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Conceptualizing ‘Broken Narratives’ from a Narratological
Perspective: Domains, Concepts, Features, Functions, and
Suggestions for Research

1. Approaching Broken Narratives, or: A Ubiquitous Presence in
World Literature and Culture vs. a Lacuna of Narrative Theory
and a Challenge to Narratology

Though broken narratives figure prominently in many natural or real-life narratives
as well as in autobiographies, novels and short stories, the notion of broken
narratives has as yet neither been properly defined nor widely established as a
concept in narrative theory, or in literary and cultural studies at large, for that
matter. Anyone who wants to look it up in what is arguably the best, most
comprehensive and most up-to-date reference work on narratology, i.e. the seminal
Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory?, will find out that even this excellent
encyclopedia neither has an entry on the term *broken narrative(s)’ nor on related
concepts like ‘discontinuity’, ‘fragmentation’, ‘incoherence’ or ‘rupture’. It is
arguably not a coincidence that these terms are significant by their absence in that
these concepts do not conform to the default cases of narratology, which has been
much more concerned with coherence, continuity, progression and other orderly
narrative structures. One also looks in vain for entries on the subject of this volume
in other recent reference works in narratology, including the extremely useful
Handbook to Narratology?, edited by Peter Hilhn and others, but also in
encyclopedias and handbooks that cover approaches and concepts of literary and
cultural theory at large.

While discontinuous and fragmentary stories and forms of storytelling that
could be subsumed under the metaphorical umbrella term of broken narratives
have become more and more common since at least the beginning of the twentieth
century and, even more so, since the new millenium and especially since the
traumatic events of 9/11 and the catastrophes, crises and wars that have occurred in
its aftermath, narrative theory has accorded only very little attention
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to such a genuinely narratological phenomenon. Given the fact that one could
produce a very long list of examples of factual and fictional stories that might well
be characterized as broken narratives, and that broken narratives are also an
integral component of everyday narration in various contexts, it comes as a real
surprise that narratology has not yet bothered to properly define this concept or to
explore its forms and functions in factual as well as fictional narratives. In spite of
its indulgence in theory and terminology, narratology and other kinds of narrative
theory have hardly devoted any attention to the concept of broken narratives.
Neither in recent overviews or introductions to narrative theory - e. g. those by
Martinez/Scheffel®, Herman* or Fludernik® - nor in specialist studies like Monika
Fludernik’s Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology®, Andrew Gibson’s Towards a
Postmodern Theory of Narrative’ or David Herman’s wide- ranging and excellent
monograph Story Logic® has the phenomenon of broken narratives played any role.
Several important collections of essays on recent trends in narratology likewise
ignore this topic, with the stimulating books edited by Herman®,
Griinzweig/Solbach?®, Heinen/Sommer!! and Olson?? being just four recent cases
in point.

Thus, while broken narratives are a ubiquitous presence in both real-life
storytelling and in world literature, culture and media at large (see section 2
below), they are still one of the lacunae of narrative theory. We should like to go
even further and argue that the phenomenon of broken narratives presents a real
challenge to narratology in that it calls into question many of its central
assumptions and goals as well as its (unconscious) preferences and cherished
concepts. One of the underlying theses of this essay - that the phenomenon of
broken narratives has thus far been a lacuna in narrative theory - is actually
confirmed by the few studies published in other disciplines or fields which are
devoted to this topic at hand or just mention it in passing: They neither attempt to
define broken narratives or to provide a descriptive poetics of their main features,
nor do they consider the questions of how their formal characteristics could be
described in narratological (or other) terms or what functions broken narratives can
fulfil in individual cases. There is also a lack of studies examining
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the use of broken, fragmented or fractured narratives in the works of contemporary
authors.

This essay takes its cue from this rough sketch of the neglect broken
narratives have suffered, and it will try to bridge the gap between the importance
of broken narratives in a wide range of domains, including the field known as
‘narrative medicince’?, world literature and culture, and the scant attention that
this phenomenon has so far been given. It addresses some of the terminological
and narratological issues pertaining to the concept of broken narratives, providing
a working definition and some steps towards a descriptive poetics of broken
narratives as well as an outline of the functions they can fulfil. Focusing on the
common patterns that distinguish broken narratives from canonical kinds of
stories, the overarching objective of this essay is to offer a set of conceptual
principles that can account for the formal features and functions of the complex
phenomenon dubbed ‘broken narratives’.

More specifically this essay stakes out four main aims: Taking its cue from
those fields in which the significance of broken narratives has been recognized, the
first aim is to take stock of and map those research areas in which the notion of
broken narratives and some of the issues surrounding it have already been
discussed (section 2). After this bottom-up introduction to the topic at hand, we
will secondly try to explore the notion of broken narratives as a metaphorically
structured concept, teasing out the main connotations and implications entailed in
the metaphor (section 3). We will then make an attempt to conceptualize and
define the concept of ‘broken narratives’, which has mainly been used
impressionistically and sporadically so far, in narrative and narratological terms.
The third aim is thus to enrich the conceptual repertoire of narratology by
developing a set of categories for the narratological description and analysis of
broken narratives, with an eye to developing some steps towards a poetics of
narrative discontinuity, incoherence and rupture (section 4). This outline can then
serve as a basis for an exploration of the forms and functions that broken narratives
can take within the frameworks of cognitive narratology and cultural narratology.
The fourth aim of this essay is to provide some hypotheses that attempt to
contextualize the proliferation of broken narratives and related phenomena like
fragmented novels, which arguably partake in reconceptualizing or reframing
contemporary experiences and notions of identity, life, narrative and normalcy
(section 5). A short summary and a brief look at some of the points that future
research could profitably explore will complete this essay, which really is an essay
in the literal sense of being an attempt to come to terms with an unduly neglected
type of narrative. Instead of providing a conclusion we will end by suggesting that
much more work should be done on broken narra-

13 cf. Charon 2008.
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tives, a hitherto marginalized phenomenon that no longer seems to be the peculiar
exception that proves the rules of the logic of narrative, with which narratology has
so far mainly been concerned.

2. Introducing Broken Narratives across Disciplines, or: Inferring
some of their Domains, Manifestations and Characteristic
Features

Although we have taken narrative theory to task for having so far failed to take
broken narratives into systematic terminological and theoretical consideration,
both as a concept and as an interesting phenomenon, and to provide a definition for
the term, we should like to begin, not with a top-down definition, but rather with a
bottom-up attempt to take stock of the domains in which broken narratives have
actually appeared in culture and society at large. While narratology has so far
displayed little if any interest in the topic of the volume at hand, the term ‘broken
narratives’ has been used in a broad spectrum of different contexts, ranging from
illness and trauma studies to economics, economic history'* and video art. Though
the concept has not yet received the amount of attention it arguably deserves, and
rarely been defined or considered in narratological terms, broken narratives have
been identified and investigated in several disciplines, especially the social
sciences. Scholars working in various fields have displayed interest in phenomena
that constitute what one might call ‘broken narratives of sorts’. Before making a
modest attempt to come to terms with particular usages of the metaphorical notion
of broken narratives, we should therefore like to provide an introductory overview
of some of the areas and fields that have shown an interest in the phenomenon. We
will first of all cast our net fairly wide and then gradually zoom in on the fields
covered in this volume, viz. cultural and literary studies and especially narratology.

Bibliographical research on the topic of broken narratives generates at least
two interesting results, which, taken together, are fairly surprising and even a bit
paradoxical. On the one hand, both the phenomenon and the term ‘broken
narratives’ appear in a broad range of domains across different academic
disciplines. On the other hand, the discipline that focuses on the theory and study
of narrative, i. e. narratology, has as yet neither shown any sustained interest in the
phenomenon nor proffered definitions of the term or of related concepts that might
serve as analytical tools for exploring narratives that do not conform to what seems
to be taken as the default or unmarked case with which narratology

14 cf. Zieger 2011.
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has been primarily concerned: a coherent, causally connected narrative that
displays those features that narratology is particularly interested in. A brief
overview of the domains and disciplines in which broken narratives have been
identified and explored, and a concomitant look at narratological lacunae might
serve to shed some light on the questions which contexts broken narratives
typically appear in and why narrative theory has so far not been particularly
concerned with what seems to be an increasingly common form of narrative in the
21st century.

There are mainly three domains or emerging research fields in which the term
‘broken narratives’ is quite frequently used and seems to be fairly well established,
albeit not very explicitly defined. These are, firstly, interdisciplinary studies on the
role of stories of health and illness, secondly, the field known as ‘trauma theory’ or
‘trauma studies’, and thirdly particular kinds of genres like autobiography or life
stories, especially tales of immigrants and stories of migration. In all of these
contexts, narratives display a number of recurrent features, the most prominent of
which is some kind of rupture that entails severely diminished degrees of
continuity and coherence. It is worth taking a brief look at the studies devoted to
the topic at hand in other fields for at least two reasons: they can contribute
significantly to a broad range of cultural and psychological issues relating to the
complex phenomenon that has been dubbed ‘broken narratives’, and they are
helpful for an attempt to tease out the commonalities between the genres and kinds
of stories that have been subsumed under the umbrella term of ‘broken narratives’.

First, scholars working in the interdisciplinary field that has been dubbed
‘narrative medicine’®®, or, more broadly, the “narrative field of health, illness, and
culture™®, have explored stories of illness as a paradigm example of what the
kinds of stories are that have been called ‘broken narratives’. Studies in this
emerging field look at personal and cultural constructions of health and illness,
often focusing on the role of narrativity and broken narratives in accounts of
suffering and healing. Two very salient examples of the kind of work done in this
field are the volumes Narrative and the Cultural Construction of Illness and
Healing'” and Health, lliness and Culture: Broken Narratives®. In his pionering
essay “Broken Narratives: Clinical Encounters and The Poetics Of Illness
Experience™®®, Laurence J. Kirmayer has not only shown how “identity can
become fragmented through ruptures in narrative”. One of the many interesting
insights of his analysis of the poetics and pragmatics of clinical storytelling is that
broken
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narratives typically display certain stylistic signs of incoherence, discontinuity and
fragmentation, and that these signs can be interpreted as textual manifestations of
“threats to the narrative coherence of the self’?°. Though Kirmayer does not
venture a definition or explication of the key term, he does provide a valuable
catalogue of “the many ways that narratives are broken”?! in clinical encounters,
rightly emphasizing that such clinical narratives display distinctive features that set
them off from e. g. storytelling in other scenarios and, even more so, from literary
narratives.

Similarly, the editors of the second volume mentioned above? prudently
refrain from providing a top-down definition of the key term ‘broken narratives’
that serves as the subtitle, saying that they “do not want to stake a claim or offer a
precise descriptive or normative label”?3. Rather they conceive of the term ‘broken
narrative(s)’ as “an open and fluid concept, emphasizing problematic, precarious,
and damaged narratives told by people who in one way or another have trouble
telling their story, be it due to injury, disability, dementia, pain, grief,
psychological or neurological trauma”?*. According to Hydén and Brockmeier?,
the term ‘broken narratives’ designates real-life illness stories which “are not that
developed”, i. e. stories which are “undecided, fragmented” and “narrated by
voices struggling to find words toward meaning and communication”. Focusing on
various kinds of physical and psychological disablities, illness and communicative
disorders, the essays in this volume serve to shed light on various kinds of, and a
range of issues related to, broken narratives, e. g. on broken and vicarious voices in
clinical narratives®, on fragile narratives that are about to break?’, on broken
narratives about particular illnesses?, broken narratives about internment?, and
stories told by women who have left abusive men®.

