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Human beings have long been defined as 
social, political, rational, or economic beings. 
However, a more recent perspective identifies 
them as “storytelling animals”. 
Storytelling is not merely a form of enter-
tainment – it plays a crucial epistemological 
role by offering a unique way to understand 
the world. Stories help both children and 
adults make inferences, organize knowledge, 
and comprehend complex social dynamics. 
This issue of Rivista di Estetica is devoted to 
the epistemology of narrative knowledge, 
which explores how knowledge is produced, 
structured, and evaluated through stories. 
Unlike objective knowledge, narrative knowl-
edge reflects personal beliefs, assumptions, 
experiences, and desires. It is perspectival – 
shaped by individuals or communities – and 
participative, often influencing worldviews 
in subtle and sometimes oppressive ways. 
Stories intertwine to form complex narrative 
clusters that shape human understanding of 
the world. By studying these dynamics, we 
can better grasp their influence on how we 
perceive and engage with reality.
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transmission: The epistemic status of 
narrative-based knowledge
GIULIA BELTRITTI, The utopia of a shared 
narrative that looks to the future
VALERIA COSTANZA D’AGATA, The aesthetic 
potential of narrative knowledge for self-
awareness and for the creation of more 
inclusive communities
JOSHUA RUST, Skillfully confronting the 
unknown: Narratively-inflected practical 
knowledge
CRISTINA GANZ, Empowering women’s 
narratives: Unravelling the dominant 
narrative on pregnancy and childbirth
MARA FLORIS, Narrative knowledge, 
archaeology, and gender roles: How we use 
today’s stories to make sense of the past
ARIANNA BORRELLI, Scientific theories as 
multi-medial narratives: Telling the story of 
the origin of mass

varia

BABETTE BABICH, New religion: Wang 
Guangyi, Apelles’ line, and political theology
NICOLAS C. GONZALEZ, A realist approach to 
surrealist art
MARTINA PROPERZI, The technology-
supplemented bodily subject. A case study 
in biomimetic prosthetics 
NIKI YOUNG, Passion and allure: Mundane 
and disruptive experience in Harman and 
Lingis 

recensioni

VIVETTA VIVARELLI, Nietzsche sullo 
schermo. Saggi di filosofia del cinema di 
Paolo Stellino

TE
S

TA
TA

 D
I V

A
LE

R
IO

 A
D

A
M

I

EURO 38,00

www.rosenbergesellier.it

ISBN 9791259934130
ISSN  0035-6212

CO
VE

R
 D

ES
IG

N
 /

 P
P

A
L.

IT

88

POSTE ITALIANE S.P.A. - SPEDIZIONE IN ABBONAMENTO POSTALE - D.L. 353/2003 (CONV. IN L. 27/02/2004 N.46) ART. 1 COMMA 1, DCB TORINO N. 2, LUGLIO 2025

RdE88_copertina.indd   1-3RdE88_copertina.indd   1-3 07/07/25   10:5907/07/25   10:59



direttrice

TIZIANA ANDINA
presidente del comitato scientifico

MAURIZIO FERRARIS
comitato scientifico

ADAM ANDRZEJEWSKI  Uniwersytet Warszawski
ALESSANDRO ARBO  Université de Strasbourg
MARCO BELPOLITI  Università di Bergamo
MAURO CARBONE  Université “Jean Moulin” Lyon 3  France
DAVID CARRIER  Indipendent scholar
ROBERTO CASATI  Institut Jean Nicod  Paris
STEPHEN DAVIES  The University of Auckland
MARIO DE CARO  Università di Roma Tre
PINA DE LUCA  Università di Salerno
FABRIZIO DESIDERI  Università di Firenze
GIUSEPPE DI GIACOMO  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”
GRAHAM HARMAN American University in Cairo
PIETRO KOBAU  Università di Torino
JERROLD LEVINSON  University of Maryland
GIOVANNI LOMBARDO  Università di Messina
ARMANDO MASSARENTI  Università di Bologna
GIOVANNI MATTEUCCI  Università di Bologna
PIETRO MONTANI  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”
JACQUES MORIZOT  Université de Provence
FRÉDÉRIC NEF  École des Hautes Études en Science Sociales  Paris
NICOLA PERULLO  Università di Scienze Gastronomiche  Pollenzo
ROGER POUIVET  Université de Nancy
SALVATORE TEDESCO  Università di Palermo
AMIE THOMASSON  University of Miami
ACHILLE VARZI  Columbia University  New York
NICLA VASSALLO  Università di Genova
STEFANO VELOTTI  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”

caporedattrice

CAROLA BARBERO
redazione

FRANCESCO CAMBONI
DAVIDE DAL SASSO
GABRIELE GAVA
VALERIA MARTINO
ERICA ONNIS
GIULIO SACCO
GLORIA SANSÒ
GIULIANO TORRENGO

segreteria di redazione

ELENA CASETTA e VERA TRIPODI

Corrispondenza, lavori proposti per la stampa, 
libri per recensioni e riviste in cambio indirizzare a:

RIVISTA DI ESTETICA
Università di Torino, Dipartimento di Filosofia e Scienze dell’Educazione
via sant’Ottavio 20 - 10124 Torino
tel. +39.011.6703738
redazionerivistadiestetica@gmail.com
https://labont.it/publications/?c=/rivista-di-estetica/

Abbonamenti 2025

88	The Epistemology of Narrative Knowledge
	 edited by Erica Onnis, Sarah Worth 

89	What is the NEW?
	 edited by Petar Bojanić, Francesca De Vecchi, Snežana Vesnić

90	Human Beings. By Nature or by Technology?
	 edited by Elena Casetta, Vera Tripodi

italia estero

edizione cartacea € 110,00 € 165,00

edizione digitale € 55,00 € 55,00

edizione cartacea + digitale € 135,00 € 190,00

Per informazioni abbonamenti@rosenbergesellier.it

I singoli fascicoli sono acquistabili dal sito www.rosenbergesellier.it
sia in versione cartacea sia in versione digitale.

