
 
 
This document has been downloaded from  
TamPub – The Institutional Repository of University of Tampere 
 
 

Publisher's version 
 
 
The permanent address of the publication is 
http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:uta-201601201095 
 
 
 
 
Author(s):   Eiranen, Reetta 
Title:  The Narrative Self : Letters and Experience in Historical 

Research 
Main work:  Private and Public Voices : An Interdisciplinary Approach 

to Letters and Letter Writing 
Editor(s):   Koehler, Karin; McDonal-Miranda, Kathryn 
Year:   2015 
Pages:   77-99 
ISBN:   978-1-84888-335-2 
Publisher:   Inter-Disciplinary Press 
Series and number:  At the Interface 
Discipline:   Philosophy; History and archaeology 
School /Other Unit:  School of Social Sciences and Humanities 
Item Type:   Article in Compiled Work 
Language:   en 
URN:   URN:NBN:fi:uta-201601201095 
Abstract:  I analyse the constructed nature of experience through the 

concepts of immediate experience (Erlebnis) and reflected 
experience (Erfahrung) and suggest that the latter is 
grasped and expressed by narration. I also propose that 
human beings understand themselves and others as well as 
their lived reality and temporality through narration and 
that, in this sense, narration has ontological significance 
for a human being. Human existence is seen as narrating, 
‘being in a story and being as a story’. In this theoretical 
framework, letters can be seen as a form of narrating 
oneself and one’s experience. Writers not only narrate 
themselves but also the other, the recipient, and their 
relationship. I regard letters as ‘writings of the self’ in my 
analysis. They are often fruitful sources for studying 
subjective experiences, but this requires methodological 
rigour. There is always a difference between the self of the 
letter and the lived self. Letters afford a perspective on the 

http://tampub.uta.fi/english/haekokoversio.php?id=1007


person. I test my points in examples from the 
correspondence of two nineteenth century Finnish couples 
belonging to the gentry, the Snellmans and the Castréns. 
These letters illustrate how the writers construct and 
narrate themselves, the other and their romantic 
relationship in this dialogical space. 

Subject:  historical research; experience; letters; narrative; narrative 
ontology; hermeneutics; understanding; biographical 
research 

Additional Information:  First published by the Inter-Disciplinary Press. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All material supplied via TamPub is protected by copyright and other intellectual 
property rights, and duplication or sale of all part of any of the repository collections 
is not permitted, except that material may be duplicated by you for your research use 
or educational purposes in electronic or print form. You must obtain permission for 
any other use. Electronic or print copies may not be offered, whether for sale or 
otherwise to anyone who is not an authorized user. 



7KH�1DUUDWLYH�6HOI��/HWWHUV�DQG�([SHULHQFH�LQ��

+LVWRULFDO�5HVHDUFK�
 

Reetta Eiranen 
 

$EVWUDFW�

My chapter discusses the comprehension of subjective experiences through letters 
in historical research. I approach the issue of the relationship between texts/letters 
and experience/reality by analysing the concepts of experience and narrative/ 
narration. My considerations are rooted in the existentialist and hermeneutical 
traditions. I suggest that human beings are spatiotemporal creatures whose relation 
to their own being and lived reality is understanding. I analyse the constructed nature 
of experience through the concepts of immediate experience (Erlebnis) and reflected 
experience (Erfahrung) and suggest that the latter is grasped and expressed by 
narration. I also propose that human beings understand themselves and others, as 
well as their lived reality and temporality, through narration and that, in this sense, 
narration has ontological significance for a human being. Human existence is seen 
DV�QDUUDWLQJ��µEHLQJ�LQ�D�VWRU\�DQG�EHLQJ�DV�D�VWRU\¶.1 In this theoretical framework, 
letters can be seen as a form of QDUUDWLQJ�RQHVHOI�DQG�RQH¶s experience. Writers not 
only narrate themselves but also the other, the recipient, and their relationship. I 
UHJDUG�OHWWHUV�DV�µZULWLQJV�RI�WKH�VHOI¶�LQ�P\�DQDO\VLV�2 They are often fruitful sources 
for studying subjective experiences, but this requires methodological rigour. There 
is always a difference between the self of the letter and the lived self. Yet, letters 
afford a perspective on the person. I test my points in relation to examples from the 
correspondence of two nineteenth-century Finnish couples belonging to the gentry, 
the Snellmans and the Castréns. These letters illustrate how the writers construct and 
narrate themselves, the other, and their romantic relationship in this dialogical space. 
�

.H\�:RUGV��Historical research, experience, letters, narrative, narrative ontology, 
hermeneutics, understanding, biographical research. 
 

�
 
�� ,QWURGXFWLRQ��

The relationship between letters and experience, as also between texts and lived 
reality, is a complicated issue and an interesting question in the context of historical 
research. Is it possible to avoid reducing the texts to the level of mere discourse, 
without oversimplifying the relations between being, experience, and language?3 
What can the letters actually, or µDXWKHQWLFDOO\¶��WHOO�DEout the writer or the recipient? 
Relying on the existential and hermeneutical traditions, I try to clarify these issues 
by contemplating the concepts of experience and narrative/narration. My aim is not 
to engage in philosophical research as such, but rather to find useful tools and 
approaches for historical research by interpreting and shaping these ideas.  
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This chapter suggests that narration and construction of oneself DQG� RQH¶s 
experience have a crucial role in human existence, and that human beings understand 
themselves, others, and their lived reality through narration. Letters can be seen as a 
form of self-narration. This self-narration takes place in a dialogical space with the 
other, the recipient. The writers narrate themselves but also each other and their 
UHODWLRQVKLS��/HWWHUV��ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�µZULWLQJV�RI�WKH�VHOI¶��DUH�HVSHFLDOO\�

interesting sources when one tries to grasp the subjective experiences of people of a 
bygone age.4 

I illustrate and test my points in relation to concrete historical research, through 
examples from the letters of two nineteenth-century Finnish gentry couples, Jeanette 
and J.V. Snellman, and Natalia and M.A. Castrén. The examples belong to the 
romantic letter writing tradition, and the writers construct themselves, each other, 
and their relationship in relation to the ideals and expectations attributed to a 
romantic relationship and marriage. 

