or the witness of a drama— who naturally do all these 
things seamlessly— I also had to be aware of my own response to what I 
heard, allowing myself to be personally moved to action on behalf of the 
patient. I was the interpreter of these accounts of events of illness that 
are, by defi nition, unruly and elusive. (2006: 4)

In drawing a portrait of the medical and clinical world as a narrative 
world, Charon pays particular attention to a number of features that 
have also been pointed out as essential to the hermeneutic structure 
of human understanding by Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricoeur, and oth-
ers, as we sketched in the fi rst parts of this essay. Th is is not to say that 
Charon or any other theorist of narrative medicine takes philosophical 
considerations as his or her point of departure. Charon draws mainly 
on clinical realities, based on her long- standing experience as an gen-
eral internist who has become more and more aware of the role of sto-
ries as “membranes of care” (Charon 2012). But if we take a closer look 
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through the lens of hermeneutic theorizing at this doctor’s descriptions 
and the stories she tells about her clinical encounters, we discover an 
amazing presence of hermeneutic gestalts. In particular, narrative medi-
cine appears to be saturated with attention to the following elements:

• the understanding of meaning— of acts of meaning and meaning- 
making— rather than prepositions or information or “facts”

• the existential charge of the human condition in the clinical 
border zones between life and death, where many of the events at 
stake have far- ranging consequences of enormous gravity

• the understanding of singularity, of always unique human indi-
viduals with singular diseases, treatments, and predicaments

• the recognition and understanding of otherness, of other persons 
and other physical and psychological ways of being in the world, 
especially with respect to patients and their family members, but 
also to colleagues and co- workers

• the interpretive, hermeneutic imperative— that is, the need to 
grasp illness events and the plights of the individual human be-
ings affl  icted by them through, in principle, open- ended process-
es of interpretation

• the understanding of persons and their diseases and ordeals, and 
imagining of their experiences (Charon speaks of “clinical imagi-
nation”), from their points of view; in fact, from multiple points 
of view

• a multitude of oft en contradictory sources of authority that have 
to be recognized, paid heed to, critically interpreted, and applied 
to the specifi c situation of an individual

• the signifi cance of language— in the form of writing, reading 
(sometimes even “close reading” akin to narrative analysis in 
literary contexts), and interpreting of texts, conversations, charts, 
statements, laboratory reports, narratives, life stories, and case 
histories

• the need to bring one’s own thoughts, sensations, and percep-
tions to the level of language, in this way bringing them to one’s 
consciousness

• an attitude that permits one to expand one’s horizon and to let it 
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be challenged by others, entering into relations of dialogue and 
trying to empathically understand their physical and psychologi-
cal situation in their life- world

• the interplay between the whole and the particular (the “herme-
neutic circle”) that emerges from the fact that “patients and their 
caregivers enter whole— with their bodies, lives, families, beliefs, 
values, histories, hopes for the future— into sickness and healing,” 
which is to say that their “eff orts to get better or to help others get 
better cannot be fragmented away from the deepest parts of their 
lives” (12– 13)

Many of these hermeneutic gestalts and practices also underlie other 
descriptions and accounts of narrative medicine.5 To add some con-
cluding remarks to the last point— the patient’s sense of wholeness 
vis- à- vis its threat— we want to stress the signifi cance of the narrative 
dimension of these practices in light of the narrative hermeneutics ex-
plored in this essay. For Charon, it is exactly this sense of wholeness 
that is refl ected, if not created or evoked, by the stories of the patients— 
stories that themselves are rarely whole but typically fragmented, bro-
ken, and enigmatic— whether they are told in medical interviews, late- 
night emergency telephone calls, hasty personal remarks to a nurse, or 
the wordless rituals of the physical exam.

Without narrative acts, the patient cannot convey to anyone else what 
he or she is going through. More radically and perhaps equally true, 
without narrative acts, the patient cannot himself or herself grasp what 
the events of illness mean. And without telling about or writing about 
the care of a patient in a complex narrative form, the caregiver might 
not see the patient’s illness in its full, textured, emotionally powerful, 
consequential narrative form. (2006: 13)

It is in this sense that we have argued for a notion of the hermeneutics 
of narrative that is not limited to storytelling in linguistic, discursive, 
and literary contexts, but rather one that conceives of narrative prac-
tices as forms of life in a broader sense. Narrative practices in any social 
and semiotic environment— our examples ranged from everyday story-
telling to literary texts and the lifeworlds of health and illness— realize 
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what we have called existential acts of meaning. We have described 
these acts as interpretative and dialogical mediations of our relations to 
the world, including our relations to ourselves and to others. Th is is not 
to neglect the important diff erences among various categories of narra-
tive practices; it rather is to provide an overall framework for studying 
their diff erences, similarities, and interrelations. Narrative hermeneu-
tics, on this view, off ers an interpretive approach not just to storytelling 
but to the human being in the world at large, and combines this with a 
perspective of narrative as a hermeneutic practice in itself.

Notes

1. Here and elsewhere in this article, when the references are not to existing trans-
lations, the translations are our own.

2. For a more detailed account of narrative hermeneutics as an approach to the 
study of literature, particularly in relation to the crisis and return of storytelling 
and to their philosophical and historical underpinnings, see Meretoja (2014b).

3. Narratology traditionally separates the frames of experiencing and telling, and 
the experiencing I and the narrating I, but narrative fi ction frequently desta-
bilizes such dichotomies by oscillating between the past, experiencing self and 
the present, interpreting self and by showing how the diff erent dimensions of 
time impregnate one another in lived experience.

4. We want to mention only a few exemplary publications from an extensive 
research literature that have especially informed our argument: Charon (2006, 
2012); Frank (1995); Gunaratnam and Oliviere (2009); Hurwitz, Greenhalgh, 
and Skultans (2004); Hurwitz and Tansey (2015); Hydén and Brockmeier 
(2008); Mattingly (1998); Hunter (1991). In the discussions on the relations 
between narrative and medical knowledge a major role has been played by the 
journal Literature and Medicine.

5. Th e term underlying denotes an implicit use. Keep in mind that for long there 
was no explicit reference to, or awareness of, hermeneutic thoughts or attitudes 
in the emerging fi eld of narrative medicine. In her pathbreaking book Doctors’ 
Stories: Th e Narrative Structure of Medical Knowledge, Montgomery Hunter 
(1991) pointed out that medically effi  cient encounters between doctors and 
patients rely heavily on narrative interactions, which is quite diff erent a sce-
nario from the common practice to “translate” the patient’s story into a medical 
shorthand account called diagnosis. However, as Hunter (2013) reports, the re-
viewers and editors of her book insisted on her deleting the word hermeneutics 
from the manuscript, which was considered too alien to the nature of medical 
knowledge.
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