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Introduction 

 
Organon, n.: tool, an instrument for acquiring 
knowledge; a body of principles of scientific or 
philosophic investigation; a means of reasoning, 
discovery, etc.; esp. a system of rules or princi-
ples of demonstration or investigation. 
(Oxford English Dictionary) 

 
Literature is not only the continual recurrence of 
the world in which we live, but it is also the re-
flection of what we are. 
(Iser 1989: 228) 

 
What does the text in question seem to say, or 
show, about human life, about knowledge, about 
personality, about how to live? And how are these 
claims related to the claims made in and by the 
form itself? 
(Nussbaum 1990: 35) 

 
 

In the afterword to the 2008 edition of the O. Henry Prize Stories the American 
writer David Leavitt, member of that year’s jury, picks Alice Munro’s “What Do 
You Want to Know For?” as his favorite story from the annual collection. Munro’s 
quite overtly autobiographical story centers on the narrator’s coping strategies in 
reaction to a cancer diagnosis, unfolding an immensely deep and multi-layered 
view on life in rural Ontario that includes the region’s geographic and colonial 
history as well as the narrator’s family history. Leavitt praises Munro for her un-
equaled narrative style and her mastery of the short story form, but the major rea-
son for his choice seems to lie beyond the mere literary refinement of the story 
and the technical virtuosity of its author. Munro’s piece is “strangely helpful,” 



Leavitt (2008: 321) writes, and relates how “in the course of reading the story, I 
had learned a great deal not only about the cemeteries of western Ontario, but 
about – there is no better way to say this – how to live.” He thus grounds his choice 
not primarily in the aesthetic qualities of Munro’s story but in the way in which it 
responds to a cognitive concern, particularly the desire to learn something about 
life itself.  

As such, Leavitt’s comment is arguably not much more than a rather personal 
and probably even idiosyncratic (note the almost paradoxical combination 
‘strangely helpful’) response to the story. What it implies, however, is a common 
expectation shared by many readers of fictional literary texts, namely the notion 
that they “function for human subjects as vehicles of partial and provisional re-
coveries of meaningfulness,” as Richard Eldridge (2009: 4) aptly puts it. Among 
many other reasons – entertainment, distraction, education, understanding other 
people’s motivations,1 and so forth –, people turn to fictional literature in order to 
find their own lives illuminated. Literature is replete with imaginative experiences 
that can have an impact on a reader’s life, i.e. on his or her beliefs, values and 
norms, or life practices. As a rich repository of such ‘life knowledge’ literature 
creates an experimental space that is continuous with, rather than detached from, 
our lived lives and has the potential to retroact on them (cf. Scheffer 1992). At the 
same time, it offers possibilities for emotional and cognitive experiences that 
would otherwise be inaccessible. It is in this sense that “literature is a privileged 
speaking which readers come to hungry for what life cannot usually provide” 
(Ford 2007: xx). This is also the kind of understanding of literature that fuels 
Leavitt’s appreciation of Munro’s story as a ‘strangely helpful’ medium in which 
we can come to terms with the most existential aspects of human life, imparting 
answers to the very question of how to live. 

                                                             
1  That literary fiction enhances our mind-reading capacity has been repeatedly propa-

gated recently, for instance in Lisa Zunshine’s Why We Read Fiction (2006), in which 
she applies the Theory of Mind to the study of novels. 
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Conceptually speaking, Leavitt’s quote ties in with recent theorizing and crit-
ical discussions about the ethics,2 uses,3 values,4 and cognitive significance5 of 
literature, which have gained remarkable momentum in recent years. Trying to 
establish a counterweight to the “hermeneutics of suspicion” as the default of lit-
erary and cultural theory during the reign of postmodernism and poststructural-
ism,6 there is an increasing effort to come up with alternative ways of reading and 
interpreting literature not primarily characterized by suspicion and negativity, as 
Rita Felski explains: “More and more critics are venturing to ask what is lost when 
a dialogue with literature gives way to a permanent diagnosis, when the remedial 
reading of texts loses all sight of why we are drawn to such texts in the first place.” 
(2008: 1) Although quite diverse in their respective theoretical underpinnings and 
methodological paradigms, what unites these approaches is a general interest in 
the ways in which the literary imagination works on our understanding of the ‘real 
world’ – an alien notion to much of structuralist and poststructuralist thinking. 
They are therefore contextual in the sense that the primary interest lies in the cul-

                                                             
2  Cf., for example, Adamson/Freadman/Parker (1998), Carroll (2002), the special issue 

of Poetics Today on “Literature and Ethics” (2004), George (2005), Erll/Grabes/Nün-
ning (2008) as well as Brie/Rossiter (2011). Regarding the intersection of narrative and 
ethics, Norbert Meuter summarizes the major interest in recent discussions as follows, 
linking it to the concept of narrative identity: “The stories of the literary canon provide 
a rich source of alternative forms of the ‘good life.’ But there is an even deeper struc-
tural interrelation between narrative identity formation and the moral dimension of hu-
man existence. The formation of a narrative identity is identical with the development 
of a set of values that are independent of any given situation and which lend a whole 
life – or at least certain stages of a life – moral meaning and stability.” (2009: 251) 

3  Cf., e.g., Calvino (1986) and Felski (2008). Kenneth Burke’s work, especially his sem-
inal essay on “Literature as Equipment for Living” (1973), could also be subsumed 
under this category. 

4  Cf., e.g., Easthope (1990), Rorty (1998), Hunter (2001), Conolly/Haydar (2007), Pet-
tersson (2008), Eldridge (2009), Baumbach/Grabes/Nünning (2009), and Brown/Luzzi 
(2011). 

5  Cf., e.g., Huemer (2007), Köppe (2008), and Gabriel (2010). 
6  Bruno Latour has importantly helped to pave the way for a shift towards an understand-

ing of critique that is associated “with more, not with less, with multiplication, not sub-
traction” in his provocative, self-critical essay “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?” 
(2004: 248).  
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tural work of literature and its “real-world consequences” (ibid.: 5), reconceptual-
izing the ways in which our critical engagement with literature can heighten our 
“awareness of the density and distinctiveness of particular life-worlds” (ibid.: 46). 

In her seminal book Love’s Knowledge, Martha Nussbaum addresses similar 
questions, asking what certain literary texts ‘know’ (and show) about human life. 
Nussbaum’s focus is thus on the extra-literary meaning in, or import of, literary 
texts, connecting literature not only to ‘real life’ but also to other discourses con-
cerned with ethical and epistemological questions, especially philosophy. What 
happens if people read literature ‘as if for life’, that is if they ask what a particular 
literary work may teach them about life, human relationships, moral values etc.? 
How can literary texts enlighten and deepen our understanding of (certain aspects 
of) human life itself?  

Far from talking only about the themes of literary texts and instead highlight-
ing the importance of form, however, Nussbaum goes beyond a mere ‘aboutness’ 
or ‘contentism’. She importantly claims that form and content are always already 
interrelated, and that the very choice of a certain form carries certain epistemolog-
ical, ideological, and other implications. Hence, literary representations of life are 
never separable from the formal peculiarities of the genre in which they are ex-
pressed:  

 
A view of life is told. The telling itself – the selection of a genre, formal structures, sen-
tences, vocabulary, of the whole manner of addressing the reader’s sense of life – all of this 
expresses a sense of life and of value, a sense of relations and connections. Life is never 
simply presented by a text; it is always represented as something. This ‘as’ can, and must, 
be seen not only in the paraphrasable content, but also in the style, which itself expresses 
choices of selections, and sets up, in the reader, certain activities and transactions rather 
than others. (Nussbaum 1990: 5; italics in the original, underscore added, M.B.)  

