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Abstract
This article shows the relevance of a model of non-subsumptive understanding for theorising memory as 
a mode of sense-making that can contribute to understanding the other in ethically sustainable ways. It 
develops a theory of non-subsumptive memory and narrative empathy. While understanding is often seen 
as a form of appropriation, assimilation, and subsumption of the singular under the general, a hermeneutic 
approach suggests that there are also non-subsumptive, non-appropriative, dialogical forms of understanding. 
In dialogue with Jenny Erpenbeck’s novel Gehen, ging, gegangen (Go, Went, Gone), the article argues that 
cultural memorial forms, as (narrative) models of sense-making, tend to be productive when they adapt and 
change as they are applied to new situations and harmful when they subsume new experiences under fixed 
meaning templates. The article envisages memory as a resource for learning and other-oriented empathy in 
processes of dialogical understanding.
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Introduction

Memory plays a crucial role in our sense-making processes – in our ways of orienting ourselves in 
the world as individuals and communities. We always encounter a new situation from a horizon of 
understanding shaped by our earlier experiences. Our memory even shapes what we see and do not 
see. Our memory, however, is never entirely our own. As has been acknowledged since Maurice 
Halbwachs (1925) and Frederic Bartlett (1932), we always remember in social frameworks. 
Memory is mediated by cultural models of sense-making that can be called cultural memorial 
forms. These forms affect how things are perceived in the public and how they are talked about. As 
contemporary memory studies acknowledges, memory is an activity that takes place in the present 
and serves the purposes of the present; we remember what is socially relevant for us and what the 
culturally available memorial forms steer us to remember (see e.g. Rigney, 2005: 17–18; Rothberg, 
2009: 3–4). As Paul Ricoeur (2004[2000]) puts it, ‘it is always in historically limited cultural forms 
that the capacity to remember (faire mémoire) can be apprehended’ (p. 392). I take the notion of 
cultural memorial forms to signal how practices of meaning-giving are embedded in social and 
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cultural webs of meaning that involve a process of negotiating a relationship to the past - relevant 
for how we orient ourselves to the present and future - through culturally mediated models of 
sense-making. I consider cultural narrative models to be particularly important cultural memorial 
forms, since such models shape our ways of drawing meaningful connections between experiences 
and events in time and are hence central for memory as a mode of sense-making.1

Little explicit attention has been devoted to memory as a mode of sense-making that is mediated 
by cultural narrative models. In my contribution to this discussion, I would like to emphasise that 
practices of memory as resources for understanding are not merely cognitive but are entangled with 
affects and have ethical and political implications. Here, I use the notion of understanding in the 
broad phenomenological-hermeneutic sense, which includes the affective dimension: it is a mode of 
orienting ourselves in the world, a form of relationality that involves an affective relationship with 
the past.2 A crucial question, both epistemologically and ethically, is how to evaluate when memory 
contributes to genuine understanding and when it prevents it. When does it serve ethically sustain-
able empathy and solidarity, and when does it lead to violent appropriation of the other?

In this article, I suggest that it is useful to place practices of memory on a continuum from sub-
sumptive to non-subsumptive memory, depending on whether they foster subsumptive or non-
subsumptive understanding. I will thereby draw attention to an aspect of memory as a sense-making 
process that has not yet received attention in memory studies, and I will link it to a theory of non-
subsumptive empathy. I thereby address the need for conceptual tools that allow us to articulate the 
affordances and risks of different cultural memorial forms and to evaluate how they are used and 
abused in practices of narrating particular experiences and events. After briefly outlining my model 
of non-subsumptive (narrative) understanding (drawing on Meretoja, 2018), I will expand on it by 
proposing a theory of non-subsumptive memory and narrative empathy. In the final part of this 
article, I will put the theory in dialogue with Jenny Erpenbeck’s novel Gehen, ging, gegangen 
(2015, Go, Went, Gone), which can be seen to explore the workings of non-subsumptive memory 
and narrative empathy in a multifaceted way.

Non-subsumptive understanding

In the Western tradition of thought, philosophers have most often conceptualised understanding in 
terms of subsuming something singular under something general, such as a general concept, law, 
or model. René Descartes takes experience to conform to the innate ideas of the mind that regulate 
understanding, and Immanuel Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781, Critique of Pure Reason) 
presents understanding as a process of organising sense-perceptions according to general, atempo-
ral categories.3 While the assimilatory dimension of understanding has been largely taken for 
granted in mainstream analytic philosophy, in the continental tradition Friedrich Nietzsche 
(2001[1873]) has powerfully argued that knowledge as assimilation and appropriation is inherently 
violent because it masks the singularity of things by subsuming them under general concepts: 
‘Every concept comes into being by making equivalent that which is non-equivalent’ (p. 145). He 
uses the leaves of a tree as an example: each one of them is different, but ‘the concept “leaf”’ 
homogenises them and makes us forget their differences (p. 145). The ethical problems inherent in 
this equalising tendency of language become more evident if we think of how the concept ‘woman’, 
for example, is used appropriatively to present ‘women’ as a homogenous group that differs cru-
cially from ‘men’ and to impose a problematic gender binary on human beings. Drawing on the 
Nietzschean criticism, Emmanuel Levinas (1988: 170) equates ‘comprehending’ with ‘englobing’ 
and ‘appropriating’, and Jacques Derrida (1997[1967]) writes about ‘the originary violence of 
language’ (or ‘arche-violence’) with reference to how language is based on classifying, naming, 
and inscribing ‘the unique within the system’ (p. 112).4
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However, instead of assuming that all understanding is necessarily and equally violent, we 
should explore the conditions of possibility of non-violent understanding. In the continental tradi-
tion, philosophical hermeneutics provides an alternative to the subsumption model. It presents 
understanding as a fundamentally temporal process that follows the structure of the hermeneutic 
circle: when we encounter something new in the world, we draw on our preunderstanding shaped 
by our earlier experiences; however, instead of the unfamiliar being simply subsumed under the 
familiar, the new experience can shape, modify, and transform our preconceptions. As Hans-Georg 
Gadamer (1997[1960]) writes, language usage does not consist of ‘acts of subsumption, through 
which something particular is subordinated to a general concept’; instead, as we use general con-
cepts in particular situations, these concepts are ‘enriched by any given perception of a thing, so 
that what emerges is a new, more specific word formation which does more justice to the particu-
larity of that act of perception’ (pp. 428–429).

The temporality of the use of language and of processes of understanding entails that they are 
always already infused with the unfamiliar, strange, and other: they are in a process of becoming. 
This hermeneutic conception emphasises the performative dimension of language: rather than 
merely representing what has happened, language gives reality structure and shape. This view 
allows us to see how understanding, mediated by language, neither necessarily perpetuates domi-
nant sense-making practices nor is inevitably oppressive; it can also open up new possibilities, 
experiences, and realities. However, there are crucial differences in the extent to and ways in which 
concepts change in the process of understanding. Understanding in the strong hermeneutic sense is 
successful only when it has what Gadamer (1997[1960]: 353–361) calls an event-character and the 
structure of negativity: we properly understand only when we realise that things are not what we 
thought they were. Instead of subsuming the singular under general concepts, in such genuine 
understanding the singular has the power to transform the general. Gadamer does not adequately 
acknowledge, however, that often – in the absence of a non-subsumptive, dialogical ethos – lack of 
openness to otherness leads to violent appropriation (Meretoja, 2018: 110).

