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Dmitri Shalin’s methodological reflections on Mi-
khail Epshtein’s and Sergei Iur'enen Encyclopedia
of Youth against the backdrop of biocritical her-

meneutics.

For about a week now I have been reading the Encyclopedia of Youth
[Entsiklopediia iunosti, 2017]. I skimmed through the text first, made
my way to the afterword, then cycled back to the beginning and read
the text closely, twice. What follows is a medley of notes and reflections
occasioned by the dual autobiography (Abio) that Mikhail Epshtein and
Sergei Iur'enen teamed up to write. My discussion focuses primarily on
the original sources deployed in the Encyclopedia - diaries, journals,
correspondence - and briefly touches on the issue of retrospective in-
terpretations. Space constraints also limit my recourse to personal rem-
iniscences contained in the original communication from which these
notes are abridged.

In my reflections, I rely on the framework of biocritical hermeneutics,
an emerging research perspective on auto/biographical writing (Shalin
2007, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2014, 2016, 2017, 2019, 2020). To maximize
the validity of autobiographical framing, biocritical hermeneutics inter-
rogates disparate sources and triangulates alternative accounts of
controversial events. Biocritique deploys reverse editing to test the cer-
tified accounts, starting with the authorized version of described events
and avowed identities, gathers bits and pieces left out of the official
presentation, and reconstructs alternative enselfments which augment
and challenge the over-determined self-framings (see Appendix for a
summary).
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I have learned a lot about the authors from the dual Abio, the battles
they waged with the world and themselves. Ample visual materials and
diary entries reproduced in the book offer a multi-stranded view of two
intersecting lives unfolding at a key juncture in Russia’s history. Acute
and unsparing, this self-analysis speaks volumes about soviet society,
and the human predicament in general. The Encyclopedia of Youth is a
study in complementary self-memorialization styles, and as such, it is
especially appealing to students of autobiographical discourse like my-
self.

Both authors started their diaries at about the same age, on the verge of
12™ birthday (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 132-3). A diary is an instru-
ment of self-mastering, or as Foucault would say, ‘taking care of self
(Foucault 1988). The agenda is self-improvement, weeding out the infe-
rior strands of selfhood: ‘[P]eumn xak crnepyer 3a ce6st B3siThest. [Tucan
ob6si3aTenbcTBa M pacnucku camomy ceGe’ (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017:
337). ‘HemoBonen co6oit. Hapymwn cBou HOpMBI 00uieHusi. MHOTO U
IOpY)KecKu BbIGONMTan JminreiiHy, Bpan u xBactan. O >KeHIMHAX He
BCIIOMHUHATH U He roBoputhb. O paborax Toxke’ (Epshtein and Iur'enen
2017: 141). Routine entries offer a window on how the self emerges as an
object in experience and an agent in material world. Ambitions driving
the self-writing are evident from the start. Here is an entry from
Epshtein’s journal dated January 10, 1962:

Sl cnpran mo pazyo, YTO MHOTHE Be/HMKHUE JIIOAU Bely JHEBHU-
KH. §1 TOXXe pelIvT BeCTH JHEBHUK — MOXeT, OyJly BEIUKUM 4Ye-
JIOBEKOM. A eC/IM HeT, YTO )X, BCeé PAaBHO NMPUTOAMTCS, KaK JHEB-
HUK AHHBI PpaHK. A MOXXeT ObITh, s HAMMILY, KOT/IAa CTAaHY B3POC-
JIBIM, KHUTY II0 3TOMY JHEBHUKY. A eC/ii He TO U He JIpyroe, Bce
paBHO uHTepecHO motoMm Oyner uurtath (Epshtein and Iur'enen
2017: 131).

A narrative element is strong in early entries filled with particulars and
short on generalization. Situations are soaked with raw emotions, but
the collision resolves itself quickly without yielding an insight into one-
self or the world. Here is Epshtein’s recording the calamities that befell
him on January 13, 1962:

Ypoxk yxxe koHumics. B kopuzpope 6pu1 oguH Hair kinacc. Ko mue
CTasnu nmpucTaBaTh PenuH, Annep u Menkas comka — KopiyHos,
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ly6uos u ap. KymioB — pezaxuii Harsien,. XOTst OH U He MPUCTA-
€T, HO 51 er0 HeHaBIKY OO0JIblle BCeX, U OH MeHsi, HABEPHO, TOXe.
Kaxk 6bI st X0Ten1 U3GUTh €ro, 3TO MPOKJISATOE, JKEITOe, BHITSIHYTOE,
Kak orypen, nuno! ...Ctan gpaTtecsi ¢ ApyiepoM, HO PasOLLIHCH.
Joma 6buto Bce 06GbikHOBeHHO. I Mbuicsi B Tasy (Epshtein and
[ur’enen 2017: 132).

Sergei’s earliest entries included in Abio go back to 1964. Narration
predominates here, the language evincing early signs of writerly sensi-
bilities. May 30, 1964:

[Mama nocty4an B KabuHy modepa. ABTo6yC OCTAaHOBHIICS, U MBI
COLITN, ¥ TIPOIYCTH/IM €ro, Mpouie/l OH MAUMO Hac, MaxHY/ Tem-
nbiM 1 GeHsuHHBIM. Cpasy CTaso TUXO, CBETHU/IO COJTHIIE, OCBella-
JI0 JIec, UIOCCe U IOPOTY B JIECY, TI0 KOTOPOM MbI MOIUIH, A0POra
MEX/y MOJIOJbIMU JBAALIATUIETHUMU COCHAMHU, IOPOTa, KOTOpast
BbIBEJIa HAC Ha OTPOMHYIO COJTHEYHYIO TOJISIHY, ¥ MbI TOIUTH TI0
MSITKOM JOpOTe BO PXKK, MUMO KapTodesisi, K capar, MUMO Tepe-
KJIQZIUHBI C CEHOM W KapTo(deTbHOro morpeda K JOMHUKY C TOJy-
ObIMM HAa/TMYHUKAMU, a BO [JBOPE yXXe COOAaKH 3all/TUCh OT JIas,
OTKPbIBa€M ILIEKOJIY, CKPHUIIAT BOPOTA, COGAKA MOTYAT, U MBI,
y3HaHHbIe COGaKaMu, BXOJWUM, W CTAPUK HAET 4Yepe3 ABOP
(Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 237).

As time passes, the diary entries change their character, with judgment,
generalization, and self-analysis taking more space and urgency. The
need to take hold of one’s agency weighs heavily on the shoulders of
this 16-year-old diarist:

Korza ThI y)Xe TPOXXW/I HEMHOTO U TBOSI Pe4Yb 3aCOPEHa, U yKe
OHA He TBOsl, ThI CTaJ, KakK apyrve. Ecii Gbl MHE Kydy HOBBIX
CJIOB, HOBBIX, KakK fepeBbsi mocie noxzas! Mwuxpomup. Korza
CMOTPHILb B TPaBY; U TaK TOJIBKO OguH pa3. He moBropsietrcst Ta-
Koe. Mypageit moBosiok TpaBuHKY. Kak 6peBHO Ha 1-M KommyHwu-
CTHYeCKOM Cy00oTHUKe. VIHTEepecHO, y MypaBbeB Kakoe
KkmaccoBoe cosHanue... (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 297).

