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Introduction 

In his " An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," 
Roland Barthes writes: 

There are countless forms of narrative in the world. First of all, there is a 
prodigious va,fiety of genres , each of which branches ou t into a variety of 
media, as if all substances could be relied upon to accommodate man's stories. 
Among the vehicles of narrative are articulated language, whether oral or 
written, pictu res, still or moving, gestures, and an ordered mixture of all these 
substances ~ narrative is present in myth , legend, fables, tales, short stories, 
epics, history , tragedy, drame [suspense drama] , comedy, pantomime, pain t­
ings (in Santa Ursula by Carpaccio, fo r instance), stained-glass win dows, 
movies, local news, conversation. Moreover, in th is infinite variety of forms , it 
is present at all times, in all places, in all societies ; indeed narrative starts with 
the very history of mankind; there is not, there has never been anywhere, any 
people without narrat ive; all classes, all human groups have their stories, and 
very often those stories are enjoyed by men of different and even opposi te 
cultural backgrounds: narrative remains largel.y unconcerned with good 
or bad li te rature. Like life itself. it is there , in ternational , transhistorical. 
transcultural.1 

Narrative , indeed universal and infinitely varied, may be defined 
as the representation of real or fictive even ts and situations in a 
time sequence. 

Note that, although many - not to say all - representations can 
be said to be linked to the dimension of time , not all of them con­
stitute narratives. In 

( I) Roses are red! Violets are blue! Sugar is sweet! And so 
are you , 

(2) Roses arc rcd 
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could be said to come in time before 
(3) Violets are blue 

However, this temporal dimension has nothing whatever to do with 
the objects or events represented; rather, it has to do with (the 
production or reception of) their representation. In the world 
represented, roses are not red before violets are blue and violets are 
not blue before sugar is sweet. With narratives, on the other hand , 
we can speak of temporal sequence not only at the representational 
level but also at the repesented one. In the world referred to by 

(4) John was very rich then he began to gamble and he became 
very poor 

John's being very rich does precede in time his being very poor. 
Note also that, although many things (not to say anything) take 

time , at least some of their representations do not necessarily con­
stitute a narrative. A fight can take a few minutes and a trip can 
take a few hou rs yet neither 

(5) There was a fight yesterday 
nor 

(6) It was a beautiful trip 

constitute narratives: they do not represent the fight nor the trip 
as a series of events but as one event. 

According to our definition, some messages - however trivial -
clearly qualify as narrative while others - however interesting - do 
not. For example, (4) , 

(7) Mary drank a glass of orange juice then she drank a glass 
of milk 

and 
(8) A people on the Columbia had no eyes or mouth. They ate 

by smelling the sturgeon. Coyote gave them eyes and a 
mouth 

as well as Les Trois Mousquetaires. The Secret Agent, or The 
Peiopollnesian War sa tisfy the definiti on and , in fac t, wou ld gener­
all y be considered narrative. On the 0 1 her ha nd , ( I) . 
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(9) All men are mortal ; Socrates is a man; Socrates is mortal 
and 

(10) It is 900 in New York and it is 950 in Philadelphia 

as well as Language, Truth and Logic and Tractatus Logico­
Philosophicus do not satisfy the definition and, in fact, would 
generally not be considered narrative. But what about simple 
statements like 

(II) John got out of the room 
or 

(12) Bill opened the door 

which could be claimed to satisfy the definition? Both (II) and 
(12) refer us to a series of situations and events in a time sequence: 
after all, (I I) can be restated as 

(13) John was in the room, then he got out of the room, then 
he was not in the room 

and ( 12) can be restated as 
(14) The door was closed, then Bill opened the door, then, as 

a result, the door was open 

Since (13) and (14) clearly satisfy the definition (in the world 
represented , John is in the room before he gets out of it; the door 
is closed before Bill opens it) , (II) and (12) do too and so would 
many statements describing a simple action. Yet , surely, there is 
a difference between such statements and narratives. It cannot 
merely be a difference in significance since (7), for instance, is not 
much more significant than (II) or (I 2), if at al l. Likewise, it is not 
enough to say that (II) and (12) each describe explicitly one and 
on ly one event, since there are statements which describe a single 
event and which are sometimes regarded as narratives. In fact , a 
statement like 

(15) At 2 a.m. yesterday, the U.S. declared war on England 

could even be called a news story. The difference lies somewhere 
else. In (II )-( 14), two of the three events and situations evoked 
arc prcsupposed or entailed by the third. Specifically, 
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(16) John was in the room 
and 

(17) John was not in the room 
are presupposed or entailed by (II); and 

(18) The door was closed 
and 

(19) The door was open 

are presupposed or entailed by (12).' Such is not at all the case 
with (7). Nor is it the case with (15): the latter functions as a story 
if something like the following reconstruction is made: 

(20) Most people thought that the U.S. would never declare 
war on England; then, at 2 a.m. yesterday, the U.S. 
declared war on England ; then , as a result, most people 
were extremely surprised 

and it is clear that the reconstructed passages are not necessarily 
presupposed or entailed by (15).3 

A redefinition of narrative, taking the preceding into account is 
called for: narrative is the representation of at Jeas! twoJ cal oc 
fictive events or situations in _a tillllu,eq\lence neither of whicl)., 
presupposes or entails the othg, 

Narratology is the study of the fonn and functioning of narrative. 
Although the term is relatively new, the discipline is not and , in the 
Western tradition , it goes back at least to Plato and Aristotle. Dur­
ing the twentieth century , narratology has been considerably de­
veloped. The last ten or fifteen years, in particular, have witnessed 
a remarkable growth of narratological activity. The discipline has 
attracted numerous literary analysts and many linguists, as well as 
philosophers, psychologists , psychoanalysts, biblicists, scmioticians, 
folklorists, anthropologists , and communication theorists in many 
parts of the world: Denmark (the 'Copenhagen Group'), France 
(Barthes, Bremond, Genette, Greimas, Hamon, Kristeva, Todorov, 
etc.) Germany (lhwe, Schmidt , etc.) , Italy (Eco, Segre), the 
Netherlands (van Dijk) , North America (Chatman, Colby, Doleze l, 
Dundes, Georges, Hendricks, Labov, Pavel, Scholes, e tc.) , the 
U.S.S.R. (Lotman , Toporov , Uspenski, e tc.). 

Narratology ~x amin cs what all narrati ves have in common 

( . 
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narratively speaking - and what allows them to be narratively dif­
ferent. It is therefore not so much concerned with the history of 
particular novels or tales, or with their meaning, or with their 
esthetic value, but rather with the traits which distinguish narrative 
from other signifying systems and with the modalities of these traits. 
Its corpus consists not only of all extant narratives, but of all poss­
ible ones. As for its primary task, it is the elaboration of instruments 
leading to the explicit description of narratives and the compre-
hension of their functioning. --

J attempt in this study to answer three questions of central con­
cern to narratologists: what are the features of narrative which allow 
us to characterize its possib le manifestations in pertinent terms 
(Chapters one and two)? ~ould a formal model accounting 
for these features and_manifestations look like (Chapter three)? 
what are the facto-rs which affect our understanding of a narrative 
and our evaluation of its narrativity (Chapters four and five)? 

In my presentation , J focus on written narrative because it is the 
kind I know best. However, much of what 1 say is applicable to 
any narrative regardless of the medium of representation. 1 do not 
try to discuss everything that is known about narrative nor even 
everything that should be known; but, at the risk of frequently 
stating the obvious and of repeating even more frequently what 
others have said very well before me (my debt to Roland Barthes, 
Wayne C. Booth, Gerard Genette , Tzvetan Todorov, and many 
more is clearly tremendous), 1 try to discuss, however briefly , most 
of what I think must be known. For the sake of convenience, 
clarity and brevity, and to emphasize the fact that the domain of 
narratology consists of all narratives and not merely great ones, or 
literary ones, or interesting ones, 1 often use as examples (parts of) 
narratives of which I am the author. Finally, many of the trans­
lations are my own. 1 hope that it will not be too obvious. 

Some of the material in this book has already appeared in 
Centrum 1(1) (1973), Poetique (14) (1973), Poetics Today 1(3) 
(1980) and my A Grammar of Stories: An Introduction, published 
by Mouton and Co. I should like to thank the editors and pub­
lishers for permission to reprint. 

I should also like to thank Ellen F. Prince for many stimulating 
ciiscussions. 



CHAPTER ONE 

Narrating 

A narrative is, among other things, a collection of signs which can 
be grouped into various classes. More particularly, in written nar­
rative, certain features and combinations of the linguistic signs 
making up the narrative constitu te signs of the narrating (or narrat­
ing, for short): they represent the narrating activity, its origin and 
its destination. Other features and combinations constitute signs 
of the narrated (or narrated for short): they represent the events 
and situations recounted. Each of these two classes may in turn be 
divided into sub-classes. Thus, among signs of the narrating some 
pertain more specifically to the narrator (the one who narrates), 
others to his narratee (the one who is narrated to) and others still 
to his narration (the act of his narrating); and among signs of the 
narrated, some pertain more specifically to characters, for instance, 
others to the time during which the characters act, and others still 
to the space in which their actions occur. 

THE NARRATOR 

In grammar, a distinction is made among the first person ('I', for 
example), the second person ('you') and the third person ('he'). 
The first person is defined as the one who speaks, the second person 
as the one who is spoken to, and the third person as the being or 
object that is spoken about. Similar distinctions can be made in 
narratology: we can say that the narrator is a first person, the 
narratee a second person and the being or object narrated about a 
th ird person. 
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In a given sentence, an 'I' representing the speaker mayor may 
not appear, of course. Consider my saying the following : 

(I) I am a plumber 
(2) Paris is the capital of France 
(3) Mary took her exams in July. 

Similarly , in a given narrative , an 'I' representing the narrator may 
or may not appear. Consider my narrating the following: 

(4) I go to the refrigerator, take out a can of beer and drink it. 
(5) He goes to the refrigerator, takes out a can of beer and 

drinks it 
(6) Joan is ri ch. She meets John and she becomes very poor. 

There 's at least one narrator in any narrative and this narrator 
may or may not be explicitly designated by an 'I'. In many narra­
tives where he is not, the 'I' may have been deleted without leaving 
any traces but the narrative itself: there is nothing in (5) and (6) 
which refers to or implies a narrating ac tivity and, therefore , a 
narrating self except for the fact that they are narratives. In many 
narra tives where he is, the 'I' may constitute the only reference to 
his narrating self. Thus, in (4) , we learn nothing explicit about the 
narrator as such, except that he is recounting events in which he 
takes part: we do not know what he thinks of these events as he is 
narrating them ; we do not perceive what his attitude towards his 
narration is ; and so on and so forth. Although he describes his own 
actions, (4) is not really more subjective than (5) or (6). Indeed, in 
(4), (5), and (6) respectively, '1' , 'he' , and 'Joan' do not function in 
a significantly different fashion: they each act simply as a charac­
ter's name. But there are also many narratives where numerous 
signs representing the narrator and signifying his presence in the 
narrative are evident, whether or not an 'I' designating him ever 
appears. 

I . Signs of the 'I' 

Some of these signs may fun ction indirectl y. Thus, any second 
person pronoun wh ich does not (exclusive ly) refcr to a character 
and is no t uttered (or "thought ") hy h im lIlust re fer to some ne 
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whom a narrator is addressing and therefo re constitutes a trace of 
the latter's presence in the narrative. Consider for example, 

(7) "All is true, - so true that you may recognize its elements 
in your experience, and even find its seeds within your 
soul" (Le Pere Coriot), 

and 
(8) As you know, John went to France then he went to 

Germany. 

But some - we can call them signs of the 'I' - function more di­
rectly and represent the narrator and/or his spatio-temporal situ­
ation.' It is clear, for instance, that any first person plural pronoun 
which does not exclusively designate characters (or narratees) refers 
to a narrating self: 

(9) "We will confess that , following the example of many a 
serious author, we have started our hero's story one year 
before his birth" (La Chartreuse de Parme) 

(10) "To sum up the points to which we have directed attention , 
three kinds of ravages nowadays disfigure Gothic archi­
tecture" (Notre-Dame de Paris) 

=-., 
Furthermore, there is a class of deictic tenns ('now', 'here' , 'yes ter- I 
day', ' tomorrow', and so on) which relate to the situation of their 
utterance and, more particularly , to the spatio-temporal situatiOn ) 
of the utterer. Should one of them appear in a narrative and should 
it not be part of a character's utterance, it must be related to a 
narrator. In -

(\ I) Mary went to the beach yesterday, then she went to the 
movies, then she went home, 

(12) "Then, some sixty years ago, a sudden change took place. 

and 

The gin-pits were elbowed aside by the large mines of the 
fin anciers" (Sons and Lovers) 

(13) John came here , he got drunk and he left, 

'yesterday' , 'some six ty years ago' and 'here' characterize the nar­
rato r's spatio-tcmpora l situation. There is also a class of modal 
terms (' perhaps' , 'unfortunately ' , 'c lea rl y', and so forth) which 
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indicate a speaker's attitude about what he says. Once again, should 
one of them not be part of a character's utterance , it describes the 
narrator's position: 'perhaps' and 'clearly' in 

(14) John went to the movies. Perhaps he :-vas lonely 
and 

(15) John reacted very coldly. Clearly, this was the result of 
his having suffered too much and too often 

function as signs of '1'. More generally, any sign in a narration 
which represents a narrator's persona, his attitude , his knowledge 
of worlds other than that of the narrated , or his interpretation of 
the events recounted and evaluation of their importance constitutes 
a sign of the '1'. Consider the following underlined passages, for 
example: 

(16) People are remarkable. John was poor and sick ; he kept 
on trying to improve his lot and managed to become rich 
and healthy 

(17) He was wearing one of those flashy ties often seen on 
Broadway 

(18) Like aU people of good taste , he drove a Cadillac 
(19) He must have been scared since he was sweating pro­

fusely.2 

2. Intrusiveness, Self-Consciousness, Reliability , Distance 

Whether or not the narrator is deSignated by an '1', he may there­
fore be more or less intrusive, that is, more or less explicitly charac­
terized as a narrating self. If we eliminated every narrator's intrusion 
from Le Pere Goriot, Eugenie Grandet or Malone meurt, we would 
be left with relatively little ; but if we did the same with "The 
Killers", "Hills like White Elephants" or L'Age de raison , we would 
have, relatively, quite a lot to read. Compare 

(20) "No part of Paris is so depressing, nor we may add , so 
little known. The Rue Neuve Sainte-Genevieve, above all , 
may be likened to an iron fram e the only fram e fit to 
hold the coming narra ti ve, to which th e rea der's mind 
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must be led by sombre colors and solemn thoughts" (Le 
Pere Goriot) 

and 
(2 1) "Outside the arc-light shone through the bare branches of 

a tree . Nick >valked up the street beside the car-tracks and 
turned at the nex t arc-light down a side-street. Three 
houses up the street was Hirsch 's rooming house. Nick 
walked up the two steps and pushed the bell. A woman 
came to the door. " ("The Killers") 

Furthermore, intrusions may have different degrees of obviousness. 
Given a narrative recounting events which took place in Corsica in 
1769, for example, 'Emperor' wou ld constitute an intrusion in 

(22) Emperor Napoleon's birth was greeted with joy 

since nobody in the world of the narrated could know the newborn 
baby's destiny. On the other hand, some intrusions are far more 
ev ident. In Tom Jones the narrator even warns his narratee of the 
many digressions to come: 

(23) "Reader, I think proper, before we proceed any farther 
together, to acquaint thee that I intend to digress through 
this whole history , as often as I see occasion, of which I 
am myself a better judge than any pitiful critic whatever ; 
and here I must desire all those critics to mind their own 
business . . .. " 

Note that some narratologists would consider the slightest 
"evaluative" adjective or adverb or the most discreet logical con­
nection between events to be intrusions' Given 

(24) John walked elegantly 
(lnd 

(25) Bill was happy because he had just seen Robert 

fo r example, they wou ld regard 'elegantly ' and 'because' as intrus­
ive clements. Vet this is not a very convincing position; for there is 
n thing in (24) and (25) which indicates that perhaps John did 
no t wa lk elegantl y and perhaps Bill's happiness was not the resul t 
o f his having seen Robert ; th at is, there is no thing which indicates 
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that the evaluation and the logical connection are the result of the 
narrator's interpretation, the consequence of his special knowledge, 
the mere product of his subjectivity rather than well-established 
facts in the world of the narrated. Indeed, the elegance of John's 
walk and the cause of Bill's happiness are given as incontrovertible 
and we take them as such when we read. 

If a narrator may be more or less intrusive, he may also be more 
or less self-conscious, that is, he may seem more or less aware that 
he is narrating: Jacques Revel in L 'Empioi du temps - who often 
discusses the circumstances of his writing - is a self-conscious nar­
rator ("The day before yesterday, as I set down my recollections of 
the seven-months past Sunday". "That is why I now feel compelled 
to interrupt the pattern I had been following for the past month 
in my narrative", "I have used the last inch of daylight to finish 
rereading my account of the second week in June, written two 
months ago at this very table") whereas Meursault in L 'Etranger is 
not: not once does he comment on the fact that he is telling his 
own story. Note that, whereas a self-conscious narrator is always 
intrusive, the reverse is not true: the narrators of (17), (18) and 
(19) are intrusive without being self-conscious in the least. 

A narrator may also be more or less reliable; in other words, 
(parts of) his account may be more or less worthy of trust in terms 
of the narrative itself. When reading La Chute, we are led to con­
clude that Jean-Baptiste Clamence is quite unreliable: he is a con­
firmed liar; he constantly and systematically contradicts himself; 
and it becomes clear that most of what he says - if not everything 
- is not supposed to be taken at face value. In Le Pere Goriot, on 
the other hand, we are not made to question the narrator's re­
liablility: no reason is given us - insofar as the fictional world is 
concerned - for doubting the validity of his account and of his 
judgments. Note that a reliable narrator is not necessarily one that 
I - as a reader - always agree with: after all, however honest and 
trustworthy he may be portrayed as, I may find his values repug­
nant and his conclusions stupid. Conversely, I may find the attitudes 
of an unreliable narrator very attractive indeed. 

Finally, a narrator may be at a greater or lesser distance from 
the events narrated, from the clwractcrs presented and/or from his 
narratcc. The distance Illay be tl'IIlI'Or,1I (I narrate events which 
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happened yesterday or fifty years ago); it may by physical (Oskar 
in The Tin Drum does not address dwarves); it may be intellectual 
(the narrator of The Sound of the Fury is certainly more intelligent 
than Benjy), moral (Sade's Justine is far more virtuous than the 
characters populating her story), emotional (the narrator of "Un 
Coeur simple" is not as moved as Felicite by Virginie's death), and 
so forth. Of course, a given distance may vary in the course of a 
given narrative: at the end of Great Expectations, the narrator is 
temporally closer to the narrated than at the beginning; and in 
La Chute Jean-Baptiste Clamence's narratee resists him more and 
more as the novel progresses. c 

The intrusiveness of a given narrator, his degree of self-conscious'/ 
ness, his reliability, his distance from the narrated or the narratee? 
not only help characterize him but also affect our interpretation (" 
of and response to the narrative. Thus, intrusions commenting on 
some of the events recounted may bring out or underline their im­
portance in a certain narrated sequence or their intrinsic interest; 
they may also delight us (if we find them witty, for instance) or 
annoy us (if we find them superfluous). Intrusions referring to the 
narrator or the quality of his narration may lead us to conclude 
that the real subject of the narrative is the rendering of certain 
events rather than the events themselves and that the real hero is 
the narrator rather than anyone of his characters. Similarly, the 
narrator's unreliability forces us to reinterpret many of his state­
ments in order to arrive at a knowledge and understanding of "what 
really happened"; and variations in distance may entail variations 
in our intellectual appreciation of and emotional commitment to 
one character or another. 4 

3. Narrator-Character 

Just as he mayor may not be explicitly designated by an 'I' and 
whether or not he is intrusive, self-conscious or reliable, the nar­
rator mayor may not be a participant in the events he recounts. 
When he is, we usually speak of a first-person narrative because the 
first person narrates-- among other things -- events in which he 
takes part (Moll Handa\·. Great lix/,ectatiuns, The Great Gatsby). 

\ 
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We can then make a distinction between the first person as narrator 
and the first person as character. In 

(26) I ate meat 

the character T is the one who ate and the narrator T is the one 
who tells about the eating ; similarly in Great Expectations, the 
matu re Pip, who recounts the adventures of his you nger self, is 
different from that younger self; and in All the King's Men, the 
Jack Burden who narrates his own story as well as Willie Stark's is 
not quite like the Jack Burden who studied history in graduate 
school, had a couple of nervous breakdowns and worked for Willie. 
When the narrator is not a character, we usually speak of a third­
person narrative, because the events narrated refer to third persons 
(Barch ester Towers, The Portrait of a Lady, L 'Education sentimen­
tale). Sometimes, of course, the narrator may be a character yet 
refer to himself as to a third person - as to one character among 
many others - more or less frequen tly and systematically. In 
Thackeray's Henry Esmond the protagonist tells his own story 
mostly in the third person ("'Tis needless in these memoirs to go 
at any length into the particulars of Harry Esmond's college c&reer"; 
"Esmond went away only too glad to be the bearer of such good 
news"; "With the exception of that one cruel letter which he had 
from his mistress, Mr. Esmo nd heard nothing from her"); and in 
Camus' La Peste, Dr, Rieux refe rs to himself as Dr. Rieux through 
most of the novel. Another possibility - and a relatively seldom 
exploited one in fiction - is the second-person narrative, where 
the events narrated pertain to a second person: 

(27) You were both standing in the doorway between the 
brigh t room and the dark room, and she was whispering 
these words not in your ear but against your mouth , with 
her lips touching yours from time to time (La Modifi­
cation) 

(28) "Sometimes, you stay three, four, five days in yo ur room, 
you don't know. You sleep almost continuously , you 
wash your socks, your two shirts. You reread a mystery 
novel you've already read twenty times, forgotten twenty 
timcs" (UI/ lIomme qlli dart) 
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Again, the narrator may be a character yet refer to himself as 'you', 
and in a work like La Modification it is difficult - initially, at least 
- to tell whether the 'you' who is the protagonist designates a 
narrator-character or not. 

In cases where the narrator is a character, he may playa more 
or less considerable role in the events which he recounts. He may 
be the protagonist (The Confessions of Zeno, Great Expectations, 
Voyage au bout de la nui!, Kiss me deadly), or an important 
character (All the King's Men, La Porte £troite), or a minor one 
(A Study in Scarlet), or even a mere observer ("A Rose for Emily"). 
Sometimes, he may be a character in one part of his narrative but 
not in another (the ' I' in "Sarrasine") and sometimes, though he 
plays no part in the events which he himself narrates, he may be a 
character in events recounted by another narrator (Scheherazade 
in Arabian Nights). 

4. Multiple Narrators 

Up to now, I have mainly proceeded as though there were only 
one narrator per narrative and , obviously, this is often the case. 
Consider (29) or (30) , for example, in which one and only one 
"{" recounts a series of events: 

(29) I was very happy , then [met Peter, then, as a result , I was 
very unhappy 

(30) Peter was very unhappy , then he met Jane, then, as a 
result, he was very happy 

But there are many narratives with more than one narrator ; indeed, 
in a given narrative, there may be an indefinite number of narrators 
(two, three, ten , etc.). For instance, a narrator may introduce 
another narrator who in turn introduces another narrator, and so 
forth: 

(3 1) I was having a cup of coffee in a dingy luncheonette 
when a stranger sat at my table and told me: .. A few years 
ago - I was twenty at the time - I had a very strange ex­
perience. I waS walking down the street. . .. A few years 
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later, a beautiful woman came to see be and told me : 'I 
was . .. . '''; 

Or a narrator may introduce another narrator, then another one, 
then another one , and so on: 

(3 2) I was having a cup of coffee in a dingy luncheonette 
when John sat at my table and told me a story: " A few 
yea rs ago, I was . ... " Then Peter came and told me 
ano ther story: "A few days ago, I was . ... " I kept drink­
ing coffee .... 

When there are two or more narrators in a narrative, it is possible 
to establish a hierarchy among them. The one who ultimately in­
troduces the entire narrative (including all the mini-narratives com­
prising parts of it) is the main narrator. The others are secondary 
narrators, or tertiary ones, etc. In (31), the first 'I' is the main 
narrator, the stranger is a secondary one, and the beautiful woman 
a tertiary one. In (32), the first 'I' is the main narrator, whereas 
John and Peter are secondary ones. Note that a tertiary narrator, 
for example, may be more important or interesting than a second­
ary one. There are three narrators in L 'Immoraliste : the on; who 
provides a title for the novel and through whom all of the narrated 
even ts are ultimately presented, Michel's friend and Michel himself. 
The latter, who is a terti ary narrator, is clearly more interesting 
tha n his friend, who is a secondary one. Finally, note that one nar­
rator may be at a greater Or lesse r distance from another one, that 
this distance ma y be physical, or intellectual , or emotional , or 
moral , and that it may vary within a given narrative . 

THE NARRATEE 

If there is at least one narrator in any narrative , there also is at 
least one narratee and this narratee mayor may no t be exp licitly 
designated by a 'you' . In many narratives where he is not, the 'you' 
may have been deleted without leaving any traces but the narrative 
itse lf. There is nothing in 

or 
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(33) She is very sick . She drinks a glass of wine and she be­
comes very healthy 

(34) Joan is very rich. She drinks a cup of coffee and she be-
comes very poor 

for instance , which refers to or implies a narrating activity and , 
therefore, a narrative audience except for the fact that they are 
narratives. In many narratives where he is, the 'you' may constitute 
the only reference to a narrative audience. Given 

(35) You are very sick. You drink a glass of wine and you be-
come very healthy 

we lea rn nothing explicit about the narratee as such, except that 
he takes part in the events recounted to him: we do not know what 
he thinks of these events as he is told them; we do not perceive 
what his attitude towards the narrator and his narration is; and so 
on and so forth . Indeed, the 'you' does no t function differently 
from the 'she' and the 'Joan' in (33) and (34) respectively: each 
acts simply as a character's name. But there are also many narra­
tives where numerous signs representing the narratee and signifying 
his presence in them are evident, whether or not a 'you' designating 
him ever appears. 

I. Signs of the 'You' 

Some of these signs may function indirectly. Thus, just as any 
'you' designating a narratee implies a narrator, any 'I' designating a 
narrator implies a narratee' But some - we may call them signs 
of the 'you' - function more directly and rep resen t the narratee 
(and his si tuation). In 

(36) 

and 
(37) 

"We could hardly do otherwise than pluck one of its 
nowers and present it to the reader" (The Scarlet Leller) 

Bu t let the one who is listen in g to this tale be patient. He 
will find out ~oon enou gh what fate awaited John 

' I he reader' and ' the one who is listening' refcr to an audience. 
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Similarly, first-person pronouns, for example, may designate not 
(only) a narrator but (also) a narratee. When Marcel writes in A la 
recherche du temps perdu: 

(38) "Besides, most often we did not stay home, we went for 
a walk" 

the 'we' excludes the narratee; on the other hand, when he writes 
(39) "In such perfect coincidences, should reality apply to 

what we have been dreaming for such a long time, it en­
tirely conceals it from us" 

the 'we' and the ' us' include the person he is addressing. Further­
more, parts of a narrative may take the shape of questions or 
pseudo-questions. Sometimes, these do not emanate from a charac­
ter or from the narrator, who merely seems to be repeating them. 
They can be attributed to the narratee. In Le Pere Coriot, it is the 
narratee who asks about M. Poiret 's career: 

(40) "What he had been? Well , possibly a clerk in the Depart-
ment of Justice . ... " 

Sometimes, when questions or pseudo-<j uestions emanate from the 
narrator, they are not addressed to himself or to one of his charac­
ters but rather to his narratee, a narratee whose opinions and ex­
periences are thus partly revealed. In A la recherche du temps 
perdu , Marcel asks a rhetorical question to his narratee in order 
to explain Swann's slightly vulgar and , consequently , surprising 
behavior: 

(41) "But who has not seen very unpretentious royal princesses 
adopt spontaneously the language of old bores ... ?" 

Other passages take the shape of negations. Now, some of these do 
not in any way prolong a character's statement or answer a nar­
rator's ques tion. Rather, th ey contradict the beliefs of a narratee ; 
they correct his mistakes; they put an end to his questions. The 
narrator of Les Faux-Monnayeurs vigorously denies the theory 
constru cted by hi s aud ience to ex plain Vincent's escapades : 

(42) "No, it was not to see his mi stress that Vincent Molinier 
went out every night " ; 
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and the narrator of Les Trois Mousquetaires ex plicitly contradicts 
one of his narratee's inferences : 

(43) "D'Artagnan awakened Planchet and ordered him to open 
it. From this phrase - ' D'Artagnan awakened Planchet' ­
the reader must not suppose it was night or that day was 
hardly come. No, it had just struck four" 

Frequently a partial negation proves to be revealing. In A la 
rech erche du temps perdu , the narrator finds the narratee's as­
sumptions about Swann 's ex traordinary suffering judicious but 
somewhat insufficient: 

(44) "This suffering which he felt was unlike anything he had 
thought. Not only because in his hours of greatest sus­
picion he had rarely imagined so much evil , but because, 
even when he imagined this thing, it remained vague, 
uncertain . ... " 

There are also passages in which an affirmation by the narrator 
merely underlines what his narratee believes, as in 

or 

(45) " I walk for whole nights, I dream, or I talk to myself 
interminably. Like tonight, yes" (La Chute) 

(46) Yes, the days of the Lord are mysterious indeed; 

passages in which a demonstrative term refers not to an anterior o r 
posterior element in the text , but rather to another text , another 
worl d known to both the narrator and the narratee , as in: 

or 

(47) "He adjusted his collar and the black velvet waistcoat, 
which was criss-crossed by one of those large gold chains 
made in Genoa" (Cambara) 

(48) "The escaped convict gave Eugene that glance of cold 
compelling fascination which very magnetic people have 
the power of giving" (Le Pere Coriot) ; 

and passages in which meta linguistic o r metanarrative exp lanations 
arc for the narratec 's bcncfit and functio n not only as signs of the 
' I' but also as signs o f the 'you' : if I read 
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(49) "Aficion means passion. An aficionado is one who is 
passionate about the bull-fights" (The Sun Also Rises) 

I can conclude that the narratee does not know the meaning of 
the Spanish terms; and if I read 

(50) He was wearing a yellow jacket, which meant that he was 
a nobleman 

I can conclude that the narratee does not understand what wearing 
a yellow jacket signifies. 

In short, any sign in a narrative which refers to a narratee's 
persona, his attitude, his knowledge, or his situation constitutes a 
sign of the 'you' . Obviously, a narratee may be represented in a 
mare or less detailed fashion. We know almost nothing about 
Dr. Spielvogel in Portnoy's Complaint excep t that he is not with­
out perspicacity; and we know even less perhaps about the nar­
ratee in "The Killers" or "Un Coeur simple". On the other hand in 
Les Infortunes de la vertu, Juliette's entire career is presented' to 
us; and in Tom Jones the narrator provides a lot of explicit infor­
mation about his narratee and describes him as precisely as he does 
any of his characters. 6 

2. Narratee-Character 

Just as he mayor may not be explicitly designated by a 'you', the 
narratee may be a participant in the events recounted to him (Heart 
of Darkness, Portnoy's Complaint, Les Infortunes de la vertu Le 
Noeud de viperes) or he may not (Eugenie Grandet, Le Rouge ~t Ie 
nair, Voyage au bout de la nuit). When he is, we can make a dis­
tinction between the second person as narratee and the second 
person as character. In 

(5 1) You ate meat 

the character-you is the one who ate and the narratee-you is the 
one to ld about the ea ting; similarly , in Les Infortunes de la vertu 
the Juliette to whom Justine tells her tale of woe is different fro~ 
the one who ach ieved prosperity through vice. 

Should a narratec be a character, he may - as such - play prac-
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tically no other role than that of an audience in the narrative 
(Heart of Darkness). But he may also play several other roles and 
even function as a narrator. In L'Immoraliste , one of Michel's 
three auditors writes his brother a very long letter in which he 
presents his friend's narrative as well as the circumstances which led 
him to listen to it, and he begs his brother to help the desperate 
Michel. Sometimes, the narratee-character of a given account may 
be , at the same time , its narrator. In this case, the latter addresses 
this account to no one else than himself. In La Nausee, for example, 
Roquentin intends to be the sale reader of his diary and constitutes 
his own narratee; and the same is true of the young protagonist of 
The Diary of A.N. 

The narratee-character may represent for the narrator someone 
who is more or less essential, more or less irreplaceable as an aud i­
ence. In Heart of Darkness, it is presumably not necessary for 
Marlow to have his mates on the 'Nellie' as narratees. He could tell 
his story to a totally diffe rent group ; he could even, perhaps, not 
tell it at all . On the contrary, in L'Immoraliste, Michel specifically 
needs to address his friends. Their presence in Algeria as listeners 
to his tale constitutes a necessary help for him , a necessary hope: 
they will probably not condemn him ; they will understand him, 
maybe; they will certainly try to help him transcend his situation. 
Similarly, in Arabian Nights , Scheherazade would die if the Caliph 
refused to listen to her: he is the only narratee she can have. 

Finally, note that a narrator may be quite mistaken in his evalu­
ation of the knowledge , the personality, or the ability of a narratee­
character. He may , for instance , describe him as not very bright 
arid think that he can easily lie to him and mislead him , whereas 
another, more trustworthy narrator portrays him as particularly 
intelligent and well-informed. At the end of Portnoy's Complaint, 
it becomes clear that Dr. Spielvogel is not quite the narratee that 
Portnoy imagined. 

3. Knowledge 

The narratee may know the narrator more or less well (Heart of 
Darkness, L'lmmoraliste) or not know him at all (Le nre Goriot, 
La Chartreuse de Parme); sometimes too, he may know him but 
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not recognize him: in Les Jnfortunes de fa vertu , Justine and Juliette 
realize that they are sisters at the very end of the novel on ly. The 
narratee may also know several of the characters portrayed in the 
narrative (L '/mmoraliste) or, on the contrary , he may never have 
hea rd of any of them ("Un Coeur simple"). Moreover, he may al­
ready know some of the events narrated to him and he may even 
have played a role in them. Michel's friends in L '/mmoraliste are 
obviously cognizant of what the protagonist recounts at the very 
beginning of his narrative: 

(52) "The last time we saw each other, I remember, was in the 
neighborhood of Angers, in the little church in which I 
was married. There were very few people . .. . After we left 
the church, you joined us at my bride's house fo r a short 
meal ... then she and I drove away in a carriage ... " 

Similarly in Le Noeud de viperes, Louis refers rather frequently to 
various circumstances which his first narratee, Isa, knows about: 

(53) "You to ld me, the other day, that I was getting to be hard 
of hearing ... you alluded to my health ... you know my 
laughter, that laughter which, even at the beginning of 
our li fe together, got on your nerves .... " 

and , of course, in many diary novels, the narratee knows in advance 
most o f the events that, as a narrator, he writes down for himself, 
as well as most of the characters whose actions he relates, and he 
takes part in most of the inciden ts recounted. 

4. Change 

Clearly, the narratee may be more or less touched , more or less 
innuenced by the narration addressed to him. In Heart of Darkness, 
Marlow's companions are not transformed by the story he tells 
them. In L 'Jmmoraliste, Michel's three friends, although they are 
not fundamentally different from what they were before listening 
to him , are quite affected by his account: 

(54) "Michel remained silent for a lo ng time. We did not speak 
either, for each of us had a strange feeli ng of uneasiness . 
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We felt, alas, that by telling us his story , Michel had made 
his action more legitimate. Our not having known when to 
condemn it in the course of his long explanation, almost 
made of us accomplices. We felt, as it were, involved in it. " 

Finally , in Le Noeud de viperes , as in so many works in which the 
narrator is (or becomes) his own narratee, the latter is gradually and 
profoundly transformed by what is recounted. 

5. Individual Narratee and Group Narratee 

The narratee may be represented as a group addressed by the nar­
rator or as an isolated individual. Michel tells the story of his life to 
his three friends ; Marlow recounts Kurz' adventures to several of 
his mates gathered on the deck of the "Nellie"; and the narrator in 
Gargantua addresses many readers at the same time. On the other 
hand , Jean-Baptiste Clamence, in La Chute , tells his story to the 
person he meets one evening in the Mex ico City Bar in Amsterdam ; 
Roquentin , in La Nausee , ostensibly wri tes fo r himself only; and 
the narrator in "The Golden Flower Pot" always addresses one·indi­
vidual reader. 

The group addressed by a teller is often a perfectly homogeneous 
one, whose members are indistinguishab le (Notes from th e Under­
ground). But it may also be heterogeneous. In Werther the editor 
of the letters and documents pertaining to the unhappy young hero 
addresses people who are likewise unhappy ("And you, gentle soul, 
who are suffering from the same anguish as he"), writers ("We fee l 
ob liged to suppress this passage in the letter so as not to hurt any­
one, although no author need pay much attention to the opinion 
of one simple girl or that of an unbalanced young man"), persons 
with the same literary tastes as Charlotte and persons with differ­
ent tastes ("Though the names of some of our native authors are 
omitted, he who shares Charlotte's approbation will feel in his 
heart who they are , if he should read this passage. And no one else 
needs to know"), kind hearted and perceptive women ("any percep­
tive female reader will be ab le to identify with her and understand 
how much she suffered") , and so on. Somet imes, the narrator ad­
dressing several categories o f narratees takes adva ntage of this het-
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erogeneity to clarify his message, score points or gain approval: he 
pits one category against the others or praises one reaction while 
ridiculing another, (Werther) 

If it is not uncommon to find a narrator addressing several nar­
ratees at the same time , it is very rare to find a narrator who tells 
part of his story to one narratee , then another part to another nar­
ratee, and so forth . In Le Noeud de viperes, Louis first addresses 
his account to his wife Isa. He soon changes his mind and decides 
to write for his illegitimate son , Robert, then for all of his children. 
Slowly, he comes to understand that, above all, he is writing for 
himself and for God. What is rarer still - indeed, I cannot think of 
an interesting example - is a narrative in which a narrator recounts 
the very same events in exactly the same way to two or more dif­
ferent narratees in succession; or a narrative in which different 
narrators tell the very same story in exactly the same way to the 
same narra tee. 