Sul sito sono acquistabili anche i singoli articoli in versione digitale,
al prezzo di € 7,00

Per richiedere annate e fascicoli arretrati non ancora disponibili sul sito:
clienti@rosenbergesellier.it

La “Rivista di estetica” è presente anche sulla piattaforma OpenEdition Journals 
all’indirizzo https://journals.openedition.org/estetica/

Per ogni ulteriore informazione rivolgersi a:
Rosenberg & Sellier / tel. +39.011.0674847 / rde@rosenbergesellier.it

© 2025 Rosenberg & Sellier

Rosenberg & Sellier è un marchio registrato 
utilizzato per concessione della società Traumann s.s.

Registrazione presso il Tribunale di Torino, n. 2845 del 7.2.1979
Proprietario: Ugo Gianni Rosenberg
Direttore responsabile: Tiziana Andina
Editore: LEXIS Compagnia Editoriale in Torino srl, via Carlo Alberto 55 - 10123 Torino

RdE88_copertina.indd   4-6RdE88_copertina.indd   4-6 07/07/25   10:5907/07/25   10:59



n.s., 88 (1/2025), anno LXV
The Epistemology of Narrative Knowledge
edited by Erica Onnis, Sarah Worth

Erica Onnis, Sarah Worth, Introduction 3
Andrea Velardi, Narrative theory, mind and text: Beyond the dichotomy between 

mindreading and global coherence 6
Iris Vidmar Jovanović, Exploring transmission: The epistemic status of 

narrative-based knowledge 21
Giulia Beltritti, The utopia of a shared narrative that looks to the future 36
Valeria Costanza D’Agata, The aesthetic potential of narrative knowledge for 

self-awareness and for the creation of more inclusive communities 51
Joshua Rust, Skillfully confronting the unknown: Narratively-inflected practical 

knowledge 66
Cristina Ganz, Empowering women’s narratives: Unravelling the dominant 

narrative on pregnancy and childbirth 80
Mara Floris, Narrative knowledge, archaeology, and gender roles: How we use 

today’s stories to make sense of the past 97
Arianna Borrelli, Scientific theories as multi-medial narratives: Telling the story 

of the origin of mass 112

varia
Babette Babich, New religion: Wang Guangyi, Apelles’ line, and political theology	 133
Nicolas C. Gonzalez, A realist approach to surrealist art	 165
Martina Properzi, The technology-supplemented bodily subject. A case study in  

biomimetic prosthetics 	 177



Niki Young, Passion and allure: Mundane and disruptive experience in Harman  
and Lingis	 195

recensioni 
Vivetta Vivarelli, Nietzsche sullo schermo. Saggi di filosofia del cinema  

di Paolo Stellino	 209



direttrice

TIZIANA ANDINA
presidente del comitato scientifico

MAURIZIO FERRARIS
comitato scientifico

ADAM ANDRZEJEWSKI  Uniwersytet Warszawski
ALESSANDRO ARBO  Université de Strasbourg
MARCO BELPOLITI  Università di Bergamo
MAURO CARBONE  Université “Jean Moulin” Lyon 3  France
DAVID CARRIER  Indipendent scholar
ROBERTO CASATI  Institut Jean Nicod  Paris
STEPHEN DAVIES  The University of Auckland
MARIO DE CARO  Università di Roma Tre
PINA DE LUCA  Università di Salerno
FABRIZIO DESIDERI  Università di Firenze
GIUSEPPE DI GIACOMO  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”
GRAHAM HARMAN American University in Cairo
PIETRO KOBAU  Università di Torino
JERROLD LEVINSON  University of Maryland
GIOVANNI LOMBARDO  Università di Messina
ARMANDO MASSARENTI  Università di Bologna
GIOVANNI MATTEUCCI  Università di Bologna
PIETRO MONTANI  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”
JACQUES MORIZOT  Université de Provence
FRÉDÉRIC NEF  École des Hautes Études en Science Sociales  Paris
NICOLA PERULLO  Università di Scienze Gastronomiche  Pollenzo
ROGER POUIVET  Université de Nancy
SALVATORE TEDESCO  Università di Palermo
AMIE THOMASSON  University of Miami
ACHILLE VARZI  Columbia University  New York
NICLA VASSALLO  Università di Genova
STEFANO VELOTTI  Università di Roma “La Sapienza”

caporedattrice

CAROLA BARBERO
redazione

FRANCESCO CAMBONI
DAVIDE DAL SASSO
GABRIELE GAVA
VALERIA MARTINO
ERICA ONNIS
GIULIO SACCO
GLORIA SANSÒ
GIULIANO TORRENGO

segreteria di redazione

ELENA CASETTA e VERA TRIPODI

Corrispondenza, lavori proposti per la stampa, 
libri per recensioni e riviste in cambio indirizzare a:

RIVISTA DI ESTETICA
Università di Torino, Dipartimento di Filosofia e Scienze dell’Educazione
via sant’Ottavio 20 - 10124 Torino
tel. +39.011.6703738
redazionerivistadiestetica@gmail.com
https://labont.it/publications/?c=/rivista-di-estetica/

Abbonamenti 2025

88	The Epistemology of Narrative Knowledge
	 edited by Erica Onnis, Sarah Worth 

89	What is the NEW?
	 edited by Petar Bojanić, Francesca De Vecchi, Snežana Vesnić

90	Human Beings. By Nature or by Technology?
	 edited by Elena Casetta, Vera Tripodi

	 italia	 estero

edizione cartacea	 € 110,00	 € 165,00

edizione digitale	 € 55,00	 € 55,00

edizione cartacea + digitale	 € 135,00	 € 190,00

Per informazioni  abbonamenti@rosenbergesellier.it

I singoli fascicoli sono acquistabili dal sito www.rosenbergesellier.it
sia in versione cartacea sia in versione digitale.

