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T WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:
REWRITING OF mSTORY AS FICTION

YBrd. Doç. Dr. SerpU Tunç OPPERMANN*

i. HIStOrYas FIctIon:

Individuals and societies need a knowledge of the past for their
cu1tural. national and personal identities. Knowledge of the past keeps
the memoıy of nıankind alive, and provides a sense of belonging and a
sense of recognftion in the world. As Northrop Frye argues in
Anatomy of Critfetsm. "the culture of the past is not only the memoıy
of mankind. but our own buried life, and study of it leads to a
recognition seene, a discovery in which we see, not our past lives, but
the total cultural fonn of our present life" (346).

in ordeı: to understand the cultural. I1terary and hlstoI1cal fonns of
contemporary reality. and to anticipate the confuslon resulting from
these concepts. it is necessary to ask a crucial question. What ls the
knowledge of the past? This question inevitably initiates a chatn of
other questions that follow. Is an objective knowledge of the past
possible? Can we know the past reality in all Its versions? if not. are
the selected versions of history valid, or do they gıve a true account of
what went on before us? ın short. what is history? This article wlll
address and argue ahout hlstoricaI and fictionaI representation in the
I1ght of Hayden White's views on histarical writing.

First of all. my argument is based on the defln1Uon of history as a
netiona] fonn. and secondly. i wlll attempt to show that any
conception of historical reality is reaIized in naITatMty. To naITate
Ls a naturallmpulse, and recording hlstor1caI events is accomplished
by naITaUve. The problem of translating observed facts or events into
telling can only be solved by fashioning those facts in a narrative
pattem. In this respect. history is an organized narrative of the past.
Dixon Wecter defines history as "the road rnap of the past" (38). This
road map of the past is accessible only through narrative. In other
words. history is no longer regarded as the accumulalion of f~cts and
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dates for the sake of storage. it should not. however. be vtewed as a
StOlY for Its own sake elther. Yet. the diehotomy between historieal
events and fietiona! events has always characterized the difference
between histortea! and fictlona! representaUon sinee Anstotle. For
Ar1stotle the purpose of fictlon was not the eOnIDlunicatlon of fact. but
the teDIng of a story. History, ın contrast to thiS. dealt wlth partlcular
facts. events and persons in speeiftc time-space locatiollS. This idea
dominated the Westem outlook on history unUI the 20th century.
Aeeordingly. the differenee between historieal and netional
representation was thought preeisely to be the dtfference between rea!
events and imag1ned or invented events. But. ın fact. there is no such
difference in the representat10ns of reality, whether it is a past.
present or an hypothetlcal reality; beeau.se. the discourses that history
and fictlon employ are aetua1ly s1n1ilar. Both are subject to the same
fietlonal teehniques of wrlUÇ.g. Both fietion and history give us a
verbal ımage of reality.

History is a fonn of fiction. a story about reality, in which the
referents of the d1seourse daim to eorrespond to some observable.
empirieal reality. Fiction is alsa a story about reality, but its referents
do not always give the illusion of point by point eorrespondenee to an
outside reality. Both fonns of representation deal with human
experience. History refers to the rea! domain direetly. fietion refers to
it indirectly. Both htstory and fietion dea! wlth the past and present
perceptlons of reality and tmth. The remembered past is always a
present eoneern. Therefore, the not1on of the past is
eontemporaneous. We reach down to the records. datlng from the
remotest periods to the most reeent ones, and reglster them in the
present. in otherwords. the process ofv1ew1ng the records of the past is
a process of Interpretat10n of. those records with present
conseiousness. just as those records are themselves 1nterpretatlons of
facts in thefr own time. Reeordtng the past is an interpretlve actlvlty
realized In a glven fonn of narrative. Narrating the past a1ways
requireS the fann of a story beeause of the need to shape the events in a
reeognizable fonn. Thus. histortcal narrative employs aLL the
strategies of story-tell1ng. The h}storian works l1ke a novelist when
he is writlng about the past events and personalitles. S1nce he eannot
narrate his material at random, in a cbaotlc way, he has to shape it in
the form of a stoıy, imposıng a pattem on his matertal Therefore. the
facts are re-organJzed aecord1ng to the htstortcallmagination. Thus.
the reality of the past becomeS a d1scurslve reality. Sinee we can never
know. in prec1se detail and scope. the socıal, personal. cultural and
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histoncal reality of the past, we can never claim to be objective in our
knowledge of it. We can only know the past in lts wrttten fonn. We can,
however, re-evaluate, re-interpret and re-think the wrttten
documents from different perspecUves. In this respect, history can be
known onlyasa discursive reconstnıctlon of the past. As Dixon
Wecter apt1y argued in 1957, conceming the narratian of histoI1cal
eventst "powers of symmetIy. proportion. aesthetle design. controUed
emalian, even a knack of playfulness. and at high moments a certron
unfareed e10quence can be sumrnoned illtü the seıvice of troth" (43).
Wecter was, in fact. stating that writing of history Ls subjected to the
fonn of fietian and cannot avoid metaphoıic use of ~age.

Hayden White ca11s the writing of history as "the fictlons of factual
representatlon" (The Llterature of Fact 21). White calls atlenUan to the
fact that histortea! narratives, too. are verbal artifacts. They have
fietive natures, beeause the histoncal events are east in the fonn of
storles. Hayden White's precise statement about th"isimportant faetor
in historleal wrltlng is wortlı noting. He says: 'There is something in a
historleal masterpieee that eannot be negated. and this non-negatable
element is Us fonn, the fonn which is its netlon" ("Historieal Text as
Literaıy Artifact"43).

Any chronicle of past' reality demands a seleeUon from the
historlan who always faees the problem of choice. He has to include
certain details in his diseourse and exclude others in order to
construct a eoherent aecount of the past. According to White our
historlcallmowledge is detennined by what is left out of the stoıy. Our
understanding of histoıy depends upon the exc1uded facts:

For it is in this brutal capaeity to excIude eertain facts in
the mterest of constituUng others as components of
comprehenslble stories that the historlan displays his
taet as well as his understanding. The "averall eoherenee"
of any given "series" of histor1cal faets is the eoherenee of
story. but this coherenee is aehieved only by a tailortng of
the "facts" to the requirements of the story form.
("Histarical Text as Ltteraıy Artifact" 44.45).