6. Hierarchy of Narratees 

There are many narratives in which there is only one narratee ("Un 
Couer Simple," "The Killers," "La Legende de Saint Julien I'Hospi­
talier"). But there are also many narratives in which there is more 
than one; indeed, in a given narrative , there may be an indefinite 
number of them (two, three, ten, etc.). When there are two or 
more, the one to whom all of the events recounted are ultimately 
addressed is the main narratee. On the other hand , one who is told 
only some of the events is a secondary narratee ; and so on. In La 
Nausee, for instance, Roquetin, who constitutes a very interesting 
narratee, is not the main one in the novel; he neither knows the 
Editor's note preceding his diary in Sartre's work nor the footnotes 
by the same editors; the main narratee in the novel is capable of 
reading Roquetin's journal , the Editor's note and their footnotes. 
Similarly , in L'lmmoraliste, we can distinguish Michel 's three 
friends, who listen to his account, from D.R. , who learns both what 
Michel said and one of the friends' assessment of it, and from the 
narratee who reads not only what D.R. reads but also the title of 
the novel. 

As I suggested earli er, and whethcr it bc from a mora l, intellec-

25 

tual, emotional, physical, or social standpoint, narratees in a given 
narrative may be more or less different from one another, Isa, 
Louis' first narratee in Le Noeud de viperes, is very different from 
Robert , his second narratee: among other things, she is more truly 
Christian and more capable of understanding the protagonist's con­
fession. Narratees can also be more or less similar to the narrator(s), 
the characters and the real readers.' In La Peste , Dr. Rieux' nar­
ratee is neither a physician nor an inhabitant of Oran; in "The 
Metamorphosis", unlike Gregor Samsa, the narratee never becomes 
a giant insect; and I am sure that the narratee described in the very 
first pages of Le Pere Coriot 

(You will do the same, you, my reader, now holding this book in your white 
hand, and saying to yourself in the depths of your easy chair: I wonder if it 
will amuse me! When you have read the sorrows of Pere Goriot you will lay 
your book aside and eat your dinner with an appetite and excuse your callous­
ness by taxing the author with exaggeration and poetic license) 

is different from some of the real readers of the novel; after all, 
they may not have white hands, but red or black ones; they may 
read the novel in bed and not in an easy-chair; they may lose their 
appetite after having learned of the protagonist's misfortunes. 

Of course, the similarities and differences between a narratee and 
a narrator, a character, another narratee, or a real reader, the dis­
tance separating them vary as a given narrative unfolds. J ean­
Baptiste Clamence's narratee in La Chute becomes less and less 
sympathetic towards him as the novel progresses; Juliette is much 
closer to Justine in the final pages of Les lnfortunes de fa vertu 
than in the initial ones; and, towards the end of Tom Jones , the 
narrator himself underlines the fact that his relationship with the 
narratee has changed: they have slowly become friends. 

Of course, too, these similarities and differences determine to a 
large extent our interpretation of and response to the narrative. 
Thus, many ironic effects depend on the distance between two 
(groups of) different narratees (Les lnfortunes de fa vertu, Werther) ; 
on the distance between narrator and narratee on the one hand 
and character on the o ther (Un Amour de Swann) ; or, on the dis­
tance between narrato r .md narra tee ( Tom Jones) . Similarly, should 
a narratee be vio lently opposed to thc narrator's valucs and much 
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more or much less reliable than him, I will be encouraged to ques­
tion or to endorse these values; and should two or more narratees 
have different reactions to a given account, I will have to determine 
which reaction is the sounder one. 

THE NARRATION 

There is at least one narration in any narrative (per any narrator!) 
and this narration mayor may not be explicitly designated by a set 
of signs. In many instances, it may have been deleted without leav­
ing any traces but the narrative itself. There is nothing in 

(55) - Where are you going? 
- To the movies! 
- Have fun! 

and 
(56) Peter is very short. He takes a magical pill and he becomes 

very tall 

which refers to or implies a narrating activity or its context except 
for the fact that they are narratives. In many other instances, how­
ever, numerous signs representing a narration (its date, its duration, 
its spatial context, its adequacy or inadequacy, etc.) and signifying 
its presence in the narrative are evident : 

(57) The following narration of Mary's adventures is woefully 
incomplete but it will have to do 

(58) These events occurred in less time than it takes to narrate 
them 

(59) Yesterday, November 7,1955, Gerry celebrated his birth­
day 

(60) In the comfortable living-room where I am relaxing, a 
handsome stranger comes in , sits down , takes out a gun, 
and shoots himself. 
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1. Posterior, Anterior and Simultaneous Narration 

An examination of the chronological links between the times of 
occurrence of the narration and the narrated yields three major 
possibilities· The narration may follow the narrated in time, a 
situation occurring in a very large number of narratives: 

(61) Many years ago, John was happily walking down the street 
when he saw Joan ... 

It may precede it, a situation which is relatively rare and occurs in 
the so-called predictive narrative: 

(62) You will kill your father then you will marry your mother 
(63) Ten years from now, John will be walking happily down 

the st reet; he will see Joan .. 9 

It may also be simultaneous with it: 
(64) John is now walking down the street; he sees Joan .. 

Note that it is sometimes difficult - with narrative jokes Or 
recipes, for example - to detennine whether the narration is pos­
terio r to , anterior to , or simultaneous with the narrated because 
the gra mmatical tenses used connote temporal indeterminacy: 

(65) A young man comes home and says: "Ma! I'm gon na get 
married!" "With whom?" "With Arthur! " "With Arthur? 
Impossible I He's Jewish! " 

Note also that in some narratives - diary novels (Desiree, Doctor 
Glas, The Journal of Edwin Carp) or epistolary novels (La Nouvelle 
ll{!lo ise, Les Liaisons Dangereuses), for instance - there are several 
d istinct moments of narration, of which at least some occur be­
twcen distinct moments of narrated. Thus events occurring at time 
t , (say , January 7th) are related at time t, (January 8th), then 
events occurring at time t, (January 9th) are related at time t. 
(January 10th), and so on. In this case, we speak of intercalated 
narration. 10 

Finally , note that the chronological relation between a given nar­
ration and the events narrated through it may vary , with the former 
being sometim es anteri or to, sometimes posterior to , and some­
limes simultancous wit h the latter. At the very end of Eugenie 
(,'ralldet , fo r example, th e narrator says of his heroine: 
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(66) "Lately , there has been some question of a new marriage 
for her. The people of Saumur talk of her and of the 
Marquis de Froidfond, whose family is beginning to lay 
seige to the rich widow just as the Cruchot had done in 
former days"; 

and at the beginning of Le Pere Coriot, the narrator states: 
(67) "Madame Vauquer, nee de Conflans, is an old woman who 

for forty yea rs has kept a boarding house in Paris .... " 

It is clear that the tenses used in narrating a series of events do not 
necessarily correspond to the time of the narrated in relation to 
lhat of lIfe narration ; to give but one example, the present tense 
can be used in the middle of a series of past tenses to relate certain 
past events more vivid ly. 

(68) I was on Chestnut Street. Suddenly , I see a man keel over 
and I hea r a shout. I rush towards him. It was too late, 
unfortunately: he was already dead." 

Furthermore, th e fact that the narrated precedes the narration in 
time or follows it does not necessarily mean that a given .reader 
ex periences it as past or future. On the contrary, it is often the case 
that he experiences as present (transforms into a present) what is 
recou nted as past (or future). As A.A. Mendilow says: 

Mostly, the past tense in which the events are narrated is transposed by the 
reader into a fictive present, while any expository matter is felt as a past in 
relation to that presentness. 12 

If I read 

(69) John took out his gun and fired 

these actions may be realized as present in my imagination: at this 
point of the story, now, "John takes out his gun and fires ." Indeed, 
given a series of narrated events, I will process the foregrounded 
(or seemingly more importan t) ones as present and backgrounded 
o nes as past. 

This may explain in part why certain narra tologists and philos­
ophers have argued th at th e pre te ri t in a fi ctiona l narrative is not 
primarily an indica tor of tim e. Acco rdin g to Ro man Ingard cn, for 
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instance, it can function above all as the semantic expression of 
the ontic difference between a fictional world and the real one ; for 
Kate Hamburger, it car label the universe of a narrative as one 
which exists exclusively in the mode of imagination ; and for Jean­
Paul Sartre, it can constitute "a present with esthetic distance . .. 
an artifice of mise en scene." It may also explain why a critic like 
Ramo n Fernandez made the following distinction between nar­
ratives giving the impression of a present even when they use the 
preterit and narratives giving the impression of a past: 

The novel is the representation of events which take place in time, a represen­
tation subject to the conditions of apparition and development of these events. 
The recit is the representation of events which have taken place and the re­
production of which is regulated by the narrator in confonnity with the laws 
of exposition and persuasion . .. Thus, the essential difference is that the event 
of the novel takes place whereas that of ther'cit has taken place, that the recit 
is ordered around a past and the novel in a present which is not verbal but 
psychological. I' 

2. Temporal Distance 

Whereas it is often relatively easy to determine the chronological 
relation between the narration and the narrated , it is rather more 
di ffi cult - in fact , it is frequently impossible - to determine with 
any degree of precision how long before o r after the narrated the 
narration occurs. In much (written) narrative fi ction , although we 
arc told when (at what date) the events related occurred , we are 
not given too many hints (or any hint at all!) as to when the nar­
ration occurs. This is true of many novels in which the narrator 
intrudes very little (L 'Age de raison, Le Sursis) and in which the 
narrated is - as it were - presented without the mediation of a 
narration; but it is also true of many novels in which the narrator 
is very intrusive (Sapho, The Scarlet Pimpernel). Obviously, there 
(Ire also so me narratives in which th e date of the narration is ex­
pl icitly given whereas the date of the narrated is not: 

(70) Today, June 10 , 1943 , I have decided to tell th e story of 
Jo hn and Mary . Joh n waS very happy , then he met Mary, 
th en he becam e vay unh ap py; 
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and there are some in which neither the narrated nor the narration 
are dated in any way: 

(71) John was very rich, then he lost a lot of money and he 
became very poor 

In some categories of ',arrative - the diary Hovel and the epis­
tolary novel, for example - the time of the narration is often 
given explicitl y and so is the time of the narrated. The distance be­
twee n the two is then easy to compute. It may function as a device 
characterizing the narrator or be thematically significant. Suppose 
that on October 3rd a diarist writes down events that occurred on 
October 2nd; and that on October 4th, he writes down events that 
occurred on October 3rd but also some events of October 2nd 
which he had not recounted the day before. This is o r could be an 
interesting fact: why did the diarist choose not to write these 
events down on the 3rd? ; or why did he forget to write them 
down?; or why is he recounting them now?; or what other events 
of October 2nd has he not described in his diary and when - if 
ever - will he describe them? The answers to such questions often 
help to reveal the personality of the diarist, the importance Of one 
event recoun ted or another, and even the overall narrative strategy 
of the novel under consideration. 

The temporal distance between the narration and the narrated 
may vary. The former may become farther and farther removed in 
time from the latter. I start in 1950 to relate the events of 1940; I 
finish in 1955. On the other hand , they may slowly converge: I 
start in 1950 to relate the events of 1940 to 1947; I finish in 1951. 
Sometimes, of course, the narration may be quite distant from the 
narrated in time then draw nea rer to it, then move away from it 
again, and so on. The variations in temporal distance between nar­
ration and narrated can very much influence the tone of the narra­
tive, its developemnt, its thrust . An eighty-year old narrator recount­
ing his life from infancy on is, in a way, much more distant from 
events that occurred when he was a baby than from incidents in 
his adolescence or mature ad ulthood , and thi s diffcrence may be 
refl ected in hi s narration . Similarly, th c pcrspcctive o f a narrator 
recounting the samc cvcnlS in Ihree o r four dislinct tcmporal oc­
casions may change, and thi s ch:lIl ge ma y modify his narration. 
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3. Duration 

If it is often difficult to evaluate the temporal distance between 
the narration and the narrated , it is frequently even more difficult 
to determine the duration of the former and, a fortiori , its relation­
ship to the duration of the events recounted. Wh en the narration 
and the narrated are simultaneous, there is obviously no problem ; 
one lasts exactly as long as the other. But when they are not, the 
situation can be very different. In many narratives, although the 
duration of the narrated is specified and it is stated that the events 
recounted took place over a period of twenty years, for instance, 
or that a given event lasted twenty minutes, the duration of the 
narration is not mentioned at all, as if the activity took no time or 
were situated out of time. 

Sometimes, of course, there are slight indications given about the 
duration of the narration and its relation to that of the narrated : 

(72) In less time than it takes us to say it, John got to the top 
of the stairs 

But such indications are far from precise and, even if they were, 
they would not allow us to calculate the duration of an entire nar­
ration. In the case of intercalated narration and, more particularly, 
in the diary novel, there often are many references not only to the 
date of the narration but also to its duration . These may even be 
quite specific. 

(73) I have been writing for an hour 
(74) Yesterday I wrote for two hours; today I can barely hold 

the pen 
(75) I started this paragraph two minutes ago. 

Bu t, once again , such notations are not sufficient to express the 
dura tion of the narration taken as a whole . Even when it is not 
co mputable exactly , however, this duration may playa most im­
portant role in a given narrat ive. Tristam Shandy, for example,is 
based to a large extent on the fact that the durati on of the nar­
rati on far exceeds that of the narrated: it takes much more time to 
narratc events than to live them. Similarly, in Butor's L'Emp/oi du 
telllps, Jacqucs Revel progressively d iscovers that there are simply 
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too many past and present events which he would like to recount 
and his narration becomes more and more unable to take care of 
all of them properly. Finally , in Arabian Nights, it is made very 
clear that narration takes time ; this fact is quite fortunate for 
Scheherazade who manages to survive thanks to it. 

4. Space 

It is practically impossible to narrate a series of events without 
establishing a set of temporal or temporally bound relationships 
between narration and narrated. As soon as [ say 

(76) John was happy then he was sad 
for instance, [ indicate that the narrated precedes the narration in 
time; and as soon as [ say 

(77) John went to the movies then he went to the theater 

[ indica te that my narration reproduces the chronological sequence 
of the events recounted. On the other hand , it is quite possible to 
narrate without specifying;;ny relationship between the space of 
~r"-tion and t~ s!2..ace of the narrated. If I write a story-, not 
only do I not have to indicate where the events recounted take 
place, but I do not have to mention where their narration occurs: 

(78) John was unhappy , then he fell in love, then, as a result, 
he became happy;'4 

and even if I indicate where the events occur, as so often happens 
in verbal narratives, my indications need not reveal anything about 
the place of narration and need not be related to it in any sign ifi­
cant way: 

(79) John traveled all over the United States ; one day , he met 
Bill in San Francisco ; then , they both went to Arizona. 

Indeed, the place of narration plays no role whatsoever in many 
famous narratives and is frequently not even mentioned. Think of 
"Un Coeur Simple." Germinal or La Terre. 

However, there are written narratives diary novels, forexample 
- in which the place of narration is mentioned freq uentl y, although 
it may no t be signifi cant : 
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(80) "I am sitting by the table . [ am not going to write in this 
diary again until my graduation from school. " (The Diary 
of A.N.) 

(81) "Things are bad. I write these lines in bed. The weather 
has changed suddenly since yesterday." (The Diary of a 
Superfluous Man) 

(82) "On my bed before me , as 1 write these words, is the pile 
of gifts with which my dear fri ends showered me." (The 
Journal of Edwin Carp) 

(83) "The shaky penmanship of this entry is not entirely due 
to my excitement. Its main cause is the uneveness of The 
Great Western Railway Company's road bed." (The Journal 
of Edwin Carp) 

In such narratives, the place of narration sometimes fun ctions 
thematically, structurally , or as a characterization device. Should a 
narrator only narrate when he is in wide-o pen spaces and near a 
lake, for instance , this may reveal certain fea tures of his personality ; 
and should another narrator tell his tale from a hospital bed , this 
may mean that he is very near dea th and that he has to rush in 
order to complete his narration. Furthermore , one may easily con­
ceive of narratives in which the space of the narration is systemati­
cally contrasted with that of the narrated (l always narrate in wide­
open spaces events which took place in closed spaces); or narratives 
in which the former is progressively more (or less) distant and dif­
ferent from the latter and in which , consequently, the narration is 
Illore (or less) precise (I start narrating in California events having 
occurred in New York; I continue my narration in Chicago; and I 
finish it in New York) ; or narratives in which the space of the nar­
ratio n is so peculiar that the narrated is rendered in peculiar ways 
(1 narrate , as they happen, events which 1 perceive through a minis­
cule hole in the wall of my cell): IS 

5. Origin, Medium and Interaction with the Narrator 

If the space o f the narra tion is frequent ly not even mentioned in a 
nanative, th e same is tru e o f various other aspec ts of that narration , 
such as its o rigin s and causes. its dialecti cal relationship with the 
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narrator, and the physical medium used to deploy it. Indeed in 
many (written narratives, such questions as why a narrator decides 
to relate a series of events, what his narration means to him or 
comes to mean to him, and what physical shape it takes are often 
never raised. In man y others, however, the origins of a narration are 
carefully explained: Scheherazade starts narrating in order to survive 
Jean-Baptiste Clamence does it to ease his sense of guilt; and Salavin, 
in Journal de Salavin, starts writing as part of a remarkable attempt 
to transform his life totally and become a saint. The interaction be­
tween a narrator and his narration may also be presented in detail: 
in La Nausee, Roquentin's writing becomes an instrument for giving 
time a shape, for conferring a rhythm upon a formless and seem­
ingly interminable "present"; and in L'Emploi du temps, Jacques 
Revel's diary slowly becomes the paradoxical mirror of his victory 
and defeat against the malefic powers of Bleston. Finally , some­
times - in diary novels, for example - even the physical appearance 
of a narration and the very practice of writing are commented on: 

(84) "I fear the actual paper is of rather poor quality. Already 
I notice that some of my heavier pen strokes are \?egin­
ning to blur. However, this minor flaw is more than 
compensated for by the exqu isitely hand-tooled leather 
jacket which Maude had made for it." (The Journal oj 
Edwin Carp) 

(85) "I write in large characters, with a bntsh, so that my script 
will be easy to read." (Th e Diary oj a Mad Old Man)!6 

Perh aps one of the outstanding characteristics of modern narra­
tive fiction is that it concerns itself explicitly with such narrational 
dimensions (at the expense of the narrated). Once again , however, 
for narrative in general, mentioning them is not essential: without 
some reference to narrated events, there can be no narrative, but 
there can be narrative without any explicit reference to narration. 

6. Multiple Narrations 

Up to now, I have mostly proceeded as though there were only 
one narration per narrative and , obviously, this is often the case. 
Consider , for instan ce, (56), (62), (71), o r 
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(86) John was sick, then he swallowed a magical pill, then, as a 
result, he became very healthy 

But, even excluding cases of intercalated narration, there are many 
narratives in which we find more than one narration . Indeed , in a 
given narrative , there may be an indefinite number of them (two, 
three, ten, etc.) presented in (non-) chronological order. Thus, a 
narrator may narrate the same series of events at different times to 
different narratees, or different series of events - different stories, 
say - to the same narratee, or different series of events to differ­
ent narratees; furthermore, different narrators may narrate the 
same events to the same narratees or different ones and they may 
narrate different events to different narratees or the same one. 

When there are several narrations in a narrative, one of them may 
introduce another one which in turn introduces another one, and 
so on; or one of them may introduce several others in succession, 
and so forth. In every case, the one which ultimately introduces all 
of the others CZilsiitutes the main narration; the others are second­
ary narrations, or tertiary on'es, etc. Note that a v'ariety of links may 
exist between the various levels of narration in a given narrative. 
The links may be architectural, in case the levels develop according 
to related rules of construction ; they may be thematic; they may 
be causal, when, for example, one level explains what led to the 
situation presented on another level; and so on. Note also that the 
coherence of a given narrative may thus be more or less pronounced 
and that its processing and interpretation (what do these different 
narrations have in common? why do they differ?) may be more or 
less complex. 

THE PRESENTATION OF THE NARRATED 

Any narrative obviously imparts some kind of narrated information 
of which the narrator is the more or less original source; he may 
present it in his own name, as it were , or through a character Of, 

Illore ge nerally , through a text for which he is presumably not 
responsible: 

(87) John had a h 'arl' atta ck and died on the 5th o f September 
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(88) "John had a heart attack and died on the 5th of Septem­
ber," said Peter 

(89) The Topeka News: "John had a heart attack and died on 
the 5th of September" 

I. Explicit and Implicit Information 

Much of the information imparted is explicitly asserted, that is, 
presented In such a way that it can be naturally questioned or de­
nied. For instance, 

(90) Paul went to the movies 
is explicitly asserted since we can apply to it well-defined opera­
tIOns of lIlterrogation or negation and get 

(91) Did Paul go to the movies? 
and 

(92) Paul did not go to the movies 

Much information may also be communicated implicitly: rather 
than beIng asserted, it is more or less strongly suggested through 
contextual, rhetorical, connotative or other means. If, for some 
reason ,. I do not wish to state something explicitly, I may imply it 
by sayIng In lts place something which can be viewed as the cause 0: consequence of what I did not state. Thus and depending on 
clrcumstances, I may say 

(93) It's raining out 
to imply 

(94) I don't feel like going out 
and I may say 

(95) John is very friendly. Did he have a lot to drink? 
to imply 

(96) John is friendly because he's drunk 
Or else, to indicate 

(97) Peter is stupid 
I may use understatement: 

(98) Peter is not the most intelligent person in the world 
Of course, implici.t information can also be imparted thro ugh syn­
tactI c structure. II I tell someone 
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(99) Go get me a pastrami sandwich! 

I may imply , through the command form I use, that I am superior 
to him since I have the right to order him around. 

Note that the implicit information carried by a passage in a 
given text may constitute new data or a mere repetition or con­
firmation of data which has already been established. Moreover, 
like the explicit information provided, it may prove to be more or 
less necessary to the understanding of other passages. Finally , it 
may be proportionally more or less abundant: 

(100) John was very rich and Peter was very poor, then John 
lost everything he had, then Peter made millions of dol­
lars and became very rich 

and 
(101) John was very rich and Peter was very poor, then John 

lost everything he had, then Peter made millions of dollars. 

may be said to carry the same information but (I 00) provides more 
of it explicitly than (101). 

Note also that, because the retrieval of implicit information often 
depends on operations involving knowledge of the world, of social 
customs, of rhetorical or generic conventions, etc. , different re­
ceivers of the same message may disagree as to what information 
that message carries implicitly . Consider, for example 

(102) John and Peter boxed ineffectually for six rounds then , 
in the middle of the seventh round, John knocked Peter 
out with a left hook. After the fight , John told the re­
porters: "He gave me a lot of trouble!" 

To many receivers, John's statement cou ld imply 
(103) I had a lot of difficulty connecting 

but to many others it could imply 
( 104) I had to carry him for more than six rounds 

Indeed, divergences in the interpretation of so-called literary texts 
(as well as ordinary discourse) are to a large extent a function of 
dive rgences in the determination of implicit information. Of course, 
f WO diffe rent assessments of what information a text carries im-
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plicitly may be more or less valid, more or less reasonable. Should 
someone say 

(105) John owned six yachts 

it would be more reasonable for me to conclude that John was 
probably very rich than to conclude that he was twenty-seven years 
old. Furthermore, the assessments may be more or less interesting. 
Given 

(106) Peter insists on driving a huge Cadillac even though he 
has no money 

it is perhaps more interesting to infer 
(107) Peter is a show-off 

than 
(108) Driving a Cadillac requires a lot of money 

Lastly , they may be more or less coherent in themselves and con­
sistent with other information imparted by the text. To say, for 
instance , that in 

(109) John had no money. He went into a restaurant and he 
ordered caviar, 

(I 10) he ordered caviar 
implies 

(III) he had a lot of money 

is to disregard the rest of (109). 
In some well-defined cases, there will be no divergences in the 

retrieval of implicit information. In other words, this information 
is entirely predictable. Thus 

(112) John is evil 
is logically entailed by 

(113) All lawyers are evil and John is a lawyer 
and 

(114) John got there at three o'clock 
is entailed by 

(115) John left at two o'clock and it took him an hour to get 
there 

Similarly, unless the narrative exp li citly indicates otherwise, 
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two narrated (sets of) events or situations will be taken to occur at 
different times if "their order cannot be changed without changing 
the inferred sequence of events in the origin of semantic interpret­
ation.» 17 On the other hand, they will be taken to occur at the 
same time if their order can be changed without modify ing the 
original interpretation. The events in 

(116) John saw Mary and fell 
are not simultaneous whereas the even ts in 

(117) Mary drank a lot but she ate very little 
and 

(118) John was happy and he was rich and he was handsome 

are. 
Moreover, given two (sets of) events A and B which are not 

simultaneous, and unless the text explicitl y indicates otherwise, A 
will be taken to precede B in time if it appears before it. In ( 11 6) 
John's seeing Mary temporally precedes his fall and in 

(119) Peter went to class, saw a movie and treated himself to a 
chocolate sundae 

Peter's actions temporally' occur in the order of their presentation. 
But in 

(120) Bill went to class after he had dinner 

Bill's going to class is explicitly said to follow his having dinner. 
Furthermore , should events be contiguous in the space of the 

narrative text, they will be taken to occur in the same (general) 
se tting unless the text explicitly indicates otherwise. In 

(121) John drank his scotch and Mary drank her beer 

the setting for John's drinking is the same as the setting for Mary's 
drinking. 

Finally, given two events A and B, and unless the text explicitly 
indicates otherwise, a causal connection will be taken to exist be­
tween them if B temporally follows A and is perceived as possibly 
resu lting from it. In 

( 122) It was raining very harci. John got wet 
an cI 
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(123) Mary was bored. She left the party 

for example , John's wetness will be seen as resulting from the 
rain and Mary's leaving as caused by her boredom. According to 
narratologists like Roland Barthes, this is even the most funda­
mental way in which a series of events is truly narrativized: 

the mainspring of the narrative activity is to be traced to that very confusion 
between consecutiveness and consequence, what-comes-after being read in a 
narrative as what·is-caused-by. Narrative would then be a systematic appli­
cation of the logical fallacy denounced by scholasticism under the formula 
post hoc, ergo propter hOC,I! 

Obviously, two narrative passages will differ more or less sig­
nificantly depending on whether the information they carry is 
communicated explicitly or taken to be implicit. Consider, for 
instance: 

(124) It had snowed all week. Mary and Elizabeth were in a 
foul mood 

and 
(125) It had snowed all week and , as a result, Mary , and 

Elizabeth were in a foul mood 

In (124), the narrator takes no ex plicit responsibility for any causal 
connection . He may wish to emphasize that he is merely a reco rder 
of events and not of their relationship ; he may want his audience 
to participate more actively in the (re)constitution of the narrative: 
it is up to that audience to provide what causality is needed for the 
narrative to reach a satisfactory degree of coherence; or again, he 
may be leaving himself more freedom to deny at some point any 
logical link between the weather and the women's mood (actually, 
they were in a foul mood because they had a lot of work to do). 
Whatever the case may be, differences in the explicitness of the 
information communicated can be related to differences in the 
functioning of the narrative. In particular, the study of what in a 
given narrative was (or had to be) stated ex plicitly and what was 
(or could have been) communicated impliCitly can help illuminate 
some of the priorities of that narrative. 
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2. Presupposed Information 

Consider the following statements: 

(I 26) John thinks that Peter's brother is intelligent 
(127) John realizes that Peter's brother is intelligent 
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It is clear that (127) carries all the information contained in (126), 
that is 

(128) John has a positive opinion concerning Peter's brother's 
intelligence 

But (127) also carries information not contained in (126): 
(129) Peter's brother is intelligent 

It is also clear that the semantic elements (J 28) and (J 29) are not 
presented by (127) in exactly the same way: (129) is put forward 
as something which is not in question; it is merely given as a point 
of reference from which one speaks, a point of reference whose 
nature is not to be the object of a special assertion, of a discussion, 
of a further development. 

To express in a different way the distinction which I am trying 
to establish, I will say that, in (127), (128) is posed whereas (129) 
is presupposed and I will define the presupposition of a statement 
as the semantic element common to that statement, its negation , 
and its corrsponding yes-no question. I' According to this defi­
nition. 

(130) John came 
is presupposed by 

(131) Mary knew that John came 
since it is a semantic element common to (131) and to 

(132) Mary did not know that John came 
and 

(133) Did Mary know that John came? 
Similarly , 

(134) Someone ate the cake 
is a presupposition of 

(135) John did see who ate the cake 
and 

(136) Jane Smith likes sco tch 
is a presupposition of 
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(137) He found out that Jane Smith likes scotch. 

To summarize , it can be said that a statement often imparts explicit 
information on two different levels, that it carries meaning in two 
different ways. 

Saying that the presupposition of a statement is put forward as 
something which is not supposed to be questioned does not mean, 
of course, that is cannot be questioned. Should A say (127) to B, 
it is quite conceivable that B may answer 

(138) Is he intelligent? 
or 

(139) Does Peter have a brother? 
Similarly, should A say (137) to B, it is quite conceivable that B 
may answer 

(140) But Jane Smith does not like scotch ! 
or 

(141) Who is Jane Smith? 

It is to be noted, however, that, in these cases - which are not 
uncommon - B does not develop A's primary topic (How is John? 
How do you know? How did he find out?) but rather begins to 
discuss another topic (Peter's brother, Jane Smith's drinking 
tastes , Jane Smith's identity). This is probably one of the reasons 
why B's conduct, in many circumstances, may be considered out 
of place: B has broken a convention of discourse according to 
which the presupposition of a statement does not constitute a 
primary topic for discussion. 

Note also that, just as there are differences between posed and 
presu pposedlnforma fion, thereare differences between' presu pposed 
information and implicit information . First, and most obviously, 
the latter is not stated whereas the former is, though not directly. 
It is therefore easier to deny having implied some thing ("Do you 
mean that Peter is stupid? Do you mean that John is friendly 
because he is drunk?" "\ never sa id that!") than to deny having 
presupposed something. Seco nd, th e im plicit information always 
depends on an exp licit one: it ca n be understood if and only if 
(part of) th e latter is under~tood first , wh il e the reverse is not true. 
If I do not understand the ex pli cit III can in g o f (93), (95), (97), or 
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(142) I would not say that he is nice 

surely I will not understand what possible implicit meanings they 
have. Furthermore , my understanding of their explicit meaning 
clearly does not guarantee my understanding of their implicit 
meaning. This is not the case with presupposition , since it is part 
of the explicit meaning: say ing, for example, that so meone under­
stands 

(143) John still makes many mistakes 
is equivalent to saying that someone understands 

(144) John made many mistakes in the past 
and 

(145) John makes many mistakes in the present.'o 

The notion of presupposition which can help characterize the 
way a given statement imparts information can also help character, 
ize the way infonnation is presented in a given narrative. It can 
thus lead to a better understanding of a narrator's stance with 
regard to his narratee, his narration and the narrated . 

When a narrator presupposes something, he - like everybody 
making presuppostions - puts himself in the position of someone 
whose audience knows (or could know) that which is presupposed . 
In particular, mainly through so'called presuppositions of ex istence 
- those contained in such statements as "The King of France is 
bald" (presupposition: there is a king of France) or "The man ate 
neatly and quickly" (presupposition: there is a man) - the narrator 
indicates (parts of) th e premises for his narration, prem ises which 
he presumably shares with his narratee, which will unconditionally 
be taken for granted by both of them, and which indicate "what 
there is". Should a narrator begin with a statement like 

(146) The young man was rich 
or 

(147) The little dog was barking 

for instance, he acts as if the man and the dog have already been 
identified (or need not be) and as if the youth of the first and the 
small size of the second arc already known. The narratee is immedi­
ately made int o an insid 'I' o f th c wo rld to be presented, familiar 
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with parts of it at least, and ready to add new infonnation (he was 
rich, it was barking) to the infonnation presupposed. 

Note that, although a narrator may thus postulate some sort of 
initial intimacy between himself and his narratee, he often chooses 
n"Ot--to do it: the opening sections of fairy tales, for example, fre­
quently avoid presupposition, perhaps because these tales are in no 
way intended to be realistic or because they are primarily addressed 
to an audience incapable of understanding and appreciating the 
technique. Note also that the (presupposition-based) intimacy may 
vary throughout a narrative . Finally , note that one of the ways in 
whkh a narrator may surprise us (real readers) is by contradicting 
what is presupposed (the man is not young: he only seemed to be ; 
the dog is not little: he merely looked it) , by violating the very 
elements he introduced as inviolable. 

In any narrative, the narrator adopts a certain attitude towards 
the events he is recounting, the characters he is describing, the 
emotions and thoughts he is presenting. He may, for example, 
emphasize the importance of certain incidents and not others ; he 
may judge certain characters outright or in a roundabout way; he 
may state what he thinks explicitly or without seeming to; he' may 
take personal responsibility for arriving at certain conclusions or 
deny any such responsibility. Using presupposition to introduce cer­
tain kinds of infonnation implies that this information is not new, 
that it is known or could be known by all , that it is not a product 
of the narrator's imagination or an example of his pers()nal opinions. 
When Perrault writes at the beginning of Le Petit Chaperon rouge 
that the heroine "did not know that it was dangerous to stop and 
listen to a wolf," he gives the moral of the story without seeming 
to . Similarly, in "La Legende de Saint Julien L'Hospitalier," 
Flaubert absolves his protagonist from the murder of his parents 
while disclaiming responsibility for this absolution by using pre­
supposition: "He did not rebel against God who had inflicted this 
action upon him." Finally , in "Un Coeur simple," which contains 
little direct commentary by the narrator (he is supposed to inter­
vene as rarely as possible and keep a dispassionate, "objective" 
stance vis-a-vis the world of the narrated) there arc quite a few 
(non-existential) presuppositions made and they allow the narrator 
to impose a ce rtain universe o f discourse, to manipulate his audi-
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ence and to present certain facts as irrefutable without pointedly 
interrupting the flow of events. A few examples will give a more 
precise idea of what I mean. 

At eighteen, Felicite, the heroine, goes to the Colleville assembly 
with a few companions. A young man invites her to dance, then: 
"He bought her cider, coffee, cake, a scarf, and, not realizing she 
did not understand him, offered to take her home. "21 One obvious 
presupposition in this passage is that Felicite does not understand 
the motives behind the young man's actions. Now, this is the first 
example of Felicite's naivete, of her simplicity, in the narrative. The 
protagonist's most fundamental characteristic is thus introduced as 
a datum. It is presented as something that goes without saying. 
Felicite is naivete, she is simplicity and that should be taken for 
granted. 

One day Felicite saves her mistress, Mme Aubain, and her t\'/o 
little children from a wild bull: 

This event, for many years, was a topic of interest in Pont-l'Eveque. Felicite 
did not derive any pride from it, not even realizing that she had done some­
thing heroic. 

The narrator wants his audience to appreciate the protagonist's 
valor yet refuses to make a straightforward declaration about il. 
Such a declaration may , after all, seem exaggerated. More signifi­
cantly , a direct statement about Felicite's heroic stature would add 
too important a dimension to her character. Felicite is supposed to 
be a "simple heart" and only "a simple heart". Indeed, the narra­
tor's presupposition allows him to underline, rather than undennine, 
his protagonist's Simplicity : if she does not derive any pride from 
her feat , it is because she is so si mple that she does not even realize 
it is a feal. 

Among the people who often visit Mme Aubain is M. Bourais, a 
gentleman Felicite admires: 

Ilis white necktie and his baldness, the frill of his shirt, his ample brown frock­
coat, his way of taking snuff while curving his ann, his entire person produced 
in her that tunnoil in which the spectacle of extraordinary men throws us. 

Up to that point . the narrator has kept himself at a distance from 
the protagonist by never indicaling Ihat. she might possibly have 
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something in common with him. In a similar way, he has kept the 
narratee quite distant from her. Felicite's simplicity is an exemplary 
feature distinguishing her from other people. It must not, however, 
make her so unlike everybody else as to make her extraordinary. 
The narrator, therefore, has to reduce the distance between himself 
and Felicite as well as between her and the narratee. Through pre­
supposition, he points out that he as well as his audience have 
experienced feelings very similar to those of Felicite and that this 
similarity barely needs to be asserted even. 

The heroine attends Virginie's first communion: 

When it was Virginie's turn, Felicite leaned over in order to see her; and, with 
the imagination that true tenderness gives, it seemed to her that she herself 
was this child; her face became hers, her dress clothed her, her heart beat in 
her breast. 

The narrator justifies the fact that a character defined by narrow 
simplicity can have enough imagination to put herself completely 
in somebody else's place. He could do it directly , by stating that 
"real love endows one with great imaginative powers" and taking 
full responsibility for the statement. Through the presupposition , 
he succeeds in giving a stronger justification, without having to 
be held personally accountable : he is saying, in effect, that the re­
lationship between love and imagination is so well accepted, so 
evident, that it can be mentioned simply in passing. 