These preliminary considerations are part of my forthcoming doctoral 
dissertation, which focuses on a network of women and men of the gentry who were 
involved in the nineteenth-century Finnish nationalistic project, known as the 
Fennoman movement, and who were, moreover, connected to each other by close 
bonds of love, kinship, and friendship. In my doctoral research, I explore how the 
personal relationships and the ideological project intertwined and how they affected 
each other. My approach is biographical, and I am particularly interested in 
analysing the subjective experiences of these people through their private 
correspondence. 

 
�� 1DUUDWLYH�6HOI�DQG�([SHULHQFH�

As stated above, the question of interest here is how the connection between the 
letters/texts and experience/reality of the writer is established. The Finnish historian 
and scholar of letters Maarit Leskelä-Kärki formulates the issue as follows: 

 
If we assume that the world is constructed in language, that all 
texts are always mediated and that only through language we can 
give meaning to the world, can we then say that we reach 
something that is real and genuine and something that concerns 
experience?5 

 
Many scholars hold that letters and lived reality have a connection, however 
obscure.6 I agree, and doubt that I should otherwise be interested in studying letters.  

The first step on the route between letters/texts and experience/reality in this 
chapter is to make some claims regarding the being of a human being, relying on the 
existential tradition.7 First, human beings are always already in a time and a place, 
thus they are spatiotemporal creatures. Second, understanding is part of the being of 
a human being. These claims are intertwined: we can say that human beings 
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XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW� WKH\�DUH�µWKHUH¶��7heir relation to their lived reality and their own 
being is one of understanding.8 

I propose that being is constructed into experience through understanding. With 
a conceptual distinction between immediate experience and reflected experience, it 
is possible to sketch the constructed nature of experience. This difference is often 
expressed with the help of the German concepts of Erlebnis and Erfahrung. 
Experience is not seen as a self-evident category, but neither are expressions of it 
reduced to the level of mere discourse or text, without a connection to the lived 
reality.9 

Following previous interpretations of the works of the German nineteenth-
century philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, we can say that immediate experience 
(Erlebnis��LV�µWKH�OHYHO�of experience where the experiencing subject and the content 
of the experience are one¶.10 It is immediate consciousness, and the world is present 
for us in it. Immediate experience belongs to the pre-conscious sphere, and not even 
human beings themselves can grasp their immediate experience conceptually.11 This 
immediate experience might even be dubbed existence. In comparison, a rock does 
not exist, it merely is. The world is not present for a rock, which does not understand 
that it is.12 

Reflected experience (Erfahrung), on the other hand, is the form of experience 
we can grasp. It is immediate experience that has been conceptualised. It belongs to 
WKH�UHIOHFWLYH�VSKHUH�DQG�KDV�EHHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV�µD�VHFRQG�OHYHO�H[SHULHQFH¶.13 Thus, 
it is influenced by language. We might further assume that our lived reality is 
constructed through our experience in both of its forms. 

If human beings are necessarily spatiotemporal creatures, we can argue that this 
also conditions their understanding. Our understanding is bound to temporality and 
to a point of view, and if being becomes experiencing through understanding, then 
our experiencing, too, is temporal.14 I further claim that narration belongs to human 
existence. It connects two key features of the human being: understanding and 
temporality. Thus, narrating and experience are also connected. 

In Paul Ric°XU¶s philosophy, temporality is bound together with narrativity, and 
their relationship is reciprocal. He takes µWHPSRUDOLW\�WR�EH�WKDW�VWUXFWXUH�RI�H[LVWHQFH�

that reaches language in narrativity and narrativity to be the language structure that 
has temporDOLW\� DV� LWV� XOWLPDWH� UHIHUHQW¶�15 Ric°ur makes a distinction between 
objective and subjective time, in other words, between universal and experienced 
time. Human time, the experienced time, is constituted through narrative. A narrative 
articulates the experience of time and brings time into language; through narrative, 
we understand the temporality of our own being.16 

In order to understand the structure of narrative, we have to analyse the concept 
of emplotment. Plot gathers together multiple and heterogeneous elements, 
mediating between them and the unified story.17 This PHDQV�WKDW�µHPSORWPHQW is a 
synthesis of the KHWHURJHQHRXV¶.18 Gathering multiple and heterogeneous elements 
µLQWR�D�VLQJOH�VWRU\�PDNHV�WKH�SORW�WRWDOLW\�ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�VDLG�WR�EH�DW�RQFH�FRQFRUGDQW�
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DQG�GLVFRUGDQW¶�19 )URP�WKH�WHPSRUDO�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��FRPSRVLQJ�D�VWRU\�LV�µGUDZLQJ�D�
configuration out of a VXFFHVVLRQ¶�20 The understanding of this composition happens 
through the act of following a story.21 The narrative does not need to be 
chronological or coherent, but it has to be sensible and meaningful. Contradictory 
elements are comprehensible as parts of the emplotted ensemble.22 The 
heterogeneous elements of the narrative are understood in relation to the other 
elements and the narrative whole. The concept of emplotment is often associated 
with the study of fictional narratives, but it can be utilised in analysing narratives of 
lived reality, too. 

