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Definition of who/what theory 

Cavarero borrows Hannah Arendt’s theory on the “who” and “what”; the woman writer of autobiography desires the “bios”, a desire to write how she lives as a unique entity, as opposed to writing the “zoe” or a way of life within and about those roles assigned by society. Any woman “who is the autobiography’s protagonist, shows herself to be unique and unrepeatable” (C71). In other words, her life story or storia puts into words the “uniqueness of her personal identity” (C71), the “who”, as opposed to the “what”, that is, “the qualities, the character, the roles, the outlooks of the self”. (C73) She argues that the ‘what’ is inevitably changeable and multiple, whereas the who – “as the uniqueness of the self in her concrete and insubstitutable existence – persists in continual self-exhibition, consisting in nothing else but this exposure, which cannot be transcended.” (C73) In her book, Relating Narratives: Storytelling and Selfhood, Cavarero repeatedly states that “I tell you my story in order to make you tell it to me” (C63): Women tell stories in order to hear them reiterated from the point-of-view of another, the listener or reader. “At work, therefore is a mechanism of reciprocity through which the narratable self of each woman passes on to the self-narration, up to the point at which the other woman is familiar enough with the story to be able to tell it herself”. (C63)  The story-telling procedure follows a recursive pattern, as stories are told from one to the other, while they are thrust back and forth, altered in form, style and language, but fundamentally based on understanding the “who” as opposed to the “what” to borrow Arendt’s terms. Although the storytelling can be repetitive, the life-story is unique. Narrating the “who” involves narrating one’s life story, the unique story of an unrepeatable existence of an insubstitutable being. This process is however hindered or paradoxically catalysed by woman’s effort to tell the “who”, as opposed to the “what”, or those characteristics that designate her as mother, daughter, wife, teacher or nurse. “‘Who’ somebody is or was, we can know only by knowing the story of which he himself is the hero – his biography, in other words; everything else we know of him, including the work he may have produced and left behind, tells us only ‘what’ he is or was.” (186) 

Cavarero takes this distinction and appropriates it to male and female perceptions of self. “Although women live in the world, this is an existence that the patriarchal tradition tends to synthesise within the catalogue of human qualities that reduce the ‘who’ to the ‘what’: a mother, a wife, a nurse. Outside of these qualities, or rather outside of the phallocentric representative order, women would end up existing only in the empirical sense” (61) and she suggest that their life would be a “zoe” as opposed to a “bios”. This desire for the ‘bios’ therefore, is manifested in the desire for biography. 
(C61) Cavarero detects a difference between men and women’s life stories in that men are predominantly interested in revealing ‘what’ they are, as opposed to ‘who’ they are: “Men would rather speak of things (footballs, cars) or of ‘what’ they are (lawyers, tennis players), instead of ‘who’ they are.” (C62)
As an Australian-born Greek my curiosity was triggered immediately by the themes we are discussing here today, especially the dualistic terms “theoretical” and “empirical” with respect to life-writings and “WHO” and “WHAT” one’s self is. 

For me these two words, “theoretical” and “empirical” are not that dissimilar, but complementary. In other words, theory can be formed through empirical experience, and the other way round; in other words, empirical experience can shape one’s theoretical viewpoints.

The reason I am here today is to try and barely touch upon the relationship between this particular duality, the WHO and the WHAT and highlight the importance of relationality, and reciprocity in the telling of life-stories.  

One the one hand, my theoretical, scholarly self is intrigued by the critical background that this theme has to offer. I have an affinity for readings linked to life-writings, oral traditions, autobiography and take pleasure in this critical field.

However, I cannot ignore my other side, my empirical self. A side that was shaped through oral tales of experience, of gossip and life-stories, passed down from the women in my family. My vernacular self, the self that was created through living in radically different contexts and I will explain in the course of this paper…
Double-voicedness 