Thus, the fonn of history in the writer's hand beeomes subjected to
the fonn of his story. The historian cannot avoid imposing the fonn of
a story into the histoı:ıeal record. In the uncoverıng of the facts. the
restoratlan of those faets are transformed into a diseursiye texture.
The faets for the historian present themselves in a strueture of
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conUngently related phenomenon. The historian transforms this
mode of contiguity into a mode of metaphor. metonymy and irony that
conslitute his re-creaUon process in language. What the hiStorical text
presents. then. is an image of reality. just Ilke the verbalırnages the
fictlona! texts present. On formal grounds. both historical and
fictional t~s are verbal expressions of human consclousness.
human experience and eyents. They both present "an inSight into or
illumlnation of the hUlnan experience of the world... The diScourse
taken in its totality as an image of same reality, bears a relationship of
correspondence to that of which it is an image" (White. "Fictions of
Factua1 Representation" 23).

There is no standpoint 9f individual. social. political or historical
perception that is truly objective. it is not possible to write htstory
without using literary techn1ques. Since perceptions vaıy according
to social. historical and political milieu. and are conditioned by the
form of the discourse they use. there emerges many different
discourses of historical representation. Thus. it is an illusion. which
comes from the 19th centuı)' undestanding of historical writlng. that
the historian remains true to facts. and that history can produce
precise and objective knowledge. i

Most Nineteenth-centUlY historians did not realize that.
when it is amatter of trylng to de8J with past facts. the
crucial consideration for him who would represent them
faithfully are the notions he brings to his representatlon
of the way parts relate to the whole whlch they compI1se.
They did not realize that the facts do not speak for
themselves, but that the historian speaks for tbem. speaks
on their beha1f. and fashions the fragınents of the past into
a whole whose integrtty is -in its representatlon- a purely
~iscurs1ve one. Novelisis might be dealing only with
imaginary events whereas hiStorians are dealing with rea!
ones. but the process: of fusillg events. whether imaginaIy
or real, into a comprehensible totality capable of servtng
as the object of a representatlon. is a poetic process. (White.
"Fictions of Factua! Representatlon" 27-28).

Recent critical and literary theories, have pointed to the
impossibility of purely objective interpretation and knowledge of
reality whether past or present. in this view. an objective knowledge of
tlıe past is utterly doubtfu1. Wendy Steiner mentions this interpretlve
indetenninacy of histarical knowledge by arguing that the past is
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unknowable in its own temıs; 1tcan only be re~eva1uatedin tenns of its
present perceptlons:

When the objectivity .of knowledge. and the dependabllity
of interpretatlon are in doubt. the past becomes utterly
elusive. unknowablein fts own terms and thus purely
subject to the present. How then can we distinguish history
from nctton; how can we read beyand our time iuto
anather? (324)

The histoı1an uses precisely the same strategies of language that a
novelist uses. He has to relate the seı1es of facts. which exist only in
fragınenis. inta a coherent whole in order to construct an ardered
picture of the past out of lt5 contıngent disarder. The hıstortan works
ilke a naveUst when he imposes a [ann on the reality that operates as
the ohJect of representaticn. in short, history can no longer be opposed
to iletlon on [anna! grounds. Thus. history and fictlon are not the
antitbesis of each other, but complement each other formally. As
Hayden White convinctngly argues, "even the 0rlg1n of Species, that
summa of 'the literature offact' of the nineteenth centwy. must be read
as a kind of allegory- a history of nature meant to be understood
literally by appea1ing ultimately to an image of coherence and
orderliness which it constructs by linguistic 'tums' alone" ("FiCtlOIlS
of Factual Representation" 43).

While seeking to explain the facts of historical events, the
historians have to deseribe the (acts in language whose basic .
systematics are deeply embedded in figures of speech. The only.
difference between the historian and the wrlter of 1ma.ginatlve fietion
is in the ktnd of events they deseribe, but the techniques they use in
their eliseourse are the same. Thus,. the radical opposition of htstory to
fiction ls subverled by the very diseourse they seek to deseribe thelr
respectlve events. Historieal dtseourse. too, is poetic in 1ts structure. it
aims at constructing stories out of mere congeries of facts. Historica!
record beeomes complete when it is transfonned into a story.
Otherwise. fragmentary facts make no sense at alL. Histortarıs brtng
p1ausible explanatlons to the historica! facts by fashloning them with
the form of a story.

The events are made into a story by the suppression or
subordination of certain ofthem and the high1:lghtlng of
others. by characterization, motific repetltion. variation
of tane and point of vlew. alternatiye descrtptive
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strategtes. and the like- in short. all of the techn1ques that
we would normal1y expect to find in the emplo1ment of a
novel or a play.
(White. "Histortcal Text as Literaıy Artifact" 47)