Secondly, in the expanding field known as ‘trauma theory’ or ‘trauma
studies’, broken narratives have also received quite a bit of attention, though the
term is not very often used, let alone clearly defined. Trauma is almost by
definition the paradigm example of unrepresentability, and in this context
discontinuous and fragmentary accounts of traumatic experiences and events can
be understood as
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a typical “response to the ‘unspeakable terror’ of trauma™s.. In a pioneering essay
entitled “Deciphering the Broken Narrative of Trauma: Signs of Traumatic
Dissociation on the Rorschach”®?, Judith G. Armstrong has shown that
“dissociated trauma is often experienced in fragmentary and incompletely
verbalized ways”%. If “the essence of trauma and resulting dissociative disorder is
the need to protect oneself from a reality that has behaved in a chaotic and non
logical fashion”3, then broken narratives can be understood as an apt and
appropriate way of responding to, and rendering, traumatic events and experiences
that defy the conventions of coherent and logical stories. In another illuminating
article on the links between trauma and broken narrative, Kenneth W. Sewell and
Amy M. Williams® have explored the role of metaconstruction, implicit
construing and narrative (dis)continuity in order to ‘“‘conceptualize how persons
story their experiences, and how some experiences (e.g. trauma) disrupt the
storying process”¢. In light of their findings, broken narratives can be understood
as attempts at storying or narrativizing traumatic events or other particularly
painful and disruptive experiences that tend to defy mimetic representation and
coherent, linear storytelling. Though trauma and posttraumatic reactions have been
“conceptualized as breaches in the narrative process and product™, the exact
nature and narrative qualities of these breaches have not yet been characterized, let
alone in narratological terms. In this context, broken narratives can be considered
as “efforts to cope or come to terms with the breach and its consequences”,

More often than not, it is actually quite difficult to decide whether
publications dealing with broken narratives belong to the field of narratives of
illness or to that of trauma studies because the two fields are not only closely
intertwined, but their respective research interests also overlap in many ways, both
with each other and with recent developments in some branches of postclassical
narratology. A typical case in point is an excellent volume entitled Beyond
Narrative Coherence®®, in which illness, the arts, and traumatic political
experiences are the three fields of life that have been selected for exploring limits
of narrative coherence as well as the ways in which narrative coherence can be
challenged and threatened. As the focus on narrative coherence and its limits
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already indicates, this volume looks at stories of illness and trauma in narrative
and, in some cases, even in narratological terms. At first sight, two of the essays in
that volume which feature the term ‘broken narratives’ in their respective titles
seem to be of particular interest for the topic at hand, but, on closer inspection,
they are mainly focused on other issues, though they are full of interesting insights.
Analyzing “an extremely fragmented, excited, and hard-to-comprehend ‘story’”4°
told by a man suffering from aphasia, Tarja Aaltonen’s article “*Mind-Reading’: A
Method For Understanding The Broken Narrative Of An Aphasic Man™*! is
concerned with aphasia as a particular reason for why a narrative has lost
coherence to such an extent that it provides a case in point for what the
metaphorical concept of ‘broken narrative’ can actually mean. Though its focus is
on the act of mind-reading and shared storytelling as a way to enhance the mutual
understanding of the storyworld, Aaltonen’s article also sheds light on the
specificity of broken narratives and the cognitive challenges they pose for
comprehension. The same holds true for Maria Tamboukou’s essay “Broken
Narratives, Visual Forces: Letters, Paintings and the Event”?, which identifies
additional features of broken narratives, pointing out that in them “sequential
linearities are broken, nomadic subjectivities emerge and forces of narratability are
released™® and that “space/time blocks” or “chronotopes” are “disrupted”*. We
will return to these valuable observations below to illustrate both the ways in
which the brokenness can be signalled in narratives and how the addition of the
insights from the various fields can enhance our understanding of the challenges
that broken narratives pose for the reader and, even more so, for the narratologist.

Thirdly, there are various kinds of literary and non-literary genres like auto-
biography or life stories, especially stories revolving around the experience of
refugees, immigrants and the ruptures involved in migration, which have
occasionally been referred to as ‘broken narratives’. Exploring intergenerational
storytelling as a means of fostering narrative self-identity, Senem Yekenkurul*,
for instance, has read immigrant folktales in terms of the notion of broken
narratives and shown how the experiences of disruption and fragmentation caused
by migration are reflected in the structure of the stories, turning them into broken
narratives. Moreover, Maria Tamboukou’s essay*® demonstrates how

40 Aaltonen 2010, p. 49.
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heuristically productive it can be to read letters in terms of the concepts of an event
and of broken narratives.

Since most of the research concerning ‘broken narratives’ has so far focused
on pathological phenomena, it deserves to be emphasized that ‘broken narratives’
are by no means confined to the domains of illness and trauma. On the contrary,
they can also be found in a wide range of other literary, semi-literary and non-
literary genres and narrative text-types. Though the broad spectrum of non-
conventional stories beyond the realm of illness stories has not yet been explored
under the auspices of the umbrella term of ‘broken narratives’, many factual and
fictional stories that deal with topics other than disability or illness arguably share
many of the features that seem to be common to *broken narratives’ in clinical and
pathological contexts. In a volume entitled Working with Narrative in Emotion-
Focused Therapy*’, for instance, Lynee E. Angus and Leslie S. Greenberg
characterize broken narratives as “states of narrative incoherence in which
competing plotlines, and their accompanying emotions, block clients’ efforts to
achieve an integrated understanding of an emotionally unresolved or traumatic
life-experience™®. As any reader of fiction in general and stories told by unreliable
narrators will know, of course, such states of narrative incoherence are also the
stuff of which many novels and short stories are made.

The three fields of trauma, illness and migration are, however, by no means
the only contexts or domains in which the term ‘broken narratives’ has been used
or in which stories that display similar features often occur. On the contrary, there
is a wide range of other contexts in which the phenomena and/or the terms *broken
narratives’, ‘ruptured narratives’ or ‘rupture’ have appeared. The spectrum ranges
from women’s writing about sexual violence to what is called ‘organizational
storytelling’ and companies or firms whose corporate narratives have broken and
need to be revised. While some of the examples could be subsumed under one of
the three kinds of rubrics briefly explored above, other instances do not really fit
one of these categories. Women’s writing about sexual violence, for instance, can
be seen as a paradigm example of broken narratives relating to a traumatic event
(and causing psychological and/or physical damage and illness). The same holds
true for the testimonies given by Holocaust survivors, with the Holocaust
representing the paradigm case of the traumatic event®. Similarly, stroke
survivors’ broken narratives obviously represent a typical example of a personal
narrative that has been ruptured by illness. However, the term ‘broken narratives’
is also used fairly regularly in the media and in political discourse, e. g. with
reference to Barack Obama’s “Yes, we can”-

47 Angus/ Greenberg 2011.
48 ibid., p. 59.
49 cf. lversen 2011.
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narrative, what Republicans see as the broken narrative about former Alaska
governor Sarah Palin, as well as various versions of the ‘governement-is-bro- ken’-
and the ‘system-is-broken’-narrative being typical cases in point. In addition, there
are occasional usages of the term in domains beyond illness, trauma and politics,
including e.g. “the broken narratives of US labor history”®, historiography and
anthropology®. In most of these cases, the designation ‘broken narratives’ is used
rather loosely as though this metaphorical phrase was self-explanatory, without the
authors making any sustained effort to extrapolate beyond their respective analyses
or fields, or bothering to ponder about or define the term.

As the articles in this volume show, the notion of broken narratives can also
be used as a fruitful heuristic concept that allows e. g. historians to come to terms
with the complex interplay between continuity and instances of sudden change or
ruptures in both pre-modern and modern periods and societies, but also with
aesthetic ruptures in literature, philosophy, and discontinuities in serial
storytelling. The articles also demonstrate that the concept of broken narratives is
particularly pertinent for certain periods, movements and experiences, e.g.
modernism, the avantgarde, and migration. Some text-types like petitions and
landmark political speeches even serve to create the very ruptures which they
purport merely to describe or represent in order to rectify the grievances they
critique.

This raises the interesting question of whether broken narratives refer to, and
merely represent, disruptive and incisive events that precede the act of narration, or
whether they exert performative power in their own right in that they actively
generate such ruptures. There is arguably no answer that would be generally valid
in that it very much depends on the respective context and domain in which the
term is used. While there can be little or no doubt that in the fields of both stories
of illness and ‘trauma studies’ broken narratives typically delineate “disrupted
lives”®2, in other domains like politics and the economy®® the claim that a particular
narrative is broken or has come to an end may often be self-serving and open to
debate. Like the ubiquitous discourse of crisis, such a claim is often little more
than a discursive strategy, construction or diagnosis® rather than a neutral
rendering of any real disruption or the actual state of affairs.

In addition to the fields in which there has been research on the phenomenon
of broken narratives, there are, however, a number of other domains in which
broken narratives have recently featured quite prominently, without as yet

50 Zieger 2011.

51 cf. Sands 1978.

52 Becker 1997.

53 cf. Bivens 2011.

54 cf. Grunwald / Pfister 2007.



Conceptualizing 'Broken Narratives’ from a Narratological Perspective 47

seeming to have caught the attention of scholars working in the respective fields.
In an age of ongoing crises, it is probably no coincidence that broken narratives
seem to have proliferated in a number of new contexts. Salient cases in point
include the realms of the economy, banking and finance, as well as politics. As a
result of the financial crises® and soaring national debts, more and more banks,
other companies and even states have been confronted with the fact that their
cherished corporate or collective narratives no longer fit recent developments and
the actual state of affairs. When financial dangers, debts, distress and
disorganization prevail, the collective greater narrative that tells the story of a firm
or a nation may well be broken beyond repair. Moreover, we currently seem to be
witnessing a crisis or even a breakdown of some of the master narratives that late
capitalism lives by, and it may well just be a question of time until there is research
on the broken master narratives of economic growth, innovation, progress and
ever-growing prosperity.

Though the great majority of the books and articles published in the research
fields and domains reviewed above are not directly concerned with the narrative
(let alone narratological) aspects of the phenomenon, they are very helpful for the
purpose of developing a descriptive poetics or narratological model of broken
narratives for at least three reasons. First, they contribute significantly to a better
understanding of the complex phenomena that have been referred to as ‘broken
narratives’ in that they shed light on a broad range of cultural and psychological
issues relating to them, providing an outline of a phenomenonology of ‘broken
narratives’. Secondly, a comparative analysis, or meta-analysis, of the insights that
work in the various fields can be very helpful for an attempt to tease out the
commonalities between the genres and kinds of stories that have been subsumed
under the umbrella term of ‘broken narratives’. Thirdly, the variety of fields in
which the phenomenon has been identified suggests that broken narratives appear
in a broad range of contexts, kinds and text-types and that they are by no means
confined to clinical narratives or pathological cases.