The desire of the self to hear her story from the mouth of another induces a “double-voicedness”, as defined also by Sidonie Smith in A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography (1987). This double-voiced structure in women’s autobiography, “reveals tensions between their desire for narrative authority and their concern about excessive self-exposure.” (WAT 12). (This also raises the question whether autobiographical writings are derived from a narcissistic urge to reveal the self.) In her work, Autobiographical Voices: Race, Gender, Self-Portraiture (1989), Francoise Lionnet uses the term “metissage” or “braided texts” to explain the plurality of voices that speak the life of the subject. Shari Benstock has, in turn, provides a Lacanian reading of the “relationality” in women’s autobiography in her essay “Authorising the Autobiographical” (WAT 13). Benstock presents the interplay of voices as the “fissures of female discontinuity”, or the “fluid boundaries” between the self and the self-image. According to Benstock, the autobiographical act gestures toward a desire for the ‘self’ and the ‘self-image’ to coincide, but because of these ‘fissures’, autobiography does not lead to a unitary self, but a self de-centred. This interplay of voices is synonymous to the self becoming an other, in order to be able to tell his or her story. Cavarero slightly diverges from these traditional modes of psychoanalytic and Lacanian readings of Autobiography and points out that, “The self, using memory as a separated mirror in which he inseparable consists, appears to himself as an other- he externalises his intimate self-reflection. The Other, therefore, is here the fantasmatic product of a doubling, the supplement of an absence, the parody of a relation…an other who is really an other” (C84) (She refers here to the Autobiography of Alice Toklas, by Gertrude Stein).

When I first came to Greece and my family settled on the beautiful, yet at the time menacing island of Karpathos, Greece I was just 13. My pubescent mind imagined a lot more than what was to come. Initially, the idea of living on an island and running free in the fields, lying on the beach and enjoying the sea were tempting. However, September came and I felt the need to go back home to Australia, where my friends were waiting for me to relay them stories of my exotic summer abroad. This moment never came however. My parents had, in a sense, tricked me and my brothers into thinking that this was just a holiday, which in reality was just a transitional phase before repatriation. Indeed, this time was quite traumatic for me and it took years for me to forgive them for this.

Henceforth, I started high-school in a foreign land, without any friends and with very minimal knowledge of the language, and even less knowledge of the island’s peculiar vernacular dialect. Schools and teachers were rather old-fashioned, without any instances of modern technology or methods. Physical Education involved the boys playing football and basketball, with the girls sitting on the side, a very different attitude to the school I was in “back home”, where I was actively involved in numerous sports. Sports were for tomboys, and the prudent village girls would hear nothing of participating. Their only pastimes were knitting, embroidering, gossiping and of course, helping their mother with the household chores. 

I felt out of place in everything I did. I wore the wrong clothes – was too trendy, too flashy, or spoke the wrong words making mistakes all the time – or talked to the boys too much and wasn’t prim and proper….or studied too hard and didn’t have time to help my mother with the cooking… I was, for many years, a misfit. My only solace was my grandmother, who was a giant figure in my life at the time. Her stories kept me sane. Her stories triggered my imagination and gave me the food I needed to survive. 

At the age of 17, I left for Athens, in hope of a broader scope, more stimuli, larger opportunities and experiences that were just waiting to happen. I hoped to find my much-desired niche, but maintained a slight fear of the unknown, which was both daunting and appealing. 

Thus, my academic career began in Athens, and ended in England, where I stayed for three years for postgraduate studies. 

The rest brings us up to the present, after a number of teaching years at English-speaking colleges in Athens.

The funny thing is though that despite my education, traveling and broader experiences, I am nothing but a pawn when it comes to going back to my parents’ home island during vacation periods. As soon as I land, I automatically assume a different role, a role which is that of a more humble, less pompous, less confident person that does not want to seem alien to the surroundings – I become an introvert, as though I want to blend into the shadows. It is as if the sayings, habits, sounds, smells and words of my past have been inscribed somewhere inside me, and come to life every time I am in this setting. I hear voices of people, friends and relatives, voices that dwell in the island air for years and years to come.

In contrast, coming back to the urban environment, I feel a sense of unbridled freedom, intellectual and physical spaciousness and emotional spontaneity which I try to stifle when on the island. The shrill street noises muffle the pure sounds of the island. The city signs, places and cafes take over the rough green seas and mountainous terrains. Urbanites enter and exit my life, but their voices never dwell in the air. There are always undertones of my experience in the provincial island and my past in Australia, which “colour” my present life in different shades. Sometimes, dark grey, sometimes lighter grey. But they are always there. In all their fuzziness and vagueness these elements are always there, and compete against and with each other, to be voiced, to be enacted, to be dominant. Which prevails? Sometimes, one and sometimes the other. A double-voicednesss indeed. Even now, when people as me “Where are you from?”, I still have trouble answering. I have not yet found the answer to this question. I cannot clarify the distinction between the “WHO” and “WHAT”. I have not managed to fuse these contrasting elements. Perhaps, they cannot be fused, but rather blend together like different colours, blending together and streaming down a meandering course.

