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Abstract
This article explores the confluence between a novel and the life of its reader in

two phases. Firstly, this article examines the theory of mimesis of Paul Ricceur in
Time and Narrative | to arrive at the importance of the reading act where the
reader does his own appropriation of the novel read. The novel itself is a creative
composition based on the daily human actions. Secondly, this article deciphers the
work of Milan Kundera, especially his concept of existential code, found in the
novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being and sharpened by his concept of writing
novels in The Art of the Novel. This second phase gives another articulation of the
first phase, which is more philosophically theoretical. Based on these two phases
of exploration, this article uncovers the refigured man who comes to understand
both himself and the world he lives in better and who has new different
propositions and possibilities to live better as well.
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Introduction

Why do people write novels and why do we continue to read them? These are
the main questions of this essay. Behind these questions, there is a subtler
problematic concern about the relation between novel or arts in general and life
itself. Is novel enclosed in itself, for its own sake, and therefore it has nothing to
do with life of its readers? Or, does it go beyond itself and points out the life of its
readers? To help our reflection, firstly, we will examine the mimesis theory by
Paul Ricceur (1913-2005), a French philosopher known for his work on
philosophical hermeneutic. His mimesis theory which is placed in milieu of his
hermeneutic of text will serve as theoretical or philosophical foundation for this
article. Afterward, it is important to listen to the novelist himself. Milan Kundera
will illumine us when he explains about the existential codes of the characters in
his novels. This will be the second section of this essay. The encounter between
Ricceur and Kundera will be the backbone of the essay which will give us
sufficient understanding about the relation between novels and life.

Understanding of texts and life by means of mimesis theory or the narrativity
theory by Ricceur is helpful in, in this case, literature analysis. The wealth of
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literature studies has made use of Ricceur’s theory. Young (2014), for instance,
owes to Ricceur in reading James Joyce’s short story “Evelyne” and Toéibin’s
novel Brooklyn (2014). The theory is also useful in fiction studies as done
systematically by Ferguson (2014). Novel and refiguration of life becomes an
important concept from the Ricceurian hermeneutical philosophy, that is, the
concept of narrative identity. The discussion that follows therefore will examine
the structure of Ricceur’s narrativity.

The Threefold Mimesis

In his trilogy concerning human time and narrative theory, Temps et Récit,
Paul Ricceur develops his mimesis theory. It is found in the third chapter of the
first volume, right after his analysis of time, based on the book XI of Confessiones
of Augustin, in the first chapter and the analysis of muthos (emplotment), based
on the Poetics by Aristotle, in the second chapter. Later, in his intellectual
autobiography, Réflexion faite, Ricceur affirms that the intersection between these
two books is the foundation of his theory in this trilogy. While the analysis of
Augustinian time does not include the narrative theory, the Aristotelian analysis of
the muthos tragic does not speak in particularly about time. Indeed, the analysis of
time in this trilogy extends to the reflection concerning time from Avristotle, Husserl, and
Heidegger alongside the critique that Ricceur gives to them as comprehensively discussed
by, for example, Tengelyi (2011) and Dastur (2011). This article however limits itself
in discussing the originality of this trilogy whereby Ricceur develops mediation
between time and narrativity.

To understand the mediation between time and narrative, it is important to
look at Ricceur’s trilogy that he states briefly as follows, “time becomes human
time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a narrative; narrative, in
turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of temporal
experience.” (Ricceur, 1984, p. 3, 52). This single theme will serve as leitmotiv of
this trilogy and thus will permeate the very vast studies in these three volumes.
Since the theory of threefold mimesis lays in the core of the mediation of these
two independent analyses: time and muthos tragic, the point of gravity of the
mediation between time and narrative moves, thus, to the dynamic between these
three mimesis, which calls mimesis;, mimesisz, and mimesiss. In this threefold
mimesis, Ricceur himself states that mimesis, functions as the pivot of the other
two mimesis. What follows is elaboration of each mimesis.