Presupposition even helps a narrator preserve a certain restricted 
point of view while at the same time assuring his audience of the 
reliability of that point of view. Virginie dies of a lung ailment and, 
for two nights, Felicite sits by the body: 

At the end of the first vigil, she noticed that the face had turned yellow, the 
lips became blue, the nose was pinched, the eyes were sunken. 

The narrator presents events according to Felicite's perspective. At 
the same time, the presupposition allows him to indicate that the 
protagonist is not hallucinating out of despair and that Virginie's 
body has indeed changed the way Felicite sees it has. On the one 
hand , the point of view is hers; on the other, it is not; anybody 
cou ld have noticed what Felicite noti ced. 

The stud y of presupposition ca n thus help illuminate the ma-
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niQulation of point of view, the contro l of distance, ~e nature a 
justifications and motivations. Indeed, given any narrative, the 
study of which information is (given as) old or shared and which 
is (given as) new and unshared can lead to a firmer and deeper 
comprehension of its functioning. 

3. Modes of Discourse 

The information imparted about the world of the narrated refers 
to non-verbal events and situations and/or (some of) the verbal acts 
of a series of characters, i.e. , anything the latter express in words, 
whether to themselves - when they are "thinking", for instance ­
or to someone other than themselves. There are, of course, various 
ways in which non-verbal events and situations can be recounted: 
in more or less detail , according to this or that point of view, 
through this or that character, and so on and so forth. There are 
also various ways in which verbal acts can be represented. Sup­
pose, for example, that a given character said (to himself) at one 
point 

(148) I will go there at five p.m. and kill him 
The narrator may neglect to report that the character expressed 
himself in words and simply relate the verbal event as if it were 
a non-verbal one: 

(149) He decided to kill him in the afternoon 

( 149) is an example of narrativized discourse, that is, of a discourse 
about words eq uivalent to a discourse not about words. But the 
narrator may also report (148) as a verbal event and he may present 
the character's words directly or indirectly: 

( 150) I will go there at five p.m. and kill him 
(151) He said (to himself): "I will go there at five p.m. and kill 

him" 
( 152) He would go there at five p.m. and kill him 
( 153) He sa id (to himself) that he wou ld go there at five p.m. 

and ki ll him 

( 150)-( 153) arc ex amp les of free direct discourse, normal direct 
di scourse. free indirec t discourse. and norl11al indirect discourse 
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respectively." In (150), which is exactly equivalent to (148), the 
character himself "says" his own words. In (151), the situation is 
similar; however, the narrator explicitly points out that the charac­
ter himself is to say his own words. In (152), the character himself 
does not say his own words; rather, as the pronouns and tense in­
dicate, the narrator reports in the third person what the character 
said. In (153), the narrator does the same thing and he points that 
out explicitly. Note that a distinction can be made between a case 
of free direct discourse when the character utters a series of sen­
tences and a case where he formulates them without uttering them. 
The latter constitutes what is often referred to as interior mono­
logue. Note also that , when introduced as free direct discourse, a 
character's thoughts may be expressed in language which does not 
respect the rules of morphology and syntax. Punctuation is absent , 
grammatical forms are truncated, short incomplete sentences 
abound, and neologisms are frequent." In this case - the most 
famous example of which is Molly Bloom's monologue - we speak 
of stream of consciousness. 2' 

In a given narrative, a narrator may use any of the modes of dis­
course mentioned above: some novels and short stories are entirely 
written in f'ee direct discourse (Les Lauriers sont coupes) , some 
rely heavily on free indirect discourse ("Un Coeur simple"), some 
favor normal direct discourse (Brothers and Sisters), and so on. 
Depending on the kind of discourse adopted, the narrator and his 
narratee (as well as the real reader) are placed more or less at a 
distance from the characters and their verbal acts, with narrativized 
discourse creating the greatest distance and free direct discourse 
resulting in the smallest one. Furthermore, it is more or less diffi­
cult to interpret and recast a character's utterance as a narrated 
event among others. In the case of narrativized discourse, there 
is obviously no particular difficulty since the narrator has done the 
work for me, as it were; at the other extreme, with free direct dis­
course, the recasting and interpretation are entirely up to me. 

4. Order 
\ 

Events can be recounted in the order of their occurrence or in a 
different order. If A temporally precedes B which in turn precedes 
C, I may, for example, present A first, then B, then C: 
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(154) John washed, then he ate, then he slept 

We then say that n..matec! order (or story line, or fable, to use 
Russian Formalist terminology) and narrating order (or plot, or 
sujet) are identical. But I may also present B before A and C, or 
C before A and B: 

(155) John ate after he washed, then he slept 
(156) John slept after he washed and ate 

In this case, story line and plot are clearly distinct. 25 

On the level of the narrated , events are linked chronologically in 
two fundamental ways: (partial) simultaneity and succession. The 
narrator can easily preserve the order of succession. In verbal nar:­
rative, however, and because of the very nature of language, the 
narrator cannot really preserve simultaneity ; he can only indicate 
it, for instance by means of conjunctions and adverbial expressions 
such as 'and', 'meanwhile ', or 'at the same time ': in 

(157) John went down at the same time as Mary went up and 
Bill went out 

it is clear that the first event, although simultaneous with the other 
two, is presented before them. 

When the narrator presents an event or a series of events before 
its time, as it were, we have an example of2,nticipation: 

(158) John became furious. Ten years later, he would come to 
regret it. Now, he did not think of the consequences and 
began to shout hysterically 

When he presents an event or a series of events after its time, we 
have an example of retrospection: 

(159) John became furious. Ten years earlier, he had vowed 
never to lose his temper. Now, he forgot all of his resol­
utions and he began to shout hysterically 

These distortions in the chronology of the narrated may, of course, 
be more or less important and more or less complicated. A given 
event or series of events may be displaced a few seconds only or a 
few years in time; furthermore, the displacement may involve very 
few events last ing a minute or an hour, but it may also involve 
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very many events lasting a month, a year, or twenty years; and 
some anticipations may occur within retrospections or vice versa. 

When the distortions are important, the terms 'flashback' (going 
back in time) and 'flashforward' (going forward in t ime) are often 
used. These have cinematic connotations - especially the first one -
even though countless examples of flashback and flash forward can 
be found in verbal narratives antedating the birth of the movies 
and even though retrospections and anticipations are handled much 
more easily and efficiently in (written) verbal narrative. The medium 
does affect the presentation. Flashforwards are very rare in films 
and their use in relatively recent works (Petulia. They Shoot Horses. 
Don't Th ey) has been cumbersome and ineffective. As for flash­
backs, or even flashbacks within flashb acks, they do occur rather 
often in films (The Locket) but less frequently than in written nar­
ratives: too great a number of them would tend to confuse the 
viewer. A reader can go back a few pages; a viewer usually cannot 
go back a few frames. A writer can easily indicate whether or not a 
series of events precedes or follows another in time; a movie direc­
tor cannot. 

As I Eave s\!ggested , the difference between fable and sujet'can 
be more or less significant. The more pronounced it is, the more 
difficult it will be to process the narrated events in their "original" 
order. Moreover, any such differen ce can affect my interpretation 
o and respo nse to a given narrative; after all , it may help highlight 
certain events as opposed to others; it ay underline certain themes; 
it may help create suspense (what happened first is revealed only 
at the very end) ; and , in general , it may be more or less aesthetically 
pleasing and engagemy emotions more or less powerfully. 

5. Point of View 

Whenever we narrate , we adopt a certain (perceptual and psycho­
logical) point of view in our presentation of the narrated. Thus, we 
may describe a given character from the outside , as an impartial 
onlooker would; or we may describe the same character as he him­
self would; or we may describe him not only from the outside but 
also from the inside, as an omniscient being would ; and so on and 
so forth. 

-
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There are three main types of point of view possible in narra­
tive.26 The first type, which is characteristic of "traditional" or 
"classical" narrative (Le Chevalier a la charrette, Vanity Fair or 
Adam Bede , for example) may be called unrestricted (unsituated) 
point of view because there is no restriction whatsoever placed 
upon what a narrator may desc ribe in terms of it . As Norman 
Friedman wrote, the narrated may then 

be seen from any or all angles at will: from a godlike vantage point beyond 
time and place, from the center, the periphery or front. There is nothing to 
keep the author [the narrator] from choosing any of them, or from sltifting 
from one to the other as often or rarely as he pleases. 27 

In this case, the narrator tells more than any and all th e characters 
(could) know and tell at the time of the situation described: 

(1 60) He never realized that this was the begi nning of his 
downfall 

( 16 1) In 1800, he met the man who defeated Napoleon at 
Waterloo 

(1 62) She did not see him hiding in the bushes and laughing 

He is often referred to as omniscient although - strictly speaking -
the term is not always- qu ite- appropriate. Indeed , so-called om­
niscient narrators frequently indicate that they do not kn ow every­
thing: 

(1 63) "I know not , be it remarked by the way, whether this is 
not the same cell , the interior of which may still be seen 
through a small square aperture on the east side, at about 
the height of a man , on the platforms from which the 
towcrs rise" (Notre-Dame de Paris) 

(164) "Cou ld he have been the receiver of beasts at a slaughter­
housc; or a sub-inspector of public health and sewers? 
Whateve r his occupation , he was surely one of the asses 
which arc not used to turn the mill of our system of 
civili zat ion" (L e Pere Corio t ) 

Til e second type may be called internal po int of view;everything 
is present ed st ri ct Iy in te rms o f til e kn owledge, fee lin gs, and per, 
ce pt ions o f one o r seve ral cll arac ters ( Vellgeallce is Mille. A Deadly 
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Shade of Gold, La Mort dans l'ame, Le Sursis). In this case, the 
narrator tells only what one or several characters (could) know 
and tell. Internal point of view may be fixed (when the perspective 
of one and only one character is adopted, as in What Maisie Knew), 
variable (when the perspective of several characters is adopted in 
tum to present scveral different sequences of events, as in The 
Golden Bowl and L'Age de raison), or multiple (when the same 
event or series of events, is narrated more than once, each time in 
terms.of a different perspective, as in The Moonstone and The Ring 
and the Book). 

The third type - which is characteristic of "objective" or "behav­
iorist" narratives like "The Killers" and "Hills Like White Elephants" 
- may be called external point of view. Here the narrator presents 
everything strictly from the outside; thus, he would describe a given 
character's actions or physical appearance, for instance, but he 
would not describe the character's feelings or thoughts. Obviously, 
the narrator then tells less about certain situations than one or 
several characters (could) know and tell." 

Note that the type of point of view adopted in a given narrative 
may vary. Indeed, if in the case of unrestricted point of view it 
does not make much sense to speak of variation since, by definition, 
that type includes all possibilities, it is frequently in a general way 
only that a given narrative may be said to use internal or external 
point of view: strictly speaking, it is often more correct to say that, 
in large segments of that narrative, or in most of that narrative, a 
certain point of view is used. To give but one example, Sartre's 
L 'Age de raison is said to adopt variable intcrnal point of view: 
everything in the novel is supposed to be presented according to 
the perspective of one of four characters: Mathieu, Daniel, Boris, 
and Marcelle. Yet, at the very end of a chapter in which Daniel's 
point of view is used, we read: 

When he emerged hc was carrying in his right hand SI. Michael's sword of fire 
and in his left hand a box of eandy for Mme. Duffel. 

All along, our view of Daniel and our knowledge of the situation 
were equivalent to his. Suddenly, we see him as he does not see 
himself, in an ironic light, carrying St. Michael's sword. The nar­
rator has abandoned Daniel's perspective to adopt a godlike one 
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and, technically, we must say of L 'Age de raison that it mostly 
uses a variable internal point ofview. 29 

Note also that the adoption of a given point of view may require 
of a narrator that he follow certain rules or conventions. However, 
the narrator sometimes violates the very rules or conventions he is 
supposed to respect. There are two major types of such violations. 
Either, as in the above example from L 'Age de raison, too much 
information is given in terms of the chosen point of view; or else 
too little information is given: for instance, some of the actions or 
thoughts of a character whose point of view is adopted are not 
presented even though they should be. In The Murder of Roger 
Ackroyd, the narrator-character tells the story according to his 
own point of view without indicating in the least that he himself 
is the murderer. Sometimes, a narrator manages to violate a law 
without violating it, as it were, through the granting of special 
privileges to the character or characters whose perspective is fol­
lowed. Suppose, for example, that I tell a story in terms of a given 
character's standpoint and that I endow him with supernatural 
powers enabling him to be in several places at the same time, to 
know the most intimate thoughts of the characters with whom he 
interacts, and to understand their most secret motivations much 
better than they do themselves. Although a fixed internal point 
of view is technically preserved, it is no longer very different from 
an unrestricted point of view. Throughout Giraudoux' Bella, the 
perspective adopted is that of Philippe Dubardeau; but Philippe 
Dubardeau is very much like an omniscient being. Similarly, if 
I adopt a certain character's perspective, I may place him in situ­
ations which are rather extraordinary in context so as to allow him 
to obtain information he could not otherwise have access to. In 
A la recherche du temps perdu, the point of view is mostly that 
of (a changing) Marcel; and Marcel learns certain things and has 
certain insights because he is very lucky, to say the least: he dis­
covers Mlle Vinteuil's sadism, for instance, merely because he has 
decided to rcst and because his resting-place is not very far from 
an open window. Likewise, in Le Noelld de Jliperes, Louis often 
overhears conversations which he is not supposed to overhear and 
he frequently witncsscs even!s which he is no! supposed to witness. 
In the case of Proust's novel, of course, the privileges granted 
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Marcel take on thematic significance: accidents can open paths to 
knowledge. 

Finally, note that the type of point of view adopted may affect 
not only the kinds of events recounted and their recounting but 
also our processing and interpretation of them. Thus, should an 
external point of view be used, it is up to us to assess the feelings 
of the characters, the meaning of their actions, the very significance 
of the events presented; should a fixed internal point of view be 
used, it is up to us to determine whether or not it distorts the 
narrated and how it does it; and should a multiple internal point 
of view be used, it is up to us to find out which account of the 
narrated is the closest to the truth. 

6. Speed 

Within any given narrative, the events and situations making up 
the world of the narrated may be presented more or less quickly 
and the rate at which they unfold constitutes what is called narra­
tive speed. Note that the latter has nothing to do with the time 
taken to write the narrative: one writer may work very slowly and 
another very quickly yet both may represent the same events in 
the same exact words. Similarly, it has nothing to do with the time 
taken by the narrator in the narrative to complete his account: 
consider a two-page description of a battle ending with 

(165) I started my description at nine o'clock and it is now 
twelve 

and a two hundred page description of the same battle ending with 
(166) I started my description at nine o'clock and it is now 

nine-thirty 

Finally, it has nothing to do with the time taken to read the nar­
rative. Of course, it is frequently said that certain novels "read 
quickly" while certain others do not and reading time can often be 
under the partial control of the author: he has numerous means at 
his disposal to make us read more or less rapidly. But saying that a 
novel reads quickly, that it moves fast, is usually not related to 
the actual time it takes to read it. Besides, some readers read more 
quickly than others, the same reader may read more or less rapidly 

", ~ 
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in different circumstances, and there are no rules - and no authorial 
control - dictating what a normal reading rate should be. 30 

The speed of a narrative is equal to the relationship between 
the duration of the narrated - the (approximate) time the events 
recounted go on or are thought to go on - and the length of the 
narrative (in words, lines, or pages, for instance). Thus, a three-page 
narrative recounting three days of narrated is faster than a three­
page narrative recounting two days; in the same way, 

(167) The battle lasted an hour 
is faster than 

(168) The battle lasted five minutes; 
and 

(169) He drank a cup of coffee 
is faster than 

(170) He brought a cup of coffee to his lips, opened his mouth, 
and swallowed all the liquid that was in the cup 

Narrative speed may be constant. Consider the following, for 
example: 

(171) John sang for an hour, then he slept for an hour, then 
he ate for an hour 

For all practical purposes, there are no accelerations or decelerations 
in (171): the relation between the duration of each event and the 
number.of words devoted to recount it is the same throughout. In 
general, however, the speed of a narrative varies considerably and 
it is this variation which helps give the narrative a certain rhythm. 

Five categories of speed can be distinguished. If no part of the 
narrative corresponds to a particular event that took time, we may 
speak of ellipsis and say that the narrative reaches infinite speed. 
Supposet'or example that I tell the story of Napoleon and do not 
narrate anything that happened to him between 1805 and 1809.31 
If some part of the narrative corresponds to no elapsing of narrated 
time, we speak of pause and we say that the narrative comes to a 
complete stop. Suppose, for instance, that while telling Napoleon's 
story, I interrupt myself to mention something that has nothing 
whalever to do with him or his world: 
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(172) Napoleon won the battie of Austerlitz in 1805. Boy! is it 
getting cold in here! Anyway , he then won at Jena, etc . 

Similarly, I may describe at length a character or a setting and my 
description may correspond to the passage of no narrated time. In 
between the extremes of ellipsis and pause, we speak oLscene 
when there is (some sort of) an eq uivalence between a narrative 
segment and the narrated it represents : instead of saying nothing 
about certain events or saying something in no way related to 
them, for example, I reproduce them as exactly as possible . Thus , 
if Mary said something to Jane, I record her saying it word for 
word. Finally, we may speak of summary to cover the many cases 
situated between ellipsis and scene and we may speak of stretch to 
cover the many cases situated between scene and pause. Specifically , 
a relatively short segment of narrative may correspond to a rela­
tively long narrated time (or to a narrated action that is usually 
completed slowly) and a relatively long segment of narrative may 
correspond to a relatively short narrated time (or to a narrated 
action that is usually completed quickly). For instance, Mary may 
have accomplished several wondrous fea ts in the course of a.. long 
journey and, instead of describing them one by one , I may simply 
state 

(173) Mary traveled and did many marvelous things 
On the other hand , Mary may have simply scratched her nose and, 
instead of reporting the scratching as such, I may indicate all of 
the elements that went into it: 

(174) She brought her fingers to her nose, etc. etc. etc.32 
Note that an ellipsis, a summary, a stretch, a scene, a pause may 

be underlined by the narrator. Consider, for instance: 
(175) I will not recount what happened during that fateful 

week 
(176) It would take too much time to recount John's adventures 

in detail; suffice it to say that he had many extraordinary 
ones 

(177) Although it lasted no more than a few seconds it is worth 
devoting the nex t chapter to the description of Mary's 
scratching 
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(178) It is worth reproducing their conversation in its entirety 
(179) At this point, it is good to stop and describe the physical 

appearance of the stranger. 

But they may also simply be inferred. Suppose, for example, that 
a narrative text says nothing about any elision yet I can tell from 
a lacuna in the chronology or a break in the sequence of events 
recounted that some of the latter have gone unmentioned ; I speak 
of ellipsis. 33 Similarly, suppose I read 

(180) John fought an exciting fight 

may speak of summary: I know that a blow by blow account 
of the fight could have been given (and I feel it could have been 
interesting). Or again, suppose I read a thousand pages describing 
John's drinking a cup of coffee; I may speak of stretch because I 
know that the same activity could be described in a few words 
(and I feel that it should). In other words, when we speak of ellip­
sis, or summary, or stretch in narrative, we may actually be referr­
ing not so much to an exact relationship between narrative length 
and narrated time but rath er to the relationship between the for­
mer and what we know or feel it could or should be: we know or 
feel that things worth mentioning must have happened during an 
exciting fight and we know or feel that the drinking of a cup of 
coffee can and should be presented in much less detail. Naturally, 
the narrative text itself may often create or reinforce this knowl­
edge or feeling in a number of ways: think of the many novels 
which stress their ties with the "real world" or consider a story in 
which ten exciting fights are described in detail and one is not. 

Ellipses and pauses occur not infrequently in narrative. There are 
several famous instances of ellipsis in Tom Jones or La Chartreuse 
de Panne, for example , and one of the distinctive features of 
the modern novel is perhaps the great abundance of pauses: long 
stretches of a work correspond to no narrated and such elements 
as story or plot become quite unimportant. For obvious reasons, 
however, no narrative can be entirely based on pauses or ellipses. 
On the other hand , a given narrat ive could use summary , scene, or 
stretch exclusively. Some writers have written stories which are 
(almost) purely scenic in method (UThe Ki ll ers", Les Lauriers sont 
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coupes, Cassandra) and it is easy to devise a tale which adopts 
summary (or stretch) as its only mode of presenta lion . Neverthe­
less, it is often th e altern ation of scene and summary which charac­
terizes narra tive and, more particularly, trad i tionalnarrative ficti on. 
Should a novelist have to describe certain events necessary to the 
understanding and appreciation of his novel but not - for whatever 
reasons - worth dwelling upon , he uses, summary. On th e contrary , 
he uses scene when his novel requires specific detailing of the ac­
tions, feelings, and thoughts of the characters . Indeed , the devel­
opment of the novel form can partially be described in terms of its 
greater use of scene than the various narrative forms - epic, ro­
mance, tale - preceding it. 

As I said earlier, there is in the case of scene (some sort of) an 
eq uivalence between a narrative segment and the narrated it rep­
resents. Such an equivalence is usually marked by th e absence of 
any intrusion by the narrator, the care ful detailing of specific 
events, the use of the present or preterit rather than the imperfect, 
the preference for point-action verbs rather than stative ones, and 
so on and so forth. The nature of these fea tures, as well as the de­
sire to emulate the theater, help explain why many scenes in fiCtion 
take the form of a dialogue. Note, however, that even in the case o f 
dialogues, th e equivalence between narrative segment and narrated is 
really a matter of convention: even if everyth ing that was said by 
x, y and z is presented faithfully and without any comment by the 
narrator, the speed at which it was said and the sile nces which 
interrupted it can only be rendered app roximately , if at all, in 
written narrative. 

Whereas the possibili ties for true scenes are, at best, limited , the 
possibilities for summary (and for stretch) are obviously very nu­
merous: as I have already implied , the same series of events can be 
summarized in le n, twenty or five thousand words. There are two 

. "-fundamental kmds oL summary. In the first, and perhaps the most 
common, only some features of a series of different even ts are 
presented. In the second , o nl y the features common to a series of 
similar events are given: I recount once what has happened II times. 
This particular form of summary , which has been called iterativc 
narration , is the opposite o f repetitive narratio n, a mode in which I 
reco unt II times what has happe ncd o nl y o ncc. It is also different 
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fro~singul~t ive narratioJ1 (l recou nt once , in more or less detail , 
what has happened n times), from elliptical narration (l recount 0 
tim es what has happened once or more than once), and from the 
many poss ible forms of narration in which I reco unt m times what 
has happencd n times (where m is different from 0, I and n ).3' 

The speed at which the narrated unfo lds clea rl y has implications 
fo r our processing and evaluating that narrated and for our response 
to th e narrative as a who le. Thus, the more detailed the account of 
an event see ms, th e more foreground ed that event is and the more 
importance it takes. Similarly , th e more frequ ently an event is de­
sc ribed , the more significant it presum ably is. This allows us to 
focus our atten tion on certain even ts and not on others. But is also 
allows th e writer to trick us: an eve nt that was barely desc ribed 
proves to be essential ; another that was described at length proves 
to be in signifi cant. Of co urse, and all trickery aside, should we be­
lieve that a ce rtain event does not dese rve th e sceni c trea tm en t it 
ge ts or that another one deserves more detailing, we will respo nd 
unfavorably . 

Given any narrative, the examination of th e narrating alo ng th e 
lines I have sketched all ows us to describe it in terms that are 
narratively pertinent. Regardless of th eir es theti c force or their 
socia-histori cal contex t , for instance, narratives can be charac teri zed 
and compared according to the kind of narrato r(s) , narratee(s), 
and narratio n(s) they ex hibit and the modes of presenting narrated 
infonnation they favor. Thus, 

( 18 1) John was ve ry unhappy , th en he met Mary , then , as a 
resu lt, he was very happy 

and 

(182) John was very happy as a result of havin g met Mary. Be-
fore mee ting her, he had been very unhappy 

are narratively different (one follows chro nologica l order in reco unt­
in g events whereas the other does not) though informationally 
equivalent. Likewise , 

(183) I was very rich, th en I lost a lot of money and I became 
ve ry poor 

and 



(184) He was very rich, then - poor thing! - he lost a lot of 
money and he became very poor 

are narratively different (the former is in the first person, with a 
non-intrusive narrator, and the latter in the third person, with an 
intrusive one) though thematically equivalent. On the other hand , 

( 185) Jo hn was sick, then he took a magical pi ll and he became 
healthy 

and 
(186) Mary was health y, then she took a magical pill and she 

became sick 

are practically identical in terms of the narrating. though different 
informationally. 

I f the study of the narrating and its various features helps accou nt 
for and define th e specificity of any given narrative. it also helps 
account for the infinite va riety of possible narratives. Although 
the features are finite in number (a narrator mayor ma y not be 
self-conscious; a narration may be anterior. simultaneous or pos­
terior; narrated events mayor may not be presented in the o rder 
of th eir occurrence; intern al point of view may be fi xed, varillble, 
o r multiple), they can be ex ploited and combined in infinitely 
many ways. Indeed , there are relatively few constraints on their 
possible com binations (self-consciousness presupposes in trusiveness, 
for example; fl ashbacks and flash forwards preclude simultaneous 
narrat io n) and these contrasts can be stated explicitly. 

But the study of the narrating has further implications and 
furth er value. In the first place, once we have determined that a 
particular narrative exhibits a certain kind of narrator, adopts a 
certain point of view or favors a certain o rder of presentation , we 
can begin to wonder why it does. In other words, we can ask not 
o nly which narrating possibilities a given text has exploited but also 
why it has exploited them (and how successfull y oc interestingly). 
Moreove r. as I have pointed out in passing, such fea tures as degree 
of reliability , variations in distance, modes of discourse, or narrative 
speed affect our interpretation of and response to a narrative and 
illuminate its functioning. Above all , it is because I can distinguish 
the narrating from the narrated and because I can ( re)constitute 
the latter with the help of the former that I can begin to talk about 
th e world represented. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Narrated 

A narrativc recounts a certain number of situatio ns and events 
occuring in a certain world. More specifically , it ex presses prop­
ositions - each analyzable as a topic-comment st ru cture - about 
that world. Thus, given passages such as 

(I) John was happy 
or 

(2) Mary ate an apple 

we may say that each expresses one proposition (topic: John/ 
Mary; w mment : being happy/eating and apple) ; given 

(3) Shirley was good then she drifted into a life of crime 
o r 

(4) Pete r was rich and handsomc 

we will say that each expresses two propositions (topic: Shirley/ 
Peter; comment : being good , drifting into a life of Crime/being 
ri ch. being handsome); and given 

(5) a boy 
or 

(6) enormo us 

we will say that they do not express any proposition. In o ther 
wo rd s, a proposition is a to pic-comment stru cture expressible by 
a se ntence. wllere sentence is taken to be th e transform o f at least 
o ne, bul less than two. disc rete elementary string. ' 
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Note that in 

(7) "Porthos, as we have seen, had a character exactly opposite 
to that of Athas" (L es Trois Mousquetaires) 

(8) "The sun, which Du Barthes, that classic ancestor of peri­
phrasis, had not yet styled ' th e grand duke of candles,' 
shone forth brightly and cheerily" (Notre-Dal1le de Paris) 

and 
(9) Since I have forgotten what he looked like, I cannot des­

cribe him in detai l. It is enou gh to say that he was tall and 
handsome 

only the parts underlined express propositions about the world of 
the narrated. The rest does not refer to that world but to its rep­
resentation and is made up of narrating signs. 

Note also that each proposition pertai ns to one and o nly one 
event or situation. ' F urthermore , each provides somc ncw infor­
mation about the world represented. Givcn 

(10) John was strong : he defeated Bill. John was strong: he 
defeated Harry, 

for instance, the double mention of John's st rength exp resses 
a single proposition (and constitutes a sign of the narrating). 
Finally , the se t of propositions is chronologically ordcred and 
non-contradictory. 

EVENTS 

Events (or the propositions pertaining to them) can be defined as 
stalive (when they constitute a state, that is, when th ey can be 
expressed by a sentence of the form NP's V-ing (NP) Aux be a 
state) or active (when they constitute an action and cannot be 
cx pressed by a sentence of the fom1 above).' 
Consider for example: 

(II) John was handsome 
(12) The sun waS shining 
(13) Peter ate an apple 
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(14) The cat jumped on th e table 

The proportion of active and stative events in a narrative is an 
important characteristic of that narrative. Thus, all other things 
being equal , a story in which most events are stative will be less 
dynamic than one in which most events are active. Realistic novels, 
where long descriptio ns of characters and settings abound, and 
romantic novels, where local color is important and fifty pages or 
more can be devoted to the depiction o f Constantinople or Notre­
Dame de Paris, are more sta tic than adventure novels where de­
scriptions are kept to a minimum and where it is mainly the action 
of various characters that matters. Furthermore , the distributional 
pattern of stative and active events in a given narrative or set o f 
narratives no doubt helps distinguish it from other narratives or 
sets of narratives. In some narratives, a balance between stative 
and active eve nts is maintained throughout. In others, on the con­
trary , stative or active events clearly predominate in certain sec­
tions. In many novels, for instance , the initial section differs from 
most if not all other sections in at least one way: it mainly refers 
to stalive events because it is devoted to exposition , to giving th e 
reader background information concerning the characters and the 
environment in which they live. Sometimes, the expository section 
of a novel can even make up an inordinately large part of that 
novel, as in many of Balzac's works; the following sections then 
seem tremendously dynamic by comparison. Of course, some 
novels - for examp le, Sartre's L 'Age de raison - do not have any 
ex pository section' 

There is no upper limit to the number of events that may be 
recounted in a given narrative: one tale may relate fifty events, 
anot her one five hundred, still another one ten thousand and so on. 
There is. however , a lower limit since a narrative is the recounting 
of at least two events not presupposed or entailed by each other. 
( I) and (2). for instan ce do not co nstitute narratives, although 
th ey co ul d be pa rts o f one. On th e other hand , (3) does. 
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ORGANIZATION 

Temporal Relations 

The events recounted in a narrative are organized along a temporal 
axis. Some may be simultaneous: 

(15) At eight o'clock, John got up and Mary went to sleep 
(16) The sun was shining and the birds were singing 

But at least one must precede another one at a time. It follows that 
(17) John ate and Mary ate and Bill ate 

is not a narrative , whereas 
(18) John ate an d Mary ate, then Bill ate 

and 
( 19) John ate, then Mary ate, then Bill ate 

are. 
Should an event A precede an event B in time, the two may be 

temporally adjacent, or proximate , or distant: 
Ie. ,,~ 

(20) As soon as-he arrived, he started to cry 
(21) At 8:00 p.m., John got up; at 8:30 p.m. , he stepped o ut 

on the front porch 
(22) Joan was born in Italy in 1925. In 1976, she left her native 

cou ntry for the United States 

Furthermore, the duration of two non-sy nchro nous events mayor 
may not be equivalent: 

(23) Joan ran for an hour, then she ate for an hour 
(24) J oan ran for two hours, then she ate for three hours 

and the extent of time covered by a given narrative may , of course, 
range from a very few seconds to indefinitely many years. 

Note that , in some narratives, it may happen that ce rtain events 
cannot be dated with any degree of precision and cannot be situ­
ated temporally in relation to other events. If their number is rela­
tively small , this characteristic docs not affect the chrono logical 
coherence of the narrative and it may eve n be quite meaningful 
thematically , sy mboli cally , or otherwise . In II la recherche du 
temps perdu , the famous episodc o f Lh e petite /IIl/deleine cannot 
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be dated or situated properly and it is fitting in a way that it can­
not since Marcel transcends time when he brings the little piece of 
cake to his mouth. Sometimes, certain events are dated in such a 
way that a few contradictions arise in the chronology. These may 
result from simple mistakes or oversights on the part of an author, 
even a meticulous one; or they may be symptomatic of his prob­
lems in handling a certain subject. In Jean Barois , for instance, the 
protagonist's daughter comes to spend a few months with him 
when she is 18. According to the novel, she was born in 1895 and 
her stay with her father should therefore take place in 191 3. During 
her stay, . however, her father - who was born in 1866 - says at 
one poin t that he is over 50: we must then be in 19 16. Two years 
later, a friend of th e protagonist says that Barois has been fighting 
obscurantism and intolerance for fifteen years. Since Barois started 
his fight in 1895, we must be in 1910! Jean Barois is a novel in 
whieh history plays a particu larly prominen t role and perhaps 
Roger Martin du Card had difficulties combinihg historical events 
and fictitious ones, histori cal time and fictional calendar. Chrono­
logieal co ntradictions can also be part of an overall narrative 
strutegy and function in specific thematic and structural ways: 
in La Nausee, the final breakup between Roquentin and Anny is 
sa id by the protagonist to have occurred eight years before his 
keeping a diary , but also six years and four years before it; this 
hesitat ion underlines his utter detachment from the past and his 
se nse of loss in a shapeless present. Should contradictions be 
very numerous in a text, it becomes impossible to estab lish any 
kind of chronology and we are then no longer in the presence of 
a narrative. La Jalousie is u case in point. Though it may , to a cer­
tain extent, function as a narrative because it adopts many of the 
trappings associated with narrutive art, it is not a narrative since no 
satisfactory chronology of its events can be established. The cel­
ebra ted crushing of the centipede, for example , occurs perhaps 
during A. and Frank's trip, before it , and aft er it, La Jalousie is 
a novel, of course , but a pse udo-narrative one. 
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2. Spatial Relations 

Just as events may be simultaneous or not , th ey may occur in {or 
pertain to) the same space or (partly) different spaces: 

(25) In the living-room, John was reading and Peter was play­
ing solitaire 

(26) John had a beer at Jiggsy's then he had another beer at 
Murray 's 

Moreover, different spaces may be adjoining, or very near one 
another, or very far apart: 

(27) John walked from Ave X to Ave Y and Peter walked 
from Ave Y to Ave Z 

(28) John lived on Ave X and Peter o n Ave Z 
(29) Joan traveled through the United States and Vera traveled 

through Australia 

A narrative can therefore present events occurring at the sa me 
time and in the same space, or at different tim es and in diffe rent 
spaces, and so on and so forth. 

3. Causal Relations 

Two events or series of events may be related not only temporally 
and spatially but also causally: 

(30) John was dep ressed therefore he started to drink 
(31) Mary felt bad because she had overslept 

Indeed , in E.M. Forster's famous definiti on, a "p lot is a narrative 
of events, the emph asis falling on causality ."' 

Note that , although causal connections are not an integral part 
of all narratives, they are characteristic of many of them. Whereas 
such conm£t1Oi1s arenegligible in annals and chro nicles, for in­
stan ce, they are very numerous and signifi cant in so-call ed realistic 
novels (Le Pere Coriot, Eugenie Crandel). Perhaps it is Camus' 
L 'Elranger which , better than any other novel, undcrlin es the im­
portance causality can have in a narrative. L 'Etranger is - grosso 
modo - d ivided into two parts. In thc first , the protagonist goes 
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thro ugh a series of experiences connected mainly because they 
follow one another in tim e and because he is at the center of them. 
Meursault attends his mother's funeral , he sees a Fernandel movie, 
he makes love to Marie, he goes to the beach , he kills an Arab. His 
life is absurd , made up mostly of disparate events, and his murder 
of the Arab is wi thou t reason. In the second part, his judges, in 
order to inculpate him , try to fit his various experiences into a 
tigh tly-knit story , the culmination of which is the murder of th e 
Arab. They do it by mu ltiplying causal co nnections. 

Note also th at the causal links established between events may 
reflect a psychological order (for example, a character's actions are 
the cause or consequence of his state o f mind) , a philosophical 
ord er (every event exemplifies, ' say, th e theory of universal deter­
mi nism) , a politi cal order, a social one, and so o n and so forth. 

4 . Modifications 

Events can be related in ways other than temporal, spatial or 
ca usal. Given two propositions pertaining to the same topic, one 
comment may , for instance , be the inverse of the other: 

(32) John was very happy then he was very sad 
(33) Mary ate a lot then she ate a littl e 

or it may be its mere negation: 
(34) Mary slept well then she did not sleep well ; 

o r it may be a repetition of it (at a different time , in a different 
space , etc.): 

(35 ) John ki ssed Mary at seven th en he kissed her at nine 

Of co urse . man y such modifications can obtain. In particular, we 
can isolate modi fica ti ons of manner (thus a character may - at 
different poi nts - perform an action mo re or less well , o r qu ickly , 
o r hap pil y, and so o n) and modifications of modality (a wish may 
bc fulfill ed. and intention rea lized , a prO;;;;- respected, and so 
fo rth): 

(36) Jo hn wo rked ve ry effi ciently then he worked a little less 
effi cientl y 

(3 7) Mary wanted to mee t Olga and she met Olga 
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(38) Harry intended to read Ulysses and he did 
(39) Peter promised to go and he went.' 