The narrative model can also be applied to the question of identity. It suggests 
that human beings construct themselves as stories. Our narrative understanding of 
ourselves affords us the opportunity to avoid the FKRLFH�EHWZHHQ�µVKHHU�FKDQJH�DQG�

DEVROXWH�LGHQWLW\¶� The narrative identity lies between them.23 6XEMHFWLYLW\�LV�µQHLWKHU�
an incoherent series of events nor an immutable substantiality, impervious to 
HYROXWLRQ¶�24 5LF°XU� GLIIHUHQWLDWHV� between character as a sedimented and rather 
stable part of the identity (sameness, idem) and one¶s ability to keep a promise 
(selfhood, ipse). The latter can be interpreted as permanence over time based on 
RQH¶V�FKRLFH�RU�ZLOO. We can argue that narrative identity mediates between these 
two aspects of identity. As in the general analysis of emplotment, in self-construction 
a narrative is a totality which can bear heterogeneous elements within itself, 
simultaneously discordant and concordant. It enables interplay between innovation 
and sedimentation through reinterpretation. The narratives we have adopted form a 
context for our will and our choices. Human beings are not completely free but not 
completely fixed either. A narrative offers an opportunity to think about an open-
ended and dynamic process of self-construction, in which the choices are in principle 
free but still contextualised.25 

The concept of narrative can also help us clarify the structure of our 
understanding. Following SKLORVRSKHUV�3DXO�5LF°XU�DQG�+DQV-Georg Gadamer, we 
can argue that human understanding has the form of a hermeneutical circle.26 
Ric°ur, drawing from Aristotle, argues that every narrative is a Mimesis, an 
imitation of human action. He divides the Mimesis into three parts. Mimesis I refers 
to pre-understanding in everyday life and to the narrative nature of experience. It is 
the general capacity of language to express action symbolically and temporally.27 In 
Gadamerian terms, human beings have a horizon of understanding which includes 
pre-judgements (Vorurteil). They always have a pre-understanding, since they are 
already in the world and in the cultural tradition.28 

Ric°XU¶V�Mimesis II is the actual level of configuring the (textual) narrative, 
where the emplotment takes place. Mimesis III, refiguration, is the level where the 
reader appropriates the narrative into her own lived reality. The life and the story are 
intertwined in the act of reading. Refiguration is the equivalent in the Ric°urian 
framework of *DGDPHU¶V� IXVLRQ� RI� KRUL]RQV�� ,Q� WKH� SURFHVV� RI� DSSURSULDWLRQ, 
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Gadamer claims, the horizon of the reader is modified, but the place of the text within 
the tradition also changes.29 
7KH� 5LF°XULDQ� PRGHO� ZRXOG� VXJJHVW� WKDW� QDUUDWLRQ� LV� DW� WKH� YHU\� FRUH� RI�

understanding. The narrative and the act of emplotment connect understanding and 
temporality. We can even argue that ZH�SXW�DOO� WKH� µLQSXW¶��experiences and lived 
reality, in relation to our existing horizon or pre-understanding through narration, 
and the pre-understanding changes in the process. 

Tontti interprets�� µwe understand the world, others and ourselves through 
narratives that we tell others and ourVHOYHV¶�30 The human existence is narrating, 
µEHLQJ�LQ�D�VWRU\�DQG�EHLQJ�DV�D�VWRU\¶.31 Narration mediates between universal time 
DQG� WKH� KXPDQ� EHLQJ¶s own experience of time, between the human being and 
herself, and between the human being and her lived reality. Narratives are 
ontologically significant for human existence.32 

It seems, however, that narrated experience is somehow always in the past, and 
I suggest that there is a temporal difference between immediate experience and 
reflected experience. Immediate experience is invariably connected to the present. 
When we try to catch it reflectively and to express it in language, it has already 
escaped to the past. It is impossible to catch the now. Narration appears to be targeted 
towards something that is not strictly speaking present. There is so much in every 
moment, in all the immediate experiencing, that it is impossible to empty it with 
language or with any mode of expression. And this is why reflected experience 
belongs temporally to the past.33 

The ability to share experience is also important. Dilthey, for instance, proposes 
that expressions of life can be brought into a common sphere and thereby shared 
with others and understood. Dilthey holds that language is the most important means 
of expressing one¶s inner world.34 GaGDPHU� HYHQ� VWDWHV� WKDW� µEHLQJ� WKDW� FDQ� EH�
XQGHUVWRRG�LV�ODQJXDJH¶�35 Reflected experience seems to meet these criteria. We can 
express it with language and narrate it to ourselves and to others. Even though 
language is usually the most explicit way of sharing experience, and the way of 
sharing experience in which historical research is most interested, I assume that 
experience can also be expressed in different forms, such as visual art or music. 
Bringing meanings and experiences into a common sphere is to construct the shared, 
social reality together. That is where understanding the other takes place. 

There has been a tradition of considering immediate experience to be more 
authentic than experience couched in language. I certainly believe that 
conceptualisation and language affect the experience. When something is revealed, 
something else is hidden, we could say ± in the spirit of Heidegger¶s conception of 
truth as aletheia, which roughly means that truth discloses, but also suggests that 
while something is revealed some other aspects of the phenomenon in question are 
concealed. When one expresses one¶s experience in language, something of the 
immediate experience is hidden under the story told. Nevertheless, in its own way it 
also enriches the experience.  
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So far, this chapter has suggested that human beings cannot conceptualise their 
immediate experience that language is an important way of expressing one¶s 
experience to others, and that narration is ontologically significant within human 
existence. It seems that we are bound to narration and can find no authenticity 
beyond it ± at least not in a form that can be couched in language. Written language 
always has its connection to both immediate experience and reflected experience, 
due to the constructed nature of experiencing. These questions concerning the 
relation between language and experience apply equally to spoken and written 
language, and also equally to present and past. 

