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Abstract 
When Jerome Bruner presents the ten features of narrative

1
 explaining that his 

central concern is not how narrative as text is constructed but rather how it operates 

as an instrument of mind in the construction of reality he declares that the 

constructions generated by scientific procedures can be eliminated by falsification 

but narrative constructions can only achieve verisimilitude – a version of reality 

whose acceptability is governed by convention and narrative ‘necessity.’ His 

perspective is crucial but he fails to explain why the text operates as an instrument 

of mind. Part of this answer is given by the biological anthropologist Terrence 

Deacon, who argues that the compositional and creative power of symbolic 

communication, the construction of the reference notion and of narrative context 

developed in parallel with the brain. The answer is also given by the neuroscientist 

António Damásio who maintains that storytelling is a solution for the brain to 

make all its wisdom understandable, transmissible, persuasive and enforcible, 

implying that storytelling has created our selves and it pervades the entire fabric of 

human societies and cultures. Considering these perspectives, this paper proposes 

to show that narrative is not only inherent to cerebral/human development but also 

a useful element in man’s engagement for survival. 
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***** 

 

Why was the Epidaurus Theatre constructed to support a centre of hospital 

facilities dedicated to healing and temples consecrated to the god of medicine, 

Asklepios?       

Why does the Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (Brazil, 1971) define 

itself as “The Game of Dialogue” where people play and learn together, inventing 

ways to help to humanise humanity through theatre? 

Why does narrative psychology explore with success ‘the storied nature of 

human conduct?’
2
   

Why, after all, do we spend so much of our time telling one another stories? 

This is because narrative was not only inherent to cerebral/human development 

but also a useful element in man’s engagement for survival. Recent studies in this 

area have developed the idea that art in general and the art of fiction in particular 
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were human biological adaptations in the course of humankind’s development.  

Brian Boyd writes: 

 

Our capacity to think beyond the here and now has made our 

species distinctively different. It has led to attempted 

explanations at a level deeper than the visible. Until the 

emergence of science, such superhuman explanations have been 

all too human and flawed. Even scientific hypotheses are fictions 

of a kind.
3
  

 

Could this be one of the reasons why fiction started with supernatural stories 

and myths? Nature did not design us to think in the abstract, nature has prepared 

minds to act in response to other agents and actions, and has shaped human minds 

to play, through their long childhood with models and ideas of agents and actions 

and reactions. Narrative reflects our mode of understanding events. Mirror 

neurons, for example, may create a second-order representation or meta 

representation of your own earlier brain processes. Through them, we can infer 

what others know in order to explain their desires and intentions as if we are 

creating a character in a story, and this cognition is central to narrative. Boyd says: 

 

We think, remember and imagine by mentally stimulating or 

reactivating elements of what we have previously perceived, 

understood, enacted and experienced. (…) My accurately judging 

the weight of what another person lifts requires stimulating the 

lift in my own motor and sensory systems. My hearing a word 

activates motor areas associated with my saying it.
4
 

 

But humans not only imitate but have also discovered other ways of 

representing events. Memory plays here a relevant part. The recombination of past 

experiences may be used to find creative, more adapted solutions for the future and 

this requires imagination. Constructing a story is a useful simulation, central in the 

representation or enactment of meaning. With narrative, experience could be 

shared with others, passed to others, free from the limits of the present and the self. 

Narrative requires our unique capacity for metarepresentation, not only to make 

and understand representations but also to understand them as representations and 

most of these abilities have developed because man discovered and improved the 

use of language and symbolism.   

Seminal on this subject is The Symbolic Species: The Co-Evolution of 

Language and the Brain (1997) by the biological anthropologist Terrence Deacon. 

Deacon says that the structures of language and the compositional and creative 

power of symbolic communication  have co-evolved to adapt to their brain hosts.  
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Human language is not only a means of communication but also the exterior 

expression of an unusual form of thinking – symbolic representation. The human 

brain, initially prepared for simple languages (as the communication systems that 

exist in other species) adapted and became more complex with language itself. 

