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Toward a definition of narrative

Previous definitions of narrative

t first sight nothing seems easier to define than narrative. As the following

camples show there is a strong consensus among narratologists on the
ture of the object of their discipline:

Genette:; “One will define narrative without difficulty as the representation of
In the past fifteen years, as the “narrative turn in the humanities” gave way n event or of a sequence of events.””
to the narrative turn everywhere (politics, science studies, law, medicine, and
last, but not least, cognitive science), few words have enjoyed so much use
and suffered so much abuse as narrative and its partial synonym, story. The
French theorist Jean-Frangois Lyotard invokes the Grand Narratives” of
a capitalized History;* the psychologist Jerome Bruner speaks of narratives
of identity;* the philosopher Daniel Dennett describes mental activity on
the neural level as the continuous emergence and decay of narrative drafts;?
the political strategist James Carville attributes the loss of John Kerry in the
2004 presidential election to the lack of a convincing narrative;* and “nat-
ratives of race, class and gender” have become a mantra of cultural stud-
ies. Gerald Prince regards the contemporary use of the term narrative as
a hedging device, a way to avoid strong positions: “One says ‘narrative’
instead of ‘explanation’ or ‘argumentation’ (because it is more tentative);
one prefers ‘narrative’ to ‘theory,” ‘hypothesis,” or ‘evidence’ {because it is
less scientistic); one speaks of a ‘narrative’ rather than ‘ideology’ (because
it is less judgmental); one substitutes ‘narrative’ for ‘message’ {because it is
more indeterminate).”’ Another narrative theorist, Peter Brooks, attributes
the surging popularity of the word to a more positive cause: “While 1
think the term has been trivialized through overuse, I believe the overuse
responds to a recognition that narrative is one of the principal ways we
organize our experience of the world — a part of our cognitive tool kit
that was long neglected by psychologists and philosophers.”® Whether it
is due to the postmodern loss of faith in the possibility of achieving truth
or knowledge, or to current interest in the functioning of the mind, the cur-
rent tendency to dissolve “narrative” into “belief,” “value,” “experience,”
““interpreration,” “thought,” “explanation,” “representation,” or simply
“content” challenges narratologists to work out a definition that distin-
guishes literal from metaphorical uses. Neither bowing to current fashion
nor acting like a semantic police, this definition should prevent the inflation

Prince: “The representation . . . of one or more real or fictive events com-
municated by one, two or several . . . narrators . . . to one, two or several

e
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AbbotF. Narratlve is the representation of events, consisting of story and
" narrative discourse, story is an event or sequence of events (the action), and
" narrative discourse is those events as represented.”?

ooking deeper than events, some authors define narrative in terms of
at makes sequence and change possible:

icoeur: “I take temporality to be that structure of existence that reaches
anguage in narrativity, and narrativity to be the language structure that has
emporality as its ultimate reference.”*®

Brooks: “Plot is the principal ordering force of those meanings that we try to
wrest from human temporality.”**

ut a temporally ordered sequence of events could be a list rather than a
ory: for instance, the list of all the patients that a doctor sees in one day.
the next batch of examples shows, many authors feel indeed the need to
something to “representation of a sequence of events” to turn it from a
mbnail characterization into a full{er) definition:

Prince invokes a certain type of logical relation: “Narrative is the representa-
ion of at least two real or fictive events in a time sequence, neither of which
presupposes or entails the other.”**

Onega and Landa regard causality as the cement that turns sequences of events
nto stories: “The semiotic representation of a sequence of events, meaningfully
connected in a temporal and causal way.” 3

Bal introduces change, causality, and an experiencing subject: “The transition
from one state to another state, caused or experienced by actors.”*+
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plete and self-sufficient definition of narrative, because they depend too much
on implicit elements. It is admittedly debatable to what extent definitions
should rely on implications. For instance, “event” implies transformation
and “action” involves agents; if these agents decide to take actions, they
must have motivations, and they must be trying to solve problems. 1f agents
have problems, they must experience some sort of conflict.

A definition should support, even entail, statements like these, but it does

not have to spell them out:

All of these characterizations pr

medium, the standard o e
' ’ r sign) of the supportin
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. - e O
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Narrative is about problem solving.
Narrative is about conflict.