It also appears that the phenomena we call human and cultural stem from the 
human ability to express and share experience ± that is, (at least mainly) from 
UHIOHFWHG�H[SHULHQFH��,PPHGLDWH�H[SHULHQFH�PLJKW�EH�PRUH�µDXWKHQWLF¶��LI�ZH�DUH�WR�

talk in these terms, in the sense that it is closer to pure being. However, is pure being 
what historical research is interested in? I think not, because historical research seeks 
to comprehend human beings in their social, cultural and temporal lived reality.  
  
��� /HWWHUV�DV�3ODFHV�RI�1DUUDWLRQ�

Above I discussed narration of oneself, the other, and experience/reality on a 
general level. Next, I examine special methodological issues concerning letters in 
the light of this ontological and theoretical framework. Letters, like other material 
used in historical research, can be considered evidence. They are traces of the past, 
produced by phenomena that are no longer within the reach of our consciousness.36 
Letters, however, are also narratives. They can be seen as a form of narration and 
construction of the story and the past which constitutes D�SHUVRQ¶V�self. They are 
small stories and episodes forming part of the bigger story (of the life story, some 
might say).37 

There is a temptation to think that letters are somehow a PRUH�µDXWKHQWLF¶�IRUP�

of writing than many others. Yet, they are pieces of writing composed in a certain 
context with certain motivations ± and within a certain language system. The lived 
reality of the writer must be carefully taken into account in historical research. 
Narration LV� QHYHU� µSXUH¶�� EHFDXVH� WKH� KXPDQ� EHLQJ� LV� DOUHDG\� LQ� WKH� ZRUOG��
Nevertheless, it appears that letters possess certain traits that make them especially 
interesting sources in research which seeks to grasp the subjective experiences, 
feelings, and thoughts of people of the past.  
/HWWHUV�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�µSODFHV�IRU�VHOI-UHIOHFWLRQ¶�IRU�WKH�ZULWHU in particular can 

offer a deep and personal point of view on the person.38 Letters and diaries, like 
memoirs and autobiographies, can EH�VHHQ�DV�IRUPV�RI�µZULWLQJV�RI�WKH�VHOI¶, that is, 
as forms of self-narration. µ:ULWLQJV�RI�WKH�VHOI¶�FDQ�RIIHU�WKH�ZULWHU�D�SODFH�LQ�ZKLFK�
to constitute, and reflect on, her identity. The popularity of texts of this kind 
increased remarkably during the nineteenth century.39 Connections between writing, 
subjective experience and identity were formed in this cultural context. The ideal of 
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a self-reflective subject was rising, as was the YDOXH� RI� WKH� µSXEOLFO\� SHUIRUPHG�

VHOI¶�40 
One feature that makes letters interesting in relation to the aim of analysing the 

subjective experiences of the writer is that, like diaries, they are usually temporally 
closer to the actual life lived than many other forms of µwritings of the self¶. Letters 
and diaries are often concerned with situations, events, and experiences which are 
current to the writer or which occurred in the very near past. Also, letters and diaries 
DUH�IRUPV�RI�µHYHU\GD\�ZULWLQJ¶��µIDVW�UHSRUWV¶�LQ�D�VHQVH��ZKHUHDV�DXWRELRJUDSKLHV�

or memoires aim at a larger, consciously produced, narrative whole, forming a 
coherent narration out of a life story. Some scholars even claim that people writing 
letters often react quite spontaneously to things in their lived present. Hence, letters 
not consciously written for posterity may be fruitful sources for historical research. 
Other forms of µwritings of the self¶, written after a long interval, may be composed 
more consciously. Yet, all µwritings of the self¶, like any text, are, I presume, 
inevitably affected by cultural conventions and practices.41 

Letters are considered a private form of writing. The difference between public 
and private writing has not always been as clear-cut as it is nowadays. Even though 
the epistolary culture of the nineteenth century was already quite privatised, some 
letters may have been more public than others. Especially family letters, through 
which people could communicate their news to many relatives at once, were often 
shared or read aloud.42 It appears that letters in the romantic letter writing tradition 
were more private. They were used by two people to express affection and strengthen 
their relationship. Likewise, in letters written to close friends one can find requests 
not to show the letter to any other person or even to burn the letter after it has been 
read.43 

The question of the public/private nature of a text, or µwritings of the self¶, is 
obviously connected to the question of their intended audience. The only intended 
reader of a diary might be the writer; memoirs and autobiographies are often directed 
to a wider audience, in keeping with their more public nature. The audience of the 
letter, however, is the recipient. In letters, the writer is narrating herself and her 
experience as she wishes, and she can recount it to a certain recipient or audience. 

To a different recipient, the writer might well recount herself differently.44 
Tom Villis¶�chapter in this volume raises the question of whether privacy actually 

UHVWRUHV�VRPH�NLQG�RI�µDXWKHQWLFLW\¶�WR�WKH�OHWWHU��µ:KR�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH�SULYDWH�VHOI�

LV�PRUH�UHDO�WKDQ�WKH�SXEOLF�RQH"¶, he asks. Does the private letter written to a friend 
ZKLOH�KHDYLO\�GUXQN�UHYHDO�D�PRUH�µUHDO¶�SHUVRQ�WKDQ�D�FDUHIully considered public 
text?45 In the context of romantic letters, we might easily assume that the writing is 
guided by an attempt to impart a good impression of oneself to the loved one. It is 
always important to analyse the context and motivations of the writer, and to 
combine and compare different kinds of evidence if possible. We might assume that 
in the context of drunkenness, a person narrates herself or himself differently than 
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in the context of sobriety. Private and public texts alike reveal something about the 
person, and they offer different angles on her or him.46 