 
What Nussbaum describes here is, in its essence, also what this book is about, 
namely the rich potential of literary texts to work on a reader’s ‘sense of life’, the 
complexity of thematic, formal, stylistic, and generic choices through which liter-
ary texts are tightly interwoven with the reader’s view of what life is and how it 
can or cannot be understood.  

Taking its cues from both the notion of literature as a medium that reflects on 
as well as actively shapes our understanding of life itself and the important addi-
tion that this representation is inextricably intertwined with formal and especially 
generic specificities, this study attempts to explore the ways in which literature in 
general, and the North American short story in particular, may relate to ‘real life’, 
and how it may even produce and disseminate a certain knowledge about and of 
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life. I am thus decidedly arguing against what John Gibson (2007a: 36) has called 
“literary isolationism,” i.e. the tendency in (Western) literary theory and criticism 
to deny literature its potential of having to say something significant about our-
selves and our lives. As a consequence of this tendency that prevailed in critical 
discourse for many decades, “the informational transfer between real life and nar-
rative make-believe, and the cognitive mechanisms behind such a transfer, remain 
under-investigated and not fully understood” (Swirski 2007: 5).  

This study is thus a – necessarily provisional and inconclusive – attempt to 
further investigate the complex interrelationship between real life and narrative 
make-believe. It rather baldly – and maybe boldly – asks how the genre of the 
North American short story has functioned and continues to function as what I 
would like to call an organon of life knowledge, i.e. an “instrument of thought or 
knowledge” that contributes to a culturally modeled notion of life. Very basically, 
the organon metaphor is meant to point to the fact that knowledge is never pure or 
innocent of the forms of its representation.7 There is no such thing as immediate 
(or unmediated) knowledge. On the contrary, knowledge is always necessarily 
bound to the discursive, symbolic, and cultural specificities of its concrete mani-
festation. To regard the short story as an instrument or tool for acquiring 
knowledge of and about life has at least two important implications: First, it moves 
the interrelationship between literature and life center stage, and second, it stresses 
the claim that knowledge is inescapably a matter of representation, including all 
the choices of selection in terms of genre, style, vocabulary etc. pointed at in the 
above quote by Nussbaum. Thus, the term ‘organon’ already serves to emphasize 
the active, poietic function of literature in general, and the short story in particular, 
in reflecting and generating ‘life knowledge’. 
  

                                                             
7  My use of the organon metaphor is only indirectly, if at all, indebted to Aristotle’s works 

on logic, or the critique thereof by Francis Bacon in his Novum Organum. Perhaps it 
loosely and quite broadly shares with these texts an interest in how, i.e., by what meth-
ods and epistemological assumptions, systems of knowledge are constituted. With Karl 
Bühler’s (1999 [1934]) semiotic ‘organon model’ – whose influence was Plato rather 
than Aristotle – it shares a functionalist approach. If for Bühler the central question was 
how words and language serve as ‘tools’ in the communication of meaning, then I am 
mainly interested in how literary genres and particularly the short story fulfills similar 
functions in the communication and construction of knowledge or meaning of ‘life’. 
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NARRATIVE LITERATURE AND (LIFE) KNOWLEDGE 
 

The ‘knowledge of literature’ has been established in recent literary critical dis-
course as an umbrella term to refer to the complex ways in which literature, both 
as a symbolic and social system, is entangled with the production of knowledge.8 
Applied to narrative fiction in particular, the phrase ‘knowledge of literature’ im-
plies slightly different, if interrelated, meanings. First, it may point toward 
knowledge as the subject of a narrative literary text and subsequently ask how this 
knowledge is represented or referred to, or storied and stored in, that particular 
text or texts. Second, narratives can be understood as media or mental representa-
tions in and through which individuals, but also societies negotiate what actually 
constitutes knowledge and what should (or should not) be known. In this second 
sense narration endows knowledge by constructing certain causalities and connec-
tions, which can lead both the producer and recipient of a narrative to new findings 
or insights (Klein 2013: 18-21).9 

This study’s notion of literature as life knowledge entails both of these uses of 
the phrase, and is strongly indebted to Ottmar Ette’s programmatic approach of 
literary studies as a form of ‘science for living’. Ette outlined and advanced this 
concept in several of his publications, most importantly perhaps his monograph 
ÜberLebenswissen: Die Aufgabe der Philologie (2005), his spirited manifesto 
“Literaturwissenschaft als Lebenswissenschaft” (2007/2009),10 and an essay pub-
lished in PMLA in 2010. Taking his departure from the diagnosis of the current 
predominance of the self-proclaimed ‘life sciences’ – i.e., first and foremost the 
biological, biomedical, and biotechnological disciplines – in describing and defin-
ing what life is, Ette argues for a reconceptualization of the relation between liter-
ature and life, as well as a self-confident re-appropriation of the term ‘life’ within 
the humanities. This would create or rather re-create an important space for phil-

                                                             
8  Cf., e.g., Locatelli (2002-2010), Liska (2004), Hörisch (2007), Köppe (2008; 2011), 

Valenza (2009). Also cf. Deleuze (1997). 
9  On the double notion of ‘knowledge of life’ that entails both the genitivus objectivus 

(life as the object of knowledge) and genitivus subjectivus (life producing knowledge), 
also cf. Canguilhem (2008).  

10  Originally published in the official ‘year of the humanities’ in Germany (2007) in the 
journal Lendemains alongside a number of critical responses, the article has been re-
published in Wolfgang Asholt/Ottmar Ette (eds.), Literaturwissenschaft als Lebenswis-
senschaft (2010), a collection that includes the original debate from Lendemains as well 
as further responses to, and perspectives on, such an approach. 
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osophical and philological as well as cultural theoretical reflection in which no-
tions of life and models for living together can be negotiated, both in addition to 
and in critical interdisciplinary engagement with the life sciences. In this context, 
literature represents a primary source for inquiry, since it “never misses an oppor-
tunity to tell us about life and to show us the paradoxes and aporias of knowledge 
for living” (Ette 2010a: 984-5). Allowing incoherence, multiperspectivity, and 
polyvalence, literature has important and very distinctive perspectives to contrib-
ute to our understanding and knowledge of life and living together, providing us 
with an incredibly large and multi-faceted stock of life-models, life-styles, and 
forms of life (see Basseler/Hartley/Nünning 2015).  

To further unpack the phrase ‘the (life) knowledge of literature’, there are at 
least two distinct dimensions or levels at which such literary life knowledge can 
be located, an intratextual dimension and an extratextual one (see Ette 2010a: 987-
8). On an intratextual level, literary texts present different events, narrators, and 
characters who often possess, articulate or represent (explicitly or implicitly) par-
ticular forms of life, ways of living and thus different kinds of life knowledge. The 
challenge, as Ette explicates, is “to understand the dynamic modeling of characters 
as complex choreographies of individuals who possess different kinds of life 
knowledge” (ibid.: 988). Thinking of literary characters as choreographies of life 
knowledge, the short story has produced some of the most powerful and memora-
ble examples in American literature, including Rip van Winkle (historical trans-
formation and life knowledge between the colonial period and Early Republic, see 
chapter 7), Bartleby (urbanization and life knowledge), and Nick Adams (adoles-
cence and life knowledge). In Flannery O’Connor’s masterpiece “A Good Man Is 
Hard to Find” (1955), for instance, the grandmother’s life knowledge sharply con-
trasts with that of her murderer, the Misfit. In the killing scene at the end of the 
story the grandmother clings to certainties rooted in Christian religion, her belief 
in “nice people” and the conservative values of the old South, trying to appeal to 
the Misfit’s humanity. The Misfit’s knowledge of life, however, is shaped by his 
experience as a social outsider, who was punished for a crime he does not even 
know or understand. The life he has known has nothing to do with the grand-
mother’s notion of what a good life – or a good man, for that matter – is, and so 
her pleas to honesty, forgiveness, and morality remain unintelligible to him. 
Though the meaning of the story ultimately remains contested, complicated by 
O’Connor’s own claim that the Misfit is the ‘good man’ referred to in the title, the 
story can be read as a clash of divergent life knowledges, acted out in the most 
existential of situations, and finding its climactic expression in the condensed form 
of the short story. 

