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Abstract

This paper presents a particular educational proposal to train adults biographical volunteers capable of collecting everyone’s life story. 

We refer to J. Dewey’s narrative perspective, who indicates that every form of experience can be narrated. Also J. Bruner is an important reference: the concept of “narrative truth” derives from his work, investigating the meaning of lived experience. The proposal is also based on the narrative approach of D. Demetrio: he considers autobiographical narration as a form of self-care.

The training is for everyone interested in collecting and transcribing life stories, in a spirit of solidarity and defense of individual memories. To achieve this purpose it is necessary to learn  the methodologies for listening to and transcribing other people life stories. 

At the end of the training the participants decide to create a stable biographical group: this is the most important result of the project. Their will to involve themselves in a narrative project will enable  the creation of a group and will continue the biographical volunteering experience initiated  in Milan.  

The project’s idea and the context 

My paper is presenting a particular training for adults: this proposal  aims to train biographical volunteers able to collect everyone’s life story. The purpose is to collect and to transcribe memories of people who wants to leave a trace of themselves but who aren’t able to do it without the help of people willing and prepared to listen to their stories.

We are living a social and historical moment of crisis in Europe, that involves not only economy, but also the social and cultural part of our life: this situation is creating a great number of life stories not listened by anyone.

We think of volunteering as a great social resource, in this particular case also as a cultural resource: by training adult people in a narrative and biographical way, we hope to make them able to implement actions of cultural solidarity, interested to give importance to everyone’s life story.This proposalis especially addressed to everyone is interested in becoming a scribe of other’s life stories, with a spirit of solidarity and defense of individual memories, otherwise destined to oblivion, and to produce documents indispensable to describe our times.

To reach this aim we think it is necessary to participate in a specific training program: everyone needs to learn the methodology of listening to, transcribing and “making fascinating” the life story of another person.

After the end of the training we hope to create a permanent group of biographical volunteering: this group could start a process of collecting, transcribing and returning of life-stories that could produce new attention and sensibility to other’s life story, not in a spirit of curiosity and gossip, but with an intention of human closeness.

The course is conducted by Prof. Duccio Demetrio and by me as an assistant. Professor Demetrio is nationally known as an expert about autobiographical writing and narratives.

Duccio Demetrio introduced a very important narrative approach in Italian Pedagogy: he focuses his attention on the autobiographical writing, considering autobiographical narration as a form of self-care
.

Not everyone is capable of thinking at his or her own story and write about it, because this process involves a lot of dimensions of our life. So Duccio Demetrio directs his research also on the biographical approach to life-stories: a person tells his or her life-story to another person, the biographer, who will transcribe and return the story to the narrator.

In a following paragraph we will focus on these theoretical dimensions of narration.

Finally, we consider relevant to describe the context in which the training proposal is taking place:  the House of Culture, in the center of Milan. It was founded in 1946 by Antonio Banfi with a group of anti-fascist intellectuals: it is an association of people who believe in cultural democracy and who try to deepen and to give importance to values such as freedom, independence, knowledge of problems, tolerance.

The House of Culture was born in a particular moment of Italian history: the Second World War just ended, the most important desire of people was to re-appropriate of the lost freedom and democracy.

Since  1946 it represents the place in which a part of the city of Milan, progressive, civil, and free,  engaged in creating culture, exchanging ideas, reflecting on needs.

Every year, from September to June, the House of Culture proposes an intense program of debates, seminars, courses.

These events are occasions to talk about philosophy, psychoanalysis, literature, arts, editorial news, cinema, media and society in general. It  also frequently hosts  debates about contemporary political and  social issues. Key figures of Milanese, Italian and international culture often come to House of Culture to participate in debates and seminars.

In this particular context the training for biographical volunteers is taking place, projected as a cultural proposal to approach other’s life stories in our contemporary society. 

Theoretical framework

There is a close correlation between what we mean with the word learning and the process of knowledge we need to reach; it’s a question of method. For a specific method there is a precise idea of learning and knowledge.

We want to focus on two conceptions of learning and knowledge that are  relevant for the edification of our occidental culture.