Reference, which also exists in animal communication, shows a kind of hierarchy, 

a difference between more basic and more complex forms. But part of the 

reference capacity of the word is in our head – it is intrinsic to word, sound or 

image but created by the nature of the answer, it is a consequence of the process of 

generating a cognitive action and an interpretative answer. Charles Peirce speaks of 

interpretants which can have different degrees of complexity and be of different 

types. There is an interpretive answer when a mental image is generated and the 

mental image has neural and behavioural correlates. Charles Peirce writes: ‘The 

interpretant is the mediator that brings a sign and its referent together.’
5
 He also 

speaks of three categories of referential associations as a part of a larger scheme of 

semiotic relationships: icon, index and symbol.  

 

Icons are mediated by a similarity between sign and object, 

indices are mediated by some physical or temporal connection 

between sign and object and symbols are mediated by some 

formal or merely agreed-upon link irrespective of any physical 

characteristics of either sign or object.
6
  

 

According to Peirce, the differences between these modes of reference can be 

understood in terms of levels of interpretation and they articulate from the simpler 

to the more complex forms. How are these relations built? Resemblance does not 

produce iconicity. Only after we recognise an iconic relationship can we say 

exactly what we saw in common and sometimes not even then. Iconism is where 

the referential return stops, when the production of new interpretants stops – what 

we call recognition. The icon is the basis of interpretive hierarchy. The indexical 

interpretations are a consequence of the answers that were developed from the 

iconic interpretive processes and of the development of answers arising from daily 

associative learning. What determines the pairing between a symbol and some 

object or event is not their probability of co-occurrence, but some complex 

function of the relationship the symbol has to other symbols. The experiments of 

the Language Research Centre of Georgia University, directed by Sue Savage-

Rumbaugh and Duane Rumbaugh with chimpanzees and a computer keyboard 

made up of lexigrams, showed that when scientists introduced more lexigrams 

interrelated and forming a system, the chimps found out that the relation that a 

lexigram has with an object is a function of the relation it has with other lexigrams 

and not only a function of the correlation with an object. This is the essence of the 

symbolic relationship. As associations get automatised, the chimp discovers other 

relations, which allows him to keep the memory free of redundant details, using 
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representation instead of making thousands of attempts and therefore being able to 

learn more. Symbols not only represent objects but each other. According to 

Deacon the relationship between language and human beings is symbiotic. The 

human being needs language to reproduce, as language needs the human being. 

Languages adapted to human brains and human brains adapted to languages, but 

the speed of change is much faster in language than in biology. 

 

Evolution is provided with a power tool for adaptive flexibility. 

The brain does not have to be redesigned every time the body is 

restructured. The eyes can converge or diverge, the olfactory 

apparatus can shrink or expand, limbs can be reduced to vestigial 

proportions or radically restructured for different forms of 

locomotion.
7
 

 

In some experiments made with newborn rats and hamsters, if the region that 

usually responds to a certain type of exterior stimuli is blocked, information is 

rerouted and another one becomes responsive after solicitation. The ability to 

produce skilled vocalisations can be traced to changes in motor projections of 

certain parts of the brain while the ability to overcome the symbol learning 

problem can be traced to the expansion of the prefrontal cortical region over 

synapses of other parts of the brain. 

In the co-evolutive interaction between brain and language both converge to the 

easiest adaptation form to the cognitive and sensorimotor problems that were 

posed. As symbolic difficulties were eased by prefrontal cortex enlargement, the 

shifts in connectional relationships that resulted also incidentally provided 

increased auditory and vocal abilities and an increased propensity for vocal 

mimicry. The systems that used symbolic communication were probably more 

successful and this probably encouraged selection towards more elaboration and 

use of these abilities. Many adaptations and language aspects developed then to 

take advantage of other incidental prefrontal biases that symbolic evolution 

inadvertently produced. Deacon defends that the first use of symbolic reference by 

some distant ancestors changed how natural selection processes have affected 

hominid brain evolution ever since and also that the demands of symbolization 

were the major source of the selection pressures for the restructuring of the brains 

and also the source of the selection and evolution that now constitute the language 

‘instinct.’ 