I argue that there is a continuum from subsumptive to non-subsumptive practices of understanding 
and that this continuum is relevant for theorising memory and empathy. I have earlier suggested that 
in the ethical evaluation of narratives, it is helpful to distinguish between subsumptive narrative prac-
tices that reinforce cultural stereotypes by subsuming singular experiences under culturally dominant 
narrative models and non-subsumptive narrative practices that challenge such categories of appro-
priation (Meretoja, 2018: 112–113). This is not meant as a clear-cut dichotomy, however, as there can 
be no purely subsumptive or non-subsumptive acts of (narrative) understanding. In all understanding, 
there is an element of the general and the particular, but their dialectical relationship can be closer to 
the subsumptive or non-subsumptive end of the continuum. I use the expressions ‘subsumptive’ and 
‘non-subsumptive’ understanding/memory/empathy as a shorthand for cases that are close to those 
ends of the continuum. These concepts are hence heuristic tools for differentiating between various 
practices of understanding and relationality. While the use of cultural sense-making models is always 
dialogical in the minimal sense of involving the (re)interpretation of general models as they are 
applied to particular situations, it is sometimes dialogical in the stronger sense that involves openness 
to what is different and an active willingness to modify one’s general models and categories. I will 
next expand on the model of non-subsumptive understanding to propose a theory of non-subsumptive 
memory, which provides tools for evaluating different practices of memory.

Non-subsumptive memory

While memory has been traditionally seen as a process of retrieving aspects of the past, recent 
memory studies has emphasised the dynamic, productive, and performative nature of memory. 
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Remembering is an activity: something that we do in the present.5 It makes something present 
for particular purposes and thereby takes part in shaping current social reality. Like narrative, 
memory is selective and perspectival: it selects certain things from the past to be remembered 
and leaves others to oblivion; it displays things from a certain perspective and dismisses other 
perspectives. The selectivity and perspectivism inherent in memory affect how we interpret new 
experiences and situations on the basis of our past experiences and our ways of remembering 
them. Although memory is usually taken to concern the past, it is important to acknowledge that 
as a mode of sense-making, it is also directed at the present and future. Through practices of 
memory, we make sense of the past, but this activity takes place from the horizon of the present 
and serves as a way of orienting ourselves to the future. Paul Ricoeur (1999) emphasises this 
future-oriented aspect of memory when he writes about our duty to remember, which ‘consists 
not only in having a deep concern for the past’ but in reflection on how ‘we may prevent the 
same events from recurring in the future’ (pp. 9–10; see also 2004[2000]). Recent memory stud-
ies has discussed this issue in terms of collective responsibility (see e.g. Rothberg, 2019). In 
evaluating the ethical and political potential of memory for the present and future, it is useful to 
look at how practices of memory as processes of sense-making can be placed on a continuum 
from subsumptive to non-subsumptive.

There are different ways of using narratives of past experiences as models for making sense of 
new experiences. Memory follows the logic of subsumption when it is reified into a fixed memo-
rial form under which new events and experiences are rigidly subsumed. In the act of subsumption, 
a particular phenomenon (experience, event, etc.) is subsumed under a memorial form that func-
tions as a model of sense-making so that the phenomenon is taken to be the ‘same’ as something of 
which we have a memory or with which we are familiar, for example through cultural narratives. 
Culturally dominant narratives of Nazi Germany and East Germany, for example, can function as 
such sense-making models when developments in Trump’s America are likened to the rise of 
Fascism in 1930s Europe or when the surveillance of dissidents in contemporary Turkey or 
Hungary is equated with Stasi terror. As Michael Rothberg (2017) puts it, comparison is unavoid-
able because ‘we cannot not attempt to understand our local situation (whatever it is) without refer-
ence to global, historical developments in a variety of other national contexts’, but it should do 
justice to both similarities and differences. If narratives of certain historical events are used as fixed 
templates under which very different historical phenomena are simply subsumed, we risk losing 
sight of their historical specificity.

In contrast, memory serves understanding non-subsumptively when we use our earlier expe-
riences as a starting-point for understanding something new but without thereby subsuming the 
new under what we remember and understand from the past. Non-subsumptive memory func-
tions as a resource for learning because it is dialogical: it is characterised by a willingness to 
change one’s understanding both of past events in light of what one learns in the present and of 
current events in light of one’s new understanding of the past. Non-subsumptive memory is 
open in both directions.

However, there can be no purely subsumptive or non-subsumptive memory, and in practice, 
processes of memory combine subsumptive and non-subsumptive elements in different ways. The 
meaning of the Holocaust and East Germany, for example, is shaped by a range of narratives and 
images that circulate across media; instead of having merely one general, shared meaning, they are 
sites of contestation, negotiation, and debate characterised by a dynamic of subsumptive and non-
subsumptive acts that may serve different and sometimes conflicting memorial aims. In the process 
of negotiating contested memory, attempts at subsumption can be challenged and reinterpreted in 
non-subsumptive ways, and the same practices of memory can have subsumptive and non- 
subsumptive dimensions, depending on the perspective and context.
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Mechanisms of subsumption and non-subsumption operate at the level of both individual and 
public memory. Here, I would like to emphasise the interplay between the individual and the cul-
tural in all processes of memory. The conceptual dichotomy between individual and collective 
memory is still surprisingly pervasive in memory studies, despite all the criticism that has been 
levelled against it. For example, a recent Oxford handbook is called The Collective Memory Reader 
despite the editors’ preferred term social memory studies (Olick et al., 2011: 40). The term collec-
tive memory seems to be more approachable and recognisable to a broad academic audience than 
cultural or social memory.

Although the concept of cultural memory has been developed partly as an attempt to overcome 
the dichotomy between the individual and the collective, its key theorists, Jan Assmann (1995) 
and Aleida Assmann (2011), saw it as separate from ‘living’ memory rooted in personal experi-
ence and used it with reference to memory embodied in and transmitted through ‘material carriers 
such as memorials, monuments, museums, and archives’ (p. 6). As Astrid Erll (2008) observes, 
however, the concept can be used to acknowledge that memory and culture intersect at not only 
collective but also individual level: ‘we remember in socio-cultural contexts’ (p. 5). Nevertheless, 
cultural memory is often perceived as a form of collective memory in contrast to the psychologi-
cal memory that individuals have of their personal experiences. Ann Rigney (2005), for example, 
asserts that cultural memory ‘is always “external” in Halbwachs’s (1925) sense, in that it pertains 
by definition to other people’s experiences as these have been relayed to us through various public 
media and multiple acts of communication’ (p. 15). Seeing cultural memory as a form of ‘exter-
nal’ collective memory, however, risks dismissing the ways in which cultural mechanisms per-
vade individual processes of experiencing and remembering. The notion of cultural memorial 
forms, I argue, draws attention to how individual processes of meaning-giving are culturally 
mediated by (narrative) models of sense-making. In general, it has not been adequately acknowl-
edged in memory studies that the practices and mechanisms of cultural memory – mediated by 
cultural memorial forms that function as (often narrative) models of sense-making – affect how 
things are experienced in the first place.