However, three important caveats must be made before the insights of the
research fields briefly reviewed above can be assessed from a narratological point
of view. First, though the data and findings of each field enhance our
understanding of the phenomenon of ‘broken narratives’, they are neither informed
by the concepts and models of narrative theory nor are they couched in a
narratological terminological framework, and the concept of broken narratives is
hardly ever properly defined. Secondly, they alert us to the differences (and
similarities) that exist between instances of broken narratives in different contexts.
While narratives in clinical encounters tend to be broken by such prag-

55 cf. Lanchester 2010.
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matic factors as e. g. “the intrusion of symptoms, the incomprehensibility of
illness, the inattention and discounting of powerful interlocutors (like physicians),
or the debilitating effects of illness on creative and integrative cognitive
functions™®, in other fields there can be a wide range of other (e.g. cultural,
economic, political, social etc.) reasons and ways in which narratives can be
broken. Thirdly, just like any other travelling concept®”, the metaphorical concept
or conceptual metaphor of ‘broken narratives’ comes with cultural, disciplinary
and metaphorical baggage, and its meaning must be renegotiated when it is
reframed and defined in other contexts.>® We will come back to these issues in the
fourth and fifth section of this essay, but let us now turn our attention to the
metaphorical implications of the notion of broken narratives and to the main
features that they typically display.

3. Conceptualizing ‘Broken Narratives’ as a Metaphorically
Structured Concept, or: Identifying Salient Features and
Common Patterns

As the brief overview of the uses of the concept in section 2 has shown, the notion
of broken narratives not only figures quite prominently in different disciplines, but
both the various uses of the term and their referents also have a number of
characteristics in common. When one compares the various usages of the term
‘broken narratives’ and the kind of stories to which it refers, one begins to
recognize some common patterns. The most important of these is arguably that the
notion of broken narratives is a typical example of what George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson in their seminal book Metaphors We Live By have called “metaphorically
structured concepts”®®. While the key concept of narrative (just as closely related
concepts like narrativity) is clearly, albeit by no means unanimously defined in
narratology, the concept of broken narratives is “structured almost entirely
metaphorically”®®. Before we characterize it in narratolgical terms, it is thus worth
exploring the metaphorical implications of the notion of broken narratives.

Looking at the notion of broken narratives as a metaphor and in terms of the
metaphorical mappings involved can therefore serve to shed more light on how the
notion is used to understand personal crises, disrupted lives, and cultural

56 Kirmayer 2000, p. 170.

57 cf. Bai 2002.

58 cf. Hallet 2012; Neumann / Ninning 2012a, 2012b.
59 Lakoff/ Johnson 1980, p. 85.

60 ibid.
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ruptures. Metaphors not only serve to structure how we understand cultural
transformations, they also project “mininarrations,”®* onto them, thereby providing
ideologically charged plots and explanations of historical changes rather than
‘neutral’ descriptions thereof. It is arguably “the metaphorical concepts we live
by”?, to use Lakoff and Johnson’s felicitous formulation, that provide the key to
understanding the topic at hand. If one accepts Lakoff and Johnson’s view “that
most of our conceptual system is metaphorically structured”®, then one might
even go so far as to argue that metaphors and narratives are the most powerful
tools we have for making sense of personal crises and cultural disruptions, being
endowed as they are with the power of reason and the power of evaluation®*.

By virtue of its more or less coherent entailments, the metaphorically
structured concept of broken narratives provides a familiar and systematic way of
talking about, and making sense of, crucial and even traumatic experiences, events
and ruptures that do not lend themselves to being readily assimilated into
conventional plots, schemata or cultural scripts. More specifically, the metaphor
‘broken narratives’ foregrounds particular aspects while masking others. Many of
the characteristic features that define broken narratives can be derived from the
source domains that we find in experiential contexts in which more or less
metaphoric expressions that are morphologically analogous are used. Typical
examples of non-metaphoric usages of the word ‘broken’ include such instances as
a broken part of the human anatomy (e. g. a leg, a collarbone, a nose or a vein) or a
broken object (e.g. a mirror, a vase or a window). In other cases, the adjective
‘broken’ is used in a metaphorical sense, e.g. when we talk about a ‘broken
heart/spirit’, a ‘broken voice’, a ‘broken (wo)man’, a ‘broken agreement/
appointment/promise’, a ‘broken journey’, a ‘broken night’s sleep’, or a ‘broken
relationship’. Such examples as a broken family, a broken home (where the parents
have divorced), a broken marriage or any other kind of interpersonal break-up also
serve to show that the metaphor in question not only typically refers to a crucial
event, it also tends to generate more and similar metaphorical word-formations like
broken-hearted or heartbroken people who are then likely to tell broken narratives.
The most characteristic features of ‘broken narratives’ that can be inferred from
these various source domains include the notions of - discontinuity and
interruption,

- fragmentation, incompleteness and lack of integration,
- impairment, imperfection or failure,

61 Eubanks 1999, p. 437.
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- being made weak or made worse,

- being damaged or destroyed,

- lack of fulfillment,

- being made useless (by breaking), i. e. loss of functionality,

- heightened degree of self-awareness,

- ahigh degree of eventfulness,®

- asense of the crucial, problematic or even traumatic nature of the
break or break-up in question,

- asense of the importance of what has occurred and the changes and
effects that it entails combined with a limited understanding of what
occasioned the break or break-up.

As we will see later on, this list of the main semantic implications of the
metaphorically structured concepts that include the notion of something or
someone being ‘broken’, and of the quality of ‘brokenness’, already shed quite a
lot of light on salient features of ‘broken narratives’, which we will try to specify
and reframe in narratological terms in section 4. Depending on whether the
emphasis is on a break in temporal continuity or on the quality of something
broken to pieces, one could even distinguish between discontinuous, disrupted or
severed stories which are divided into two parts, i. e. a period before and another
one after the break or break-up in question, and narratives that are more radically
fragmented or diffuse, resembling the pieces of a broken object that can no longer
be put together again.

Moreover, the analysis of the source domain also serves to demonstrate that
the metaphorical notion of something or someone being ‘broken’ is actually a
kernel of a narrative in that it presupposes at least a very short story in order for the
metaphorical mappings to work and make sense. In the preface to his seminal
encyclopedia of philosophical metaphors, the editor Ralf Konersmann answers the
question of what metaphors actually are by providing a somewhat unusual
functional definition: “Metaphors are narratives that mask themselves as a single
word.”% Konersmann is, of course, neither the first nor the only scholar to draw
attention to the fact that metaphors can be conceived of as condensed narratives
and that they produce a special kind of knowledge.

The metaphorically structured concept of ‘broken narratives’ is certainly a
case in point in that it entails just such a mininarration. It implies that there was a
good period to begin with, then some kind of break, break-up or disruption
occurred, and this led to a radically altered state of affairs which appears to be
severed from the story so far. Broken narratives can thus be seen as stories

65 see Schmid 2005; Hiihn 2009, 2010.
66 Konersmann 2008, p. 17; our translation.
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revolving around some kind of disruption. The metaphorical concept of ‘broken
narratives’ offers a new term for a particular kind of non-conventional narrative,
while also being a case in point for the observation that the “profusion of narrative
metaphors is one of the characteristic features of the whole narrative turn in social
sciences and psychology”®’.

However, while the metaphorical discourse surrounding the concept of
narrative identity®® in psychology and the social sciences “promised to explain
personal continuity and coherence with the help of narrative”®, the metaphorical
notion of ‘broken narratives’ challenges the key assumptions and concepts of this
approach, especially the notion of the psychological continuity of the self and the
proposition that narrative coherence is essential to our identity and sense of who
we are. But even if one accepts the “idea of such a symbiotic relation between
personal identity and narrative”’®, then the metaphorical implications entailed in
the notion of something being ‘broken’ suggest that ‘broken narratives’ coincide
with, or are indicative of, disrupted lives’®, fragmented selves or crises of
identity”. Exploring broken narratives can thus shed light on the question of how
we can “re-think the concept of narrative identity””>. If it is true that “a failure of
narrative identity is an ethical calamity”™, then broken narratives have far-
reaching ethical as well as cultural and ideological implications which hinge on
what has been called the “content of the form”” or the “ideology of the form”7.
We will return to these issues in section 5 when we explore the cultural dimensions
and functions of broken narratives.

The various source domains on which the metaphorically structured concept
of ‘broken narratives’ draws also reinforces the hypothesis that the occurrence of
such narratives and the quality of brokenness may not be restricted to clinical and
pathological cases at all. On the contrary, the proliferation of broken and
fragmented narratives in different domains and realms may have something to do
with the fact that broken families, broken homes, broken marriages, and many
other kinds of interpersonal break-ups and experiences of disruption, rupture and
upheaval have become the statistical norm rather than the rare exception in an age
of catastrophes, crises”” and migration. Before

67 Hyvdrinen 2013, p. 26.
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we get back to these broader cultural implications in the final section, let us try to
explore the question of what kind(s) of narratives the metaphorical entailments
typically project and how the concept of broken narratives can be characterized
and defined in narratological terms.

4.  Reframing ‘Broken Narratives’ as a Narratological Concept,
or: Coming to Terms with Disruptions, Kernels,
(In-)Coherence, Narrative Discontinuity, Fragmentation,
Ruptures and Turning-Points

It is arguably no coincidence that scholarly interest in broken narratives and
disrupted lives’® has so far been largely confined to psychology, medical
anthropology and the social sciences at large, while the phenomenon has received
hardly any attention in literary and cultural studies. Though one can extrapolate
many valuable insights from the work briefly reviewed in section 2 above, they
need to be translated into and reframed in narratological terms. Moreover, as the
editors of the volume The Travelling Concepts of Narrative rightly remind us, the
“various academic disciplines have conceptual traditions of their own that need to
be taken seriously when doing interdisciplinary studies”’®. Instead of simply
assuming that we are really dealing with a travelling concept (sensu Bal) or a
“travelling metaphor”®, we should thus like to reframe broken narratives as a
narratological concept. This not only involves translating the metaphorical
implications and the features identified in section 3 into narratological terms, but
also taking into consideration the respective contexts in which broken narratives
occur and the traditions of the various disciplines in which they have been
explored.

Curiously enough, however, while broken narratives have not only
proliferated in a wide range of different domains, but have also begun to be
explored by various disciplines and in newly emerging interdisciplinary research
fields like narrative medicine®!, narrative theory and narratology have not yet
displayed any sustained interest in the phenomenon. Though it is always difficult
to speculate about the reasons of such scholarly restraint or neglect, we should like
to venture the following hypotheses. The phenomenon (or phenomena?) that has
(or have) been explored under the umbrella term ‘broken narratives’ in other fields
challenges and even undermines some of the central assumptions, ob-
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jectives and cherished concepts of narratology. More specifically, it calls into
question three of the key asumptions and goals of classical narratology, i. e. that
there is such a thing as a logic of narrative; that stories are endowed with orderly
narrative structures, coherence and causality; and that it is possible to generate a
science of narrative modelled on structuralist linguistics which would provide a
systematic inventory of the elements, forms and structures of narrative. Thus it is
arguably no coincidence that broken narratives have hardly come onto the radar of
classical narratology and postclassical narratologies®? in that they challenge, defy
and transgress some of the core presuppositions on which narratology is built.