Sul sito sono acquistabili anche i singoli articoli in versione digitale,
al prezzo di € 7,00

Per richiedere annate e fascicoli arretrati non ancora disponibili sul sito:
clienti@rosenbergesellier.it

La “Rivista di estetica” è presente anche sulla piattaforma OpenEdition Journals 
all’indirizzo https://journals.openedition.org/estetica/

Per ogni ulteriore informazione rivolgersi a:
Rosenberg & Sellier / tel. +39.011.0674847 / rde@rosenbergesellier.it

© 2025 Rosenberg & Sellier

Rosenberg & Sellier è un marchio registrato 
utilizzato per concessione della società Traumann s.s.

Registrazione presso il Tribunale di Torino, n. 2845 del 7.2.1979
Proprietario: Ugo Gianni Rosenberg
Direttore responsabile: Tiziana Andina
Editore: LEXIS Compagnia Editoriale in Torino srl, via Carlo Alberto 55 - 10123 Torino

RdE88_copertina.indd   4-6RdE88_copertina.indd   4-6 07/07/25   10:5907/07/25   10:59



The Epistemology 
of Narrative Knowledge
edited by 
Erica Onnis
Sarah Worth

T
he

 E
pi

st
em

ol
og

y 
of

 N
ar

ra
tiv

e 
K

no
w

le
dg

e

88
2025

____

lxv

88

Human beings have long been defined as 
social, political, rational, or economic beings. 
However, a more recent perspective identifies 
them as “storytelling animals”. 
Storytelling is not merely a form of enter-
tainment – it plays a crucial epistemological 
role by offering a unique way to understand 
the world. Stories help both children and 
adults make inferences, organize knowledge, 
and comprehend complex social dynamics. 
This issue of Rivista di Estetica is devoted to 
the epistemology of narrative knowledge, 
which explores how knowledge is produced, 
structured, and evaluated through stories. 
Unlike objective knowledge, narrative knowl-
edge reflects personal beliefs, assumptions, 
experiences, and desires. It is perspectival – 
shaped by individuals or communities – and 
participative, often influencing worldviews 
in subtle and sometimes oppressive ways. 
Stories intertwine to form complex narrative 
clusters that shape human understanding of 
the world. By studying these dynamics, we 
can better grasp their influence on how we 
perceive and engage with reality.

direttrice

TIZIANA ANDINA

indice

ERICA ONNIS, SARAH WORTH, Introduction
ANDREA VELARDI, Narrative theory, mind 
and text: Beyond the dichotomy between 
mindreading and global coherence
IRIS VIDMAR JOVANOVIĆ, Exploring 
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Valeria Costanza D’Agata
THE AESTHETIC POTENTIAL OF NARRATIVE KNOWLEDGE 
FOR SELF-AWARENESS AND FOR THE CREATION OF MORE 
INCLUSIVE COMMUNITIES

Abstract
The art of storytelling has an important biological function in the survival and de-

velopment of the human species; in fact, it allows us to explore imaginary worlds, to 
predict and plan the future, to arrange and give sense to a chaotic present, to formulate 
hypotheses about the surrounding environment, to build a shared cultural heritage 
(Smorti 2022). Especially when reality appears incomprehensible and when intersub-
jective communication is hampered, stories come to the rescue in order to understand 
social dynamics in case they appear ambiguous, senseless, indecipherable, giving their 
contribution to building a deep sense of identity, enhancing the capability for empathic 
resonance, identification and the relational competences necessary for the creation of 
more inclusive communities.

We have always lived in an intricate plot where narrative knowledge intertwines 
to prepare, support and project forward the possibilities of our lives’ develop-
ment, to build our identity, consolidate our moral integrity. Such a process is 
never exclusively individual, but it significantly contributes to the creation of 
a shared cultural texture, it strengthens social bonds, it informs our system of 
values and beliefs and the way we act, it broadens the horizon of opportunities 
our evolving ability meets by means of a shared patrimony of common experi-
ence. Narrative knowledge is essential for the survival and development of the 
human species, defined “Homo narrans” by Alain Rabatel, it accompanies us 
from the beginning to the end of our lives, so much so that it is thought that 
in our last breath we recall the story of all our life. Our birth also is anticipated 
by a narrative knowledge about us, pregnancy is accompanied by an intense 
imaginative activity concerning the unborn child’s looks, its character, the way 
it will face life, how it will choose its interests or how it will engage in acquir-
ing competences in order to be professionally successful and capitalize its gifts; 
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the expectations, beliefs, fears, desires of those who have engendered us and 
of those who anxiously wait for our birth are projected on our lives since the 
moment of our conception. 

