WAYS OF READING – NARRATIVE
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LECTURE 6: Narrative and History
1. We should investigate narrative in all its aspects of story, text, narration and reading in history, in order to understand history models of intelligibility, which are brought to bear on narrative fiction, either in the writing or the reading of the narrative fiction text. Models derived from history relate to the temporal axis or chronology of story as well as the spatial axis of the fictional world, that is, the location for the events in the fiction.
Novelists, 'anxious to give an air of history to their fictions, accept the space and time of the historian and try to observe this rule wherever their narratives do impinge on those of the historian'. Lionel Gossman, 'History and Literature: Reproduction or Signification', p. 30.
2. Positivist history envisages the discipline as closely allied in epistemology and methodology to the natural sciences. It 'purports to be a model of structures and processes that are long past'. Hayden White, 'The Historical Text as Literary Artifact', p.42. Positivist history makes the following two kinds of distinction between history and narrative fiction.

a. Epistemological: in narrative fiction events exist only in the text, whereas in historical narratives they can be truthfully represented as having actually occurred in the real past. In his Poetics Aristotle locates this distinction in the fact that the historian speaks of what has happened, the poet of the kind of thing that can happen.
b. Formal: events of the past are represented in historical narratives differently to the way in which events are represented in narrative fiction. According to the Poetics the plot in fiction is, or ought to be, unified and complete, composed of necessary events. By contrast the events of history are over a short period disparate, belonging to many actions or plots, and over the long period they tend to no one end. They are therefore disunited and lack unity of purpose. In Aristotle's view they can be faithfully represented only in terms of their chronological succession or simultaneity.
3. Objections to the postitivist theory of history:

a. Epistemological: the model cannot be subjected to either experimental or observational controls. 

b. Formal: To write a chronicle is not to write history. To write history is not only to cast the events of the past into chronological order, but also to introduce coherence and explanation, whereby the reader of the historical narrative may understand the significance of the events of the past. Part of the coherence which historians look for in historical events is causality. In narrative fiction, the two kinds of combination between events in story are chronology and causality. History is a narrative discipline, which involves casting events in the mould of story, seeing and narrating those events from the perspectives of a narrator or focalizer, and writing those events in texts.

4. ‘… no given set of events attested by the historical record constitutes a story manifestly finished and complete. This is as true of the events that constitute the life of an individual as it is of an institution, a nation, or a whole people. We do not live stories, even if we give our lives meaning by retrospectively casting them in the form of stories’ (Hayden White, ‘The Historical Text as Literary Artifact’, p. 43).

Hayden White identifies the stories which historians tell from the ways in which the 'events' he finds in their plots are treated by the historian. White calls the historian's treatment 'emplotment', which he defines as 'the encodation of the facts contained in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot-structures' (Hayden White, ‘The Historical Text as Literary Artifact’, p. 46).
5. Story and Text: 

Hayden White's theory of emplotment: 'the encodation of the facts contained in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot-structures'. White, 'The Historical Text as Literary Artifact', p.46.

6. The events of the past, like the events in the fictional text, require models of intelligibility in order to be interpreted. As with narrative fiction the choice of frames can also create gaps in the intelligibility of the events narrated because clashes between the frames may give rise to further questions. Writing history is a process of testing classificatory hypotheses about events. This is not dissimilar to reading narrative fiction as a continuous process of forming hypotheses, reinforcing them, developing them, modifying them, and sometimes replacing them by others or dropping them altogether.
Past-oriented delays, in which the events of the past become intelligible later in the story, do occur in modern histories as well as fiction, in for example histories of science. Histories of science are often narrated as narratives of discovery and progress, in which the significance of observations early in that narrative only becomes fully disclosed and intelligible 'in the light' of later observations, to which the earlier are believed to have been steps along the way. The consequence of this narrative for the history of science is that scientific discourse and observation are not understood in the ways in which they would have been understood in the historical context in which they emerged. Rather, they are understood retrospectively from the point of view of modern science.

‘Only some of the waves on the immense river of the past are visible to the historian, ... and, in addition, the historian's perception is determined by his own situation, so that events are often torn out of the dense and complex web of their contemporary relations in order to be set in a pattern constructed retrospectively by the historian.’ (Gossman, ‘History and Literature’, p. 19)

The anthropological work of Clifford Geertz, among others, argues that 'the facts of life are less artless than they look, that both particular cultures and the observers of these cultures are inevitably drawn to a metaphorical [and narrative] grasp of reality, that anthropological interpretation must address itself less to the mechanics of customs and institutions than to the interpretive constructions the members of a society apply to their experiences' (Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), p.4).
7. Perspectives on events of the past: 

a. historian
b. initial experiencers and recorders of events

c. narrator and focalizer in the historical narrative

Gossman, ‘History and Literature’, p. 16, argues that the goal eighteenth-century history set itself was ‘to recast the mere succession or juxtaposition of chronicle narrative in the same way that the masters of perspective had transformed painting. Instead of being placed in immediate relation to the object of narration, the reader, like the narrator, was to be placed at a distance from it, so that it appeared to him as if it were situated in a framed and closed space upon which he could look out, as through a window.

Subsequent reflection on history has been preoccupied with discovering a more comprehensive theory of historical objectivity which is capable of subsuming the vicarious subjectivity implied by point of view. But it has struggled in this endeavour against the double bind of point of view. If one is involved in the events then one is likely to understand them only partially, whereas if one is detached, the very distance between the events and the observer creates perspective.
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