5. Relevance 

Given a narrative recounting a chrono-logical sequence, where se­
quence is taken to be a group of non-simultaneous topi c-comment 
structures the last one of which constitutes a modification of the 
first, events can be distinguished in terms of their relevance to 
that sequence. 7 Thus, any event which is neither the one modified 
nor the modified one (nor the cause of the modification) is less 
relevant than any event which is. Consider, for example 

(40) John ate a hearty meal, then he took a little nap, then he 
went to work. He was feeling very happy and he met Bill 
who invited him fo r a drink and he accepted because he 
liked Bill. Then he met Bob and Bob was very nasty to 
him and, as a result , he felt very unhappy 

Clearly, each event makes some contribution to (40) as a whole. 
However, I could reproduce the entire sequence narrated, cvel1 if 
I eliminated 

(41) John ate a hearty meal, then he took a little nap , then he 
went to work 

Moreover, I could account for the transformation of John's happi­
ness into unhappiness even if I eliminated 

(42) He met Bill who invited him for a drink and he accepted 
because he liked Bill 

In (40), (41) is less relevant than (42) and (42) is less relevant than 
(43) He was feeling very happy then he met Bob and Bob was 

very nasty to him and, as a result, he felt very unhappy 

llis partly the fact that events have different degrees of relevance 
which allows us to extract a ~tory-line (or a plot) from a narrative 
and to summarize the latter: those events wh ich are not relevant 
may be omitted from an account of the story -line; on the other 
hand , th e first event and the last event of a sequence (as well as 
the ca use of the modification) may not. Given (40) , (43) would 
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constitute an adequate summary whereas (41) and (42) would not. 
Similarly , given 

(44) It was nine o'clock and the birds were singing and the 
bells were ringing and John felt stro ng, then he saw Mary 
and he felt very weak, 

(45) John felt strong then he saw Mary and he felt very weak 
would constitute an adeq uate summary whereas 

(46) It was nine o'clock and John saw Mary 

would not. 
Furth ermore, it is partly this fact which explains why various 

acceptable summaries of the same narrative can be given; though 
we would all include (a paraphrase of) the initial situation and its 
final modification in Our account, we may summarize the events 
surrounding them in various ways and we may even not include 
thcm at all . Given the parable of "The Good Samaritan." for in­
stance , we may represent the story line as 

or 

or 

(47) A stranger was lying half dead in the road and a Samaritan 
helped him 

(48) A stranger was lying half dead in the road but nobody 
helped him until , finally , a Samaritan came along and 
helped him 

(49) A stranger was lying half dead in the road ; and a priest 
came along but he did not help him; then a Levite came 
along but he did not help him either; then , finally , a 
Samaritan came along and hclped him. 

Note that, in many narratives, it is impossible to establish a 
hierarchy of relevance either because they do not contain any se­
quence or because they are equivalent to a minimal sequence . 
Co nsider 

(50) John ate a hearty meal. th en he took a little nap , then he 
went to work 
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or 
(5 1) John was good then he became evil. 

In this case no story-line extraction is possible. 

6. Aggregates o f Si tuations and Act ivities 

In a given narrative, vario us events co nstituting more o r less 
heterogeneo us situatio ns and activities may , wh en combined , con­
stitute larger situations and activities. Dependin g on the co ntext, 
for example , 

(52) He went skating, th en he had ice-cream , then he watched 
a movie 

could yield 
(53) He had a lot of fun 

or 
(54) He wasted a lot of time 

Note that this fact too partly ex plains our abi li ty to summarize 
narratives. Suppose that we read 

(55) John suddenly punched Jim , then J im kicked John , then 
they threw bottles at each other, then th ey calm ed down 
and went out to have a drink and became fr iends once 
again 

and suppose that we wan ted to give a summ ary of it. We co uld 
combine th e first three events in to a set entitled "Fight (betwee n 
John and Jim)" and the last three into o ne entitled " Reconciliation 
(between John and Jim)" and we could summarize (55) as 

(56) There was a fight between John and Jim fo ll owed by a 
reconci liation betwee n th em 

Of cou rse with a narrative like 
(57) J ohn was holding on to his briefcase. He went to a 

bea utiful tree-covered road. Then a bird new over the 
trees and a girl walked by 

such summariz ing would be very d ifficu lt indeed since it is not at 
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all clear how the constituent events could be combined to yield a 
larger situation or activity. 

7. Character 

T wo propositions may be related because they refer to the sa me 
topic, though they asse rt differe nt things about it: 

(58) John was tall and he was handsome 
(59) Mary went to the movies then she went home 

or because th ey refer to d ifferent topics alth ough they assert the 
sa me things about them : 

(60) J ohn was red and Peter was red 
(6 1) England went to war and so did France 

What we usually call a character is a topic (or ' logical partici­
pan!') common to a- set o f propositions predicating of it at least 

,Some characteri stics generall y associated with human beings: the 
logical parti cipant may be endowed with certain human physical 
attributes, for insta nce, and think, will , spea k, laugh, etc. The 
nature of th e logical participant is clearly not all important , 
th ough it is usuall y identi fied as a person , but should a horse be 
portrayed as philosophizing and should a table be described as 
thinking and speaking, th ey would both constitute chara cters' 

Note that , because th ere may be indefini tely many (pragmatic) 
presup positions, impli cat io ns and connotations to a set o f prop­
osit io ns, differen t readers' descriptions of a given characte r may 
vary: the readers will all iso late the same set , for example, but 
they will thi nk of different connotations. Note also that , for a 
logi cal part icipant to fun ction as a characte r, it must be fore­
g~ounded at least once in the narrat ive rather than relegated to 
tlie background an d made part of a general contex t or setting. 
Given 

(62) There were thou sa nds of people at the fair, ta lking, laugh­
ing, shouting, and Jo hn was having a lot of fun. He walked 
Ove r to o ne of th e arcad es and played th e p inball machines 

wc wou ld, I thin k, be reluctant to say t hat it prese nts thousands of 
charact ers: :1I1c1 given 
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(63) He thought of Mary who always told him to dress nicely, 
he thought of Joan who talked a lot about life; hc thought 
of Bill who knew so many jokes; and he started to cry 

we would hesitate to count Mary, Joan and Bill as characters. 
Depending on the type of predicates that dominate. characters 

will be defined mainly by their actions, or by their words. or by 
their feelings, and so on. We may further classify them according 
to generic categories of which the actions, words or feelings are 
illustrations: in comedy, for instance, we find some who approxi­
mate the eiron or self-deprecator and some who approximate the 
alazan or imposter. More fundamentally, we may classify them in 
terms of the functions they fulfill. Thus, following Propp and in 
the domain of the folktale in particular, we may distinguish heroes 
from false heroes, villains, helpers, donors (providers of magical 
agents), sought-for persons. and dispatchers (sending the hero 
forth on his adventures); following Greimas. and more generally, 
we may speak of subjects (desiring an object), objects (desired by 
the subject), senders (motivating the desire), receivers (recipients 
of the object), helpers (of the subject), and opponents (of the 
subject);' and following Bremond. we may call them agents or 
patients, protectors or frustrators, seducers or intimidators, in­
formers or concealers, and so forth. Even more fundamentally, we 
may classify them in terms of textual prominence and simply dis­
tinguish between the main character(s) and morc or less secondary 
oneS. In general, the main character is not only referred to by the 
greatest number of propositions, but he is also qualitatively differ­
ent from the other characters (he has distinctive ways of expressing 
himself; he has a name whereas everybody else is anonymous; he 
is the only one to be associated with certain moral attitudes). He 
may also be functionally different (if there is a difficult task, he is 
the one who performs it; if there is a lack, he is the one who liqui­
dates it). Besides, his appearance in the narrative may correspond 
to strategically important points, like the beginning or the end of 
various sequences. 

Whether they arc protagonists or not. senders or recdvers, heroes 
or villains, mainly defined by their actions or by their feelings, 
characters can be dynamic (when they change and grow) or static 
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(when they do not); they can be consistent (when the predicates 
associated with them do not result in seeming contradictions) or 
inconsistent; and they can be round or flat, that is, complex or 
simple, multidimensional or unidimensional, capable of surprising 
us or incapable of it. 

Note that some of the attributes of a given character (his physi­
cal appearance. his intellectual and moral qualities, etc.) may be 
introduced contiguously, in set-piece presentations 

(He was a snubnosed, flat·browed, common·faced boy enough; and as dirty a 
juvenile as one would wish to see; but he had about him all the airs and man­
ners of a man. llis hat was stuck on the top uf his head ... (Oliver Twist) 

or, on the contrary, they may be scattered one by one through the 
narrative: in Sartre's "Intimite", for example, we first learn that 
Lulu has a beautiful flat belly; a little later. thc fact that she has 
small breasts is mentioned; still later, she is said to be slim and 
diaphanous; then her black hair is referred to; and so on and so 
forth. Note also that the presentation may be orderly (physical 
attributes are described before psychological ones, past actions are 
mentioned before present ones, etc.) or disorderly. Finally, note 
that. although characters constitute an important dimension of. 
narrative, they are not essential to it. Indeed, certain narratives 
deal entirely with non-human(like) subjects: 

(64) Thcre was darkness and there was silence, then, one day, 
the sun rose and the birds began to sing and the darkness 
and silence disappeared 

(65) The water began to boil, then, as a result, the rice began 
to burn 

8. Setting 

What is commonly called a setting is equivalent to a set of prop­
ositions referring to the same (backgrounded) spatio-temporal 
complex. Again. different readers' descriptions of a certain setting 
may vary. Again too. settings may be textually prominent or negli­
gible. dynamic or static, L:onsistcnt or inconsistent, vague or precise, 
presented in all ordnty fashion (Ihe fro 11 I of a hOLise is described 
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from left to right , a wall is shown from top to botton , a castle is 
shown from the inside to the outside, or vice versa) or a disorderly 
one. Like th e attributes of a character, the attributes of a setting 
may be introduced contiguously (we then speak o f a "description") 
or scattered one by one through the narrative. Last ly, like charac­
ters, se tt ings are not essential to narrative although they playa 
very important role in many a novel or story. IO 

9. Theme 

If events can be related in that they pertain to th e same character 
or setting, they can also be related in that they pertain to the same 
theme. A theme is a general thought o r idea of which a set of (sub-) 
propositions (or a set of themes) is taken to be an illustration . 

Given 

(66) John loved Mary and Peter loved Nancy 
(67) Germany waged war on France and France waged war on 

England 
and 

(68) He liked to cut the wings off flies and she enjoyed looking 
at people suffer, 

For instan ce, we may say th at theme is love, war and sadism, re­
spectively. 

Of course, a theme may be more o r less fundamental, more or 
less pro minent , more or less art iculated and its distribution in a 
given narrative may vary. Of course too, the notio n of theme makes 
it possible for us to discuss, in the most general terms, what a nar­
rative "is about": it "is about" that theme of which all o f (or most 
of) the other themes in the narrative are taken to be illustrations. 

10. Functio nal Relations 

Events or sets of events which mayor may not have obvious 
characteristics in common - th ey happen at t he sa me t ime or at 
very different times, th ey occur in the sa me place or in very differ­
ent places, th ey arc transi'ormationally relat'ed or not, th ey perta in 
to th e same th emes o r different o nes can also be co nn ected in 
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terms o f their function. Thus, we may find th at ce rtain disparate 
situations and activities are functio nally equival ent in that they 
constitute a difficult task to be fulfilled or its fulfillment, a lack or 
its liquidation , an interdiction or its violation, and so on. In 

(69) It was forbidden by the gods to go to the movies but 
John went to the movies 

and 
(70) lt was forbidden by the government to work hard but 

Peter worked hard , 
(7 1) John went to the movies 

and 
(72) Peter worked hard 

have the same function . 

II. Mu lt iple Sequences 

Up to now, I have mainl y proceeded as th ough there were at most 
one sequence of events per narrative. Obviously, this is often the 
case. Consider, for example, (73) and (74) in which one and only 
one sequence occurs. 

(73) Jane was happy, th en she met Mary , th en she was unh appy 
(74) Joan was poor, then she found gold , then she was ri ch 

But there are many narratives with more than one sequence; in­
deed, in a given narrative, there may be an indefinite number of 
sequences (two, three, ten, etc.) having more o r less in commo n 
(in terms o f characters, themes, settings, etc.) and combined in 
vario us ways. Thus, o ne sequ ence may be conj oined with another 
one as in : 

(75) Jane was happy, then she met Mary, then she was un­
happy, then she met Joan, then she was happy again 

Moreover, one sequence may be embedded into another one: 
(76) J ane was happy and Mary was unhappy, then Mary met 

Peter. then she waS happy, then Jane met Joan, then she 
was unhappy 
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Finally, one sequence may be made to alternate with another one. 
(77) Jane was happy and Mary was unhappy , then Jane met 

Joan and Mary met Iris, then Jane was unhappy and 
Mary was happy 

Note that the various sequences may have more or less in com­
mon and make for a more or less cohesive narrative. Note also 
that the combinational pattern used in a narrative may constitute 
an important characte ristic of that narrative. For instance, it may 
determ ine at least partially the rate at which various seq uences 
unfold. If a sequence A is embedded in a sequence B, the develop­
ment of B is obviously delayed. It would be delayed even more if 
a sequen ce C was embedded in A, and so on and so fort h. Note, 
finally, that the combinatio nal pattern used is frequently a fu nction 
of the medi um adopted. Alternati on is rare in oral tal es bu t quite 
popular in written ones. Similarly, multiple embedding seldom 
occurs when the medium of represe ntation is speech or moving 
pictures but occurs quite commonly when the medium is writing. 
After all , an audience finds it very difficult to process an oral nar­
rative or a movie in which multiple embedding and alternation 
abound but does not experience much difficulty in processing a 
writtcn narrative organized around the same patterns. 

An examina ti on of eve nts and the ir relationships all ows us to 
characterize and compare narratives in terms of their narrated 
structure. Given two narratives with different propositional con­
tent, for example, iden ti cal relations may obtain among th eir 
respective propositions: 

(78) John was poor, then he met Bill, th en he became ri ch 
(79) Peter was unhappy , then he saw a movie, then he became 

happy 
On th e other hand, two narratives may have different narrated 
stru ctures although their propositional content is identical: 

(80) Joan ate an egg and Peter drank a glass of milk, then they 
went to the theater 

(81) Joan ate an egg, then Peter drank a glass of milk, then 
they went to th e theater 
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Once we have determined that a particular narrative is charac­
terized by certain kinds of events or a certain way of linking them 
we can begin to wonder why. In other words, we can ask not onl; 
wh ich narrated possibilities a give n text favors but also why it does 
(and successfu lly or interestingly) . 

If th e study of the narrated and its various features helps ac­
count for and define the specificity of any given narrative, it also 
helps account for the infinite variety of possible narratives. Not 
on ly can any consistent se t of propositions be expressed narratively 
but the possible relations among them can be exploited and 
combined in infinitely many (statable) ways. 

Above all , the study of the narrated gives us an insight into how 
we organize na rratives in order to process th em as well as into why 
and how easil y we can so process them . We are able to giv'e a 
sum marized account of a p lot not on ly because we can extract the 
narrated from a narrative but also because we can iso late relevant 
events and combine them into various situations and activities. 
Similarly, we can process a sequence as a series of states and ac­
tions pertaining to one or more characters in one or more settings 
because we can distingu ish certain well-d efi ned se ts of topic­
comment st ru ctures. Of co urse, some tales, short stories, or novels 
may prove to be more easily organizable around characters than 
others, more easily thematizab le, more easily summarizable. Of 
course too, o ur read ing experien ce may vary in tenllS of the process­
ing possibilities. In short , the study of the narrated helps illuminate 
the way(s) we unaerstand and respond to narrative and constitutes 
an essential step in the elaboratio n of a narrative grammar. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Narrative Grammar 

Everybody may not know how to narrate well but everybody, in 
every human society known to history and anthropology, knows 
how to narrate and this at a very early age.' Furthermore, every­
body distinguishes narratives from non-narratives, that is, every­
body has certain intuitions - or has internalized certain rules­
about what constitutes a narrative and what does not. Finally, there 
is usually agreement as to whether a given set of elements consti­
tutes a narrative or not, just as -- among native speakers of English, 
for example - there is usually agreement as to whether a given set 
of elements constitutes an English sentence or not. Thus 

(I) He ate then he slept 
and 

(2) A man was very unhappy, then he married an intelligent 
and beautiful woman, then, as a result, he became very 
happy 

are narratives, however trivial they may be. On the other hand, 
(3) Electrons are constituents of atoms 
(4) Boys will be boys 

and 
(5) Some critics found Blanchot's rteits very obscure where-

as all critics found Rilla's novels very clear 

however interesting, arc not. Indeed, people of widely different 
cultural backgrounds frequently identify the same given sets of 
clements as narratives and reject others as non-narratives and they 
often recount narratives which arc very similar. Russian and North 
American In<1i;1I1 folktaiL's, I'or instance, Wl're shown to have fea­
tures ill cOlllllion.' Ilesides, should I tell SOllleOlle (I'rom my own 
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culture or from a different one) a story, he ca n often not only re­
peat it but paraphrase it, ex pand it and summ arize it ; and [ can 
usually do the same should he te ll me one. It seems therefore that, 
to a ce rtain extent at least , everybody has the same intuitions - or 
has internalized the same rules - about the nature of narratives. 

A grammar of narrative is a se ri es of statemen ts or formulas de­
scribing th ese rules or ca pa ble of yie ldi ng th e same results (or, to 
put it in different term s, a grammar desc ribes the rules and opera­
tions that allow one to process a particular representation as a narra­
tive: if yo u process x as a narrative, it is because you make use of 
the foll owing grammar or of one th at is fo rmall y equivalent to it). 
[n other wo rd s. it systematically acco unts for some of those featu res 
of narrative wh ich I discussed in th e preceding two chap ters and 
which everybody (implicitly) knows. A gramm ar should be expli cit: 
it should indica te , with a minimum of interpretation len to its use r, 
how a narrative can be produced by uti lizing a specific set of rules 
and it shou ld assign a stru ctural description to that narrative. It 
shou ld also be comple te and account for a ll an d only possible nar­
ratives and no t merely extant o nes, or good ones, or literary ones. 
As for se ts of elements wh ich are recogn ized as narratives by some 
and not by others. and th ere are un do ubted ly man y such sets, a 
grammar cou ld make clear what fea tures these sets have in common 
with se ts co nstituting fully accep table narratives and wh at features 
th ey do not have in common with th em. [t could also spec ify their 
degree of grammati caln ess. 3 

Note that . with th e rediscovery o f the Russian formalists, 
with th e tremendous innuence exercised by linguisti cs o n disci­
plines such as folklore and lite rary criti cism, with the advent of 
stru ctu ralism and th e subseque nt development of semiotics, 
many narratologists have begu n to fo rmalize some o f their (and 
other people's !) intu itions and discove ri es about narrative, in order 
to understand th em better and in the ho pe that fo rmalization 
will lead to new discoveries' 

Note also that. in sp ite of undeniable achievements, some of th e 
work done in the grammar of narrati ve is not entirely sa tisfactory. 
[n fa ct. its weaknesses are obvio us to the very narrato logists who 
have presented it.' Ju st as my main purpose here is no t to write a 
short histOlY o f" narrati ve grammar from Propp tilrougil Barthes 
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and Levi-Strauss to van Dijk, Todorov or Bremond, my main pur­
pose is not to submit the highly intelligent and inte resting studies 
of narrative grammarians to a detailed critical examination. Never­
th eless, [ should like to point out that the wea knesses to which I 
have just re ferred seem to me to stem from and/or be related to: 
(a) a lack of completeness, since th e grammars proposed are some­
times bound to a limited corp us and , as a result , can desc ribe only 
th at co rpus; (b) a lack of exp licitness, since the basic structural 
units which the grammars deal with are sometimes not identified 
with precision and since no procedures are given to connect (ab­
stract) narrative structures with the sy mbolic systems in which 
th ey are realized; and (c) an ambition to accou nt for certain 
notions - the point of a narrative, for instance , or its esthetic 
force - which no narrative grammar can (or should) acco unt for: 
there are no great, or beautiful, or profound, or trivial narratives 
for a grammar ; there are only narrat ives. [t is a grammar relatively 
f ree of these weaknesses that I will now try to prese nt. " 

THE STRUCTURAL COMPONENT 

[ have already pointed out that narratives may be ex pressed in a 
variety of ways. As a matter of fa ct , a narrative may be rendered 
through language, film , pantomime, d ancing, and so on. Suppose a 
given narrative is expressed in written language. This language may 
be English: 

(6) John was very happy, th en he lost all of his money. th en , 
as a result , he became very unhappy ; 

it may also be French: 
(7) J ean etait tres heureux, puis il perdit tout son argent et il 

en devint tres malheureux 
o r any other language. Suppose th e narrative is in Engl ish. It may 
look like (6) or [ike 

(8) John lost all of his moncy , th en, as a result , he became 
very unhappy . He had been ve ry happy before 

o r li ke still anoth er paraphrase. Furthermore , note that non­
narrali ves ma y likewise be rend e red through language o r film , 
Englisll o r French. and so forlh . Thus, 10 use IIj elrnslev ian termin-
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010gy ,7 neither the substance (sound s, images, etc.) nor the fo rm 
(certain specific English sentences, for exam ple) of the expression 
side of a narrative defines the latter as such. 

Similarly , a narrative may deal with any num ber of subjects and 
any number of th emes. There are narratives about love, dea th , 
mo ney , birds, trees, and so o n. There are even narratives about 
narrati ves. Mo reove r, a narrative , a poem o r an essay may deal 
with the same subject and develop the same themes: there are nar­
ratives about Napo leon but there are also poems and essays about 
him. The subject o f a narrative and the th emes it deals with - or, 
to use Hj elmslevi an terminology aga in , th e substan ce of its content 
side - conseq uentl y do not defin e it as such. 

Let us assume that we have a certai n number o f content un its, 
each one represented by a st ring of sy mbols. Suppose , fo r instance, 
that 

co nten t uni t A = John ate an apple 
co ntent uni t B = Bill ate a pear 
co ntent unit C = and 
content unit D = th en 

A group o f three units arranged accord ing to pattern P co nstitutes 
a narrative: 

(9) John ak an apple th en Bill a te a pea r 
A gro up of th e same units arranged acco rding to another pattern P' 
constitutes a d ifk rent narrative: 

( 10) Bill ate a pea r then John ate an apple 
On t he o th er hand . a group o f th e sa me units arranged according 
to still another pat tern P" does no t constitute a narrative: 

(II ) Then Jo hn ate an apple Bi ll ate a pea r 
No r does a diffe rent group of th ree uni ts arranged acco rdi ng to 
any pa ttern. Consider. for example , 

( 12) John ate an apple and Bill ate a pear 
or 

( 13) Bill ate a pear and Jo hn ate an apple 

I We can summ ari ze th e precedi ng by say ing that a gro up o f units 
I se lected at rand om and arranged in a random fas hio n does no t 

necessa rily co nstitu te a narrat ive. Onl y groups of units ha vin g eer-

The Structural Component 83 

tain features and arranged acco rding to certain patterns - only 
groups having certain structures - can constitute narratives. The 
stru ctural component of the grammar will acco unt for these struc­
tures or, to put it in Hjelmslevian te rms, it will describe the form 
of th e content side o f narrative. 

I . Kernel narratives 

Le t us co nsider the set of all kern el narratives, that is , the se t o f 
all narratives recounting n eve nts (where n :;:: 2) and no more than 
o ne modification of a situat io n or state o f things' According to 
this definition , ( I ), (2) and 

( 14) John was ugly, then he went to a spa, then, as a result , 
he became handsome 

constitute kernel narratives. On the contrary , 
( 15) John was ugly, then he wen t to a spa, then, as a result , he 

became handsome, then he went to ano ther spa, then, as 
a result , he became ugly 

is not a kernel narrative since it recounts the modifi cation of t wo 
states (John first goes from being ugly to being handso me , th en he 
goes from being handsome to being ugly). Simi larly, (3) , (4), and 

(1 6) John was rich 
are not (kernel) narratives since th ey refer to o ne event on ly. 
Finally, (5) , (1 2) , (13) and 

( 17) John was tall and Peter was short and Bill was of average 
height 

are not (kernel) narratives either since none of th e events th ey 
each refer to precedes the others in t ime. 

2. Rew rite rules and the structure of kern el narratives 

J ust as a gra mma r can be bui lt to account for the st ructure o f all 
and onl y Engli sh se ntences, a gram mar ca n be built to account for 
the st ru ctu re of all and o nl y kerne l narrat ives. T hi s grammar will 
co nsist of a sci of sY lll hols in terre la ted by an o rd ered se t o f rul es, 
eac h rul e h 'ill!-\ of the fOrlll X , Y (to be read : Rew rite X as Y) 
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and only one rule being applied at a time' The rules obey the 
following restrictions: (a) only one symbol can be rewritten in any 
single rule; (b) the symbol to be rewritten and the replacing string 
may not be null; (c) the symbol to be rewritten and the replacing 
string may not be identical. Suppose, for example, that I wanted 
to indicate that events in a narrative may be stativc or active, I 
could write the following rules: 

I. Event --> Stative Event 
2. Event --> Active Event 

For the sake of brevity and an easier handling of rules, I shall 
use the following set of symbols: 

N 
NScc 

CCL 
Ncp 

Ep 

Ep stat 

Ep act 

ep stat 

cp act 

sub CCL 

e stat 
cad 

= 

= 

= 
= 

= 

= 

= 

= 

= 

= 

= 

= 
= 

kernel narrative 
narrative section, containing n episodes and 
one narrative episode 
cluster of one or more conjunctive features 
narrative episode, containing n events and 
one narrative event 
string of episodes, containing no narrative 
episode 
string of stative episodes, containing no 
narrative episode 
string of active episodes, containing no 
narrative episode 
stative episode (group of conjoined stative 
events belonging to the same time sequence 
and containing no narrative event) 
active episode (group of conjoined active 
events belonging to the same time sequence 
and containing no narrative event) 
conjunctive feature of time indicating a 
before-after relationship between two epi­
sodes or events 
proper subset of CCL, containing no con­
junctive feature of time 
stative event 
active even t 

Ne stat = 

In Ne stat = 
In Ne statmod = 

Ne act = 
CFc = 

CFn 

prop stat = 
prop act = 
N prop stat = 
N prop statmod = 
LTt = 
LTc 
LTn = 
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stative narrative event 
stative narrative event to be modified 
modified stative narrative event 
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active narrative event (modifying In Ne stat) 
conjunctive feature indicating that one 
event is the consequence of the preceding 
event 
any conjunctive feature which is not one of 
time or consequence 
stative proposition 
active proposition 
stative narrative proposition 
modified stative narrative proposition 
logical term of time 
logical term of consequence 
any logical term which is not one of time 
or consequence 

The sign + indicates the concatenation of the various symbols 
in a string and may be suppressed where there is no danger of 
confusion. 

Parentheses are used to enclose optionally chosen items. For the 
two rules 

A-->B 
A---+B+C 
(but not A --> C) 

we may write 
A --> B (C) 
Alternative replacements for a symbol, one of which may be 

chosen at a single application, are listed vertically within braces. 
Thus, for the three rules 

A ---+ B 
A-->C 
A ---+ 0 

we may write 
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If we wish to apply a replacement for a given nonterminal sym­
bol (a symbol appearing on the left of the arrow) in certain con­
texts only, we specify it in the appropriate rule. For instance, if 
A may be rewritten as B only when it is in initial position in any 
given string of symbols, we have the following rule: 

A ---+ B/ # --
If A may be rewritten as B only when it is in final position in any 
given string of symbols, we have the rule 

A ---+ B/- - # 
If A may be rewritten as B only when it does not precede or 
immediately follow C, we have the rule: 

A ---+ B/C + ... + --

In all cases, - - shows the place where the given replacement is 
allowed. 

The set of rules describing the structure of kernel narratives -
which I shall call component C, from now on - is the following: 

. INsec + CCL + NSec + CCL + NSec I 
I. N ---+ Ep stat + CCL + Ep stat 

Ep act + CCL + Ep act 
2. NSec ---+ Ncp (CCL + Ep)/- - # 

(Ep + CCL) Nep 
Ep stat 3. Ep---+ 
Ep act 

4. Ep stat ---+ ep stat (CCL + Ep stat) 
5. Ep act ---+ ep act (CCL + Ep act) 
6. CCL ---+ CFt + sub CCL/ ... +Nep+ ... +Nep+ - - +Nep 

CFt (sub CCL) 
(cp stat + sub CCL) Ne stat (sub CCL + ep stat)/--+ 
... + Nep+ ... +Nep 

7. Ncp Nc stat (sub CCL + ep stat)/Ne stat+ ... +Nep + 
... + --
(ep act + sub CCL) Ne act 

8. ep stat ---+ e stat (sub CCL + ep stat) 
9. ep act ---+ e act (sub CCL + ep act) 

10. Nc stat ---+ I In Nc stat/- - + ... +Ne stat I 
lin Nc statlll(xi 
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CF C (CFnJ/--+ In Ne statmedl 
II. subCCL---+ (CFc)CFn 

CFc 
12. e stat -+ prop stat 
13. e act -+ prop act 
14. In Ne stat -+ N prop stat 
15. Ne act -+ prop act 
16. In Ne statmed -+ N prop statmed 
17. CFt ---+ LTt 
18. CFc-+LTc 
19. CFn -+ LTn 
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In other terms, the rewrite rules making up component C 
specify that any kernel narrative consists of three narrative sec­
tions conjoined by a cluster of conjunctive features or of two 
conjoined strings of stative or active episodes; each narrative 
section contains a string of n episodes and one narrative episode; 
each string of episodes consists of stative or active episodes; each 
cluster of conjunctive features consists of at least a conjunctive 
feature of time; and so on and so forth. 

If we apply the rules of component C, we get a derivation of the 
structure of any kernel narrative. For example, we could get the 
derivation of the structure of (I), (2), (14), or 

(18) John was happy, then John met Bill, then, as a result, 
John was unhappy 

Note that in the following derivation of the structure of (18), the 
number at the left of each line refers to the rule of component C 
used in constructing that line from each preceding line: 

N 

NSec + CCL + NSec + CCL + NSec 

Nep + CCL + NSec + CCL + NSec 

Nep + CCL + Nep + CCL + NSec 

Ncp + CCL + Nl'I' + eeL + Ncp 

Ner + ('I"I + Nel' + ('('I. + Neil 

(I) 

(2) 

(2) 

(2) 

(6) 
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Nep + CFt + Nep + CFt + sub CCL + Nep (6) 

Ne stat + CFt + Nep + CFt + sub CCL + Nep (7) 

Ne stat + CFt + Ne act + CFt + sub CCL + Nep (7) 

Nep stat + CFt + Ne act + CFt + sub CCL + Ne stat (7) 

In Ne stat + CFt + Ne act + CFt + sub CCL + Ne stat (10) 

In Ne stat + CFt + Nc act + CFt + sub CCL + In Ne statmod (10) 

In Ne stat + CFt + Ne act +CFt + CFc + In Ne statmod (11 ) 

Nprop stat + CFt + Ne act + CFt + CF c + In Ne statmod (14) 

Nprop stat + CFt + prop act + CFt + CF c + In Ne statmod ( 15) 

Nprop stat + CFt + prop act + CFt +CFc + Nprop statmod ( 16) 

Nprop stat + L Tt + prop act + CFt + CF c + Nprop statmod (17) 

Nprop stat + LTt + prop act + LTt + CF c + Nprop statmod (17) 

Nprop stat + LTt +prop act + LTt + LTc + Nprop statmod (18) 

The derivation shows that three events (three propositions) are 
recounted by (18), The first event is stative and temporally pre­
cedes the second; the second event is active, temporally precedes 
the third and causes it; and the third event is stative and constitutes 
a modification of the first. 

3, Generalized Transformations and the Structure of Non-Kernel 
Narratives 

Many narratives are not kernel narratives since they recount more 
than one modification of a situation or state of things, Specifically 
many narratives are constituted by the conjoining of one (kernel) 
narrative with another one; or by the embedding of one (kernel) 
narrativc into another one; or again, by the alternation of a section 
of one (kernel) narrative with a section of another one, For in­
stance, a narrative like 

(19) John was poor, then he found gold in his field, then, as a 
result, he was rich, Then, as a result, Peter was sad, then 
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he found oil in his field, then, as a result, he was happy 
can be said to be constituted by the conjoining of 

(20) John was poor, then he found gold in his field, then, as a 
result, he was rich 

and 
(21) Peter was sad, then he found oil in his field, then, as a 

result, he was happy 
Similarly, a narrative like 

(22) John was rich and Joan was poor. Then Joan made 
money, then, as a result, she was rich, Then John lost 
money, then, as a result he was poor 

could be considered to result from the embedding of 
(23) Joan was poor then Joan made money, then, as a result, 

she was rich 
into 

(24) John was rich, then John lost money, then, as a result, he 
was poor 

Finally, a narrative like 
(25) John was happy and Joan was unhappy, then John got 

divorced and Joan to married, then, as a result, John was 
unhappy and Joan was happy 

may be said to result from the alternation of one event from 
(26) John was happy, then John got divorced, then, as a result, 

John was unhappy 
and one event from 

(27) Joan was unhappy, then Joan got married, then, as a re­
sult, Joan was happy 

It is clear that component C cannot account for the structure of 
non-kernel narratives, In order to account for it, it is necessary to 
add a new set of rules to the rules which we already have, These 
will be transformational and will operate on two strings, provided 
these strings have a certain structure lO The first part of a trans­
formational rule is a structural analysis (SA) specifying the kind of 
strings (in terms of their structure) to which the rule applies, A 
rule might apply, for example, to any two strings which can be 
analyzed as follows: 
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SA: 
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of (a): 
of (b): 

Nep - CCL - Nep - CCL - Nep 
Nep - CCL - Nep - CCL - Nep 

The st ru ctural analysis often co ntains symbols like X or Y, standing 
for any set of elements. Suppose only one Nep must be specified 
in each string for the rule to operate ; the stru ctural analysis may 
be given as fo llows: 

SA: of (a): 
of (b): 

X - Nep - Y 
X - Nep - Y 

The sccond part of the rule specifics the stru ctural change (SC) 
by means of numbers referri ng to the elements in the structural 
analysis. Thus, given SA above , 1-3 would refer to the elements in 
(a) , 4-6 to the elements in (b) and the structural change might be: 

SC: (1-2- 3; 4-5-6) -> 1-2-3-4-5-6 

No te that , sometimes, it is necessa ry to describe certain conditions 
that must be met in addition to those specified in the structural 
analysis. Suppose , for instance, that, for the transformation above 
to apply, it were necessary to specify that 3 and 4 are not identjcal, 
we would add a condition: 

(where 3 '" 4) 

Note also that , from now on , [ shall call transformational rules 
operat ing on two strings generali zed transformations and J shall 
ca ll their output a transform. 

The structure of narratives such as (19) could be accounted for 
if we applied the following generalized transformation (GT 1 ) 

SA: of (a): X - NSec - Y 
of (b): X - NSec - Y 

SC: (1-2- 3: 4-5-6) ---+ 1-2- 3-CCL-4-5- 6 
(where 3 and 4 are null) 

The rule indicates that a string contain ing a narrative sectio n may 
be conjoined with a simi lar string by a cluster of co njunctive 
features. Similarly, the stru ctu re of narratives such as (22) cou ld 
be acco unted for if we app lied th e fo ll owing genera lized trans­
forma tio n(GT 2): 

SA: of (a): X - NSec - Y 
of (b): X - NSec - Y 
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SC: (1-2- 3; 4-5- 6) ---+ 1-2- CFn-4-S-6-3 
(where I and 4 or 6 may be null) 
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The rule indicates how a string co ntain ing a narrative section may 
be embedded into a simi lar string. Finally, the structure of narra­
tives such as (25) could be accounted for if we app lied the foll ow­
ing generalized transformation (GT 3): 

SA: of (a) : NSec - CCL - NSec - CCL - NSec 
of (b): NSec - CCL - NSec - CCL - NSec 

SC: ( 1-2-3-4-5; 6-7-8-9-10) ---+ I-CFn -6-2-3-
CFn -8-4-5- CFn -10 
(where 2 = 7;4= 9) 

The rule indicates how narrative sections in o ne string may alter­
nate with narrative sections in another string. 

Of course , the application of other generalized tranfo rm ations 
of conjoining, embedding and alternation to various pairs o f well­
structured strings would accou nt for other types of structures. 
Furthermore, and although in the examples above J have shown 
that the structure of some narratives ca n be accoun ted for by 
applying a transfonnational nile once, th ere are narratives the 
structure of which can be accounted fo r on ly through the repea ted 
appl ication of a generalized transformation or through the use of 
more than.one such rule. Genera lized transformations must th ere­
fo re operate in such a way that they can app ly not on ly to strings 
yiclded by component C but also to strings that have already been 
transformed; moreover, the prod uct of a transformation should be 
capable of und ergoing furthe r changes. For instance, the structure 
o f a narrative sll ch as 

(28) Jo hn was poor, then he met Joan , then , as a resuit , he 
was rich. Then, as " result , Pe ter was poor, th en he met 
Mary , then, as a result , Peter was rich. Then, as a result , 
Jack waS poo r, th en he met Ethel, th en, as " result , Jack 
was ri cll 

wo uld be "cco ulll ,'" f'orh y: (1I) ;II)ply illg( ;T , lo lwo proper slrings; 
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(b) applying GT I to the transfonn thus obtained and another 
proper string. In other words, (28) would be shown to result from 
th e conjoining of 

(29) John was poor, then he met Joan, then , as a result , he 
was ri ch 

and 
(30) Peter was poor, th en he met Mary , then, as a result , Peter 

was rich. Then, as a result, Jack was poor, then he met 
Ethel. then , as a result , Jack was ri ch , 

(30) itself resulting from th e conjo ining of 
(31) Peter was poor, then he met Mary , then, as a result , Pete r 

was ri ch 
and 

(32) Jack was poor, then he met Ethel, then, as a result, Jack 

was rich 

Finall y, note that , like the rules of component C, generalized 
transformations will be finite in number and may have to be (par­
tially) ordered. At this point , however, and until we have a more 
thoroughly worked out grammar, it is not possible to deterfnine 
the order in which they must apply. 