The use of symbolic reference brought advantages in group regulation, in 

hunting, provisioning of food, mating or rearing of offspring. It brought the ability 

to create a representation of the mental experience of others mediated by symbols; 

this representation maintains the reference independently of the connection with 

individual experiences and this way, when an idea or a narrative of someone’s 

experience is reconstructed by another, it can be regrounded through his 
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interpretation and the representations of his memory. This brings up the problem of 

empathy and of the representation of emotions – an important point if we think of 

storytelling.  

The ability to interpret a narrative as a sort of stimulated 

experience often requires the generation of complex mental 

imagery. Powerful mental images can elicit a substituted 

emotional charge that makes them capable of outcompeting 

current sensory stimuli and intrinsic drives for control of 

attention and emotion, resulting in a kind of virtual emotional 

experience. The power of mental images to displace arousal on 

sensorimotor signals doubly depends on the ability of prefrontal 

activity to predominate over other systems, because of the 

requirement to maintain linked but opposed mnemonic traces.
8
  

 

The symbolic capacity brought the human being a predisposition to project 

himself in the models he constructs. The universe became a symbol and men are 

‘symbolic savants;’ we are not only a species that uses symbols, but we also find 

and propagate symbols everywhere. The symbolic universe tangled us in an 

inescapable net. One of the fundamental consequences of symbolic adaptation is 

the creation of the consciousness of self. The consciousness of the others and the 

world, of intentionality creates distance, a virtual reference created by symbols. 

The self is a symbolic self. This experience, undeniably real, is, ironically, a virtual 

reality. It is the story of this construction that is narrated by António Damásio in 

Self Comes to Mind: Constructing the Conscious Brain (2010). 

To summarise the essence of Damasio’s thinking I will use the framework that 

guides the book titled A Preview of Main Ideas. One of the terms that Damásio 

previously explains is Map – defined as representational patterns, coarse or refined, 

concrete or abstract, experienced as images in our minds, visual, auditory, visceral, 

tactile, etc; they are constructed when we interact with objects but also from the 

inside of the brain and its formation never stops.
9
 

            

1. The body is the foundation of the conscious mind (body 

>mental images of the body> protoself); body mapping is 

located in upper brain stem. 

2. The brain’s protoself structures are literally and inextricably 

attached to the body; the body is best conceived as the rock 

on which the protoself is built, while this is the pivot around 

which the conscious mind turns. 

3. The first and most elementary product of the protoself  is 

primordial feelings, which occur spontaneously and 

continuously when one is awake; they reflect the current 

state of the body along varied dimensions (for example 
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pleasure to pain) and originate at the level of the brain stem 

(and not cerebral cortex); pleasure and pain are body events 

but are also mapped in a brain that at no instant is separated 

from its body; primordial feelings are a special kind of 

image, generated thanks to the obligate body-image 

interaction, to the characteristics of the circuitry 

accomplishing the connection and possibly to certain 

properties of the neurons; in addition to holding a unique 

relation to the body, the brain-stem machinery is capable of 

mixing signals from the body, creating complex states with 

the special and novel properties of feeling; the notion of a 

sharp border separating body and brain is problematic. 

4. Brains begin building conscious minds not at the level of 

cerebral cortex but rather at the level of the brain stem. 

Primordial feelings are not only the first images generated 

by the brain but also immediate manifestations of sentience; 

they are the protoself foundation for more complex levels of 

self; conscious minds begin when self comes to mind, when 

brains add a self process to the mind mix, modestly at first 

but quite robustly later. The self is built in distinct steps 

(grounded in the protoself). The first step is the generation 

of primordial feelings, the elementary feelings of existence 

that spring spontaneously from the protoself. The second 

step is the core self – about action – specifically, about a 

relationship between the organism and the object. The core 

self unfolds in a sequence of images that describe an object 

engaging the protoself and modifying it, including its 

primordial feelings. The third is the autobiographical self – 

defined in terms of biographical knowledge, pertaining to 

the past as well as the anticipated future; here the multiple 

images whose ensemble defines a biography generate pulses 

of core self whose aggregate constitutes an autobiographical 

self. The protoself with its primordial feelings, and the core 

self constitute a ‘material me.’ The autobiographical self 

whose higher reaches embrace all aspects of one’s social 

persona, constitute a ‘social me’ and a ‘spiritual me.’ 