The disgust with oneself intensifies, as self-reflection becomes more
sophisticated and writing shows the familiarity with literary prototypes:
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CocrosiHre pa3gpakeHus. bpocua KHUATY Ha TOJI, KUCIYTrascs, KO-
rga ynaaa. ['me-to BHyTpHM nr000Basicss U HaCAKAANCS OelieH-
ctBom. OpHako — 3afeno. HeBO3MOXHO >XUTh € OIM3KUMU
BCJIEICTBHE WX MPUCTPACTHOCTHU. CITULIKOM [0ITO sI 0OMaHbBIBaJI-
Cs1, CYUTAJI, YTO JIFOOOBb K MHBIM JIFOSIM PAaBHO3HAYHA BCEIPO-
LIIeHUI0, TIOJYMHEHHOCTH WM oreke. Bce Tebe cyapu, HO Thl —
OIVH B MHpe, U HUKTO HEe MOXeT MPUOIU3UTHCSI K Tebe, 16O
MPUPOJA TAKOBA, YTO 4YeM OoJiblle COMMKAeM — TeM CHIbHee
4YyBCTBO OTTa/JIKMBaHHUS. /la M1 KOMy, 4YeCTHO TOBOPs, BaXeH ThI,
TBOe 51?7 JIniub GbI XUIOCh XOPOLIO TBOEMY Tey, JHIIb Obl TEIO
6bI0 ObecrieyeHo U UMeJIO CreluaabHOCTh. Kakoro xe cMmbicia
cnyuateesi? Ecmu aT0 mocnymanve — mogaBineHue Tenom S,
rinyboyaiiiero u coxkpoBeHHeiero! Hazo camomy, uckmovas
no0ble COBETHI OMBITHBIX, TO €CTh MOJABI€HHBIX XHU3HBIO, 00-
TepUINXCsl, OTBeprasi X, HaJl0o HayaTh MJTH TOJBKO CBOEH TpoO-
MO0, CKOJIBKO 6 HU OT/IMYaach OHA OT HaBS3aHHOTO U MPUHSTO-
ro. Tonbko cBoeit Tpomnoit uaTu (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 297-
8).

Mikhail Epshtein’s penchant for philosophical reflection and self-
generalization surfaces early on. At 14, Epshtein already started his
metaphysical diary: ‘U3 gHeBHUKa. 16.12.1964. “B koHUe HOsAOpPs
HaIMCal HECKOIBKO GHIOCOPCKHX ITIOLOB MIM 3aMETOK, He 3HAK0, KaK
ato HasbiBaercst” (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 342). Gradually, philo-
sophical disquisitions and generalizing self-assessments claim more
space pushing out the narrative element:

Sl ayBCcTBYIO0 B cebe CTpAIHYIO DHEPTUI0, KOTOpPas HU B 4YeM He
MOJXXeT HaiiTu Bbixoza. To, 4To 51 fejar, MeHs 1o GOJIBIIOMY CYe-
Ty He yCTpauBaeT, HO [ie/IaTh JIy4lie s He Mory. boJibiiie Bcero Ha
cBeTe s XO4y /MIOOUTH U ObITh MIOGUMBIM, U MEHsI YTHETaeT He-
BO3MOXXHOCTb TaKOM OOJIBIIOM J0OGBU, KOTJA MOXHO OBUIO ObI
6e3 ocTaTKa PacTBOPUTHCS APYT B APYTe, XUTh APYT PYroM. JTO
Kakasi-To 60J/ie3Hb JyXa, MPOHCTEKAMLIAsi OT HeJZOCTaTKa /TI00BU
u mobumoctu. s MeHst TenecHast 61M30CTh cama 1o cebe He-
06si3aTe/IbHA, 3TO HECOBEPLIEHHOE BhIPA)KEHHE CTPAIIHOM TyXOB-
HOM Xaabl. Ecii 66110 6bI MOXKHO, s1 OTOGpOCHIT GbI BCE CBOM PY-
KM Y HOTM M OCTAJICSI C OFHOW [AYIIOH, 4TOObI OTAATHCS THOOBU
6e3 MpemnsTCTBUi, 6e3 pasjeeHuii, 6e3 3HaKOB COOCTBEHHOCTH U
MpUHAIOKHOCTH. HO Kyza MHe AeTh CBOM PYKM U HOTH, KaK
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oboiiTrch 6e3 HUX, Beib 0€3 HUX MO€ CyLIeCTBO He LIeJIo, U sI He
MOTY MOMHOCTBIO OTAaTh ceOst (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 225).

Retrospective assessments are even less steeped in daily minutia. A ref-
erence to a specific event in Epshtein’s memorialization quickly yields
to the flight of essayistic imagination. A story about a violent outburst
against the mice swirling under one’s feet occasions a disquisition
about the restlessness of youth: ‘U geno, koHe4YHO, HE TOTBKO B MBILIAX
— 9TO ObUIM TOZbI KaKUX-TO HAJPBIBHBIX, KOMIEHCATOPHBIX MOIMBITOK
CTaTh CBEPX1€e7108€KOM, OT Yero CTPAZAJ 51 CaM, KaK OT CIIEPTOCTH, Jy-
XOThI, 3aMKHYTOCTH cBoero . Korga s umrtar sksanpranuu Hurure:
“moyeMmy 51 Tak yMeH’, “rio4yeMmy si TaK cuieH M T. Ji., — TO ITOPOM y3HAIO
3TO omb-SI-HeHHe 3a[eP)KAaHHOI SHOCMU, TIepexIeCTHYBLIEH U 3a 30, U
3a 40 JIeT ¥ B KOHILIe KOHLIOB csioMaBiueit ero paccyzok (Epshtein and
Iur’enen 2017: 485). The snippets of younger selves gleaned from the
vantage point of the present yield critical reappraisals of one’s maturing
agency - verbal, social, sexual:

B roHOCTH 51 Ka3asncst ceGe Y)KACHO KOCHOSI3BIYHBIM U, TIEPEYUTHI-
Basi CBOM IHEBHUKH [0 19—20 JIET, BWIKY, YTO TaK OHO U ObLIO.
CrioBa IaBa/IuCh MHE C TPYZAOM, 51 JOJITO OyMas Haj KaKIbIM, U
OHM HE CKJIaZIbIBA/ICh B SICHBIM YKeCT WU KapTUHY, a TOPYAIU B
pasHble CTOPOHBI, TYTIeHbKHE, KOPOTKHE, Bsiibie. SI XOAWI 0 u-
cTy OyMaru Ha BaTHBIX HOTAX, MOKAYMBAsICh, C IPOXKbIO B KOJIEH-
Kax OT CBepxXHaNpspkeHust Kakzoro mara. C romamu mocTyrb
TBEP/I€eT, CJIOBA HAYMHAIOT BBHITOBAPUBATHCSI CaMU COGOM, ouep-
YUBast TJIACTUYECKH BHSATHBIN XeCT Mbicu. O4eHb TPYAHO JaBa-
Jlach MHE 3Ta HayKa: CHSITh MEPErOPOJKY MEXY MBIC/ISIMUA U CJIIO-
BaMH, MHCAaTh TaK, YTOOBI 3TO CaMO COOOM, JIETKO U BIPUITPBDKKY
c6erasno ¢ nepa (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 302-3).