One might, of course, reasonably expect that broken narratives would fall
under the purview of those recent approaches in postclassical narratologies that
have been designated as ‘natural narratology’ and as ‘unnatural narratology’,
respectively. On closer inspection, however, this turns out not to be the case.
Though the cognitive approach developed by Monika Fludernik in her seminal
monograph Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology®® is arguably the most
comprehensive and convincing integration of concepts and frames of real-life
story-telling and experience into an encompassing theory of narrative, it does not
specifically address the challenges that broken narrartives pose to listeners’ or
readers’ attempts at narrativization and naturalization. Nonetheless, both her
definition of narrativity in terms of experientiality as the typical quality of ‘natural’
narratives, i.e. narratives told in conversational or oral storytelling scenarios, and
her interest in the processes involved in narrativization and naturalization can
prove to be very helpful for getting to grips with broken narratives. Curiously
enough, even unnatural narratology, which focuses on “unnatural narratives”®*, has
so far displayed little interest in the topic at hand. Much of the work done in the
field of unnatural narratology has been concerned with exploring the various forms
and functions of “unnatural voices”®® and other kinds of nonmimetic, untypical or
experimental narrative techniques®, but broken narrratives do not seem to have
made it onto the agenda or even the radar of practitioners of this new approach.

There are, however, a few noteworthy exceptions to this rule, most notably
two articles by Stefan Iversen®, who is one of the very few scholars working in
narrative theory who have used the insights of recent developments in narratology,
especially unnatural narratology, in order to come to terms with broken
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narratives. Though Iversen’s articles are mainly concerned with crises of
experientiality in non-fictional narratives®® and the distinction of fiction in non-
conventional first-person narration respectively®, they provide a number of
interesting observations on which an attempt to develop a narratological model for
broken narratives can draw. Three of his valuable insights deserve to be singled
out because they help to characterize the specificity of broken narratives. Just like
the “strange or odd narratives™® that he explores, broken narratives typically deal
with crises of experientiality, i. e. with experiences that “go beyond the scope of
narrative comprehension”®!. However, a narratology of crises®? cannot really
capture the specificity of broken narratives because the latter revolve around
sudden disruptions of normal trajectories, whereas narratives of crises have a fairly
coherent and even conventional plot of their own. Secondly, the Holocaust
testimonies that Iversen explores can be considered as typical examples of broken
narratives, displaying as they do many of the narratological features that we will
attempt to identify and explore in section 4 of the present article. Thirdly, Iversen
has made a number of useful suggestions for how to *“deal with broken, incoherent,
or strange narratives”®®, while also identifying some of their textual features and
cognitive challenges. Though the present article is very much indebted to both
Iversen’s illuminating essays and the work done in the domains and fields
reviewed in section 2, its focus and goals are quite different in that we are mainly
concerned with defining the concept of broken narratives and exploring their main
features in narratological terms.

In order to avoid possible misunderstandings we should also like to
emphasize that the present essay is neither intended as a contribution to, or
exercise in, unnatural narratology, nor as an attempt to intervene in the ongoing
debates about the relations between the approaches known as “natural narratology’
and ‘unnatural narratology’ and their respective pros and cons. While unnatural
narratology is particularly interested in narratives that transcend mimetic notions
and go beyond real-world experiential frames and parameters, we should like to
argue that broken narratives are a very natural phenomenon indeed, occurring as
they do in clinical contexts and other real-world domains. Though there is some
overlap between e. g. Iversen’s illuminating work on broken, non- conventional or
unnatural narratives®, especially his attempt at “[d]efining and
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interpreting (elements of) non-conventional narration”®, and the main concerns of
the present article, our approach is based on extensions and reconfiguration of
classical and postclassical narratology®® rather than on the premises of unnatural
narratology. Moreover, instead of acting as an arbiter of hostilities between
‘natural narratology’ and ‘unnatural narratology’, we should like to draw on the
insights of the various new narratologies® in order to come to terms with the
specificity of the kind of stories that have been dubbed as *broken narratives’.

In sum, while broken narratives have become a fairly common phenomenon
in a wide range of domains and fields, including medicine, psychology and
psychotherapy, they have not yet caught the attention of narratologists. Though the
plethora of instances of broken narratives in ordinary or real-life storytelling
scenarios like clinical narratives shows that they are a particular kind of natural
narrative, natural narratology has not yet taken them into consideration. And
though they clearly deviate from the norm of coherence as well as from other
notions of the well-made story, unnatural narratology, despite its focus on un-
typical narratives, has not taken them into consideration either. This confirms our
initial hypotheses that broken narratives are still one of the lacuane of narrative
theory and that they may even challenge key presuppositions of narratology, first
and foremost its original goal to develop a grammar and a science of narrative and
the underlying assumption that there is something like a “logic of narrative”®,

Within a narratological framework, broken narratives can be defined as a
particular kind of story that has a number of salient features. First, they are
characterized by a central event or kernel that revolves around a break, break-up or
disruption. Secondly, this kernel entails a high degree of eventfulness®®. Thirdly,
they display a profound lack of the various dimensions of narrative coherence, i. e.
temporal, causal, and thematic. On the basis of these subtypes of coherence, three
additional features can be identified, viz. temporal discontinuity and
fragmentation, questioning or suspension of causality, and “abrupt discontinuities
within and between topics™®. Let us try to explore these and other features of
broken narratives and to come to terms with them by translating them into
narratological concepts or reframing them in terms of narrative theory.

At a most basic level, broken narratives can be considered as stories
revolving
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around a central event that resulted in the disruption of normal trajectories. They
can thus be understood as - usually failed - attempts to create continuity and order
after an unexpected disruption to life. In her fascinating and illuminating book
Disrupted Lives, Gay Becker® explores how people (mainly, but not only
Americans) deal with the increasingly disjunctive nature of the forms of life in late
(postymodernity and how they try to cope with situations in which expectations
about the course of life are no longer met, but are radically challenged. Becker
does an excellent job at exploring “the major elements of a disrupted life - the
disruption itself, a period of limbo, and a period of life reorganization”, In
addition, broken narratives are also characterized by their narrators making a
sustained effort at reconstructing some kind of coherence and continuity. The
concept of ‘broken narratives’ thus revolves around a major event that has severely
disrupted the expectations, life and narrative of the respective subject.

The characterization of a story as a ‘broken narrative’, just like the
qualification of an episode as a ‘turning point’, implies that the precipitating event
in question is characterized by what narratologists describe as a high degree of
eventfulness!®, Central to broken narratives are those important episodes or events
to which people attribute a crucial change. They are “peculiarly essential
junctures”% in that they are “particularly consequentiali%. However, in broken
narratives the crucial event is typically “elusive and narratives can only carry
traces of its emergence or passage”%.

Since those momentous events regarded as the cause of disruption that mark
broken narratives are the stuff that narratives, both the stories of world literature
and factual stories, are often made of, it makes sense to outline some criteria for
the definition of the terms ‘event’ and ‘broken narratives’ as well as for the
gradation of ‘eventfulness’ so as to throw light on the features that characterize
broken narratives and the ways in which they are made in the act of narration. The
construction of broken narratives is not only based on selection, which, of course,
inevitably involves deletion, but on a high degree of abstraction as well. Any event
itself consists of a multitude of actions, condition changes and movements, which
are then subsumed under a generalizing generic term like ‘turning point’*%’. Hence,
the constitution of a turning point or disruptive event is an act of worldmaking in
that it is the result of a complex set of processes
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involving selection, deletion, and the kind of privileging Goodman called
‘weighting’1%, which implies “ratings of relevance, importance, utility, value” in
order to highlight the substantial while the irrelevant elements are disregarded.

The fact that those distinctions are a matter of attribution, valuation and
assigning meaning becomes especially clear in the case of broken narratives,
which always result from such “ratings of relevance, importance, utility, value”.
An important condition for qualifying a pivotal event as causing broken narratives
is, at first, that it transgresses the norms and routine of everyday experience. There
must be a certain degree of surprise for something that happens to qualify as an
event that disrupts e. g. a person’s life or a family. In his insightful essay on “The
Narrative Construction of Reality,” the psychologist Jerome Bruner already drew
attention to some of the key dimensions of eventfulness, especially to the
important role of deviation and of norms as a point of reference. He uses the
felicitous concepts of “canonicity and breach™% to describe how an important
event usually results from a deviation from the canonical, i. e. from what is
regarded as normal, pointing out that any break with expectations always involves
norms!, Decisions about what constitutes such an important event that we think
of it as a rupture or turning point thus always partake in the culture’s ways of
worldmaking, including its hierarchies of norms and values, and its notions of
canonicity and normalcy.

If we accept the proposition that broken narratives constitute a particular kind
of story revolving around a crucial or even traumatic event, then we can fruitfully
adopt the criteria for defining the term ‘event’ that narratology has introduced for
distinguishing varying degrees of eventfulness. Working within a structuralist
narratological framework, Wolf Schmid defines the event as “a change of
condition which meets with certain requirements”, Schmid was the first
narratologist to compile a systematic list of criteria or fundamental requirements
which a change of condition must fulfil in order to be recognized and distinguished
as an ‘event’. According to Schmid, a change of state must display five properties
in order to qualify as an event and to be accorded a high degree of eventfulness.
According to this model, changes can be “more or less eventful depending on the
extent to which these five properties are present”''?. The approximate degree of
eventfulness can thus be measured by means of the following five characteristics!®
that are also helpful for further characterizing broken narratives:
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Relevance (or significance) of the change of state: Eventfulness increases at
the rate at which the change of condition in the respective narrative world
that is represented is felt.

Unpredictability (or unexpectedness) of the change: Eventfulness increases at
the rate of the deviation from the narrative ‘doxa’, i. e. from what is generally
expected in the respective world. An event can also consist in the break with
an expectation.

Effect (or consecutivity) of the change: The eventfulness of a change of
condition increases at the rate at which a change, in the frame of the narrated
world, has consequences for the thinking and the acting of the affected
subjects.

Irreversibility (or irrevocability) of the consequences of the change: The
eventfulness increases through the improbability of revoking the achieved
state.

Non-iterativity (or non-repeatability), i.e. the singularity of the change:
Changes which are repeated only constitute a remote degree of eventfulness
at most, even if they are relevant and unpredictable.

These five parameters for distinguishing degrees of eventfulness serve to shed
additional light on what is involved in talking about broken narratives and in
coming to terms with their narratological features. Broken narratives are arguably
characterized by a particularly high degree of eventfulness in that they not only
display all the five parameters defined by Schmid but that they do so to the utmost
degree. Therefore five additional defining features of broken narratives can be
derived from these parameters. The pivotal or precipitating events that broken
narratives typically revolve around are characterized by a high degree of

1.

Significance: Qualifying a story as a broken narrative implies that the change
of state in question which resulted in the narrative to be broken was
especially relevant and significant.

Breach of canonicity: Broken narratives are usually characterized by their
deviation from what is expected and considered to be the norm.

Effect: The changes and events that occur in the kind of stories designated as
‘broken narratives’ usually have far-reaching implications and consequences
for the person, institution, or phenomenon concerned.