As an evaluative tool, the model of non-subsumptive memory can be compared to Rothberg’s 
(2019) model, which has important heuristic value. Rothberg maps different forms of multidirec-
tional memory by placing them at the intersection of an axis of political affect (a continuum from 
competition to solidarity) and an axis of comparison (a continuum from equation to differentia-
tion). Equating discourses exemplify what I have called the logic of subsumption, whereas differ-
entiating discourses function non-subsumptively. My model of non-subsumptive memory, however, 
differs from Rothberg’s in the following ways.

First, non-subsumptive memory is not only about comparison but about the application of gen-
eral sense-making models to particular cases. Although it often entails comparison, it is more 
broadly a mode of understanding, which involves giving meaning to one’s own or others’ experi-
ences. While Rothberg’s model is for analysing public discourses of memory, non-subsumptive 
memory can function at either public or individual and interpersonal level. When it comes to expe-
riences of others, non-subsumptive understanding is a theory of relationality: how to encounter 
someone else in a non-appropriative, dialogical manner.

My next two critical points argue that a range of affects is relevant for the evaluation of memory 
practices. In terms of the object of memory (what is remembered), Rothberg’s model privileges 
negative affect (suffering caused by violence and injustice), and in terms of the politically desired 
outcome, it privileges positive affect (solidarity and empathy). However, and this is my second 
point, it is equally important to remember positive affects (such as memories of solidarity). Memory 
studies has been dominated by ‘a traumatic paradigm’, privileging experiences of suffering as 
worth remembering, but a new movement is now emerging that focuses on the memory of joy, 
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hope, and agency (see e.g. Reading and Katriel, 2015; Rigney, 2018; Sindbæk Andersen and 
Ortner, 2019). I see the notion of non-subsumptive memory as a way of drawing attention to the 
positive potential linked to agentic power and to the transformative potential of agency as each act 
of interpreting cultural memorial forms in a specific situation involves the possibility of interpret-
ing otherwise.6

Third, not only empathy and solidarity but also negative and ambivalent affects produced in the 
process of remembering can be highly valuable, such as affects of confusion, uncertainty, and 
unsettlement. Often it is when we realise that we do not understand that we are able to listen and 
learn and approach the other in an undogmatic manner.7 Katja Garloff (2020: 215–218) goes even 
further in arguing that such negative affects as rage and resentment can be effective forms of com-
munication for example in contesting normalisation in a post-genocide context.

Fourth, the model of non-subsumptive memory makes the ethical evaluation of memory prac-
tices more explicit than Rothberg’s model. Rothberg (2019) suggests that ‘differentiated solidarity’ 
offers the greatest ‘political potential’ (p. 124). Political potential, however, depends on one’s polit-
ical orientation. I would say that a non-subsumptive ethos (implying what Rothberg calls ‘differen-
tiation’) is a necessary even if not an adequate condition for genuine understanding of the other 
and for an ethically sustainable relation of empathy and solidarity. Even if non-subsumptive mem-
ory practices can be linked to various political affects, insofar as they are animated by a non-sub-
sumptive ethos of dialogue they are likely to foster receptivity to otherness that challenges one’s 
beliefs and thereby provide a basis for the kind of other-oriented empathy that is respectful of the 
other and does not aim at appropriation.

Fifth, the affective and cognitive dimensions of memory are entangled in such complex ways 
that their neat separation is problematic. Although it may be analytically useful to differentiate 
between them in some contexts, their connections may be overlooked if they are thought of as 
separate axes. Empathy and solidarity are not mere affects and comparison and subsumption not 
mere cognitive operations. In my model, it is crucial that non-subsumptive memory has both an 
affective and a cognitive dimension. It is a certain – dialogical – way of relating to others, of orient-
ing oneself towards them, coloured by a certain mood and attunement, characterised by sensitivity 
to difference and a willingness to listen and learn. Such non-subsumptive dialogicality is both a 
style of orientation/understanding and an affective mode of relationality.

Non-subsumptive narrative empathy

The theory of non-subsumptive memory that I have proposed here is integrally connected to a 
theory of non-subsumptive empathy. The concept of empathy has been used in different ways in 
various disciplines; here I will relate my approach particularly to discussions in cultural memory 
studies and in cognitive narratology, while also drawing on philosophical and psychological dis-
cussions on empathy. I argue that in both cognitive narratology and memory studies, a major prob-
lem with the concept of empathy is that it tends to be perceived in terms of feeling with the other 
– or even feeling what the other feels – as if we had access to the other’s emotions with some kind 
of immediacy.8 The idea of unmediated access has been fiercely criticised by twentieth-century 
hermeneutics (Gadamer, 1997[1960]: 218–250, 305), which emphasises the mediated nature of all 
understanding, but the idea of immediacy lives on in current approaches to empathy in the idea of 
direct sharing of emotion. The theory of non-subsumptive narrative empathy qualifies current dis-
cussions on empathy in four ways. First, it emphasises that empathy is not a mere affect but should 
be thought of as a mode of orientation that involves understanding and imagination. Second, it is 
ethically crucial to distinguish between empathy based on self-oriented and other-oriented perspec-
tive-taking and to reflect on how the latter, too, is culturally mediated. Third, empathy should be 
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theorised as more firmly relational with more attention to how it takes place from the empathiser’s 
historically and culturally constituted horizon of understanding. Fourth, narrative empathy can 
move us to action if it shapes our narrative agency and ethical identity.

First, both memory studies and narrative studies should acknowledge that empathy is not only 
an affective response but a mode of orientation that involves processes of understanding and imag-
ination, in which narrative plays an important mediating and facilitating role. Currently, empathy 
is most often taken to be ‘an affect’ (Rothberg, 2019: 134) or ‘other-oriented emotion’ (Batson, 
2011: 11). Cognitive narratologists believe that, equipped with mirror neurons, we are hardwired 
for ‘automatically sharing feelings’ and that in empathy ‘I feel what you feel’ (Keen, 2007: 4–5). 
Both imagining and understanding, however, can be seen as necessary requirements for affective 
engagement with the other as an other.9 It is easier to imagine what the other feels when we have 
sufficient knowledge and understanding of the other’s situation, and in order to properly under-
stand we need to be able to imagine, in terms as complex as possible, what it is like to live in a 
certain historical and cultural world in that particular subject position. Hence, understanding and 
imagining are mutually dependent and feed into each other. Their inextricable link becomes par-
ticularly clear when we engage with the perspectives of others who live in social conditions that 
are markedly different from our own. Without sufficient knowledge and engagement with others, 
we are likely to project our own experiences and expectations onto their lives rather than imagining 
them as radically different from our own. Exchanging narratives about one another’s lives can be 
an important vehicle of such understanding and imagination (see Goldie, 1999: 409). Non-
subsumptive narrative empathy, however, also requires a willingness and ability to learn from the 
other: imagining, empathising, and learning about the other go hand in hand.10 Learning means not 
subsuming the other under one’s ready-made categories or narrative templates but being open to 
what one does not yet have categories for and a willingness to modify one’s narrative imagination. 
When this happens, we can talk about non-subsumptive narrative empathy.