Narrative is about interpersonal relations.
Narrative is about human experience.
Narrative is about the temporality of

; but for the concept
mental image thar 3

existence.
2
> regardless of the

The semiotic status of narrative
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erization outlines three potential
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Most narratologists agree that narrative
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In summary: if narrative is a discourse that conveys a story, this is to say, 2

specific type of content, and if this discourse can be put to a variety of differ-
ent uses, none of them constitutive of narrativity, then its definition should
focus on story. As a mental representation, story is not tied to any particular
medium, and it is independent of the distinction between fiction and non-
fiction. A definition of narrative should therefore work for different media
(though admittedly media do widely differ in their storytelling abilities), and

it should not privilege literary forms.
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specializes in:the human, is that narrative involves the reconstruction of
minds. But we perform this operation as a normal part of social life. Does it
mean that we engage in private storytelling whenever we interact with human
beings? _

Equating narrative with thought in general, some leading researchers in
cognitive science might answer this question in the positive. Schank and
Abelson proclaim, for instance, that all of memory consists of stories,**
while according to Mark Turner, “Narrative imagining - story — is the fun-
damental instrument of thought . . . Itis a literary capacity indispensable to
human cognition generally.”** For Turner, noticing objects or events in our
perceptual environment amounts to constructing embryonic stories about
them: “Story depends on constructing something rather than nothing. A
reportable story is distinguished from its assumed and unreportable back-
ground. It is impossible for us to look at the world and not to see reportable
stories distinguished from background.”*? In this view, the mere action of
focusing on a certain tree in the forest is a narrative act, because it makes
the tree into the protagonist of a virtal story. But if “thinking about,” i.e.,
distinguishing figure from ground, is always already storytelling, the task
of defining narrative becomes both superfluous and impossible: superfluous,
because it is no longer necessary to differentiate narrative from any other
manifestation of human thought, and impossible, because it 1s inseparable
from a complete theory of mind. We can avoid this impasse, without falling
back on a segregationist conception of thinking that distinguishes narrative
and non-narrative operations, by regarding narrative as the outcome of many
different mental processes that operate both inside and outside stories. The

purpose of a definition will then be to delineate the set of cognitive opera- -
tions whose convergence produces the type of mental representation that we

regard as a story.

Narrative: a fuzzy-set definition

Rather than regarding narrativity as a strictly binary feature, that is, as a
property that a given text cither has or doesn’t have, the definition proposed i
below presents narrative texts as a fuzzy set allowing variable degrees of :
membership, but centered on prototypical cases that everybody recognizes ;

as stories.™ In a scalar conception of narrative, definition becomes an ope

series of concentric circles which spell increasingly nasrow conditions and
which presuppose previously stated items, as we move from the outer to the*
inner circles, and from the marginal cases to the prototypes. The proposal
below organizes the conditions of narrativity into three semantic and one’

formal and pragmatic dimension.

Toward a definition of narrative
Spatial dimension

1} N 1 -
(1) Narrative must be about a world populated by individuated existents.

Temporal dimension

(3) The transformations must be caused by non-habitual physical events

Mental dimension

So . .

{4) \ me of the participants in the events must be intelligent agents who
o Zve a I;Ene}ixtal life and react emotionally to the states of the world

5) Some of the events must be purposeful actions by these agents.

Formal and pragmatic dimension
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| :Tf:nFa events (interior monologue fiction).
elimin i
ates lists of causally unconnected events, such as chronicles and
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(7) eliminates recipes, as well as texts entirely made of advice, hypotheses,
counterfactuals, and jnstructions.

eliminates bad stories. This is the most controversial condition in the
list, because it straddles the borderline between definition and poetics,
and because it needs to be complemented by a full theory of the different
ways in which narrative can achieve significance. If we accept 8 as part
of the definition, then narrativity is not an intrinsic property of the text,
but rather a dimension relative to the context and to the interests of
the participants. A sequence of events like “Mary was poor, then Mary
won the lottery, then Mary was rich” would not make the grade as the
content of fictional story, but it becomes very tellable if it is presented as

true fact and concerns an acquaintance of the listener.