The first conception originates from the thought of the Sophists: «Philospher’s responsibility was to teach young people the sophia» (Hadot, 1998, p. 24)
 In these terms, knowledge is acquired and the method is linked to the teaching and hearing what others have just learnt.

The second conception connects philosophy to an idea of wisdom that arises from a continuous research process operated by the subject. In this conception there is a value attributed to the process of getting knowledge, and not only to the knowledge itself.  We are referring to the maieutic  proposal by Socrates as a metaphor for the learning and researching process.

During the evolution of centuries, in the occidental culture, knowledge became more and more the only relevant aspect in the knowing process. M. Foucault (2003, p. 19) identifies in the “Cartesian moment” the turning that made knowledge the only legitimate form in the process of knowledge’s discovery: «the philosopher became able to know the truth by his or her acts of knowledge, without the modification of his or her being subject».

The predominance of knowledge brought the research’s focus out of the subject, inside of the experimenting nature or in building society.

Occidental modernity is built on these bases, and in this scene, the role of narration did not disappear, but  it assumed different shapes. 

Between the Nineteenth and the Twentieth Century  a restless movement began on the idea of science: in the early of 1900 E. Husserl advanced the early criticisms to the dominant scientific perspective (in  Logic researches, and in Crisis of European Sciences).

Husserl’s research perspective wanted to grasp the meaning that an investigated phenomenon can assume for investigating subjects. The subject, his/her lived experience, his/her knowing process are the focus of the attention: in particular, the knowing process is considered a capacity to give intention to the world and to the things themselves.

In this approach the subject becomes holder of an inner knowing that he/she has to bring to light: it is necessary a hermeneutic mediation.

Also the Psychoanalysis of S. Freud can help our reflection: the discovery of the unconscious shows the possibility to propose a research model capable to look at this interior part.  

So the sciences exploring the human being became conscious that they deal with an object never fully understood. W. Dilthey (2003, p. 88) expresses this concept: «The sciences of spirit are distinguished from nature’s sciences because these look at facts presenting to consciousness from the extern. In sciences of spirit facts appear originally from inside».

Nature’s sciences explain, while sciences of spirit try to understand. From this assumption there is the need for a researcher in human sciences able to propose a meaningful comprehension of what has been observed. And this purpose is necessarily communicated by a story.

P. Ricoeur specifies the story’s importance for human sciences: it can be an interpretative model able to replace the objects through an intellectual as if, inside their story and in a temporal dimension.

Doing this, the researcher in human sciences observes the explored phenomenon, knowing that he or she is attributing meaning: this underlines that knowledge is always mediated by signs, symbols and texts.

This knowledge is a“comprehension”, that is a constitutive mode of existence itself. H. G. Gadamer (2000, p. 103) well expresses this concept: «Comprehension is not one of the possible attitudes of the subject, but the being way of the existence itself».

In this view of knowledge, stories are a method for knowing; so there is the possibility to “think by stories” (L. Formenti, 1998, p. 99), in the sense explicated by G. Bateson in L. Formenti’s text (1998, p. 99) «attributing attention and centrality to the telling practice, where experience’s elements are connected according to a criterion of pertinence».

“Thinking by stories” means thinking about knowledge as a construction of meanings. J. Bruner (1992, p. 65) points out at this regard: « The typical form of experience’s structure and of our memory about it is narrative».

Knowledge’s construction derives from a negotiation of meanings, that is mediated by a narrative interpretation of the meaning themselves. Narrative structuring is «inside in the praxis of social interaction, before that it finds linguistic expression» (J. Bruner, 1992, p.65).

Narrative perspective becomes so “paradigmatic”, because it is a reference way to build knowledge. Also Sociology, starting from about 1920, begins using biographical method to project its researches, exploring the convergences between single lives and the context, the historical horizon in which they are inserted
.

P. Jedlowski also stresses that narration is a rightful object for Sociology, because it is something that happens inside a relationship, and it is this relationship that establishes the social nature of this narration. Narrating means in fact «putting a story in common» (regarding this concept you can see P. Jedlowski, 2000): every narration creates a shared reality in the relationship.