But this was my childhood and adolescence, and of course, these experiences inevitably shape one’s personality or sense of self.

Growing up in Canberra, Australia, a somewhat small suburban capital. Moving to a small Greek island, Karpathos in the Dodecanese at 13, with very little awareness of the local Greek tradition, habits and language, then finding myself entrapped in the provincial setting, I ventured off to the Athens metropolis, where I had to face this collage of selves, experiences and roles. The “who” as opposed to the “what”, if I were to borrow these terms are not easily demarcated in one’s soul or existence. “Who” I am, however, refers to something more abstract, less tangible, more philosophical or idealistic, perhaps not as “real” as the “what”. The “what” therefore, in my eyes, is what is “tangible”, what is “out there”, what others see in me and what I want them to see in me – it is more physical and concrete…like something you build. 

Psychoanalytic dynamic 

It is irrelevant to Cavarero “if the text is written or oral, if it comes from a tale or from gossip, from direct knowledge or the imagination […] it is not necessary for us to know the other’s story, in order to know that the other is a unique being whose identity is rooted in this story.” (C35)

Furthermore, the importance of reciprocity is highlighted in Cavarero’s work, as she endorses that the telling of a life-story is an interplay between biographical and autobiographical accounts, though she places more emphasis on the former: “I tell you my story in order to make you tell it to me”, she states. “At work , therefore is a mechanism of reciprocity through which the narratable self of each woman passes on to the self-narration, up to the point at which the other woman is familiar enough with the story to be able to tell it herself”. (C63) This idea of autobiography through biography is further reinforced when Caverero refers to a form of “narrative friendship” and “psychoanalytic dynamic” between narrator and audience, wherein lies the “scene of a narratable self that offers autobiographical materials to a biographer, who in turn, is an accomplice to the whole operation.” (C63) 

This theoretical backdrop brings to mind instances of vernacular gossip and storytelling, a poignant feature in the oral tradition of villages. Looking back to my own village, several similar images spring to mind. Old ladies with their long grey hair in meticulous braids, their heads covered by an austere black scarf, telling and re-telling stories over and over again by the fireplace. Recounting and unfolding names, places and actions. A cliché? I think not. These stories are relayed on the younger generations, only to create a permanent yet fluid legacy, an oral text that is progressively passed down through the generations. Many of the things I learned about my island and home-town were passed on to me by my grandmother who lived on a small Greek island all of her life. I used to sit for hours, entranced by the vivid depictions of places and events, her dramatic descriptions of people and joyous or traumatic life-tales. She would carry on for hours with poignant tales of women left pregnant with illegitimate babies, illicit sexual behaviour, fornication, the social status of the village families, the bleak times of war. She left me a legacy which included tales of my mother - her daughter - which would inevitable help shape my perception of my mother and understand my relationship with her. Without these stories, I would have had an incomplete picture of the tradition in my village and island, and especially the female tradition. 

Hate Speech 

The juxtaposition between ‘who’ and ‘what’ is also developed in an example Cavarero offers with regard to name-calling and ‘hate-speech’. She argues that “the pain comes not only from the fact that one is being called a hurtful name, or not solely from the sedimented history or semantics of that name; but, moreover, from the feeling that ‘who’ one is, is not being addressed, and indeed has no place in the name-calling scene at all […] the pain of hate speech comes not solely from what one is being called, but from the fact that one’s singularity, a singularity that exceeds any ‘what’ is utterly and violently ignored, excluded from the semantics […] it is the total disregard for ‘who’ one is that makes hate-speech so hurtful.” (Cxx) The shock induced by hate-speech is implicit in the fact that “what we are called does not correspond with who we feel ourselves to be.” 