Sergei’s diary reflections and post factum assessments are full of gener-
alizations about himself and asides about the state of the word, yet they
retain a strong narrative form missing in his co-author. Certain entries
are painterly in character, sort of npo6a nepa [first attempt at writing],
befitting a budding fiction writer: ‘Munck. BriepBbie B )XM3HM IPHUCHU-
J1ach aTOMHAsI BOMHA. 22 MapTa 1968... §I TIsSHY/I B BEPXHIOI YaCTh OKHA
Y WCIYTAJICS: PSIIOM C OJUHOKO CTOSIIIUM OTHEM, C/TULIKOM SIPKUM J1JIst
3Be3/bl, JBUTAJICS MeIJIEHHO ellje OJUH, OH ABUTAJICSI OKOJIO MEPBOTO
TaK MeJJIUTEIbHO, YTO s TMOLYyMas PABHOJYIIHO: BOT JIETUT PAaKeTa Ha
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HaC; MOTOM... TIOHSUIL, YTO 3TO OTOHb HA JBMKYILIEHCS CTpejie MOJbeM-
Horo KpaHa... (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 54). Some sketches include
dialogues, waiting to be absorbed into a novel or short story:

1968, 8 mapra. Cranuusa Manas Buiiepa. 10-i1 yac yxe, Kax s cen
Ha roe3/; B Mockse. Sl muiry 3a CTOIMKOM B Barose 3-ro xuacca. C
JIPYroi CTOPOHBI, IIOJIOKHUB I'OJIOBY Ha PYKM M HaBaJIMBLIMCH Ha
CTOJI, TOHKO XPAITUT MOJIOZION MYXXHK. 38 OKHOM BBETCSI CHEXOK.
YepHble MasnKu JepeBbeB, YepHbIE BBIIIKHM, YepHbIe IyTH. 3a KO-
COM JINHUEN ceporo cHera Oypble YacThle KyCThl, IOMA JIBYXJTaXK-
Hble HIDKHEH IOJIOBMHOH NPOCBEYHMBAIOT Yepe3 KYCThl, BepXHeU
— NOJHMUMAIOTCSI HaZi, HUMU PsiJaMH OKOH, OeJIbIMM CKaTaMH
KpbIlI, TpyOaMu. B6/M3u oT OKHa y BaroHa CHer Cyxo, Ilepiia-
BBIM, MeCTaMH B IPOBaJax c1eloB. B cocegHem oTceke cobupa-
I0TCSI TIUTh NPMHECEHHOe BHUHO — TII0€37, CTOUT JO0JIr0, U OHU
ycresu cOeratb B BOK3a/IbHBIN pecTopaH. — [IsiTepKu Kak He Obl-
J10, — TOBOPHT T'0JIOC MOJIOAOTO MapHSI.

— [lsTepku KaK He GbIJIO, — FOBOPHT r'0JIOC MOJIOLOTO MapHSL.

— $1 TeGe roBOpIO: AOMEN, — W CJIBILIHO: TOT JOIHUBAET.

Xyrowmne 3Byku. [loe3n Tporaercs.

— Cnepyromee Yynoo Oyner. UynoBo, — KPHYHT, IPOXOZIS,
npoBoauuia (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 366-7).

* k *

Political awareness comes to the fore early in the protagonists’ self-
seeking exercises. Epshtein is painfully aware of his Jewish roots which
make him stand out in a society with the illustrious anti-Semitic past.
‘beITh eBpeem ObUIO MOCTHIAHO — Kak ObiTh uyepBem’ (Epshtein and
Iur’enen 2017: 145). The struggle to define oneself in the face of oppres-
sive realities is emotionally riveting:

2.6.67. “Buepa BeuepoM roBOPUII C MaMOU O IPAKIAHCTBEHHOCTH.
Ona B3Bo/MHOBasack: ‘Thl CymacuiequIviA, Thl He 3HAEIIb YXU3HHU,
HUKOMY HeJib3st 00 3TOM TOBOpUTh. Henb3st UATH MPOTHUB GOJb-
IIWHCTBA, Te6st PeiazlyT, apeCTyIOT, TOCAZAT, Thl MOTYOUILb ce6st
Y poguTeneii, ciomaelns cebe BCro xu3Hb. Omymaricsi, TeGe Bcero
17, ThI BBIPACTEIIb U TOWMEIb, YTO 3TO Opesnu HOCTH . S e
3HAI0 TOJIBKO OJHO: )XUTh HY)XHO TaK, KaK CaM CYMTAEIlb HYXK-
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HBIM, a He KaK OOJIBIUIMHCTBO; YXUTh [/ BBICOKMX LiejIei, s
MpaBfbl U A00pa, ISl MIOJEH, BCEM CBOMM CYIIECTBOM BO3Jei-
CTBOBAaTh Ha OBbITHE, HE YXOJUTh OT HETO B CEMBIO WA HAYKY, HE
0OATHCSI TIOBEPHYTH MPOTUB TEYEHUS] — MYCTh XOTh CHJIbHBIN
Bcrteck Gyzer!” (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 1m1-2).

14 stHBaps 1968. CeropHs y3Han o jene ['mu30Oypra. 5l He BoneH
COBJIAZIATh C TE€M YyBCTBOM, KOTOPOE BbI3BAJI IIPOLIeCC U IIPUTOBOP
(7 ner). T'uycHo, rpssuo, mocreigHo. CoBectHO. Kak coBpeMeHHO
3Byuut Toscroii: ‘He mory momvars! M MHe xodercst 6exarb K
JII0AsM, Tle MOHUMAIOT, IJle BO3HUKaeT eAUHCTBO YyBCTBa U CO-
cTpasiaHus, K oM, Kotopsie He mor4ar (Epshtein and Iur’enen
2017: 13).

This struggle is familiar to all of us who lived through the 1960s in the
Soviet Union. The choice for the nonconformists was between joining
the dissident movement, opting for internal or external emigration, and
seeking solace in professional competence. For Mikhail and Sergei, the
solution, before emigration emerged as a viable option, was consum-
mate professionalism, to which the authors committed as a middle
ground between fighting the regime and sinking into depression: ‘Ho
BO3HHK W TPETHI MyTh, MEXJYy HJealaMH U IMHHU3MOM: IIyTh
CaMOLIeJIPHOM, CaMOZOCTaTOYHOW, TMPOdecCHOHANTbHO-Ka4eCTBEHHOM,
MOpa/IbHO-OTBETCTBEHHOM pPABGOTBI B CBOed 06/acTH 3HAHUSA ©
macrepcrBa’ (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 308). ‘Criacenue ot a6eypna
XM3HU — B JINTEpAType, B paboTe, B IMHCATENIbCTBE MACIITAOHOM, C
pacuetom Ha gonroBpemeHHocTs Kuuru (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017:

19).

