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ABSTRACT 

 
This article examines the multifaceted role of memory in 
retrospective narration, arguing that memory functions both as 
a narrational engine and as a structural principle shaping 
temporality, subjectivity, and reliability. Combining 
narratological theory (Genette, Ricoeur, Rimmon-Kenan) with 
cognitive memory studies (Tulving, Halbwachs), the paper 
traces how retrospective narration reconfigures past events 
through focalization, selective recall, and narrative 
reconstruction. Close readings of texts by William Faulkner 
and Virginia Woolf are juxtaposed with examples from Uzbek 
prose to demonstrate universal and culture-specific memory 
practices. The study concludes with implications for 
narratology, translation, and pedagogy in literary studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Retrospective narration – narratives that recount past events from 

a later vantage point – is ubiquitous in literature, memoir, and 
oral history. At the heart of such narration lies memory: a 

cognitive, cultural, and narratological phenomenon that shapes 
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which events are recounted, how they are ordered, and how they 

are given meaning. This article maps the role of memory in 

retrospective narration by integrating narratological frameworks 

with cognitive and cultural theories of memory. It argues that 

memory operates at three interacting levels in retrospective 

narration:  

 

• cognitive selection and retention (what is remembered and 

how) 

• narrative reconstruction (how memory becomes story) 

• cultural framing (how collective memories shape private 

recall).  

 
The analysis moves from theory to textual readings and ends 

with implications for literary study, translation, and pedagogy. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

Narratology has long addressed temporality and voice. Gérard 

Genette’s distinction between story (histoire) and discourse 

(récit) foregrounds order, frequency, and duration as tools for 
understanding retrospective manipulation of time [1: 84]. 

Retrospective narration typically involves an anachronic ordering 

(flashbacks, ellipses) and can feature complex focalization 

strategies. Rimmon-Kenan’s work on narrator and focalizer helps 

explain how memory mediates perspective [13: 63]. 

Cognitive psychologists differentiate episodic memory 

(personal events) from semantic memory (general facts), an 
important distinction for narrative because retrospective accounts 

frequently combine episodic re-experiencing with semantic 

reinterpretation [15: 33]. Maurice Halbwachs’ theory of 

collective memory highlights that recollection is socially framed: 

groups provide schemas and language that condition individual 

recall. Trauma studies complicate this picture: traumatic 

memories may be fragmented or inaccessible, yet return in 
images or narratives that resist linear reconstruction. 

Paul Ricoeur posits that narrative identity emerges from the 

configuration of memory into plot: to narrate is to emplot past 
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events in a meaningful sequence [12: 45]. Memory is not a 

passive storehouse but an interpretive act: the narrator (and 

culture) selects, omits, and reorganizes experience to produce 

coherence and meaning. 

This is a theoretically driven, qualitative study combining: 

 

• Literary analysis: close readings of representative texts 

illustrating types of retrospective narration (Faulkner, 

Woolf). 

• Comparative approach: brief comparative references to 

Uzbek prose traditions (Sadriddin Ayniy, Omon Muxtor) to 

surface cross-cultural memory practices. 

• Interdisciplinary synthesis: integration of narratological 

concepts with cognitive and sociocultural memory theories. 

 

Texts were chosen for their dense use of memory-based 

retrospection and for representing diverse narrative strategies: 

stream-of-consciousness, framed memoir, and collective-

historical retrospection. 

 

MODES OF RETROSPECTIVE NARRATION AND MEMORY 

MECHANISMS 

 

The simplest form: an adult narrator recounts past events 

chronologically. Memory functions as a curatorial device: 

selecting salient incidents and imposing causal links. Here, 

memory often assumes a reconstructive grammar events are 

made coherent for explanation. Found in modernist texts and 

trauma narratives. Memory surfaces as fragments, sensory 

images, or associative chains rather than linear rehearsal. Stream-

of-consciousness techniques model episodic memory, privileging 

affective recall over chronological sequence. 

Narratives that situate individual memory within communal 

frames (family stories, national histories). Halbwachs’ collective 

memory informs how cultural narratives inflect private 

recollection; rituals, monuments, and public discourse shape 

what is remembered and how it is narrated. 
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UNRELIABLE MEMORY AND NARRATORIAL TRUST 

 

Memory-based narrators can be unreliable -whether through self-

deception, motivated forgetting, or genuine distortion. 

Retrospective narration thus becomes a site of epistemic 

negotiation: between what the narrator claims to remember and 

textual cues that problematize that claim. 

 

William Faulkner – The Sound and the Fury 

Faulkner’s novel famously uses multiple perspectives and non-

linear time to depict memory and trauma within a single family. 

The novel’s first section (Benjy’s perspective) embodies episodic 

recall: sensory impressions collapse past and present, showing 

how traumatic memory disrupts temporal continuity. Faulkner’s 

narrative demonstrates memory’s ability to flatten chronological 
distinctions, producing a continuous present in which past pain is 

perpetually relived. The later sections, told by Jason and Dilsey, 

show selective recollection and ideological reconstruction-

contrasting individual memory’s fragmentation with social 

attempts at coherence. 