To begin with, what is mimesis according to Ricceur? It is a creative
imitation; a mimetic activity of human action in three phases (cf. Ricceur, 1984,
p.31ss). It is creative since this imitation has a new form in the narrative
composition. In this sense, it is a new creation, thanks to the new semantic
innovation in the employment. In the preface of the Time and Narrative | he has
this to say: “Plot, says Aristotle, is the mimesis of an action. When the time
comes, | shall distinguish at least three senses of this term mimesis: a reference
back to the familiar pre-understanding we have of the order of action; an entry
into the realm of poetic composition; and finally a new configuration by means of
this poetic refiguring of the pre-understood order of action.” (Ricceur, 1984, p. xi).
In other words, this mimetic activity of human action for Ricceur consists in three
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phases: pre-figuration in mimesisi, con-figuration in mimesisz, and re-figuration
in mimesisz. To understand better, elaboration of each is important herein.
Mimesisy

In this prefiguration phase, Ricceur, attempts to show that the daily human
activities have already a narrative structure and that this world of action is the
departure points of the composition narrative in the next phase of mimesis. In his
elaboration, Ricceur mentions three characteristics of the world of action: its
meaningful structure, its symbolic resources, and its temporal character. By its
meaningful structure, Ricceur elucidates the semantic of human actions. Briefly, in
this semantic, human actions always contain goals, motif, and agent. To these
three factors, he adds that human actions are always an action with others, which
can take form as cooperation or competition. In the end, these actions will
terminate in change of fortune, either toward happiness or toward misfortune.
(Ricceur, 1984, p. 55s5)

The symbolic mediation as the second features of mimesis; serves, firstly, as
a sign that make an action readable. A symbol of waving hand, for example,
makes the action of saying goodbye understood. Secondly, it serves as a kind of
rule to interpret an action. By symbolic mediation as a rule of interpretation, a
waving hand is understood as a gesture of saying goodbye. Thirdly, the symbolic
mediation serves as a norm of conduct. If someone wants to say goodbye politely,
then he can wave his hand (Ricceur, 1984, p. 57ss). After elaborating this
symbolic mediation, Ricceur elucidates the temporal character of human actions,
approaching himself to the Heidegerian concept of within-time-ness
(Innerzeitigkeit). One important thing to underline in this part is that time means
time to do something. It is not just the linear time which passes, but time
existential in which whenever someone says “now...” it means “right now that (I
do...)” (Ricceur, 1984, p. 59ss).
Mimesis2

This is the configuration phase, where the emplotment takes place. Based on
what is received from the mimesisy, it is time now to arrange the new semantic
innovation. The heterogeneity of temporal human actions is synthetized and
transformed in a new plot. The human experiences become a new text or a hew
composition, thanks to this plot creative. In this phase, we find the meaning of
mimesis in its strict sense. Nonetheless, this configuration phase, as the pivot of
the threefold mimesis, does not only mediate the human experiences in the
mimesisy, but it also prepares what Ricceur, explains in the next phase of the
mimesis (Ricceur, 1984, p. 64ss).
Mimesiss

This refiguration phase is activated in the act of reading. Thus, it will not be
possible without the composition narrative which takes place in the configuration
phase of mimesisz. What is important here is that the act of reading will decipher
different propositions from the text read. Ricceur specifically underlines here that
what a narrative composition proposes is a new possibility to live better in the
world. In other words, this narrative composition refers to a second degree of
reality or a new hypothetic world, where there are possibilities to live better. In
fact, in The Rule of Metaphor published in 1975, Ricceur earlier on mentions this
referential status of the text in his study of metaphor. The metaphor is not
enclosed in himself; it is not made for his own sake, but it bursts out to refer to a
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world, to a new reality, thanks to the new semantic pertinence (Ricceur, 1984, p.
X-Xi).