Second, empathy as an orientation to the other shaped by openness and willingness to learn 
from the other crucially depends on acknowledging difference. Sameness and similarity are often 
seen as key concepts in theorising empathy (Assmann and Detmers, 2016: 8). From a hermeneutic 
perspective, however, ethical understanding of the other begins with acknowledging difference. 
Andreea Deciu Ritivoi (2016) emphasises, from such a perspective, the need ‘to resist positing 
similarity between ourselves and others’ (p. 63). In conceptually differentiating between various 
forms of empathetic understanding, it is useful to distinguish between self-oriented and other-ori-
ented perspective-taking. Empirical research in psychology suggests that imagining what someone 
else experiences in a certain situation is a distinct cognitive and affective process compared to put-
ting oneself in the other’s shoes in the sense of imagining what oneself would feel in the other 
person’s situation; the former does not involve a merging of the self and the other (Batson, 2009: 
274). In psychology, these two modes are designated as ‘imagine-other’ and ‘imagine-self’ per-
spective-taking and in philosophy ‘other-oriented’ and ‘self-oriented’ perspective-taking (Coplan, 
2011). Successful other-oriented perspective-taking involves the capacity to differentiate between 
oneself and the other. However, the discussion on other-oriented perspective-taking does not seem 
to take sufficiently into account that imagining the other’s perspective is not something that we do 
by simply leaving behind, at will, our own values, understandings, and presuppositions. There is a 
need to rethink other-oriented perspective-taking to question the idea of immediacy and the volun-
tarist presuppositions inherent in it.

This brings me to the third point, which concerns the need to acknowledge the fundamentally 
relational and socially, culturally, and historically mediated nature of empathy. We always encoun-
ter the other in relation to our socially, culturally, and historically constituted horizon of experience 
and memory. This means that other-oriented empathy cannot be completely ‘selfless’ in the sense 
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that we necessarily imagine the other’s situation and perspective by drawing on our own life his-
tory and embodied memory, in a process mediated by cultural memorial forms.11 Non-subsumptive 
empathy does not entail leaving behind one’s own values and being transported to the other’s per-
spective; instead, it involves putting one’s values and commitments at play and at stake, letting 
them be tested and questioned but also allowing the encounter to clarify what in them is worth 
holding onto. In fact, a major advantage of a non-subsumptive, relational understanding of empa-
thy is that it allows us to pay more attention to what we bring to the encounter with the other and 
to engage with it in a more self-aware and self-critical way. When we acknowledge that we encoun-
ter the other from our own horizon of understanding, experience, and memory, we are better able 
to reflect self-critically on our own presuppositions. Such awareness is hence ethically relevant and 
likely to promote other-oriented non-subsumptive engagement with the other.

Fourth, reflection on one’s own role as an empathiser is particularly important if we want empa-
thy not simply to remain a passing affect but to make a difference in terms of action. From this 
perspective, it is crucial to reflect on how various cultural memorial forms function in the present 
and what implications they have for our ethical agency. Narrative empathy is generally insufficient 
to promote moral action since it is based on stories of individual experience whereas large-scale 
social justice requires political efforts to overcome structural injustices. Nevertheless, some cul-
tural memorial forms may succeed in using narrative strategies to elicit our empathy in ways that 
have potential to move us more fundamentally than merely moving us to feel with the other. This 
can happen if they move us to the point of shaping our narrative agency – the way in which we 
navigate our narrative environments and respond to the stories of others – and our narratively 
mediated ethical identity: our narrative sense of who we are and could be as moral agents (see 
Meretoja, 2018: 11–12, 102). Such a sense of agency affects how we act (including how we vote) 
and whether we end up acting in solidarity. Narrative empathy has the potential to move us to 
moral action if it succeeds in transforming our sense of what kind of moral agents we are and want 
to be. This can have a collective political impact if it engenders a transformation of cultural narra-
tive imagination.

Gehen, ging, gegangen: Becoming foreign as a shared experience

Jenny Erpenbeck’s (2015, 2017) novel Gehen, ging, gegangen (Go, Went, Gone) appeared at the 
height of the 2015 ‘migrant crisis’ but is based on the 2012–2014 occupation of Oranienplatz, a 
protest by African refugees against German asylum politics.12 Erpenbeck draws on interviews she 
conducted with the protesters. The novel’s protagonist is a retired German professor of classics, 
Richard, who has an East German past and, in the narrative present, slowly gets to know African 
refugees who are looking for asylum in Berlin. The reception of the novel has emphasised its 
didactic aspects: how it sets a model for the reader on how to empathise with the plight of the refu-
gees.13 In contrast, I read the novel as an exploration of how memory and narrative can function as 
resources for non-subsumptive, dialogical engagement with the other.

The novel presents narrative and memory as interlaced modes of sense-making that are inte-
gral to our attempts to orient ourselves in the world: ‘They find their way by these stories? Yes. 
They find it by remembering? Yes’ (Erpenbeck, 2017: 150–151).14 In thematising the intimate 
link between narrative and memory, it shows how we remember what we receive in narratives, 
how narratives shape intersubjective reality by selecting certain things as worth remembering and 
neglecting others, and how the stories we have been raised on become part of us almost as if we 
personally remembered the recounted events. For Richard, an important formative memory is a 
story of how he was, as a toddler, in the aftermath of the Second World War, almost left behind on 
a train platform, but at the last moment a Russian soldier lifted him up and handed him through 
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the train’s window to his mother: ‘This was a story his mother told him so many times that eventu-
ally it seemed to him he remembered it himself’ (17).15 For Richard, this memory has become a 
memorial form that functions as a narrative model of making sense – of exile and solidarity across 
difference – when he engages with the experiences of the refugees.

Erpenbeck’s novel deals with the relationality of memory by showing how we relate to new 
situations on the basis of our memories of our past experiences, by relating the new to what we are 
familiar with and to narrative memories that function as memorial forms that provide narrative 
models of sense-making. Richard relates his new experiences first and foremost to his East German 
past – and to some extent to the Nazi past of Germany. Cultural narratives of the Holocaust and 
both personal and cultural memories of East Germany function as memorial forms that he uses in 
the attempt to relate to the situation of the refugees and to make sense of the German response to 
it. These templates both enable understanding and prevent it. In distinguishing between productive 
and problematic uses of memorial forms, it is crucial to evaluate whether they function subsump-
tively or non-subsumptively.

For Richard, a defining moment in his life has been the fall of the Wall, after which he lost his 
bearings and ‘no longer knows his way around’ (Erpenbeck, 2015: 35/2017: 29). In trying to 
engage with the refugees’ experiences of exile, his East German past both helps him to see certain 
things and blinds him to others. Particularly in the beginning, the narrator repeatedly draws atten-
tion to what the protagonist does not perceive. For example, he does not hear the silence on 
Alexanderplatz, despite the magnitude of the silence produced by the asylum seekers who refuse 
to say their name:

The silence of these men who would rather die than reveal their identity unites with the waiting of all these 
others who want their questions answered to produce a great silence in the middle of the square called 
Alexanderplatz in Berlin. .  .  . Why is it that Richard, walking past all these black and white people sitting 
and standing that afternoon, doesn’t hear this silence? He’s thinking of Rzeszów. (11)16

Richard’s archaeologist friend has told him about a system of cellars under the Town Hall of the 
Alexanderplatz, and he relates it to the labyrinth of tunnels under the Polish city of Rzeszów. Jews 
hid in both during the Nazi years. ‘Just like in Rzeszów’, he thinks (11/2015: 17). This act of sub-
sumption, which involves seeing a sameness between the two, stops him from seeing what is going 
on in the square, out in the open, in plain sight. Here we can see how culturally mediated memory 
affects what we see and experience in the first place.