 
Analytic points 
• Stream-of-consciousness mimics associative episodic 

retrieval. 

• Anachrony (flashbacks without clear markers) models how 

memory intrudes into the present. 

• Different narrators’ memories interlock and contradict, 

exposing the socially negotiated nature of family history. 

 
Virginia Woolf – To the Lighthouse 
Woolf’s use of interiority and time demonstrates retrospective 

reflection as meaning-making. In the “Time Passes” section, 

memory is externalized as cultural erosion and rebuilding; in 

“The Lighthouse,” characters’ recollections and meditations 

produce layered meaning. Woolf shows memory’s capacity to 

conflate aesthetic perception and moral reconsideration: to 

remember is to re-evaluate [17: 56]. 
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Analytic points 
Long free indirect discourse passages show the fluid boundary 

between present perception and past memory. 

Memory here is selective and interpretive, functioning to 

resolve or complicate personal desires and regrets. 

 
UZBEK PROSE-SADRIDDIN AYNIY AND OMON MUXTOR 

(COMPARATIVE OBSERVATIONS) 

 

In Uzbek literary tradition, retrospective narration often 

intertwines personal memory with communal history. Sadriddin 

Ayniy’s works (early 20th century) frequently embed individual 

recollection within social critique, while later prose (Omon 

Muxtor and contemporaries) uses memory to reconstruct periods 

of social change. The cultural emphasis on oral tradition means 
narrators often stage memory as testimony, privileging moral or 

didactic closure. 

 
Analytic points 
• Collective memory frames private experience: communal 

rituals and historical events (e.g., revolution, war) shape 

autobiographical selection. 

• Oral-style rhetorical devices (repetition, proverb) mark 

memory’s social embeddedness. 
 

Focalization and memory perspective 
Focalization (who perceives/knows) mediates memory’s 

narrative expression. Internal focalization approximates 

recollective access; external focalization may objectify memory, 

making it a reported fact. Shifts in focalization correspond to 

changes in remembered certainty and emotional valence. 
 

Temporal manipulation: Anachrony and duration 
Retrospection liberates narrative from strict chronological 

constraints. Memory-driven anachrony (analepsis) can highlight 

causality, irony, or tragic inevitability. Duration (Ricoeur’s 

“emplotment”) affects how memory compresses or expands 

events for emphasis [12: 33]. 
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Language, metaphor, and mnemonic strategies 
Language choices – metaphors, recurrent motifs, sensory detail-

function as mnemonic devices within the text. Refrains or 

repeated images simulate the way memory returns to certain 

kernels of experience. 

 
Emotion, valence, and memory salience 
Affective intensity makes memories more narratively salient. 

Strong emotions (love, shame, grief) both catalyze and distort 

recollection, producing narrative emphasis and gaps (forgetting 

or omission). 

 
Memory, ethics, and unreliability 
Retrospective narration raises ethical questions: to whom is the 

narrator accountable? How are absent others represented? 
Unreliable memory can misrepresent or harm; yet selective 

remembering is also a necessary ethical act, protecting privacy or 

reconstituting dignity. The historian-novelist tension-accuracy 

versus meaning-making is central: narrative must balance truth 

claims with interpretive coherence. 

 
Translation and cross-cultural considerations 
Memory’s cultural shaping affects translatability. Translators 

face challenges: idioms of remembrance, culturally embedded 

referents, and collective mnemonic cues may lack direct 

equivalents. Practical implications: 

 

• Footnotes or paratextual glosses may be necessary. 

• Preserving rhetorical devices (oral repetitions, proverbs) 

helps retain mnemonic texture. 

• Awareness of differing cultural attitudes to memory (public 

commemoration vs. private silence) guides translator 

choices. 

 
Pedagogical implications 
Teaching literature that privileges retrospective narration requires 

strategies to foreground memory as technique: 
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• Close-reading exercises on focalization and temporal shifts. 
• Comparative assignments linking texts across cultures to 

study collective memory. 

• Creative-writing prompts asking students to write 
retrospective pieces, analyzing choices of omission and 
emphasis. 

 
Limitations and future research 
This study synthesizes theory and textual analysis but is limited 
by scope: deeper archival or cognitive-experimental methods 

could enrich findings. Future research could include: 

 
• Empirical studies on readers’ memory of retrospective vs. 

linear narratives. 
• Cross-linguistic corpus work comparing mnemonic devices 

across languages. 

• Examination of digital memory (social media) as a new site 
for retrospective narration. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Memory in retrospective narration is not a passive repository but 
an active, shaping force. It determines what is told, how events 

are ordered, and how meaning is constructed. By blending 

cognitive, cultural, and narratological lenses, this article shows 
memory’s centrality to narrative identity and temporal 

configuration. Recognizing memory’s roles-selective, 

reconstructive, social-enriches our reading of both canonical 
modernist works and diverse national literatures, and offers 

practical pathways for translation and teaching. 
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