Introduction | 19 



The extratextual level of literary life knowledge refers to the ways in which 
literary texts create spaces of experimentation in which the reader can experience 
or ‘live through’ certain situations that she could not, or rather would not, experi-
ence in real life. The ‘extratextual level’ in Ette’s terminology bears a close sem-
blance to what Swirski (2007: 5) has called the “informational transfer” between 
literature and life, and hence to the question as to how literature could produce 
knowledge and equip readers with a ‘knowledge for living’. This knowledge may 
differ greatly according to the respective cultural and historical conventions of 
literary discourse, but it always centers around the question of “how intratextual 
knowledge for living might be transformed into extratextual life practice” (Ette 
2010a: 988). Any reader of “A Good Man is Hard to Find” would arguably be well 
advised to neither adopt the grandmother’s nor the Misfit’s life knowledge; the 
informational transfer would instead have to abstract from the characters’ 
knowledge and life practices, perhaps by rejecting their perspectives or by reflect-
ing on the socio-economic conditions of the 1950s American South that have cre-
ated these perspectives in the first place. Although intratextual and extratextual 
life knowledge can and should be differentiated analytically, however, there is of 
course a reciprocal relation between them, since the reader’s response to a certain 
text is always necessarily bound to the level of representation. 

But Ette is, of course, not the first or only literary critic to address the interre-
lationship between literature, life, and knowledge. In fact, the discussion of ‘the 
knowledge of literature’ has been led across national and disciplinary boundaries 
for several decades. Particularly in the last fifteen years or so, there has been a 
remarkable resurgence of interest in the cognitive values of literature. How do 
literary texts and especially fictional works relate to our knowledge of and about 
the world? What kind of knowledge do literary texts impart? Does this knowledge 
differ from other kinds and discourses of knowledge? And if so, how? Whereas 
questions like these were at best marginalized in academic discussions of literature 
for the biggest part of the second half of the 20th century, it seems that they are 
now more urgent than ever before for a discipline that faces substantial budget 
cuts and – in some places more than in others – a severe existential crisis. As Wil-
liam Paulson warned us as early as in 1993, “if literature remains cut off from 
contemporary communication and discourses of knowledge it will die out, slowly 
but surely” (1993: 35).11 

                                                             
11  What Paulson fails to recognize in this statement, though, is the fact that literature itself 

has arguably never been cut off from contemporary discourses. What seems to be cut 
off, however, is literature in an academic sense, i.e. the professional discipline that deals 
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With this scenario in view, it comes as little or no surprise that at least some 
literary scholars seek solutions and fresh input in the re-establishment of the inter-
relationship between literature and knowledge. Consequently, ‘literature and 
knowledge’ has become a flourishing field in literary studies in the last few years, 
yet it is probably one of the most diverse, contested, and theoretically heterogene-
ous fields of research.12 Among the most fruitful and widespread approaches in 
this area are those that focus on the discursive connections between literature and 
particular disciplines such as medicine (cf. Hörisch 2007: 113-30), law (cf. ibid.: 
75-112), religion, and the sciences. The articles in the collection Literatur, Wis-
senschaft und Wissen seit der Epochenschwelle um 1800 (Klinkert/Neuhofer 
2008a), for instance, examine what literature ‘knows’ about schizophrenia, evo-
lutionary theory, or human consciousness, how literary texts engage with other 
forms or systems of knowledge production, and what epistemological functions 
literature might fulfill. Taking their cues from systems theory (cf. Pethes 2003), 
Foucauldian discourse analysis (cf. Moser 1993), cultural poetics (cf. Höcker et 
al., 2006 Basseler 2010), and other theoretical paradigms, studies in the field of 
‘literature and science’ are mostly interested in the dynamic exchange processes 
involved in the intersections between literature and other discourses.13 

Another dominant approach to literature and knowledge can be subsumed un-
der the label ‘philosophy of literature’, or ‘literary cognitivism’, and these works 
usually focus on the question of how fictional discourse and literary language re-
late to the non-fictional discourse of an empirical reality, i.e. how something that 
is explicitly marked as fictional and therefore not true can nevertheless contain or 
produce reliable knowledge about the extra-literary reality. The major challenge 
for literary cognitivism is summed up by John Gibson: “[T]he prospects of literary 
cognitivism ultimately hang on whether we will be able to explain just how it can 
be that a text that speaks about fictions might nonetheless be able to say something 
                                                             

with literature – and particularly literary theory – which has, especially since postmod-
ernism, continuously eradicated the ties between literature and ‘real life.’  

12  See the excellent surveys in Klausnitzer (2008), Köppe (2011b) as well as Pethes 
(2003). 

13  Studies in this field analyse, for instance, how certain writers appropriate specific 
knowledge from various scientific disciplines in their literary works: John Milton’s use 
of Ptolemaic cosmogony, Marcel Proust’s medical knowledge in A la récherche du 
temps perdu, or Thomas Pynchon’s transferences of the physical law of entropy to the 
realm of literature are all cases in point. See, e.g., Slade/Lee (1990); Bruce/Purdy 
(1994); Shusterman (2007); Schmitz-Emans (2008); Klinkert/Neuhofer (2008a); Bre-
ger et al. (2008). 
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of cognitive consequence about reality” (2007a: 2). On a very general level, the 
central problems for any approach to literature and knowledge is thus the ‘repre-
sentational gap’, i.e., the question of how to reconcile the discrepancy between the 
supposed autonomy, singularity or ‘otherness’ of literature (or literary language) 
and its complicated relations to our day-to-day lives and the real world, but also 
to other fields and forms of knowledge production. Discourse analysis and neo-
historical approaches generally tend to elide this problem by leveling the differ-
ences between literary sign production and other discursive formations. What they 
emphasize are the topical overlappings, the discursive fabric running through all 
texts in a given culture and the ‘social energy’ that circulates freely regardless of 
such categories as fictional and non-fictional, literary and non-literary, narrative 
and visual. Approaches of this variety are less interested in the differences than in 
the similarities and the interplay of literary and non-literary discourses. The 
‘knowledge of literature’, from this point of view, can therefore never be a unique 
or specific knowledge, but always inevitably links up with other discourses and 
the social fabric of knowledge, beliefs, and social practices. 

At the other end of the spectrum of approaches that are concerned with this 
representational gap, critics lay claim to the otherness of literature and therefore 
also the uniqueness of literary knowledge, while at the same time insisting on its 
relations to, and consequences in, ‘the real world’. Due to its aesthetic structure 
and the exemption from the obligation to speak the truth or stick to empirical facts, 
literary discourse serves to fulfill important functions with regard to our systems 
of knowledge: from this angle the knowledge of literature is not the same kind of 
knowledge found in other, non-fictional discourses like science, law or religion. 
As Michael Wood argues in Literature and the Taste of Knowledge, literature of-
ten unsettles the ‘direct’ knowledge of those other discourses, suspending it in a 
playful “entertainment of possibilities” (2005: 4) and thereby challenging, de-
bunking or enlarging it.14 Hence, in contrast to the approaches referred to in the 
above paragraph, such conceptions of literary knowledge insist on both the epis-
temic dissimilarity of literary and non-literary discourses, and the cognitive and 
epistemological value of literature. 