The structural component of the grammar, consisting of 
component C plus the generalized transfonnations, accounts for 
the structure o f any narrative . Besides, it helps account for such 
features of narratives or narrative segments as cohesiveness (all 
other things being equal, a segment with n conjunctive clusters 
will be more cohesive than a segment with 11-1), pace (all other 
things being equal , a segment with n episodes will move more 
quickly than a segment with 11-1) and hierarchy of event relevance 
(narrative events, for examp le, are more relevant than non-narrative 
ones). The structural component also allows us to compare any 
two narratives in tenns of their structure . T hus, it would allow us 
to show that (29), (31) and (32) are structurally identical whereas 
(I), C), (19) and (25) are structurally different. However, there 
are many features of narratives that the structural component does 
not describe. Specifically , it tells us nothing about the prop­
ositional content of narratives and does not all ow us to compare 
them in terms of that co ntent. 
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THE LOGtCAL COMPONENT 

What I will call the logical component of the grammar allows us to 
do just th at. It consists o f clusters of semanti c features constituting 
instances of logical tenllS and propositions (or, rather, primitive 
arguments and pred icates combining into propositions). Fo r 
example, it would include such clusters as "then" (i nsta nce of 
LTt ) , "as a result" (instance of LTc) , or "John eats" (instance of 
proposition). 

Once we have a terminal string yielded by component C (p lus 
transformations) , we can substitute for each element ohhe string 
an appropriate instan ce of it: given a string like 

(33) prop act + L T t + prop act 

we could substitute the proposition "J ohn ea ts" for th e first el­
ement, the logical tem1 "then" for the seco nd, the proposition 
"John sleeps" for the third, and obtain 

(34) "John eats" "then" "John sleeps" 
(34) represe nts the propositional content of a narrative like 

(35) John ate then John slept 

Substitution obeys the following constraints: (I) it operates on 
the first (Ietfmost) element of the string first, then on the seco nd 
element, then on the third, and so on ; (2) a proposition can be a 
substitute for an element in a string if and on ly if: (a) it is not 
identical to and does not contradict a proposition preceding it and 
not separated from it by "then"; (b) it is not identical to a prop­
osition preceding it and immediately separated from it by "then". 
In other words, each proposition substituted will provide new 
information in context and the string obtained after all the substi­
tutio ns are performed will be consistent; (3) a proposition can be 
a substitute for the element N prop statmod if and only if its initial 
argument is identica l to that of the proposition substituted for the 
co rrespo nding N prop stat and it s predicate is a modifi ca tion of 
that of th e latt er proposi tion : 
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(36) "J ohn is unhappy" 
or 

(37) "Bill is poor" 
can replace an N prop statmod if and only if somethin g like 

(38) "John is happy" 
or 

(39) "Bill is ri ch" 

has rep laced the N prop stat of the sa me kern el. 
The logical component of th e grammar accounts for the prop­

ositi o nal co ntent of any narrative . Furthermore, like th e structural 
component , it he lps acco unt for features o f narratives or narrat ive 
segments such as cohesiveness (all other things being equal, the 
more features sets of arguments o r predicates have in co mmo n, the 
more coheSiveness obtains) and it allows us to summarize the 
co ntent o f any narrative (an adequate summ ary wou ld inc.1ude the 
co ntent of the narrative even ts and cou ld include the content of 
such even ts that are th e causes or consequences of narrative eve nts 
and such events that lead up to o r proceed from th ese ca uses and 
co nsequen ces). Finally , the logical component allows us to compare 
an y two narratives in terms of th eir content. Thus, we wou ld say 
that 

(40) John felt sick , th en he slept for twenty-four hours, th en , 
as a result , he felt wel l 

and 
(4 1) Jo hn was fat, th en he took a pill , then, as a result , he was 

thin 
have the same struc ture but different propositional content 
whereas 

(42) John was good and Bill was bad , th en Bill met Mary , then 
he became good , th en Jo hn met Joan , then he became 
bad 

and 
(43) Bill was bad and Joh n was good , then Bill met Mary, then 

J ohn met Joan, then Bi ll became good, then J ohn became 
bad 

have a different stru cture but the sam e co nten t. Howeve r, th ere 
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are many features of narratives which neither the stru ctural nor 
the logica l component describes. Speci fi cally, neither tells us any­
th ing abo ut the narrating in narratives and neither allows us to 
compare them in tenTIS of that narrating. " 

THE NA RRATING COMPONENT 

I have already indicated that events can be recounted in th e order 
of their occurrence or in a different order. Consider, for insta nce 

(44) John was happy , th en John met Mary, then. as a result, 
he was very unhappy 

and 
(45) John me t Mary , then, as a result , he was very unhappy. 

Before John met Mary , John had been happy 

I have also indicated that the recounting of a series of events 
may fo llow, or precede, or be simultaneous with these events: 

(46) John was walking down. th e street and he saw Joan 
(47) John will be walk ing down the street and he will see Joan 
(48) John is now walking down the stree t and he sees Joan 

Furthenno re, the same eve nt (or series of events) may be 
mentio ned several tim es, as in 

(49) Mary was good: she helped th e poo r. Mary was good: she 
took care of th e sick 

On th e other hand , a given event may not be ex pli citly stated . 
Instead of writing 

(50) John was rich, th en th e Stock Marke t went down , then 
John became poor 

I may simply write 
(5 1) J ohn was rich th en th e Stock Market went down 

Although 

(52) Jo hn bccamc poo r 
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is not explicitly stated and although it is not logically entailed by 
any (set of) events in (51) - after all, the latter could go on with 
something like "But John remained rich ... " - (52) is certainly a 
(very) plausible consequence of (51).12 Note that any event in a 
narrative may be (said to have been) deleted if and only if (a) it is 
not identical to (part of) another event; (b) it is not presupposed 
by another event (as "John was not in the room" is presupposed 
by "John entered the room"); (c) it is not cotemporaneous with an 
event by which it is implied (as "John is European" is implied by 
"John is French"); (d) it is retrievable on the basis of an examin­
ation of the remainder of the narrative (and its context). Thus, in 

(53) John was very handsome, then he ate meat, then he ate 
fish, then , as a result, he was very ugly, 

(54) he ate fish 
cannot be deleted since it would not be retrievable. Similarly, in 

(55) John was happy, then he ate fish , then, as a result, he 
became rich, 

(56) he became rich 
cannot bc deleted: there is nothing in 

(57) John was happy then he ate fish 

which allows us to say that John's eating fish caused him to become 
rich. Of course, given a (cultural) context in which it is a well­
known fact that eating fish usually leads to riches. (56) may very 
well not be stated explicitly and be retrievable for people familiar 
with that (cultural) context. Indeed , in many narratives, numerous 
events are deleted because they can be reconstructed thanks to the 
context. There are even (non-trivial) narratives in which only one 
event is expressed: 

(58) Gcrald Ford was one of the leaders of the Watergate 
conspiracy I 

can very well function as a narrative if something like the following 
reconstruction - providing new information - is possible: 

(59) Most people thought that Gerald Ford put the law above 
himself. then some people found out that he was one of 
the leaders of the Watergate conspiracy . then , as a result , 
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most people thought that Gerald Ford put himself above 
the law. 

Finally, and more generally, I have indicated that a narrative 
consists not only of narrated but also of narrating, and that such 
features as point of view, signs of the T or signs of the 'you' affect 
its form and functioning. 

1. Singulary Transfomlations 

In order to account for the narrating, it is necessary to devise a new 
set of rules constituting what I will call the narrating component. 
The rules will be transformational and will allow us to perform 
certain changes in certain strings or transforms provided these have 
certain stmcture. Note that whereas generalized transformations 
operate on two strings, the new rules operate on a single string and 
are singulary transformations. 

The first part of a singulary transfomlation is a structural analy­
sis specifying the kind of string (in temlS of its structure) to which 
the rule applies. A rule might apply , for example , to any string 
analyzed as follows: 

e act + eFt + e act 

The second part of the rule specifies the structural change by 
means of numbers referring to the elements in the structural analy­
sis. Given SA above , 1,2 and 3 would refer to e act, eFt and e act 
respectively and the structural change might be: 

se: 1-2-3 ----'> 3- before 3-1 

Like in generalized transformations, the structural analysis may 
contain symbols such as X or Y, standing for any set of elements. 
Furthermore , it is sometimes necessary to describe certain con­
ditions that must be met in addition to those specified in the 
structural analysis. 

Th e differen ce betwee n narrated and narrating orders in a story 
such as (45) could th en be accounted for if we applied to a specific 
strin g in its stru ctural deri v,-lti on th e following singulary trans­
fo rmati o n (ST , ): 
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SA: X - Str ep - CF t -Str ep - Y 
SC: 1-2-3-4-5 --> 1-4- BEFORE 4-2-5 

(where Str ep is any string of conjoined episodes and/or 
narrative episodes; I and 5 are null) 

The rule shows that a string of conjoined episodes and/or narrative 
episodes may appear after another string of conjoined episodes 
and/or narrative episodes even though the first string precedes the 
second in time, provided that no episodes or narrative episodes 
precede the first string or follow the second and that the constant 
BEFORE is introduced to indicate the original order of elements. 

Similarly, the fact that narration is posterior in (46), anterior in 
(47) and simultaneous in (48) would be accounted for if we applied 
to a specific string in their structural derivation ST 2, ST 3 and ST 4 

respectively: 

ST2 : SA: 
SC: 

ST3 : SA: 
SC: 

ST4 : SA: 
SC: 

X - Str ev - Y 
1-2-3 --> 1-2- POST-3 
(where Str ev is any string of conjoined events; 
I and 3 may be null) 
X - Str ev - Y 
1-2-3 --> 1-2- ANT -3 
(where Str ev is any string of conjoined events; 
1 and 3 may be null) 
X - Str ev-Y 
1-2-3 --> 1-2- SIM-3 
(where Str ev is any string of conjoined events; 
1 and 3 may be null) 

The rules show that a narration may follow, precede, or be simul­
taneous with any string of conjoined events provided that the con­
stants POST. ANT, or SIM are introduced to indicate this fact." 

Furthermore, the multiple mention of Mary's goodness in (49) 
could be accounted for with the application of ST 5 : 

SA: X - Str ev - Y 
SC: 1-2-3 --> 1-2-3-REP 2 

(where Str ev is any string of conjoined events; 1 and 
3 may be null) 

.' 
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ST 5 shows that a series of conjoined events can be recounted more 
than once provided that the constant REP is introduced to indicate 
the repetition. 

On the other hand, the deletion of something like 

(60) Peter became rich 
from 

(61) Peter was poor, then he inherited a gigantic fortune, then, 
as a result, Peter became rich 

would be accounted for with the application of ST6 : 

SA: X - CCL -Ne stat - Y 
SC: 1-2-3-4 --> 1-20 -3 0 -4 

(where 2 and 3 are retrievable from the string; subscript 
o indicates that any element it is attached to is not ex­
plicitly stated in the narrative) 

Of course, the application of other sigulary transformations to 
various well-formed strings would account for other features of 
the narrating (point of view, foregrounding, intrusiveness of nar­
rator, signs of the narratee, and so on). Besides, and although in 
the examples above I have only shown that certain features of the 
narrating in some narratives can be accounted for by the single ap­
plication of a transformational rule, there are many cases in which 
the narrating can be accounted for only through the repeated ap­
plication of a singulary transformation or through the use of more 
than one such rule. Singulary transformations must therefore oper­
ate in such a way that they can apply to strings that have already 
been transformed by the narrating component; moreover, the 
product of a singulary transfonnation should be capable of under­
going further changes. Consider for instance, 

(63) John found oil in his field, then, as a result, he became 
very rich. Before John found oil, he was very poor 

and suppose that the structural component had yielded a derivation 
of its structure and that its propositional content had been inserted. 
Its ]l alT;1I i]lg would hc (part Iy) accolinted for hy: (a) applying ST! ; 
(h) a p ply ing ST 2 to 1 iiI' I ra ]lSforll! I h II s oil I a i ]l('d. I,' i llally , note tltat, 
likv till' nill's or Illl' sl rlH'lllr;!l C()llq)(lI11'J1t, silll',tllary transformations 
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will be finit e in number and may have to be (partially) ordered. At 
this point, however, and until we have a more thoroughly worked 
out grammar, it is not possible to determine the order in which 
they must apply. 

The narrating component of the grammar allows us to compare 
any two narratives (or narrative segments) in terms of thei r narrat­
ing. Thus, it wo uld allow us to show that (62) and 

(63) John was very poor, th en he found oil in his fi eld, then, 
as a result , he became very rich 

have the same structure and propositional content but a differe nt 
narrating; or that 

(64) He went to th e theatcr then he went to the movies 
an d 

(65) He will go to th e theate r then he will go to the movies 
have the same structure but a different conten t and narrating; o r 
th at 

(66) Mary ate then she went out 
and 

(67) Joan took a shower , then , as a result , she felt good 

have the sa me narrat ing but a different stru cture and content. 

THE EXPRESSION COM PONENT 

The three components I have describ ed so fa r cannot yield a given 
narrative; th ey can o nly yield th e stru ctu re, content and narratin g 
dimension of that narrative. To obtain the latter, an exp ressio n 
component is necessary. This com po nent will be equivalent to a 
given language - say. writ ten Engl ish - or. rather, to its grammar 
an d it will all ow us to rewrite in that language th e informatio n 
provided by the oth er components. In other words, if we co nsider­
a particular o utput of th e latter as a set of instru ctions, the ex­
pression comp o nent carries out these instru ctions in written English. 
Should there be any difference between any two sets, two d iffer­
ent narratives arc y ield ed. 14 

Suppose. for exa mple . that a derivation with th e fo ll owing 
te rmin al strin g has been yielded by the st ructura l component: 
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N prop stat + LTt + prop act + LT t + LTc + N prop statmod 

Suppose also that the propositional content for this stri ng is 

(68) "J ohn is happy" "then" "John meets Mary" "then" "as 
a result" " John is unhappy" 

Finally, suppose that a singulary transfo rm atio n ST2 has operated 
on th e string of events recounted. The ex pression component 
would yield 

(69) John was happy, then John met Mary, then , as a result, 
John was unh ap py 

On the other hand , suppose that the propositional content had been 
(70) "John feels sick" "then" "John takes a showe r" "then" "as 

a result" "John feels healthy" 
and suppose that transfonnations ST, and ST2 had operated , th e 
ex pression component would have y ielded 

(71) John took a shower, then , as a result , J ohn fe lt healthy. 
Before taking a shower , John felt sick 

The narrative grammar I have presented co nsists of four major 
components: (I) a finite set of rewrite rules and generalized trans­
fonna tions accounting for all and only narrative structures; (2) a 
component accounting for the propositional co nte nt of any nar­
rative; (3) a finite set of singulary transfonnati o ns accounting for 
narrating; and (4) a com po nent capable o f translating the instruc­
t io ns of the other components into (a signifying system such as) 
written English. 

As it stands, the grammar is clearly in need of mu ch elaboration 
and its ultimate co nstruction is not for th e immediate future. In 
particular, to be fully operative , the logical component and th e 
ex pression component depend on an adequate se mantic th eo ry 
and an adequate grammar of English, neither o f which is now 
available. IS As it sta nds, however, the grammar is capab le of assign­
ing a structural descrip tio n to any narrative, of capturing ma ny 
significant feat ures of th e narrating , of characterizing - to a certain 
ex tent - th e natu re of the pro'positional co ntent and the way it 
Ill ay va ry, and o f allowin g for th e (limited) compariso n of any two 
narratives. Indeed , as it stand s, the gra mll1>II' co nstit utes not o nl y 
a relal' ivc ly adequat.e descriptive and exp lanatory dev ice but also 
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a heuristi c one which allows us to ask well-defined questions con­
ce rning narrative and may help us answer them : Is the stuctu re of 
folktal es sign ificantly different from that of more "sophisticated" 
stories? What kind of stories - in tenns o f stru cture and narrating -
does a given society favor? wh y are some stru ctures which are 
theoreti ca ll y possible according to the gram mar rarely, if ever, 
encountercd in practice? what stages does a child go through in 
developing his ability to narrate? does an emotionally disturbed 
child or adult consistently favor certain patterns that a normal child 
or adult would not favor? The grammar can thus deepen not only 
our understanding of narrative but also our und erstanding of man. 

Of course , even if it should be thoroughly worked out, the 
grammar would be unable to tell us everything (or, sometimes, 
any thing!) we may want to know about such important aspects of 
a narrativc as its characters, its th emes, or its point. Although it 
would indica te who the characters in a narrative might be - we 
need o nly isolatc thc sets of proposi tions having a logical partici­
pant in common and contain ing th e feature "+ human" - and 
although it would yield a lot of information about the makeup of 
these se ts, it cou ld not provide information about the connotations 
th ey would be taken to have or the roles they would be considered 
to play (se nder o r receiver? helper or opponent? infonmer or 
concealer?) Similarly , although it would indicate that certain (sets 
of) semantic features are more prcvalent than others, it would have 
no way of specifying the general though ts or ideas they would be 
t"ken to illustrate. Finally , it would be incapable o f describing the 
point of a narrative since th at point depends on the contex t in 
which th e narrative is received (what is pointless in certain circum­
stan ces may be very significant in others; what has a given point 
on one occasion may have 'a very diffe rent point on another 
occasion). In other words, such aspects as th eme, symbol or point 
arc not th e domain of narrative gramm ar. Beca use they have to be 
explained at least partly in terms of a receiver, they are the domain 
of a theo ry of reading. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Reading Narrative 

In recent years, the study of literature in general and narrative in 
particular has been shifting from a concern with the author or with 
the tex t to a concern with th e reader. Instead of cstablishing the 
meaning of a given tex t in terms of an author's intentions or a se t 
of tex tual patterns, for instan ce, students of literature have fo cused 
more and more frequently on the ways in which readers, armed 
with expectations and interpretive conventions, structure a text 
and give it meaning. Ideal readers, virtual readers , implied readers, 
infonmed readers, competent readers , experienced readers, super­
readers, archreaders, average readers, and plain old rcaders now 
abound in literary criticism and we seem to have entercd an age in 
which the writer, the writing and the written arc less important 
than the read , the reading and th e reader. I 

But what is a reader and what is reading? Very generally spcaking, 
read ing may be defined as an activity presupposing a text (a set of 
visually presented linguisti c symbols from which meaning can be 
ex tracted), a reader (an agen t capable of ex tracting meaning from 
that set) and an interaction between th e text and the reader such 
that the latter is able to answer correctly at least some questions 
about the meaning of the fonm er. Indeed, reading a .text ma y be 
said to be grossly equivalent to processing textual data gradually 
by asking questions of the text and answering them on the basis 
of it. 

Note that, accord ing to this definitio n, reading a tex t and a 
reading o f a tex t need not bc equivalent : th e latte r may consist 
in (and very o ft en docs co nsist in ) a selecti o n, development and 
reo rd erin g of th e answers rcached durin g th e former. Sim ilarly, 
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reading a text and responding to it need not amount to the same 
thing at all. Given a Sllbtext like 

(1) John was Jim's brother 

I may fantasize all sorts of things about John and Jim - that they 
both were tall, dark and handsome, that they both liked to play 
cards, that they both excelled at sports - and I may respond to 
them accordingly. However, that fantasizing (and response) is not 
part of my reading (1) - it does not involve any extraction of 
meaning - even though it may occur while I am reading (1) and 
even though it may give rise to some of the questions I ask about 
the rest of the text and to some of the answers I fonnulate. 

Moreover, it is clear that not any set of visually presented linguis­
tic symbols can be read: some such sets - a series of randomly 
picked letters scaltered on a page, for example, may not consti­
tute a text. No meaning can be extracted from them. They do 
not make sense or, at best, they merely trace some of the limits 
between sense and nonsense. Likewise, it is clear that it is not 
enough to recognize visually presented symbols as linguistic in 
order to be a reader. Identifying a series of symbols as specific 
graphemes (corresponding to specific sounds) is not the same as 
extracting meaning from them and I would not say, except as a 
joke, that I read German (or Rumanian, or Russian) very well but 
that I did not understand it. Furthermore, my reading a text im­
plies that the meaning which I extract from it is at least partly 
conditioned by it. Given 

(2) John was happy 
and 

(3) John was old 
it would be difficult for me to read them as meaning respectively 

(4) John was unhappy 
and 

(5) John was young 

In other words, the answers I bring to the questions I fonnulate 
must not contradict the text. Finally. reading a text implies that 
the questions asked arc relevant. The notion 01" relevance demands 
much more attention thon I can give it here. I will simply note that 
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a question is relevant if its possible answer is relevant. that is, if its 
possible answer carries old and new information pertaining to the 
topic(s) developed by the text. Some questions are not relevant 
because they have nothing to do with the extraction of meaning: 
to ask how many consonants there are on the first page of The 
Sun Also Rises will not prove helpful for reading that page, for 
understanding it; other questions, as the following mock-riddle 
underlines, are not relevant because they cannot be answered on 
the basis of the text: 

(6) The third deck of a ship is 600 feet long and 200 feet 
wide. Howald is the captain? 

and still other questions are not relevant because we already know 
their answer. Of course, reading a text in no way implies that all 
the relevant questions are asked and all the possible answers found. 
Indeed, it frequently implies the opposite. The set of relevant 
questions (and answers) is often a very large one and, as I read (in 
order to keep on reading!), I have to select certain questions rather 
than others. Of course too, learning how to read is - among other 
things - learning how to ask more and more relevant questions. 
An ingenious reader is not only one who can find new answers to 
old questions but also one who can think of new questions. 

THE CODE OF WRITTEN NARRATIVE 

Relevant questions may pertain to the denotational meaning of 
the symbols making up a (narrative) text, their connotational 
meaning, their thematic or symbolic meaning, their functional 
meaning, their significance in temlS of other textual or non­
textual worlds, and the connections that can be made among the 
answers arrived at. Now, it is obvious that to read and understand 
a narrative, to ask questions and answer them, we must know much 
of the code in which it is framed. We would not be able to read 
a novel in English, for instance, if we did not know any English. 
To a certain extent, the code of any written narrative is thus 
linguistic in nature. lIowever. it is not monolithic. It conjoins, 
combines and orders u set of codes or sub-codes, of ~roups of 
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norms, co nstraints and rules in terms of which the narrative is 
(more or less) decipherable and understand able. Suppose , for 
example, that th e following sentence appeared in a tale: 

(7) He shook his head from left to right several times. 
In o rd er to interpret it , in order to answer a question like 

(8) What did his shaking his head thus mean ? 

it is not enough that I know (the code constituted by) English ; I 
must also know the mea ning of th e action related by th e sentence. 
Acco rding to so me cu ltural codes, this action implies affirmation 
or approval; and according to others, it implies negation, denial or 
disapproval. My co mprehension depends, th erefore, on the cultural 
code which I take to be framing the tale , th e code in terms of 
which the actions, events and situations related by a set of sen­
tences mean something in a certain cultural contex t. 

But th ere is more. Many, if not all , narratives can be considered 
to lead from one or several questions or mysteries (why was the 
you ng man murdered? who was th e murderer? how was he caught?) 
to thei r answer or solution (the young man was murdered for 
mo ney; the murderer was his best friend; he was caught thanks to 
an in ge nious stra tagem). Similarly, many narratives present situ­
atio ns and activities which we ca n group into se ts having certain 
names because we know how such situatio ns and activities combine 
to yield larger ones. Indeed , as I have already indicated , this is 
partly what allows us to summarize a given novel or story. More­
over, many narratives co ntain various elements wh ich may function 
sy mbo lically (we take them for what they arc and also for some­
thing greater. more general and/or more fundamental which they 
rep resent): given the appropriate co ntext , the account of a trip 
from France to Algeria may also act as that of a spiritual quest 
(L'I II/II/oraliste) , the description of a garden may evoke paradise 
(Candide) and references to snow may fu nction as references to 
salvation (La Chute). Roland Barthes consequently theorized that , 
whenever we read a narrative, we organize it and interpret it accord­
ing to several codes o r sub-codes: a linguistic code and a cu ltural 
code, of course; but also a herm cneuti c codc , in te rms of which 
ce rtain parts of a given tex t functio n as an enigma to be so lved and 
ce rtain others as a so luti on to that enigma , o r th e beginning o f a 
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solution , or a false solutio n; a proaire tic code, th anks to which we 
group certain narrative ac tions into one sequence, ce rtain o thers 
in to a diffe rent sequence, etc; a sym bolic code, acco rding to which 
we perceive the symbolic dimensions o f various passages; and so 
on and so forth.' The code of written narrative is a combination 
of all these codes. 

Note th at , whereas we know quite a lot - though by no means 
everything - about th e nature and functioning of the linguistic 
code, we know very littl e about other codes or sub-codes framing 
a narrative. Co nsider th e following , for in stan ce : 

(9) It was nine o'clock. The young woman was standing on a 
dark and filthy corn er of 17 th street . At ten past nine, it 
started to snow. Yet the woman did not move. She was a 
spy and she had to mee t her boss at twenty past nin e. She 
had decided to kill him because she hated him but she did 
not know how she was going to do it and she was nervous. 
At twenty past nine, the boss appeared. It had stopped 
snowing. She took out her gun and shot him dead. 

For many receivers of this narrative message, the second sentence 
no doubt leads to certain questions (who is this young woman? 
what is she doing on that dark and fi lth y corn er?) ; th e fourth sen­
tence fun ctions in a similar way (why doesn't she move even though 
it 's snowing?); the fifth sentence represents an answer to the qu es­
tions raised ; the sixth sentence leads to new qu estions (w ill she be 
able to kill him? how will she do it?); and the last se ntence answers 
them. But the first , third , seventh and eighth se ntences in no way 
co nstitute or imply enigmas or solutio ns to these en igmas.' Wh y 
is it that certain narrative passages are thus made to fu nction in 
te rms of a hermeneutic code and certain others are no t? We can, 
at best , offer only the sketch o f a sol utio n. A passage can functio n 
herm eneuticall y if it suggests or asse rts that there is a mystery to 
be solved; if it fo rmulates this mystery; if it announ ces a (possible) 
so lution ; and if it co nstitutes that so lution , contributes to it or 
represe nts ll n obstacle to it. To put it d iffe rentl y, a passage can 
fun ction herm eneuti call y if it enco urages qu estio ns about th e 
identity of so meo ne 0 " so methin g (w ho is it ? what is it ?), fo r ex­
amp le ilHough a te ,'II' whose ref ' rence is un know n ; qu esti o ns 
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about the state of someone or something (how is it that?), for in­
stance by implying that a given set of circumstances is abnormal 
and demands an explanation; questions about the outcome of an 
action or situation and the way this outcome is effected (how will 
it end up? how will it come about?); or if it provides (partial and/ 
or possible) answers to thcse questions. 

Problems pertaining to the organization of a given narrative in 
terms of a proairetic code, a cultural code, or a symbolic one are 
also difficult to solve. Why is it, for example, that certain passages 
are viewed according to a proairetic code and certain others are 
not? Onec again, I will only provide a general answer and say that 
events can function as (parts of) proairetic units if they introduce 
(intcgral elements of) an initial situation to be modificd in the 
world of the narratcd, or if they constitute activities (which may 
combine into larger activities) modifying the (modified) initial sol­
ution, or if they are the causes or consequences of such activities 
or in any way relevant to them, or if they constitute (integral 
elements of) the final state of the initial solution" 

The very complexity of the narrative code explains in part the 
variety of responses to and interpretations of a given text. In any 
narrative communicaton, it is not the narrative code as a whole -
whatever it may be - which intervenes but rather what the sender 
and the receiver have assimilated of the code and, more particularly, 
what each has selected from his personal stock to encode or decode 
the message. These subsets of the code have more or less in com­
mon but need not be identicaL 5 Given a narrative message, the 
sender does not always know everything that it says to the receiver, 
everything that it carrics for him, everything that it reveals or 
betrays, and vice versa. Two individuals - or the same one on 
two separate occasions - may therefore interpret that message 
differently. Though they may both view various passages as 
constituting riddles, the passages may not be the same; moreover, 
though they may both group certain events into similar sequences 
and give the sequences similar names, they may group other events 
very differently or use different names for tile same sequenees (as 
I have pointed out. we do not all summarize a story-line in exactly 
the same way); and though they may, at times, perceive similar 
thematic or symholic dimensions, they may, at other times, differ 
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greatly as to the themes or symbolism involved. Besides, one of 
them may consider a given passage in terms of a proairetic code, 
for instance, and the other one in terms of a hermeneutic code. A 
passage such as 

(10) John entered a small cafe, asked for the telephone, dialed 
a number, spoke rather briefly, then hung up and left 

could be viewed as a sequence "Telephone Call" or could lead to 
such questions as 

(II) Who did John caU? 
(12) Why did he call from a cafe? 
(13) Whom did he speak to? 

and so on 6 

MAXIMAL READING, MINIMAL READING, AND NARRATIVELY 
RELEVANT QUESTIONS 

The relevant questions that may be asked while reading are clearly 
varied in kind and their number, in the case of some texts at least, 
may be infinite. For example, given the following passage from 
Perrault's Le Petit Chaperon rouge: 

(14) "Little Red Riding Hood left immediately to go to her 
grandmother, who lived in another village. Passing through 
a wood, she met Brother Wolf who fclt very much like 
eating her; but he did not dare because of some wood­
cutters who were in the forest He asked her where she 
was going. The poor child, who did not know that it was 
dangerous to stop and listen to a wolf, told him: '[ am 
going to see my grandmother and bring her a girdle-cake 
with a little pot of butter that my mother is sending 
her . .. '" 

[ may ask such questions as 

(15) Where did Little R"d Riding lIood go? 
(16) What for? 
(17) Why didn't Brolhn Wolf,'al lin') 
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( 18) Will he ge t another chance? 
( 19) Will he succeed? 
(20) Wh at didn't the poor ch ild know? 
(2 1) What is a girdle-cake? 
(22) Does it have any special connotatio ns? 
(23) What are th e connotations of the name 'Brother Wolf'? 
(24) What abou t ' Little Red Riding Hood'? 
(25) Is Brother Wolfs desire to be understood as sex ual? 
(26) Will th e child 's gra ndmother protect her? 
(27) What is the grandmother's name? 

and so forth. Naturally, even if all of my qu estions have a certain 
relevan ce as I am reading, I may not find any answers to them: . 
(27) , fo r instan ce, will always remain unanswered . 

In view of the above , it is not easy to determine what reading 
max imally wo uld be: we can on ly say wit h certai nty that , for 
reasons which I have already indica ted in passing, it does not 
always consist in asking all th e relevant questions and coming up 
with all the right answers.' Nor does it always make very mu ch 
sense to speak of the total reading (as finished product rather than 
ongoing process) of a given tex t since the se t of relevant questions 
and answers pert aining to the meaning of th at text may be infinite. 
On th e other hand , it is not easy to determine what reading 
minimally would be either: we ca n o nly say that it entails the 
understanding o f th e linguisti c meaning or, to put it in other 
term s, it ent ails th e capacity to paraphrase and summ arize the 
denotat ional conten t of the text (and of its constituent parts). 

Note that , in the case of narrative texts , some questions are 
more narratively relevant than others: th ey spec ifi cally pertain 
to features characteri sti c of narrat ives rather than non-narratives. 
Questions about the plot. for example, questions about the chron­
o logy of the eve nts presented, quest ions about what has happened 
and what will happen are narratively relevant whereas questions 
about the conn otat ive meaning o r symbolic significance of a given 
eve nt arc not (at least , not necessa rily ). Indeed . reading a tex t 
narrati ve ly (reading it "for the story") means asking above all ques­
tion s th at have narra t ive releva nce - qUt!s t ions generall y referring 
back to the proa ireti c dim ensio n and th e sto ry-line and finding 
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answers to them. If attempting to read a narrative maximally 
involves questions and answers abo ut any and all of its meaningful 
aspects, reading it minimally involves questions an d answers about 
what happens. Given Le Petit Chaperon rouge , for example. and 
even though I may have gathered a lot o f interesting data about 
the similarities between the mother and the grandmother, th e 
symbolism of the wolf and the heroine's Elec tra complex , [ will 
not have read it narratively if I have not p rocessed that the wolf 
eats the grandmother, gets into he r bed, then ea ts th e grand­
daughter too. On the contrary, I will have read it narratively 
merely by focusing on the chronologica l sequence of events and 
understanding it. 

TEXTUAL CONSTRAINTS 

Certain (sub) texts allow on ly one co rrect answer to some of the 
questions asked. For instance, a text like 

(28) John was twenty-five 
allows on ly one correct answer to 

(29) Howald was John? 
a text like 

(30) Jo hn had no siblings 
allows only one correct answer to 

(31) How many siblings did John have? 
and a text like 

(32) John was very tall 
allows on ly one correct answer to 

(33) Was John very sho rt? 
Should anybody looking at (28), (30), and (32) answer (29) , (3 I), 
and (33) with 

(34) John was seventy-eigh t 
(35) Jo hn had three broth ers and t ln ee sisters 

and 
(36) Yes. John waS ve ry sho rt 

respect ivcly. we wou ld Illost probab ly no t co nclude that he was 
read ing (28). (30), all d (3 2) ill a llighl y idiosy ncra ti c manner but . 
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rath er, that he was misreading them or not reading them at all. 
Thus to a certain extent , at least, and as [ have already suggested , 
the text [ read ac ts as a constraint on my read ing. 

Note th at the tex t may allow only one correct answer to a given 
qu estion without spelling the answer out. Given 

or 

(37) Harry was five years older than Joan and Joan was 
(wen ty-five 

(38) All professors are crazy and Mary was a professor 

it is obvious th at Harry is thirty and Mary is crazy. Note also that 
so metimes the tex t not only provides answe rs to various questions 
but explicitly asks qu es tions that a reader himself might have 
askeel anyway. [n A la recherche du temps perdu, for example , an 
exquisite pleasure in vades Marcel's se nses when he tastes a petite 
madeleine soaked in tea and several questions are raised in relation 
to th is ex traordinary event: "Whence could it have come to me, 
th is all po werful joy? [ was conscious that it was connected with 
the taste of tea anel cake, but that it infinitely transcended those 
savours. co uld not. indecd. be of the same nature as theirs. WMnce 
did it come? What did it signify? How could [ se ize upon and define 
it?": in Les Thibault , th e narrator finds young Jacques' power over 
Daniel de Fontanin remarkable and writes: "Why didn't this big 
thoughtful boy rebel again st the urchin 's influence? Didn ' t his 
education and th e freedom he enjoyed give him an indi sp utable 
droit c/'all/esse over Jacques?": and in Le Pere Coriot , Poiret's ap­
pearance see ms to require ex planation : "What kind of work could 
haw thus shrivc led him up? what kind o f passion had darkened his 
bulbous face ... ?" Indeed . there is at least one modern novel , 
Robe rt Pingel's L'I"'1uisitaire. which large ly consists of such ex­
plicit questions and answers to them. 

If th e text constrains my reading by the unequivoca l answers it 
brings to some of my qu estions, it also con strains it in variolls 
o th er ways. Thus. it nwy answer my questions (or th e questions it 
itse lf asks) more or less quickly. In 

(39) John was gett ing impati ent. He had been trying to reach 
Jim for over an hOllr now, 
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(40) Why was John getting impatient? 

is answered immediately ; but in th e case of A la recherche du 
temps perdu , a reader reading the novel from the first page to the 
last has to wait for a very long time until his (and Marcel 's !) ques­
tions abo ut the petite madeleine are answered. In fa ct , many narra­
tives can be viewed as spaces stretching between a question and its 
answer and their unfolding is partly characte rized by the kinds of 
delays they bring to the answering of the question ' In a classical 
de tective story, for instance, the most important early question 
often centers around the identity of the murderer and the correct 
answer usually comes only after several other suggested answers 
have proven unsatisfactory. 

Furthermore , the text may force me to update more or less 
frequently the infonnation [ gather as I read by introducing data 
which make some of the answers I have reached (and some of the 
questions [ have asked) obsolete. Consider the following: 

(4 1) John had many friend s but then he committed a crime 
and lost them all 

(42) Joan very much wanted to go to ·the party then she 
changed her mind 

(43) Jim was twenty-three and he was desperately in love with 
Mary but she wo uldn' t even look at him. Three years 
passed , three years of end less humiliation and despair. 
One day, as Jim was walking down the street , he saw 
Mary sitting dejectedly on the curb 

Questions 
(44) Did John have many friends? 
(45) Did Joan want to go to the party ? 

and 
(46) Howald was Jim 

would get different answers at d ifferent points in my reading of 
(4 1), (42) and (43) respec tively. Of course, th e upd ati ng of infor­
mation is particularly important whi le reading narrative texts since 
th eir tem poral d imensio n o ft en entail s very many changes in the 
situatio ns and characters prese nted . 

Note that, sometimes, a tex t pro vid es an uneq uivocal answer 
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which it later modifies because it had been the wrong o ne. Suppose, 
for example, that the iilformatio n was supplied by a narrator who 
lied then decided to tell th e truth or by one wh o thought that he 
understood a situation thell found out that he did not. I may be 
told that John is twenty-th ree, then that he actually is twenty-seven , 
th en that he is only sixtee n but looks old for his age; or that Mary 
loved Joan then th at she really hated her but disguised her hatred 
very well. In such cases, I may feel th at I have been misled, es­
pecially if I think that the modification indicates the narrator 's 
bad faith rath er than his igno rance. There are , o f course, other 
reading circumstan ces in wh ich I may feel cheated : instead of giving 
me wro ng infonll ati on, the narrator may omit information th at is 
esse ntial, or he may give me too mu ch information and lead me on 
a tangent; or again , he may allow me to reach ce rtain conclusions 
o nly to tcllme later th at th ese conclusions, though most plausible, 
arc not correct. 