Irrevocability: Broken narratives tend to feature events that have such far-
reaching and irrevocable consequences for the person, institution, or
phenomenon concerned that they result in irrevocable changes.
Unrepeatability: The pivotal or precipitating events that are characteristic of
broken narratives are characterized by their singularity and are not normally
repeatable.
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Putting conceptual and terminological flesh to the metaphorical implications and
features outlined in section 3, these criteria provide a powerful set of analytical
tools that not only make it possible “to describe with precision the many forms and
degrees of eventfulness in narrative texts™!4, but also to distinguish broken
narratives from other kinds of stories in which less eventful happenings occur. In
contrast to other aspects of broken narratives, these narratological features have
not yet been considered at length in the pertinent literature on the topic (cf. section
2 above). Since most narratologists are in agreement by now about “the fact that
eventfulness is dependent on cultural and historical context”'5, we should like to
add that the relevant intratextual and extratextual contexts or frames of reference
also have to be taken into account if we want to come to narratological terms with
the concept of broken narratives.

In the case of the metaphorically structured concept of ‘broken narratives’,
we are not dealing with just any kind of mininarration or story, but rather with
what structuralist narratology, following Roland Barthes, has called a “kernel’, i. e.
with a central element of the story in question which is “logically essential to the
narrative action and cannot be eliminated without destroying its causal-
chronological coherence”6. The definition provided by Seymour Chatman®'’
captures the salient features of kernels very well: “Kernels are narrative moments
that give rise to cruxes in the direction of events. They are nodes or hinges in the
structure, branching points which force a movement into one of two (or more)
possible paths.” Prince’s and Chatman’s definitions provide a useful foil against
which one can try to gauge the specificity of ‘broken narratives’.

While the adjective ‘broken’ certainly refers to an event that is “logically
essential to the narrative action and cannot be eliminated without destroying its
causal-chronological coherence”, in many or perhaps even most cases of ‘broken
narratives’ one could probably even go so far as to argue that without the break-up
or the event that caused the disruption, and thus the quality of brokenness of the
story, there would be no narrative to begin with that was deemed to be tellable.
The metaphor of broken narratives enhances the tellability of the story in question,
i. e. it serves as a means of highlighting crucial and incisive episodes that “make a
story worth telling”'. In other words, ‘broken narratives’ not only revolve around
a crucial event which typically defies direct representation or straight-forward
narration, their brokenness is also often reflected in the texture and on the level of
narrative discourse. Moreover, the crucial event to which the adjective ‘broken’
refers is typically a kernel as defined by Chatman in that it
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marks the narrative moment that gives rise to cruxes or turning points in the
direction of events.

What the notions of broken narratives and turning points have in common is
that these terms refer to a crucial, important and necessary event on which the
narrative hinges. As Birke''® has rightly observed, the notion of turning points in
some ways “parallels the concept of ‘kernels”’, which has, of course, been defined
by narratology'?°. But whereas turning points'?* are indeed the central nodes or
branching points in the structure of stories, on which the development of the action
hinges and which force a movement into one of two (or more) possible paths, this
does not really capture the specifity of broken narratives very well. Broken
narratives revolve around a peculiar kind of kernel that defies or eludes direct
representation.

While kernels in general constitute and reaffirm the chronological and causal
coherence of a narrative, ironically enough, one of the defining features of broken
narratives seems to be that they are the kind of kernel which challenges or even
destroys just this very ‘causal-chronological coherence’. As the metaphorical
implications delineated in section 3 above already indicate, broken narratives
typically disrupt chronology and sequentiality. More often than not, this results in
a concomitant reduction of both coherence and causality, which is another defining
feature of broken narratives.

As far as the story level is concerned, broken narratives typically display a
couple of salient features that distinguish them from traditional kinds of linear
narratives. Instead of a chronological, linear and sequential representation of the
events, the story level in broken narratives is characterized by episodic dispersal
and fragmentation of the elements of the narrative. Though most of these features
concern the concepts of the event and the characters that broken narratives project,
the lack of coherence and sequentiality also affects the representation of time and
the discourse level, as we will see below.

Emphasizing contingency rather than causality, broken narratives generate
the impression that contingency has become one of the central conditions and
experiences of contemporary life in a globalized world, becoming ever more
dominating within the process of modernization from the 19th to the 21st
century*??, Broken narratives not only serve to make contingency visible, both on
the story and the discourse level. They can also be read and understood as dialogic
responses to a perceived rise in contingent phenomena and to what can be called a
‘hegemonic culture of contingency’*?3. A concomitant feature cor-
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responding to the flaunting of contingency is a diminished sense of agency that
broken narratives often display, both on the story level and the narrators’ at-
tempts at reorganizing their lives with the benefit of hindsight*?*,

Broken narratives also typically challenge other characteristic features and
narratological presuppositions of kernels, especially the notions of ‘direction of
events’ and of branching or turning points which force a movement into one of two
(or more) possible paths. Instead of any clear sense of direction and of linear
movement, broken narratives tend to be characterized by disorientation, disruption,
and the loss of the power to move and to decide in which direction to go. In broken
narratives, cognitive procedures and narratological presuppositions like placing
actions in sequences, identifying causal relations between events or kernels, and
perceiving teleologically organized structures are no longer operative in the same
way as they are in classical, traditional or modernist narrative texts that make up
the lion’s share of the corpus of narratological inquiry.

Moreover, broken narratives are characterized by a curious ambivalence that
results from the precarious (im)balance between their deviation from, and at the
same time reliance on, the conventions of the unmarked case of the classical
narrative that features a continuous plot, linear progression and causality. What
broken narratives share with “antistories”'? or “antinarratives”!? is that, on the
one hand, they call into question the assumption that stories have something like a
“narrative logic, that one thing leads to one and only one other, the second to a
third and so on to the finale”*?’. On the other hand, however, they are neither
“without plot, for they depend for their effect on the presupposition of the
traditional narrative line of choice™?8, While broken narratives revolve around a
crucial event that constitutes the (and not just a) kernel of the action, one of their
defining features is their ‘failure’ to delineate or render it in direct or conventional
ways. Nonetheless, by actually commenting upon and interpreting the events and
experiences they purport merely to reflect or to report, the metaphorical notion of
‘broken narratives’ serves as a means for explaining complex processes and
changes by emphasizing that they actually defy explanation and narrativization.
Like narrativization in general, the postulation of a narrative being broken is,
therefore, paradoxically enough, “also a process by which the effect of
contingency, as unpredictability and randomness, is converted into the effect of
necessity or probability exerted by the configuring act of the story-line”12°,
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Another salient feature of broken narratives is their privileging discontinuity over
continuity. While classical narratology focused mainly on continuity, linearity and
sequentiality, the concepts of discontinuity or interruption have only recently
begun to attract some attention from postclassical narratologists'®. Though the
essays in the collection edited by Lehtimaki, Karttunen and Makela, which probe
the limits of narrativity, focus on the non-linear and anti-causal dimensions of
narratives, they are not concerned with broken narratives but with a range of other
aspects that can disturb or interrupt the chain of events. Yet the notion of anti-
causality that the volume explores is another hallmark of broken narratives that
calls conventional notions of causal connections and explanations into question.

Over and above questioning causality, broken narratives also challenge
conventional ways of what has been called narrativization and naturalization, while
providing a new way of naturalizing events at the same time. The projection of a
well-established metaphorical plot like Ma life-story, the story of a marriage, etc.
is broken” can be understood as an interpretive strategy or cognitive process of the
sort that has come to be known as ‘naturalization’*3, one which makes complex
personal experiences intelligible in terms of culturally accepted frames and scripts.
To interpret crucial changes or disruptions in terms of such culturally bound plots
can also be thought of as a way of naturalizing experiences by giving them a
function in some larger pattern supplied by cultural models. Culler clarifies what
‘naturalization” means in this context: “to naturalize a text is to bring it into
relation with a type of discourse or model which is already, in some sense, natural
or legible.”**? This kind of metaphoric naturalization is so much an ingrained part
of our cognitive strategies used in dealing with and accounting for experiences and
events that, in all probability, we are not conscious of it and hardly, if ever, notice
it.

Focusing mainly on the content of the stories and on the storytellers’ attempts
at coping with traumatic experiences, researchers working in other disciplines have
identified a number of other features that further distinguish broken narratives
from other more conventional kinds of narratives. These include, for instance,
“abrupt discontinuities within and between topics”'* as well as unusual stylistic
qualities like “histrionic verbal dramatics”*3*. Nonetheless, the recurrent stylistic,
formal and narrative features of broken narratives have yet to be properly
identified.

There is widespread agreement that traumatic experiences and discontinuous
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narratives are closely related to each other, and that the discontinuity of the story is
indicative of the fact that “a person’s ability to story his or her experience in a
coherent way is compromised”®, The only proper definition that we managed to
find is the following helpful explication of the more or less synonymous term
‘broken stories’ that Lynee E. Angus and Leslie S. Greenberg®® provide in their
illuminating monograph on the role of narrative in emotion-focused therapy:

Broken stories. Emotional incoherence subtype: conflicting emotional plotlines in which

competing emotional responses and action tendencies impede resolving problems.

(a) Confusion, uncertainty, puzzlement, frustration, and protest regarding inability to let go
and move on.

(b) Questioning why.
Narrative incoherence subtype: fragmented story structure.

(c) Narrative lacks clear beginning, middle, end.

(d) Fragmented description of subjective experience.

(e) Confusion about causes or factors.*3’

Though Angus and Greenberg do not avail themselves of the theoretical and
terminological framework provided by narratology, they have done an excellent
job in pinpointing several of the salient features that set such broken stories!® and
broken narratives off from other, related kinds of narratives. From a narratological
point of view, two of the most important points are their observations that broken
stories represent a subtype of emotional and narrative incoherence, and that they
typically display a fragmented story structure.

What needs to be emphasized, however, is that the quality of brokenness that
distinguishes ‘broken narratives’ from other kinds of stories does not only involve
the content of the narratives in question, but is also, and often even more so,
reflected in their formal features. Broken narratives display a number of additional
features that can be clarified and specified in narratological terms. As we have
seen, many of these features can be located on the level of the story, while others
mainly concern the discourse level of narrative transmission. Traumatic
experiences, for instance, not only leave “gaping cleavages in the narrative
flow”3° in their wake, they also “invariably disrupt the narrator’s self-role in
relation to one or more important audiences”**. As a result, broken narratives are
often characterized by a “lack of a unifying voice”**!. Moreover, many nar-
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137 Ibid., p. 61, table 4.1.

138 cf. also Korhonen 2013.

139 Sewell / Williams 2002, p. 210.
140 ibid.

141 lversen 2011, p. 97.



64 Ansgar Ninning / Vera Ninning

rators who tell broken narratives are highly self-conscious, being aware of the
challenges involved in any attempt to give a comprehensible account of crucial or
traumatic events that have had incisive and disruptive effects.

What broken narratives often reveal, however, is that the traditional
distinction between the levels of story and discourse is by no means as neat and
unproblematic as structuralist narratology suggests. On the contrary, it is not only
difficult to clearly locate several of the characteristics of broken narratives on
either of these levels, broken narratives also serve to call into question the
distinction itself. More often than not, it is difficult or impossible to decide
whether the fact that the narrator is psychologically a broken (wo)man results in
the disruption of the sequence of action or whether some traumatic event like a
broken marriage and the ensuing family disruptions are the reason for the
narrator’s impaired state and deficient performance as a storyteller. Like so many
either-or-options, this is probably another hen-and-egg-question. While
“disruptions demand a restorying of experience”#?, they also pose severe
challenges to a broken narrator’s attempts to reorganize her or his life.