The dialogical and reciprocal nature of letters is also of utmost importance. 
Letters FDQ�IRUP�µDV�VSHFLDO�VSDFH�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�VHOI�LV�FRQVWUXFWHG�DQG�VKDSHG�LQ�D�
FRQWLQXLQJ�GLDORJXH¶� ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK� WKH�FRQFHSW�RI� µUHODWHGQHVV�RI�
LGHQWLW\¶�47 µ0XWXDO� FRUUHVSRQGHQFH� FRQVWLWXWHV� D�PHDQV�ERWK� WR�QDUUDWH� RXUVHOYHV�
DQG� WR� EH� QDUUDWHG� E\� RWKHUV¶�� /HVNHOl-Kärki writes.48 Ric°ur states that we 
constantly reinterpret narrative identit\�µLQ�WKH�OLJKW�RI�QDUUDWLYHV�SURSRVHG�WR�XV�E\�
RXU�FXOWXUH¶�49 We might also think that the person who is writing letters to us, and 
who narrates us in them, µSURSRVHV�XV�QDUUDWLYHV¶��ZKLFK� WKHQ�FDQ�VKDSH�RXU�RZQ�
composition of our story ± that is of ourselves. The writer of the letter constructs and 
narrates the other, the recipient, as well as herself, and in addition to this, the 
relationship between herself and the other. 

The narrating of relationships LQ� OHWWHUV� FDQ� EH� FRQQHFWHG� WR� 6KXKXD� &KHQ¶V�
argument that the qiaopi letters written by Chinese emigrants were narrations of 
µKRPH¶�� FUHDWHG� E\� SHRSOH� ZKR� ZHUH� DZD\� IURP� KRPH� IRU� decades. In Chen¶s 
example, the emigrant Zeng constructs his idea of home through the letters written 
to his family and, in a sense, constructs home as a relationship with them.50 The idea 
of narrating and constructing one¶s reality and relations in letters may be useful when 
analysing different concepts and experiences in human life. 

Overall, we are facing the question of the context and motivations of writing, 
which includes the issues of temporal closeness/distance, spontaneity/consciousness 
and private/public. It can be claimed that it is only possible to talk about the people 
of the letters, not the actual people. LHWWHUV�GR�QRW�µDXWKHQWLFDOO\¶�WHOO�XV�RI�WKH�SHRSOH�
or their feelings as such, but they offer one perspective on the person. People 
structure their experiences into stories that are understandable to themselves and to 
others. However, those stories are not in any way comprehensive or whole, let alone 
perfect. We have to accept that the people we are studying may have told themselves 
in other terms in different material.51 We have to try to find the narratives that are 
relevant to the questions that interest us.  
 
��� 7KH�6QHOOPDQV��(SLVWRODU\�2SHQLQJV�

Next, I want to explore how epistolary material can be analysed, by reading it 
through the theoretical considerations presented above. In my examples, I will study 
the construction of the self and the other in the framework of romantic relationships, 
through the correspondences of two gentry couples, the Snellmans and the Castréns, 
who lived in mid-nineteenth-century Finland.52 The men in these couples were 
actively involved in the Finnish nationalistic project known as the Fennoman 
movement. 

I will begin by exploring the question of self-narration, or construction of 
identity, as seen in the letters written by Jeanette Snellman (1828-1857). I will show 
that re-QDUUDWLRQ�RSHQV�XS�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�UHFRQVWUXFW�µQHZ�UHIOHFWLYH�LQVLJKWV�DQG�
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viewpoints¶.53 I wish to illustrate how telling and retelling layers the experience. 
Applying the theoretical framework presented above, we can argue that the writer of 
a letter is in a hermeneutical circle. First, the writing of the letter is conditioned by 
the pre-understanding of the writer. Second, the actual act of writing is a means of 
narrating and constructing one¶s experience. Third, the letter offers an opportunity 
for self-reflection. The writer can examine the narrated experience anew, and this 
affords an opportunity for new interpretations and self-understanding, bringing us 
back to the beginning of the circle. 

Jeanette Snellman was married to the Finnish philosopher J. V. Snellman (1806-
1881), who was one of the leaders of the Finnish nationalistic movement. Her 
husband, who was twenty-two years older, had strong ideals about building the 
Finnish nation, and about women and family as part thereof. Jeanette was withdrawn 
and shy, and communication between the couple was difficult. They had also 
experienced drama during their courtship in the summer of 1845, when the then 
seventeen-year-old Jeanette had accepted the proposal of marriage, then withdrawn 
her consent, and asked for forgiveness three times. These problems cast a shadow 
over the spousal relationship. The Snellmans addressed the issues in letters written 
during the husband¶s travels. For Jeanette, letters provided a space in which she 
could ponder on her experiences and feelings; new insights emerged through written 
reflection. 

While her husband was away, Jeanette spent the summers at Iisalmi vicarage, as 
a guest of the family of vicar Frosterus. She had lost her own mother when she was 
only thirteen years old and found a substitute mother figure in the vicar¶s wife, 
Nanny Frosterus, whom she called µ$XQW¶� LQ� KHU� OHWWHUV�� 7KLV� ZDV� LPSRUWDQW� IRU�

Jeanette, who had been somewhat lonely during her youth. From Aunt Frosterus, she 
received comfort and acceptance she had not experienced in years. 

Jeanette began to reflect on the meaning of her own motherlessness, and it 
appears that this was due to changes in her lived reality. Letters provided new writing 
opportunities, circumstances in Iisalmi vicarage differed from those of her normal 
daily life, and a close relationship had evolved between her and Aunt Frosterus. 
Now, two years after the engagement, Jeanette found an explanation for her conduct 
during the summer of 1845 in her motherlessness. She reflected on the past and had 
profound regrets. She begged her husband for forgiveness, writing.  