On th e other hand , a tex t may prove to be parti cularly helpful 
rathe r than dece ptive . It may remind us of information it had 
given us previo usly if this information is necessary to the under­
standin g of some new event or situation: think o f such sentences 
as "The reader will recall that. . . ," " It is important to remember 
tilUt. ... " or "As we po inted out earlier. ... " It may explain how 
newly provided data , seemingly conflicting with what data we 
have already processed , is actually not at all inconsistent with it. 
When, in A la recherche dll temps perdu , Swann , who had been 
portra yed as most delicate, modest and disc ree t, ac ts in a vulgar 
manner, the narrato r quickly notes that there is no contradiction: 
after all , "who has no t seen very unpretentious royal princesses 
ado pt spontaneously th e language of old bores?" ; and , in fournal 
d'lIl1 Cllre de campagne , when the protagonist. who is inept in 
dealin g with people , suddenly gets the uppe rhand in his confron­
tation with the Countess , there is no inconsistency either: the text 
makes it clear that God is o n his side. Through th e use of meta­
narrativ~ signs. the tex t can al so summarize for LI S a long series of 
events, or give us the gist o f a complex argument , o r indicate the 
relative significance o f vari ous actions, or revea l th e sy mboli c ' 
implicatio ns of diffe rent situati ons. In fac t , a text can co mment 
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appropriately on any aspect of its constituent parts and partially 
do the reader's work for him. 

METANARRATIVE SIGNS 

When the subj ect of a discourse is language, we sometimes say that 
the discourse is metalinguisti e. Similarly , when the subjec t o f a 
discourse is narrative, we may say that th e discourse is meta­
narrative. According to this ve ry general definition of the term , 
there are man y kinds of discourse which may be me tan arrative : 
a philosophical essay on the ontology o f narration, for instance, a 
history o f the Russian novel, or the present study. Obvio usly, a 
verbal narrative itself may be metanarrative : a given tal e may refe r 
to other tales; it may comment on narrators and narratees; or it 
may discuss th e act of narratio n. Just as obviously , a parti cular 
narrative may re fer to itself and to th ose elements by which it 
is constituted and communicated. Consider th e fo llowing, for 
example: 

(47) "There was in all this, as may have bee n obse rved, one 
perso nage concern ed , o f whom, notwithstanding his pre­
cario us position, we have appeared to take but very littl e 
notice; this personage in M. Bonacieux, the res pectabl e 
martyr of the political and amorous intrigues which 
entangled themselves so nicely together at this gall ant and 
chivalric period. Fortunately , the reader may remember, 
o r may not remember, fortunately , that we promised not 
to lose sight of him. " (Les Tro is MUlIsquetaires) 

(48) "Perh aps I shall eliminate th e preceding chapter. Among 
other reasons, there is, in th e las t few lines, something 
th at might be construed as an error on my part." (Epitaph 
of a Small Winner) 

(49) "Thus, ge ntle reader, I have given thee a faithful histo ry 
of my travels fo r sixteen years an d above seven months : 
wherein I have not been so studi o us o f o rnament as o f 
t ru th . I co uld , perh aps, li ke o th ers, have asto nished thee 
with stran ge impro bab le 'a les; bu t I rath er chose to re late 

\ 
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plain matter of fact, in the simplest manner and sty le; 
because my principal design was to inform and not to 
amuse thee ." (Gulliver's Travels) 

These sel f-referen tial aspects of narrative have attracted quite a lot 
of attention recentl y and some theorists have successfully argued 
that many a narrative ultimately discusses itself and actually con­
stitutes a metanarrative. 9 

There is another possible definition of the term metanarrative , a 
stri cter and perhaps more meaningful one. In a famous statement 
on linguistics and poetics, Roman Jakobson presented a rapid sur­
vey of the constitutive factors in any act of verbal communication: 

The addresser sends a message to the addressee. To be operative the message 
requires a context referred to (,referent' in another somewhat ambiguous 
nomenclature) , seizable by the addressee, and either verbal or capable of 
being verbalized; a code fully , or at least partially, common to the addresser 
and <tddressee (or in other words, to the encoder and decoder or the message) ; 
and, fi nal ly, a contact , a physical chan nel and psychological connection be­
twee n the add resse r and the addressee, enabling both of them to enter and 
stay in c0l11l11unicat ion. 1o 

To each of these factors co rresponds a different fun ction of 
language. Should a verbal act be oriented mainly towards the 
refe rent or context. as in 

(50) John is handsome and intelligent 
it would have a primarily referential function. Should it be focused 
on the addresser and express his attitude towards what he is saying, 
as in 

(5 I) I am getting bored talking about it 
it wo uld have an emotive function. Should it be cen tered on the 
addressee. <1 5 in 

(52) Hey, yo u! Listen carefu lly ! 
it wou ld have a conative func tion. A verbal act may also be aimed 
primarily towards thc co ntact ; it may be used, for instance, to 
check whether the chan nel works or to establish and prolong 
cOlll lllunication. as in 

(53) Hello! Can you hear mc? 
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or 
(54) Do you know what I mean? 

In this case, it mainly has a phatic func tion. It may be fo cused on 
the message for its own sake and draw our attention to its sound 
patterns, diction , syntax, structure, etc ., as in 

(55) Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers; 
it would then fulfill a so-called poetic fun ction. Finally. it may be 
oriented towards th e code and convey information about it, as in 

(56) 'Flicks' means 'movies'; 

this would fulfill a metalinguistic function. II 
Like any verbal act and, indeed, any signifying process, any nar­

rative can be described in tern1S of similar factors. Thus, should 
certain parts of the narrative pertain to the narrator and his attitude 
towards what he is narrating ("With pain we record it. this first 
ecstasy was soon disturbed", Notre-Dame de Paris) , we could say 
that they have an emotive fun ction; shou ld they conce ntrate on 
the narratee ("The readcr has no doubt turn ed over the admirable 
works of Rembrandt", Notre-Dame de Paris) , we would say that 
they have a conative fun ction ; and should th ey be focused o n th e 
code of the narrative, we could say that they primarily fu lfi ll 
a metanarrative fu nction. In other terms, the me tanarrative 
component of a given narrat ive does not consist of any and all 
passages referring to that narrative or its constituent parts and 
should not be confused with the self-referential component. 
Rather, it is made up of those passages which explicitly refer to 
its code and which I call meta narrative signs. 

Let us define a metanarrative sign more precisely by patterning 
our definition on that of a meta linguistie sign. Consider the follow­
ing statements made up of linguistic signs: 

(57) 
(58) 
(59) 
(60) 
(61 ) 
(62) 

Destruction is terrible 
'Destruction' is terrible 
Killing is bad 
' Killing' is a present participle 
Freshmen arc always nice 
'F reshmen' means first-yea r stuclcnts 

(57). (59) and (6 1) tell u S so met hin g about the world (a certain 
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world) ; more. particularly, destruction, killing and freshmen desig­
nate ce rtain objects or actions in that world and th ey, as well as 
th e terms predicated on them , refer us to th at world . On the other 
hand , (58) , (60) and (62) do not tell us very mu ch about th e 
world; rather, they te ll us something about words, about signs in 
a language. Specifically, 'destruction ', 'killing' and ' freshmen ' do 
no t designate anythin g else but the word 'destru ction', the word 
'k illing', th e word 'freshmen' , and the terms predicated on them 
merely refer us to these words as words, to th ese signs as signs. 
(58), (60), and (6 2) are metalinguistic statements and the predicates 
in them are metalinguistic signs. In other word s, a sign is meta­
linguistic when it is pred icate d on a linguisti c unit t aken as an 
element in t he linguisti c code. l2 

In a given narrative, there are many elements - many series of 
signs - which tell us something abollt a certa in world. But there 
may also be elements which ex plicitly comment o n such and such 
another clement x in the narrative and which provide an answer to 
sll ch quest ions as "What does x mean in the (sub-) code according 
to which the narrative is developed?" or "What is x in the (sub-) 
code used?" , o r again "How does x function in th e (sub-) code 
accord ing to which the narrative can be read?" Each one o f the 
commenting elements constitutes a metanarrative sign: each one 
is a sign predicated on a narrative unit considered as an element in 
the narrative 'code. 13 

Note that, accord ing to this definition, a narrative passage like 

(63) Shirley, who had always been very cheerful , was cry ing 
all th e time 

contains no metanarrative signs (though it may suggest that there 
is a mystery to be solved and lead to a question such as " How is it 
th at Shirley is crying all the time?") On the other hand , 

(64) Shirley, who had always been very cheerful , was crying 
all the time. This was a mystery 

does: this was a mystery explicitly tells us that Shirley's behavior 
is a unit in the herme neutic code framing the narrative and that 
it must be taken as constituti ng an enigma. 

Furtherm o re, note that there may be passages in a narrative 
which explicitl y teach LI S so met hing about the co nventio ns o f the 
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world of the narrated but which are not metanarrative. For instance, 

(65) " It is the idea of duration - of earthly immortality - that 
gives such a mysterious interest to our ow n portraits. 
Walter and Elinor were not insensible to th at feeling, 
and hastened to the painter's room." ("The Prophetic 
Pictures") 

(66) "Polder behaves as though he has been placed und er eter­
nal obligation by Rickett ... It is the sa me everywhere. 
The men who would not t ake the trouble to conceal from 
you th at you are an incompetent ass .. , will work th em­
selves to the bone in your behalf if you fa ll sick or in to 
serious trouble." ("The Phantom ' Ri ckshaw"') 

(67) Apartment dwellers always hate their neighbors and so 
John hated Peter 

tell us some thin g abo ut certain laws govern ing certa in worlds and 
ex plain certain feelings and attitudes in terms of these laws; but no 
part of (65)- (67) is predicated o n a narrative unit take n merely as 
an element in the code. Instead of answering such questio ns as 

or 

(68) What is the meaning of unit x in the (l inguistic, proaire tic, 
hermeneutic ... ) code fram ing th e narrative? 

(69) Wh at is the function of unitx in the (lingu ist ic, proairetic, 
hermeneutic ... ) code framing the narrative? 

parts of (65)- (67) answer something like "Why x?" (W hy did 
Walter and Elinor hasten to the painter's room? Why does Po lder 
act as though he has been placed under ete rnal obligat ion by 
Rickett? Why did John hate Peter?) Similarly, as I have indicated 
earlier, th ere may be various passages wh ich underlin e t he organiz­
ation of th e narrated or the act of narrati on but which do not co n­
stitute metanarrative signs. In 

(70) "Our readers must have al read y perce ived that D' Artagnan 
was not a common man " (Les Trois Mousquetaires) 

and 
(7 I) "We have just said that , o n the day when the Egyp tian 
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and the archdeacon died, Quasimodo was not to be found 
in Notre-Dame" (Notre-Dame de Paris) 

there is no element which ex pli ci tly answers questions like (68) or 
(69)" 

Note also that passages which implicitly or indirectly refer to 
and comment on the nature, meaning or function of other passages 
need not be considered metanarrative. After all, any sign in a sys­
tem may be sa id to carry within itself an implicit comment on the 
meaning (or natllre, or function) of all other signs in that system 
since it makes se nse only in relation to them and vice versa. Indeed , 
the meaning of a particular element may be arrived at not by refer­
ence to the code but by reference to the context, by an examination 
of its connections with th e other elements making up the seq uence 
within which it appcars. Consider, for exam ple, the following 
passage from The Sun Also Rises: 

(72) "She took a telegram out of th e leather wallet. ... 'Por 
lIstedes?' I looked at it. The address was: 'Barnes, Bur­
geute'. Yes, it's for us," 

Yes, it 's for us is obviously an answer to Por ustedesi and it can be 
concluded, th erefo re , th at the latter expression means something 
like Is it for you? But Yes, it's for us cannot replace Por ustedes? 
in th e linguistic code; it is not predicated on Por ustedes?; and it 
docs not directly answer a question such as "What does Por 
ustedes? mea n in the linguistic code used?" The meaning of Por 
ustedes? is arrived at mainly through contextual operations. 

Finally, not e that it is not the shape of an element but its re­
lation to another element which makes it metalinguistic or, more 
generally, mctanarrative. In 

(73) Joggin g is funny 
and 

(74) 'Jogging' is funny 
we find the same predicate. But, in the form er, 

(75) is funn y 

is pred icated of a certain eve nt in a ce rtain world and refers us to 
that world; whereas. in th e latt e r. (75) is pred icated of a linguist ic 
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sign and is, therefore , metalinguistic. In the same way, identical 
sets of elements may function differently in different narrative 
passages. Given 

(76) John was handsome and he had reached adulthood 
and 

(77) John had his own house , which meant that he had reached 
adulthood, 

(78) he had reached adulthood 

functions metanarratively (metaculturally) in (77) only. 
The most evident metanarrative signs - though not necessarily 

the most numerous or the most important - are probably those 
which comment on linguistic code units. A text may define an 
esoteric expression, a technical term, a regionalism, or eve n a 
perfectly ordinary phrase. In Eugenie Grandet , the narrator writes: 

In Anjou, the frippe, a cOlloquial word , designates what goes with bread, 
from butter spread on toast - the commonest kind - to peach preserve, the 
most distinguished of all the frippes: 

and in Le Pere Goriot , several terms belonging to the jargon of 
thieves are ex plained: 

Sorbonne and tronche are two energetic words of the thieves' vocabulary 
invented because these gentry were the first to feel the need of considering 
the human head from two standpoints. Sorbonne is the head of the living 
man, his intellect and wisdom. Tronche is a word of contempt, ex pressing the 
worthlessness of the head after it is cut off. 

A narrator may also exp lain the mean ing of an element in his lex i­
con because he is using it in a rather special way: fearing that his 
private diary - and , consequently, his aspirations to sainthood _ 
may be discovered by his immediate family , the protagonist of 
Journal de Salavin decides to use 'tourist' and 'tou rism' for 'saint' 
and 'sainthood' respectively and he infomls us of his decision. 
Sometimes, it is a foreign word or idiom which is translated into 
the language of th e text. In The Sun Also Rises, for instance, th e 
narrator states'" Afici6n l11 t:ans passio n. An afi cionado is one who 
is passionate about the bU ll-fights"; and in La Charlrellse de Parlne, 
the narrator gives the French eq uival ent s to l11an y o f the Italian 
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phrases scattered in his narration. Sometimes, it is the meaning of 
an abbreviation which the text provides: because he finds 'tourist' 
"nd 'tourism' ridiculous and inadequate, the hero of Journal de 
Salavin chooses to use'S.' and 'St.' instead and he announces it in 
his diary; moreover, referring to his work, he explains: 

Since last November, I am fulfilling the functions of secretary for advertising 
in the offices of Icpom. This grotesque word means: Industrial Company of 

Pasteurized and Oxygenated Milks. 

Finally, a text may define the various proper names appearing in 
it. In fact, this kind of definition is common even when the nar­
rator is not particularly inclined to give explanations. Within a 
few pages of Flaubert's "Un Coeur simple," for example, we find: 
"Robelin, the farmer of Geffosses ... Liebard, the farmer of 
Toucques ... the Marquis de Gremanvillc, one of her uncles ... 
M. Bourais, a former lawyer. .. Guyot, a poor devil employed at 
the town hall. .. " Note that in a passage sLlch as 

(79) 10hn got up and left 
there is no metalinguistic definition since the predicates refer to 
the person named John; however, in 

(80) John, the shoemaker, got up and left 
the shoemaker may be said to have a metalinguistic function since 
it is predicated on the sign 'lohn' and indicates something like 

(81) 10hn is the name of the shoemaker 
or 

(82) 'John' means 'the shoemaker' 

In many narratives, one may also find various passages referring 
to the non-linguistic codes subsumed under the narrative code. In 
such cases, the text does not comment on what a sentence, for 
instance, means in the linguistic system adopted; it informs us 
about the meanings which the signified of this sentence has in 
(some of) the other codes framing the narrative. If I read 

(83) "Fabrice was so shaken up that he answered in Italian: 
L'ho comprato poco fa (I just bought it now)" (La 
Chartreuse de Parme) 
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it is the meaning of the Italian sentence in tenns of a linguistic 
code which is given to me. But if I read 

or 

(84) She had a riflc of her own, which mcant that she had 
fought in the war 

(85) She was carrying a red umbrella, which meant that she 
was a Communist 

in neither case does the text answer any questions about the 
linguistic nature or significance of any of the words and sentences 
constituting it. Rather, in both cases, the text indicates explicitly 
the meaning of the state of things presented in terms of a socio­
cultural code; in other words, it specifically answers such quest­
tions as 

(86) She had a rifle of her own. What did it mcan according to 
the relevant sociocultural code? 

and 
(87) She was carrying a rcd umbrella. What did it mean ac­

cording to the relevant sociocultural code? 
Similarly, in "Sarrasine," when I read after the detailed description 
of a hideous old man accompanied by a ravishing young woman 

(88) "Ah! it was death and lifer indced!" 

it is not a linguistic meaning which is revealed to me but the 
meaning of the couple in a symbolic system. Givcn any narrativc 
passage, metanarrative signs can thus indicatc its functioning in 
a series of codes. They can explain its linguistic, sociocultural, or 
symbolic meaning. They can point out that a certain behavior or 
a certain state of things represents an enigma or a solution to that 
enigma: during the petite madeleine episodc of A la recherche du 
temps perdu, Marcel underlines several times the mystcrious nature 
of the extraordinary sensations he has; and in Le Temps retrOlll'e, 
a great many passages arc explicitly presented as the definitive 
solutions to this mystcry. Metanarrative signs can also show that 
a scries of events hclong to the same proairctic sequence and they 
can name the sequence: think of chapter and section titles whieh 
indicate at least OIlL' of the Illcanings or a set of activities in a nar-
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rative; or else, consider the many demonstrative + noun groups 
which summarize a series of sentences or paragraphs, as in 

(89) John punched Jim, then Jim kicked John, then they threw 
bottles at each other. This fight lasted a few seconds only 

In short, meta narrative signs can illuminate any aspect of the con­
stituent signs of a narrative . 

Whether they mostly appear in the main body of a text (Le Pere 
Goriot, Eugl!l1ie Grandet) or in the footnotes (Les Bestiaires) 
whether th ey are ostensibly introduced by a narrator or by a 
characte r (in the course of a dialogue, for instance, or in a letter 
sent by one character to another); whether they precede the signs 
they explain ("Fear, I said, that's what miedo means") or, as is 
usually th e case, follow them 

(I had taken six seats for all the fights. Three of them were barreras, the first 
row at the ring-side, and th ree were sobrepuertas, seats with wooden backs, 
half-way up the amphitheatre. The Sun A Iso Rises); 

whether they are detailed and precise o r, on the contrary, general 
and vague; whether they refer to linguisti c units, hermeneutic 
units, or cu ltural ones; and whether they comment on the shape, 
the meaning. or the appropriateness of a given unit , metanarrative 
signs may fulfill seve ral functions. 

They may, for examp le, contribute to the rhythm of a narrative 
by regularly slowing the pace at which new events are presented: it 
is obvious that they do not so much bring new information on the 
narrated as they constitute an interpretation of old infonmation. 
They may work as a characte rization device : a characte r who states 
the symbo lic meaning of an event or explains a foreign locution 
clearly differs from characters who never perfoml similar actions. 
They may also help define a narrator, his narratee and their re­
lationship . In the first place, th e number, the kind and the com­
plexity of a narrator's metanarrative comments can contribute to 
making him pompous or unassuming, modest or conceited , cunnin g 
or straightforward, and so on and so forth. Second , the mere pres­
ence of such comments may co nstitute precious infonnation on 
the vcry identity of th e narratec and ultim ately und erline an 
importan! dim ensio n o f th e narrative. In JOllrnal de SalaJlin , th e 
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numerous metanarrative signs peppering the protagonist's diary 
("Mme Baratti, the concierge ... M. Mayer, th e director of per­
sonnel, M. Amigorena, the deputy chief accountant. . . ," etc .) 
indicate that, far from writing for himself only, as he asserts again 
and again, Salavin may be writing for other readers who , he hopes , 
will understand him and sympathize with his plight: why else 
would he exp lain terms which he knows perfectly well? Rather 
than a mere private diary , it is perhaps a kind of tale wh ich Salavin 
composes, 'a tale in which he can play the part of the hero and 
thanks to which the most trivial incidents in his daily life acqu ire 
importance . Journal de Salavill may therefo re rep resent not on ly 
the itinerary of an unhappy co nscio usness in the modem world 
but also a med itation on the magic of telling abo ut oneself, of 
narrating one's life ; and it is the metan arrative co mponent of the 
novel which brings th is forward. Finally , metanarrative signs tend 
to reveal how a given narrator views the knowledge and sophis­
tication o f th e audience he is addressing: the metanarrative ex­
planations wh ich he feels obliged to provide and the degree of tact 
which he manifests in providing th em show what he thinks of his 
narratee, whether he respects him , is well disposed towards him , 
or co nsiders himself to be infinitely superior ; and th e distribution 
of these explanations may point to a change in the relationship , 
between the two: if th e narrator stops making metalinguistic state­
ments, for instan ce, it may be because he has understood that his 
narratee can do without them. IS 

But their most obvious and most important function is probably 
an organizational and interpretative one. Above all. me tanarrative 
signs are glosses on various parts of a text and on th e codes under­
lying them. To some ex tent at least, they point o ut the se t of 
norms and constra ints according to which the tex t deploys itse lf 
and makes se nse; they present a model for its deCipherment ; they 
put forward a program for its decoding. In other words, they par­
tially show how a given text cou ld be understood, how it should 
be understood , how it wants to be und erstood. As I have indicated 
earlier, reading a narrative, understanding it, implies organizing it 
and int:erpret ing it in term s o f' scvc ral (;ocics. Md anarrative signs do 
part of this wo rk ('o r LI S. In I Ii~ir abse nce, it is up to li S (0 deter­
mine !h t..: various "':o lll1o laliotl"i or a give n passage . fh c sy mbolil..: 
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dimensio ns of a given event, the hermeneutic function of a given 
situa tio n, and so on. Metanarrative signs provide us with so me 
specific connotations; they make some sy mbolic dimensio ns ex­
plicit ; th ey define the hermeneutic status of some situations. On 
the one hand , th en, metanarrative signs help us und erstand a nar­
rative in a cer tain way; on the other hand, they force us (try to 
force us) to understand it in this way and not another. They thus 
co nstitute the answer of a text to the q uestion: "How should we 
interpret you?" 

Note that this is always a partial answer. We do not know of 
any narrative which makes the code framing it entirely and per­
fectly explicit , and for a ve ry good reason: how would anyone 
compose a narrative in which eve ry element or sequence o f elements 
is accompanied by its definiti on and function in a variety of codes? 
Note too that the partial answer is not necessarily enlightening. 
Metanarrative signs may not come when we expect them most or 
they may come when we clon't ex pect them anymore; they may 
neve r appear in passages wh ich are quite comlex, ancl, on th e 
co ntrary, th ey may abound in passages which seem to present no 
particular difficulties. Indeed , the ex planations they supply m ~y 

be trivial, redu ndant or tautologica l. In th is case, their ultimate 
role is not so much to clarify the mean ing of the specific elements 
they comment o n but rather to underli ne their importance (or to 
minimize th e sign ificance of other elements which are not glossed). 
In Brcton's Nadja, fo r examp le, there is a veritab le profusion of 
me tanarrative sig ns. However, they do not have a stro ngly ex plica­
tive dimension. When the narrator writes that th e word haunt "says 
much more than it means," when he states that th e term incantation 
" must be taken lite rally ," when he uses the expressio n perverse 
objects and adds that it must be understood "the way I understand 
it and like it," he does not really explain this word , th is term, this 
expression. Rather. he provides a commentary which makes th em 
more. not less. impenetrable. Similarly , when the narrator identifies 
an eve nt as mysterio us without even suggesting why , or when he 
refo nn ulates one enigma - "Who am P" - in to anot her one which 
is su rel y more bizarre - "Whom do I haunt?" - he tends to obscure 
rather th an illu minate the vario us hermene uti c terms alo ng wh ich 
his narrative is moving. Finally, wll l.! 11 he names 's tran ge adventure' 
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an explicitly strange sequence of events, he is being, at the very 
best, banal and redundant . Breton's metanarrative interventions do 
not increase our understanding of the signs to which th ey refer ; 
but they certai nly draw our attentio n to them and insist on thei r 
sign value, their sign nature. Instead of making a passage trans­
parent , metanarrative signs in Nadja increase its opaci ty . They 
emp hasize the sign rather than its meaning: Breton's novel , like 
life according to the surrealist, is full of signs and, like life, it takes 
on the appearance of a cryptogram. 

Note also that metanarrative signs may lead us by indirection to 
a valid reading of a particular text. For it may happen that, instead 
of acting as aids to a proper decoding they constitute an obstacle to 
it. Put forward by an ill-informed (or ill-intentioned) narrator, or 
by an ignorant character, the explanations provided are sometimes 
incomplete - while being given as entirely satisfactory - and set 
th e decoder o n th e wrong track. Sometimes also , th ey contradict 
other metan arrative comments and thus augment the difficulti es 
of decipherment. Often, they provide totally wrong information 
which , if accepted, can only lead to faulty co nclusio ns. In such 
cases, the readin g ostensibly proposed by the tex t is a poor one 
and only by realizing it can we reach mo re satisfactory resu lts. 

Note finall y that , if meta narrative signs guide o ur reading, th ey 
also help us understand better the stance taken by a narrative with 
regards to its own communicability and legibil ity as well as to the 
activity of reading in general. Their very presence in a text em­
phasizes the fact that portions of it, at least . are legible in certain 
ways. Their appearance is similar to that of a (fragme ntary) text 
in the tex t , rep rese nting a language that is other in the language of 
the text and establishing some of the interperso nal coord inates of 
a co mmunicative situation. Since they operate as dec ip herments of 
vario us passages and, as such , act as partial replacements for th em, 
they help specify the assumptions of the text and the decodin g 
co ntracts endorsed by it. In other words, they clarify the premises 
of tex tual communica bility (if you read me according to the her­
meneutic code, you will see how everything will fall into place; if 
you interp ret me in terms of a sy mbo li c code, you will understand 
that I am say ing mu ch mo re than I see m to; I will summari ze for 
yo u this sequ ence o f eve nts and Ih al one. but you will have to 
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summarize the others). Furthermo re, if reading a narrative means 
adding to it a meta narrative commentary, no t only do they indicate 
what such a commentary may consist in and how it may intervene 
but they help specify the distance between a tex t's own meta­
commentary and the metacommentary o f a given reader. After. 
all bo th the text and the individual reader can interpret certain 
pa~sages in terms of the same (sub-)codes and reach the same con­
clusions; bu t it can also happen that the tex t summarizes a set of 
ac ti vities in one way and the mader in another; or that the text 
finds a ce rtain event mysteri ous wh ereas the reader does not; or 
th at the kx t indicates only one sy mbolic aspect of a situation 
whil e the reader thinks of several o thers. In short, metanarrative 
signs tell us how we read. 

TH E READER 

Although a tex t may answer man y of my questions explicitly , 
unequivocall y and correctl y, there may frequentl y be points in my 
readin g where. in order to find an answer, I have to rely not only 
on my linguistic knowledge and the tex tual info rmation supplied 
but also on my mastery o f logical operations, my familiarity with 
interpretive co nventio ns and my knowledge of the world. I have 
alread y pointed out how. in the case of (37) and (38) , the text 
prov ides an answer to a give n qu es tion without spelling it out. 
Very often. however, I need much more than tex tual data and 
arithmetic or sy llogistic operations to arrive at an answer. Consider 
the foll owing: 

(90) John was seve n foo t two 
(9 1) J im was throwing a big party and Mary went to the store 

to buy some scotch 
G ive n (90). I am able to answer 

(92) Was John very tall ? 

in the affirmative because I believe th at anybod y over six foot five 
is very tall and because I know th at my belief is not uncommon. ' 
As fo r (9 1). it provides ex plic it answers to such qu estions as 

(93) Who was throwing a big party? 
(94) Where did Mary go? 

and 
(95) What was she going to buy? 

But in order to answer 
(96) Why did Mary go buy some scotch 

with something like 
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(97) She went to buy some scotch because Jim was throwing a 
big party , 

I not only have to ass ume that Jim 's party and Mary's action are 
somehow connected bu t I also have to know that one often drinks 
scotch at parties. Reading is not, therefo re, merely equivalent to 
the processing, through ques tions and answers, of semantic data 
ex plicitly provided by the tex t o r logically implied by it. 

Indeed, if it is o bvious that reading depends on the text being 
read , it is also obvious that it depends on the reader reading that 
text. In the first place, and even th ough the questions I ask while 
reading are - to a ce rtain ex tent, at least - constrained by the tex t 
since they must be somewhat relevant to it, we must remember 
that the set of possible questions is very large, especially beyond 
the level of individual sen tences and their denotational meaning, 
and that I am the one who, in the final analysis, decid es which 
questions to ask and which no t to ask. Given a narrative tex t, for 
instance, I may tend to ask questions pertaining above all to the 
way in which some o f the ac tivities recounted combine into large r 
activities; or I may decide to focus on elements in the tex t which 
constitute enigmas to be solved and look fo r the solution to these 
enigmas; or else, I may attempt to find out whether certain el­
ements in the world o f the narrated function symboli call y; and so 
on . Reading 

(98) The hunchback entered the Post Office, bought a ie/on, 
went to the telephone and spoke for a very long time 

I might wonder about the identity of the hunchback or the mean­
in g of the term ie /oil , or I might do bo th , o r I might ask still other 
questi ons. Depending on the questi ons asked, I will reach certain 
answers whi ch may lead me to mod ify so me of the info rmation I 
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have already gathered and which may govern , in some measure , 
so me of the questions '1 will pose as I go on reading. In other 
words, depe nd ing on the questions asked , my reading will vary 
more o r less co nsiderably. 

Moreover, if a text frequentl y allows o nly one correct answer to 
some o f th e questions asked , it also frequently allows mo re than 
one answer to so me other questions. In fact , it may allo w an in­
definit e number of valid answers to a give n q uestio n. After all , a 
tex t may be partly constituted by words and sentences having 
man y possible linguist ic meanin gs, on ly a few of which it specifies 
as irrelevant (t hro ugh metal inguisti c commentary, for exam ple); it 
may lead to a large number of infere nces which are neither mutu­
all y exclusive nor mutually dependent ; it may be summarizable in 
several ways ; it may lend itself to several sy mbolic interpretations ; 
and so forth. If we asked what Journal de Salallin was about , for 
in stance, 

and 

(99) It is about an unh appy consciousness in the modern 
wo rl el 

(100) It is about the magic o f narrati ng one's life 
would both constitute acceptab le answers; simi larly , if we asked 
what co nnotations th e name Bonnell y had in En attendan t Godot , 

(10 1) Bo nnell y suggests "bon et lie" 
and 

( 102) Bonnelly evokes "bon Eli" 

wou ld both be valid enou gh; and if we asked how the first fifty 
pages of Fillnegall's Wake cou ld be su mmarized, we could co me up 
with a very large number of perfectly suitable answers. Of course, 
the a nswers wo uld ddcrmine, to some ex tent, what further ques­
t ions and answers would arise and wou ld thus affect reading. Given 

(103) Starving cllildren can be fu n and John loved fun , 
if I answcrcd 

( 104) What can bc fun? 
wi th 

(105) To starve chil drcn 

rather than 
(106) Children who are starving, 

I will answer 
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(107) What was John 's attitude towards children? 
with 

(108) He loved to starve them 
ra ther than 

( 109) He loved to be around starving ones 
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A text may thus lend itself to being read in many ways wh ich are 
more o r less different from one another and a reader may read 
that text in any of these ways. 

As I have stated ea rlier, any reader con tri butes sign ifi cantl y to 
his reading of any text. First , and very generall y speakin g, he must 
be capab le of perceiving visually presented symbols; he must have 
th e capacity to store infornlation, ret rieve it and modify it as 
necessary; and he must possess the competence to make inferences 
and deductions. Just as importantly , he will make certain funda­
men tal assumptions about the set of symbols he is deciphering. 
Fo r one thing, he will assume that they are inte rpretable, that 
th ey do make so me sense; for another, he will assume that they 
cohere , o r can be made to co here, into various trans-sentential 
patterns, even though they may seem strangely d isparate at first. 
Finally , he must bring to his reading various k inds of knowledge 
and interp retetive st rategies. As (90)- (97) indicate , the reader 
must have a certain knowledge of the world (of certain worlds) in 
order to answer certain questions (o r eve n raise them). Furthermore , 
he must be acquainted wi th severa l codes o r sub-codes. He wi ll 
obviously use a linguistic code, which will all ow him to understand 
the linguistic meaning of the words and sentences making up the 
text; but he may also use a symbolic code allowing him to map 
that linguistic meaning onto other signifying systems (socio logical 
existential, psychoanalytic, etc.); and he may use a hermeneutic 
code , leading him from enigmas to so lu tio ns; a code of characters 
tha nks to which he ca n o rgan ize the text around heroes, fal se 
heroes, vi ll a in s, helpers, do nors , or still o ther roles; a literary code , 
all owi ng him to recogn ize that the tex t belongs to a narrative 
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genre - the romance, the epic , the fairy tale - and can be read in 
terms of the conventions of that genre; and so on." 

Naturally , a given reader may be very tired or not at all , very 
young or very o ld , in an excellent mood or a bad one; he may have 
a very good o r a very deficient memory, a very large or very small 
capacity for decentration, a conside rable or moderate attention 
span; he may know next to nothing or an awful lot ; he may be a 
more or less experienced reader ; he may be reading the text for 
the first , second , or hundredth time; he may want to read for 
pleasure or out of a se nse of duty ; he may demonstrate a particular 
interest in the language, the plot, the characters, or the symbolism ; 
he may hold one se t of beliefs or another; and so forth. In other 
words, his physiological, psychological and sociological cond ition­
ing, his predispositions, feelings and needs may vary greatly and so 
may his reading: his knowledge, his capacities, his interests and his 
goals (partly) determine the co nventions and presuppositions he 
takes to underlie the text, the kinds of connections he is particu­
larly eager to make , the qu estions he decides to ask and the answers 
he finds fo r them. In fact , the same reader may read the same text 
differentl y on di fferent occasions. 

LEGIBILITY 

We often characteri ze a (narrative) tex t in terms of its readabi li ty: 
we say that it is highly readab le, o r barely readable, or practically 
unreadable, and we usually mean th at it is more or less easy to 
decip her and make se nse of and th at it is more or less interesting 
an d pleasing. It is clea r that , just as read ing a tex t is a function of 
the text and the reader, so is the readability of that tex t ; more 
particularl y, just as reading varies with the individual reader, so 
does readab ilit y. After all , one reader may find it more diffi cul t 
than another to extract meaning from a particular novel because 
his knowledge of vario us codes and interpretive conventions is 
mo re limited. Simil arly, one reader may find it more boring than 
another to read a certain story because he is less psychologically ' 
motivated to do it. It is therefore practically impossible to measu re 
the readab ility of a given text. However, it is perhaps not as com-
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plica ted or hopeless to try and assess at least in part what I call 
its legibility: the legibility of x can be equated with how easy it 
is to make se nse out of x and that easiness can be computed in 
terms of the number of operations it takes to make sense, their 
complex ity, their diversity , and their very possibility given x . In 
other wo rds, to determine how legible a given text is, we wo uld 
have to determine how man y questions one must ask in order to 
arrive at certain answers, how complicated they have to be, how 
different they are one from the other, how they can be answered, 
and even whether they are answerable at all. We would thus not 
be concerned with whether a given reader shares the assu mptions 
of a given tex t, whether he knows the conventions and codes 
necessary to decipher that text, whether he is experienced , or 
whether he is in the right frame of mind , but rather with such 
problems as the number of conventions and codes necessa ry for 
any reader to make sense ou t of that tex t. Of cou rse, should we 
attempt to define the narrative legibility of a narrative text, we 
would be particularly concerned with how well the te xt lends 
itself to narratively relevant ope rations (o nes directly related to 
such fea tu res as plot, chronology o f events, hermeneutic units, and 
so on and so forth). 

Consider the following: 

( I 10) "Apportez-moi une biere," said the man 
(II I) "Bring me a beer," said the man 
( 11 2) It was 110 degrees in the shade. "Boy' It sure is cold 

today! " said Joan sarcastically 
(113) It was I 10 degrees in the shad e. "Boy! It sure is hot 

day!" said Joan co rdially 

According to the above discussion, (110) is less legible than (III) 
since knowledge of two linguistic codes is needed in order to 
understand it ; and (11 2) is less legible than (113 ) since more oper­
ations are required in order to establish what Joan meant. Similarly, 
we could say that a story like 

(1 14) John met Joan , then, as a resul t, John was unhappy ; 
before John l11 e l Joan, he had been happy 
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is less narratively legible than one like 
(115) John had been happy, then John met Joan, then, as a 

result, John was unhappy 

since the chronological order of its events is more difficult to arrive 
at' and we could say that a novel like La Bataille de Pilarsale is 
le~s narratively legible than Eug{mie Grandet because it does not 
lend itself as readily to interpretation along proairetic lines, or that 
Gravity's Rainbow is less narratively legible than Ragtime for 
similar reasons. 