From a narratological point of view, one of the most interesting, but least
commented upon salient features of broken narratives, resides in the way in which
the relationship between the narrating I in the present and the experiencing | in the
past is organized. In traditional autobiographies and novels featuring the typical
first-person narrative situation, the narrating | and the experiencing | are separated
by temporal, and often also moral, distance, as the narrator has gone through a
process of maturation and reflection, but they are always clearly recognizable as
being the same person and displaying psycho- logical continuity. There may, of
course, be varying degrees of tensions between them in that “the narrating self can
exceed the experiencing self, just as the experiencing self may elude the narrating
self’143,

In the case of broken narratives, however, the degree of tension and distance
between the narrating I and her or his former experiencing self is so high that the
notions of identity over time and psychological continuity are called into doubt.
Even though it is a challenge for any narrative involving the self to bridge the gap
between the past and the present self, and “between the time of experiencing the
events and the time of recalling the events”**, broken narratives are additionally
“disrupted by an inability to connect the self that is with the self that was”'*°. The
dominant notion they typically articulate is the feeling of being *“disconnected”
from one’s “former self’ and one’s “former life”146, Two examples, one from life
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and one from literature, can serve to illustrate how this feeling of a complete
severance or rupture between the past and present selves is self-consciously
expressed in broken narratives:

| have the feeling [...] that the ‘self’ who was in the camp isn’t me, isn’t the person who is
here, opposite you. No, it’s too unbelievable. And everything that happened to this other ‘self’,
the one from Auschwitz, doesn’t touch me now, me, doesn’t concern me, so distinct are deep
memory [mémoire profonde] and common memory [mémoire ordinaire].14”

The old lady can barely admit, let alone reconstruct, the retarded mental and physical age of
Tess at sixteen, the ignorance, the innocence, the non-connecting of things'4é. Only a name and
memory can tesselate and texture all those different beings, the baby in Geneva, the little girl
in Brussels, Chiswick, Brussels, Folkestone, London, and all the others to the old lady in
Provence.}4?

These short excerpts, which are taken from two very different sources, viz. a
collection of Holocaust testimonies and Christine Brooke-Rose’s experimental
meta-autobiographical novel Remake (1996) respectively, are quite illuminating
for anyone interested in the phenomenology and narratology of broken narratives.
They serve to show that broken narratives are typically characterized by Ma split
in identity over time, a split that, as we can see in the [first] quotation, leaves the
personal pronouns only usable in italics or quotation marks”50,

Thus, two of the narratological hallmark features of the discourse level of
broken narratives are a disruption of temporal continuity between events and
experiences in the past and their narrative rendering in the present, and a
concomitant lack of psychological continuity between the narrating | and the
experiencing I. Revolving around highly disruptive events and experiences, broken
narratives are typically characterized by temporal and psychological discontinuity,
which are, of course, closely intertwined, as Iversen’s’>! poignant observation
shows: “Where one would expect to find an identity over time, connecting the
events and their retelling, one instead finds traces of something broken, shattered
or simply unable to take on narrative form.”

As we have tried to demonstrate, broken narratives not only disrupt narrative
coherence on the story level, but also on the level of discourse, more often than not
even challenging this cherished narratological binarism altogether.
Conceptualizing broken narratives in terms of a deviation from narrative coherence
can thus serve to shed additional light on their features, the more so because
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coherence is a well-defined notion in textlinguistics and narratology'®?. The
concept of coherence can be used as a convenient foil against which the speficity
of broken narratives can be gauged. Characteristic elements that are regarded as
essential to narrative coherence include “general expectations of unity, continuity
and perseveration™*%,

As we have already seen, broken narratives constitute departures from the
norms associated with the notion of coherence, typically defying conventional
“expectations about time, intention, goal, causality, and closure™%. Following the
distinctions made in textlinguistics between certain “main subtypes of coherence,
such as temporal, causal, and thematic coherence”*%°, one can characterize broken
narratives as a deviation from, or even a violation of, all these subtypes of
coherence: they “disrupt the ceaseless linear continuity of time™*%, they suspend or
question the belief in causal coherence, and they are characterized by abrupt
thematic discontinuities, both within and between topics'®.

One could add that not only psychological continuity, but also spatial
coherence and a coherent closed ending or conventional forms of closure are also
typically conspicuous by their absence in broken narratives. Like the fragmentary
epistolary narratives of Gwen John’s examined by Maria Tamboukou, broken
narratives typically evoke the impression that they are “irresolute and incomplete”
as well as “inconclusive™® in that they lack closure and the sense of an ending.
Moreover, Iversen®® has rightly pointed out that “the anchoring of these narratives
in specific geographical and temporal settings appears incoherent, disturbed, and
partly undecipherable”.

In broken narratives lack of coherence is not an end in itself, however, but
testifies to a diminshed sense of coherence and personal or collective identity. In
contrast to the widespread assumptions and presuppositions entailed in the notion
of narrative identity, broken narratives serve to remind the listener or reader “that
real-life experiences may transcend the coherence capacity of narratives”®, that
“some experiences resist being emplotted into meaningful, fully recognizable
structures™®%. Instead of regarding the disjunctive, fragmented and incoherent
nature of broken narratives as mere deviations from the norms of coherence,
however, we are encouraged to accept them as the “dom-
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inant”1%? of the text-type in question, i.e. as their salient feature and focusing
component. Langer’s perspicacious observation about Holocaust testimonies also
pertains to broken narratives in general: “we need to search for the inner principles
of incoherence that make these testimonies accessible to us”'®. It is exactly these
‘inner principles of incoherence’ which narratology has yet to develop an
analytical repertoire for if it wants to get to grips with broken narratives and other
innovative forms that contemporary experiences of identity, life and narrative have
taken.

The various instances of temporal, causal and thematic incoherence that we
find in broken narratives are thus not an end in themselves but should rather be
seen as an appropriate way of rendering disruptive events and experiences which
not only defy coherent, direct or mimetic narrative representation but which also
transcend the logic of conventional narrative. We should like to hasten to add,
however, that, just like any other norms, notions of normalcy concerning
coherence or lack thereof are subject to historical change and cultural variation.
One does not have to be a cultural, constructivist or narrative psychologist like
Jerome Bruner to agree with Dan P. McAdams!®*, who has rightly observed that
“norms concerning narrative coherence can vary considerably from one society or
culture to the next; these expectations are also dependent on period and genre”%,
With regard to the topic at hand, this means that a narrative that is likely to be
classified as a broken narrative in one culture or period, may well not be regarded
as incoherent or very unconventional in another context. By addressing the
problem of narrative coherence, McAdams also foregrounds and examines some of
the key assumptions associated with the notion of narrative identity that broken
narratives question and call into doubt, viz. the propositions that there is a strong
correlation between coherent life stories on the one hand, and meaningful selves
and the richness of lived experience on the other.

Two elements already briefly mentioned above as defining features of broken
narratives are of particular significance from a narratological point of view: First,
broken narratives are characterized by the ‘markedness’ of the events that
constitute them, which is the quality that sets them off from the continuous flow of
the ‘unmarked” flow of chaotic experiences: “there is within every language at
every level a highly elaborated system for distinguishing the ‘marked’ from the
‘unmarked’ - what is to be taken for granted as given and what is to be high-
lighted as new, deviant, special, or interestworthy.”*®® In order to distinguish the
‘marked’ from the ‘unmarked’, one can fruitfully draw on Abbott’s concept of
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turning point, which hinges upon this contrast between what he (and other
sociologists) call “trajectories’ and broken narratives: “What defines a turning
point as such is the fact that the turn that takes place within it contrasts with a
relative straightness outside.”'®” The same holds true, one might add, for the
trajectory that we find in broken narratives, which also pits a pivotal event that is
highly marked against ‘a relative straightness outside’. Just like turning points, the
crucial events around which broken narratives revolve interrupt the regular
patterns of routine trajectories that come before and after them. While trajectories
are characterized by “their inertial quality, their quality of enduring large amounts
of minor variation without any appreciable change in overall direction or regime”
and by “their stable randomness, their causal character, in particular their
comprehensibility”2%, the disruptive events that result in broken narratives, again
just like turning points, are “abrupt”, “chaotic”, and especially “more
consequential than trajectories precisely because they give rise to changes in
overall direction or regime”%%. Broken narratives, too, are characterized by the fact
that, chronologically, they are preceded by relatively stable patterns and followed
by a new trajectory'®. “What matters”, Abbott argues, “is the separation of
relatively smooth patterns by a turn that is by comparison abrupt”'’. The way in
which he characterizes the temporal dimension of turning points also captures
another salient quality of broken narratives: “The smooth befores and afters are
trajectories, linked by a relatively abrupt ‘turning point.””172

Moreover, both the qualification of events as turning points and the
designation of stories as broken narratives presuppose both “reference to two
points in time, not one”*"® and the retrospective point of view of a narrator who is
trying to impose some kind of sense or structure on the sequence of events and to
transform them into, and render them as, a more or less coherent, or incoherent,
story. A character on the level of the story may in some instances realize that a
momentous event or decision is lying ahead, but the identification of turning points
and broken narratives usually presupposes a superordinate vantage-point as well as
the benefit of hindsight'’. In one of the few articles explicitly devoted to the
concept of turning point, Abbott!™ also emphasizes both the “narrative character”
and “the *hindsight’ character of turning points - their definition in
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terms of future as well as past and present”’s. Again, one can add that the same
holds true for broken narratives, which interpret the past in a particular way, while
also projecting possible futures.

In narratological terms, this means that both the concept of the turning point
and the notion of broken narratives have “reference to two points in time, not
one”'”, and that they both imply the co-existence of two temporally detached
points of view, viz. the limited perspective of the character who is the experiencing
I and the narrator’s (or narrating 1’s) privileged point of view: “Turning points [...]
mark off the narrator’s consciousness from the protagonist’s and begin closing the
gap between the two at the same time. Turning points are steps toward narratorial
consciousness”'’8, Closing the gap between the protagonist’s consciousness and
the narrator’s, broken narratives, just like turning points, are constructed in the
process that is called ‘narrativization’. However, broken narratives highlight the
chaotic flow and contingency of experiences, while narrativization is normally a
means to impose a temporal order on our amorphous experience: “The essential
order imposed by narrativization upon the universe of our experience is
temporality, which implies the structure of past, present, and future, with the
concomitant chronology. Through narrativisation separate events are assigned their
respective position in a meaningful temporal whole, proceeding from an initial
state via broken narratives to an end state.”*"°

Broken narratives, by contrast, refuse to provide this kind of coherent
narrative organization, neither establishing a consecutive or sequential order along
the arrow of time, nor providing a reference frame in which each event is related to
others in both a forward and backward direction. While narratives in general, and
the construction or retrospective projection of ‘turning points’ in particular, allow
human beings to come to terms with the temporality of their existence, broken
narratives foreground the chaotic amorphousness of experiences and events. And
while most “narratives have plots that mediate between disparate states -
occurrences, (unfulfilled) intentions, causes and (unexpected) effects - and the
temporal unity of the story recounted™®, the incoherent construction of broken
narratives reflects the fact that lived experience can indeed be amorphous, hard to
categorize or order, and even harder to make sense of.