5. Self and consciousness do not happen in one area or region 

or centre of the brain; conscious minds result from the 

smoothly articulated operation of several, often many, brain 

sites, much as the performance of a symphonic piece does 

not come from the work of a single musician or even from a 

whole section of an orchestra; the oddest thing is the 
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conspicuous absence of a conductor before the performance 

begins, although, as the performance unfolds, a conductor 

comes into being; the performance created the conductor, the 

self, not the other way around. The conductor is put together 

by feelings and by a narrative brain device, although this fact 

does not make the conductor any less real. As the contents 

are more numerous and complex, other devices are required 

to acquire coordination; but the marvel is that the score and 

the conductor become reality only as life unfolds. No single 

mechanism explains consciousness in the brain, no single 

device, no single region, or feature, or trick, any more than a 

symphony can be played by one musician or even a few. 

6. Managing and safekeeping life efficiently are two of the 

recognisable achievements of consciousness, and yet 

mechanisms for managing and maintaining life are not a 

novelty in biological evolution and are not necessarily 

dependent on consciousness; such mechanisms already exist 

in single cells and are coded in their genome. They are also 

widely replicated within ancient, humble, un-minded and 

un-conscious neuron circuits, and they are very much 

present deep in human brains; managing and safekeeping 

life is the fundamental premise of biological value and this 

value has influenced the evolution of brain structures and in 

any brain it influences almost every step of brain operations. 

In brief, the conscious mind emerges within the history of 

life regulation or homeostasis. Damásio believes that 

whenever brains begin to generate primordial feelings – and 

that could be quite early in evolutionary history – organisms 

acquire an early form of sentience, the ability to suffer, to 

feel pleasure or happiness. From there on, an organised self 

process could develop and be added to the mind, providing 

the beginning of elaborate conscious minds. 

7. The conscious minds of humans armed with complex selves, 

and supported by even greater capabilities of memory, 

reasoning and language, engender the instruments of culture 

and open the way into new means of homeostasis at the level 

of societies and culture. In an extraordinary leap, 

homeostasis acquires an extension into the socio cultural 

space. Justice systems, economic and political organisations, 

the arts, medicine, and technology are examples of the new 

devices of regulation. Both basic homeostasis 

(nonconsciously guided) and sociocultural homeostasis 
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(created and guided by reflective minds) operate as curators 

of biological value. Basic and sociocultural varieties of 

homeostasis are separated by billions of years of evolution, 

and yet they promote the same goal – the survival of living 

organisms – albeit in different ecological niches. It goes 

without saying that the way in which human brains manage 

life requires both varieties of homeostasis in continuous 

interaction and that this interaction is not confined to each 

individual. There is growing evidence that, over multiple 

generations, cultural developments lead to changes in the 

genome (ex: invention of dairy farming and milk in the diet 

has led to changes in the genes to permit lactose tolerance). 

8. Consciousness came into being because of biological value, 

as a contributor to more effective value management. But 

consciousness did not invent biological value or the process 

of valuation. Eventually in human minds, consciousness 

revealed biological value and allowed the development of 

new ways and means of managing it. 

 

With consciousness, the imagined, dreamed-of, anticipated well-being has 

become an active motivator of human action. The solution to make all this wisdom 

understandable, transmissible, persuasive, enforceable, to make it work, was found 

in storytelling.   

Storytelling is something brains do naturally and implicitly. The brain tends to 

organise the profusion of material at its disposal by giving it some kind of coherent 

narrative structure, in which certain actions are said to cause certain effects. This 

calls for selecting the right images and ordering them in a procession of time units 

and space frames. Implicit storytelling has created ourselves, and it should be no 

surprise that it pervades the entire fabric of human society and cultures. As the two 

classes of homeostasis, basic and sociocultural are thoroughly interactive.  

 

[Storytelling and] the arts prevailed in evolution because they 

had survival value and contributed to the development of the 

notion of well-being. They helped cement social groups and 

promote social organization; they assisted with communication; 

they compensated for emotional imbalances caused by fear, 

anger, desire and grief; and they probably inaugurated the long 

process of establishing external records of cultural life. [They 

are] one of the remarkable gifts of consciousness to humans.
10

 

 

Notes 
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