As these brief examples already serve to demonstrate, the study of literature 
and knowledge has gained a significant momentum in recent debates within liter-
ary and cultural studies, if admittedly with often extremely heterogeneous prem-

                                                             
14  Also see Bühler/Eder’s (2015) notion of the ‘uselessness’ of literary knowledge as well 

as Gamper’s (2010) notion of the nesience or non-knowledge (Nicht-Wissen) of litera-
ture. 
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ises, epistemic goals, and heuristic values. What connects these approaches de-
spite the varied basic assumptions as well as the extensive theoretical and meth-
odological differences is that they emphasize the interrelations between literary 
discourse and the ‘real world’ over the autonomy and separateness of literary com-
munication. It seems that this realization is an achievement of the late 20th and 
early 21st century, in which it has become possible to claim the ‘best of both 
worlds’ without necessarily earning raised eyebrows from literary theorists: Lit-
erature may be a self-contained symbolic and social system with its very own par-
ticular rules and logic, but at the same time it bears numerous connections to other 
social systems and discourses – and to our lives. 

 
 

GENERIC KNOWLEDGE: THE AMERICAN SHORT STORY 
AS AN ORGANON OF LIFE KNOWLEDGE 

 
Although much ink has been spilled on the question of what characterizes ‘the 
knowledge of literature’, works in this field of research are marked by a conspic-
uous trend towards great abstraction. Tellingly the very phrase – ‘the knowledge 
of literature’ – contains two of the most abstract terms in the English language. 
What we mean by ‘knowledge’ is arguably as contested, multifarious, and ambig-
uous as our notion of ‘literature’, a concept so large as to be almost unfathomable 
(as philosophers and critics from Jean-Paul Sartre to Jonathan Culler have taught 
us). This conundrum, however, has not prevented scholars from coming up, time 
and again, with rather grand claims such as the following: “In essence, literature 
functions fundamentally as a cognitive, conceptual medium that creates 
knowledge related to and useable in nonliterary experience.” (Herring 1986: 171) 
Although I share the general belief that literature can fulfill these cognitive-con-
ceptual functions and provide us with ‘knowledge for living’, the present study 
sets out to unpack this claim by exploring how a specific literary genre, the short 
story, is entangled on various levels – formally, structurally, thematically as well 
as with respect to its reading effects – with culturally prevalent notions and 
knowledge of life.  

Conceptualizing the short story genre in North America as an organon of life 
knowledge – a literary space in which knowledge of and about life is enacted 
through certain formal affordances and constraints (see Levine 2015) –, the pre-
sent study zeroes in on the cultural-cognitive functions of short stories. Histori-
cally, the short story (and its many predecessors in magazine fiction, ghost stories, 
captivity narratives etc.) arguably played a vital role in the process of ‘worlding 
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America’, serving as textual commodities for daily use that not only provided en-
tertainment but ultimately allowed Americans to make meaning of their lives and 
surroundings, drawing on a great variety of cultural, linguistic, religious, and ge-
ographic frameworks (Scheiding/Seidl 2015: 8). As these narratives merged into 
what today we call the American short story, they not only advanced the formation 
of ‘American Literature’ but also contributed significantly to culturally sanctioned 
notions of ‘life’ and how to live a good and worthwhile life. Psychologist Dan P. 
McAdams has convincingly argued that there “are indeed certain universals in 
human development, but they do not generally extend to the kinds of life stories 
that people tell to provide their lives with identity. In fact, it is in the realm of life 
narrative where some of the most interesting differences in cultures can be ob-
served” (2006: 116). From this angle, the formation and development of the short 
story in North America appears as a tradition that serves as a narrative source of 
life knowledge, explaining, defining, and inventing the constitutive ingredients of 
‘American lives’ (see Hornung 2013). At the heart of what life means, and partic-
ularly of what ‘American lives’ mean, are “stories that Americans have tradition-
ally told about themselves and about their nation” (McAdams 2006: 10). 

Expanding McAdams’s focus on autobiographical texts (or life-writing) as the 
main source for stories Americans live by, I will address the question as to how 
short stories, from the early 20th century onward, have projected values and mean-
ings that have been at the center of cultural conceptualizations of life in an Amer-
ican context. Far from merely erecting and affirming hegemonic notions of life, 
however, short stories often serve to function as a critical, imaginative counter-
discourse (Zapf 2016: 108-14) through which certain socio-cultural tendencies 
and developments are rendered as problematic, alternative positions and culturally 
excluded forms of life are articulated, and hegemonic life knowledge is under-
mined. This counter-discursive quality manifests itself, for example, in the disrup-
tive moments that short stories frequently center around; we may think here, for 
example, of Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to” as a response to the individual’s 
increasing alienation and anonymization in modern work life. Whereas the domi-
nant narrative genres – the novel, but also autobiography – traditionally present 
life as a coherent, chronological narrative and thereby purport to mimetically re-
flect life, short stories often dwell on the episodic and fragmentary and thus high-
light the “open and discontinuous quality of life” (Löschnigg 2011: 110). As Mar-
tin Löschnigg states with regard to contemporary Canadian short story cycles: 
“The emphasis on individual episodes rather than on the continuity of a life in 
short story cycles [and short stories, M.B.] reflects the growing skepticism about 
rendering lives as consistent wholes which has characterised life-writing since the 
beginning of the twentieth century.” (ibid.: 112) In my conceptualization of the 
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short story as an organon of life knowledge, these complex and sometimes con-
tradictory processes of the cultural reflection, critique, production, and dissemina-
tion of ‘life knowledge’ take center stage. In so doing, the study aims to provide a 
fresh look at the genre of the North American short story that takes seriously the 
expectations that many readers bring to it – i.e., the pre-theoretical idea that a short 
story may illuminate one’s own understanding of life –, and grounds this idea in 
an aesthetico-epistemological as well as a cultural-historical framework which al-
lows one to describe how literary discourse produces something like ‘life 
knowledge’.15 

The most general assumption of the present study is perhaps that literary schol-
ars not only need to take into account the “medium-specific forms of attention to 
life” (Eldridge 2009: 1), but also the genre-specific forms of representation if they 
want to come to terms with the (life) knowledge that literature provides. Instead 
of focusing on literature as a coherent, monolithic entity, it is arguably wise to 
differentiate between not only the different kinds of literature (Fowler 1982), but 
also the various ways in which these kinds of literature generate knowledge and 
produce certain truth effects. This does not mean, however, that genres should be 
viewed as stable essentialist categories or even ‘natural forms’. On the contrary, 
recent genre theory has moved away from such ontological notions of genre and 
instead highlighted the functions that genres fulfill in the transfer of knowledge: 
“Genre is a framework for processing information and for allowing us to move 
between knowledge given directly in a text and other sets of knowledge that are 
relevant to understanding it.” (Frow 2010: 80) Understanding genres as “fields of 
knowledge” (Dimock 2007), this study aims to contribute to a genre-sensitive ap-
proach to the literature and knowledge debate. Despite their flexibility and elusive 
or fluid nature, genres function as vehicles, which already shape and even generate 
knowledge of the world. Genres are not neutral containers of meaning (or 
                                                             
15  It may go without saying that such questions by far exceed the mere personal response 

of a particular reader (e.g., Leavitt’s response to Munro). For an empirically grounded 
approach that addresses the question as to “How Literature Enters Life”, see the essays 
in the special issue of Poetics Today 25.2 (2004). As people’s notions of life are never 
merely individual, but already shaped by, and embedded in, collectively shared forms, 
practices, and models of life, this study is not and in fact cannot be an empirical study 
that investigates how real empirical readers ‘make sense’ of literary texts and relate 
them to their own lives. Instead, it seeks to explore the ways in which the short story 
genre has contributed to the reflection and formation of ‘American lives’ (see Hornung 
2013) especially since the mid-19th century, i.e. in that historical period in which the 
short story has become one of the major genres in American literature. 
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knowledge) but, as John Frow (2010: 2) argues, serve to “create effects of reality 
and truth, authority and plausibility, which are central to the different ways the 
world is understood in the writing of history or of philosophy or of science, or in 
painting, or in everyday talk.” If, for example, a poem ‘knows’ anything at all, or 
contains some specific kind of knowledge, for that matter, this knowledge argua-
bly differs significantly from the knowledge presented in a scientific paper or a 
philosophical essay.16 But it probably also knows something different than a novel 
does, and it surely knows it differently, i.e., employing the formal affordances of 
poetry.  