(8)

The eight conditions listed above offer a roolkit for do-it-yourself defini-
tions. When they are putto the question, “is this texta narrative,” some peo-

ple will be satisfied with conditions 1 through 3 and will classify a text about
while others will insist that narrative

Bang as a story,
and will consider (4)

evolution or the Big

must be about human experience, and (5) obligatory.

scholars who draw the line below (8),

(this is my own inclination: I regard the

narrativity and about their importance relative to each other. If we ask: “Is
Finnegans Wake more narrative than Little Red Riding Hood?” we will ge
much broader agreement than if we ask (mindless of the incompatibility o
a yes-Tio question with a fuzzy set): “is Finnegans Wake a narrative?”
Through its multiple conditions organized into distinct areas, the defi
nition proposed above not only provides criteria for determining a text
degree of narrativity®s it also suggests a basis for a semantic typology
narrative texts. While degree of narrativity depends on how many of th
conditions are fulfilled, typology depends on the relative prominence of t
four dimensions. The Grand Narratives of Lyotard can only be called na
rative in a metaphorical sense, because they do not concern individuals ar
do not create a concrete world, while postmodern novels are often low
narrativity because they do not allow readers to recomstruct the nerwo!
of mental representations that motivates the actions of characters and bin
the events into an intelligible and determinate sequence. Through a structy

Some people will regard a chronicle listing a series of independent events
with the same participant as a narrative while others will insist on (6). Those
who accept recipes as narratives consider (3) and (7) optionaly and there are

while others may think that a pointless ;
utterance or a boring account of events can still display a narrative structure
“Mary” story quoted above as nar-
rative regardless of context). But if people differ in opinion as to where to
draw the line, they basically agree about what requirements are relevant to
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influence of what was then my personal definition of narrative, this person
had decided to evaluate the text according to his own criteria of narrativ-
ity. But this does not mean chat he had changed his interpretation of the
text. Before and after, he probably read it as the representation of a causal
chain of extraordinary events that led to a major transformation within the
universe.

I can sense at this point disapproval brewing among proponents of a
cognitive approach to narrative. But what I am denying is not the importance
of narrative for social life, intelligence, memory, knowledge, and our sense
of identity, but rather, the importance of conscious judgments of narrativity
for the processing of verbal or visual information. When we are presented
with a text of unknown origin, and asked: “is this or isn’t it a narrative” (an
exercise occasionally practiced by narratologists),?® we may diverge in our
answers, but this does not mean that some of us are right and some of us
are wrong (unless of course we blatantly misread the text), because we apply
different criteria of narrativity, and because we can decide whether or not
the text fulfills these criteria by paying attention to what it says. If, on the
other hand, we are presented with unknown texts and asked:
or nonfiction,” our answers will

an assessment of what the text is all about, but a guess of the author’s intent.

Fictionality is indeed a type of game that authors invite readers to play with
suspended disbelief, or
immersion in an imaginary world.* The same text could, at least in principle,
a truthful account of
facts, and we must be guided by extra-textual signs, such as generic labels
to assess its fictional status.’® Because judgments
of fictionality affect what the reader will or will not believe, they are much

texts: a game variously described as make-believe,
be presented as a creation of the imagination or as
(“novel,” “short story”)

more important than judgments of narrativity.

“Niarrative” is less a culturally recognized category that influences our
choices of reading, viewing, or listening materials than an analytical concept
In everyday conversation we speak about novels
(a specific literary genre), about tales (something false or exaggerated), or
forms of narrative (gossip, anecdotes, news,
folktales, or short fiction) rather than the abstract technical concept that
narratologists oppose to “discourse,” but we hardly ever use the word “nar-
Nobody would walk into a book-
store and ask for “a narrative,” because what matters to us are individual
such as historiography, biography, science fiction, or fan-
and not the general category that subsumes them all. Tt was not until the
sixties that literary theorists and semioticians began talking about narrative:
their predecessors discussed instead folk tales, myth, or the novel. Assessing

designed by narratologists.

about stories, meaning compact

rative” outside of academic discusssions.

narrative genres,
tasy,

“is this fiction
be right or wrong, because they will not be

Toward a definition of narrative

he narrative status of a text is not a cognitive question that we must con-
g;ously answer for proper understanding, but a theoretical question that
nables narratologists to delimit the object of their discipline, to isolate the

eatures relevant to their inquiry, and to stem the recent inflation of the term
rrative,

defining narrative has any cognitive relevance, it is because the definition
vers mental operations of a more fundamental nature than passing global
dgments of narrativity: operations such as asking in what order did the
resented events occur; what changes did they cause in the depicted world;
hat do the events {(and their results) mean for the characters; what motivates
tions and how does the outcome of these actions compare to the intent of
e agent. If a text confronts us with such questions, and if we are able to
swer them, we read the text as a story, or rather, we read the story told by
e text, whether or not we are aware of what we are doing.
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