Historical events are potenlia1 elements of a story. and therefore.
they cannot be considered as seIf-reveal1ng or va1ue-neutra1'facts. The
historian's choice of plot -strueture or story type endows them with
difIerent interpretalions and meanings. For example, the events of the
French ReVolutton can be interpreted tragically, romantica1ly or
ironically. depending upon the kind of plot-structure the historian
employs for those events. How a gtven histortcal situalion is to be
shaped depends upon the hlstorian's notlon of the kind ofstory he will
teıı. As Hayden White states, 'This ls essentla11y aliterroy, that is to
say fiction-making. operaUon" (Historical Text as Literary Artifact"
48). In history, the events themselves do not have inherent
plot-structures such as found in nove1s, but they may suggest possible
story fonns J to the: historian. The historian constnıcts a nanat1ve
account of'how the events happened. This narrative can flgure in
various fonns, as tragedy. comedy. satire or romance. The histoI1an
shapes the events under certain narrative categories. The accuracy of
the reflection of the set of events within a gtven plot-structure,
however: cannot be obseıved objectively. In short, the direct
transcription from [acts to naJTatlve is a problematle issue. First of
all. the language that the histor1an uses is not a vehiele for the direct
correspondence between the world and the word. The transcriptlon
process from events to their narrative form ts the flctlve component in
historieal writlng. Historicaİ narrative. then. is only a verbal model.
of the past events. But the verbal model caruıot be a tota1ly true,
reproduetton of the origina! set of events. Therefore. historical
wrtt1ng should not be considered as an adequate reproduetton of the
past. The historian can only ereate a model of the past in a chosen
plot-structure. Hayden White considers those models of past events as
"metaphoricaİ statements whieh suggest a relatlon of stmJ.litude
between such events... and the story types that we conventionally use
to endow the events of our lives with culturally sanctioned meanlngS"
("Historieal Text as Literary Artıfaet" 51). Htstortcal narratives
funetion as fonna] representations of the past. So, the reality of
histortea! narratives can only be discursJve. As Altson Lee argues. "the
idea of htstory as dtscursive practiee is informed by the lingutsttc
theor:Les whtch challenge the tradttlonal posttlon that... the word is
the direct means to the thtng it represents. and that the eonnectton
between !hem is natural..." (35).
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The jdea that words have a true relatlanship w1th the obJeet they
represent, whieh were ealled into quest10n by the strueturaUst
theOı1es, is initlated by Ferdinand de Saussure. Accordingly, the view
of language as a system of ~igns related arbltrar1ly to otlıer sJgns and to
what they signIfy, has been the domlnant view slnee the turn of the
century. The most jnf1uential premise behind Saussure's view of
language Is the relatianship between the sign and the thlng it
represents. The eorrespondenee between word and thing is not
natural. Here Hes the assumptian that meaning is detennined by the
dtfferenees b~tween the stmetures. Words are endowed with meaning.
not beeause of their desetiptiYe quality., but because of their differenee
from other words. In this respeet. it is the Iınguistle stroetures that
detennine our pereeptlons of reality. not the reflectıon of reality.
Thus. the possibUty of the objective perception of reality is ealled into
quesUon by th~ very nature of language itself. In this view, historiea!
nanatlve cannot directly mirror the past reality it seeks to deseribe. it
can only render a metaphorie apprehension of that reality. By
consUtuUng the past events within a spectfie story line. the historian
provides us with possibIe meanings or explanatıons of a given
sequence of hlstorica1 events. in a cUfferentplot strueture those events
would be endowed with other potent:lal meanings. The meanings are
detennined by their various fonns of narrative. In "Histarical Text as
Literary Artifaet." Hayden White emphaslzes this relatianship
between meanings and the structure they appear in: "Histaries. then.
are not only about events but alsa about the possible set of
relationships that those events can be demonstrated to figure" (55).

n. Ftct10n as HJstory:

The reeent historiographie metafietian explores the same
diseursive relationships in the past events. In this type of fiction
history :Is used. not extra-textually as in historiea! novels. but as a
d:lscursive construct. These noveIs use Realist eonventions in dea!ing
w1th historiea! events. but at the same time they seek to subvert those
.convenUons by asking how we know history, and by exposing the
textuality of h:lstorieal reality. They systematieally transgress the
ruIes of histarical noveIs. Traditional histor:leal novels often hide the
line between fictlonal representat:lon of faets and the facts
themselves, and give the musian that the novel is a mİITor of same
hlstorieal reality. Brian Mc Hale observes this strategy of
representatlon as follows:
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Traditional historicaI noveIs strive to suppress these
vioIations, to hide the ontologieal "seams" between
netlonal projections and real-wor1d facts. They do so by
tactiuliy avoiding eontradictions between their versions
of historical fıgures and the familiar faets of these figures'
careers, and by making the baekground norms governing
their projeeted wor1ds confornı to aeeepted real-world
nomıs. (postmodemist Fict10n 17)

Historteal netlons are Realist ftettons. The tension between
historteal and netional inventlon is eamouflaged in these novels
whieh offer a direct link between the extra-literary faets and their
nettona! projeetions. In histortographic metafietton the direct
eorrespondence between reality and fictlon is challenged by the text's
strecture. In these novels the tenston between the novel's fictional
world and the real-world h,istOrie~ fact is exposed by a combination
of realistie and ftctto:-ıal modes. Thus, they violate the ontologteal
boundary between faet and fietion. As Brtan Mc Hale argues. "Where
the classic histortcal novel sought to ease the ontologiea! tension
between historteal faet and historteal inventlon, and to eammıflage if
possible the seam along whieh faet and fietion meet. postniodern1st
historteal ncttollS... alın to exaeerbate this tension and expose the
seam" (Constructlng Postmodernis~ 152). First of all,
histOriographie metafietions take a historteally vertftable objeet.
event or a person and show that these can only be known through
written evidence. They demonstrate that the reality of historica!
events is the reality created by language, and they assert that the past is
only a diseursive eonstruet. There is no way of knowing the past
outside Us own naITatlves. In this way, these novels make the familiar
unfamiliar. and viee versa, by questioning our knowledge of history.
As an example to thıs saategy. i have chosen Raymond Federman's
recent novel, To Whom lt May Concern (1990).

In To Whom it May Concem the story is eontained in histQry- that
ls. the events eoneeming the roundup of the Jews in a eity. whieh is
most probably Paris. during the Second World War. There is also a
wıiter who plans to write a ?ovel about the experiences of two eousins
during the war and reveal the base of reality. The writer's story Is
partly his story and partly history. History-itsfelf is ShOWIl to be a
na.ITattve. or only a story. The wrtter shows dearly the process of
re-ereattng the past out of the diseonUnuous. fragmented and
eontingent histOriÇaı events. The novel addresses the lssue of the
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inability of the realistie eonventlons to commurueate a past reality.
The wrlter cannot avoid iİnposing metapholical structures on his
story in his attempts to make sense ofwhat happened almost f1fty
years ago. He cannot commurucate the whole of reality. because the
histolical knowledge he wants to transmit is arnbtguous and mostly
indeterminate due to Us mnemonic nature. He can only
reeontextual1ze the histolical events by the very act of wriling. And
the act of wrltlng history can only point to the indetenninacy of
histarical knowledge. It can never refer, in direct correspondence. to
the past. or imitate it for that matter. Writing about the past events
represents the discourses that make up those events, because the
medium of all types of narrative is language which foregrounds, by !ts
very texture, the indetenninacy of both history and fiction. The
Unguistic Sjgn is arbjtrmy. and therefore. cannot refer directly to the
object Ltsign1fies. .