All of the features that we have identified have far-reaching repercussions for
the ability of the storyteller to provide a coherent reconstruction of the storyworld
in which the experiencing | or his/her former self lived, and the equally impaired
competence to imagine possible futures: “the lack of continuity be-
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tween metaconstrued present and past impairs the ability to make a coherent future
metaconstruction”®, From a narratological point of view it is difficult to tell
whether such terms as ‘turning point’ or ‘broken narratives’ refer to objective
events or crucial changes on the level of the story, i. e. to something that really
happened in the storyworld, or to a mental or psychological change in an
observer’s outlook or stance that may be related to a specific event. In a thought
provoking sociological article entitled “On the Concept of Turning Point”, Andrew
Abbott argues that turning points should not be relegated “to the realm of the
subjective, seeing them as post hoc interpretations of choices”'®: “Some turning
points exist in se, without needing to be ‘discovered’ or ‘invented.””'#3, Being one
of the first theorists to systematically explore “the logical and formal properties of
the concept of the turning point”*®, Abbott defines the concept in a way that is
also quite helpful for coming to narratological terms with the notion of broken
narratives:
Turning points are narrative concepts, referring to two points in time at once. They are not
necessarily retrospective constructions, although they may be so constructed. Turning points
separate extended, more routine trajectories. These trajectories are embedded in a larger
structure: constrained in number and limited in extent. They are causally more comprehensible
than broken narratives, but ultimately less important. The concept of turning point requires a

processual theory of social life, in which change is eternal and stability an accidental, although
common happening.18

Trying to adapt these insights to broken narratives, and to put them into well-
defined narratological terms, one can argue that *broken narratives’, too, do not
exist as such, that they are not givens, on the level of the story, but are rather
retrospectively constructed or projected onto that level by a narrator endowed with
the benefit of hindsight who fails to make any coherent sense of his life. The main
reason for this is that one or several crucial events have occurred that have
disrupted her or his life and that cannot be readily accommodated within the story
so far. Narrators usually indicate that a breach has happened by deploying certain
“narrative devices for indicating what, as it were, is newsworthy - ways of
marking”: “I see the construction of narrative ‘turning points’ as a device further to
distinguish what is ordinary and expectable (i. e. folk psychological) from that
which is idiosyncratic and quintessential® agentive.”*% Therefore the features of
‘markedness’, ‘retrospective construction” and juxtaposition of two points in time
can be added to the list of defining characteristics outlined in section two, i. e.
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characteristics that distinguish broken narratives from other kinds of stories.
Broken narratives are by no means inherent in the events as such, but are imposed
on the actual events by the narrative discourse which shapes them in a particular
way that foregrounds the qualities identified in sections 2 and 3 above, viz.
discontinuity, fragmentation, interruption etc. Since every story is not only the
result of a selection from the chaotic and infinite variety of happenings, but also
the result of a multitude of methods of narrative arrangement, ordering and
(linguistic, narrative, literary etc.) composition of the selected moments of what
happened, there is, as a result, a plurality of stories, plots and narratives that can be
generated about any series of events. Moreover, since different meanings can be
assigned to the same events by different observers, the choice of a point of view
also has to be taken into consideration in any account of broken narratives as a
narratological concept.

In order to avoid possible misunderstanding, we should like to emphasize that
we are using broken narratives as an umbrella term that serves to designate non-
conventional narratives that display ‘family likeness’ or ‘family resemblances’
(Familienghnlichkeiten). According to this fruitful and suggestive metaphor, which
the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein developed in his posthumously
published book Philosophical Investigations'®”, works within one genre, just like
members of a family, share certain characteristics or features, but not one attribute
needs to be common to all of the members. These overlapping sets of traits belong
to the prototypical ‘core’ of the genre. Both distinctive, necessary features and less
constitutive characteristics at the “fuzzy’ margins define individual genres (as open
and fluctuating as they may be). Just like members of a family, stories that we
subsume under the umbrella term of broken narratives typically share a number of
the features, but need not display all of the possible characteristics that we have
identified in this section.

187 Wittgenstein 1953, 8§ 65-71.
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5. Cultures Shaping Narratives - Narratives Shaping Cultures, or:
Broken Narratives as a Fruitful Field of Research for Cognitive,
Cultural and other Postclassical Narratologies

When taking a retrospective look at the desiderata mentioned at the beginning of
this article, the following preliminary conclusions can be drawn. It has firstly
become obvious that broken narratives have not only proliferated in our current
age of crises and catastrophes, they are also arguably no longer the odd exception
that proves the rule. Secondly, we have tried to show that the notion of broken
narratives does not only present a challenge to both hegemonic narrative practices
and to many unconscious preferences and cherished concepts of narratology,
including the story/discourse distinction, it should also be seen as an important
theoretical and analytical concept that narrative theory would ignore at its own
peril. When defined in metaphorological, narratological and phenomenological
terms (see sections 3 and 4 above), the notion of broken narratives can be a
productive concept for the analysis of narratives, both as far as the realm of literary
genres and the level of real-world narratives are concerned. Thirdly, broken
narratives display a number of characteristic features, which we have tried to
identify and explore in sections 3 and 4. Though limitations on space did not allow
the broad range of types of broken narratives that appear across various disciplines
and domains to be gauged, we have tried to show that there is a variety of forms
and functions of broken narratives in literature and other contexts that have not yet
received as much attention as they arguably merit.

In conclusion, instead of summarizing the main results of the present article
and the salient features of broken narratives, we should like to make some
suggestions for further research. Broken narratives open up a very fruitful field of
research for such approaches as cognitive and cultural narratology as well as for
other ‘postclassical narratologies’*®. Much more work, however, needs to be done
on the subject, and their narratological features and the functional hypotheses
outlined above certainly do not exhaust this complex topic. Although we have tried
to develop a more precise, systematic and thorough definition and description of
broken narratives than has existed so far, it stands to reason that the value of such
terminological clarifications and distinctions ultimately depends on whether they
lead to more differentiated descriptions and explanations of the phenomena in
question and to productive analyses of actual broken narratives. Therefore, the
questions arise of what the uses and potential applications of the steps towards a
narratology of broken narratives that have been

188 cf. Herman 1999; Alber / Fludernik 2010.
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developed above could be and what other lacunae there are for further research. A
brief overview of some of the areas that deserve more narratological scrutiny may
be the best way to provide at least partial answers to these questions.

The focus of this essay has mainly been on identifying the salient textual
features of broken narratives and on describing them in terms of the concepts
provided by narrative theory. In order to get to grips with the specificity of the
phenomenon at hand, however, other aspects also need to be taken into
consideration. Since broken narratives deviate from notions of coherence as well
as from conventional expectations of what constitutes a good and tellable story, the
cognitive challenges that they pose for the reader have to be taken into account.
Moreover, broken narratives are also particularly interesting as a cultural
phenomenon for at least two reasons: They not only bring to the fore crucial
developments and events that disrupt an individual’s life or even a culture’s master
narratives, their ongoing proliferation also raises the question of how the relation
between cultural changes and new narrative forms can be conceptualized. Recent
approaches in postclassical narratology like cognitive narratology and cultural
narratology can therefore shed additional light on both the topic of this volume and
the central question of what broken narratives tell us about the society and the
culture within which they are situated.

From a cognitive point of view, broken narratives are characterized by the
storyteller’s (and often also the readers’) difficulty in reconstructing the sequence
of events, and even the existents and parameters of the storyworld as a whole, and
a concomitant challenge to fill in the many gaps that are one of the defining textual
features of this kind of narrative’. This may also include an inability to
coordinate events, thoughts and feelings'®. Researchers who have explored broken
narratives in clinical contexts have observed that the stories told by people
suffering from e. g. aphasia are “often unintelligible or hard to understand”*®.
Many of the stylistic and narratological features of broken narratives discussed
above can be read as a reflecting what in trauma theory is called “a dissociative
split between thought and affect”%2, The reader’s task is akin to that of the doctor
or therapist in that she or he has to fill in the gaps!®® by combing the textual
information that a broken narrative provides with cultural frames, schemata and
scripts in order to try to understand broken narratives and to reconstruct the
storyworld(s) implied rather than represented in them. From a cognitive and
psychological point of view, broken narratives thus tend to
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foster active reader participation in that they “force the reader to narrativize”,
filling in the gaps and lags that such a discontinuous and fragmentary style of
narration typically generates. We know only relatively little about how such
processes of narrativization and naturalization actually work, and a cognitive
narratological analysis of broken narratives could throw more light on these
complex issues.

From the point of view of a cultural and context-sensitive narrative theory'®,
we should like to emphasize that broken narratives and the precipitating events
around which they revolve, just like other occurrences which are considered as
particularly eventful, cataclysmic and traumatic, are not irrevocably defined once
and for all, but rather depend on the respective criteria of normality and relevance,
which are subject to historical change and cultural variability. This also means that
incidents which are considered as ‘great’ events of history, as large-scale disasters,
i. . as a ‘catastrophe’ or a ‘crisis’ from today’s perspective, were perhaps not
necessarily perceived in the same way from the perspective of observers at the
time'%®. Lotman already pointed out that the very qualification of a fact as an event
is always dependent on the system of the terms and concepts of the respective
period and that it is always carried out “in accordance with the general conception
of the world”*®’. Like other kinds of events and stories, the precipitating events of
broken narratives can thus be conceptualized as culturally specific and historically
variable phenomena'®®, as sense- and indeed world-making attributions which are
carried out in accordance with the general world-view.

If one agrees that the character of the event should be conceived of as “a
culturally specific and historically variable phenomenon of narrative
representations”%, broken narratives, just like other narrative ways of
worldmaking, are unlikely to be universals. Rather, as proponents of contextual,
cultural and historical approaches to narratives have argued?”, one can assume that
there are always certain culturally available and even dominant plots as well as
cross-cultural variations between the locally specific ways in which narratives
represent events, tell stories, construct broken stories, and make particular
storyworlds. The variety of ways in which broken narratives have been, and are,
constructed arguably not only reflects but also partakes in and shapes the

194 lversen 2011, p. 96.

195 cf. Nunning 2009b, 2012a.
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narrative communities?®® and the hierarchies of norms and values that distinguish
cultures, but also individuals, from one another. This raises the question of what
functions broken narratives can fulfil, a question which will briefly be discussed in
the next paragraphs.

In the framework of a cultural and context-sensitive narrative theory, broken
narratives can be understood as a reflection of incisive cultural, economic and
social changes, but the notion itself also represents an attempt to respond to, and
make sense of, disruptive changes, events and experiences in many domains and
realms. On the one hand, the plethora of broken narratives that we find in many
contexts and domains can be seen as a reflection of a culture in which many
certainties have become doubtful and in which conventional expectations are, more
often than not, no longer fulfilled. On the other hand, the notion of broken
narratives is a way of making sense of incisive changes that cannot yet be readily
assimilated into any of the traditional storylines or narrative forms and genres. It
emphasizes that hitherto predominant narratives have come to a definitive end,
while a new kind of broken narrative has emerged which sheds light on how an
increasing number of people deal with, and make sense of, personal, cultural or
financial crises and their consequences.