One senses an element of self-justification here, with the authors out-
lining their generational choice:

Tak 6bUIO y 1IECTUIECATHUKOB: L[€JINHA, BelrKue CTpoiku Cu-
6upH, OuHlleHHe TapTHH, /IeHUH OMNSITh MOJIOLOM, PEBOIOLHS
MPOAO/DKaeTcs, yepe3 JBaALATh JIeT HOBOe ITOKOJIeHHe COBETCKUX
nmogei GyeT XUTh MPU KOMMYyHH3Me... MbI, KOHI]A 1940-X —
Havajla 1950-X IT. POXXAEeHUs1, ObUIH, BEPOSITHO, MEePBbIM MOKOJIe-
HHeM, KOTOpOe COBCeM He O4apOBaJloChb KOMMYHHW3MOM — M IO
TOH >Xe caMOi NMpHUYMHe He Pa304yapoBajioch B HeM, He IOLIJIO B
JUCCUJEHTHI: TMOCIeCO/DKeHULBIHCKOe U I0C/IeeBTYIIeHKOBCKOe
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MOKOJIeHHe (XOTS MOM IMOJUTHUKO3 B 1966—1967 IT. eme ObLI
OCTQTOYHBIM CMMIITOMOM TOW reHepalu, HO aBIycT 1968 r. pas-
nenancst co Bcemu nutosusimu) (Epshtein and Tur’enen 2017: 307-
8).

A rationalization might be at work here, a desire to explain to oneself
and the world why the authors opted for a stoic forbearance and pro-
fessional excellence rather than for active resistance. Epshtein senses
the problematic nature of a compromise he settled for, as we can see in
this entry:

18.7.1973. CiryyaliHO BCTpeTH/ICsl B TpaMBae c TeTelt /lrogoii. Eif 3a
50, HMCKYCCTBOBe[, APYI CTapbIX Apy3ed Haumell ceMbu. Mydu-
TeJ/IbHBIA pPasroBop. BeIACHMIIOCH, UTO $1, B 23 roja NUINYLIIUN CTa-
THH TI0 JINTEPATYPOBEAEHHUIO /IS COBETCKHX (a KakKux ele?) Xyp-
HAJIOB, He paclioJlaralo ee K yBaXeHUI0. [Iocko/bKy cBOUM IoBe-
JleHreM OIpaBAbIBAI0 CyLIeCTBYIOWUN cTpoil... OBr1aseHue mpo-
deccueii, BHe OTHOIIEHHUSI K PEXUMY, JAeT YeTOBEYeCKyl0 U HC-
TOPHUYECKYI0 CcBOOOZy M Mepy Bewieil. [Tpumupurens Ilymkux
6osb1e 6opua Pouteesa... Bce paBHo creigHO. He Mory ce6st mpo-
CTUTh, YTO C/Iy4alHO /1, B IUYTKY JIM OOMOJIBMJICS TPO 'BOJIIO
Hapoad', kotopas siko6bI cBepurmaack B Poccuu B XX B. Ho uto
JXe JesaTh: BO3BPALIAThC K MOeMy AMCCHUAEHTCTBY, KOTJa MHe
CTyKHyJ10 16 net? Mnu Bce xe paborats? OGMAHO, YTO MOYTH Yy-
YKOU 4Ye/l0OBeK HeCKOJIbKMMH MCKPEHHUMH (ppa3amMu JOBOJUT Me-
Hs1 70 Takux comHeHuit B cebe. (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 129)

This is a moving testimony about the struggle the authors waged to sal-
vage their dignity while fending off the repressive regime. Historians of
soviet autobiographical discourse will be grappling with these fine-
grain observations in years to come.

* k *

The book annotation informs the reader that the Encyclopedia of Youth
covers ‘the seven-year period, from 1967 to 1974’. This time frame is baf-
fling, for the autobiographical sources cited in the text go back to the
early 1960s, and references to the events unfolding beyond the desig-
nated cut-off point sprinkle the exposition. Part of the problem is the
retrospective nature of the overall design, which allows the authors to
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insert their mature selves into the discussion and mention earlier and
later developments. Such strategy raises questions for which the book
doesn’t always have answers.

The Encyclopedia contains a section titled Departure where the authors
gloss Sergei’s train ride from Moscow that took him out of the country
and into the self-imposed exile. This momentous occasion, which hap-
pened on November 8, 1977, brings up the topic of emigration - the wa-
tershed event in the authors’ lives. Emigration comes up repeatedly in
the dual autobiography, notably in Sergei’s diaries and reminiscences
(Mikhail generally avoids the subject). Here is the conversation Sergei
[ur'enen had in the summer of 1972 with his future wife who had
broached the couple’s relocation to Paris:

— /Jla xoTb 3aBTpa.

— Her, 51 ceppesno?

Ona HapucoBajia MHe KapTHHY ITOJTHOro oT4asiHUs. OKpauHa,
OU/IOHBUJIb, U 51, ellle OLUH BHIOPOLIEHHBIN Ha CBAJIKY UCTOPUH
PYCCKHMi1 MMCATeTh, CYDKY IO FTOPSTYMM COJTHLIEM Yy)KOMHBI Ha
IOpore CBOEro I0OMa U3 KapToHa U rdepa ¢ KaHUCTPOH Aellie-
BOT'0O KPaCHOIO BHHa...

— ®paniysckoro?

— [pyroro tam HeT. Ho 13 nacTMacchl NBIOT TOJIBKO KJIOLIAPBL.
— YT0 X, OyAy IUTH U 5.

— TsI yBepeH, 4TO roTOB K TaKOMy? A K TOMY, 4TO Tebst TaMm Oy-
JleT HeKOMY YMTaTb?

3apaHee u GecrouaiHO Mosi Oyylasi JkeHa OTHUMAJIA Y MeHsI
BCe BO3MOJXHbIe WIIO3UM, I10CJIe Yero npeApeKsa, BliepBble TO-
raa BeicTynuB B ponu Kaccanapsr:

— JKu3Hb TBOsI OyZAeT TaM TParu4yHoOM.

— JKu3Hb BoOOG1e TparnyHa, FOBOPUT Balll YHaMYHO.

— To ecTb ThI GBI CO MHO# yexan?