This proposition can only be activated and actualized by the act of reading.
The world of the text and the world of the readers will interact in this phase. By
this act of reading, the narrative composition will be complete since the reader
will complete the lacuna, the indetermination in the text he read by his
appropriation. By doing so, the text will be his and will have impact to his
personal life. This act of reading will end in the application of what has been read
and appropriated in the concrete action in life. The narrative composition sends
the reader back to his daily, but this time, being different from the world action in
the mimesisy, he will appear in a new way, thanks to appropriation that leads into
refiguration (Ricceur, 1984, p. 76ss).

It is also important to note that this act of reading is what Ricceur did not
elaborate when working on The Rule of Metaphor. By the time he wrote the vast
study of metaphor, he underlined only the referential status of metaphor, what in
this present work is called as the reality of second degree or the hypothetic world.
The act of reading was just supposed. It is only around ten years after, in the Time
and Narrative, which he arrives to elucidate this act of reading as the ultimate
vector of mimesis (Ricceur, 1984, p. 77sS).

Thus, to resume, the temporal experience of human being is worked in this
narrative functions, as Ricceur himself states, “We are following therefore the
destiny of a prefigured time that becomes a refigured time through the mediation
of a configured time.” (Ricceur, 1984, p. 54). The moment of reading becomes a
precious moment. At this particular time, the current of our temporal experiences
in the daily life is suspended for being recharged by the novel we read, as also
claimed by Prammer (2013) about the fruitful experience of reading. In his book,
Jean Grondin (2013, p.103 [my translation]) puts this threefold mimesis in a
schema of narrative arc that may help our understanding.

Table 1. Narrative Arc

Mimesis | «— MimeésisI — Mimesis 111

Prefiguration narrative Configuration narrative Refiguration narrative

Understanding of the already Emplotment narrative in a Appropriation of the plot by

narrative life and temporal muthos creative the  reader and  the

experience application of this plot in his
existence

Method

This qualitative descriptive study examines a novel, Time and Narrative I,
The Unbearable Lightness, and The Art of the Novel from the theory of mimesis
by Paul Ricceur. After collecting the data, narrativity theory by Ricceur is used in
examining the texts in the novel. The interpretations of the data are seen in the
Ricceurian hermeneutical philosophy, that is, the concept of narrative identity. The
structure of Ricceur’s narrativity will further be investigated.
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Findings and Discussion
The Novel and the Existential Code

Having explored the theory of threefold mimesis that depicts life, the
discussion now turns to the side of the novelist. For this purpose, we shall see how
Milan Kundera conceives the creation of the characters in his novel. In particular,
the discussion is to extract the characters in his celebrated novel The Unbearable
Lightness of Being (henceforth ULB) and try to understand the concept of
existential code in his characters. This step will enrich our understanding on how
the mimesis theory has specific articulation in Kundera’s writing process,
especially the way he develops the characters of his novels.

Additionally, this part of the article is also to underline Kundera’s claim on
the difference between novel and philosophy. In his book The Art of the Novel,
Kundera notes that philosophy develops its thought in abstract realm, while novel
always builds its characters from a concrete situation. He says the following: “1
find the word ‘philosophical’ inappropriate. Philosophy develops its thought in an
abstract realm, without characters, without situations [...] the reflection introduces
directly, from the very first line of the novel, the fundamental situation of a character—
Tomas; it sets out his problem: the lightness in a world where there is no eternal return.”
(Kundera, 1988, p. 29). In the interview about the publication of The Unbearable
Lightness of Being with France Culture radio in France, Kundera further mentions
that he is not a philosopher; he does not create a philosophical system, but he
inserts philosophical interrogation in his novel.
(https://www.franceculture.fr/litterature/milan-kundera-souffre-par-linsignifiance-de-tout-
ce-que-nous-vivons). Mentioned must be made here that Kundera’s philosophical
interrogation is useful here despite the non-exhaustive exposition of the richness
of this novel, as shown by numerous studies on Kundera that explore the richness
of his ceuvres (e.g. Mai, 2014; Ceska & Thirouin, 2011; Vibert, 2014).