And yet, one might object, why should the short story be a particularly relevant 
or especially revealing genre to pursue these questions? What makes the short 
story a privileged literary form of life knowledge or, in Ette’s terms, knowledge 
for living? On the one hand, the knowledge of the short story is not opposed to but 
rather representative of the knowledge of literature in general. One can conceive 
of the short story as a condensed literary form (Verdichtungsform) that represents 
the mechanisms and representational practices of literature per se (see also Ette 
2008b: 1; 2008a). On the other hand, however, the generic setup of the short story 
– its brevity, compression, and the resultant reading experience – has led to its 
perception as a genre in which some specific knowledge about life is revealed, a 
kind of knowledge that “may be in some way at odds with the ‘story’ of dominant 
culture” (Hanson 1989: 6). One of the great challenges of this study will therefore 
be to account for the generic specificities of the life knowledge of the short story, 
while at the same time regarding it as a model and representative example of lit-
erary knowledge production in general. To qualify my hypothesis that the short 
story as a genre is closely connected to life knowledge, let me articulate a number 
of ideas that, to a greater or lesser extent, have been prevalent in critical discus-
sions of the form. 

First, part of what makes the short story an especially intriguing genre to study 
the relationship between literature and (life) knowledge lies in its truncated narra-
tive form. Narrative is commonly regarded as a privileged discourse of human 
experience (see Fludernik 1996). People make sense of their lives by telling, hear-
ing, and reading stories about it. Mark Turner even regards story as a “basic prin-
ciple of the mind” (1996: v), a fundamental form of knowledge that is “indispen-
sable to human cognition generally” (ibid.: 5). Other scholars as diverse as Paul 
Ricœur, Arthur Danto, Jerome Bruner, and Donald Polkinghorne have also high-
lighted the vital role of storytelling for human meaning-making and have de-
scribed ‘life as narrative’, i.e. they have stressed the role of narrative as a central 

                                                             
16  Cf. Zymner’s (2013) thought-provoking essay on the knowledge of poetry.  
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mode of knowing. In a sense, storytelling can be conceived as a process that makes 
the very idea of ‘life’ possible in the first place, allowing us to relate and combine 
the huge diversity of biological or physical, psychological, emotional, social, and 
other aspects we subsume under this term. As Jerome Bruner notes with regard to 
the psychological and philosophical implications of the term ‘life’: “There is no 
such thing psychologically as ‘life itself’. At the very least, it is a selective 
achievement of memory recall; beyond that, recounting one’s life is an interpretive 
feat. Philosophically speaking, it is hard to imagine being a naïve realist about ‘life 
itself.’” (2004: 693) In this sense, the stories people tell about (their) life are rep-
resentations of the prevailing concepts of life in a given historical and cultural 
situation: “Given their constructed nature and their dependence upon cultural con-
tentions and language usage, life narratives obviously reflect the prevailing theo-
ries about ‘possible lives’ that are part of one’s culture.” (ibid.: 694) Short stories, 
then, arguably take part in the ‘storying’ of human life, both recurring to and shap-
ing culturally available life models:  

 
The sense of storyness, whether derived from neurological patterns, perceptual gestalts, or 
cultural models, is a cognitive integer – and that accounts for the primacy of the short story 
as a narrative form. [...The short story] activates, in order to modulate [...] the sense of sto-
ryness. (Lohafer 1994: 310) 

 
Second, the American short story’s origins in earlier short narrative forms further 
underscore its cultural-cognitive function as a repository – or better, because less 
passive: organon – of life knowledge. It has often been argued the short story de-
rives from primordial short narrative forms, particularly the fable, exemplum, par-
able, riddle, hoax, and conundrum (cf., for instance, March-Russell 2009: 1-21). 
What these genres, which exist in similar forms in virtually all cultures, have in 
common is that they serve to function as media of ethical reflection. By imagining 
and narrativizing particular ethical, religious, and other problems, these forms 
serve as literary thought experiments, triggering cognitive processes that are im-
mediately linked to the question of how to live. Similarly, the early predecessors 
of the (American) short story, such as moral tales, conversion narratives, and sen-
timental stories, had the explicit function to convey certain life knowledge and 
instruct their readers in ‘how to live’. As Martin Seidl and Oliver Scheiding point 
out: “In conjunction with moral tales, the sentimental story provides the reader 
with virtuous examples that are considered worth of imitation [sic], offering indi-
vidualized stories that serve as generalized modes of life.” (2011: 69) These early 
narrative forms served to ascribe meaning to the often puzzling and startling real-
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ity of life on the North American continent, for instance the contact with the in-
digenous people and the question of cultural identity that fuel the genre of the 
captivity narrative.  

Third, moral disquisition and questions of what constitutes a good and desira-
ble life have arguably played a role throughout the history of the genre, from Na-
thaniel Hawthorne’s allegorical tales to Flannery O’Connor’s grotesques. The no-
tion of the short story as a medium of ethical reflection and practical self-help is 
still visible in contemporary discourses about the genre. Some writers have spec-
ulated that the short story – in its suddenness and narrative compression – is a 
particularly moral or ethical genre that through its aesthetics of compression cau-
tions the reader to pay attention to their life:  

 
You! You’re not paying enough attention to your life, parceled out as it is in increments 
smaller and more significant than you seem aware of. Here’s a form which invites more 
detailed notice – displaying life not as it is, admittedly, but in flashbacks, in hyper-reality, 
with epiphanies and without, with closures, time foreshortenings, beauties of all sorts to 
please you and keep you interested. (Ford 2007: xvii-xviii)  

 
Through its formal qualities – the careful handling of narrative time, epiphanies, 
and so on – as well as the reading experience that results from these qualities, the 
short story genre is an example par excellence for the cognitive function that 
Nancy Easterlin ascribes to imaginative literature at large in her ‘biocultural’ ap-
proach to literary studies: Short stories “reawaken” us to our human “sense of 
meaning-making”, thereby “bring[ing] back into consciousness some of what, for 
purposes of expediency, has been pushed out of conscious thought” (Easterlin 
2012: 24). 

Fourth, since the 19th century the short story has held a particularly prominent 
role in American culture, and has thus arguably played an important part in devis-
ing culturally specific notions about life and its representation. It has often been 
pointed out that the emergence of the short story genre in America was directly 
connected to the socio-historical life-world and the experience of Americans in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As Ruth Suckow argued: 

 
It was the chaos, the unevenness, the diversity of American life that made short stories such 
a natural artistic expression in the first place. Roving, unsettled, restless, unassimilated, here 
and gone again – a chaos so huge, a life so varied and so multitudinous that its meaning 
could be caught only in fragments, perceived only by will-o’-the-wisp gleams, preserved 
only in tiny pieces of perfection. It was the first eager, hasty way of snatching little treasures 
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of art from the great abundance of unused, uncomprehended material. Short stories were a 
way of making America intelligible to itself. (1927: 318) 

 
Hence, particularly in an American cultural context the idea of life knowledge – 
presented in fragments and “will-o-the-wisp gleams” – seems to be ‘built into’ the 
very genre of the short story. From this angle, short stories can be regarded as 
cognitive devices that contributed, and continue to contribute, to a comprehension 
of the vast diversity and unevenness of ‘American life’. At least with the short 
story’s transition from romanticism to realism (see May 2002: 42-61), writers and 
critics alike have frequently attested to the genre’s pronounced ‘closeness to life’, 
a notion that becomes especially apparent in one of the most influential subgenres 
of the modern short story, the so-called slice-of-life story. Many short stories pre-
sent themselves as “scenes from the life of the common man or woman, episodes 
and crises which are typical of those of ordinary life” (Scofield 2006: 8).  