It is often the moment when Richard thinks that he understands – when he takes this or that 
to be exactly the same as something that he knows from another context – that he is led astray. 
In contrast, it is the humility linked to admitting his ignorance and the curiosity of wanting to 
know more that lead him to understanding something new. In these productive instances of 
understanding, however, he also draws on his past, particularly on those aspects of his life that 
involved an experience of being lost, disoriented, or estranged – an experience of becoming a 
stranger, not only to others but also to himself: ‘In 1990 he suddenly found himself a citizen of 
a different country, from one day to the next, though the view out the window remained the 
same’ (81).17 A similar experience of disruption is crucial to the life-stories of the refugees: 
‘From one day to the next, our former life came to an end. .  .  . Our life was cut off from us that 
night, as if with a knife’. (90)18 In response to retirement and the new perspectives that the dia-
logues with the refugees open up for him, Richard begins to feel even more foreign in his own 
life: he walks through his house ‘as if strolling through a museum, as if he himself no longer 
belonged to it .  .  ., his own life, room after room, suddenly appeared to him utterly foreign, 
utterly unknown, as if from a far-off galaxy’ (91).19
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A key question that the novel explores is how to find ‘shared points of reference’ (118) without 
subsuming the other under one’s own expectations and preconceptions. In the narrative present, 
Richard’s relationship with his lover has ended because he had too many expectations, to which 
she referred as ‘happy-ending terrorism’ (116/2015: 125). With the refugees, too, he stumbles 
when he is bound by fixed expectations: ‘Richard is now expecting to see the African at first 
incredulous, perhaps, then speechless with excitement, and finally overjoyed, jumping into the air 
with relief and pleasure, throwing his arms around Richard or at least bursting into tears. Nothing 
of the sort happens’ (205–206).20 One necessarily has a certain preunderstanding, but what is cru-
cial is the ability to revise it. The novel draws attention to everything that Richard brings to the 
encounter with the other, instead of pretending that he has full access to the other. First, he makes 
sense of the refugees’ life-stories through the categories he is most familiar with, mainly deriving 
from his own field, classics. He even renames the refugees after heroes of the Western mythologi-
cal and literary canon (Apollo, Tristan), but eventually gets better at dialogical listening and is able 
to let his preconceptions change. The novel focuses on the conditions of possibility of a genuine 
encounter in which something ethically valuable happens – that is, on openness and willingness to 
learn as conditions for a dialogical encounter in which presuppositions become challenged and 
categories of understanding transformed.

The cultural background of the African refugees is so different from that of Richard that it 
would seem pretentious and dishonest to assume that he could simply feel with them what they 
feel. What he can do, however, is try to imagine what they are going through by drawing on his 
own memories of experiences of foreignness while at the same time acknowledging that he can 
only understand them partially and from his own perspective. For example, he remembers visiting 
the US and being ‘beside himself with the foreignness’ (185). One of the African refugees does not 
know how to act properly with the grandmother of one of Richard’s friends. Here Richard’s experi-
ence of empathy is coloured by his awareness of the cultural difference, which he does not pretend 
to fully understand but which makes him realise that he would be just as lost if he had to take care 
of the refugee’s grandmother: ‘Would he have any idea how to look after an African grandmother? 
Nana?’ (185)21 These processes of empathy are characterised by a salient awareness of the social 
and cultural differences, and this awareness often helps to counteract the subsumptive impulse and 
opens the way for a non-subsumptive engagement with the other, based on curiosity, humility, and 
wonder rather than an appropriative claim to feel what the other feels.

In turning attention to the conditions of possibility of transcultural empathy, Erpenbeck’s novel 
reminds us that memory and empathy are socially embedded and take place in situations in which 
power and agency are unequally distributed. Richard is a highly privileged white man, although he 
has always felt like a second-class citizen in the united Germany, with a lower salary compared to 
his West German colleagues. Nevertheless, he is underprivileged in a very marginal way compared 
to the refugees. Over the course of the narrative, he grows increasingly aware of his own position 
of privilege: ‘Richard knows he’s one of very few people in this world who are in a position to take 
their pick of realities’ (219).22 Moreover, one of the important insights he draws from his East 
German past is that social conditions create our fortunes and misfortunes and our roles could easily 
be reversed: ‘they were just the raw material for these political experiments. .  .  . Things might have 
turned out the other way around. .  .  . Sylvia says: I keep imagining that someday it’ll be us having 
to flee, and no one will help us either’ (95).23 The possibility of role reversal is concretised in the 
episode in which Richard goes shopping but notices at the till that he has forgotten his wallet. The 
refugee Rufu pays for his shopping and refuses to be paid back in full (129/2015: 138).

As Richard reflects on the situation of the refugees by relating their situation – what they have 
to endure and how they are treated – to what happened in Nazi Germany, for him most crucial is 
the question of shared humanity. Underneath our clothes ‘every one of us is naked and must surely, 



34	 Memory Studies 14(1)

let’s hope, have taken pleasure in sunshine and wind, .  .  . perhaps even have loved someone and 
been loved in return before dying one day’: ‘Enough grows and flows in this world to provide for 
all, and nonetheless .  .  . a struggle for survival is apparently taking place here’ (210–211).24 He 
asserts that how we now treat the refugees is the real test: ‘only if they survived Germany now 
would Hitler truly have lost the war’ (50).25 Are we now able to count everyone in the sphere of 
humanity or do we still differentiate between those who merit to be treated as fully human and 
those who are second-class humans with no basic rights? Richard asks himself whether peacetime 
has hardened people, afflicting them with a ‘poverty of experience’, an ‘emotional anemia’, which 
can lead to such aggressive refusal to help those seeking refuge ‘that it almost looks like war’ 
(241/2015: 254).

At the same time, however, Richard grows more aware of how acknowledging shared humanity 
is not enough; it is also necessary to engage with the concrete, lived reality of each individual. The 
more he learns about the refugees, the better he is able to see the limits of his earlier categories of 
understanding, and the better he listens, the more he learns. Hence, openness is a precondition for 
new understanding, but the process of learning from others - often through narrative interaction - 
also helps one to become more open and undogmatic. Moreover, the novel shows that the plights of 
the refugees call for empathy that is more than a mere affective response – empathy that leads to 
acting in solidarity (Richard ends up helping his new friends the best he can, e.g. by teaching them 
German grammar and soliciting legal advice) and to treating the other as an equal. Richard suspects 
that one of his African friends, Osarobo, may have broken into his house when he was away, but he 
shies away from raising the issue with him. His friend Anne explains to him why he should ‘make a 
scene’: ‘Because you have to take him seriously. If you make excuses for his betrayal, then you’re 
basically just putting on airs, playing the morally superior European’ (257).26 In order to encounter 
the other in a non-condescending, non-appropriative manner, one should respond in the way that one 
responds to someone who is a moral agent with integrity and responsibility.

Towards explorative memory

Non-subsumptive memory and empathy are driven by curiosity and openness, by a desire to engage 
with the other in ways that entail exposing oneself to the other and a willingness to let go of one’s 
own certainties. They display an orientation towards the other that is characterised by a mode of 
dialogic exploration.