Also our imagination is nourished with the spark lighting from the stories 
we have been accustomed to since our early age and that have a crucial role in 
the acquisition of social competences and in the development of the ability of 
imitation and identification. During dream activity or when we wander in day-
dreaming we become co-composers, scriptwriters able to stage, give a body and 
a colour to what is being narrated or is being experienced, we can enrich the 
stories with detail, we can feel them on our skin, we evoke atmospheres, linking 
our lives with what we have seen or listened to, we inextricably mix reality and 
fiction, or even, we are induced to forget ourselves while being taken into the 
plot that ties together and gives sense to the flow of events. 

Imagination does not only take a shape when one listens to storytelling, in 
fact it becomes a necessary pre-assumption in the child’s development: children 
progressively acquire the tools that will enable them to tackle the problematic 
situations they will face by means of fictional play.1 Already between the first 
and the second year of age, with a climax around three or four years of age, 
children acquire the ability to use their play activity in a symbolic form, they 
learn to “pretend that”, staging possible scenarios, situations that generate 
anxiety, bewilderment, worry, fear (Sutton-Smith 1997) and in so doing they 
anticipate what they fear, they learn to face the chaos and unpredictability of 
life, they prepare for the odds that may occur, experimenting and anticipating 
the possible consequences of being lost, of bereavement, neglect, aggression, 
conditions of solitude or precariousness.2 This way of preparing for life through 
fictional problem solving, of turning back like film directors in order to modify 
reality, virtually practising the overcoming of obstacles, allows children to equip 
themselves to face enigmatic situations, to increase their personal and social 
competences, to enhance the perception of self-effectiveness and self-esteem, 
the confidence in their own ability and obviously the ability of identification 
with others and the ability to empathize (Hakemulder 2000).3

1 For the studies on fictional play see Bloom 2004; Boyd 2009; Gopnik 2009; Weisberg 2009.
2 “In the stories that are narrated by small children most typical action includes being lost, 

being stolen away, being bitten, dying, being trodden on, getting angry, calling the police, run-
ning away or falling over. In their stories the children portray an everchanging world, a world of 
anarchy and disaster” (Sutton-Smith 1997: 160-161).

3 Fictional identification plays and stories always have an ethical content and even when they 
stage violent, creepy or despicable action they never fail to remark what is right and what is wrong 
through a process of identification with the protagonists and the sharing of the outcomes (prize 
or punishment) the action is bound to, strongly contributing to the rooting of shared values and 
rules. In The power of Play, David Elkind highlights how the play of imagination in children has 
“evident moral connotation: the good guys against the bad guys” (Elkind 2007: 162).
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Although the escape from reality provided by staged or filmed storytelling/
narration prepares for life, in order to really give pleasure it should render those 
problematic and critical elements that are innate in it, even exasperating them, 
and so it should inspire fear, anguish, anxiety, in short it should produce that 
mixed delight reminiscent of Burke that only something terrifying and incom-
mensurable can render, something that can potentially overwhelm the reader 
or listener. Such a feeling of finiteness, precariousness and deep vulnerability 
threatens but does not get to annul the spectator who maintains a safe distance 
because he is nevertheless aware of the fiction, in which he totally immerses, 
though temporarily, identifying with the protagonist without ever merging 
completely.

Tension builds up when the protagonist must tackle a variety of ups and downs 
that get in the way between himself and his personal satisfaction, pushing him 
away from his objectives and putting his life at risk: it is then that we identify 
with the hero so much that we for a moment forget it is a fiction, it is as we 
were in his place, so assuming a first-person perspective (Gallese calls it a theory 
of embodied and liberated simulation);4 an inter-corporeal attuning occurs such 
as our sensory-motor system responds congruently and pairs with the other in 
order to establish an affective correspondence and an emotional resonance. In 
this case we assume a second-person perspective, our body overcomes its indi-
vidual limits and becomes an extended body forming a functional unit with the 
other’s body (theory of interaction, Fuchs 2017), we feel what the other feels 
and we let us be overridden by the kaleidoscopic flow of emotions that enriches 
our being humans, allowing us to experiment our potential resources without 
risk.5 Furthermore, the inter-corporeal attunement makes the spectators vibrate 
together, it creates an absolute synchrony of sensations, emotion and thoughts, 
so that the multiplicity of singularities can merge in an emotional and physical 
unit, in one bundle of perception and movement.

As the theory of mirror neurons has it (Rizzolatti, Sinigaglia, Anderson 2008), 
either in the case we directly feel certain emotions or perform certain actions, 
or in the case they are purely an object of our imagination, or in the case we 
are observing and listening to others, we do experience the same physiological 
reaction we would experience under the circumstances, such as increased blood 
pressure, intensified heartbeat, diffused trembling, shivers down the spine, 
increase in salivation, alteration of perspiration, alteration in respiratory rate, 

4 Stories affect us not only mentally but also physically. Our brain processes the narrative fic-
tion as if it were true, giving way to all the corporeal manifestations that would occur during a 
real life event experienced in the first person.

5 “Literature provides sensations for which we do not have to pay a personal price. It allows 
us to love, condemn, forgive, hope, dream, or hate with none of the risks these emotions would 
normally imply” (Burroway 2003: 74).
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or the sensation of being breathless.6 Thus it is as if we knew beforehand the 
effects of specific situations without the need of directly experiencing them,7 
and so we practice responding to them in a fast, congruous, functional way,8 
without having to run the risks, at least for the moment, and without having 
to face the consequences we would face in real life.

