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Discussion Document

 

This is an extract from an article by Hayden White in which he sees the problem of thinking about the 

horror of the Holocaust not as one of reconstruction from the evidence, but of deciding what sorts of 

stories or narratives we choose to make sense of the ‘unthinkable’, in this case the experience of the 

holocaust. 

The question that arises with respect to ‘historical employments’ in a study of Nazism and the Final 

Solution is this: Are there any limits on the kind of story that can responsibly be told about these 

phenomena? Can these events be responsibly emplotted in any of the modes, symbols, plot types, 

and genres our culture provides for ‘making sense’ of such extreme events in our past? Or do Nazism 

and the Final Solution belong to a special class of events, such as, unlike even the French Revolution, 

the American Civil War, the Russian Revolution, or the Chinese Great Leap Forward, they must be 

viewed as manifesting only one story, as being emplottable in one way only, and as signifying only 

one kind of meaning? In a word, do the natures of Nazism and the Final Solution set absolute limits 

on the uses that can be made of them by writers of fiction or poetry? 

Taking a step back, White considers the nature of narrative, that is, the device used by writers of 

‘history’ and ‘fiction’ to provide the plot, or tell the story, and what forms it can take.  

Narratives do not consist only of factual statements (singular existential propositions) and 

arguments; they consist as well of poetic and rhetorical elements by which what would otherwise be 

a list of facts is transformed into a story. Among these elements are those generic story patterns we 

recognize as providing the ‘plots’. Thus, one narrative account may represent a set of events as 

having the form and meaning of an epic or tragic story, and another may represent the same set of 

events – with equal plausibility and without doing any violence to the factual record – as describing a 

farce. Here the conflict between ‘competing narratives’ has less to do with the facts of the matter in 

question than with the different story-meanings with which the facts can be endowed by 

emplotment. This raises the question of the relation of the various generic plot types that can be 

used to endow events with different kinds of meaning – tragic, epic, comic, romance, pastoral, 

farcical, and the like – to the events themselves. Is this relationship between a given story told about 

a given set of events the same as that obtaining between a factual statement and its referent? Can it 

be said that sets of real events are intrinsically tragic, comic, or epic, such that the representation of 

those events as tragic, comic, or epic story can be assessed as to its factual accuracy? Or does it all 

have to do with the perspective from which the events are viewed? 
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Or course, most theorists of narrative history take the view that emplotment produces not so much 

another, more comprehensive and synthetic factual statement as, rather, an interpretation of the 

facts. But the distinction between factual statements . . . and interpretations of them . . . does not 

help us when it is a matter of interpretations produced by the modes of emplotment used to 

represent the facts as displaying the form and meaning of different kinds stories. We are not helped 

by the suggestion that ‘competing narratives’ are a result of ‘the facts’ having been interpreted by 

one historian as a ‘tragedy’ and interpreted by another as a ‘farce’. This is especially the case in 

traditional historical discourse in which ‘the facts’ are always given precedence over any 

‘interpretation’ of them. 

What narrative forms, therefore, can be employed to tell the story of the Holocaust, and can we 

judicate among them on the basis of their historical truth? 

Considerations such as these provide some insight into the problems both of competing narratives 

and of unacceptable modes of emplotment in considering a period such as the Nazi epoch and 

events such as the Final Solution. We can confidently presume that the facts of the matter set limits 

on the kinds of stories that can be properly (in the sense of veraciously and appropriately) told about 

them only if we believe that the events themselves possess a ‘story’ kind of form and a ‘plot’ kind of 

meaning. We may then dismiss a ‘comic’ or ‘pastoral’ story, with an upbeat ‘tone’ and humorous 

‘points of view’, from the ranks of competing narratives as manifestly false to the facts – or at least 

to the facts that matter – of the Nazi era. But we could dismiss such a story from the ranks of 

competing narratives only if (1) it were presented as a literal (rather than figurative) representation 

of the events and (2) the plot type used to transform the facts into a specific kind of story were 

presented as inherent in (rather than imposed upon) the facts. For unless a historical story is 

presented as a literal representation of real events, we cannot criticize it as being either true or 

untrue to the facts of the matter. If it were presented as a figurative representation of real events, 

then the question of its truthfulness would fall under the principles governing our assessment of the 

truth of fictions. 

Hayden White (1992) ‘Historical Emplotment and the Problem of Truth’, in S. Friedlander (ed.), 

Probing the Limits of Representation, pp. 37–53. 

 


