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Preface

he interest in theories of narrative that is evident in re-

cent literary criticism is part of a broader movement—what
Thomas Kuhn might call a “paradigm change”—in the humanities
and social sciences. Since the nineteenth century, the methods of the
natural sciences have served as a model for the rationalization of
other disciplines. But during the past two decades that model has
proved inadequate for an understanding of society and culture. The
behaviorism that dominated psychology until recently has given way
to an exploration of cognitive processes and purposive action. Philos-
ophers of history have shown that narration is not just an impression-
istic substitute for reliable statistics but a method of understanding
the past that has its own rationale. Biologists, anthropologists, and so-
ciologists have concluded that a study of mimetic behavior is as impor-
tant as quantification in explaining animal development and social in-
teraction. In philosophy the “theory of action,” based on intentions,
plans, and purposes, has proved relevant to emerging disciplines such
as discourse analysis and artificial intelligence. Mimesis and narration
have returned from their marginal status as aspects of “fiction” to in-
habit the very center of other disciplines as modes of explanation nec-
essary for an understanding of life.

We need not go to school to understand the importance of narra-
tive in our lives. News of the world comes to us in the form of “stories”
told from one or another point of view. The global drama unfolds
every twenty-four hours—split up into multiple story lines that can be
reintegrated only when they are understood from the perspective of
an American (or Russian, or Nigerian), a Democrat (or Republican, or
monarchist, or Marxist), a Protestant (or Catholic, or Jew, or Muslim).
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Behind each of these differences there is a history, and a hope for the
future. For each of us there is also a personal history, the narratives of
our own lives, which enable us to construe what we are and where
we're headed. If we were to revise that story by interpreting its events
from a different point of view, much might change. That is why nar-
rative, considered a form of entertainment when studied as literature,
is a battleground when actualized in newspapers, biography, and
history.

Viewed against this backdrop, my own discussion of narrative is rel-
atively narrow. I have attempted to review theories of literary narra-
tion proposed by critics during the past two decades, with occasional
reference to earlier theories and other disciplines. Even this circum-
scribed area is difficult to summarize in a single book. As Seymour
Chatman notes in Story and Discourse, “libraries bulge with studies of
specific genres” and aspects of narrative theory, but “there are few
books in English on the subject of narrative in general.” Increasing
specialization results from the complexity of the problems revealed by
previous literary research, as well as the introduction of analytic mod-
els drawn from other disciplines. When translations from French,
German, and Russian are added to the writings of English and Ameri-
can theorists, the only alternative to few books on narrative in general
might appear to be none at all.

Yet Chatman produced one, drawing together the results of struc-
turalist studies during the fifteen years preceding its publication in
1978; and Dorrit Cohn’s Transparent Minds, a comprehensive study of
the presentation of consciousness in narrative, appeared the same
year. Since then we have had translations of Gérard Genette’s Narra-
tive Discourse, and Franz Stanzel’s Theory of Narrative . . . but already I
am dwindling into bibliography, which belongs at the back of the
book. My own attempt to encompass the subject differs from these
books in two respects; it surveys a wider range of materials, and it jux-
taposes them, rather than subsuming them in an integrated theory.
Since the disadvantages of such broad and unsystematic treatment are
apparent, it will require some justification; but first I will indicate
what areas of narrative theory the following pages treat.

The introductory chapter begins with an account of the predomi-
nant theories of the novel in the years before 1960, glances back to
their antecedents in the early part of the century, and then introduces
the critics and trends to be discussed in subsequent chapters. The sec-
ond and third concern the two issues that have been most crucial in
the development of recent theories of narrative: the changes of per-
spective that result from studying narrative in general rather than

10
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the novel, and from viewing realism as a literary convention rather
than as a trustworthy representation of life. The latter topic involves
reference to what may prove to be the most important development
in narrative theory during the next few years: its application to the
study of history, biography, autobiography, and psychoanalysis.
Chapter 4 discusses the attempts of structuralists and others to iden-
tify the conventions governing narrative sequences, whether fictional
or factual. The most influential exponents of structural analysis—
Roland Barthes, Genette, and Chatman-—are the subject of chapter
5.

Between the story and the reader is the narrator, who controls what
will be told and how it will be perceived. Point of view, which Ameri-
can and German critics consider the defining feature of narration,
has taken on renewed importance in the past few years, and recent
studies of the subject are the topic of chapter 6. In chapter 7, point of
view is treated as one aspect of narrative communication from an au-
thor to readers who may or may not share the same assumptions and
conventions of interpretation. Chapters 4 to 7 thus progress from ab-
stract, “grammatical” models of narrative analysis to models based on
convention and communication. The eighth chapter concerns the
ways in which such narrative forms as parody and metafiction step
outside theoretical frames of reference, and then returns to the basic
questions that constitute the entire field of study: the specific charac-
teristics of fiction and narrative.