 
[...] I just wish you could forget everything, I did not do it out of 
spite, but out of stupidity and childishness, since I did not have a 
Mother who would have warned me, as so many others did.54 

  
The situation had been difficult for the young girl, who had had no-one to advise 
her. In addition, there was another suitor in the picture, and Snellman¶s ideals about 
marriage and the role of woman were demanding. 
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Writing letters enabled Jeanette to reflect on her past anew, and the support she 
received from Aunt Frosterus made her realise that motherlessness was a key issue 
in the problems experienced during 6QHOOPDQ¶V courtship. It might be said that the 
new situation changed Jeanette¶s pre-understanding, so that she found new ways of 
narrating herself and her past. In the letters, she narrates new sense and meaning into 
the events of the summer of 1845. Thus, she adds new aspects and interpretations to 
the past, rendering it comprehensible in the present. This new interpretation of the 
past became a part of the narrative that constituted her and a part of her new pre-
understanding. 

Two years later, in 1849, Jeanette returned to the vicarage of Iisalmi. She still 
took up the subject of the courtship in her letters to her husband, but there was a new 
element in them, since now she also linked her motherlessness to her reticence. In 
the summer of 1847, Jeanette could not yet answer her husband¶s question about 
why she was so quiet. She said that she did not know, but she hoped that with God¶s 
help it would change.55 1RZ�VKH�H[SODLQHG��µ>«@ I did not have a Mother in whom 
I could have confided and instead I had to carry everything inside me, since I did not 
KDYH�DQ\RQH�HOVH�¶56 

After a few years, in the 1850s, Jeanette took up the subject of her motherlessness 
underlying her problems again, and it seems to have become a solid explanation in 
her life¶s narrative. Now she reflected on her childhood in general: 

 
During my childhood so many things that should have been done 
were neglected, in a way that during the very years when I would 
have needed it the most, I was left without a Mother, and since I 
did not have any motherly friend whom I could have turned to, I 
became so reticent, and now it is harder to make it better.57 

 
Interpretations of life change over time.58 This is rendered possible by the new 

experiences that affect and alter our pre-understanding. In Jeanette¶s letters, her 
reflections and interpretations of the mother-theme evolve over the years, which 
constitutes an example of how narration and reflection layer experience. It does not 
necessarily mean that these interpretations are artificial or untrue, but that they are 
true from the perspective of the SHUVRQ¶V�current pre-understanding and narrative. 
They explain and structure the SHUVRQ¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�SDVW�± in other words, the 
self. 

The effect of the letters, and RI� KHU� KXVEDQG¶V� H[SHFWDWLRQV� on Jeanette was 
significant. Their correspondence might be an extreme example of how narration 
and construction of the other are conducted in letter writing. An important factor was 
that the letters were exchanged between a married couple.  

In the nineteenth-century context, the husband was usually the stronger and older 
party in the marriage; he had power to shape his wife¶s identity. Many women were 
actually looking for an advisor in life. ,Q� WKH� 6QHOOPDQV¶� FRUUHVSRQGHQFH, an 
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important theme was the husband¶s aim to shape Jeanette into an ideal wife, an aim 
which was connected to his nationalistic thinking. The most important task of the 
wife was to create a peaceful and loving home for her husband and children, 
regardless of possible economic hardships. She was to be an understanding and 
cultivated companion for her husband, interested in the common good for which the 
husband was striving. At the same time, the power structure of marriage, in which 
she was the subordinate, had to be maintained.59 

In her letters, Jeanette narrates herself in relation to these expectations. She 
expresses her gratitude to her husband, who had transformed her, µcreated a new 
Person of her¶.60 The man had guided her to a road which earlier was unknown to 
her.61 She directly expressed KHU� GHVLUH� µWR� EHFRPH� MXVW� OLNH� \RX� ZURWH¶�62 Even 
though Jeanette expressed this strong urge in the letters, it appears that she could 
never fully satisfy her husband¶s demands. This was partly because Snellman was 
so exacting that it would have been virtually impossible to satisfy him, and partly 
because Jeanette¶s background, with scanty education and a lonely youth, did not 
offer a very good starting point for becoming the cultivated and adept ideal spouse. 
The development of the mother-theme in Jeanette¶V letters can be seen as an attempt 
to account for the diffiFXOWLHV�HQFRXQWHUHG�LQ�PHHWLQJ�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V requirements. 
In a way, the epistolary Jeanette was narrated according to the husband¶s wishes by 
both spouses, while the lived reality fell short of the epistolary ideal. 

As Leskelä-.lUNL�ZULWHV��µOHWWHUV�GR�RIIHU�D�GLIIHUHQW�YHQXH�IRU�UHODWLRQVKLSV�WKDQ�
do face-to-IDFH�HQFRXQWHUV¶�63 For the Snellmans, letters were an important place for 
constructing their relationship, since they had problems communicating with one 
another face-to-face. The open epistolary Jeanette differed from the withdrawn 
Jeanette of the lived reality, and only in letters could she really express herself, to 
both her husband and her friends. The husband felt that only from her letters could 
he learn what Jeanette thought and felt. This situation also created uncertainty 
between the two spouses: it seems that Snellman was unsure of his wife¶s feelings 
towards him, which had ramifications for the FRXSOH¶V�OLIH. However, in letters, they 
narrated their feelings into being and into the awareness of the other, and this was 
very important for both of them. On the other hand, even though the letters were full 
of anxiety, the lived reality may have been different. It might be that the space of 
self-reflection opened up by the letters tempted the writers to address the issues 
which in everyday life would have remained beneath the surface. 
 