Note that, in assessing the degree of legibility of texts, many 
textual features must be taken into account; so many, in fact, that 
I will not attempt to deal with all of them (nor could I succeed, if 
I attempted to!). Thus, I will not examine the influence of material 
criteria on legibility, although it is well known that such features 
of a text as the size of the symbols constituting it, their shape, or 
their spacing playa role in making it more or less legible. Nor will 
I discuss problems of style, although, once again, it is well known 
that such features as sentence length and sentence structure affed 
more or less considerably our capacity (and inclination!) to read 
a text. Rather, I will concentrate on certain traits which seem to 
me particularly pertinent to narrative texts, though often not ex­
clusively so." 

The more work (per number of constituents)'· a text requires 
in order to be understood, the less legible it is. All other things 
being equal, an ambiguous text would then be less. legible than.a 
non-ambiguous one since the processing of the mformal1on It 
carries would certainly prove more complicated. Similarly, a text 
requiring much updating of information, a text where little of what 
is given remains given, is less legible than one in which the given 
is more stable, Imagine, for example, a novel in which the name of 
the protagonist would change very frequently (and without any 
warning); or in which the same setting would be described very 
differently at several different points; or in which one could never 
be sure whether an event had occurred or not because the text 
would constantly send contradictory signals. In general, if the text 
conforms to what it has already said (if it is consistent with itself), 
it is more legible than if it does not. Moreover, this "principle of 
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consistency" applies not only to the universe presented by the text 
but also to the way this universe is presented: a text alternating 
between narrative discourse and lyric poetry, for instance, is more 
difficult to process than one adopting narrative discourse from 
beginning to end; and a text written in several different languages 
is more difficult to interpret than one using a single language.19 
The more homogeneous a text is, the more legible it is. 

If legibility decreases when the textual information is not clear 
(ambiguous texts) or when it is not consistent (heterogeneous or 
contradictory texts), it also decreases when the textual information 
is not sufficient or sufficiently explicit (elliptical texts, vague texts) 
and when it proves to be incorrect or irrelevant (deceptive texts). 
All other things being equal, a novel where information crucial to 
the understanding of a particular situation or event is not presented 
will be less legible than one in which all of the information needed 
is provided. One of the reasons why some modern narratives (and 
even less modern ones) are difficult to read even though they 
adopt such conventional forms as those of the pornographic tale 
or detective story is that they keep immoderately silent: the diffi­
culties encountered in understanding exactly what is going on in 
Raymond Queneau's Pierrot man ami partly come from the fact 
that it is a detective story which never names the detective, the 
crime committed, or the criminal; the disturbing quality of some 
of Bataille's fictions - Histoire de l'oeil, Madame Edwarda, Le 
Mort - results, to some extent, from the many holes in the tissue 
of events and situations presented; and we know how much trouble 
Armance has occasioned simply because Stendhal did not bother 
to mention that his protagonist was sexually impotent. Similarly, 
should a text supply what information is necessary but do it 
through implication and suggestion rather than explicit and direct 
statements, its legibility will be affected: to reconstruct what is 
zeroed, to recover what is deleted, to arrive at meaning by infer­
ence requires more operations to be performed. Given (112), for 
example, and in order to understand what Joan meant, I have to 
go through a series of questions and answers like 

(116) What was the temperature? 110 degrees. 
(117) Is Ih,,1 vny hoi'> Yes. 
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(118) What does Joan say? That it is very cold. 
(119) But doesn't she know that it is very hot? Of course. 
(120) What does she mean then? She is being funny and really 

means that it is very hot. 

Ironic texts, allusive texts, suggestive texts may be considered el­
liptical and are less legible than their opposites. 

The legibility of a text also depends on how deceptive that text 
is and textual deception can take many forms. Two events in a 
n~rrative may be presented as temporally contiguous, for instance, 
even though they are not: something else happened in between 
which for any number of reasons, the text did not see fit to men­
tion at the time. Or else, a narrator may imply that a certain piece 
of information is particularly important to the understanding of a 
given situation, yet that piece of information proves to be totally 
irrelevant. Or again, the narrator could make statements whIch are 
supposed to be hclpful and confirm or institute a degree of coher­
ence among various events but his statements do not make any 
sense: consider a narrator writing: 

(121) As we pointed out earlier, John was very much in love 
with Mary 

when nothing of the sort was ever pointed out 
and 

(122) As we shall see later, Joan spent the last years of her life 
traveling 

when Joan's traveling is never even mentioned again. More gener­
ally, thc narrator may provide all sorts of information which has 
to be discarded or reinterpreted when it becomes clear that he [s 
far from reliable: he is a liar, he is stupid, he is insensitive, he is 
not really conscious of what is going on. In short, a deceptive text, 
by encouraging false assumptions and conclusions, by leading to 
the wrong questions and the wrong answers, can only make for 
more difficult reading. 

Obviously, there are many other factors which contribute to 
tcx tual ambiguity, heterogeneity, insufficiency, or deceptIOn - and 
thus to a diminution of legibility - and which are relatively easy 
to isolate and describe. Should cvents in a narrative be textually 
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but not temporally contiguous or should the order of their ap­
pearance in the text not correspond to the order of their occur­
rence in time, more operations would be required to establish the 
chronology along which the narrative is deployed. It is no accident 
that children's stories, fairy tales, folktales and parables follow 
chronological order very closely; or that modern narratives - in 
their refusal to constitute mere objects for consumption and diges­
tion ,often favor significant disturbances in the chronology of 
the events they present. Like chronological disorder, spatial insta­
bility can affect legibility: events that are contiguous in the space 
of the text but not in that of the narrated, frequent switches 
of the action in space (especially when they are not explicitly 
indicated) can mislead and necessitate frequent readjustment and 
readaption. Consider 

(123) At ten o'clock, John finally kissed Mary. Peter sighed 
and Janet smiled 

and imagine that the setting for the kiss proves to be different 
from the setting of the sigh and the smile. Of course, disturbances 
in the spatial and temporal scheme of the narrative can transcend 
the level of the narrated: whenever there is no clear distinction 
made between the here-and-now of the narration and the thcre­
and-then of the narrated, for instance, whenever we do not know 
whether we are on one level or the other, as in 

(124) "I point this out now because now 1 was overcome by a 
fit of profound fitness" (Au moment roulu) 

legibility will be seriously perturbed. 
A multiplicity of points of view can have the same consequences, 

especially when the different points of view adopted represent dif­
ferent degrees of authority and reliability or, what is perhaps more 
disconcerting, when it is difficult or impossible to relate with cer­
tainty a given passage to a specific point of view. Similarly, even if 
spatio-temporal contiguity and textual contiguity correspond, and 
if the same point of view is maintained throughout, a narrative 
which generates in parallel fashion several actions around several 
differcnt cenlers (by presenting several protagonists each with his 
own distinct story, for instance) will be less legible lhan a narrative 
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exploring one action around one center. Finally - and this is in 
part a corollary of my statements about spatial, temporal or point 
of view perturbations - whenever a text invites a question more or 
less explicitly but delays providing the information necessary for 
answering it, the processing of textual data becomes more arduous. 
Thus, should a narrative introduce a character without quickly 
giving his name or should it open a sequence of actions but post­
pone closing it, its legibility is decreased. 

Other serious disturbances may occur along hermeneutic lines: 
there are, for example, many references to an enigma but what it 
consists in is never made clear; or there is an enigma and there is 
a solution, but they are one and the same; or even, there is an 
answer, but we never find out what the question is. Sometimes too, 
serious disturbances occur in the proairetic armature. The main 
activities recounted (getting up in the morning, shaving, preparing 
for a fight, etc.) may be presented only through a mere enumer­
ation of their component parts ("he stretched his arms, wiggled 
his toes, opened and closed his mouth three or four times, put 
his left hand over his face, etc. ") and may not be immediately 
recognizable for what they are; or else, the activities recounted may 
be so heterogeneous that it is very difficult to combine them into 
larger activities and make them cohere into meaningful sequences: 
much information may be provided but it is irrelevant because it 
is unrelated to what textually precedes or follows it.'o 

But perhaps the most striking perturbations (and the most 
exploited by modern texts in general and modern narratives in 
particular) are the ones that take place in what we may call the 
referential system of the text. I have already mentioned in passing 
the difficulties occasioned by narratives which use many different 
names to designate the same character but do not make clear that 
they all apply to him. The reverse phenomenon can raise even 
more problems: imagine a narrative - or think of Faulkner's The 
Sound and the Fury or lonesco's La Canlatrice chauve - in which 
two, three, or ten different characters all bear the same name. A 
character's name functions like a summary of his attributes: its 
stability partly guarantees the stability of the world presented and 
allows us to organize large segments of that world around it; should 
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it be put in doubt or disappear, the stability of the narrative as a 
whole would be threatened. 

Such referential problems may extend beyond characters and 
their names, with different nouns referring to the same object and 
the same noun to different objects, even though (or because!) 
coherence and unambiguousness would be imperiled. If I read 

(125) The blue book was thick 
then, a little later and in the same context, 

(126) The blue book was beautiful 

I may easily conclude that the same object is the topic of both 
statements, especially since thickness and beauty are not necesarily 
contradictory. Yet (125) and (126) may be referring to two differ­
ent objects and the text could go on with 

(127) The two blue books were very interesting 
Similarly, if I read 

(128) John came out of the restaurant 
a few lines after a restaurant has been mentioned, I may well be­
lieve that the same restaurant is being referred to and I may be 
wrong. Moreover, suppose I read in a descriptive passage 

(129) The chair was comfortable 
(130) The seat was nice 

and 
(131) The armchair was small 

the three statements could pertain to the same object; and suppose 
I read 

(132) The old woman and the young woman were working 
hard and, although she was tired, the mother was singing 

'the mother' could turn out to designate not the old woman but 
the young one. 

Finally, certain pronominal uses may be the sources of various 
ambiguities or incoherences. Consider, for instance, 

(133) John put a beautiful orange in a sumptuous bowl, 
placed the bowl on the living-room ledge and thought 
that Jim would appreciate it 

where the 'it' could conceivably refer to the orange, the position 
of the bowl or John's action; or think of Slldl simuitancist novels 
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as Sartre's Le Sursis in which identical pronouns appearing in con­
tiguous sentences or even in the same sentence refer to different 
objects: 

(134) "My Hlhrer, my Fiihrer, you speak and I'm changed 
into stone, I don't think anymore, I don't want any­
thing anymore, I am only your voice, I'd wait for him 
at the exit, I'd shoot him in the heart, but I am first of 
all the spokesman of the Germans and it is for the 
Germans that I have spoken, stating that I am no longer 
disposed to remain an inactive and calm spectator while 
this madman from Prague thinks he can, I will be this 
martyr, I did not leave for Switzerland, now I don't 
want to do anything but endure this martyrdom, I swear 
to be this martyr, I swear, I swear, I swear. .. " 

Just as there arc many textual factors which decrease legibility, 
there are, conversely, many factors which increase it by making 
the text homogeneous, unambiguous and easy to interpret. I have 
already discussed how non-deceptive metanarrative signs present a 
partial decoding program and, in a way, do some of our reading 
for us by determining explicitly the connotations of a given pas­
sage, the symbolic dimensions of an event, the meaning of a foreign 
expression. Besides, in many narratives, commentary which is not 
me!anarrative may be textually prominent and function as an im­
portant guide to reading. It could be directly provided by a nar­
rator explaining the motivations of a character, disentangling a 
very entangled situation, assessing the moral value of an act, or 
eliminating various ambiguities; or it could occur in the course of 
a character's meditation, or during a dialogue, or in a series of 
letters, and so on and so forth'" Along with explanations, textual 
justifications bring coherence to what may otherwise seem in­
coherent: what could be perceived as a sudden and fundamental 
break in a given pattern may be shown to be part of that pattern; 
what could be viewed as an irrelevant digression may be shown not 
to constitute a digression at all; what could be considered as a 
violation of the nonns followed by the text may be justified in 
terms of one set of laws or another. Various organizational el­
ements can also help insure a cerlain "egree of legibility. Some 
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metanarrative signs underline the proairetic and hermeneutic ar­
ticulation of the text; anaphoric and epiphoric references add 
homogeneity and make for smooth transitions; intrusions by the 
narrator remind us of what has taken place, announce what will 
take place, and thus orient our questions or confirm our answers; 
and strong distinctions among characters, spatia-temporal settings 
and actions point to an uncomplicated model for processing and 
storing information. Most generally speaking, textual redundancy -
at the architectural and contentual level, in the deep structure or 
the surface structure - is the most important ingredient of textual 
coherence. It may consist in (patterned) repetition of phonological 
and graphological features (as in rhyming and alliteration) or of 
semantic features (as in synonymy, near synonymy, antonymy, 
hyponymy, and paraphrase); it may manifest itself through fre­
quent definitions of the terms used or periodic summaries of the 
material presented; it may result from the sustained use of certain 
rhetorical figures; and so on. Redundancy may have a more strictly 
narrative nature. Sometimes, the subplot in a given model parallels 
the plot of that novel; with the technique of mise en abyme, it 
can even reproduce it entirely on a small scale. Similarly, several 
plot units are repeated (the hero perfonns one difficult task, then 
another one, then another one; he violates various interdictions; 
he liquidates a series of lacks) or several characters perform ident­
ical or similar actions. Or else, the name of a place underlines its 
symbolic significance, the name of a character captures his essential 
qualities, the settings for his actions emphasize his deepest feelings, 
and so forth. Finally, if the distance between the questions raised 
or suggested by a text and the answers provided by that text is 
relatively small, legibility will tend to be relatively high. Should a 
character be mentioned, for instance, he is immediately intro"uced; 
should an order be given, it is quickly carried out; should a se­
quence of actions be opened, it is rapidly closed; should a mystery 
be posed, it is rapidly solved. In short, and once again, any element 
in a text which facilitates the processing an" storing of information 
contributes to the legihility of that text. 

Note that a text can be highly legible yet not readable, and vice 
versa. Wlten discussing tlte notion of" readability, I stated that a 
lext is usually considered readable not IlInL'ly hecause it is easy lo 



'1~· ~--."---,, 

, 

i • i: , 

II 
I, 

142 Reading Narrative 

decodc and make sense of but also because it is interesting and 
pleasing. Now, a tcxt may be so legible that it becomes unreadable. 
Too much homogeneity, too much redundancy too much explicit­
ness may result in a lack of interest and a lack of pleasure. A text 
consisting of one sentence repeated a thousand times can be very 
boring; and a narrative where there is very little action and very 
little changc, where most of what is given remains given, where 
there arc few surprises, few mysteries and few problcmatic passages 
can become tedious very quickly22 Conversely, a text which 
abounds in ambiguities or favors discontinuity and is therefore 
not highly legible can be quite stimulating for that very reason. In 
fact, most narratives which arc considered to be readable - if not 
most narratives - tend to strike a balance between too much legi­
bility and too little of it. In the classical detective story, for 
example, the complexity of hcnneneutic lines is often counteracted 
by the abundance of metanarrative commentary, the coherence 
of characterizations the strength of proairetic articulation. The dis­
tance between the fundamental question and its answer, between 
the enigma and its solution may be great but it is offset by the 
(relative) simplicity of the other problems raised. Similarly, in the 
so-calkd advcntun, novel, the difficulties which may arise from a 
cClmplicated proairetic development are frequently compensated 
by the straightforward articulation of the text along other lines. 

Note also that ~ as the above more than suggests - saying that 
one text is more legible than another does not necessarily mean 
that it is better (or worse). Legibility may be more or less valued 
by different people, in different cultures, for different purposes. 
The same can be claimed about readability; for there is no compell­
ing reason to maintain that the interest a work evokes and the 
pleasure it affords constitute sound measures of its worth. Indeed, 
avant-garde writers have determinedly pursued the unreadable (or 
the minimally readable) not only by trying to till-make sense rather 
than make it but also by putting in question the very notion that 
a text should be pleasing, interesting, and entertaining. 

A study of narrative taking reading into account allows us to . 
cxplain why a given novel or story can be and often is interpreted 
in a lllllllber of ways: the proairctic dimension, like the thematic 
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one, or the symbolic one, depends not only on textual data but 
also on its reader. It also provides a way of comparing texts in 
terms of legibility: there are complex and simple texts just as there 
are complex and simple sentences; there are texts which are highly 
legible along one axis (the proairetic one, for instance) but not 
another (the symbolic one); there are texts which become more 
legible as they deploy themselves and others which become less 
legible. Moreover, the description of a given text in terms of its 
legibility, by specifying how it accommodates some - but not all­
reading conventions, how it lends itself to certain interpretative 
strategies while defeating others, illuminates the play of its intel­
ligibility, its specificity, its difference. Besides, an examination of 
legibility can have historical and anthropological import: by clari­
fying the conditions for textual communicability, the premises in 
terms of which a given text can be deciphered, it can help us 
understand various ages and various cultures according to what 
they consider most legible or not legible at all. Finally, taking 
readers and reading into account is necessary for a description of 
at least some of the contextually bound factors which contribute 
to narrativity. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Narrativity 

There is widespread agreement about what constitutes a narrative 
and what does not. In particular, many people would agree that 
any representation of non-contradictory events such that at least 
one occurs at a time t and another at a time t I following time t 
constitutes a narrative (however trivial). According to this very 
general definition, not only would such texts as Ulysses, Les 
Illusions perdues or The Confessions of Zeno be narratives but so 
would the following: 

(I) The water boiled then World War II started 
(2) The water boiled then Mary graduated 
(3) The water boiled then the wine boiled 
(4) 10hn was happy then 10hn was unhappy 
(5) 10hn was very rich then Mary became very poor 
(6) 10hn was very rich then Mary became very rich 
(7) 10hn was very rich then he lost a lot of money 
(8) John was very rich then he became very poor 
(9) Joan felt very happy, then she fell in love, then, as a result, 

she felt very unhappy 

There is also widespread agreement about the fact that different 
narratives have different degrees of narrativity, that some are more 
narrative than others, as it were, and "tell a belter story". Indeed, 
there is even agreement about the comparative narrativity of vari­
ous texts. Many readers would consider Les Trois Mousquetaires 
to have a higher degree of narrativity than La Nallsee (though they 
lIIay prefer Sartre's text to Dumas') and tlwy would consider (8) 
and «)) to have a higher <kgrce of naITat ivi ty than (I) and (2). 

Wliat is it tlial alTeds narrativity, tliat IIlakes a story good as a 
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story? It seems to me that , whatever it is, it must be related to the 
exploitation and underlining of features that are specific to or 
characteristic of narrative (as opposed to non-narrative and /or as 
described by narratologists from Aristotle to Barthes, Chatman 
and Labov). All other things being equal, for instance, a passage 
where signs of the narrated (referring to events) are more numerous 
than signs of the narrating (referring to the rep rese ntation of events 
and its context) should have a higher degree of narrativity than a 
passage where the reverse is true: 

(10) John was unhappy , then he met Mary, then , as a result , 
he was very happy 

is more narrative than 
( II ) I am sitting at my desk trying to write down a story 

wh ich my friend just told me. The room is hot and my 
pen is not very reliable but I must start. John (I like this 
name!) was unhappy , then he met Mary , then, as a result , 
he was very happy 

and 
(12) "She withdrew her arm from his grasp , and slowly de­

parted , pausing at the door, to give one long, shuddering 
gaze, that seemed almost to penetrate the mystery of the 
black veil." ("The Minister's Black Veil ") 

is more narrative than 
(13) "Now let such of our readers as are capable of generalizing 

an image and an idea, to adopt th e phraseo logy of the 
prese nt day , permit us to ask if th ey have formed a clear 
conception of the spectacle presented." (Notre-Dame de 
Paris) 

simply because narrative is the reco unting of eve nts rather than 
the discussion of their representation. Likewise, a passage (mainly) 
devoted to the narrated and presen ting relatively many time se­
quences should have more IJarrativity than one presenting relatively 
few because narrative is the recounting of events occuring at dif­
ferent tim es rather than at the same time. Consider, for example, 

(14) "Jussac, anx ious to put an end to thi s, springing forward , 
aimcd a terrible thru st at his adve rsary, but th e latter 

and 
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parried it and while Jussac was recovering himself, glided 
like a serpent beneath his blade, and passed his sword 
through his body." (Les Trois Mousquetaires) 

( 15) "He was a stout man, of about two or three-and-twenty , 
with an open, ingenuous countenan ce, a black, mild eye, 
and cheeks as rosy and downy as an autumn peach; his 
delicate mustache marked a perfectly straight line upon 
his upper lip." (Les Trois Mousquetaires) 

Simil arly, a narrative depicting a conflict of some kind should 
function better narratively than one depicting no conflict at all : 
characteristica ll y , narrative represents a mediation through time 
between two sets of opposites. "The cat sat on the mat" is certain ly 
not without inte rest but "The cat sat on the dog's mat" may be 
the beginning of a good story. 

Yet narrativity and its sources are often much more difficult to 
pinpoint, describe and evaluate : is (7) more narrative than (8) or 
less? why? what about 

(16) Joan was in good health, then she met Shirley , then she 
died 

and 
(17) Joan was in good health , then she became ill , then she 

died? 

It seems to me that the narrativity of a given narrative is not 
o nly related to th e constitutive elements of th e latter and to their 
arrangement. It must also be related to the con text in which the 
narrative is received and , more particularly, to its receiver (because 
of our situation and interests, what is highly narrative for yo u may 
not be highly narrative for me; what you find appropriate and 
what I find good at one time , you may find inappropriate and I 
bad at another time). 

In order to und erstand better the distin ctiveness of narrative, I 
will attempt to isolate in what follows various elements conducive 
to nmrativity by pay in g attention both to th e tex t and to the 
co ntext. to aspec ts o f the produ ct and of its co nsumcr. Specifica ll y, 
in desc ribing so me of th e features that" tex l sho uld be end owcd 
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with to achieve a high degree of narrativity, I would not want to 
be understood as merely saying that if text x exhibits feature y 
it will constitute a good story (though chances are that it will). 
Rather, I would want to be understood as saying that if a receiver 
finds y in text x he will consider the latter to be narratively 
valuable. 

EVENT DESCRIPTION 

Any event or, at any rate, many events can be described in more 
than one way. To indicate that John did some walking, I can write 

(18) John walked 
but I can also write 

(19) John raised his left foor two inches off the ground while 
swinging it forward and, displacing his centre of gravity 
so that the foot hit the ground, heel first, strode off on 
the ball of the right foot, etc.' 

Now, it seems to me (and I am not the only one) that event des­
criptions such as (18) are more conducive to narrativity than (19). 
It is not so much that (19) is far more informative (or far less 
economical) than is necessary to describe a simple action. It is also 
that (18) conveys more clearly meaning directly related to man's 
engagement in the world. Characteristically, narrative presents 
more than temporal sequences of states and actions (involving 
some kind of conflict): it presents temporal sequences of states 
and actions that make sense in terms of a human project and/or a 
humanized universe. 2 

Given sets providing the same humanized information, such as 

(20) He went to bed after eating 
and 

(21) He ate then he went to bed 
or 

(22) He lost the million dollars he had 
and 

(23) He had a million dollars thcn he lost it 
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why is it, then, that (21) and (23) seem more narrative than (20) 
and (22) respectively? Once again, it is a matter of description: 
both (21) and (23) preserve the autonomy of the conjoined events 
and a narrative mode of organization is more clearly perceptible 
when discrete states or actions are temporally related. 

Indeed, an event which is individualized will contribute more to 
narrativity than one which is not. Narrative shies away from ab­
straction and thrives on concreteness. It concentrates on the par­
ticular and not the general. Rather than presenting sequences 
which are true of any set of circumstances, it tends to present 
sequences which depend on a specific set. Or, to put in differently, 
narrative prefers tensed statements (or their equivalent) to untensed 
ones: something like 

(24) Every human being dies 
is fine (and may well appear in a narrative) but something like 

(25) Napoleon died in 1821 

is belter or, at least, more characteristic of narrative. 3 

If narrativity is a function of the discreteness and specificity of 
the (sequences of) events presented, it is also a function of the 
extent to which their occurrence is given as a fact (in a certain 
world) rather than a possibility or probability. The hallmark of 
narrative is assurance.' It lives in certainty: this happened then 
that; this happened because of that; this happened and it was 
related to that. Though it does not predude hesitations or specu­
lations .. in fact, they can generate suspense, or function as signs 
of objectivity, or underline the quality of what did happen -- and 
though, in its verbal form, it is hospitable to interrogative, or 
conjectural, or even negative sentences (something could have 
happened but did not; something did not happen but could have), 
narrative dies from sustained ignorance and indecisions Consider, 
for instance, 

or 
(26) Did he go to the movies? Did he then go to bed? 

(27) Perhaps he went to the movies and then maybe he went 
to bed 
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and compare them with 
(28) He went to the movies then he went to bed 

This may explain in part why posterior narration is much more 
common than anterior, or hypothetical, or even simultaneous nar­
ration. With regard to narrativity, the (emphatic) past is preferable 
to the (possible) future, the conditional or the present: "It did 
happen" is more narrative than "It may happen," "It will happen" 
or "It would happen". This may also explain in part why such 
marginal narrative genres as the recipe lack narrativity: though 
recipes can be said to present events that would follow each other 
in time, there is no assurance that these events will occur. Rather 
than being paraphrased as 

(29) You will take two egg whites, then you will add sugar and 
flour to them, then you will put the whole thing in the 
oven, then you will get a delicious cake, 

for example, a given recipe will tend to be paraphrased as 
(30) If you take two egg whites and if you add sugar and flour 

to them and if you put the whole thing in the oven for 
two hours, then you get a delicious cake. 6 

In general, when we read a text as a narrative, we try and process 
it as a series of assertions about events the occurrence of which is 
not in doubt. The easier such processing proves to be, the more 
readily a text suggests it and lends itself to it, the more narrativity 
that text will have. 

WHOLENESS 

Events that are equally discrete, specific and positive do not necess­
arily yield the same degree of narrativity. After all, (6)-(9) have a 
higher narrativity than (1)-(5) and a story (a sequence containing 
at least three narrative events) has a higher narrativity than a mere 
chronological arrangement of events: consider, for instance, 

(31) John was very sickly, then he ate an apple, then, as a 
result, he became very healthy 
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and 
(32) John was very sickly, then he ate an apple, then he went 

to Germany 

Narrativity also depends on the extent to which the events 
presented constitute (or pertain to) a whole, a complete struc­
ture with a beginning, a middle and an end. A narrative made up 
of (discrete, specific and positive) beginnings and/or ends is not 
very much of a narrative. Compare, for example, 

(33) At the beginning, he ate, then he walked, then he ran 
or 

(34) At the end, he ate, then he walked, then he ran 
with 

(35) He ate, then he walked, then he ran 
or 

(36) He was rich, then he got sick, then, as a result, he became 
poor 

Similarly, a narrative where there is no continuant subject, no re­
lationship between beginning and end, no (explanatory) description 
of a change in a given situation, a narrative made up of middles, as 
it were, has practically no narrativity. Consider 

or 

(37) John went to Germany, then Mary ate a peach, then the 
water boiled 

(38) John got up, then, as a result, Mary read a book, then, as 
a result, the water boiled, then, as a result, Joan saw Peter 

Narrative can do more than show that various events are related 
temporally (and causally) though some narratives may merely do 
that; it can also show that some events combine into larger events 
(and vice versa). Temporal arrangements of states and activities do 
not necessarily result in high narrativity. The latter springs, in part, 
from totalizing and detotalizing events. from constructing and 
deconstructing, from making sums and unmaking sums. It is no 
coincidence that in French. for instance. the verb conter (to tell) 
comes frolll the !.atin com!,u!are (toc,tlclilate) and that in English, 
Wl' lIIay llSt' recollnt 1'01' narrate and ac..'(.'ount for narration. 7 Nar-
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rative is usually not a simp le co ncatenation of events in time but 
a hierarchica l one. 

Note that events that are the aggregates (or components) of 
other events mayor may not be qualitatively different from the 
latter: 

(39) He ran 
is, in a way , made up of 

(40) He ran , then he ran , then he ran ; 
on the other hand , 

(41) he wrote a letter 
is not made up of 

(42) he wrote a letter, then he wrote a letter, then he wrote 
a le tter' 

Whenever an event carries more information than th e sum of its 
component events, whenever the whole is greate r than the sum 
of its parts and different from it rather than eq uivalent to it , 
narrativity will tend to increase: narrative can show that like 
events may combine into like events but, more interestingly, and 
significantly , it can also show th at (un)like events may com bine 
into larger and different events. 

Some wholes have a higher degree of I,"rrativity th an others. 
Why is it that (3 I) or 

(43) John was very nice , then he met Mary , then, as a result , 
he became very nasty 

is more narrative th an 
(44) John was on the bo tto m floor of the building, then he 

took the elevator, then , as a resul t , he was on the top 
floor? 

One answer would be that a change in the health or the personality 
of th e individual is less trivial than a change in his location and 
this, I believe, is often true. But the seeming wondrousness or 
significance of a series of events in no way guarantees a high 
degree of narrativity: 

(45) John throttled a giant, th en he slew a dragon, then he 
killed a whale 

Wholeness IS3 

is not necessarily more narrative than (3 I) o r (43); and (1), in 
sp ite of World War II , is certain ly less narrative th an (9) . Besides, 
a change in location (or anything else) can be made (relatively) 
interesting. In fact , any (sets of) events in a narrative are wondrous 
or sign ificant only in term s of that narrative and its context. 
Consider, for example , 

(46) John had always been on the bottom fl oor of the build­
ing, then one day he took the elevator, then, as a resul t, 
he was on th e top floor foreve r. 

or compare 
(47) He was standing, then there was a violent gust of wind, 

then, as a result , he was lying on the floor 
and 

(48) He had always been standing, then th ere was a violen t 
gust o f wind, then , as a resul t , he wo uld always be lying 
on the floor 

(46) and (48) are more narrative than (44) and (47) respectively 
because they are more sign ificant and their greater significance 
results from th e fact tha t the changes described are not merely 
changes from one accidental state to another but rather changes 
from one fundamen tal state to another. The first state in (46) and 
(48) is the first state indeed; it is there from the very beginning 
and even before the beginning, as it were ; and the las t state is truly 
the last sta te and is there at the very end and even after the very 
end. Before John was on th e bottom floor there was nothing dif­
ferent in his loca tion and th ere could not be; after he is on the top 
floor, th ere will be nothing different either and there cannot be. 
We feel th at matters are perfectly rounded and that no event pre­
ceding Or fo llo wing the sequence of events recounted can be nar­
ra tively important. Narratives with a high degree o f narrativity wi ll 
not merely describe ch3l1ge and its results but fundamental changes 
and resu lts. They wi ll take us from the o rigin to the co nclusion, 
from "Once upon a time" to "They lived happily ever after", from 
the onset of heteroge ne ity and difference back to homogeneity 
and indifference. 

No te thai narrati ve is" privileged Ill ode of o nl o logical co mmen­
tary and has sl ro ng pcndl :IIlI S f(li" ge nes is and cschal o logy. No te 
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also that narrative - like other signifying systems aspiring to 
autonomy and wholeness - traditionally deploys itself between 
common opening and closing points in human life (birth and death, 
infancy and old age, waking up and going to sleep) and, more 
generally, favors inversion: inside to outside, happiness to unhappi­
ness, poverty to wealth, ignorance to learning, and so on and so 
forth. Of course, some narratives will endeavor to show that what 
is usually viewed as a beginning constitutes in fact an end and vice 
versa or that what is viewed as an inversion is very far from being 
one. Of course, too, in modern texts which pattern themselves 
after narrative in order to subvert it, autonomy defined by well­
marked introductions and conclusions is refused and false starts 
as well as false endings abound. 

The feeling of wholeness which a narrative conveys is clearly 
more than a matter of terminus a '1"0 and terminus ad quem. Like 
the beginning and the end, the middle is important. If narrative 
presents changes, it also frequently accounts for them: one event 
or series of events is shown to modify an initial situation into a 
final one. Should the modifier not belong to the class of events 
cOlllmonly taken to effect the Illodification recounted or, in other 
words, should difficulty be experienced in comprehending the link 
between modifier and modified, the explanation of the change will 
not be acceptable or convincing and narrativity will suffer. Com­
pare, for example, 

(49) John was very rich, then he sneezed, then, as a result, he 
became very poor 

and 
(50) John was very rich, then he made bad investments, then, 

as a result, he became very poor 

More generally, as I have already indicated or suggested several 
times, events that are not viewed as relevant to the middle (or 
the beginning, or the end), events that cannot be analyzed as 
meaningfully related to the change presented are narratively inert, 
threaten narrative coherence and impair narrativity. 
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THE ORIENTATION OF NARRATIVE 

Narrative proceeds from one set of states or actions to another. At 
the beginning .- in terms of time - a series of events are presented, 
each giving rise to a certain number of possibilities. Some of these 
are realized and some are not, and reading many a narrative is, in a 
way, wondering which will be and which will not and finding out: 
what can happen? what will happen? what is happening? what has 
happened? For instance, given at the outset 

(51) John was happy and he was rich and he was nice 
one or more of the states may be modified: 

(52) John was happy and he was rich and he was nice, then he 
met Mary, then, as a result, he became unhappy 

(53) John was happy and he was rich and he was nice. then he 
met Mary, then, as a result, he became poor 

(54) John was happy and he was rich and he was nice, then he 
met Mary, then, as a result, he became nasty 

(55) John was happy and he was rich and he was nice, then he 
met Mary, then, as a result, he became unhappy and poor 
and nasty; 

or else, it may look increasingly as if they are going to be modified, 
but, in the end, they are not. Similarly, given 

(56) John bought a gun 
either John will use this gun or he will not; and given 

(57) John decided to go 

either he will go or will change his mind or will be prevented from 
going.' 

The realization of a possibility obviously depends on the exist­
ence of that possibility. I can use a gun only if I get hold of one; 
I can answer a telephone call only if somebody calls; I can die 
only if I am alive. What comes after in a narrative is therefore 
conditioned (to some extent) by what comes before and the end 
is conditioned by the beginning (although the road to that end can 
be full of surprises). Indeed narrative often underlines this by 
indiqting more or less explicitly that some events (inevitably) 
calise some other events and llalTativity is a function of the possi­
ility of viewing one event as uepellt!ell( 011 a preceding olle: 
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(58) It started to rain and John got wet 
is more narrative than 

(59) It started to rain and John opened the cabinet." 

Note that any event can easily be made to follow any other 
event which it does not contradict and that dependency relation­
ships are not essential to narrative. Should I start with 

(60) John rode off into the sunset 
I could very well continue with 

(61) then a bird sang 
(62) then it started to rain 

or even 
(63) then Mary became a millionaire 

though not with 
(64) then he mounted his horse 

On the other hand, many narratives are clearly concerned with 
showing how two seemingly disparate (series of) events are actually 
in a relation of causality, or subordination, or complementation, 
and they can usually do it without much difficulty. Given 

(65) John rode off into the sunset then Mary became a 
millionaire, 

for example, I can easily establish a strong link between the two 
events: 

(66) John rode off into the sunset then Mary became a 
millionaire because she had bet everything she owned -
500,000 dollars - that he would." 

If one can say that the beginning of a narrative often dictates its 
end to some extent, one can also say that the end conditions the 
beginning. Thus, should a narrative be used to account for the oc­
currence of x at time t, its beginning _. chronologically speaking -
will be related to x. Besides, given an event in a narrative, its 
meaning partly depends on its consequences (if any). What comes 
after often illuminates what comes before. In 

(67) John met Mary then, as a result, he was very happy 
and 

(68) John met Mary then, as a result, he was very unhappy 

• 
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the significance of the meeting varies drastically; similarly, in 
(69) Ellen traveled very often then, as a result, she became 

very rich 
and 

(70) Ellen traveled very often, then, as a result, she became 
very poor 

the import of Ellen's traveling is radically different depending on 
the outcome." 

Many narratives can be viewed as teleologically determined." 
Instead of certain events occuring because of preceding events, 
certain events happen because other events must happen. The 
means do not institute the end; the end institutes the means. In 
a sense, John is not happy (or unhappy) because he met Mary; he 
has to meet Mary because he is to be happy (or unhappy); and 
Ellen is not rich (or poor) because she traveled; she has to travel 
in order to become rich (or poor). As Gerard Genette puts it: 

These retrograde definitions are precisely what we call the arbitrariness of 
narrative: not at all a lack of determination but the determination of means 
by ends ... of causes by effects. It is this paradoxical logic of fiction which 
requires one to define any element, any unit of narrative by its functional 
character, that is to say among other things by its correlation with another 
unit, and to account for the first (in the order of narrative time) by the sec· 
and, and so on - whence it results that the last is the one which governs all 
others and is governed by nothing: this is the essential locus of arbitrariness, 
at least in the immanence of narrative itself, for it is then easy to fmd for it 
all the psychological, historical, or esthetic detenninants that we want.!4 

Narrative often displays itself in terms of an end which functions 
as its (partial) condition, its magnetizing force, its organizing prin­
ciple. Reading a narrative is waiting for the end and the quality of 
that waiting is the quality of the narrative. When 1 come across 
even the most trivial statements in a narrative, I (may) feel - or 
know - that the triviality is only superficial and temporary be­
cause it is oriented, because it is meaningful in terms of what is to 
come. Narrativity is a function of that feeling and the more a novel 
or tale, for instance, is able to encourage it, the more narrative 
that novel or talc becomes. 