[IpsiMo Haz HaMM 3arpoxoTasl Noe3J, — KaK pa3 MbI IPOXOVIN
GeTOHHBIN TYHHEIb 0], JKene3Hoi foporoii. [Tomepek. Torga Kak
roe3J, NepeKaTblBal CBOI I'POXOT B 3allaZITHOM HallpaBIeHUMU.
YT1006BI OBITH YC/IBIIIAHHBIM, IIPOCTO HEJb3s1 ObLIO He MepeiTH Ha
KPHK:
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Sergei’s answer is muffled in this dialogue, but his interest in the sub-
ject is obvious. His motives can be gleaned from elsewhere in the text,
although the topic is not addressed head-on, and some key circum-
stances remain obscure. Sergei lur'enen’s emigration saga is inter-
twined with his entangled family story which the reader pieces together
from tantalizing tidbits. The text offers no straightforward chronology,
but from various clues one gathers that Sergei was born in January of
1948, met his wife Aurora in the spring of 1972, became a father in June
of 1973. When did the parents chose to tie the knot? A picture of Mi-
khail and Sergei bears a caption telling readers that it was taken on the
day of Sergei’s marriage — June 14, 1974. So, Sergei’s child was born
about a year before the parents obtained a marriage license - a coura-
geous decision. Why did Sergei and Aurora choose to formalize their
relationship? It could have been love, the need to secure the daughter’s
legal status, the mounting pressure from the KGB, the desire to resettle
in France, or a combination of the above.

Sundry hints pop up on page 224 where Sergei links his family situation
to Solzhenitsyn’s expulsion and ‘Henmompasumoe npouutoe CCCP — B
YHUCOH aBTOpY Apxunenaza I'Y/IAI, xaK pa3 B TOT IOJ, BbICJJAHHOMY U3
CTpaHbl, rzie Mbl ¢ Aypopoii BBIHY)XJeHHO Opakocoveranuch (a B [Tapu-
)Ke BpSiZ, TN CTalu Obl pOpPMaIr30BaTh OTHOLIEHUS, XXWIN OBl “IPOCTO
tak’ 1 “mo Tex mop, nmoka”’) (Epshtein and lur'enen 2017: 224). A lot is
packed into this passage, which suggests that the marriage was forced
by external circumstances and could have been a matter of conven-
ience. However, another sentence casts doubt on this reading: ‘Mue —
HaM ¢ Aypopoii — He yJjasioch COXpPaHUTh HAlll IOHOIIeCKUH Opax... Hu-
KOTZQ He BepH/I B BO3MOXXHOCTH MOZOOHOrO ¢puHA/MA HAIIUX OTHOLIE-
uuit’ (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 480). Further complicates the matter
Sergei’s references to ‘Moeit mo6umoii ameprkanckoi xerne' (Epshtein
and lIur’enen 2017: 375), and again to ‘my beloved wife Marina’
(Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 507), which are left hanging in the air.
Perhaps these questions will be answered in the Encyclopedia of Adult-
hood, if such is ever written.

Mikhail Epstein leaves out the circumstances of his departure from the
U.S.S.R., regrettably if understandably, given that he emigrated years
after his friend. The wealth of details about his parents’ family contrasts
with the paucity of particulars about his own marriage commenced in
the early 1975. His family situation is mentioned in passim without any
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specifics or explanations. Here is a retroactive comment on the hopes
of the youth yearning for a meaningful union: to 6b11 mepexop K
STUYECKON M DK3WUCTEHIIMAJIbHON CTaZiuM, MOJArOTOBKA K PelIAfouieMy
BbIOOPY, K XM3HU B €IMHCTBEHHOM 4unCie (OJHA CEeMbs, OIHA JKEHa,
ogHa pabora) (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 97). ‘3anucek KoHU@A 1974 T.,
MEHbBILE YeM 3a /IBa Mecsla [0 BCTpedyu C Oyayuuei xeHoi: “S wigy
YKEHII[UHY, KOTOPast cTajia Gbl MHE YYE€HULIEH M0 MY M HAaCTaBHHMIIEH 110
cepauy” (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 166). There is a reference to the
first (?) child: ‘Korzga y meHst poaunachk 104b, sl MEPEMHAYNIT ITY 3aI0-
Bezb: “Bo3mo6u 6mmkHero Kak csoe auts’ (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017:
486). And again, ‘HOBYIO KBapTHPY MHe, y)K€ OTIy TPOUX JeTel, Bbije-
nmun Coro3 mucareneit’ (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 197). So, we learn
that Mikhail married, became a father, changed residencies with the
family, and left Russia with his wife and children in 1990. To find out
more about Mikhail’s family and departure from Russia readers would
have to consult other publications.

Let me be clear that I raise these nosy questions not because I am enti-
tled to answers. The authors owe nobody full reckoning of what hap-
pened in their lives - except to themselves. I ask as a scholar grappling
with memoir ethics and the theory of auto/biographical discourse, who
struggled with these issues and came to doubt our ability to tell the
truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth in any autobiograph-
ical story. The following aspirational sentiment that appears in Abio,
noble as it is, seems unrealistic: ‘Hamucarp aBroGuorpaduro niu
MeMyapbl, HO TOJIBKO JOTOJJIMHHO KaK ObUto. Hudero ot nykaBoro HU
[0, HH TOC/Ie TOYHOTO BOCIIOMHHAHHS, COOTBETCTBYIOLIErO IpaB/e
xuszuu’ (Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 173). Jean-Jacque Rousseau made a
similar commitment in his Confessions and fell short of his aspirations.
Just as his predecessor St. Augustine did centuries earlier.

No matter how hard we try, there will be holes in our autobiographical
tales - missing links, strategic evasions, fudged self-interpretations.
This is not just a matter of good intentions and moral fortitude, im-
portant though these are in self-reckoning. There are limits to any self-
interpretation - ethical, psychological, ontological — which call for spe-
cial strategies to get around them.

* Kk x
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As I collect my thoughts on the Encyclopedia of Youth, I realize that my
analysis suffers from the same methodological predicament I spot in
the work under review.

Of all the diary entries and theoretical asides, I single out in Abio a mi-
nute fraction for comments. Another reader would no doubt select dif-
ferent scraps from the same treasure chest. When the authors went
over their notes preparing to write the Encyclopedia, they had to decide
which items to include and which to bypass, just as they zeroed in on
some events and ignored other when working on an original diary en-
try. Such is the informational funnel which imposes the epistemological
limits on our capacity to grasp reality in its entirety, leaving unrecov-
ered and unrecoverable what William James called ‘big, buzzing confu-
sion’ of everyday life (James 1950: 488).

As abio co-authors, Mikhail Epshtein and Sergei Iur’enen raise no claim
to representing things as they really are - only as they remember them.
The picture they paint is filtered through their value-laden appercep-
tion. Does the book’s dual perspective safeguards against outright mis-
representation? Not necessarily. The authors have been traveling in the
same boat for a long time, their perspectives have been synchronized -
entrained - emotionally, cognitively, philosophically, and joint blind
spots were likely to emerge.

To address the selection bias, autobiographers need to reduce self-
sampling errors, ascertain which collisions in their lives are over-
sampled (overcounted) and which undersampled (undercounted). Get-
ting access to original documents is the first step in this process. In
Abio, I spotted only one facsimile reproduced in its original form - the
survey the authors addressed to each other in 1972 and 2004. This doc-
ument raises few methodological issues (although for some reasons
several questions in a 1972 survey went unanswered). More documents
of this kind are needed, however, if we wish to understand the editing
practices the authors followed in sampling their source material.