��� 7KH�&DVWUpQV��(SLVWRODU\�,GHDOLVDWLRQV�

The correspondence of the Castréns illustrates especially how a couple constructs 
and even idealises itself. In January 1850, nineteen-year-old Natalia Tengström 
(1830-1881; Castrén after her marriage) became engaged to the celebrated linguist 
and explorer, M. A. Castrén (1813±1852). Castrén was to be the first professor of 
the Finnish language and literature, and he had built a reputation by travelling in 
Russia, especially in Siberia, studying kindred languages of Finnish. The couple 
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became engaged in January 1850, and they corresponded during their engagement 
from February to September whenever they were separated. They married in October 
of the same year.64 
'XULQJ� WKH� &DVWUpQV¶� HQJDJHPHQW�� OHWWHUV� ZHUH� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� PHDQV� RI�

communicating feelings and discussing the future, as well as the expectations they 
had of each other as spouses. The opportunity to construct their relationship through 
correspondence must have been important to them, as shortly after the engagement 
0��$��&DVWUpQ¶s scientific work took him to St. Petersburg for some time. The letters 
offered a place to consolidate the newly established relationship.  

As in the case of the Snellmans, the man expressed his expectations more openly, 
and M. A. Castrén¶s wishes for his future wife were similar to Snellman¶s. The 
woman should be modest and kindhearted; these were common ideals in nineteenth-
century Europe��DV��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�+HDWKHU�0RVHU�DQG�$PDQGD�.HOOH\¶V�chapter in this 
volume, they already had been in ancient Rome.65 The Fennomans also expected a 
wife to be capable of comprehending her husband¶s virtuous political activities. 
/HWWHUV�ZHUH�QRW�RQO\�D�PHDQV�IRU�DUWLFXODWLQJ�RQH¶V�RZQ�expectations, but also 

IRU�H[SUHVVLQJ�RQH¶V�FRQFHUQV�DERXW� WKH�RWKHU¶s impressions. Natalia was worried 
that her betrothed perceived her in too idealistic a light, and she tried to modify some 
of his expectations.  

 
[...] How can I be so fine and good as I both should and want to 
be, I am so childish, unwise and impatient. Yes, God grant that I 
could make you as happy as you wish, and I wish that from all of 
my heart; but then you cannot either make too great demands of 
me, you do not know how inept I am! I am really ashamed of 
myself sometimes.66 

 
Natalia tries to give a more realistic picture of herself or even deprecates herself. 
This, of course, needs to be seen in light of the contemporary rhetoric, customs, and 
expectations, which prescribed that a good woman was modest. Judging from her 
letters, it is obvious that Natalia was anxious about marriage ± not because she did 
not love her future husband, but rather because of the enormous change it would 
bring in her life.67 
,Q� WKH�&DVWUpQV¶�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH, the couple¶s emotional bond was narrated in 

relation to the nationalistic ideals concretely embodied by the KXVEDQG¶s scientific 
work. Patriotism, science pursued for Finland, and the future spouse merged into an 
idealistic whole, for which both partners should be ready to sacrifice themselves.  

Castrén constructed himself as an ideal man, with grand plans and ambitions for 
the common good. He would not give up these aims even for Natalia, and he needed 
a woman who would never ask him to do so. He believed that he had found her. He 
ZURWH�WKDW�1DWDOLD�µZRXOG�UDWKHU�VXIIHU�WKH�ZRUVW�ZLWK�PH�WKDQ�PDNH�PH�EHWUD\�WKH�

cause of science and the fatherland¶.68 Castrén appears to have been quite convinced 
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of his own importance, and to his betrothed he emphasised the difficulties he had 
had to endure in his life. He even implied that he thought that 1DWDOLD¶V�ORYH�ZDV�

*RG¶V�reward for his efforts.69 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\� HQRXJK�� µWKH� IRXQGLQJ� IDWKHUV¶ of Finnish nationalism also 

confirmed that Natalia¶s personality was ideal for a man like Castrén. He wrote: 
 

I have loved in you the glad temperament, the warm heart, the high 
feeling for truth, for knowledge, for the fatherland, for everything 
noble and good, and You have, according to what both Snellman, 
Runeberg and my own conscience tell, You have loved in me the 
spirit that has shown to be ready, according to its measure, to be 
roused for everything true and noble.70 

 
As CastréQ¶V�OHWWHU�VKRZV��LW�ZDV�LPSRUWDQW�WKDW�WKH\�ORYHG�HDFK�Rther for the right 
reasons. Thus, their relationship was based on the proper motives, and they were 
living up to the ideals. 

The man¶V�WDVN�ZDV�WR�µPDNH�KLPVHOI¶ and be respected by other men; the woman 
had to be sure of his ability to do so when choosing a spouse.71 While constructing 
Natalia as the ideal woman, Castrén was also constructing himself as the ideal man 
± otherwise Natalia would not have chosen him. The husband was strengthening his 
own identity as a virtuous and unselfish man by constructing the wife as an ideal 
woman, whom he ± being such a man ± would need by his side. The identities and 
ideals of the husband and the wife were mutually dependent: a certain kind of man 
QHHGHG�D�FHUWDLQ�NLQG�RI�ZRPDQ�DQG�YLFH�YHUVD��7KLV�µUHODWHGQHVV�RI�LGHQWLW\¶ can 
DOVR�EH�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�6QHOOPDQV¶ correspondence.72 

If we want to add one more twist to this line of thought, we can also consider 
Natalia¶s efforts to reduce the man¶s expectations from a new perspective. It seems 
that she did not completely agree with the ideal picture he painted of her. However, 
it might be that by expressing and narrating herself modestly, she was merely 
meeting the expectation of female modesty, thereby proving herself worthy of the 
praise after all. 