I don’t need to actually experience something in order to approximately know whether 
it will be more or less a pleasant experience, to discern the best behaviour to adopt or 
to learn a useful trick: it will be enough to go through it narratively. This is one of the 
reasons why, among other things, evolution has led us to feel intense emotion while 
reading a novel. [...] Bodily experience is detached from the immediate perceptive en-
vironment, and is transplanted into a wider horizon where sensations can be activated 
even by linguistic evolution (Berta 2012: 193-194).

The biological function of narrative knowledge is given specifically by the 
repeated experience9 – however indirect but in which we partake even uncon-
sciously with our bodily reactions – of coherent response to specific critical situ-
ations, which generates an actual learning and an automatization of functional 
ways to react to life’s problems, significantly affecting our neural plasticity and 
consequently our behavioural attitude and the way we interact with the world 
and with others (Hebb). Learning through problem simulation does not oc-
cur consciously, but by means of our implicit memory, it is inscribed in the 
consolidation and strengthening of neural connections, it incarnates in our 

6 For an introduction to the theory of mirror neurons see Iacoboni 2008; Rizzolatti, Siniga-
glia, Anderson 2008; Ramachandran 2011. See also Goleman 2006: 41: “Simulating an act is, 
in the brain, the same as performing it, except that the actual execution is somehow blocked”.

7 In Imagination and Knowing: The Shape of Fiction (2020), G. Currie reflects on the relation-
ship between imagination, knowledge, and fiction. Stories possess undeniable epistemic value, 
and imagination plays a central role in understanding fiction and resonating with the characters 
and their experiences, which are perceived as if they were real, without necessarily requiring belief 
in what is being read. In fact, the cognitive value of narrative and the emotional engagement it 
evokes are directly proportional to the degree of accuracy and realism of the characters and the 
context in which they are placed. However, this understanding is often influenced by cultural 
prejudices and stereotypes.

8 “Problems are the strong fil rouge linking the fantasies of the children’s identification game, 
narrative fiction and dreams- they therefore provide a possible hint about a function the three 
things share: they allow us to practice and to train for the great dilemmas of human existence” 
(Gottschall 2013: 67).

9 According to the principles of learning in Hebbs the repeated joint stimulation of two cells 
or groups of neural cells causes a permanent modification. These metabolic changes induce a 
strengthening of synaptic connections such as to determine an increase in the efficiency of neural 
and the consolidation of associative learning. 
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bodies.10 Furthermore, through narrative knowledge, we have the opportunity 
to experiment with the others’ points of view, to reflect on the characters’ states 
of mind, to understand their motivation, to infer their beliefs, the emotions 
and thoughts grounding their actions, even and especially when they appear 
inexplicable or are unexpected and ambiguous (extended empathy, Fuchs 2017). 
We can even imagine what we would have done had we been in their place and 
how we would have perceived the gaze of others on us or the way we would 
have appeared in their eyes (reiterated empathy). Not only, therefore, a train-
ing to respond to life’s critical occurrences, but through narrative knowledge 
and daydreaming we are free to design further developments, draw a different 
outcome, give a new direction to the causal (or casual) chain of events and an 
order to the apparently chaotic jumble of situations. 

This also happens when we narrate autobiographical episodes, giving a unity 
to events often split and unconnected which in the narration that we give a 
posteriori, find a coherent thread to give a sense, mending- especially in the case 
of painful or unexpected events – that lack of sense and coherence that makes 
us feel bewildered and helpless (Damasio 2010). The narrative dimension sides 
with and completes real life, we fantasize about how it would have been if we 
had acted differently, if we had not made a certain choice, if we had met that 
someone or simply if we had arrived earlier, or later, in a given situation. In 
short, we spend a great deal of our time, even unaware, especially when we 
are not concentrated in activities that demand alert and dedicated attention, 
in daydreaming, in re-living circumstances that are significant or inexplicable 
to us, in anticipating situations that worry us, in interpreting other people’s 
behaviour when it appears dubious or inconsistent. In our autobiographical 
narration we recall our past enriching it with mostly erratic details, we tend to 
narrate circumstances in a way which is acceptable to us, rather than holding 
fast to how things really went. We build our identity creating a common thread 
in order to fill with sense all those instances in which we were not able to make 
decisions, in which we let ourselves go or acted under the urge of uncontrolled 
impulse with no regard for consequences. We tend to forget many details that 
hurt us or reveal our weakness, we fictionalize some aspects and embroider on 
some circumstances – which at a closer look are only pure chance – looking 
for hidden meanings that can account for certainly dubious and adventurous, 
or ponderously incongruous choices. The plasticity of memory, with its omis-

10 The brain constantly modifies its models of explanation of reality, depending on whether its 
expectations are confirmed or not met. In particular, in 1985, neuroscientist Gazzaniga studied the 
functioning of a cerebral module in the left hemisphere, the interpreter, which is activated when 
events appear to be inconsistent with respect to the subject’s expectations- solidly grounded on the 
repetitiveness and predictability to which the subject is normally exposed. Through a thorough 
analysis of the causes of the given events, the exception is traced back to normality and so the 
rules are inferred by which events can be explained and assimilated to patterns already known. 
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sions, poetic license, invention, has just the function of making life bearable 
making us feel better and of helping us build an identity that can take into ac-
count and give a reason to changing states of mind, often irreconcilable to each 
other, making us feel the hero, and not a passive spectator, even when we were 
helpless in front of the looming of events. Memory is “an unreliable historian, 
to the service of itself […]. Recollections are often trimmed and remodelled 
by an ego-strengthening inclination blurring the boundaries of past events, 
dampening awareness, and distorting what really happened”.11 By means of 
the narration memories can be communicated, episodic memory gives way to 
semantic memory allowing a condensation of the meaning of one’s life, making 
it generalizable and applicable to different contexts. The presence of the other 
becomes indispensable, it mediates between the Self and one’s own pain,12 it sets 
one free from the isolation by establishing a narrative dialogue in which one is 
emotionally attuned with another, one’s voice takes into account the listener’s 
expression, in turn generating an impression that shapes itself in the mimics 
and in the participated listening. Autobiographical narration, then, has not 
only the function of giving an order to the past, because tracing back a sense 
in apparently disconnected events opens up to a future horizon of possibilities, 
it permits the planning of goals, it can boost an advancement towards personal 
fulfilment and self-expression (Schechtman 1996).13