To discuss literary theories without showing how they can be ap-
plied is difficult, if not useless, but to mention in passing how they ap-
ply to a wide range of works with which some readers may not be fa-
miliar is pointless. As an unsatisfactory compromise, I have applied
the theories discussed to a series of stories on the traditional folk mo-
tf of “the lover’s gift regained” and Katherine Mansfield’s “Bliss”
(these appear in the appendix), and to Ernest Hemingway’s “The
Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” and The Adventures of Huckle-
berry Finn. Repeated analysis of the same examples makes it possible
to compare and evaluate theories.

By means of the annotated bibliography and the figures inter-
spersed in the text, I attempt to compensate for two of the shortcom-
ings attendant on an effort to survey a vast field: inadequate repre-
sentation of the theories discussed, and cursory treatment of the
differences between them. The proliferation of technical terms in
narrative theory does not result from carelessness or the needless
coinage of new words to replace others already in circulation. The
purposes, and hence the analytic frameworks of the theorists, differ;

11
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they are not commensurate, and there is no way to reduce their ideas
to a common vocabulary without effacing what is of particular value
in each. In providing tabular comparisons of the terms they use, I
have sometimes displaced their words toward a common frame of ref-
erence, but have more often highlighted their differences.

Attempting to catch the point and tone of each theorist, I would
have them address each other; in some cases I make them proleptic
commenters on theories that did not exist when they wrote. My inten-
tion in doing so is not to stir up trouble but to stimulate the curiosity
of readers and steer them toward the essays and books I discuss. The
disadvantages of such fragmentary treatment of complex theories are
obvious. In defense of the method, I can offer only the following
comments.

Within each theory, whether overtly or implicitly, there is the op-
posing voice of another theoretical perspective. The theorist has been
incited into thought by the thought of another; the arena in which the
two interact is the virtual space between theories that, in its entirety,
makes up the context of criticism. The expository method that pro-
vides a complete and accurate account of a theory helps confirm its in-
tegrity and its isolation from others. Thus it reproduces the genial
gesture of deference or dismissal through which critics avoid contro-
versy, on the assumption that it is an ill-mannered and ill-tempered
activity. But what could a theory be, other than a necessary step on the
path to dialogue; and why would it be created, if not as a reply to an-
other or an answer to a question? It is a sense of narrative theory as a
whole, of the issues animating its lively debates and currently making
it the most interesting area of literary criticism, that I hope to capture,

Among the trends not mentioned that would ideally have received
at least cursory treatment are studies of themes and types, stylistics,
unreliable narration, semiotics, and discourse and text analysis. These
last are too technical for brief presentation. The same can be said of
detailed structural analysis of narrative, introduced in the fourth
chapter; but the writings of Jonathan Culler, Robert Scholes, and
Chatman have already made them accessible to a wide audience. One
of the most significant recent books on narrative, Fredric Jameson’s
The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, does not
lend itself to summary; not having discussed it, I recommend it to
readers, along with William Dowling’s Jameson, Althusser, Marx: An In-
troduction to “The Political Unconscious.”

For supplying unpublished materials important to my work, I am
indebted to Dorrit Cohn, Ann Harleman Stewart, and Richard Shel-
don. A sabbatical leave granted by the University of Toledo provided

12
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time necessary for research and writing. Thomas Pavel and Lubomir
Dolezel kindly responded to requests for comments on portions of the
manuscript; in an undertaking that provided endless possibilities for
making mistakes, they have saved me from a few. Students contrib-
uted to such clarity as I have been able to attain by asking the right
questions; I ended up asking some of them questions, and four (Nich-
olas Conrad, Deborah Resnick, Joseph Cothrell, and Johnson Nwa-
buwe) provided answers that I have used in the following pages.
Those who have taught me most of what I know about narrative are
the critics whose ideas make up the substance of this book. I can only
offer them my gratitude and apologies for not having represented
them more fully and accurately. Comments by readers for Cornell
University Press have made the text better than it would otherwise
have been; Kay Scheuer, senior manuscript editor, and Patricia Ster-
ling provided meticulous editing. I am grateful to Claude Bremond
for permission to reproduce the diagram from “Morphology of the
Folktale” that appears in Figure 4b.

To minimize the clutter of documentation, I have eliminated foot-
notes. The sources for references in the text can be found in the bibli-
ography, which is subdivided by chapter and section.

WALLACE MARTIN
Toldeo, Ohio
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