It’s funny what children chant when they are victims of verbal abuse: “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me!”. In my case, it has always been the opposite…words are like sticks and stones which can make an indelible mark on one’s soul…some words can never be forgiven, some words are not abstract, but hard, heavy and rough….they bear a stamp of menace. But, physical weakness does not scare me as much. I see it as a phase of incapability which will pass and then one has to fight back, retaliate and reinstate her existence. The power of verbal abuse was introduced to me on the island I lived in for four years. People here fight with words. They verbally tackle each other with such extreme fervor, as though in a raucous boxing ring.  Curses, abuse, and insults are thrown back and forth in everyday discussions. When one’s truthfulness is challenged, when one’s integrity is questioned, when one’s morality is doubted, hate-speech comes to squash the other’s opponent, make him powerless and feeble, so that there is no way of retaliating. There are no civilized talks or “sorting things out” in a rational way. Adultery, stealing, lying, debts and other “petty” crimes trigger the urge to defend WHO one is, who one believes he/she is, rather than WHAT the local community has called him: a thief, a liar, a cheat. 

Desire / Unity

Furthermore, the narratable self cannot tell the story of his or her own birth, cannot take a third-person perspective and become the object of narration. He or she rather desires the story from the mouth of another. The relation between one’s life and his/her life story is the desire that he/she has for that narration. Thus, the self desires the narration of his/her unique life story while also desiring the unity of this life story. This unity does not however imply a coherent identity, but gives an “unstable and insubstantial unity” (Cxxii) in Cavarero’s words. She understands that there is a relation of tension between the life and the tale of that life. This tension, “has no other time than what passes between birth and death”. (Cxxii) The self desires to hear his/her story while he/she is alive. 

In my case, I am always faced with a peculiar predicament or, a certain kind of duality, which is of course at first glance, entails Greek-Australian identity within the Greek setting and my Karpathian identity within the Athenian setting. At second glance, however, this is something more than a duality; it is a multitude of selves, a multifarious existence, a jagged whole made of irreconcilable parts. Tormented by attempts to fuse these parts, to achieve unity, I have arrived at the conclusion that they cannot be fused. They cannot be joined in harmony. From the point of coming to terms with this irreconcilability has made the way I see things much less painstaking and much more colourful. I am not made of black, or white or grey. I prefer to think of myself more as a chameleon.

Cavarero argues that the “narratable self coincides with the uncontrollable narrative impulse of memory that produces the text and is captured in the very text itself…the contents of this text are necessarily discontinuous, fragmentary, fleeting and even casual – because the weaving work of memory is itself discontinuous, fragmentary, fleeting and casual. But the familiar sense of the narratable self is not a result of the text itself and neither does it lie in the construction of the story. It lies rather in a narrating impulse that is never in ‘potentiality ‘ but rather in ‘actuality’, even when it refrains from producing memories or ‘reproducing’ past occurrences.” (C35)

She then goes on to state that memory itself does not invent a story, it is not a “professional author” (C36) Memory forgets, re-elaborates, selects and censures the life story that it recounts. But, life stories do not as such have an author: “Biographies or autobiographies result from an existence that belongs to the world, in the relational and contextual form of self-exposure to others.” (C36)

Memories are fluid, but the older you get, the more selective your memory becomes. You tend to re-remember events, rather than just remember them. A break-up that was once turbulent, is now still; a childhood trauma is now a transient pang; a daunting voyage abroad is now just another trip; a terrible quarrel is now just a mere quibble. My grandmother re-remembered her life and recanted it to me many a time, never leaving out the painful part about her 5-year old daughter – one of her 5 children - who had died from an unknown cause, perhaps a kind of terminal illness.  Even before my grandmother died, the pain resonated in the room, where she had carried her dead daughter, after the doctor admitted that he could do no more, and talked about it being God’s will. My grandmother’s stories were full of tales of festivity, dancing, feasting and drinking among the villagers who were always welcome in warm home, a place of solace and comfort for anyone in need.  But, there were always interjections of her dead daughter in these stories. One way or another, joyous always gave way to the sorrow. And then joy would leap on top of sorrow and banish sorrow far away. There was always deep pain engraved on her face - in the crevices of her smile, in the wrinkles of her forehead - there was always a quiver in her voice. But, her eyes always shone with hope. She persevered, despite the memories. Re-memory was her safety net. 