Erpenbeck’s novel as a whole conveys such a non-subsumptive ethos: its narrative style empha-
sises the open-ended, tentative, and preliminary nature of its narrative endeavour. The novel begins 
with the word ‘perhaps’ (‘Perhaps many more years still lie before him, or perhaps only a few’, 
3/2015: 8), and it has no authoritative narrative voice. Readers only have access to how things 
appear from a limited perspective and some speculations on the possible reasons for the characters’ 
actions and reactions. The air of uncertainty and open-endedness present throughout the novel 
invites readers to participate in the process of interpretation. In fact, Richard lacks transparency 
even to himself, which the narrator occasionally thematises, for example by saying that he attends 
a meeting ‘for reasons unclear even to himself’ (28/2015: 34).

Critics have observed that the ‘emotional restraint’ in Erpenbeck’s narrative style works as a 
way of avoiding sentimentality or a moralising tone (Wood, 2017). Her non-subsumptive mode of 
narration, however, also has a direct thematic link to the novel’s way of dealing with the conditions 
of possibility of non-subsumptive memory and empathy: it repeatedly shows how closed, fixed, 
subsumptive narratives tend to be linked to a form of memory that is less productive in terms of 
creating conditions for genuine understanding than narrative memorial forms that are less certain 
of themselves and invite dialogical, explorative engagement.
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Non-subsumptive practices of memory function in the explorative mode in that rather than 
assert and explain, they open up new horizons for asking questions. All genuine understanding 
stems from asking genuine questions, ones that lack settled answers and lead us to an ‘open 
state of indeterminacy’ that allows ‘testing of possibilities’ (Gadamer, 1997[1960]: 363–364, 
375). Erpenbeck’s (2017) novel emphasises the primacy of questions and how they drive for-
ward processes of dialogical understanding: ‘the act of listening always contains the ques-
tions: What should you understand? What do you want to understand?’ (p. 75)27 Richard is 
convinced that ‘everything depends on asking the right questions’ (235),28 and he begins to get 
to know the refugees by asking them questions about where they come from and what it was 
like at home. The memories they share through dialogic storytelling constitute a process of 
exploration in which what is at stake is who they are and how they exercise their narrative 
agency by telling their own stories (see Meretoja, 2018: 11–12). One of the refugees, Awad, 
would ‘like to tell him his story .  .  .. Because if you want to arrive somewhere, you can’t hide 
anything’ (Erpenbeck, 2017: 57).29 Their agency and sense of self is entangled in stories – ones 
they have started, ones into which they have been thrown, and ones they have taken up from 
the culturally available repertoire of narrative models – and their interaction means that they 
will become part of each other’s stories, leaving a mark in one another’s narrative memory: 
Richard asks himself, ‘Will he too occupy some place in their stories?’ (152)30 Getting to know 
the refugees, in turn, transforms his narrative sense of self so that he wants to be someone who 
helps those in need.

When we approach memory as a resource for asking productive questions, the emphasis shifts 
from memory as knowledge to memory as a starting-point for not-knowing, which can be ethically 
more valuable than the presumption of knowledge. Here we should also acknowledge that a whole 
range of affects can be ethically valuable. Negative or ambivalent affects linked to experiences of 
perplexity, confusion, becoming aware of one’s expectations and their ethically problematic impli-
cations, and fear and anxiety over the unknown can be ethically valuable resources for critical 
engagement with one’s own horizon of memory and experience from which one encounters the 
other, in ways that allow one to overcome obstacles for genuine understanding and other-oriented 
empathy. Self-satisfied subjects who feel good about empathising with the plight of others are 
more likely to participate in subsumptive appropriation of others than those who engage with their 
own experiences of uneasiness, unsettlement, and confusion in the process of trying to imagine the 
others’ experience.

In Gehen, ging, gegangen, the emphasis on the question-like, explorative mode of memory, 
narrative, and empathy means that a desire for narrative mastery is presented in a tensional rela-
tionship with what eludes narrative understanding. Richard looks for a narrative that would help 
him understand what it means to be a refugee: ‘To investigate how one makes the transition from 
a full, readily comprehensible existence to the life of a refugee, which is open in all directions 
– drafty, as it were – he has to know what was at the beginning, what was in the middle, and what 
is now’ (39).31 The novel shows how that which cannot be told – in the Western story economy 
– cannot be remembered, either. The reporter asserts: ‘If nothing special happens, I can’t make a 
story out of it’ (12–13).32 The everyday, slow processes in society cannot be easily narrated, and 
this is why structural violence tends to remain invisible. If the refugees jump off the roof of a 
high building, it would be more scandalous than the fact that the state lets them ‘slowly expire 
under miserable conditions’ (219–220/2015: 232), as only the first makes an easily tellable and 
sellable story. At first, Richard finds it exhausting to engage with the life-stories of the refugees 
because he cannot frame them and subsume them under a neat narrative: ‘When an entire world 
you don’t know crashes down on you, how do you start sorting it all out?’ (48)33 From the refu-
gees’ point of view, their stories are so overwhelming and contain so much pain that it is not easy 
for them to fight their way into ‘the world of all that can be told’ (59/2015: 65). The novel 
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explores the tension between the need to narrate their own stories and the narrative templates of 
the prevailing story economy.

This aspect of the novel is linked to its critical engagement with the unequal distribution of nar-
rative agency within society and across the globe (see Meretoja, 2018: 70–71). Some people have 
more power than others to determine which stories get told: ‘the things you’ve experienced become 
baggage you can’t get rid of, while others – people with the freedom to choose – get to decide 
which stories to hold on to’ (Erpenbeck, 2017: 67).34 This question of power is decisive as it is 
ultimately our narrative memories that define who we are: ‘without memory, man is nothing more 
than a bit of flesh on the planet’s surface’ (151).35

Erpenbeck contributes to cultural memorial forms that convey and encourage both a sense of 
shared humanity and a sense of the singularity of each individual life. Her novel suggests that we 
should draw both on memories of foreignness, marginalisation, neglect, and violence and on mem-
ories of solidarity and productive dialogue to keep ourselves emotionally open and alive to the 
plights of others, but at the same time we should accept that we can never fully understand another 
human being and all we can do is try to learn from one another, through curiosity, empathy, and a 
sense of solidarity. Her novel is an example of how aesthetic form itself can display the logic of 
non-subsumption that invites dialogic empathy. The whole novel is an open question, an explora-
tion that is shot through with humility and modesty. One of the key questions it raises is this: could 
it be time now to move towards thinking of memory as a resource for dialogical understanding and 
imagination? This is a challenge that might be worth taking up in current memory studies and 
empathy studies in order to develop the idea of future-oriented memory and narrative empathy that 
function as resources for learning and asking productive questions that help us engage with others 
in non-appropriative, dialogical, ethically sustainable ways.

Although memorial forms are scarce in the sense that their cultural repertoire is limited (Rigney, 
2005), their scarcity looks different if we acknowledge that those forms are in a constant process 
of change and transformation. Cultural memorial forms are not fixed and immutable; instead, they 
change over time as they are negotiated in new contexts. Memorial forms do not mean anything in 
themselves; they only elicit meanings when they are used and abused, sometimes in productive and 
sometimes in problematic ways. They gain new meanings as they are reinterpreted and applied to 
new situations, and literature can contribute to their transformation. In this article, dialogue with 
literature has elucidated the way in which cultural memorial forms as narrative sense-making mod-
els tend to be productive when they adapt and change as they are applied to new situations and 
harmful when they subsume new experiences under a fixed meaning template. From this analysis, 
non-subsumptive memory emerges as an important resource for learning and other-oriented empa-
thy in processes of dialogical understanding.
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Notes

  1.	 See Bruner, 1990: 56; Meretoja, 2018: 48; Wertsch, 2008. Narrative models of sense-making are often 
‘implicit narratives’, in contrast to ‘explicit narratives’ that have a concrete, textual form (see Meretoja, 
2021: 37). Other cultural memorial forms include genres, media, tropes, and conventionalised images.