Fifth, and also at the topical level, the short story has the reputation of being a 
genre that is apt to provide new material, i.e. new subject matters, and to “intro-
duce new regions or groups into an established national literature, or into an 
emerging national literature in the process of decolonization” (Pratt 1994: 104). 
In so doing, the genre does important cultural work by expanding and questioning 
what are considered to be collectively acceptable forms of life. Whether one thinks 
of Bret Harte’s stories about social outsiders (e.g. in “The Outcasts of Poker Flat”), 
about the feminist voices of Kate Chopin, Charlotte Perkins Gilman or Edith 
Wharton (see, e.g., Rippl 2011) or about the flowering of ethnic short story writing 
since the 1980s, the short story genre has lent itself to the presentation of margin-
alized forms of life, and thus contributed to their inclusion into the hegemonic 
discourse. Short stories in this sense constitute what Deleuze and Guattari have 
referred to as ‘minor literature’ (Deleuze/Guattari 1986), connecting the individ-
ual to a “political immediacy” (ibid.: 18) and subversively abusing, defamiliariz-
ing, and pluralizing “the discursive structures of the ‘major’ language” (Hunter 
2007: 138). 

Sixth, the short story can be described as what Mary Louise Pratt calls a “pro-
ductive genre” (1994: 93), i.e. a thriving genre that has produced and continues to 
produce works that reach a comparatively broad readership. This circumstance 
seems crucial to my argument of the short story as an organon of life knowledge: 
Literary texts, as well as genres, can only be expected to have a lasting impact on 
people’s conceptions of life if they are widely read, and if they remain relatively 
stable across time and space. As a fixed institution in the cultural economy of the 
United States and Canada (see, e.g., Levy 1993), the short story genre has the 
potential to engage in the social discussion and proliferation of collectively shared 

Introduction | 29 



notions of life and living together, as well as to critically respond to other, for 
example scientific or philosophical, discourses about life. This becomes especially 
apparent when stories deal with pressing ethical questions like euthanasia (e.g. 
James Salter’s “Last Night”) or with epochal diseases that alter a society’s very 
conception of human life, such as cancer, AIDS or Alzheimer’s. In “The Way We 
Live Now,” published in the New Yorker in 1986, for instance, Susan Sontag ex-
plored how the HIV virus not only affected the biological or medical conception 
of life, but also irrecoverably changed the way people actually lived in personal 
relationships, thus probing into the very mundane, tangible social consequences 
of the bioscientific ‘discovery’ of the virus. 

Seventh, the short story’s closeness to the day-to-day lives of Americans does 
not only manifest itself on a thematic level, but also in its particular position in an 
American literary economy. Short stories can be easily integrated into the reader’s 
day-to-day routines without forcing her to sacrifice large portions of her time for 
the perusal. Historically, this quality helped the short story to its immense popu-
larity since the mid-19th-century, as Andrew Levy points out: “[f]rom the time of 
Poe, the short story has been designed as a culturally disposable artifact – a thing 
to be read once and enjoyed” (1993: 2). During the late 19th and early 20th cen-
tury, short stories were primarily published in numerous magazines, periodicals, 
newspapers and supplements, and those magazines were most successful that had 
the best short stories in them (see ibid.: 33). Built into the fabric of everyday life 
and communication, the short story was not only more readily available than other 
literary forms such as novels or poems,17 it was also closer to the everyday life of 
its readers than most other genres, thanks to its wide proliferation in the mass me-
dia of print culture. 

Finally, various scholars have commented on the particular reading experience 
of short stories that endows the genre with a special potential to work on our im-
agination and retroact on our sense of life. From this vantage, “[f]iction is a way 
towards action in the real world,” and although the reader’s own “action cannot 
be included in the tale, […] there is a sense in which his story begins too. The 
story leaves the reader with a sense of heightened awareness towards living which 
the fictional immersion in other selves can bring” (Scofield 2001: 107). Following 
Renate Brosch (2007), one may refer to this as “projective reading”: In a projective 

                                                             
17  The enormous popularity of the short story in magazines and newspapers during the 

later 19th and early 20th century also explains why the genre was so enthusiastically 
embraced as a ‘national art form’; see Levy (1993: 34): “The genre-fication of the short 
story was an informal declaration of independence from an economic subservience to 
European literature.”  
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reading, we constantly transgress the material boundaries of the text and extend 
its meanings by projecting it onto our own lives (this argument will be examined 
more closely in chapter 5). This idea nicely resonates with Walter Benjamin’s re-
marks in his famous essay “Der Erzähler”, in which he points to the meaning or 
sense of life (Lebenssinn) inherent in stories:  

 
Actually, there is no story for which the question as to how it is continued would not be 
legitimate. The novelist, on the other hand, cannot hope to take the smallest step beyond 
that limit at which he invites the reader to a divinatory realization of the meaning of life by 
writing ‘Finis’. (Benjamin 2006 [1936]: 372) 

 
 

ON THE AIMS AND STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY, OR: 
WHAT ISN’T ‘LIFE KNOWLEDGE’? 

 
The first and foremost goal of this book is to provide a fresh approach to the study 
of the (North American) short story that is at once grounded in the theorizing of 
the form (as well as of narrative in general) and goes beyond such theorizing by 
addressing the short story as a narrative genre that reflects, negotiates, shapes, and 
produces life knowledge. It is my contention that short story criticism continues 
to be too much involved with taxonomic questions (“What is a short story?”) 
rooted in the formalist-structuralist tradition of short story theory, whereas ques-
tions about the cultural and epistemological functions of the form remain at best 
marginalized. At the same time, as an intervention in the discussion around ‘the 
knowledge of literature’, this study aims to de-generalize this discussion by focus-
ing on the genre-specificity of literary life knowledge, manifested in the American 
short story. The following aims and research questions derive from this major 
goal. 

First, I wish to frame my argument about the short story as an organon of life 
knowledge in the context of recent theorizing with regard to the relationship be-
tween literature and knowledge. Taking my cue from Ottmar Ette’s works, his 
notion of ‘literature as knowledge for living’ needs to be expanded by addressing 
the very processes and epistemological underpinnings that enable – or, potentially 
also restrain – the ‘informational transfer’ between literary texts on the one hand, 
and the reader’s non-literary experience and knowledge on the other. As a genre 
that has regularly been associated with notions of sudden recognition and insight, 
or epiphany, the short story provides an intriguing case study for this.  
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In close conjunction with the above, I wish to foreground the category of genre 
in the discussion of literary (life) knowledge by examining how the short story 
may produce particular kinds of life knowledge and how it shapes the reader’s 
life knowledge in particular ways. So far, most contributions to the debates sur-
rounding the question of the knowledge of literature have short-circuited the 
genre-question, making virtually no distinctions between the forms and functions 
of different genres with regard to the reflection and dissemination of knowledge.18 
Whereas some literary genres are rather closely and obviously associated with the 
way in which they shape our cultural knowledge of human life (e.g. the Bildungs-
roman as the literary form in which the humanistic ideal of human perfectibility 
is expressed), this has not yet produced any systematic interest in the generic con-
stitution of literary life knowledge. The second aim of this book is thus to redress 
the literature and knowledge debate by developing analytical models and a termi-
nology with which to approach the short story as an epistemological form.  