Did the authors edit the wording of the original diaries? Which events
in their living experience were ignored or underreported? Are there al-
ternative perspectives on the same incidents recorded in the diaries?
Did the co-authors attempt to verify reported facts, collect testimonies
from other participants, join issues with the antagonists? What is likely
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to go unnoticed in a typical autobiography of the writers shaped in a
particular age? (‘[{I mymry] ocTaBisist Ha CBOeM sI-TIOJIOTHE KYCKU rpy6o-
ro, HEeMpONUCAHHOTO X0JICTa. MOXeT ObITh, ISl STUX Oe/NbIX CTPAHMII
ele HeT Ha cBeTe aBTopa? win s ero eute He Hamen? (Epshtein and
[ur’enen 2017: 46).

I remember being startled by an obscure story Aulus Gellius regales in
his Attic Nights. It is about the amiable Plutarch, an imminent biog-
rapher, who ordered his slave to be flogged mercilessly because the
slave dared to point out to his master that he forswears anger in his
writings but loses his temper in real life. To prove his slave wrong, Plu-
tarch allegedly resolved to show how long he can keep calm while his
servants brutalized the impudent slave. Imagine how many cruel his-
torical realities of this kind go underreported, leaving posterity with a
distorted image of the past. As Tynyanov put it, ‘Tam, rge KoH4aeTcs
IOKyMeHT, TaM s HaurHaw (Tynianov 1930: 163). Indeed, the document
is when the inquiry beings, not ends.

* k k

The biocritical hermeneutic approach cautions against overbroad gen-
eralizations and sweeping philosophical dicta. The thesaurus-anchored
autobiography developed in the Encyclopedia carries the risk of becom-
ing schematic or diagrammatic, to use a Peircean term. Birth and death,
virtue and vice, love and hate, marriage and divorce, education and
achievement - life preserved in such categories quickly grows stale.
That's not what makes individual existence special. Says Mikhail
Epshtein, ‘Ounocodusi nmeer meno ¢ YMCTBIMU MOHATHUSIMHU U CYIIHO-
CTSIMH, )K€ OCBOOOXXJEHHBIMU OT IIOTCKOM M3MEHYMBOCTH M MHOTO-
06pasusi, CKUHYBLUIMMH CBOIO 3€MHYI 000JIOYKY M MPUOOLIEHHBIMU K
BEYHOCTH, KaK M Jylla, MOKWHYBIUass cBoe OpenHoe Teno (Epshtein
2014: 16). But philosophical generalizations remove us from the imme-
diacy of lived experience.

Knowing what we have in common is important, but so is what draws
us apart, what makes us unique, resistant to typecasting. Philosophy,
especially of the idealist variety, tends to gloss over the chaotic proper-
ties pervading the universe, contradictions and inconsistencies endemic
to embodied existence. For a Platonically-minded observer, biograph-
ical being predates biographical existence. Long before the historical
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agents set out to frame their existence, impersonal bio forms conspired
to inform their self-objectivations. I doubt Epshtein would claim with
Plato that these forms are eternal - biographemes evolve over time,
metaphors capturing our experience are historically specific. Still, the
thesaurus-driven inquiry goads us to look past the muddle of everyday
life and grasp the ready-made vocabularies pervading our conscious-
ness — the lovers’ discourse, self-improvement model, hero-worshiping
archetype, budding genius myth.

Some observers are better at spotting a priori bio forms than others:

Ho MoxeT ObITh, HEKOTOPbBIE MIOJU MBICIAT U IyBCTBYIOT HE CO-
OBITUHHO, 3 UMEHHO CJIOBAPHO, CYMMApHO: BAYMBIBAIOTCS B CyLI-
HOCTh IOHOCTH, B CMBIC/ JTIO00BHBIX mepexxuBanuii? W Torma
HCUBHEHHASA CyMMA TAKUX JIIOfied OyAeT COCTOSATh He U3 UCTOPUH
'KaK 5TO ObUIO', @ Y3 MOHUMaHMI TOrO, KaK 3TO ObIBA€T: U3 TaKUX
OMOrpaMM — JKU3HEOMMCATEbHBIX M >KU3HEMBICTUTETbHBIX
eIMHULI, KaK FHOCMb U J110608b, IOHOCMbL U CMbld, HOHOCL U
oduHovecmeo, nepewlli 3apabomok, nepgoe npedamenbCmMeo...
OmneiT ¥ CO3HAHWE BBICTPAWBAIOT KAPTHHY >XU3HU W3 TAKUX
HaZIBPEMEHHBIX, HaJCOOBITUMHBIX KaTeropuii — 00pa3oB, MOHS-
THU, — KOTOPbIE YHOJOO/IAIOT ee He TMOBECTBOBAHUIO, a DHI[UK-
nonenun. Y Torga CTaHOBUTCS BBIPAa3MMO TO, YTO HEBBIPA3UMO B
»xaupe noBectBoBanus (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 569-7).

The narrative and biogrammatic approaches are complementary,
stresses Epshtein, each specializing on a specific life dimension. ‘Eciu
HappaTHUB — 3TO BPEMEHHOM Cpe3 YXM3HU B MOC/IEJ0BAaTENBHOCTH €e
COOBITHIA, TO Te3aypyC — 3TO KOHTHHYYM COOBITHI, OJHOBPEMEHHO
MPeJCTOSIIMX CO3HAHUIO, TJe COJeP)KaHHe )XU3HU PAa3BEPHYTO B BHJE
BCEOOBEMITIOILETO KAMAa02a MOJeH, MeCT, KHUT, YyBCTB U MBbICTeN
(Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 571). Which tack one favors depends on
personal sensibilities.

To4HO Tak ke eCThb M JIMYHOCTH HAPPATUBHOIO M TE3aypPyCHOTO
ckaza. Bo Bpemst o61iero 3acTosibst OLHU CHITUTIOT O€CKOHEYHBI-
MU UCTOPHSIMHM, aHEKJOTaMHU, CIy4asiMU U3 XU3HU. [lpyrue ne-
JIATCS MBICJIIMUA W B3TJ/IAJAMU U BBIICHSIOT OTHOLIEHHE K HUM
cobecennuka. Kak mpaBuio, HappaTHBHbBIE TUYHOCTH jierde Mpu-
B/IEKAIOT K cebe BHUMaHUe, CTAHOBSTCS yIIOK O0LIeCTBa; Te3ay-
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pyCHast TMYHOCTh CKJIOHHA CKOpee K IepCOHAJIbHOMY WJIH IPO-
deccroHaTBHOMY Pa3roBoOpy, IMpeAMEeT KOTOPOro — He YaCTHbIe
cryvau, a kaprusaa mupa (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 574).