  2.	 The affective dimension of understanding is crucial to Heideggerian hermeneutics, which conceptualises 
it through the notions of mood and attunement. On affective hermeneutics, see also Felski, 2015.

  3.	 Kant’s theory of synthetic judgment (developed in Critique of Judgment), can be seen as an early attempt 
to acknowledge a non-subsumptive mode of understanding, but his theory of knowledge, presented in 
Critique of Pure Reason, is firmly subsumptive (see Meretoja, 2018: 107–108, 145n22).

  4.	 In this section on non-subsumptive understanding, I draw on Meretoja, 2018: 107–116.
  5.	 On the conceptual history and problematisation of the notion of memory as retrieval, see Brockmeier, 

2015. On the dynamic conception of memory, see e.g. Rigney, 2005; Rothberg, 2009.
  6.	 I have tried to contribute to this development by providing a framework for analysing how narratives of 

the past shape our narrative agency, for example by expanding our ‘sense of the possible’ in the present 
and for the future (Meretoja, 2018).

  7.	 Cf. Gadamer’s (1997[1960]: 362) discussion of docta ignorantia and LaCapra’s (2001: 41–42) discus-
sion of empathic unsettlement.

  8.	 Historically, the notion of empathy (the German term Einfühlung) was developed in the early nineteenth 
century to characterise how in the humanities understanding is based on a method of ‘feeling into’ 
other minds. The English term empathy was coined in the early twentieth century as a translation for 
Einfühlung. For a more thorough discussion of narrative empathy in literary and narrative studies (e.g. 
in connection to ‘difficult empathy’ and different types of identification and perspective-taking), see 
Meretoja, 2018: 232–237, and McGlothlin, 2016.

  9.	 The importance of imagination for perspective-taking has been acknowledged by several theorists of 
empathy, including Nussbaum, 1997; Batson, 2009; Goldie, 1999; Coplan, 2011.

10.	 On how we need narrative imagination to acquire proper insight into historical worlds as spaces of expe-
rience, see Meretoja, 2018: 128. On narrative imagination, see also Andrews, 2014.

11.	 For a more thorough discussion of the need to revise the dichotomy between self-oriented/imagine-self 
vs. other-oriented/imagine-other perspective-taking, see Meretoja, 2018: 126–232.

12.	 For a comparison of Erpenbeck’s novel with the 2012 occupation of Oranienplatz, see Stone, 2017.
13.	 For an overview of the reception, see Salvo, 2019. Her own contribution sees the novel not only within 

the genre of didactic literature but also as a novel on didactic literature, as it also problematises its own 
medium.

14.	 ‘Aber sie erkennen den Weg an den Geschichten? Ja. Sie erkennen ihn durch ihre Erinnerung? Ja’ (2015: 
160).

15.	 ‘Diese Geschichte war ihm von seiner Mutter so oft erzählt worden, dass er sie beinahe für seine eigene 
Erinnerung hielt’ (2015: 22).

16.	 ‘Das Schweigen der Männer, die lieber sterben wollen als sagen, wer sie sind, vereint sich mit dem 
Warten der andern auf Beantwortung all der Fragen zu einer groβen Stille mitten auf dem Alexanderplatz 
in Berlin. .  .  . Warum kann Richard, der am Nachmittag an den schwarzen und weiβen, sitzenden und 
stehenden Menchen vorbeigeht, dann diese Stille nicht hören? Er denkt an Rzeszów’ (2015: 16).

17.	 ‘1990 war er plötzlich, von einem Tag auf den andern, Bürger eines anderen Landes gewesen, nur der 
Blick aus dem Fenster war noch derselbe’ (2015: 89).

18.	 ‘Von einem Tag auf den andern war unser ganzes bisheriges Leben vorbei. .  .  . Wie mit einem Schnitt 
wurde unser Leben in dieser Nacht einfach von uns abgeschnitten’ (2015: 98).

19.	 ‘.  .  . wie durch ein Museum, als gehöre er selbst schon nicht mehr dazu . .  ., ist ihm sein eigenes Leben, 
Zimmer für Zimmer, plötzlich vollkommen fremd erchienen, volkommen unbekannt, wie eine sehr weit 
entfernte Galaxie’ (2015: 99).

20.	 ‘Richard erwartet nun einen vielleicht zuerst ungläubigen, dann vor Begeisterung fassungslosen, aber 
schlieβlich ganz und gar glücklichen Afrikaner, einen Afrikaner, der vor Erleichterung Luftsprünge 
macht, Richard umarmt oder zumindest vor Rührung in Tränen ausbricht. Nichts aber von alledem 
geschieht’ (2015: 217).
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21.	 ‘Wüsste er, wie man sich um eine afrikanische Groβmutter kümmert? Nana?’ (2015: 196)
22.	 ‘Richard weiβ, dass er zu den wenigen Menschen auf dieser Welt gehört, die sich die Wirklichkeit, in der 

sie mitspielen wollen, aussuchen können’ (2015: 232). This is linked to his increasing awareness of how 
his assumptions of universality are problematic as he ‘learns to value human experience in its particular-
ity’ (Salvo, 2019: 350).

23.	 ‘.  .  . die nur das Material der politischen Versuchsanordnung abgaben. .  .  . Ebensogut könnte es 
umgekehrt sein. .  .  . Sylvia sagt: Ich stelle mir immer vor, dass auch wir noch einmal fliehen müssen, 
und dann wird uns auch niemand helfen’ (2015: 103).

24.	 ‘.  .  . ist man darunter doch immer nackt, und wird sich, wenn es gut geht, vielleicht ein paarmal an der 
Sonne gefreut haben oder am Wind, .  .  . wird vielleicht irgend jemanden geliebt haben und vielleicht 
wiedergeliebt worden sein, bevor man stirbt. Was in der Welt wächst und flieβt, reicht längst schon für 
alle, und dennoch findet hier .  .  . offenbar ein Überlebenskampf statt’ (2015: 223).

25.	 ‘Nur wenn sie Deutschland jetzt überlebten, hatte Hitler den Krieg wirklich verloren’ (2015: 56).
26.	 ‘Weil du ihn ernst nehmen musst. Wenn du seinen Verrat entschuldigst, bist und bleibst du der groβkotzige 

Europäer’ (2015: 270).
27.	 ‘.  .  . immer ist im Zuhören die Frage enthalten: Was soll man verstehen, was will man verstehen’ 

(2015: 82).
28.	 ‘.  .  . alles davon abhängt, die richtigen Fragen zu stellen’ (2015: 248).
29.	 ‘Er würde ihm gern von sich erzählen .  .  .. Denn wenn jemand irgendwo ankommen wolle, dürfe er 

nichts verbergen’ (2015: 63).
30.	 ‘Wird auch er einen Platz einnehmen in deren Geschichten?’ (2015: 162)
31.	 ‘Um den Übergang von einem ausgefüllten und überschaubaren Alltag in den nach allen Seiten offenen, 

gleichsam zugigen Alltag eines Flüchtlingslebens zu erkunden, muss er wissen, was am Anfang war, was 
in der Mitte – und was jetzt ist’ (2015: 45).