The Castréns¶ marriage lasted for only one and a half years due to M.A. Castrén¶s 
untimely death. Natalia was only twenty-one years old when she was widowed. For 
many years she fell under the shadow of sorrow, and in her letters to her sister she 
H[SUHVVHG�KHU�DQ[LHW\�LQ�VWURQJ�ZRUGV��µ0\�MR\�RI�OLIH�LV�JRQH��,�FDQQRW�be happy any 
morH¶��VKH�ZURWH�73 She described her loss as irreplaceable, and never remarried.74 

However, it appears that there is a difference between recounting sadness and 
being sad. The solution might be found in the temporal structure of the human 
existence. Being sad, or existing in a state of sadness, belongs temporally to the 
present, but the recounted feeling of sadness belongs temporally to the past. The 
present, the immediate experience, cannot be recounted. Once it is told, it has already 
receded to the past. 
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Natalia held dear the memory of her late husband, idealised the man and the 
marriage, and described their love in words that would put any other relationship in 
the shade. She wrote that during their short marriage she had experienced more 
KDSSLQHVV�WKDQ�PDQ\�GLG�GXULQJ�WKH�ORQJHVW�RI�PDUULDJHV��µ>«@ it may be that nobody 
has had so many big, beautiful, lovely and happy memories to reminisce and to live 
for as I do >«@¶�75 

In her writing, the nationalistic idea and the memory of the husband, his career 
and goals, seem to intertwine. 

 
[...] I can still as before be happy for the happiness of others, 
everything big and beautiful that takes place in the world and 
before anything in our own beloved fatherland. And I would not 
be worthy to be called Castrén¶s wife if I could not [do this].76 

 
I suggest that Natalia in her letters is narrating herself as Castrén¶s wife. She is 
narrating the love and the relationship into existence even though they have long 
been JRQH�� ,W� LV� LQWHUHVWLQJ� WKDW�VKH�XVHV� WKH�ZRUG�µZLIH¶�DQG�QRW� µZLGRZ¶��ZKLFK�
would seem more appropriate. It was important to her to remain Castrén¶s wife and 
to be worthy of him even after his death. I assume that the nationalistic cause 
symbolised Castrén and his life¶s work to Natalia. In this way, his work continued 
even though he was gone. Natalia narrated herself as Castrén¶s wife because she 
wanted to hang on to and sustain the identity and the love, which in the physical 
world were lost. Nonetheless, they were still a part of her lived reality and by 
narrating them to herself and to others she wanted to continually construct their 
existence, in order to prevent them from fading into the past. 
 
���� &RQFOXVLRQ�

The main subject of this chapter has been the relation between letters/texts and 
experience/reality. I have addressed the issue by reflecting on the concepts of 
experience and narrative/narration, considering how they can be utilised in concrete 
historical research. 

I have regarded the human being as a spatiotemporal being, whose relation to her 
own being and lived reality is understanding. I have suggested that being is 
constructed into experience in understanding, and I have analysed the constructed 
nature of experience by drawing on the concepts of immediate experience and 
reflected experience. Further on, I have proposed that human beings understand 
themselves, their lived reality, others, and the temporal aspect of their existence 
through narration. In this sense, we can hold that narrative has ontological 
significance for human existence. 

From the point of view of narrative ontology, it can be stated that, in letters, one 
narrates oneself as something to someone else. Human existence is being in a story 
and being as a story, and letters are a part of the narrative into which people construct 
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their lives. In narration, human beings express their experience. The concepts of 
narrative and narration offer tools for analysing epistolary material, which enables 
one to approach the relation between texts and experience. 

Letters can be fruitful sources for a scholar interested in studying the subjective 
experiences of people of the past. Often the letters that are especially interesting are 
private, and the recipient, that is the audience of the letter, is someone close to the 
writer, someone in whom the writer wishes to confide. These letters are in many 
cases temporally close to the subjects they treat, and they are not necessarily very 
carefully considered; sometimes, they include a certain amount of spontaneity. Some 
letters may be described as µplaces for self-reflection¶.  

Nevertheless, even if we claim, on a theoretical level, that people narrate 
themselves in their letters, we have to be methodologically sensitive to the exact 
nature of the material we are using, and analyse the context and motivations of the 
narration. However, the effect of context, conventions, traditions, and cultures on 
letters might actually be seen as an opportunity rather than an obstacle to 
understanding the spatiotemporal human being, since letters and experiences are 
constructed under the same social and cultural conditions as the human beings 
themselves. 

In letters, the writer constructs herself, but also the recipient, and their 
relationship. This was illustrated through examples from the correspondence of the 
Snellmans and the Castréns. In both cases, the men especially narrate the women in 
an idealised manner, but at the same time they narrate themselves as the counterpart 
of that ideal woman, that is, as an ideal man. The women express admiration rather 
than demands, and they are concerned about not meeting the idealistic picture 
constructed by the man. This can, in itself, be seen as a trait of an ideal woman: 
modesty was an essential characteristic of genteel womanhood in the nineteenth-
century context. The couples also narrated love and intimacy into their relationship. 
The correspondence was a means of strengthening the emotional bond, and, at least 
for the Snellmans, it served to establish the functioning dialogical connection which 
they had been unable to build in their everyday life. 

The selves in the letters are not identical with lived selves, but they are 
QHYHUWKHOHVV� IDVFLQDWLQJ�� /HWWHUV�� RU� RWKHU� µZritings of the self¶, afford one 
perspective on the person, and this is valuable even if it is incomplete. In our pre-
understanding, without further reflection, we take for granted who we are and who 
our loved ones are. However, if we reflect more deeply, we present narratives about 
different aspects of our being. A person or a phenomenon is not exhausted in any 
narrative or even in a collection of narratives. However, through narration and 
through following the narratives of others we can understand different aspects of 
ourselves, others and the world around us. 

�

�

�
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