Also recent studies about memory confirm this concept: A. Smorti (2007, p. 94) reminds that memory performs two functions, even when it revokes personal facts (autobiographical memory). «It represents reality as it is» and «it attributes a meaning to that representation».

In this theoretical framework we project our training proposal of biographical volunteering, believing in the importance of educating people about the life stories’ relevance, also in social terms. In this perspective, taking care of life stories can become a way to take care for people, creating relationships as a very important way to social wellness, in a difficult moment of economic crisis, and in a very busy city like Milan.

Before presenting the organization of the proposal, we would like to say something more about narrations, stories and biographies; according to what I wrote before, they share a common background, in which narration, life stories and biographies have their single specifcities.

First of all, narration refers in itself  to a social dimension. P. Jedlowski (2000, p. 42) writes at this regard: «Narrating is a transitive action, in a double sense: we narrate something to someone». It helps to construct reality, but also to weave a relational plot.

J. Bruner (1992, p. 117) specifies that: «The self as a narrator doesn’t only narrate, but it also justifies». It shows its theory about the world. In this sense, as L. Formenti describes, (1998, p. 111) «Narration becomes […] an essential knowing instrument, because it brings connections, significant links between vital worlds of cognition, formation and life itself».

Narrating always means the narration of itself, because the subject is the creator of the narration itself and he obviously explains his/her truth in it, his/her point of view. Narration is an intimate research, to find adequate words to express our own thinking; we have to use our maieutic power to create words that, as suggested by D. Demetrio (1995, p. 155), «describe, transform, create emotions, explore, evoke, beat and make good, speak of themselves, excite the thinking, create charm, complicate, always build world and scenes, also by themselves alone».

When we speak about life story, we refer to the definition of G. Pineau and J.L. Le Grand (2003, p. 119): they describe life story as «research and construction of meaning, starting from personal temporal acts; it originates a process of experience’s expression». It is an autopoietic practice: it works on its own identity in movement and on a consequential action. In this sense it becomes “research of ourselves”, and not only “ourselves’ presentation”: the process of life story aims to weave the plot that connects the multiple parts of ourselves.

The concepts of life story and biography are closely connected: biography is the written expression of life story.

Biographies are an ancient practice: G. Pineau and J. L. Le Grand trace the first biographies back to the V century b.C., in the antique Greece. Starting from that moment, biographies preserve the memories, give witness.

Specific element of biography is the fact that narrator and protagonist don’t coincide: it is the writing of others’ life, and it can include the implication of the narrated subject.

A writing done by others is  in part a writing of ourselves: writing remains in fact a reflective practice. This is a very relevant aspect, that has important implications on educational actions.

Biography is most of all a relational act: it origins from the encounter of two stories, one of the interviewer and one of the interviewed.

It’s in this encounter that biography is constructed, the writing of the stories goes together with the building of a relationship: this is the social relevance of the biographical work that we want to present to the participants in our training proposal.

Organization of the training and contents

This training proposal was organized in five meetings, between December 2012 and March 2013, conducted by Professor Duccio Demetrio and by me.

The first meeting, on 10th December 2012, was projected as an introduction. 

We saw the thirty participants for the first time and we asked them their motivations in attending the course.

Professor Demetrio gave  a first introduction on the themes of narration, memories and their importance in constructing our identities, our lives. He focused on the dimension of oral narration, moving then to the peculiarity of written narrations.

For this first meeting we invited two people who have experiences of collecting and transcribing narrations, in different projects and contexts. We asked them to tell their experiences in listening to stories, in transcribing and returning them to their narrators.

We wanted this first meeting as a kind introduction for participants into the world of narratives, offering them also the concrete experience of someone who has just lived the process of biographical volunteering.

The second meeting was on 17th December 2012: we projected to start talking about stories and narrative interviews. We presented the characteristic of stories, as a plot in which there are an introduction, a development and a conclusion, from which is possible to find meaning. The aim was to let the participants know that stories generate knowledge.

Also from others’ stories, when we are biographers, we can reach knowledge: in the framework of biographical volunteering, we have to return the knowledge we reach to their narrators.

Then we presented the different ways of conducting a narrative interview:

· Story: a short narration in first person, in which the subject tells a lived experience, related to a particular issue.