The symbolic universe also creates an order in the story/ narration. It places all the 
collective events inside a coherent unit including past, present and future. With regards 
to the past, it establishes a “memory” which is shared by all the socialized individuals 
in the group; as far as the future is concerned, it establishes a common framework of 
reference for the projection of individual actions. Thus the symbolic universe binds men 
to their predecessors and to their successors in a significant totality that transcends the 
finiteness of human existence and gives meaning to the death of the individual. All the 
members of a society can now consider themselves as belonging to a system (universe) of 
values, that existed before they were born and will continue to exist after they are dead. 
The empirical community is so transposed on a cosmic level and is made majestically 
independent from the vicissitudes (ups and downs) (travails) of the individual existence 
(Berger, Luckmann 1966: 145-146). 

11 Tavris, Aronson 2007: 6.
12 Haruf 2020: 156-157: “We talked for hours, I had never talked to anyone so much as with 

her, I told her things I had never told anybody, things I didn’t know I thought before hearing 
my voice telling her”.

13 In The Constitution of Selves, Marya Schechtman proposes a narrative approach to personal 
identity, identifying in the subject’s ability to tell a story that brings coherence to past events, the 
possibility of self-articulation. This allows the self, in a responsible manner, to justify and give 
meaning to its actions and values. In this way, even the changes encountered over time – while 
navigating seemingly irreconcilable and shifting states – can be responsibly and coherently traced 
back to a self that constructs its identity by integrating past, present, and future experiences.
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In giving voice to thought we explicit and unravel the inner meaning of our 
life experience to make it comprehensible, the words follow in line, meanings 
are explicit and feed themselves on the need to be heard and shared, thoughts 
are no more condensed and blurred, they don’t move in parallels anymore, 
but prepare a track in order for the listeners to build the sense together with 
us (Smorti 2022). In the act of evoking we make a choice, we decide what is 
relevant and what is not, jumbled memories take on a more rigorous, patterned 
and consistent form and they inevitably become available for the listener to as-
similate them, to make them resound with his inner life, thus building a shared 
cultural heritage that not only enriches the background of experience of the 
interlocutor, but also brings our vision of the future onto a common horizon, 
that is the plan which our present time constantly feeds upon.

So the episodic memory – by analytically keeping track of the specific details of 
past scenarios that can be useful for the future – and the semantic memory – by 
allowing us to tackle new situations using our faculty to grasp common proper-
ties and general patterns indispensable for comprehension and application in 
heterogenous contexts14 – concur to the shaping of the future episodic thought, 
that is to the simulation and the imagination of possible situations likely to occur 
in the course of life. Narration is the indispensable tool through which we can 
bring order in our inner life, we can take hold of our own life, changing even 
painful events into opportunities to discover our own resources and potentiali-
ties, we can re-establish our role as protagonists even in those situations when 
we felt overwhelmed and a prey to events, we can communicate with others 
and we can create a common set of experience, share values, rules, meanings, 
build hypotheses and formulate theories about the surrounding environment 
in order to significantly plan a future in which the others’ presence and the 
emotional resonance are necessary elements (Brison 2023).15

14 According to the “frame” theory by Marvin Minski, the body of our knowledge is not based 
on single concepts, stored in independent compartments, but is based on connections of “concept 
clusters” held together by significant connections. This allows us to make sound decisions rapidly 
when we are confronted with any one of the elements in the framework of reference. “That is 
what the frame theory consists of: when we are confronted with a new situation we select from 
our memory a structure we can call frame. It is an acquired framework of reference that has to 
be adapted to reality, by changing details as needed. A frame is a data structure representing a 
stereotype situation, such as finding oneself in a certain kind of living room, or going to a children 
birthday party” (Minski 1987: 81). 

15 However much traumatic events impose a rupture between past and present, often inhibiting 
the ability to authentically envision a future, the act of bearing witness—restoring meaning to 
what would otherwise remain inexplicable and incommunicable—makes it possible to process 
trauma and comprehend the reality that emerges from it. Specifically, in Aftermath: Violence 
and Remaking of a Self, Susan Brison highlights the role of narration in reintegrating painful 
events into one’s personal history. Through autobiographical storytelling, the pain of what has 
been endured can be transformed into something that can be shared and reworked, allowing 
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By means of the narrative knowledge the equilibrium with the environment 
that has been interrupted by traumatic events can be re-established, or a new 
equilibrium can be built and one’s way of being into the world, the way to ap-
proach things and to establish significant bonds with others can be reconfigured. 
The autobiographical Self and the narrative Self, through a retrospective and 
an introspective reflection, create their own identity, reconciling the need for 
coherence and recognizability with the dynamic and metamorphic change of 
the states that the subject goes through at various stages in life, during which 
he meets everything that is new, different, sometimes bewildering. This allows 
to always redirect one’s actions and planning with the aim of keeping the equi-
librium and of fully expressing oneself, which is possible only if we start from 
the intersubjective link that precedes us and that makes our life significant. 
The subject, though, is not always able to perform complex cognitive tasks, to 
communicate and maintain simple interaction, to reflect upon himself and to 
project into the future, to identify with others, to give a name to the multifarious 
flow of emotions, to achieve a sensory-motor attunement with the interlocutor, 
to transform experience into habit so as not to have to start things over all the 
time. That is the case of people with autism spectrum disorder who, rather than 
experiencing about the world, experience with the world being overwhelmed by 
it, taken into a whirlwind of sensory stimuli without any filter that can keep the 
effects at bay and dampen the inner bewilderment caused by the ever-continuing 
input. Any small detail might question the difficult equilibrium, again and again 
reconfiguring the connections between the self and the environment until a 
sudden movement, a cry, an over-reaction become necessary to discharge the 
unbearable tension and re-establish mastery of one’s own body. The perception 
of the self is in fact merged with what is outside the self, subject and object 
are engaged in a co-compositional dance with the environment, preceding the 
moment of differentiation, from time to time designing new relations.