The writer of To Whom it May Concemis the subject of as well as
subjected to both the processes of history and fietlon. He is at once the
subject of the novel, yet he ls subjected to the medlum of language
which controls ht(s)tory. To Whom it May Concem ts the stoıy oftwo
couSİns who are separated from their farniHes when they were
children duling the Second World War. Now, one l1ves tn Israel
deseribed as a land of fals€'prOmises full of mirages, and the other tn
the U.S. which appears as a land ofmisrepresentatlon. In between is
the eountry where they were bom. These two lands exlst as a
complernentary force of rneanlng. and of dillerence between the two
eousins. The story 15 concemed about their reunion in their mature
age. These two children escaped the roundups of Jews :inthe war. The
writer wants to tnvent a narrative of their survival and write about
their reunion in Israel fifty years later. But is this ever possible? The
novel :is frarned by this crucial question.

The writer begtns the story wtth a direct address to the reader, or to
whom 'it may concem, and contlnues to interfere with the
plot -structure and the story type :in order to infonn the reader about
the reasons why he:ls narrating the past. about the design of the story,
its themes and subjeet-matter, When he ;5ays that "the reconstructlon
of a traumatic past" :is "a powerful therne" (17), he points to the tssue of
wr:Iting and knowing the past through its narratives, Confronting the
problem of netive and histolieal representalion, the writer trles to
re-write or re-present the past in narrative in order to open tt up to the
present, and to prevent it from being eonelusive, In this process of
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recreatlon of the past. the perspectives and points of view altemate
wlth eaeh other. and the stable nanative voiee disperses itSelf over the
story. The text ltself eha11enges the story by Us self-eonsc1ous deviees.
"'nıat's the story i want to teli" (17), says the wrlterwlth resolution, but
his attempts at a eoherent realistie story are eonstantly interrupted by
the text. The telling of a story is transfomıed into a process that starts
dominating the produet, The text installs and then subverts the
familiar teehniques of telling a story wlth its litenuy presentation;
such as. the use of charaeters. narrators, plot. events. in order to point
to tlıeir arbitrariness in tlıe rewrttlng of tlıe past.

While pla~ulness abounds with the Rea1ist narrative techn1ques.
tlıe text tries to subvert the ~omtnant discourse upon whieh it depends.
Here it is reallstic historieal diseourse. Such eontradictions are held
in ironie tension. not for the sake of linguistie .virtuosity, but to point
to the impossibility of constreeting a eopy of the past. Besides. as
Hayden White argl1es. "every fully real1zed story... 18a kind ofallegory"
(The Content of the Form 14). He alsa statesthat ''the plot ofanarrative
imposes a meaning on the events that make up its story level by
revealing at the end a strueture that was tmmanent in the events all
along" (The Content o( the Form 20). Fedennan addresses this
problematle nature of immanence in the narrative account of tlıe past.
He questions the authent1ety of any such narniUve reconstnletlon of
the past as a meaningful representatlon of reality. Therefore. in this
novel the wrlter's attempts at a ful1y realized plot fai1. it is because the
nature of narrative itself withholds any one meaning to be imposed
upon what happened in the past. In this text the entire eommunieatlon
s1tuation includes social. ideologieal, historieal and literary
contexts. But the whole situatlon is not a stable means of production
and reception of a story, beeause both the process and the product exist
withtn a verbal eommunication situation in a confused amalgam of
fad and netion. This prevents the wrtter from creating a true
representaUve aeeount of the past. All he can do is offer a modeL, a
version. of reality within a given stmeture. Fedennan here addresses
the iniportant question raised by Creed Greer in his discussion of
history and narration in relation to John Barth's novels. Greer asks:
"rather than be overwhelmed by the problem of diseovering historical__
truth tn a narrative or evidenee of the factuality of a historica1 record.
we should ask what follows from the quesUoning of truth tn a
narrative?... 1 conc1ude that a narrative will follow" (236). Both the
need of constructing a story of the past and the problems of
eonstrueting it are foregrounded in Fedennan's narrative: "This
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Saralı reeent1y read in a book ent1tled To Whom it May Concem. Even
after all these years. like her eousin, she seerns to have a need to veI1fY
the details of that moment in history whieh ehanged the eourse of her
life" (22). The book Saralı reads eoncems her own story. But also. as the
title indieates. the novel may be addressed to history. to the past. it
represents the past in Cietiona! tenns. May be the fietional process is
the only way of eoming to tenns with the past for the writer.

On the one hand the novel oonst1tutes its idenUty on a self-reOexive
medium questioning and playing with the Rea!ist narrative
eonvenUons. on the other hand it de~eonstitutes this idenUty by
means of deeentertng and subverting Us self-reflexive medium
through a reeourse to the diseourses of history and politics. Therefore.
the novel ls marked by both historteal awareness and self-reflexivity.
it is openly histortea! and self-reflexive. In general. the novel is an
irorue re-reading of the past. This past, which frames the stOI)' of
Saralı and her eousin, is incorporated in the self-conscious medium of
the diseourse. The text foregrounds the historteal eontexts with their
social and poUtleal dimensioDs. and exploits those contexts in which
it is s1tuated. in the introduetol)' pages the writer starts talking about
the problems of how to strueture his story: 'The questlon before me,
however. is not of the story. The story? Always the same. The quesUon
is of the tone and of the shape of the stoty.., !ts geometty. Yes, how to
'stage the stoty of Saralı, and her eousin?" (18). Sinee he dates eaeh
chapter in the fonn of a diary, the novel reads like the personal notes
of an author who has not yet deCided about the aetual eonstruet1on of
his fietlon. Thus, the text surveys about five months of an author's
thoughts in epistolary style:

Sunday.Novômber20

Listen... suppose the story were to begin with Sarah's
cousin delayed for a few hours in the middle of his
journey... suanded in the citywhere he and Saralı were
bom.., stranded at the airport... manyyears after the great
war... yes suppose... then afterthe struggle wlth words has
ended i will step back and wateh the Ues fall into plaee to
shape a tnıth ignobly wrestle,d onto the surlace of paper. (9)

As the wrtter makes it quite expliclt here, fietlon (as he ea1ls it
"Ues" w1ll shape "truth" (as w1ll be explored in the guise of hiStory). The
wrtter wrestles wlth the questlon of findıng a proper narratlon that i
can fully revea! the truth about the story of Saralı and her eousin. He
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asks. 'You see what lhave before me?" (14). After their survival. Saralı
and her eousin have set up totalIy different lives in opposite
directions. The eousin becomes an artlst; as the wrlter says. 'Yes. i
have decided to make him a seulptor' (l5). and Saralı settles down in
IsmeL, "a land which constantly vae1llates between a dream of utopia

. and a nightmare of destmetan" (14). in the process of narratlan those
two eharacters willeither "come out and become" or else "reeede into a
eondilion of non-being" (l6). In order for them to emerge as fuııy
designated eharaeters. the writer will use the devices of realistle
fietion and ereate a mimetle illusion which fonns a binaıy oppositlon
with the self-consciousness of the text. Fedennan gtves voiee to this
tug of war between the two convenHons when he playfully states:
"Though it is an IneseapabIe fad of thıs story that Saralı and her
cousin are suıvfvors of the ulttmate destruetlon. it is not its main
concem. Yet it will have to be touched upon. i can already hear the
objecttons. Not that aga1n!" (l7). The writer's self-asserting presenee
beeomes an inevitabIe part of the discourse.

In the flrst chapter the writer already states that he is suffertng
from a wrtter's syndrome. He eannot write. This conversational style
has ironlc overtones. We realize that the story is not onlyaddressed to
history, to the reader, but alsa to the wrtter himself. At the end of the
chapter he suddenly proclatms that he is now able to construct startes,
and asks the reader's opinion on the story of Saralı and her eousin.
This ehapter ends with the closing of aletter that supposedly came
fro~ a frtend or a reader. The second chapter starts with a IeUer fonn
as well Here, we see the writer replytng the leUer his friend/reader
sent him. The absence of the readers letter is not noticed because the
wrtter Is actually rewrtting the same IeUer, as an answer to the
questtons. His reader has advised him to be fatthfuI to reality, and
even use Life ~egı:ıı7."\e of the time he is wrttıng about. sa that the novel
Iooks more factua!. But. here the writer's eonunent indieates an irontc
displacement of the Realist methods of writing: 'What a great idea!
Fictltious life ereated from rea! LIFE MAGAZINE pictures. I couId
event stick same of the pietures tnslde the book and have a techntcolor
story full of solid histortea! facts" (38). it Is sagaciously stated that.
"historieal facts are not important." because. "they a!ways fade Into
banality. What matters is the aecount and not the reality of events"
(3B). Just as the whoIe plot-structure of the novel does, these exemp1ary
words cIearly indicate the suspieion about the objective translation of
histortea! events into a narrative fonn. Here. Hayden White's tdea that
narrative ts "a fonn of discourse that may or may not be used for the
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representaUon of histortea! events" appl1es perfeetly to Federman's
a1m in show1ng the d1ffieulty of writing the past (The Content of the
Form 24). Whtte argues that narrative used for the purpose of
representlng rea! events "ar1ses out of a desire to have rea! events
display the eoherenee. integrtty, ful1ness, and c10sure of an 1mage of
life that is and ean only be 1maginary" (24). it is precisely this dosure
that Fedennan wants to avoid in his effoı1s to ereate an aeeount of the
past. henee the self-reflexivtty in the text. His novel takes a
questioning stanee towards the "cornman use of eonvenUons of
narrative. of referenee, of history. of the msertbing of subJeetlvtty"
(Hutcheon 106). it del1berately eonfronts the paradoxes of fietive and
histortea! representation. and refuses to dissolve either side. yet
exploits both.

.

The a1m of the novel is to tell a story of the past without dosure. In
sueh a case. "the problem of narrativity tums on the issue of whether
histortea! events can be tmthfulIy represented as manifesting the
stmetures and pr:oeesses of events met with more connnonly in eerta1n
kinds of 'imaginatlve discourses'" (White, The Content of the Fonn 27).
While addressing the problem of represenUng historieal event5
truthfully. Fedennan comes to view the whole matter as a problem of
structure. rathen than a problem of cantent. His text shows the
proeesses at work in the attempts of representaUon of hıstortea!
events within a story fonn. In this respect. this novel w1l1be "a story
which will be nothing more than the speculaUons on ways to tell that
story" (38). The problem then is "always form. fonn. always fonn!"
(38). it is the problem offinding a proper fonn for the nanalion of the
past events.

To Whom it May Concem establ1shes and then disperses stable
narrative voices that use memory to try to make sense of the past. in
this way, as a self.conscious text, the novel problematizes the issue of
historteal knowledge by using irony. and plays netian off against
history. The doubleness. of history and netion is maintained
throughout the text. Then the story becomes 'Voices wit1ıin voices
entangled in their own fleetlng ganulousness" (77). Towards the end of
the novel the writer states: "Mter all this is a story of erasures. Then
why not erase all the traees of pretense, and have a story that empties
itself ofreferences" (168). The act ofwriting becomes a manifest issue
and is privi1eged over the story of referenee. but Us relationship to
histortea! knowledge is also maintaned: "Perpalıs this time while
del1ghting in form I'll manage to tell a real story" (38). Here.
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mtertextuality plays a crucial role m supporting the text's referentta1
stance as well as Us self-reference. This is realized through alIusions
to a number ofliterary ngures and fonns of the past, 1ike. Blake (38),
Rimbaud (31). "ode to the Dead" (51-2), Diclerot(103) and so on.