Now, to begin our exploration in Kunderian world of developing characters,
it is interesting to note that one feature of Kunderian novels is the apparition of
the author in his novels. For example, Kundera comes across as giving his
personal comments about the characters he creates. In his study on the works of
Kundera, Francois Ricard states the significance of the presence of the author in
the novel. Ricard divides the Kunderian into several cycles. He notes that The
Unbearable Lightness of Being belongs to the second cycle of Kunderian novels, written
in the span about ten years, together with The Book of Laughter and Forgetting finished
in 1978, and Immortality in 1988. He says: “[The author] is another feature of the
Kunderian novel, what | would call the non-obliteration of the author and his
assertion in the very midst of the narration through a clearly identified voice and
thought that fear neither to indicate their presence nor to declare their position
concerning the depicted universe, yet not removing its autonomy or its own
reality.” (Ricard, 2003, pp. 123-124). Here we see that the The Unbearable
Lightness of Being is contemporary to Ricceur’s Time and Narrative 1.

We shall now examine Kundera’s assertion as the author in The Unbearable
Lightness of Being. Kundera firstly says the following in this novel: “It would be
senseless for the author to try to convince the reader that his characters once
actually lived. They were not born of a mother’s womb; they were born of a
stimulating phrase or two or from a basic situation...” (ULB, p. 39). Next, he
repeats this idea again: “As I have pointed out before, characters are not born like
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people, of woman; they are born of a situation, a sentence, a metaphor containing
in a nutshell a basic human possibility that the author thinks no one else has
discovered or said something essential about.” (ULB, p. 221). At this point, where
Kundera states that his characters were born from a metaphor or from fictional
situation in his novel to manifest and to open human possibilities, we will
discover the rapprochement between Kunderian way of creating characters and
the Ricceurian concept of metaphor and referential status of a narrative text as
explained in the previous section.

Furthermore, in the case of Kundera, he even adds clearly that these new
possibility surpasses what he himself has undergone. Indeed, the way his
characters is going beyond his own reality as their author, is what he himself is
most attracted, as he says: “The characters in my novels are my own unrealized
possibilities...Each one has crossed a border that I myself have circumvented. It is
that crossed border...which attracts me most.” (ULB, 221). We can still give
another comment for this citation. By stating the correlation between his life as an
author and the characters in his novel, we find another accentuation of what
Ricceur states that the narrative configuration (mimesisz) has its sources in the
ordinary life pre-narrative (prefiguration phase or mimesisi). We can imagine that
his life in the socio-political context of Czech of the day, for example is that of the
totalitarian regime. That context gave him abundant sources for The Unbearable
Lightness of Being.

Behind this effort to manifest the different new possibilities in his characters,
it is clear that in The Art of the Novel, Kundera gives us the key to enjoy, to
explore, to understand, and to benefit from the characters in his novels by the act
of reading. It is what Kundera calls existential code. The existential code of his
characters as imaginary being is built by certain key words. He said in this book,
“To apprehend the self in my novels means to grasp the essence of its existential
problem. To grasp its existential code. As | was writing The Unbearable Lightness
of Being, | realized that the code of this or that character is made up of certain key
words...Each of these words has a different meaning in the other person’s
existential code” (Kundera, 1988, p. 142). This so-called existential code is the
main theme shown by his characters. For Kundera, the novel is a great prose
where he can explore different existential problems: lightness-weight for Tomas,
body and soul for Tereza, for example.

Again in his interview with France Culture radio, he mentioned one
existential question: the lightness and the weight in The Unbearable Lightness of
Being, and he asked whether we are suffered from the insignificance of the life or
from the dramatic burden of our life (https://www.franceculture.fr/litterature/milan-
kundera-souffre-par-linsignifiance-de-tout-ce-que-nous-vivons). This question, as all
fundamental questions about existence, cannot be resolved. Thus, it is clear here
that his novel does not offer solutions to different existential codes explored in the
novel. It is instead a thorough exploration of different existential codes, different
existential questions, and different new possibilities from this point of departure.
Considering this argument, | think that these new possibilities become a way to
work on such existential question, rather than a direct solution to the problem. The
existential problems are always there, but there is some new ways to work on it.
Further, it is therefore the task of the readers to take some new directions in their
act of reading as proposed by mimesiss.
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Now, more question surface as to whether the existential codes and the new
possibilities opened by the characters are limited in some sense by the presence of
the author, even in the midst of the novel. In other words, is not the presence of
the author a sort of omnipresent which in the narrative level can be regarded as a
method that puts the limit of the new possibilities of the characters? In the end,
does this omniscient presence of the author limit the freedom of the characters? If
so, then what is the aim of stressing that the characters stimulate these new
possibilities? Is it not that attempt is so paradoxical with the presence of the
author himself in this novel?