Moreover, I want to introduce and contextualize such an approach within 
American literary studies as a contribution to current conceptual and methodolog-
ical developments in the discipline. As of recently, there is evidence that the study 
of ‘life’ (or lives), manifested in literary artifacts and other cultural representa-
tions, is (re-)gaining importance in American studies. In a recent collection enti-
tled Living American Studies (2010), the editors point out that “American Studies 
has insisted, from its beginnings, on the inseparability of ‘art’ (or the academic 
study of art, literature, and culture at large) and life,” (Banerjee et al. 2010: ix), 
thus emphasizing the continuum of life and cultural production.19 The present 
study wants to contribute to these discussions by shedding some light on how lit-
erature and life interrelate, how literature may impart a certain knowledge of and 
about life, as well as by looking at a particular genre that is currently neglected in 
the larger field of ‘life writing’, viz. the short story. 

By highlighting the ways in which the short story genre may serve as a medium 
in which notions, models, and practices of life are negotiated, I also aim to make 
a modest contribution to short story theory and criticism in general. After the 
somewhat sobering phase of formalist approaches to the short story in the 1960s 
to 1990s, which led short story theory to a crossroads at best (see Lohafer/Clarey 
1989), and a dead-end at worst, there has been a remarkable resurgence of aca-
demic interest in the short story in the past few years.20 Numerous publications of 

                                                             
18  A rare but notable exception is the volume Gattungs-Wissen (Bies et al. 2013a).  
19  Cf. Kucharzewski (2011) for an intriguing exploration of the many (re-)engagements 

of literary and scientific life knowledge. 
20  See my own survey of short story theories and typologies in Basseler (2011a). 
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the past five years or so attest to this renewed interest in the genre in both English 
and American studies,21 and one chief intention behind many of these publications 
is to develop new approaches to the study of the short story that jettison the for-
malist legacy and essentialist tendencies of short story theory. In a similar, but 
slightly different vein, the present study attempts to go beyond traditional short 
story criticism and theory by zooming in on the cognitive-cultural functions of the 
short story as an organon of life knowledge. 

Last but certainly not least, I would like to provide a new and fresh take on the 
history of the North American short story by looking at a number of canonical as 
well as recent, less well-researched texts. My aim here is to offer new interpreta-
tions of these stories by addressing the question of what kind of life knowledge 
they may comprise and how this knowledge is related to the formal characteristics 
of the genre. In so doing, I am proposing a new approach to the history of the 
American short story that centers not so much around authors, periods, writing-
styles or topics but around the cultural-cognitive functions of the short story form, 
its ability to act on the readers’ ‘sense of life’.  

 
* * * 

 
The discussion of concepts like ‘life knowledge’ or ‘knowledge for living’ inevi-
tably entails one central caveat that results from the high level of abstraction of 
the two central terms, ‘life’ and ‘knowledge’. The basic problem with the term life 
and its definitions, whether in science or the humanities, is that we can never ex-
amine life as such. Life is a semantically open, suggestive, and highly ambiguous 
term that denotes something we cannot directly observe, yet have a certain idea 
of. Hence, the question ‘What is life?’ remains an abstract one, at least if it is not 
further specified (cf. Böhme 2000). Furthermore, since life “is not a quality that is 
demonstrable in itself, it tends to be identified with secondary qualities and ef-
fects” (Connor 2006: 4). Consequently, different disciplines – from biology to 
philosophy, medicine to psychology – tend to identify life with a whole plethora 
                                                             
21  For example, see the two Cambridge Introductions to the American (Scofield 2006) 

and English (Hunter 2007) short story, Bendixen and Nagel’s Companion to the Amer-
ican Short Story (2010), the Edinburgh Companion to the Short Story in English 
(Delaney/Hunter 2018), the History of the American Short Story edited by Basseler and 
Nünning (2011a), the newly founded journal Short Fiction in Theory and Practice as 
well as the monographs and collections by Iftekharuddin et al. (2003), Korte (2003), 
Buchholz (2003), Löffler/Späth (2005), Ibánez et al. (2007), Brosch (2007), March-
Russell (2009), and Boddy (2010). 
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of highly diverse qualities and effects (see Zapf 2016: 131), so that life “has been 
defined by many different, though allegedly essential features” (Connor 2006: 4). 
“What we call life,” Terry Eagleton therefore aptly remarks, “is just a necessary 
fiction” (2007: 15). It is a working fiction, a “grand signifier” (Bogdal 2010: 86), 
or highly elusive factual fiction, we rely on in order to refer to a reality that we all 
experience and share, yet cannot satisfactorily pin down to any coherent and com-
prehensive definition, let alone theory.  

Similarly, ‘knowledge’ is also anything but a clear-cut and easily definable 
term, but one that allows for almost endless definitions, subcategories and varia-
tions. On a very general level, the noun knowledge refers to three related yet dif-
ferent aspects: 1) “the fact or condition of knowing something with familiarity 
gained through experience or association” (Merriam-Webster Online); 2) “the cir-
cumstance or condition of apprehending truth or fact through reasoning” (ibid.); 
and 3) “the sum of what is known,” i.e. “the body of truth, information, and prin-
ciples acquired by humankind” (ibid.). We can further distinguish, for example, 
between theoretical and practical knowledge, procedural knowledge (i.e. the usu-
ally implicit knowledge that allows us to exercise certain tasks), knowledge by 
acquaintance and knowledge by description, unconscious or tacit knowledge (Po-
lanyi 2009 [1966]), incremental knowledge (Stehr 2000), everyday knowledge, 
narrative knowledge, body knowledge, local or indigenous knowledge, or even 
metaknowledge. All of these terms not only imply, to greater or lesser degree, 
certain (often contrasting or even conflicting) theories of knowledge, they also 
show that we are a far cry away from any universal or generally accepted notion 
of knowledge. 

As a consequence, any notion of ‘life knowledge’ cannot possibly be about 
neutral or objective qualities of life ‘as such’, but must necessarily and inevitably 
be a matter of highly selective, culturally and historically specific as well as dis-
ciplinarily determined attributions. Rather critically, then, one may just as well 
ask: ‘What isn’t life knowledge?’ If life is just a working fiction we rely on to refer 
to our shared experience in and of this world, and if knowledge is ‘the sum of what 
we know’, then the very term ‘life knowledge’ seems so ludicrously vast and all-
embracing that it loses all conceptual and pragmatic value. At the same time, how-
ever, it is precisely this notion of life knowledge as a working fiction which invites 
the perspective of literature as one of humankind’s preeminent tools for making 
(the) meaning of life (cf. Köppe 2005; also see Wilson 2009).  

To conceive of literature as a medium of life knowledge thus means to exam-
ine one dimension of how ‘life’ as a working fiction is construed: What does lit-
erature, what do the various genres of literature contribute to our understanding 
(or knowledge) of this vast phenomenon we tend to call ‘life’? How does literature 
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take part in the formation and negotiation of our cultural notions and models of 
life? If one accepts the pragmatist credo that we should talk about our exposure 
to, or interaction with, things we cannot directly observe, then literature in general 
and the short story in particular could be conceptualized as a very specific and 
highly specialized discourse dealing with the production of knowledge of life (see 
Basseler 2009). We may not be able to define ‘life’ as such because we cannot 
observe it, and therefore the term necessarily remains a rather vague umbrella term 
or a grand signifier for an almost infinitely large number of vastly diverse phe-
nomena. What we can observe and therefore also analyze, however, is how liter-
ature treats such a phenomenon as life and how it engages in the reflection, pro-
duction, and dissemination of life models, lifestyles, life practices, notions of the 
good life, and so forth. 

 
* * * 

 
In Part I, I will develop a theoretical framework that allows us to conceptualize 
the complex and dynamic relationship between the three major components in this 
study’s central equation: literature, life, and knowledge. While the thrust of the 
argument in this part is already towards the formal characteristics of the short story 
and the aesthetic experience it provides, this chapter is also concerned with more 
general questions about the (life) knowledge of literature. The goal in this part, 
hence, is to introduce a terminology as well as a model for the analysis of short 
stories that takes its departure from the assumption that literature is a pertinent 
vehicle for the construction and dissemination of life knowledge.  