Framing the story with certain histortcal and ideologica1 contexts
is also crucial to discourse. But. if this framing is forced to be the
center, it starts to give way to the margins, just as the text starts to
questlon the very basis of any certa1nty, such as history, truth, or
ideology. Yet. "Saralı and her cousm need to be s1tuated in the proper
[rame... a p1ace of perfect certa1nty where something fundamental can
be said about them"(39). However, this "place of perfect certa1nty" does
not exist within any discourse, let alone in cı discourse whieh
questlons any certainty. .Here, certainty becomes a symbol of erasure
from the memory. For example, the cousin has glimpses of the past
that he remembers in fragınents. In the course of the narrative
eoncern1ng how the cousin became a sculptor, and how Saralı and her
cousin erased the past from thelr memory, the wrlter suddenIy refers
to a missing eoat. and many other items that were lost during the
roundup. These marginaı things gain a sudden signifieance of
meaning that chalIenge the central issues. By asking the questton of
''what happened to the father's coat the boy wore when he stepped out of
the claset? And what happened to the things the boy found in the coat
packet?" and "what happened to the loaf of bread Saralı left with the
neighbor'? ... to the yoyo the little glrl in the square showed Saralı
before being trucked away? And what happened to the package the boy
left. on the roof?" (157-58), the writer points to the marginaı elements
of the story. These elements also indicate intertextual fragınents of
Fedennan's previous novel, The Volce in the C1oset. What was central
in this novel eauses the very polt1.tof dispersal in To Whom it May
Concem by appearing to be the margtnal. These elements alsa impIy
that in writing of histortea! events, one cannot avoid the mind's
subjecttve perspectlve, as well as the issue that what is left out of the
story ean change its meanlng and bring a different interpretation to
the past. These margina! details actua11y provide the major 1ink to
histortca! reference more than the central aspects of the story whose
fonn r~ects totalized meanlrıgs. That is why Saralı's cousin needs to
have a name whieh the wrtter cannot easily suppIy. One reason is,

. because he is revealed to be the listener of Saralı's story- partaking of
the reader's functlon- he is nameless, and anather reason is, because
he is one of the characters whose "story over1aps hers" (39). Thus, he is,
always the edusin wlthout a name..
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In fact. the novel encourages the reader to re-think the
margina11zed aspects of the past and !ts unfttting elements. Federman
shows the lınportance of those prov1siona! elements whieh actua11y
cont:r;tbute to the multiple interpretations of. not only histor1ea!
events. but of thelr storles as well. He focuses on what the historlcal
texts do not ınelude (such as the lives of ordinary people and the small
detalls ın the1r tragedy) and foregrounds them ın such a way as to make
them the defining characterlstics of the enUre s1gnificatlon process of
both history and its story. Fedennan also subverts the assomption
that fiction could pretend as fact, and that facts could be recounted ın
absolute reference. He decenters the nolion of a coherent essence of
history. and margtnalizes. by a dominant metaftctiona1 play, a sense
of identity constructed through social relations and power struetures.

,
Moreover.the wrlter is reluctant to g1veexact dates of the time of his

story, because he wants the reader to understand that the fictionality
a:hd the form of his narrative is more important than Us factual
pretenses. and a!so because he wants to show that the past cannot
easiIy be reproduced in writing. For him what matters is the truth
which does not need faciua! support to be stated. .As he states, 'What
difference does it make when and where it happened, sinee none of it is
ver1fiable. We're not dealing with credibillty here. but with the truth.
That's not the same. Certa1n truths do not need the specifity of time
and p1ace to be asserted" (39), Thts btnary oppos1tlon of eredibillty and
truth creates one of the crucial contradtctory tensions in the writer's
emphasis of his distance from the events of the 1940s. By thus
combining "argument by poetics" with "argument by historicism"
(Bradbury 15), the text inscribes critica! quesUoning w1thin lts
dlscourse: "Dates give history a sernblapce of stabllity and continutty.
In this story therç canİ10t be stabillty and' continulty" (40).

Teying to invent stories ın the likeness of real life events is a
frustrating act for the wrlter, because, after a whlle the story "would
stop, disintegrate, dissipate tnto incomprehension as tf refused to be
spoken" (49). In the same manner the wr:Iter constantly bre-aks the
frame of reference by interferlng w:lth Saralı '5 story; he puts in other
stor:les and includes anxieties of writing. points aUention to the
process ofwr1t:lng, stops the naITative to make his address to the redar.
and sh:lfts perspectives. The d1splacement of the main story'by the
inclusion of other stories and d1scourses by means of time shifting
pOlnts to the imposs1bll!ty of creating master narraUves w1tb a
central-reference. Thus, the story wrestles with referentiality while

.
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not beıng able to discard its referenee to history a1together. Theı1n l1es
!ts most effeetive paradox concerning histortea! and nettonal
representatlon. Eaeh tlme the writer attempts to eonvey a referentia1
proeess. tlıe text denies totalizatlon. and dissipates into an instabillty
and eonfusion. For example. the meaning of the novelHes in absenees.
not in the presenee of Sar~ and her eousin. The writer states this
direetly: ''you shouldn't ask how absenee has marked their Uves and
shaped tlıeir persona]ities" (40). Yet. the eharacters try to shake oif
"the unimaganible eondition of non-being" as we observe Saralı being
eseorted by her neighbor after her parents are arrested by the
Gennans. Here. the referenee to the atroicites of the war poiİıts to the
histortea! facts about the destruetlon and oppression of the Jews
during the war. Saralı's and her cousin's story is told in a
dlseonUnuous way to eonvey the confuslon of the times. Their
respeetlve stotles are interlinked. Their beginning and end get
eonfused. and a1so get ıgnored during the act of teliıng. Thus. the
bluning between fact and flctlon points to a ftctlonaı emplotment of
histortea] representatton as weLLas to different kinds of historteal
interpretations of the-same set of events. '