The analyses of Francois Ricard cited above give immediate answer as well
as more series of questions. He states clearly that the presence of the author does
not remove the autonomy of the universe of the novel. However, does Kundera
himself manifest this aspect in his novel? How can Kundera reconcile his
presence and the freedom of his characters? To answer to this question, it is
interesting to note that in many occasions, Kundera limits himself as being
ignorant to what his characters are doing or thinking.

Kundera shows his difficulty to understand what Tereza thinks when she
compares her photos on the Russian invasion to the nude photos in the beach:
“...even I find it difficult to explain what she had in mind when she compared a
nude beach to the Russian invasion.” (ULB, 69). In another comment, Kundera
will only give his opinion or his speculation about the reason why Franz asks
Sabina to go to Palermo for their love affair and not in Geneva as desired by
Sabina. Kundera says this: “The only explanation I can suggest is that for Franz,
love was not an extension of public life but its antithesis.” (ULB, 83). Another
example of this can be found when he asks whether there is a kind of es muss sein
in Tomas’ life or not. He shows only his opinion about that, saying “In my
opinion, it did have one. But it was not love, it was his profession.” (ULB, 193).
Kundera’s technique of characterization limits himself; he does not manifest the
omniscience feature of a narrator. As Hana Pichova puts it, the characters may be
his creation, but they have their own universe. This universe, even the author
himself does not have the power to intrude (1992, p. 222).

In the narrative level, by using such technique, Kundera brilliantly avoids the
danger of the omniscient presence of the author that could be interpreted
paradoxically as an obstacle to the freedom and thus the new possibilities brought
by the characters; the new possibilities sought by the very author. In so doing,
Kundera successfully restrains himself from the intrusion to the psychological
conditions of his characters. As such, he lets his characters decide and free
themselves.

Refusal to enter into the depth of the psychological realm of his characters,
gives the chance to the characters to build their own possibilities in maximum. We
may assume here that this is a creative configuration from what Kundera
perceived from the ambience of socio-politically totalitarian Czech he found in his
daily context. We can grasp this, by what he points out in The Art of Novel, when
asked why there is a complete absence of interior monologue in his novel,
Kundera clearly says that he cannot use the espionage method for it (1988, p. 29).
He wanted to show human freedom, the new possibilities to live better, amidst the
totalitarian regime that he sought to confront.
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Conclusion

This article has elucidated the mimesis theory by Ricceur and the existential
code in the Kunderian novels. It has demonstrated why people must continue
writing novels and why people must also continue reading it. Novel, thanks to its
creative imagination in the emplotment process, imitates creatively the world of
human actions. Its configuration opens some existential questions of human being
and proposes some new possibilities to live better in the world. The decisive
moment of refiguring life happens when someone reads the novel and makes his
own appropriation about different propositions to re-work those existential
questions. The novel and the appropriation we made upon it will send us back to
the current, now as a person refigured by the novel.

This article has also shown that man tries unceasingly to understand both him
and the world he lives in along his journey between his birth and his death. He is
always in search of meaning of his temporal experiences. Thanks to the mediation
of what he has read, this new person, the refigured one, then, is the person who
understands better both himself and the world he lives in. He will be sent back to
the place he left before his reading, but now with a better understanding, with new
possibilities and meanings as beautifully indicated by T.S. Eliot in his poem “The
Little Gidding” thus: We shall not cease from exploration. And the end of all our
exploration will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first
time.
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