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Narrative and the Real World:
An Argument for Continuity
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Narrative and the real world are not mutually exclusive. Life is not a structureless sequence of events; it consists of
complex structures of temporal configurations that interlock and receive their meaning from within action itself.
It is also not true that life lacks a point of view which transforms events into a story by telling them. Our focus of
attention is not the past but the future, because we grasp configurations extending into the future. Action involves
the adoption of an anticipated future-retrospective point of view on the present. The actions of life can be viewed
as the process of telling ourselves stories. The retrospective view of the narrator is an extension and refinement of
a viewpoint inherent in action itself. Because storytelling is a social activity, the story of one’s life is told as much
to others as to oneself. Social human time, like individual human time, is constructed into configured sequences.
The practical first-order narrative process that constitutes a person or a community can become a second-order
narrative whose subject is unchanged but whose interest is primarily cognitive or aesthetic.
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David Carr (born 1940), American phenomenology scholar. Among Professor Carr’s publications: Phenomenology and the
Problem of History (1974), Interpreting Husserl (1987), Time, Narrative and History (1991), The Paradox of Subjectivity (1999),
and Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (2014).
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1 Louis O. Mink, "Narrative Form as a Cognitive Instrument," in: R. H. Canary & H. Kozicki (eds.), The Writing of History (Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 145.

2 Louis O. Mink, "History and Fiction as Modes of Comprehension," New Literary History, vol. 1, no. 3 (1970), p. 557f.
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3 Hayden White, "The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality," in: W. J. T. Mitchell (ed.), On Narrative (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1981), p. 4.

4 Ibid., p. 23.
Frank Kermode, The Sense of An Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 35f.
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6 Ibid., p. 39.
7 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978), p. 47.
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Roland Barthes, "Introduction a 'analyse structurale des recits," Communications, vol. 8, no. 1 (1966), p. 7.
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10 Ibid., p. 14.
11 Ibid., p. 102.
12 Ibid., p. 11
13 Ibid., p. 13; Paul Ricoeur, La Métaphore vive (Paris: Seuil, 1975), p. 305 ff.
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15 1Ibid., p. 67.
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David Carr, "Review Essay," History and Theory, vol. 23, no. 3 (1984) pp- 357 - 370.
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Barbara Hardy, Tellers and Listeners: The Narrative Imagination (London: A & C Black, 1975); Peter Munz, The Shapes of Time (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1977); Frederick Olafson, The Dialectic of Action (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979).
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Press, 1964), p. 4off.

21 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, C. Smith (trans.) (New York: The Humanities Press, 1962), p. 3ff.
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23 Hayden White, "The Structure of Historical Narrative," Clio, vol. 1, no. 3 (1972), p. 12ff.
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