Whlle _,,:aiting in the lounge of the airport. the cousin remembers
the past and Saralı. ij.e trles to remember her survfvaı story, but feels
that "he is inventing a story for her. mix1ng his own survivaı. his own
story with hers. his own words with hers" (49). it iS prec1sely this point
that the novel's message l1es on. that an objective recreation of the
veriflable events in the past seems to be a frostrating act. As soan as
one tries to preflgure the events in wt1ttng. a form is Inevltably
imposed on them; that is a -fonn wh1ch depends upon the Wrlters' own
subjeettve interpretatton. Moreover. the "deseripUon of events
a1ready eonstitute interpretatlons of thelr nature" (White. "Historica]
Text as Literary Artifact" 57). The cousin's failure to eonstruct Saralı's
surviva] story is thus env1saged by his own narrative perceptlon of the
past events. That means. when the writer tries to ereate a
~mprehensible form of the past. whıch is apparently formless. he
eannot construe the prttnary mode of the originaı set of events in their
Orlgina! state. but instead he can only "1nvent" his own narrative
account of them. Ca8t into a new modality. this lIlvenllon becomes one
of the many other possible IIlterpretations of the h.lstodeal events.
This process is best explained by Hayden White:

Narrative style. in history as well as in the novel. weuld...
be eonstruedas the modal1ty of the movement from a
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representatton of some onginal state of affaks to same
subsequent state. The pIimary mean1ng of a narrative
wou1d then consist of the destTuetlan of a set of events (real
or imagined) or1ginally encoded in one tropatogtea! müde
and the progressiye restructuration of the set in anather
tropologtca! mode. As thus envisaged, narrative would be a
process of decodatton and recodation in which an oıiginal
perception Ls clar1fled by beıng east in a figuratlve müde
different from that in which it came encoded. by
convention, authority. or custom.

("Historteal Text as Uterary Artifact" 58)

When the wrtter can only an1ve at a confused awareness of the past
events even when he Wes to remember them in detail. he cannot be
expected to produce a tota1Izable re-presentatlon of the past. He Wes to
identify the relationships that combine diseemible elemenis of the
fomıless percept10n of the past. in order- to make sense of he past
experienees. he can only convey the relationshtps w1thin the events,
in language. The events themselves do not change. wbat changes are
the difIerent interpretatlons of their relatlonships. The WI1ter's own
interpretatton is condittoned by the fonn öf the story of the past he is
creattng thatimposes itself on the past events. The problematlc line
between the past and its narrative presentaUon. which is the maJor
issue in the novel. tndicates tlıe significant debate about histoıical
knowledge. The novel makes us aware of this new view of history that

~-,..tlıe recognttion tlıat we can only lmow the actual by contrasting it
with or likentng it to tlıe imaginable" (White. "Histoıical Text as
Ltterary Artlfact" 60). When the WIiter menUons "the difficulty... to
keep track of everything, not only tlıe past and tlıe present. but tlıe
future too" (76), we realize tlıat we can only have "poetic constructlons"
dependent on language of tlıe "realn and the actual. This is the marıner
of making sense of tlıe past tlıat brings us to a higher level of
self~consciousness.

By combining referential and self-reflexive modes of narrative in a
mixture of fact and fiction, Fedennan reveals how history can be
explained in its different iıiterpretatioIlS tlıat arise out of tlıe fonn of
narratives. Futlıennore, by inserting remaks arbitrartly abaut tlıe
difIiculties of historieal representaUon and the diffieulUes of
netional processes, he cuts the lınear progresston of the story and
prevents ~tt from beeoming a stable enUty. The gaps and the
undecidable elements, which are s:ıgnified as "non-being." are.
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foregroundedas the ultimate contingeney and the formlessness of the
past. 11ıose gaps in the stoıy are ilke the grotesque statues of the eousin
that do not "reflect reality but the crumbling reality in the mind" (92).
As the eDusin argues, "truth cou1d-notbe reproduced"

(93), because. like

the past. the present itselfwas "pure chaos" (102). in this waythe story
keeps its decentered stance. The eDusın's seuIptures farnı a symbolic
1ink to the historiographlc elements of the story. He wanders in what
ways his $Culptures are re~evant to the l1ves of the Israelites. to tlıeir
problems. "His a.im is not so much to comfort or celebrate as to
confrant and disturb" (92). in a way his statues cha1lerıge certainty and
ahsolutes. They characterize an energy derived from re-thinking of
the value of provisiona1ity. and point to an oppositton between
mak1ng and umnak1ng. Just as the !and w1\ich was gıven to the Jews
after the war. They make it for themselves and unmak~ it for lts other
inhabitants by their "contradictory politics" and "restricUve laws"
(9l). The cousin's sculptures are alsa the symbolic manifestations of
the postmodernıst aesthetics. For exaınple, he conternplates that
"truth could not -bereproduced" (93), and therefore the rocks he works
with and actua1ly presents uncut to the publie. tn fact represent
nothlng but themselves: "Huge boulders, untouehed and uneut.
representlng nothing but themselves, as if the stone refused to let
fonns coıne out" (93). But, thıs ~nd of refusa! to eonnect to the
''wodd1y'' creates agoniz1ng doubts in his mlnd about his work as well
as about reality. Thus, the dıehatamy of creating a systematie
representatlon of realityand of shattenng that system Is preva1ent
throughout the novel. So, the text first establishes and installs
tradiUonal codes, and then challenges and undemıines them.
partaking of a logtc of 'both/and' Instead of the logic of 'either / or'.