Autistic people experience the texture of the world (Manning, Massumi 2013), 
rather than picking the insurgence of objects functional to the satisfaction of 
precise needs; the dynamic form fuelling the proto-plasmatic mutability of the 
experiential field wins over the emerging of affordance.16 Not to mention the 
difficulty of grasping the intentions hidden behind the moves, expressions, at-
titudes of other people, of interpreting their behaviour, their gaze, of decoding 
all those implicit and embodied elements that make social exchange precious, 

individuals to accept their vulnerabilities and reconfigure them as opportunities to rebuild their 
identity within a social context.

16 “I have vague recollections of being able to sense the surfaces around me. I have a sketchy 
sense of having been able to sense the wall and changes in its structure where some parts were 
more solid than others. I recall sensing this without looking or using touch, changes such as 
where a door or window broke up or changed the continuity. I recall a sort of ‘resonance’ with 
matter, a kind of non-physical body-mapping” (Williams 1998: 37).



59

all that humorous, sarcastic, metaphorical language, the jokes, the faces, the 
body language. Also the way autistic people think is extremely concrete, bound 
to sensory perception (Temple Grandin speaks of visual thought,17 but ac-
cording to Acanfora there are also tactile, auditory or synaesthetic forms) and 
as a consequence their language often maintains the vividness of the bodily 
sensations it arouses, rather than linearly setting itself to express coherence and 
make hypotheses about reality. The immediate enjoyment of sensory experience 
forbids the layering of habits and the consolidation of a functional response to 
environmental demands; there lacks the introspective attitude that looks back in 
order to make sense of one’s experience of life, and instead we have a persistent 
excitement in which the Self as body-world18 constantly perceives everything 
that comes across; attention dances with/in/towards the organic and inorganic 
elements surrounding and pervading the person.

Thus Donna Williams describes her (aesthetic) experience of objects: 

Most people perceive objects beyond their grainy, sheeny, reflective, flowing, coloured 
or opaque appearances, beyond their smooth, raspy, cold, textured tactile experience, 
beyond the sounds of their chinking, thud-thud, tap-tap surfaces when impacted upon, 
their sweet, or savoury or chemical tastes or smells, their flexibility, solidness or bounce 
when bitten into or impacted upon. Most people experience the object before the art 
of it (Williams 1998: 14). 

The immediacy of the experiential field with which an intensive relation 
is established does not allow the distancing which is necessary to condense 
experience into useful rules to face future situations. Rather than deducing 
common patterns from heterogeneous experience people with neurodiversity 
tend to make photorealistic images of their experience overlap, without being 
able to generalize or to transfer into different contexts the information they 
acquire. And yet autistic people show a remarkable attitude to classification 
and systematization, by means of which they get their bearings in the chaotic 
multiplicity of daily experience and direct their thought and action more func-
tionally, precisely by deducting the repetitiveness of general patterns (if-and-then) 
that can detect deviation from a norm, looking for some coherence that will 
allow the construction of an orderly image of the world (Baron-Cohen 2020). 
Also the ability to recognize emotions (cognitive empathy) and to adequately 

17 Grandin 1995.
18 “Perhaps the feeling comes from a time before words, before thought, before interpretation, 

before competition, before reliance on the conscious mind and before identity, in a time when 
all new experiences are equal in their worth and there is, as yet, no discrimination and no estab-
lished sense of boundaries or hierarchy. This is a time when, without boundaries or restriction, 
one is “the whole world” and everything experienced of that world is an indistinguishable and 
resonant part of one’s self with no need to explore it as a separate entity” (Williams 1998: 12).
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respond, to formulate a moral concept and to express social evaluation appears 
to be hampered when there is a deficit in the theory of mind and in the mir-
ror neurons, while the affective dimension of empathy remains unaffected but 
essentially devoted to environmental elements and to animals, that are simpler 
to decode especially in the essentially physical dimension of their perception. 
Autistic subjects appear to show mostly background feelings such as tension/
relaxation, stability/instability, energy/fatigue, fundamentally tuning with the 
atmosphere they perceive in the surrounding environment, while, as regards 
other people, they can recognize primary and universal emotions, being very 
difficult for them to decipher secondary or social emotions. The difficulty lies 
in the inability to feel emotions as mental private experience (feelings), to con-
sciously elaborate them and to refer them to themselves. In order to do so, in 
fact, consciousness should become extended, autonoetic, and not remain nuclear 
(based on background emotions such as ease/unease, wellbeing/awkwardness), 
it should be able to enter a relation with others based on the maturity of the 
autobiographical Self, it should reflect on one’s own life both introspectively 
and retrospectively, it should be conscious of one’s emotions and elevate them 
from mere chemical and neural response to consciously self-referred feelings,19 
it should specify emotional shades, letting them come to the fore as distinct, 
conscious feeling in contrast with the undefined emotional background.