What sets broken narratives off from related and well-established, but
arguably different notions like crises or turning-points?®? is, firstly, the fact that
they are based on an acknowledgement of the fact that widely accepted narratives
have come to an end or at least lost their previous functionality, and that some
other kind of story has to be invented by those who are in need of retrieving
meaning after crises and disruptions. Secondly, broken narratives typically refrain
from resorting to unifying devices like a single point of view, a unifying voice, and
an overarching master narrative that serves to impose order, a plot and patterns of
sense-making on the events, or other narrative techniques that foster cohesion and
coherence. Whereas metaphors like ‘turning point™® or ‘crisis’®* impose form
upon an amorphous reality by reducing the complexities, contingency, and
elusiveness of the chaotic flow of experiences, broken narratives foreground or
even flaunt the impossibility of coherence, order and attempts at sense-making.
Instead of imparting a clear structure and a coherent plot to complex changes and
disruptive experiences, broken narratives deliberately refrain from resorting to
such ordering and unifying devices.

Broken narratives and their current proliferation in factual and fictional
storytelling contexts are thus particularly interesting from the point of view of a
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cultural and historical narratology?® in that they serve to shed light on the degree
to which cultures shape metaphors and narratives as well as the latter shaping
cultures and societies?®., Three random examples may serve to support the
hypothesis that the recent and ongoing proliferation of broken narratives can
hardly be regarded as a mere coincidence in an age of crises and catastrophes?”’,
reflecting as it does a culture in which many former certainties have become
doubtful, while at the same time moulding new ways of responding to crises and
disruptions. First of all, the grand master narratives that capitalism has lived by,
i.e. the stories of ongoing progress and continuous economic growth, have become
broken or at least highly suspicious in an age in which crises are no longer the
exception but seem to have become the permanent state of affairs. Secondly, while
lifelong employment and a continuous career (usually with the same company as
employer) used to be the norm in the 20th century, patchwork biographies and
careers as well as professional mobility and unemployment rates have become the
rule rather than the exception. Thirdly, there have been equally far-reaching
changes and disruptions as far as the dominant sociological life forms are
concerned. While the genre of the family chronicle can be seen as a literary form
that expressed the stability that used to be associated with the notion of a family,
the metaphorical notions of a broken marriage and broken families are nowadays
on the verge of becoming the statistical norm in many countries. In all of these
areas broken narratives do not merely reflect contemporary cultures and societies
but rather shape new cultural experiences and responses at the same time.

Cultures continually invent new concepts, metaphors and narratives that try
to make sense of a radically altered reality, with broken narratives being a perfect
case in point. When well-established hegemonic master narratives no longer
represent and explain actual developments adequately, a need for new cultural
reponses and stories arises, and broken narratives can arguably be seen as a way of
retrieving meaning and reorganizing life after crises and disruptions have shattered
expectations that had previously been taken for granted. In the realm of the
economy, metaphorically structured concepts like crises, recession and zero
growth serve as euphemistic mini-narratives that try to account for the factually
broken master narrative of unlimited growth and progress, resulting in such
notions as America's Broken Economy?®, And concerning the sphere of
sociological life forms, the metaphorically structured concept of the patchwork
family has, for instance, almost replaced more traditional narratives and notions
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of what a family is or should be. Though the list of broken narratives that we find
in the 21st century could be extended almost indefinitely, these random examples
may suffice to demonstrate that many of our cherished narratives are indeed no
longer valid and have become broken in that they have lost their factual
plausibility and explanatory power.

Against this backdrop, it is arguably anything but a coincidence that broken
narratives have proliferated and that what have been called ‘fractuous or
fragmented novels’ are thriving?®. In terms of literary and cultural history, the
ongoing proliferation of broken narratives in different domains and the rise of
fragmented novels reflect some of the main trends that have been identified for the
late 20th century. What we are dealing with here are “convergences of trends in
different social and cultural domains rather than unidirectional vectors of
causation”?'%, Such trends support Ursula Heise’s hypothesis that one “of the most
striking developments in the transition from the modernist to the post- modernist
novel” has been “the disintegration of narrator and character as recognizable and
more or less stable entities, and their scattering or fragmentation across different
temporal universes that can no longer be reconciled with each other, or justified by
recurring to different psychological worlds”?!l, But in broken narratives and
fragmented novels the emphasis shifts from “the demise of identifiable
characters”?2, which is considered to be one of the hallmarks of postmodernist
fiction, to a foregrounding of the anxieties, fragility, fragmentations,
precariousness and uncertainty that affect the identities, forms of life and
storyworlds of real human beings and fictional characters in the 21st century.

Broken narratives and fragmented novels do not merely reflect or respond to
the greatly accelerated transformations that have occurred as a result of the
ongoing revolutions in information and communication technologies as well as in
the wake of the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the financial crises, they also foster
and reinforce the prevailing impression that many of the collective myths,
metaphors and master-narratives that we used to live by seem to have lost their
certainty and plausibility. By privileging discontinuity, fragmentation and in-
coherence, the narratological features that define broken narratives (see section 4
above) evoke a radically altered “culture of time that has become wary of
hypostatizing long term-historical patterns and developments™!3,  Broken
narratives can thus be read as cultural articulations of the experience that there is
much less certainty and predictability in contemporary forms of life than in
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those that prevailed in the earlier centuries. Broken narratives respond to rather
than merely represent the disrupted and incoherent conditions of the contemporary
world of ever more crises and catastrophes.

Despite the productiveness of the critical industry, the questions raised in this
article, and in this volume at large, are still a very fertile area of investigation.
Much more work, therefore, needs to be done if we really want to come to terms
with the significance, formal features and cultural functions of what have been
called *broken narratives'. There are at least seven important issues which have yet
to be adequately explored. One of them is the development of an exhaustive and
fully-fledged narratological theory of broken narratives, fully integrating both the
insights recently provided by cognitive narratology, psychonarratology, and
rhetorical narrative theorists as well as the refined conceptual frameworks and
sophisticated models developed by cognitive and cultural psychology?**. Second,
while philosophers and sociologists have made a number of interesting attempts to
distinguish between different kinds of turning points, viz. “the standard,
intertracjetory turning point”, a “focal turning point”, a “randomizing turning
point”, a “contingent turning point”25, literary and cultural studies have yet to
come up with an interesting and useful typology of broken narratives. Thirdly,
what is needed are more subtle and systematic analyses of the different uses of
broken narratives and, even more so, of metanarrative reflections about broken
narratives in the works of both contemporary novelists and authors from earlier
periods.

Moreover, there are a number of historical desiderata that deserve to be
addressed. Fourth, any cultural, economic or literary historian who wants to
“address the question of change and continuity”?!® might well ask him- or herself
whether, and at which point, there is a broken narrative in the story that he or she is
trying to reconstruct or tell. Though human beings in general and scholars in the
humanities in particular may well be storytelling animals that yearn for coherence,
continuity, meaning and sense, the dearly held and well-established stories that we
normally live by are quite often challenged or disrupted by events or experiences
that neither seem to fit the story so far nor the cherished stories or metaphors that
we prefer to live by, to use Lakoff and Johnson's?’” and McAdams's?'® felicitous
formulation again. Fifth, the history of the development of what has come to be
known as ‘broken narratives' has yet to be written because (at least to our
knowledge) no one has dared to provide a historical overview spanning the period
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from say the 18th century to the 21st. Sixth, the ways in which broken narratives
reflect, or respond to, changing cultural discourses and norms, psychological
personality models, and literary conventions are just waiting to be explored.
Lastly, since the disciplinary scope of broken narratives has as yet neither been
properly defined nor even gauged, their uses, forms, and functions across different
genres, media, and disciplines provides a highly fertile area of research. The use of
broken narratives in genres and media other than stories of illness and trauma as
well as in other media (e. g. in film and television) and cultural domains (including
economics, law and politics) deserves much more attention than it has hitherto
been given.

In sum, we would like to stress that sustained research of the forms,
functions, and diachronic development of broken narratives is still among the
desiderata of research, not just in the field of narratology but also in literary and
cultural studies at large. The criteria and concepts proffered above provide us with
categories of analysis for the description of various types of broken narratives,
allowing for a detailed analysis of particular kinds of narratives in different
domains, genres and media. One can only hope that the forms and functions of
broken narratives in a broad range of disciplines, genres and media will be
examined more thoroughly in the future by means of the analytical categories to
describe broken narratives introduced in this article and with the help of all the
suggestions for further research made in this volume.

We should, however, like to leave the last words to the late Gay Becker,
whose seminal monograph Disrupted Lives has arguably managed to shed more
light on the functions of broken narratives and on How People Create Meaning in
a Chaotic World, as the felicitous subtitle has it, than anyone else, though she does
not actually deploy the term ‘broken narrative(s)’ employing instead the (more or
less synonymous) term ‘narratives of disruption’?®. Not only is one of her key
arguments, viz. that “narrative is a culture-specific response to disruption’?%, grist
to our cultural narratological mill, but her illuminating analysis of a broad range of
case studies also serves to show that broken narratives and disrupted stories
indicate “that cultural notions of normalcy can be contested”??!, calling into
question and rejecting as they do dominant discourses, widely accepted values and
the hegemonic version of normalcy. Both a great part of the value of broken
narratives and the need for more research on this topic reside in the fact that such
narratives of disrupted lives challenge what she so aptly calls the “moral force of
normalizing ideologies”??? as well as the norms and values at-
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tached to the master narratives of the age that we all too often accept at face value
and take for granted: “Continuity is an illusion. Disruption to life is a constant in
human experience”, Becker rightly maintains, adding an observation that pertains
equally well to broken narratives as the paradigmatic articulation of disrupted
lives: “The study of disrupted lives enables us to look at the disparity between
cultural notions of how things are supposed to be and how they are, a disparity that
is highlighted by disruption.”??®> The metaphorical notion of ‘brokennesss’ is a
perfect case in point in that seeing “oneself as ‘broken’ goes against the current of
contemporary North American culture”??, Deviating as they do from “the cultural
ideal”?? and going against the grain of dominant “cultural ideologies”?%, broken
narratives can thus be read as “a refusal to engage in normalizing ideologies”??
and as brave attempts to “create a sense of continuity after a disruption”?%, to
retrieve meaning and to reorganize life. Demonstrating “unrelenting perseverance
in the face of adversity”??°, broken narratives serve to reinterpret experience and
explain one’s life and world in innovative ways that challenge hegemonic
discourses, “well-entrenched ideologies”?*°, widely accepted values and “cultural
expectations about turning a life into a success story”?%., If the “stories that people
grow up on are unchosen”?%, then broken narratives can provide important new
“templates for experience”?®, providing as they do viable alternatives to the
culturally available plots that revolve around well-made, linear and teleological
success stories. Studying broken narratives and stories of disruption can thus not
only enable “us to examine the wellsprings of many core tenets of U.S. society and
to explore how deeply these core tenets are embedded in the cultural contours of
people’s lives”?3, it can also shed much light on the cultural discourses on
normalcy?® and on the respective predominant cultural expectations, ideologies,
and values from which broken narratives deviate in significant ways. These are
also some of the many reasons why broken narratives are such a rich topic and
why they merit much more narratological and interdisciplinary attention.
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