32.	 ‘.  .  . wenn nichts Besondres passiert, kann ich keine Geschichte draus Machen’ (2015: 18).
33.	 ‘Wenn eine ganze Welt, die man nicht kennt, auf einen einstürzt, wo fängt man dann an mit dem 

Sortieren?’ (2015: 54–55)
34.	 ‘.  .  . dass die erlebten Geschichten ein Ballast sind, den man nicht abwerfen kann, während von denen, 

die sich die Geschichten aussuchen dürfen, eine Auswahl getroffen wird’ (2015: 74).
35.	 ‘Ohne Erinnerung war der Mensch nur ein Stück Fleisch auf einem Planeten’ (2015: 161).

References

Andrews M (2014) Narrative Imagination and Everyday Life. Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Assmann A (2011) Cultural Memory and Western Civilization: Functions, Media, Archives. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Assmann A and Detmers I (2016) Introduction. In: Assmann A and Detmers I (eds) Empathy and Its Limits. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 1–17.

Assmann J (1995) Collective memory and cultural identity. New German Critique 65: 125–133.
Bartlett F (1932) Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.
Batson DC (2009) Two forms of perspective taking: Imagining how another feels and imagining how you 

would feel. In: Markman KD, Klein WMP and Suhr JA (eds) Handbook of Imagination and Mental 
Simulation. New York: Psychology Press, pp. 267–279.

Batson DC (2011) Altruism in Humans. New York: Oxford University Press.
Brockmeier J (2015) Beyond the Archive: Memory, Narrative, and the Autobiographical Process. Oxford and 

New York: Oxford University Press.
Bruner J (1990) Acts of Meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Coplan A (2011) Understanding empathy: Its features and effects. In: Coplan A and Goldie P (eds) Empathy: 

Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 3–18.
Derrida J (1997) Of Grammatology (De la grammatologie, 1967). Translated by Spivak GC. Baltimore: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press.



Meretoja	 39

Erll A (2008) Cultural memory studies: An introduction. In: Erll A and Nünning A (eds) Cultural Memory 
Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
pp. 1–15.

Erpenbeck J (2015) Gehen, ging, gegangen. München: Knaus.
Erpenbeck J (2017) Go, Went, Gone. Translated by Bernofsky S. London: Portobello Books.
Felski R (2015) The Limits of Critique. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Gadamer H-G (1997) Truth and Method (Wahrheit und Methode, 1960), 2nd edn. Translated by Weinsheimer 

J and Marshall DG. New York: Continuum.
Garloff K (2020) Transcultural empathy. In: Davis C and Meretoja H (eds) The Routledge Companion to 

Literature and Trauma. London: Routledge, pp. 211–219.
Goldie P (1999) How we think of others’ emotions. Language and Mind 14(4): 294–423.
Halbwachs M (1925) Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire. Paris: Alcan.
Keen S (2007) Empathy and the Novel. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
LaCapra D (2001) Writing History, Writing Trauma. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.
Levinas E (1988) The paradox of morality: An interview with Emmanuel Levinas [Interview by Wright T, 

Hughes P and Ainley A]. In: Bernasconi R and Wood D (eds) The Provocation of Levinas: Rethinking 
the Other. Translated by Benjamin A and Wright T. London: Routledge, pp. 168–180.

McGlothlin E (2016) Empathetic identification and the mind of the Holocaust perpetrator in fiction: A pro-
posed taxonomy of response. Narrative 24(3): 251–276.

Meretoja H (2018) The Ethics of Storytelling: Narrative Hermeneutics, History, and the Possible. Oxford and 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Meretoja H (2021) Dialogics of counter-narratives. In: Lueg K and Wolff Lundholt M (eds) The Routledge 
Handbook of Counter-Narratives. London: Routledge, pp. 30–42.

Nietzsche F (2001) On truth and lying in a non-moral sense (Über Wahrheit und Lüge im auβermoralischen 
Sinn, 1873). In The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings. Edited by Geuss R. Translated by Speirs R. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 139–153.

Nussbaum M (1997) Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Olick JK, Vinitzky-Seroussi V and Levy D (2011) Introduction. In: Olick JK, Vinitzky-Seroussi V and Levy 
D (eds) Collective Memory Reader. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 3–62.

Reading A and Katriel T (eds) (2015) Cultural Memories of Non-Violent Struggles: Powerful Times. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ricoeur P (1999) Memory and forgetting. In: Kearney R and Dooley M (eds) Questioning Ethics: 
Contemporary Debates in Philosophy. London: Routledge, pp. 5–11.

Ricoeur P (2004) Memory, History, Forgetting (Mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli, 2000). Translated by Blamey K 
and Pellauer D. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Rigney A (2005) Plenitude, scarcity and the circulation of cultural memory. Journal of European Studies 
35(1): 11–28.

Rigney A (2018) Remembering hope: Transnational activism beyond the traumatic. Memory Studies 11(3): 
368–380.

Ritivoi AD (2016) Reading stories, reading (others’) lives: Empathy, intersubjectivity, and narrative under-
standing. Storyworlds 8(1): 51–75.

Rothberg M (2009) Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Rothberg M (2017) Notes on historical comparison in the age of Trump (and Erdoğan). Massachusetts Review 
60(4): 818–826.

Rothberg M (2019) The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press.

Salvo S (2019) The ambivalent didacticism of Jenny Erpenbeck’s Gehen, ging, gegangen. The Germanic 
Review: Literature, Culture, Theory 94(4): 345–362.

Sindbæk Andersen T and Ortner J (2019) Introduction: Memories of joy. Memory Studies 12(1): 5–10.
Stone B (2017) Trauma, postmemory, and empathy: The migrant crisis and the German past in Jenny 

Erpenbeck’s Gehen, ging, gegangen. Humanities 6(4): 88.



40	 Memory Studies 14(1)

Wertsch JV (2008) The narrative organization of collective memory. Ethos 26(1): 120–135.
Wood J (2017) A novelist’s powerful response to the refugee crisis. The New Yorker, 25 September, 17.

Author biography

Hanna Meretoja is professor of Comparative Literature and Director of SELMA: Centre for the Study of 
Storytelling, Experientiality and Memory at the University of Turku, Visiting Fellow at Exeter College, 
University of Oxford, Member of Academia Europaea, and Principal Investigator in the research consortium 
‘Instrumental Narratives: The Limits of Storytelling and New Story-Critical Narrative Theory’ (Academy of 
Finland). Her monographs include The Ethics of Storytelling: Narrative Hermeneutics, History, and the 
Possible (2018, Oxford University Press) and The Narrative Turn in Fiction and Theory: The Crisis and 
Return of Storytelling from Robbe-Grillet to Tournier (2014, Palgrave Macmillan), and she has co-edited, 
with Colin Davis, The Routledge Companion to Literature and Trauma (2020, Routledge) and Storytelling 
and Ethics: Literature, Visual Arts and the Power of Narrative (2018, Routledge).