An altered functioning of the Default Mode Network –  the wide area of 
reciprocal interaction among various brain structures (medial prefrontal cortex, 
posterior cingulate and inferior-parietal cortex, and hippocampus) – in subjects 
with ASD20 appears to hamper not only the ability to reflect on one’s own 
autobiographical experience, on one’s emotions and feelings, on the ability to 
distinctly remember one’s past and to plan the future (episodic memory and 
narration comprehension) by projecting the image of the self and finalizing its 
fulfilment, but it also hampers narrative production, inventiveness, imagina-
tion, fictional play, identification and empathic abilities, creativity, in short all 
of those faculties that underlie the activity of storytelling. The narrating mind, 
as we have seen, can give explanations for facts and can formulate hypotheses 
about reality, it can give an order to experience, and is mostly activated when 
the mind is at rest, free to wander because not engaged in complex tasks (ex-
cluding those regarding social memory or self-narration), we might say when 
we daydream and recall past experiences in order to acquire greater awareness 
and relational competences. But people with ASD struggle to make a physical 
or existential description of themselves, to imagine themselves in the future, 

19 “In order to have knowledge and consciousness, we must “connect” and “refer” objects and 
processes to our organism – to ourselves. We must establish our organism as the supervisor of 
the objects of processes” (Damasio 2021: 141).

20 See Murdaugh, Shinkareva et al. (2012), and Washington, Gordon et al. (2013).
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to recall memories of the past, to grasp what is socially maintained right or 
wrong, desirable or despicable, convenient or inconvenient in relation to diverse 
contexts. It is just when one has to face the procedural and dynamic situations 
of daily life that stories acquire fundamental value: the aesthetic experience of 
the narration allows a safe-distance identification with characters involved in 
ambiguous, unpredictable, obscure, nonsensical situations. Through the narration 
of other people’s stories in verbal or iconic form, people with ASD can experi-
ence storytelling, by means of scripts in a linear and sequential cause-and-effect 
format, improving the management of everyday situations and the identification, 
almost algorithmic, of the meaning of the emotions and intentions underlying 
thoughts, beliefs, actions.

Social stories, comic stripes, computer-based or CAA stories (i.e. Emotiplay) 
offer an archive of stories and operational solutions that free the bodily experience 
from the immediately perceptive aspect, transferring it onto a wider horizon 
where perception is activated by linguistic experience. Narrative Knowledge has 
a great impact on self-awareness and improves relational and social competences; 
social stories (Gray 2010), in particular, clarify the semantic meanings of diverse 
interpersonal contexts that may prove difficult, and explicit the most relevant 
expressions in different contexts, so that the subject can feel more confident 
during interaction. 

In the script of social stories there is no finding fault, giving punishment or 
reward, but, using an impersonal language, the different types of utterance are 
balanced: a prescriptive utterance (what the child must say or do), or a check 
(strategies to understand situations and self-monitor one’s answers) occurs 
every 2-5 descriptive (objective description of the situation) and/or perspective 
utterances (these are used to explicit the other person’s point of view, what he 
feels, how he will react); this will improve comprehension, contextualization, 
abstraction, and generalization onto wider contexts.

Approaching a conclusion, we may say that on one hand narrative knowl-
edge helps to increase self-awareness, on the other hand it directly impacts on 
implicit memory creating the conditions for improved performance through 
verbal or iconic narration of the stories of others. By means of the stories they 
regain possession of their lives and recognize their peculiarities, as it happens 
in the autobiographical narration of autistic people like Grandin, Williams and 
Acanfora21 we have already referred to, in which we gain access to the subjective 

21 “In some instances, thanks to the use of augmented alternative communication (CAA) 
or smartphones and tablets, even people who were thought to be unable to communicate have 
started narrating themselves. We have so discovered how the inner life of an autistic person is 
rich and varied, and that an autistic person can think just like others can, though perceiving the 
world in a different way. Being finally able to communicate their thoughts, these people tell us 
about a new world moving at supersonic speed, about smashing sensory stimuli and about the 
difficulty of following everything without being overwhelmed, […] I have left the order of my 
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point of view of those who live a condition of neurodiversity, and we can take 
a phenomenological perspective that really accounts for the specifications with 
which they perceive themselves, the others and the world, so as to create the 
conditions for a really inclusive community, in which everyone may gradually 
advance towards a complete fulfilment of their potentialities so giving a con-
tribution to everyone’s wellbeing, offering alternative ways to experiment life, 
relations, sensations, encounters.

Quite a different way of conceiving of the Self starts from the fact that self-com-
prehension and self-knowledge, far from being something you are given once and for 
all, are something that you must make your own and that you successfully achieve at 
different degrees. As long as life continues there is no final self-comprehension. And 
the same can be said of what it means to be a Self. The Self is not a thing, it si not 
something fixed and immutable, on the contrary, it is something that evolves. It is a 
result and not a datum. It is something that is achieved through one’s plans and actions 
and cannot therefore be understood independently from self-interpretation. In short, 
you are not a Self, in the same way you are a living organism, and you haven’t got a 
Self just like you have a heart or a nose (Gallagher, Zahavi 2009, 3rd ed. 2021: 306).
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