Part II, then, will be more explicitly concerned with the particular kinds of life 
knowledge that the short story imparts, as well as the ways in which these kinds 
of life knowledge correspond to the formal features of the genre. Against the back-
drop of existing theorizing of the short story form, as well as in light of the genre’s 
literary history, the short story’s life knowledge will be described with regard to 
thematic and formal aspects as well as the result of what might be called the spe-
cific reading experience of short stories. While chapter 4 deals with the wide-
spread notion that short stories possess a certain ‘life-likeness’ that resides, for 
example, in the genre’s preference for moments which reveal some essential truths 
about life (‘epiphany’), chapter 5 is concerned with how this quality of revelation 
(at a formal and thematic level) also determines the reading experience of short 
stories. Chapter 6 explores how the short story is frequently associated with no-
tions of crisis and turning point, a trait of the genre that has often been pointed out 
yet rarely explored in detail. It is especially the temporal characteristics of the 
short story, its sense of time and specific handling of life’s rhythms and sequences 
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that equips it as a medium of life knowledge, recording and shaping notions about 
the time-related dimension of human life. To illustrate this, chapter 7 employs two 
examples (Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle” and Fitzgerald’s “Benjamin Button”) to an-
alyze how short stories have responded to the ‘temporalization of life’ – that is, 
the increasing temporal patterning, regulation, and governing of forms of life 
– that characterizes the project of modernity in America. 

The temporal patterning of life most evidently plays out on the level of the 
various phases or stages in which we tend to portion our lives, from infancy to old 
age. This patterning is not merely a consequence of our biological nature, but is 
essentially based on storytelling:  

 
Our own life stories draw on the stories we learn as active participants in culture – stories 
about childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and aging. Stories distinguish between what cul-
ture glorifies as good characters and vilifies as bad characters, and they present the many 
varieties that fall in between. Stories depict full and fragmented lives that are exciting, 
frightening, infuriating, enlightening, admirable, heroic, dignified, ignoble, disgusting, 
wise, foolish, and boring. Stories teach us how to live and what our lives mean. (McAdams 
2006: 288-9) 

 
Instead of viewing life as one coherent, comprehensive story, short stories tend to 
tell life as a series of fragmented episodes, thus providing a life knowledge that –
thematically, but even more important, formally – differs significantly from longer 
narrative forms. Accordingly, the exemplary readings in part III are arranged ac-
cording to the different stages or ages of life, from childhood and youth to maturity 
to old age, identifying typical themes frequently associated with these phases. This 
organizing principle is not a random decision, but already implies a central argu-
ment of this study: By either focusing on brief episodes and the different stages of 
life or by telling ‘a whole life’ in an extremely condensed manner, short stories 
contribute to our ‘life knowledge’ insofar as they inscribe a certain structure onto 
our lives. If narrative texts both privilege and model certain aspects of life and the 
human life course (see Malcolm 2011: 97), then the short story arguably tends to 
favor a fragmented model of life over the concluded model that the novel presents. 
This preference already results from the formal peculiarities of the genre, espe-
cially its brevity as the main structuring principle (Zumthor 2016: 74). As David 
Malcolm (ibid.: 100) maintains in a recent essay:  

 
The short story’s modelling of human life as a fragment can be (and is, frequently) con-
trasted with the longue durée of the novel. The novel is seen as expansive, substantial, com-
plex, offering broad perspectives, and a vision of life made up of multiple interlacing 
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strands. […] The short story offers a model of the human life-course which privileges the 
single moment, rather than the longer term. 

 
Thus, focusing on life phases rather than comprehensive and coherent biographies, 
short stories tend to emphasize the situational quality of human life and identity, 
while de-emphasizing the teleological life-model that underlies the traditional 
novel. But even if, as in Fitzgerald’s “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button,” for 
example, a whole life is presented in the fast-forward (or in this case fast-rewind) 
mode of a short story, this often serves to highlight the narrative sequencing of life 
and the constructive nature of the life-course model. Though not the main focus, 
age and aging as important categories of cultural analysis thus influence the criti-
cal perspective and structure of this study. Despite the work that has already been 
done in recent years, aging – along with phenomena such as ageism or age con-
sciousness – is still an undertheorized and somewhat marginal concept or “site of 
difference” (DeFalco 2010: xv) in literary and cultural studies. Arranging the text 
analyses along the dominant life-course model of Western and particularly Amer-
ican culture, I want to both reflect on and critique this model as a social construct 
that depends on cultural representations in order to exert its influence on people’s 
lives. 

The literary-historical scope of this study can be loosely defined as the ‘long 
20th century’ – that is roughly the time between 1890 and the early 2000s, with a 
few forays into the earlier 19th century –, based on the assumption that the short 
story is an essentially modern literary form (see Allen 1981: 3). Flourishing for a 
number of decades in the magazine culture of the 19th century, around 1900 the 
(North) American short story had been definitively established as a distinct literary 
form (by then also carrying the generic name ‘short story’) and defined by various 
writers and critics, most importantly perhaps Brander Matthews’s Philosophy of 
the Short-Story (1901, first published anonymously in Lippincott’s Magazine in 
1885). It was also around 1900 that the short story was increasingly associated 
with notions of a certain ‘lifelikeness’ as well as epistemological functions. 
Through the realist interventions of writers like Henry James and Stephen Crane, 
the short story was gradually removed from the allegorical mode of romance in 
which characters embodied basic human fears and desires, and focusing more and 
more on everyday life and social reality (cf. May 2002: 45). Ever since, short 
stories have been linked to ideas like ‘slice of life’ and the notion that they present 
brief, ephemeral yet representative moments and events in people’s lives and thus 
grant the reader a “glimpse through” (see Beachcroft 1968: 263). Even the radical 
experiments with the short story form, the anti-stories of postmodern writers like 
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John Barth or Robert Coover, are closely entwined with such notions as they 
ridicule and subvert them (as in Barth’s Lost in the Funhouse).  

As a modern literary genre, the short story is inseparably interconnected with 
an epistemological uncertainty and a fragmentation of ‘life’ that is considered to 
be a central characteristic of (post-)modernity. As philosopher Wilhelm Schmid 
suggests, the process of modernity can be understood as the gradual loss of prac-
tical life knowledge: “In modernity, practical life knowledge is no longer passed 
on from person to person, from generation to generation; the progressive liberation 
[of the individual from tradition, convention, religion, etc.] has broken this chain.” 
(Schmid 2014: 40, transl. M.B.) The emergence of the short story form, as well as 
of other modern forms of literature, not only coincides with the process Schmid 
describes, but may even point to the function of the short story as a literary space 
in which such a loss of practical life knowledge is reflected and, perhaps, even 
compensated and produced. As Frank Farrell argues:  

 
The space of the literary text remains one where that life of the self, its fundamental way of 
setting itself in relation with the universe, its relations to fate and chance, to grief, death, 
and loss, are being enacted in a particular fashion, not only in the lives of the characters but 
also in the very processes of writing and reading. (2004: 10) 

 
As a literary and cultural “space,” the North American short story of the late 19th 
to early 21st century can be understood as a repository as well as a vehicle for the 
negotiation and recovery of meaning and a non-reductive sense of human life that 
includes phenomenological, metaphysical, linguistic, metaphoric, aesthetic, psy-
chological, historical, and social dimensions (cf. ibid.) (this argument will be ex-
amined in greater detail in chapters 3-7). This study is thus an attempt to explore 
the particular “affordances of form” (Levine 2015: 6), that is the potentialities re-
siding in its generic structure and conventions, that enable the short story to do so 
many different and even contradictory things with regard to presenting, organizing 
and shaping life knowledge.
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