Mikhail Epshtein is renowned for his thesaurus-minded sensibilities,
the kind pioneered in Montaigne’s Essays and reprised in Nietzsche’s
Ecce Homo. I can see why he admires the founder of the genre of essay
who assured his readers, ‘I have painted my inward self with colors
clearer than the original ones. I have no more made my book than my
book made me - a book consubstantial with its author, concerned with
my own self, an integral part of my life’. (Montaigne 2003: 612). But
Montaigne also wrote this:

All contradictions may be found in me by some twist and in
some fashion. Bashful, insolent; chaste, lascivious; talkative, taci-
turn; tough, delicate; clever, stupid; surly, affable; lying, truthful;
learned, ignorant; liberal, miserly, and prodigal: all this I see in
myself to some extent according to how I turn; and whoever stud-
ies himself really attentively finds in himself, yes, even in his
judgment, this gyration and discord. I have nothing to say about
myself absolutely, simply, and solidly, without confusion and
without mixture, or in one word. Distinguo is the most universal
member of my logic. (Montaigne 2003: 294)

Ambiguities and contradictions abound in Montaigne’s evolving self-
appraisals, which makes me wonder if he can be unambiguously identi-
fied as an exponent of the thesaurus-based biography. The author of
Essays praised Diogenes Laertius’ philosophical biographies and la-
mented the fact that so few books on philosophy take seriously the phi-
losopher’s mundane lives. Still, it was Montaigne who claimed, ‘I ex-
pose myself entire: my portrait is a cadaver... It is not my deeds that I
write down; it is myself, it is my essence’ (Montaigne 2003: 332-33).
What essence is this other than “Distinguo” itself?

Nietzsche is another philosopher who spoke fondly about Diogenes La-
ertius’ bios philosophicus, which clued him to the mundane motives
behind the flights of philosophical fancy. ‘That reflecting on the hu-
man’, he wrote in Ecce Homo (Nietzsche 1998: 31), ‘is among the expe-
dients by means of which we can alleviate the burden of living, that
practice in this art lends presence of mind in difficult situations, that

Autobiografesl - Number 9/2020
493



Materials and Discussions

one can, indeed, pluck useful maxims from the thorniest and most dis-
agreeable stretches of one’s own life and thereby feel a little better: that
was believed, that was known - in former centuries.” For all his insights
into the autobiographical roots of philosophical imagination - ‘Gradu-
ally it has become clear to me what every great philosophy so far has
been: namely, the personal confession of its author and a kind of invol-
untary and unconscious memoir’ (Nietzsche 1966: 13) — Nietzsche was
unreliable as an auto-biographer. You wouldn’t know from his writing
on ressentiment and disdain for the weaklings how the author of Zara-
thustra diligently climbed up the academic ladder, how much he
longed for public recognition, how he couldn’t summon courage to act
on, or even acknowledge, his sexual needs.

One more telling example of a strictly anti-narrative autobiography is
Pierre Bourdieu’s Sketch for Self-Analysis. In it, a renowned sociologist
lays out his life with barely a narrative sequence. He casts his life story
as a function of French class society and academic credentialism. A son
of a low-level state employee, Bourdieu struggled to pull himself up
against the established order that favored the elite, the offspring of
propertied and knowledge-producing classes. Through sheer grit he
rose to the pinnacle of academic and intellectual hierarchies, upending
some longstanding traditions and founding his own school. Bourdieu
doesn’t bother to answer critics charging him of being a vindictive per-
son who made life miserable for his students and derailed some prom-
ising careers. Rather than offering a straightforward narrative of con-
troversial events and defending his actions, Bourdieu chose to inhabit a
rarified world of grand theory where he could dismiss criticism without
getting down to the dirty particulars and appealing, instead, to imper-
sonal social forces and the general tenor of the time.

Mikhail Epshtein’s autobiographical stance is different. There is plenty
of life episodes lending emotional substance to his self-portrait. He may
shy away from certain narrative details Sergei Iur’enen is apt to bring
up, but he is the first to own up to his shortcomings as a narrator,
‘BBICTPaMBaTh COOBITHSI BO BpEMEHH, B ITOC/IEI0BATETBHOCTH [1€HCTBUIM
66110 17151 MeHs1 00y30i1, HalleHKOH Ha pumocodckuii 3ampicesn. O6pasbl
y MeHsI MOJYUHSUTUCH MTOHSTHSIM, sl KCXOAVT U3 Hiel U KOHCTPYKLUH
(Epshtein and Iur’enen 2017: 300).
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I am in agreement with Mikhail on this score, ‘Orpomnas yacTp yeno-
BEYECKOTO OIBITA, KAK JIMYHOTO, TAK U COLMAIBHOTO, OCTAETCsI Hen3-
BECTHOM M3-3a Mpeo0/aflaHrsi HAPPAaTHUBHBIX MPUEMOB U Hepaspabo-
TAaHHOCTH Te€3ayPyCHBIX MoOJield... Pa3paboTKa MHBIX METOZOB ee OIuca-
HUsI MOTJIa ObI HAIlOIHUTH CMBICJIOM U CJIOBOM )XM3Hb MHJUIMOHOB JIFO-
Jieil, HAppaTUBHO HEMBIX, 00/IQAOIUX APYTHUM, T€3ayPYCHBIM OIIBITOM
ee moctwkenust (Epshtein and Iur'enen 2017: 578). We do things with
words, and words have a therapeutic value (logotherapy is based on
this premise). Mastering symbolic media can improve anybody’s life
situation, it even helps some people get laid. Still, life in a thesaurus dif-
fers from life in the flesh in that the former can serve as a tranquilizing
substitute for action. There is no substitute for getting down to pesky
details and narrating real life sequences. The challenge is to do so in a
manner respectful of alternative readings and protective of people’s

dignity.

Which is why the following distinction strikes me as invidious, ‘Hu3Ias
CTylleHb — pa3roBOP O BelaX; CPeAHsisi — Pas3roBOp O COGBITHSX;
6oJiee BBICOKAast — O MIOJsX; Bbicuiast — 06 ugesix, mousitusix’ (Epshtein
and lur’enen 2017: 575). These discursive forms are coeval in value. We
should resist the proclivity of reason armed with privileged vocabular-
ies to efface the emerging bio forms. Our narrative stories clue us to
obscure facets of existence and potentialities of being struggling to
come to language amidst the arid abstractions and vapid generalities
that dull our perception. So, let’s welcome them into our world and
keep updating our vocabularies.
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Appendix
Twelve Theses on Biocritical Hermeneutics

1. Biocritical hermeneutics finds its object at the crossroads of biog-
raphy, theory, and culture. It explores the affective-somatic dimension
of discursive practices, the historically specific ways humans sign them-
selves in the flesh, the misalignment in the word-body-action nexus,
and the role of auto/biographical narrative in accumulation and trans-
mission of culture.

2. Biocritical hermeneutics starts with the assumption that every event
unfolds on the intersection of competing editorial perspectives, that the
privileged edition reveals not the thing-in-itself but its socio-historical
incarnation, and it seeks to illuminate the editorial policies undergird-
ing objective reality in a particular time and place. At the same time,
biocritical reflection rejects skeptical deconstruction which dismisses
objective reality as fiction. In the tradition of pragmatist philosophy,
biocritical inquiry aims at the practical reconstruction of historical real-
ity in its discursive, emotional, and behavioral forms.