· Life story: a long narration in first person, in which the narrator tells his/her life.

· History: a narration in third person in which we present the experience narrated by a subject.

The dialogical part is present in all of these different models: we stressed that dialog is the central part of every narrative interview.

Then we talked about the practical ways to articulate a narrative interview, distinguishing between structured interview, semi-structured interview and in depth-interview. We focused on the fact that a narrative interview with the aim of collecting a biography, can never be too structured, because life’s narration cannot be closed into a rigid scheme of questions.

At this point we presented some aspects, important to be considerred in a narrative interview::

- the setting: it includes the place where we will collect the stories, the interviewer’s presentation, the narrative actions that he/she will present.

- Time and duration: it’s necessary to establish the time and the duration for every meeting with our narrator. At the end of every meeting, we can invite our narrator in reflecting on what has been said during the meeting, as a starting point for the next encounter.

- Interview’s model: as written before, it’s necessary to project the structure of the interview.

- Biographical treaty: it concerns general conditions, meetings’ duration and quantity, all the aspects related to the relationship between biographer and narrator in the time of collecting the biography.

After this theoretical moment, we purposed an exercise: every participant has to “split in two” him/herself trying to find questions for him/herself related to his/her life story. We dedicated fifteen minutes for this writing moment and after it we asked participants to share thinking and reflections about this experience. Some people reported new findings about their stories, desire to say something or not, to tell other facts, willing to use chronological order to explain stories or different criteria.

We wanted to immerse our participants in their own life stories, because it’s impossible and not ethical trying to collect others’ life stories, without considering our own story.

At the end of the meeting, we assigned some “homework”: first of all we asked participants to write at least two pages around the theme “That Christmas was very unforgettable in my story…”; then we asked them to organize a first little interview with a family member during the Christmas day: they have to talk about the theme “In your life is there a Christmas that you remember as a special one?”. We asked them to bring at the next meeting the transcription of this interview and a version of this transcription without the oral expressions, a version pleasant to be read.

By proposing  these exercise, we invited participants to reflect about their stories, trying to narrate something about themselves, but we also aspired to invite them in experimenting a first little interview with a well-known person.

The third meeting took place on 14th January 2013. First of all we invited participants to share some of their writings about the special Christmas in their stories. So, everyone who wanted, read his/her writing or part of it.

After this sharing moment, we asked how participants lived the interview moment. Someone shared the difficulty to interview a person who spoke just a few, who needed to be stimulated in remembering facts, emotions about his//her story.

Someone else talked about the difficulty in living a moment of deep emotion for the interviewed: it’s hard to remain in contact when there is silence or sadness. Others spoke about the transcription, asking how much we have to remain faithful to the words used by the interviewed.

When everyone shared his/her experience, we started answering to their questions and their suggestions: when an interviewed person is reticent in speaking, a good idea could be the interviewer’s speaking about her/his own story. When our interviewed keeps silent about one specific theme or fact, we have to respect this, without asking a lot of questions about it. We can say “I don’t understand very well this passage, could you repeat it?”, but always without being invasive.

We suggested to dedicate time in the first meeting to clarify the treaty of the biographical collecting and, at the end of the encounter, it could be pleasant asking how the interviewed felt  while he was telling his/her story.

In relation to the transcription of the interview, we invited participants to remain faithful, as much as possible, to the words used by interviewed people: they have to make the story pleasant to be read, but without altering what they have been told.

In the second part of the encounter, Professor Demetrio gave an example of a narrative interview: he asked for a volunteer to be interviewed and he conducted this narrative interview for about twenty minutes. After it we asked to the woman interviewed her feelings and reflections on the experience.

We invited also the other participants to share what they have seen, questions about the way of conducting the interview.

In this way we offered them a concrete example of a narrative interview with the possibility to reflect about it, with the interviewer and with the interviewed person.

Finally, for the following meeting, we asked participants to started looking for a possible narrator for their own biographical collecting.

The fourth meeting, on 4th February 2013, was based on a practical exercise: every participant chose another person and they formed a pair; everyone had ten minutes to tell his/her story to the other person. The one who was silent had to hear to other’s narration. Then the parts inverteded and the other told his/her own story. At the end of the two narrations everyone had to write the story he/she heard.