Note that the orientation of' narrative can thus he and often 
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is - a two-way one. Narrative moves back and forth from a begin­
ning to an end which condition each other and this movement 
constitutes a very powerful motor of narrativity. Note also that 
since the end frequently determines the beginning at least as much 
as, if not more than, it is determined by it , since - from the begin­
ning - the beginning is oriented by the (idea of the) end/' one 
could claim that the end comes at the beginning and before the 
beginning. In La Nausee , Roquentin realizes that he has tried to 
live his life as if it were a story and understands why it is im­
possible: in a story, 

things happen one way and we tell about them in the opposite sense. You 
seem to start at the beginning .... And in reality you have started at the 
end .... and the story goes on in the reverse: instants have stopped piling 
themselves in a lighthearted way one on top of the other, they are snapped lip 
by the end of the story which draws them and each one of them in turn 
draws Qut the preceding instant. 

In order to preserve the power of a sequential arrangement of 
events on time (and, doubtless, for other reasons as well), teleo­
logically structured narratives usually proceed as if they are looking 
for an end (as if that end had not already been reached) and they 
progress so as to find it and reach it. But certain texts are entirely 
based on the premise that the end which is to come has already 
come. Blanchot's Au moment voulu, for example, does not de­
velop from a beginning to an end: the beginning is the end and 
such a development can only be illusory. It does not bring answers 
to the many questions it raises: these questions have already been 
answered. It does not satisfy our waiting (or its own): we are 
waiting for what has already passed. Now is then, first is last, and 
"Once upon a time" means "They lived happily ever after". Au 
moment voulu explores and constitutes the very paradox that 
narrative itself frequently is.16 

THE POINT OF NARRATIVE 

Like other sign ifying systems, some narratives have a point and 
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some do not. Our language indicates it and so do our responses to 
particular narratives. As Labov says: 

Pointless stories are met (in English) with the withering rejoinder, 'So what?' 
Every good narrator is continually warding off this question: when his narra­
tive is over, it should be unthinkable for a bystander to say 'So what?' Instead, 
the appropriate remark would be 'He did?' or similar means of registering the 
reportable character of the even ts of the narrative. I7 

A pointless narrative has a low degree of narrativity indeed: I will 
not think that x is a good story if I do not see what its point as 
a story is. 

But what determines the pointedness or pointlessness of narra­
tive; One could say that the point of a narrative consists in the fact 
that distinct events are linked and made to constitute a whole, that 
they are totalized or detotalized into other events, that changes in 
a situation are described and accounted for, or that what comes 
before is shown to determine what comes after and to derive sig­
nificance from it. Yet this is not a very satisfactory answer since 
there are perfectly well-formed narratives in which the proairetic 
and hermeneu tic dimensions are not negligible and the beginning 
and the end condition each other but which may not have much 
of a point: 

(71) He bought a gun, then he went home, had a sumptuous 
meal, pulled down the shades, and killed himself 

The representation of a series of events in time, however strongly 
linked they may be, does not necessarily make (enough of) a point. 

Rather than being definable in terms of the constituent features 
of a given narrative , the point of that narrative is a function of its 
context. The narrative should be non-obvious and worth telling. It 
should represent, or illustrate, or explain, something which is un­
usual and problematic, something which is (made) relevant for and 
mallers to its receiver: the illocutionary force of a narrative should 
be equivalent to that of a series of exclamatory (and not merely 
infonnative) assertions about events in tim e. Without desire on the 
part of the receiver and without the fulfillment of this desire, there 
can be no point to a narrative Gust as there can be no narrative -
period - without des ire on th e part o f a se ncler to procluce one). 
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This explains why the same narrative may seem pointless to 
some and not to others: I may want to know what happened at 
time t and why, bu t you may not ; I may find an account of what 
happened very interesting and you may disagree. It also explains 
why senders of narrative messages o ften take pains to underline 
certain even ts as remarkable or important or crucial to foreground 
certain details rather than others, to establish a hierarchy of rel­
evance; the receivers are then able to process o r rearrange infor­
mation in terms of a ce rtain order, o f a certain poin t." It further 
ex plains why an unsolicited narrative must first of all awaken desire 
and it illuminates the dynamics of suspense in many a narrative 
which, in o rd er to survive, delays the satisfaction of desire while 
maintaining desire: as soon as desire is fulfilled, the narrative must 
sto p o r accept to be pointless. Finally, it ex plains why narrative 
has been viewed as a unit of exchange and narrating as a mercantile 
act and why certain exempla ry narratives emph asize the contract 
between the narrator and his narratee, the sender and his receiver 
(I wi ll listen if you make it worthwhile, I will te ll you a great story 
if you promise to be good), that contract on which the point of 
narrative depends: a tale for a day of survival (Arabian N ights) , a­
story for a night of love (Sarrasine) , a diary for redemption (Le 
Noeud de Viperes) .' 9 

The narrativity of a text depends on the ex tent to which that 
text fu lfills a receiver's desire by representing oriented temporal 
wholes, involving some sort of conflict, made up of discrete , 
specifi c and positive events, and meaningful in terms of a human 
project and a humanized universe. If most of the examples I have 
used throughout this study are rarely given as narratives and 
barely - if at all - received as such, it is not because they are 
formally' deficient: they are not. Rather, it is because they do not 
satisfy th'e conditions necessary for narrativity. 

As in the case of legibility and readability , however, saying that 
One narrative has more narrativity than another does no t necessarily 
mean that it'is bette r or worse. Narrativity depends on the receiver 
and so does its value. Indeed, many narratives are valuable not so 
much qua narratives but rather for their wit , their style, their ideo­
logical content, or their psychological insight : there is much more 
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than narrative in most narratives! Moreover, and paradoxically, 
saying that a tex t has some narrativity does not necessarily mean 
that it is a narrative; if certain narratives have minimal narrativity, 
certain non-narratives which adopt various narrative trappings for 
one reason or another may reach a high degree of narrativity at 
least in some of their parts: they se t up chronological links be­
tween events, but the links prove to be illusory ; they appear to be 
magnetized by an end, but the end does not come; they proceed 
with certainty, but the ce rtain ty vanishes; they establish hierarchies, 
but the hierarchies crumble; they seem eager to make a point, but 
they never do. 

Although such is the case or, rather, because it is the case, the 
study of narrativity can illuminate not on ly the functioning of 
a given (non-) narrative but also the meaning of the narrative 
moment. 



Conclusion 

The goals of narratology are clear: to discover, describe and explain 
the mechan ics of narrative, the elemen.!s responsible for its form 
and fu nctioning. So are the results of the preceding discussion. In 
the first place , the study of the interaction between text and con­
text emphasized the fact that the surface structure of a tex t is not 
quite what defines that text as a narrative. Depending on circum­
stances , a simple statement like "Mary ate the jam" can function as 
a narrative, and we all know the joke about the telephone book 
being a novel with too many characters and too little action. Saying 
that _,!_t ex t constitutes a narrative if and ani)'. if it is th~ represen­
tation of at least two events in a time sequence ne!ther of which 
presuPl)oses or entails the other is perhaps less illuminating than 
say ing that a text constitutes a narrative if and only if it is 
l?rocessed as such a representation. The easier the processing proves 
to be, the more a text calls for it and lends itself to it , the more 
generally that te xt is recognized as a narrative. 

Moreover, it was established that the great and bewildering 
array of possible written narratives can be accounted for with rela­
tively few explicit rules expressible in the fom1 of a quadripartite 
grammar and it was further estab lished that degrees of legibility 
and narrativity depend on a set of well-defined textual and con­
tex tual factors. This is, I think , rewarding in itself for it leads from 
diso rder to fundamental order. It is also enlightening. These rules 
and factors can help us define the specificity of any given narrative 
since this speci ficity is a function o f the factors obtaining, the 
ru les explo ited , and the mode of their exploitation. They can help 
us compare, in add ition, any two (se ts of) narratives and institute 
narrative classes accord ing to narratively pertinent features. Wh at 
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partly characterizes Le Noeud de Viperes, for instance, and dis­
tinguishes it from, say, Manon Lescaut, Huckleberry Finn, Le Pere 
Coriot, or La Modification is that it portrays a self-conscious 
secondary narrator who is the protagonist, who switches narratees 
several times, and whose narration at first follows the events 
narrated but later becomes intercalated in them; and what partly 
distinguishes narratives of personal experience from Greco-Roman 
epics is that the former first describe the first event in time and 
the latter do not. Of course, as I have repeatedly pointed out, the 
results of a narratological investigation allow us to address prob­
lems which pertain not only to narrative qua narrative but also to 
psychology, anthropology, history, literary criticism, or esthetics. 
Why are flashbacks within flashbacks avoided in oral narratives? 
Perhaps in order that the production and reception of these narra­
tives be facilitated. Why does Proust consistently favor iterative 
narration? Pcrhaps because he wants to describe essences. Why do 
I find Madame Bovary esthetically pleasing? Perhaps because of 
the way Flau bert uses scene in the midst of summary and vice 
versa. 

Most generally, narratology gives us an insight into the principles" 
governing systems of signs and signifying practices as well as our 
interpretation of them. To study the nature of all and only possible 
narratives, to account for their form and functioning, to examine 
how and why it is that we can construct them, paraphrase them, 
summarize them and expand them, or organize them in terms of 
such categories as plot. narrator, narratee, and character is to 
study one of the fundamental ways - and a singularly human one 
at that - in which we make sense. Ultimately, narratology can 
help us understand what human beings are. 

Notes 

NOTES TO THE INTRODUCTION 

1. Roland Barthes, "An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," New 
Literary History, VI (Winter 1975), 237. 

2. The same kind of argument would apply to any tensed description of a single action 
and to any statement containing past-referring terms. 

3. Of course, the reconstructed passages may be pragmatically presupposed or entailed 
by (15). But it is not quite the same thing. 

NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE 

1. Thcy may also describe at the same time, the narratee or the narration. 
2. On the subject of signs of the 'I', see Emile Benveniste, Problemes de linguistique 

genirale (Paris, 1966), pp. 223-285 and ProbIemes de linguistique generale II 
(Paris, 1974), pp. 67-88; Gerard Genette, "Frontit~res du recit." Communications 
(8) (1966): 152-153; Roman Jakobson, Selected Writings. 1/: Word and Language 
(The Hague-Paris, 1971), pp. 130 ff; and Nomi Tamil, -"Personal Narration and its 
Linguistic Foundation." PTL I (1976): 403-429 . 

3, See, for instance, Genette's "Frontieres du recit," p. 162. 
4. On intrusiveness, self-consciousness, reliability and distance, see Wayne C. Booth, 

The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 1961). pp. 149-165 et passim. I have not used 
the term 'reliable narrator' in quitc the same way as Booth. 

5. In any speech event, any first person always implies a second person and vice versa. 
6. On the narratee and signs of the 'you', see, for example, Roland Barthes, "Introduc­

tion to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," p. 260; Gerard Genette, Figures III 
(Paris, 1972), pp. 265-276; Walker Gibson, "Authors, Speakers, Readers, and Mock 
readers," College English XI (February 1950): 265-269; Mary Ann Piwowarczyk, 
"The Narratee and the Situation of Fnunciation: A Reconsideration of Prince's 
Theory," Genre IX (1976): 161-177; and Gerald Prince, "Introduction a l'etude du 
narratairc," Poitique (14) (1973): 178-196 and "Notes Towards a Categorization 

7. 
of I:ictional 'Narratecs, '" Gcnre IV (March 1971): 100-105. 
I am rollowing here, while modifying it, Wayne Booth's perspective in The Rhetoric 
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Notes 

On temporal relationships in narrative, see Gerard Cencttc's outstanding discussion 
in Figures III. 
An in teresting form of predictive narrative is what may be called hypothetical nar­
rative. In this form, the narrat ion would precede the narrated because the latter 
might never happen at all in any (real or fic tive) world. Part of Georges Peree's 
Les Choses, for instance, is told in the conditional. More generally, hypothetical 
narrative may be said to occur whenever the narrator imagines what may happen 
in the future (but does not). 
St rictly spcaking,lntcrcalatcd narration can be considered as the mere combination 
of a series of posterior (or anterior, or sim ulta neous) narrations. 
Noto that 'j says!1 scz' is freq uently used in oral narrative (and its written trans· 
cription). 
A.A. Mendilow, Time and the Novel (London, 1952), p. 94. 
Ramon Fernandez, Messages (Paris, 1962), pp. 60-61. On the narrative preterit, 
see Kate Hamburger, Die Logik der Dichtung (Stuttgart, 1968), pp. 59-72; Roman 
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der Ontologie, Logik und Literatzmvissenschaft (Halle, Saale, 1931); Jean-Paul 
Sartre, Situations I (Paris, 1947): 16 ; and F.K. Stanze l, Narrative Situations ill 
the Novel: Tom Jones, Moby Dick, The Ambassadors, Ulysses (Bloomington, 
1971), Chapter I. On tense in narrative , see W.J.M. Bronzwaer, Tense inlhe Novel: 
An Illvestigalion of Some Potentialities of l.inguistic Criticism (Groningen , 1970) 
and Harald Weinrich, Tempus, Besprochene und erziihlte Welt (Stuttgart, 1964). 
Some traditional non-Western narratives, however, instead of starting with "Once 
upon a time," start with "There was a place". 
In some written narratives, as many as four (or more) spatial categories can be 
explicit ly referred to and differentiated: the space of the narrated; the space " 
around the narrator narrating; the space in which his narralee is to read the events 
recounted ; and the space in which he inscribes these events (the sheets of pape r 
on which he writes, for example). The relationship among the fou r categories can, 
of course, be both complex and significant. 
On the diary novel, sec Gcrald Prince, "The Diary Novel: Notes for the Definition 
of the Sub-Genre, .... Neophilologus LlX (October 1975): 477-481. Note that the 
medium of narration in a written narrative may be described as an oral one. 
William Labov and Joshua Waletzky , "Narra tive AnaJysis. Oral Versions of Per­
sonal Experience," Essays on the Verbal alld Visual Arts, Proceedings of the 
Amwal Spring Meeting of the Americall I:.~tlmological Society (1966) 2 1. 
Roland Barthes, "An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," p. 237. 
On the notion of presupposition, see, among many others, OswaJd DucTot 's excel­
lent Dire et ne pas dire. Principes de semantiqlle lillguistiqlle (Paris, 1972), which 
I follow very closely; Bas C. van Fraassen, "Presupposition , Implication and Self­
Reference," Journal of Philosophy LXV (1968): 136-1 51; and George Lakoff, 
"linguist ics and Na tural Logic" in Semantics of Natural Language, Donald David­
son and Gilbert Harman, cds. (Dord recht, 1972), pp. 569-588. An earlier version 
of my discussion of presupposed information can be fo und in my "Presupposition 
and Narrative Strategy," Centnwt I (1) ( 1973) : 23-3 1. 
See Oswald Ducrot, Dire et ne pas dire, pp. 1-24. 
The underlining is mine. 
On this subject, sec, among others, Ann Banfield, "Narrative Style and the Gram­
mar of Direct and Indirect Speech," Foundations of Language X (1973): 1-39; 

23. 
24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 
28. 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 

34. 

Notes 167 

G~rard Genette, Figures 111, pp. 191-194; Pierre van den Heuvel, "Le Discours 
rapport~," Neophilologus LXII (I) (January 1978): 19-38; Marguerite Lips, Lt'! 
Style indirect libre (Paris, 1926); Brian McHale, "Free Indirect Discourse: A Sur­
vey of Recent Accounts," PTL IJI (J 978), 249-288; Norman Page, Speech ill the 
Hnglish Novel (London, 197 3); Gu nther Steinberg, /:'rlebte Rede. Ihre Eigenart 
tOld illre Formen in neuerer deutscher, fraflzos;sc!ter und englischer Erziihlliteratur 
(Gappingen, 1971), and G~rard Strauch, "Dc quelques interpretations reccntes du 
style indirect tibre," Recherches Anglaises et A mericaines VII (1974): 40-73. 
These traits may also appear in free indirect discourse and in "realistic" dialogue. 
Cr. Lawrence E. Bowling, "What is lhe Stream of Consciousness Technique?" 
PMLA LXV (1950): 333-345; Lou is r'ran coeur, "Le Mo nologue int(~rieur narra ti f 
(sa syntaxe. sa scmantique et sa pragmatique) , Eludcs litteraires IX (aoOt 1976): 
341-365; Melvin Friedman, Stream of Consciousness: A Study in Uterary Method 
(New Haven, 1955); and Robert Humphrey, Stream of Consciousness in the 
Modem Novel (Berkeley, 1954). 
On the Russian Formalists, see Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska, Readings 
in Russian Poetics (Cambridge, Mass., 1971) ; Robert Scholes, Stmcturalism ill 
Literature. An Introduction (New Haven and Londo n, 1974), pp. 74- 91; and 
Tzvctan Todorov, trans. and ed., Theorie de ta lilterarure (Paris, 1965). On various 
types of) plot, see Norman Friedman, "Forms of the Plot," Journal of Gcneral 
EducotiOff VII (July, 1955): 241-253 and Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, 
The Nature of Na"ative (New York, 1966), Chapter 6. 
There have been many good studicsof point of view. Sec, among others, Mieke BaJ , 
"Narrat.ion et foca1isation," Poctique, (29) (1977): 102-127; Seymour Chatman, 
Story and Discourse (Ithaca, 1978); Lubomir Dolezel, Narrative Modes in Czech 
Lilerature (Toron to, 1973); Norman Friedman, ""oint of View in Fiction: The 
Developmen t of a Critical Coneept," PMLA LXX (December 1955): 11 60-1184; 
Gerard Genette, Figures 111, pp. 203-224; Jean Pouillon, Temps et roman (Paris, 
1946); BertH Romberg, Studies in tlte Narrative Technique of the First Person 
Novel (Lund, 1962); Fran90ise van Rossum-Guyon, "Point de vue au perspective 
narrative," PoNique (4) (1970): 476-497; Tzvetan Todorov, Poetique (Paris, 
1973), pp. 59-64; and Boris Uspenski, A Poetics of Composition (Berkeley, 1973). 
Norman Friedman, "Point of View in nction," p. 1171. 
A narrator may also adopt a collective point of view (that of a "chorus" of charac­
ters, for instance, or of "public opinio n") as in 1919 or Verdun. 
On point of view in Sartre's fiction , see Gera ld Prince, M~taphysique et tcchnique 
dans l'ocuvre romanesque de Sartre (Gentve, 1968), pp. 17-40. 
At a movie showing or in an oral narrative performance, th e duration of viewing 
or listening is the same for all receivers. 
Given a series of events el> e2, e3" .en occurring at time t or at times tl, t2, 
t3' .. t n respeetively, we speak of eUipsis when one of the events is not mentioned. 
Cr. Gerard Geneue, Figures Ill : 128 ff. and Seymour Chatman, "Gene tte's Ana ly­
sis of Narrative Time Relatio ns, L '£'sprit Crcatcur XIV (Win ter 1974): 353- 368. 
The term 'st retch' is Chatmun's. 
Of course, we do not usually process a text lIS e lliptica l when the possible breaks 
o r lacunae have no COnSC!llI cnccs. 
Cf. Gurure! Genettc, FiNllrcl' /II : 14 5- 148. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER TWO 

1. For a similar proposal, see Gerald Prince, "Towards a Nonnative Criticism of the 
Nove l," Genre 1/ (1969): 8, and Charles T. Scott, "On Defining the Riddle: The 
Problem of a Structural Unit," Genre /I (1969): 137. For a discussion of trans­
forms of elementary strings, sec Noam Chomsky, Syntactic Slntctures (The Hague, 
1957) and, by the same author, "A Transformational Approach to Syntax" in 
Proceedings of the 1958 Conference on Problems of Linguistic Analysis in English, 
A.A. Hill, cd. (Aust in, Texas, 1962), pp. 124- 158. Note that in the course of this 
study and for the sake of convenience, I may represent a proposition by a sen­
tence which is not the transform of a single elementary string. 

2. From now on, 1 will take 'event' to mean 'even t or situation'. 
3. On this subject, see Ellen r. Prince, "Be-ing: A Synchronic and Diachronic Study," 

Transformations and Discourse Analysis Papers (81) (University of Pennsylvania, 
1970). I am not making distinctions between states and processes, happenings 
and actions, etc., because such distinctions arC not relevant to my discussion. 

4. For a detailed discussion of exposition, sec Meir Sternberg, Expositional Modes 
and Temporal Ordering in Fiction (Baltimore, 1978). 

5. E.M. forster, Aspects of the Novel (London, 1927), p. 130. 
6. Modifications have been studied in detail by Tzvetan Todorov, who calls them 

'narrative transformations.' See his Grammaire du D~cam~ron (The Hague, 1970) 
and "Les Transformations narratives," PcXtique (3) (1970): 322-333. 

7. Cf. Tzvetan Todorov, Poitique: p. 82. For another defi ni tion of sequence, see 
Roland Barthes, "An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," 252 ff. 

8. On the notion of character, sec, among others, Sarin Alexandrescu, Logique du 
personnage (Paris, 1974); Roland Barthes, S/Z (Paris, 1970): 101-102; Claude 
Bremond, Logiqlle du redt (Paris, 1973); Seymour Chatman, "On the Formalist­
Structuralist Theory of Character," Journal of Literary Semann'cs (I) (1972): 
57-79; E.M. Forster, Aspects of tile Novel, pp. 69-125; Northrop Frye, Anatomy 
of Oiticism (Princcton, 1957); James Carvey, "Charactcrization in Narrative," 
Poetics VII (1978): 63-78; Philippe Hamon, "Pour un statut scmiologique du 
pcrsonnage," Litttrature (6) (1970): 86-110; W.J. Harvey. Character and the 
Novel (London, 1976); Tzvetan Todorov, Grammaire du Dtcamtron; and Michel 
Zeraffa, Personne e t personnage (Paris, 1969). 

9. According to the models of Propp and Greimas, more than one character may 
fulfill the same function (thcre cou ld be three opponents and four helpers, say). 
Besides, the same charactcr may fu lfill more than one function (he may be both 
subject and receiver, or object and opponent, and so on.) Finally, not cvery func­
tion need bc fulfilled by a character (various social forces may constitute the 
sender, or the object, or the opponent, and so forth). Sce Vladimir Propp, Mor· 
phology of the Folktale (Bloomington, 1958) and, by A.J. Greimas, Stmantique 
stnlcturale (Paris, 1966), pp. 172- 191 ; Du Seils (Paris, 1970), pp. 249- 270; and 
"Les Actants, les acteu rs et les figures" in Claude Chabrol, cd., Semiotique narra· 
tive et tex tuellc (Paris, 1973), pp. 161-176. 

10. Cf. Phillippe Hamon, "Qu 'cst-ce qu'unc description?" Poerique (12) (1972): 465~ 
485. . 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE 

1. See, fo r example, Barbara Lcondar, "Hatching Plots: Genesis of Storymaking" in 
David Perkin and Barbara Leondar, cds., 71le Arts and Cognition (Baltimore, 1976) 
and Peter F. Neumayer, "The Child as Storyteller: Teaching Literature through 
Tacit Knowledge," College English XXX (1969): 515- 517. 

2. See Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale and Alan Dundes, The Mor· 
phology of North American Indian Folktales (Helsink i, 1964). 

3. On requirements for grammarS, see Noam Chomsky, Syntactic Structures and, by 
the same author, "On the Notion 'Rule of Grammar'," Proceedillgs of the Twelfth 
Symposium in Applied Mathematics XII (1961): 6-24; "Some Methodological 
Remarks on Generative Grammar" Word XVII (1961): 219-223; "A Transform­
ational Approach to Syntax"; Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass., 
1965). See also Emmon Bach, All Introduction to Transformational Grammars 
(New York, 1964) and Paul Postal, COIIStituefit Structure. A Study of Syntactic 
Description (The Hague, 1964). On degrees of grammaticalness, see Noam Chomsky, 
"Some Methodological Remarks on Generative ,Grammar." ' 

4. See, for instance, Claude Bremond, Logique dll recit; Benjamin N. Colby, " A Par­
tial Grammar of Eskimo folktales ," American Anthropologist LXXV (1973): 
645-662; Tcun A. van Dijk , Some Aspects of Text Grammars: A Study of Theor· 
etical Linguistics and Poetics (The "lague, 1972) and "Narrative Macro-Struct ures. 
Logical and Cognitive Foundations," PTL 1 (1976): 547-568; Lubomir DoleteI, 
"from Motifemes to Motifs," Poetics. (4) (1972): 55-90; Gcra rd Ge not Problemes 
de calcul du redt (Universite Paris X-Nan terre, CRLU (l0) (1976) and Problemes 
de calcul du redt II (Universite Paris X-Nan terre, CRLU (12) (1977); Robert A. 
Georges, "Structure in Folktales: A Gencr~ tive-Transformational Approach,'" The 
Conch II (2) (1970): 4-17; Claude Uvi-Strauss. Anthropologie structurale (Paris, 
1958) ; Thomas G. Pavel, La Syntaxe narrative des tragtdies de Comeille (Paris, 
1976) ; Maric-Laure Ryan, "Narration, gencration, transformation: La Grande 
Breteclie de Balzac," L'Esprit Cr~ateur XVII (Fall, 1977): 195-210; Tzvetan 
Todorov, "La Grammaire du rccit,"'.angages (12) (1968): 94-102 and Grammaire 
du Decameron; Picter Dirk van der Yen, From Narrative Text to Narrative Struc­
ture (Dordrecht, February, 1978). ror a general discussion of the field, see 
Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics. Structuralism, l.illguistics, and the Study 
of Literature (Ithaca, 1975); William O. Hendricks, Essays on Semiolinguistics and 
Verbal Art (The Hague-Paris, 1973); Gerald Prince, "Narrative Signs and Tangents," 
Diacritics (Fall, 1974): 2- 8; and Robert Scholes, Stnlcturalism ill Literature. 

5. See, for example, Claude Chabrol, cd., S~miotique narrative et texnlelle. For 
detailed critiques of various narrative grammars, sec, among others, Claude Bremond, 
Logique de rceil , pp. 9- 128; Bertel Nathhorst, Formal or Structural Studies of 
Traditional Tales, (Stockh olm, 1969); and Marie-Laure Ryan , "Growing Texts on 
a Tree," Diacritics VII (4) (Win ter 1977) : 34-46. 

6. Th is gralllma r i .~ a great ly modified version of the onc presented in Gerald Prince, 
;1 Grammar of Stories (The 1I :lglll.J- I)aris, 1973) . llccause I am main ly intcrested in 
verbal (writt en) narrative lind tor the sake o f convenience, the narratives I use as 
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Notes 
Cf. Louis Hjelmslev, "La Stratification du langage," Word X (1954): 163-188. 
No more than what I defined as a minimal story in A Grammar of Stories, pp. 16-
37. As the structural component will show, although any story is a narrative, not 
any narrative is a story. 
In constructing my grammar, I follow Chomsky's Syntactic Structures, "On the 
Notion 'Rule of Grammar','" and "'A Transformational Approach to Syntax"; 
Emmon Bach, An Introduction to Transformational Grammars; and Paul Postal, 
Constituent Structures. 
In my elaboration of transformational rules, I once again follow Naaru Chomsky 
and Emman Bach. For an excellent discussion of the use of the word transfor" 
mation in narratology, see Thomas Pavel, La Syntaxe narrative des tragedies de 
Corneille, pp. 131-147. Note that onc could easily account for conjoining and 
embedding in terms of rewrite rules. So far, however, I have been unable to ac­
count for alternation without the help of transformations. Therefore, and for 
the sake of consistency, 1 prefer to account for any complex structure with 
transformational rules. Besides, a bipartite structural component has the advan­
tage of underlining the fact that many a narrative can be considered to be made 
up of smaller narratives, 
Together, the structural and logical components account for the narrated. 
Given a stative cvent A followed by an active evcnt B, we take B to lead to a 
modification of A unless the text explicitly indicates otherwise. Moreover, in 
the absence of any other information, we will select the most plausiblc modi­
fication of A as the one obtaining. 
If ST2 , ST3 , or ST4 are not applied, we get a narrative in which it is impossible 
to determine the relationship between time of narration and time of narrated. 
The expression component could be equivalent to a non-linguistic signifying 
system. Furthermore, it is quite conceivable that some such systems could not 
carry out all of the instructions. 
Recent work in text-grammar and narratology shows that the obstacle is not 
insuperable and that perhaps what is needed most is patience. See, for example, 
Teun A. van Dijk, "Philosophy of Action and Theory of Narrative,'" Poetics V 
(1976): 287-338; Lubom·ir Dolezel, "Narrative Semantics," PTL 1(1976): 129-
151; Thomas G. Pavel, '''Possible Worlds' in Literary Semantics," The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism XXXIV (1976): 165-176; and Jinos S. Petofi, 
Vers une theorie partielle du texte (Hamburg, 1975). 

NOTES TO CHAITER FOUR 

1. See, for instance Roland Barthes, S/Z; David Bleich, Readings and Feelings; Intro­
duction to Subjective Criticism (Urbana, 1975); Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of 
Fiction; Michel Charles, Rhitorique de la lecture (Paris, 1977); Jonathan Culler, 
Structuralist Poetics; Stanley Fish, "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics,'" 
New Literary History 11(1970): 123-162; Norman Holland, 5 Readers Reading 
(New Haven, 1975); Wolfgang lser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communi­
cation in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore, 1974); Walter 1. Ong, 
"The Writer's Audience is Always a Fiction," PMIA XC (January 1975): 9:....21; 
Michael Riffaterre, Essais de stylistique strnctura[c (Parh, 1971); Walter Slatoff, 
With Respect to Readers: Dimensions of I.iterary U{'Sf1VI1S(, (Ithaca, 1970). Note 
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that much of what I will say about reading applies to receiving and interpreting 
narratives which do not adopt written language as a medium. 
See Roland Barthes, S/Z: 23-28 and, by the same author, "Analyse textuelle d'un 
conte d'Edgar Poe" in Semiotique narrative et textuelle, pp. 29-54. 
Of course, some receivers may wonder what the significance of the time or the 
snow is in the overall narrative strategy; but it is not the same thing. 
On the proairetic and hermeneutic codes, see Roland Barthes, S/Z; Jonathan 
Culler, Strncturalist Poetics, pp. 205-224; and Josue V. Harari, "The Maximum 
Narrative: An Introduction to Barthes' Recent Criticism," Style VIII (Winter 
1974): 56-77. 
The same is true of any act of verbal communication. 
Many non-narrative messages too are susceptible of various interpretations; but 
not messages framed in monolithic codes (the code of traffic lights, for example). 
Of course, psychologists may be able to tell us how much information we can pro­
cess at a time and to help us clarify the notions of maximal reading, 
See Roland Barthes, S/Z: 81-83. 
See, for instance, Roland Barthes, S/Z: 219; William Cass, Fiction and the Figures 
of Ufe (New York, 1970), pp. 24-25; Tzvetan Todorov, Poetique de la prose 
(Paris. 1971), pp. 66-91. 
Roman Jakobson, "Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics" in Style and 
Language, Thomas Sebeok, ed. (Cambridge, Mass, 1960). p. 353. Some scholars 
prefer to speak of seven factors: Dell Hymes, for example, divides context into 
topic and setting. See "The Ethnography of Speaking" in Readings in the Soci-
ology of Language, Joshua A. Fishman, ed. (The Hague, 1970), pp. 110-113. 
Cf. Roman Jakobson, "Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics," pp. 353-357. 
Of course, a verbal act may have more than one major function. 
For a good discussion of metalinguistic statements and signs, sec Josette Rey­
Debove, Etude linguistique et semiotique des dictionnaires fran~ais contemporains 
(The Hague-Paris, 1971), pp. 43-52. 
For a similar definition, see Gerald Prince, "Ramarques sur les signes metanarratifs,: 
Degres (11 ~ 12) (1977): el-el0. See also Philippe Hamon, "Textc littcraire et 
metalangage," Poetique (31) (1977): 261-284 and Pierre van den Heuvel, "Le 
narrateur narrataire ou Ie narrateur lecteur dc son propre discours," Agora (14-
15) (1977): 53-77. 

14. In other words, a narrator's intrusion or an explanation does not necessarily con­
stitute a metanarrative sign. 

15. Note that all of the explanations by the narrator (including non-metanarrative 
ones) similarly function as indications on his relationship with his narratce. More 
generally, all of the explanations in any text (including non-narrative texts) pro­
vide information on the relationship between the addresser and the addressee. 

16. My description of what a reader brings to a text is, of course, very incomplete. 
17. On the legibility and readability of texts, sec Roland Barthes, S/Z; Jonathan 

Culler, Structuralist Poetics; Philippe Hamon, "Un Discours constraint," Poetique 
(16) (1973): 411-445 and "Note sur Ie texte lisible" in Missions et demarches de 
fa critique. MflallKcs offerts ali Professeur J.A, Vier (Rennes, 1973), pp. 827-842; 
Tzvetan Todorov, "line Complication ue textc: Les Illuminations," POCtiquc (34) 

(197H): 241-253 and "I.a I.ecluf(' COllllllt' consfrllc1iot]," /'ot-/iqul' (24) (1975): 
417-425. 
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172 Notes 

19. A text confo rming to a reality fa miliar to the reader - a novel fu Uof stock charac­
leTS an d situat ions, say - is also foun d easier to make sense of. 

20. These informational disturbances play an important ro le in the strategy of many 
absu rdist texts. 

2 1. On (reliable and unreliable) commentary, sec Way ne Booth's The Rhetoric of 
Fiction , part II. 

22. In a culture valuing the new, a text is not very readable on second reading unless 
it is relatively com plex and allows fo r new questions to be asked (or unless we 
have fo rgo tten it!) 

NOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE 

1. Th is example is ta ken from Jona tha n Culler's Structuralist Poetics, p. 14 3. 
2. cr. Jona than Culler, Structuralist Poetics, p. 143. 
3. The spat ia-temporal characteristics of events will thus often playa pro minent role. 
4 . In historical narrative, which presumab ly recoun ts a series of facts from the past, 

ostensiblc signs of su bjectivity arc eliminated. 
5. Ety mologica lly, narrat ive is Linked to knowledge. 
6. We usually read a recipe as a progmm to fo llow and not as a story. 
7. On this subject, see Jean-Pierre Faye, Le Rtcit hunique (Paris, 1967), pp. 92- 93. 
8. Sec Zeno Vendlcr, Linguistics in Philosophy ( Ithaca, 1967). pp. 97-121. 
9. On this subject, sec in particular Claude Brcmo nd, " Le Message narratif," Com­

mUllications (4) (1 964): 4-32 and, by the same author, Logique du rceit. 
10. Cf. Roland Bartlles, "An Introd uction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative," 

p.248. 
11. On mot ivation in narrative, see GCTurd Genette, "Vrai semblable et motivation," 

Communications ( 11) ( 1968); 5-21. See a lso Bo ris TOlll ashevsky, "Thematics" in 
Lee F. Lemon and Marion 1. Reis, cds., Russian Formalist Criticism ( Linco ln, 
1965),6 1-95. 

12. It is this feu ture of narra tive which all owed Vladimir Propp to estubli sh hi s Mor­
phology of the Folk tale; in his se minal study, Propp defined a fu nction as '" an 
act of dr:lmatis perso nae, which is defined from the point of view of its signifi­
ca nce for the coursc of ac tion of the talc taken as a whole" (p. 20); he was able to 
show tha t the structu re of Russia n tales co uld bc accounted for by thirty-one 
fu nct ions fo llowing an imm utable sequence and whose presence or absence in a 
particular talc characterizes the plot of that talc. 

13. The freq uent occurrence in narrat ive of so-called narra tive sen tences ~ defined 
by Arthur Danto as sen tenccs "which refer to at least two time-separated events 
though they only describe (arc o nl y about) the earliest even t to which t hey refer" 
~ is an important sign of such teleo log.ical determ ination. See Danto's Analytical 
Ph ilosophy of llistory (Cambridge, 1965), pp. 143-1 81 e t passim. 

14. Gerard Gcnctte, "Vraisem blable et motivation," p. 18. On beginnings and ends, 
see Philippe I-lamon, "Clausules," Pottique (24) (1975): 495- 526; Frank Kermode, 
The Sensc of all t:nding. Studies ill the Theory of Fiction (New York , 1967); 
Yo uri Lotman, l.a Stru cturc du lexte artistiqIJe (Paris, 1973); Edward Said , Begin -

No tes 173 

nillgs: IntentiOlls and Method (New York, 1975); and Barba ra H. Smi th, Poetic 
Closure. A SlIIdy of flow Poems End (Chicago, 1968). 

15. Of course, this can take place even with narratives ~ Bouvard et nClichet, I.e 
Roman comique, La Vie de Marianne ~ which were left unfin ished. 

16. Waiting for Godot ~ like Endgame and much o f Beckett 's fic tio n ~ can be viewed 
as presenting the dilem ma of people wai t ing for something th:l t is yet to come 
and has already go ne by. 

17. William Labov, Language in the Illner Cit)' (Phi ladelphis, 1972), p. 366. On the 
point of narrative, see also Liviu Polanyi Bowdi tch, "The Role of Redundancy in 
Cohesio n and Evalua tive Funct io ning in Na rrat ive - A Grab for the Referential 
Hierarchy," Rackham Literary Studies (7) (Win ter 1976): 19-35 and "Why the 
Wha ts are When : Mutually Contextualizing 'Reahns of Narra ti ve, " Proceedings of 
the Secolld Annual Meeting of th e Berkeley Linguistics Society (1976) ; 59- 77 ; 
and Mary Lou ise Pratt, Toward a Speech Act Theory of Literary Discourse 
(Bloomington, 1977), pp. 46-47 and 132-151. 

18. Frequ ently, of course, thc sender even states, a t the beg inning or cnd of hi s na r· 
ration, something like "The po int of the story is ... " or "What I was ge tting at 
was_ 

19. Cf. Roland Barthes,S/Z: 95- 96. 
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