The logic of 'both/and' can be seen in the descripUons of the two
1and.sthe cousins have settled after the war, They both refleet hope and
hopelessness at the same time. The eousin's tand is deseribed as "the
fertile!and ofmisrepresentatlon." and Sarab's as "the barren desert"
(102). Both lands are full of "so many I'ossible points of departure"
(103) for .the story. Thts enhances the diffteulty of ereattng a
comprehenstble, referenUa! story. Alludtng to Dlderot. the writer
says, "one must avotd preciston. One must dtgress. Sk1p around.
Improvtse. Leave blanks that eannot be filled in. Offer mulUple
chotees. Devtate from the facts, from where and when. in orderto
reach the tmth" (104). He elain1s that "Sarab's story should not be
touehed by the banality of realtsm... Reality is a fonn of
d1senehantment. The only reason lt interests us is beeause behind it,
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a1ways lurks a eatastrophe. or a badjoke" (l06~7). Therefore. Sarab's
story will not be gtven any spectftc time and locatlan, because dates
can only give a semblance. of reality and not the reality !tseif. They
camıot offer a copy of history. For the writer, history cannot be
reproduced by the strategies of real1sm elther, so why get entangled in a
strategy whlch is an illusion? History can be wrltten down only in a
fornı of a story. and the fornı itself akeady can1es the meanings iınd
endows the historlcal events with those meanings. History !tself is
form1ess and therefore appears to be ajoke: "HiStory is aJoke whose
punch line is always messed up in advance. But since this is not the
story of what happened and how it was or was not resolved. but of the
consequences of what happened, there is no need of a punch line" (108).
The writer challenges histarical representation by reimagtnlng the
past as a world made up ofı many alternatlve discourses. He
emphastzesthe narrativity of history as an :lmagined act: "But we must
wait for that, for the rest of their story. 1 have not yet imagined it as it
should be tmagtned...I have not yet found the words. the coırect words ta
speak that part of the slol)''' (143).

To Whom it May Concem wes its events from history and subjects
them to a process of fiction, and thus exposes the fictional1ty of
history. The story shows the need to vertfy the detalls of the past to be
irrelevant when Saralı and cousin realize that the answers to the
events of the past actual1y He in the present situation of their lives.
They have bullt upon those reminiscences and a1ready eonstructed in
their lives a presence of their past. Thus, the past is placed critically to
the present. because the novelıs concerned with rewritiDg of history
from present perceptlons whıch are uİıconsciouSly fonned by the past
experiences. In this respect, Federman's novel is an ironle recreatlon
of a comperensible story of history whose fonn defies such attempts.
By using a histarical frame he questlons certainty in historica]
reference. The referenee to rea! evenis and places highl1ghts the
illusion of sueh referertUality, but all these events and places exist. not
as facts. but as fictlonal perceptions. The histaricaI references become
fietional constnıcts by the very fonn in which they are narrated. That
fonn is always. a poetlc.fonn. Thus. the novel challenges the Realist
conventions from wlthin those convent1ons. in this manner,
h.tstorical reality iş transcribed as a crttical eonstruct.

The novel dtsp1ays and displaces itself as a fonn of history by using
letters, realist voices (the writer's and his daughte(s voice), !bd dates
in a diary. it asks a crucial quesUon that the historians and the
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novelists have been diseussing for a long time: ean there be a direet
transcnption from reality to fietion? The answer ls "No" and it ls
faund ın the dlseontinuous and fragınentary. fonn of the story. The
only valid perceptlon of reality is provided by Ianguag~. by the veıy act
of naITative which appears in a var1ety of different styles. Alsa. the
Idea that the novel is only a verbal cohstruet which cannot dupIicate
real1ty is mainta1ned throughout the text. In this respeet. the reader is
subJected to the use and ehallenge of faıntliar eonventlons of
historiea] and fictlonal representaUon. Thus. To Whom lt May
Concem plays with the very notions of history and fietion as
subJectlfying processes. As Alison Lee argues. "history is dependent
upon the fonn in whieh ıt 15 communicated" (74). This becomes
aparent in the textualized eonfusJon of a historical past whieh is tried
to be rendered in a fictional story. Textualizing the past and
questionlng the va1idlty of ftctlolıa1 representaUons of the past
emphasIze the novel's struetural self-consciousness.

The epistolary fonn. the anxIetles of wrtting the story of the past.
the problems of ftndtng a proper structure for the story. and the
interferenee of tlıe wrlter with his conınıents. all contribute to this
se1f-eonscious process as well as to Uıe idea Uıat history is a discurstve
practice. The novel investlgates the creatlon of representation
ProceSses. The pas! exist only in its dıscourSe. and our knowledge of it
depends on our 1nterpn;tatlons of that d1seourse. In short. Federman
points to tlıe fact that history is his story. Thus. the representatlon of
history gtves way to the-re.presentation of histarical na.ITatives.,

Narrative referenees to history as artJftee and as dlscourse show,
the metaphorical relatian of literature to the actual. While
emphasJzing this tssue tlıe novel offers a comıection to. and not a
separaUon from. the histortcal process. it does. however. questlon
thıs connection by movıng beyond the aecepted codes of tradltlolıa1
wrtting. Therefore. the subject and thestory in such fictlon grow out of
such questioned comıections. The arbitrary order of the past is
revea1ed through the self.,eonscıousre-eonstruetion of hlstoI1eal
procesS from present perspeetives. This should not be vlewed as a _

construetlon of arbitraıy systems of order. and as a mere play of
lapguage asm purely seIf-reflex1ve texts. Instead. thts novel shows
thatftct10nal presentation. should not seek to create a mlmetie

.,lDusian of history by impoSing upon Its story a formal coherence.
Bçcause formal roherence and reallstie Il3lTattves do not gtve a truer
ac:count of the past than the self-consclous ones. Also because
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histortcalIy representat1ve and orderıng .power of narrative whtch
expresses a unifted subject has been shattered by the self-conscıous
vtews of hlstot1ography and the Postmodernist İhearles. Thus. ıf we
accept the fictionaIization of history as a narrative fonn. we _should
alsa accept the mare subtle ftcttonal techniques of Danatlve
presentatlon- that ıs layJng bare the process of wrttlng the past. TIıJS ıs
what Federman daes In his noveL. He ficttonalizes the referenee to
history. and reinforces our percept10nB of history and fietiori by
rewriUng hiStory as fictlon. and presenting ftction as history.
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