From this experience we wanted to insert the participants in a narrative interview  in a “protect” context and in the double-role of interviewer and interviewed: they lived this experience, they wrote what they listened to, they changed and shared their writings.

We projected just to live this experience in the fourth meeting and to discuss it the following month, after participants’ reflection on this experience.

At the end we invited participants to start a first meeting with the person they have chosen to collect his/her biography.

The last encounter in the program took place on  March 18th 2013: it was dedicated to verify the work structured by participants in collecting their first biography; Elisabetta Biffi, a researcher at the University of Milano Bicocca, also  contributed to this meeting.

We collected questions and reflections by participants about their first biographical collecting, and then we tried to answer, focusing on some aspects. 

We started talking about the theme of the plausibility of the story collected: why are we interested that a story is a true one? Collecting a life story is important that a fact really happened, or it’s more important how the interviewed people lived it? We haven’t to be interested in the objective truth of happenings, but we have to be interested in what the person lived, in the way he/she chooses to tell a particular fact.

We always try to start from our own life story, as if it would be  the  cast in  which we have pour to the other people experiences. We invited participants to make  some relevant considerations in relation to this point: why I have chosen this particular person to collect a life story? What I’m expecting to find in his/her telling?

It’s desirable that every biographer asks himself these questions, because after doing that, he/she will be able to “put in brackets”, referring to Husserl’s words, all his/her expectations to make space for other person story. This story has to choose its drawing, its shape: the biographer has to give space and trust to the narrator, who has to narrates himself/herself as he/she desires.

We suggested participants to remain as faithful as possible to narrator’s words, also when we tried to formulate a question during the interview: words used in the narration of our own life story are not accidental, as they are related to the personal lexicon of every person.

During this last meeting we also faced the question of the recording’s transcription: first of all we have to exactly transcribe what we have recorded. Then we must read this text  many  times,  with passion and interest. This is a narrative text, but it is not yet a story, with a structure composed by a beginning, a development and a conclusion.

Biographer will try  to stay inside the text, re-reading it a lot of times, till the feeling of being exhausted of it. At this point is possible to look for a plot in the text.

In our writing there will always be missing parts, but this is part of the biographical work: no life story is the complete and total telling of all the experiences lived in our life!

Finally we spoke also about the last part of the biographical work: the returning of the text to his/her narrator. The final product must be a text with an internal architecture, able to open possibilities but without modifying what the narrator told us.

The story that biographer returns to the narrator has to be aesthetically beautiful: its shape is the principal care action in biographical work. Also the moment of the returning must be thought as a very sensitive farewell moment: it will be the final moment of a shared adventure, in which biographer is the author of the text and narrator is the protagonist. 

After these considerations we had to close the last encounter of the projected training proposal: we asked the participants to share thinking and reflection about what they were living in their first biographical collecting. We wanted also to know what they thought about the possibility to create a stable group of biographical volunteering related to the House of Culture in Milan. 

The end of the proposal and perspectives for the future.

The aim of the proposal was to propose the biographical collecting as a social practice that could generate social proximity and human interest for other people, in a period of economic, social and cultural crisis that is causing a wide range of stories constructed by loneliness, loss of work and strained social relations. All these aspects are very frequent in a big and busy city like Milan, where, in this particular historical and cultural moment, the trend is to be only concerned in your own business.

So this training proposal is trying to presentthe act of  volunteering in biographical work as a social resource to face these aspects of the social-economic crisis and as a way to interest people to other people life, in an existential and human proximity effort.

At the end of the  training we asked  the thirty participants what were they  thinking about the experience and if they considered useful to constitute a stable group of biographical volunteering.

They replied that they are still in the middle of the process of collecting, transcribing and returning their first biography, but they are living a really special relation with their narrator. They referred the perception of a great social resource in collecting life stories, as a way to be closely related to others people.

So at the end of the project, they unanimously agreed with the idea of establishing a stable group of biographical volunteering in the House of Culture, so that it could be possible to continue the collecting of biographies, generating a dense network of relations based on human interest for others’ life stories.
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