3. Every sign, according to this perspective, has a flesh that no signify-
ing process can erase. Even in its most disembodied - symbolic - form,
culture cannot shed its material substrate, be this a sound, a gesture, or
a written mark. At issue is the embodiment-disembodiment-
reimbodiment arc which goads us to look for signs of the flesh behind
narrative profusions and the flesh of the signs comprising an autobio-
graphical corpus. Signing in the flesh is accorded a special place in a bi-
ocritical analysis as a corrective to the life writing centered on a disem-
bodied signifying media.

4. Biocritical hermeneutics systematically juxtaposes alternative ver-
sions of reality by deploying reverse editing - a method designed to re-
cover discarded edits in a bid to assemble a more supple account of the
narrator’s incarnate being. The biocritical inquirer asks how representa-
tive the life samples included in a bionarrative are, which episodes are
undersampled and which ones are oversampled, and consequently,
what biases are likely to skew an autobiographical reconstruction.
Where the self-sampling procedures are deemed representative, the
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question is raised about the stochastic nature of reported experience
and the general vector of the narrator’s life. To sample or count things
in the auto/biographical domain, we must first render them accounta-
ble, i.e., discernible in terms of the historically specific categories like
selfhood, identity, character, personality, and biography. How these
precepts emerge in the course of history and which accounting frames
they supplant is an investigative problem in its own right.

5. The misalignment between discursive, affective, and behavioral indi-
cators is at the heart of the biocritical exploration, which is especially
attuned to the figures of non-identity such as irony, parody, and traves-
ty taken in their embodied and not just literary forms. Conduct is pred-
icated here on the conductivity of a human body immersed in history,
informed by competing vocabularies, saturated with ambivalent emo-
tions, and engaged in performative contradictions specific to a chro-
notop. While efforts to align our words, emotions, and deeds are cen-
tral to ethical life, one cannot escape affective lapses and behavioral
non-sequiturs that auto-biographical narratives tend to gloss over.
Moreover, such inconsistencies are deemed to be productive insofar as
they evince the ambivalence that can spur civic imagination and nour-
ish authentic expression.

6. An auto/biographical event is transformed into a bionarrative fact as
it is appropriated in the age-specific semiotic terms. Biocritique prob-
lematizes this transformation, zeroing in on the historical biographems
embedded in a narrative. Two pitfalls are to be minded here - pre-
sentism that imposes present day standards on the past and historicism
that denies transhistorical patterns and cumulative trends. The inter-
meshing of bionarrative categories and the historical breaks in bionar-
rative practices is a focal topic in biocritical investigation. Through the
act of life writing, we body forth a society that brought the bionarrative
categories into existence or offer new models for self-reflection that
clue us to alternate social orders. Novel forms of self-framing let bi-
ocritics conjure up virtual realities waiting to be eventualized by self-
conscious agents who take these frames up as a guide for self-
identification.

7. Biocritical inquiry implicates not only the person under scrutiny but
also the scrutinizer, as the two cross pathways in virtual space and en-
gage in a covert and sometime overt dialogue. The double hermeneu-
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tics that comes into play raises several ethical questions — what should
biocritics disclose about themselves, do they need to engage in auto-
biocritique, must they open their own archives, and if so - when? Rec-
ords included into a bionarrative must be judged against data shielded
from view, the latter illuminating the stigmatized enselfments and ne-
glected models of cultural reflexivity. Biocritical researchers delving in-
to other people’s lives are responsible for preserving the documents of
their era, starting with their own.

8. We own our archives and can dispose of them as we see fit, but we
are not entitled to other people’s memories any more than we own our
reputation. It is helpful to compare our views of the reputational dy-
namics with practices of other ages and cultures. The canonization pro-
cess in religious confessions, prestige systems in scientific fields, prized
performances in artistic domains, value hierarchies in other life spheres
may yield valuable insights into the paradigmatic features of life narra-
tive and the transmission of cultural knowledge. Ancient biographies
(Socrates, Jesus of Nazareth) and auto/biographies (Seneca, Plutarch,
St. Augustine) are of special interest in this respect, for they have fur-
nished blueprints for life writers throughout the occidental world.
From the biocritical vantagepoint, Western civilization could be ap-
praised as a series of commentaries and emulations inspired by the lives
of Socrates and Jesus.

9. A big stumbling block in a biocritical analysis is the paucity of relia-
ble sources and witness testimonies. Diaries, correspondence, memoirs,
interviews, autobiographies, and kindred scraps of evidence increase
opportunities for crosschecking and triangulation. When a sizable por-
tion of the documentary material is lost or otherwise unavailable, the
analysis focuses on the character of lacunae and the biases apparent in
secondhand accounts. Where reverse editing is impossible, the atten-
tion shifts to the hermeneutical horizons and the editorial practices
prevailing in the era under investigation. As biocritical investigators sift
through partial, biased, sometimes deliberately tainted information,
they need to bear in mind that Plutarch built his work around hearsay
and gossip, and that after he strained these motley data points through
the sieve of his wisdom and experience, they congealed into Lives - a
key source in the Western auto/biographical cannon.
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10. Ancient biographers singled out three dimensions in their life writ-
ing - vita activa, vita contemplativa, and vita voluptuousa. Intellectual
and spiritual life is generally preserved in written documents. Harder to
gauge are deeds and actions shielded from observation. Still less acces-
sible are affective, sensual, erotic, and other taboo-ridden bodily mani-
festations which dominant cultures tend to edit out. In writing about
other people’s lives, Voltaire’s principle applies, ‘We owe respect to the
living, to the dead we owe only the truth’ (Voltaire 1719). In writing
about one’s life, the decision to include or omit certain life samples will
reflect the writer’s willingness to square off with the problematic as-
pects of one’s life story. The impact of sensitive information on the
third parties should be weighed in as well. Mindful of the indignities
and absurdities inherent in self-realization, biocritical auditors run the
canonization process backward, grant damaged reputations a second
look, and leave ample room for the honest disagreement about compet-
ing editorial decisions.

11. The biocritical project has on its agenda social reconstruction, un-
derstood as the dialectical refashioning of the embodiment-
disembodiment-reembodiment arc that constitutes reality as objective
and meaningful for those inhabiting a lifeworld. Special role in this
process belongs to the somatic-affective dimension of historical process
that operates at cross-purpose with its discursive-symbolic and behav-
ioral-performative counterparts. Mis/shaped by dominant culture, our
affective-somatic habits prop up the status quo as powerfully as coer-
cive institutions. Perestroika - rehabilitation - in society is possible on-
ly as the simultaneous transformation of affective, behavioral, and dis-
cursive practices anchoring the established order.

12. Viable democratic institutions fail to sink roots where somatic-
affective currents are throttled by the editorial diktat breeding intoler-
ance, cruelty, and cynicism. Authoritarianism loses ground when the
intellect becomes emotionally sane, emotions grow intelligent, and
humans take seriously their ambivalent emotions and conflicting iden-
tifications. The public agenda of biocritical hermeneutics invites life
writers to explore the editorial policies conducive to the ongoing social
reconstruction and formulate the somatic-affective conditions of possi-
bility for an emotionally intelligent democracy.

Autobiografesl - Number 9/2020
501



Materials and Discussions

Autobiograesl - Number 9/2020

502