CHARACTER / NARRATOR / AUTHOR

In autobiography, the self is “both the actor and the spectator, the narrator and the listener, in a single person. The self is the protagonist of a game that celebrates the self as other, precisely because the self here presupposes the absence of another who truly is an other.” (C41) The story is entrusted to the ‘gaze’ or the tale of another, is relational, expressive. Carolyn Heilbrun has also considered in Writing a Woman’s Life, “Lives are not what furnish the models, but rather the stories. And it is difficult to construct stories to which lives can be adjusted. We can only renarrate and live according to the stories that we have read or heard. We live our lives through the texts.” (C42)

In Barthes’ view writing does not express who someone is or was, but rather “produces that identity textually and artificially”.(C42)

Cavarero disputes the aforementioned views by defending the unrepeatable uniqueness of the existent which may be lost within the ‘omnivorous’, as she puts it text. Whatever the text, however intense its fragmentation, whatever its content, what is of prime importance is the desire for the unity of the life story. Arendt motions a similar idea when she proposes that what the tale signifies and “translates into words is the story to narrate, not the action itself nor the agent.” (C43)

Finally, autobiography does not respond to the question ‘who am I?’. It does not provide the key to self-knowledge (gnothi se auton). Rather, it is the biographical tale of my life story told by another that answers this question. (C45)

Action and Speech

“Each of us is narratable by the other; that is, we are dependent upon the other for the narration of our own life-story, which begins from birth…The ‘narratable self’ is a self, which is exposed from birth within the interactive scene of the world…Through this constitutive exhibition, the ‘self’ comes to desire the tale of his or her own life story from the mouth of another.” (Cix-x). Cavarero here attempts to show the relational or contextual nature of story-telling; in other, words, the narrator, who is both character and author, depends on the other in order to tell his or her own life. Cavarero slightly departs from Arendt in her idea that the story-teller is simultaneously narrator, character and author.
 Arendt, conversely, argues that: “[…] the stories, the results of action and speech, reveal an agent, but this agent is not an author or producer. Somebody began it and is its subject in the twofold sense of the word, namely its actor and sufferer, but nobody is its author.” (A184) 

Caverero also refers to a form of “narrative friendship” and “psychoanalytic dynamic” between narrator and audience, wherein lies the “scene of a narratable self that offers autobiographical materials to a biographer, who in turn, is an accomplice to the whole operation.” (C63) Indeed, this theory has been supported by other critics as well, among them Carolyn Steedman who endorses the idea of a psychoanalytic dynamic between narrator and audience, as shown in the following: “The psychoanalyst might indeed be interpreted as a story-taker whose purpose is to give back to the patient the story of his or her life, welded into a chronological sequence and narrative coherence, so that at the end of it all, the coming to psychic health might be seen as the re-appropriation of one’s own life story.” (C64)

My grandmother, hence, managed to embody the storyteller, the life writer, the narrator and protagonist all in one. The desire she had in telling these stories was relational and reciprocal…she attempted to tell and retell so many times so as to make me able to tell the story myself. I want to tell her story now. I long to repeat it in my own words, see it through my own life and experiences, reiterate her story as part of my story. I feel the need to reciprocate as she felt the need to unravel her story within a flexible psychoanalytic dynamic. 

THE DESIRE FOR ONE’S STORY / NARCISSISTIC ACT?

The question that arises when examining the motives behind autobiographical writing is often that which presupposes that writing a life story is a narcissistic act. In Autobiography: Towards a Poetics of Experience, Janet Varner Gunn states that “To portray Autobiography as such a solipsistic act is to resign the self to a silent and lifeless world – a ‘world’ finally, devoid of self as well as others, since the differentiating circumstances of time and space would be collapsed into a single, all-inclusive consciousness which would have nothing to be conscious of except itself. Was it not in such a non-place that Narcissus drowned?” (C32)

Maria Zambrano defends autobiography against accusations of narcissistic undertones, when she argues that “There is no narcissism in the one ‘who does not look at himself but gives himself to be seen, which is the gift of the one who does not pause to look at himself in the water or any other mirror.” (C86)

(Concludes on a personal note)

n. henceforth in the text designated as C





� The Ancient Greek definition of the word bios is the way a human being (or group of human beings) acts and behaves in life; a way of life and the duration of that life. Whereas, zoe depicts a life itself, the biological side of life. The word bios is derived from the Latin vivus, hence the French term vie.


� Sidonie Smith also questions the autobiographer as a narrating subject in her essay “Performativity, Autobiographical Practice, Resistance”: “After all, the narrator is both the same and not the same as the autobiographer, and the narrator is both the same and not the same as the subject of narration” (p109 in Women, Autobiography, Theory (1996) ed. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson.





