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Seminar 2a Discussion Framework

NARRATIVE

Structural Analysis of Narratives
Preparatory Reading

Roland Barthes, ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative’, trans. By Lionel Duisit, New Literary History, Vol. 6, No. 2, On Narrative and Narratives (Winter, 1975), pp. 237-272. Republished as ‘Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives’, Image, Music, Text (Fontana: 1977). UWTSD Library, on the Lampeter campus, holds seven copies.
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (London: Routledge, 1989). UWTSD Library, Lampeter, holds eight copies. Students may wish to obtain a personal copy of this work, which is referenced extensively in the seminar notes below.
1.
The structure of integral aspects of narrative 
Narrative is composed of events, of things that happen. In a narrative several events may occur simultaneously, but a list of simultaneous events, without precedence or succession would not constitute a narrative, because in a narrative, events must precede or succeed other events. Sequentiality is a definitive aspect of narrative. Moreover for the events of a narrative to be arranged sequentially or simultaneously requires a medium, which is the text, the only aspect of narrative that is directly available to the reader.
 We have no unmediated access to the story of events described by a narrative text; we must reconstruct it from the text itself. In order that the text tell a story, a teller of the story is required; a voice, a narrator and of course a writer. ‘Unless [the text] told a story it would not be a narrative, and without being narrated or written it would not be a text’.
 So narrative is the narration in a text of a succession of events (a story). 
2.
Story
Some definitions of story propose that it is made of separable components which may be analysed in isolation and in relation to each other. ‘Such a view justifies attempts to disengage a form from the substance of the narrated content, a specific narrative form.’
 For Russian formalists this may result in an immanent story structure or paraphrase recovered from the content, language and literary style of specific stories. Though literary works inevitably lose something in paraphrase, some argue that there is also a gain. The abstraction of story has given rise to the notion of narrative grammar, homologous or parallel in structure and formation to linguistic grammar, with a division between deep and surface structure. Just as a language may produce an infinite set of sentences by transforming a finite number of deep-structure rules regarding the composition of phrases, so it is possible to reduce the numerous ways in which the same thing may be said in the surface structure of narrative fiction. In Morphology of the Folktale (1928), Vladimir Propp identifies thirty one simple episodes or ‘functions’, each of which constitutes an action involving protagonists. These include ‘a difficult task is proposed to the hero’, ‘the task is resolved’, ‘the hero is married and ascends the throne’, and so on.
3.
Roland Barthes’s structural analysis of narratives
While it is easy to see how these functions may combine to produce the story of a folktale, this form of analysis soon found its way into the study of other kinds of literature, for, according to Roland Barthes, in his ‘Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative’, first published in French in 1966: 

[F]ar from abandoning of any idea of dealing with narrative on the grounds of its universality, there should have been (from Aristotle on) a periodic interest in narrative form and it is normal that the newly developing structuralism should make this form one of its first concerns – is not structuralism’s constant aim to master the infinity of utterances [paroles] by describing the “language” [“langue”] of which they are the products and from which they can be generated. Faced with the infinity of narratives, the multiplicity of standpoints – historical, psychological, sociological, ethnological, aesthetic, etc. – from which they can be studies, the analyst finds himself in more or less the same situation as Saussure confronted by the heterogeneity of language [langage] and seeking to extract a principle of classification and a central focus for description from the apparent confusion of the individual messages.

Whereas linguistics does not concern itself with any unit of language larger than the sentence, Barthes nevertheless proposes for discourse, to which narrative belongs, a ‘grammar’ and a secondary, homological relation to the sentence, and therefore a ‘second linguistics’, which, he says, ‘once bore a glorious name, that of Rhetoric’.
 Literature then, is seen as ‘as a sort of privileged vehicle of narrative’, while sharing an identity with language: ‘language never ceases to accompany discourse, holding up to it the mirror of its own structure – does not literature, particularly today, make a language of the very conditions of language?’

4.
Levels of meaning in Barthes’s structural analysis
Barthes postulates levels of meaning in narrative, such that units of meaning have two types of relations: ‘distributional (if the relations are situated on the same level) and integrational (if they are grasped from one level to the next)’.
 In this context, Barthes’s critical observations on ‘The Purloined Letter’, by Edgar Allan Poe, are worth remembering for when the course progresses to the field of psychoanalysis and subjectivity, when required reading will include critical developments upon these observations by Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and Barbara Johnson.
Barthes proposes three levels of description in the narrative work:

1. ‘Functions’ (‘in the sense this word has in Propp’);

2. ‘Actions’ (‘in the sense this word has in Greimas when he talks of characters as actants’);

3. ‘Narration’ (‘which is roughly the level of “discourse” in Todorov’; i.e. ‘comprising the tenses, aspects, and modes of the narrative’, as distinct from the ‘logic of actions’ and ‘“syntax” of characters’, which Todorov regards as aspects of ‘story’.

4.1.
Functions
Given the integrational perspective, meaning, says Barthes, must be the criterion of the unit. Therefore the smallest narrative units are called ‘functions’ because it is the functional nature of certain segments of the story that makes them units.
 There are said to be two basic principles of distributional combination between things that happen in a narrative and these are temporal succession and causality, represented by the terms ‘catalyzers’, which are only consecutive units, and ‘cardinal functions’ or ‘nuclei’, which are both consecutive and consequential. Like other events or ‘functions’, ‘indices’ may be consecutive or consequential, but their relation to their correlate is not distributional (horizontal) but rather integrational (vertical), for they provide the reader with information with which it becomes possible to understand the meaning of the story; they may be psychological indices in that they concern the characters, or they may be notations of ‘atmosphere’, or they may signify the ‘actions’ of the characters or something relating to the narration. Indices, or at least ‘indices’ proper rather than ‘informants’, are said to ‘refer to a signified, not to an “operation.”’

Barthes further distinguishes ‘functions’ and ‘indices’, and in doing so draws on Jakobson’s analysis of the metaphoric and metonymic poles of language, thus:

The ratification of indices is “higher up,” sometimes even remaining virtual, outside of any explicit syntagm (the “character” of a narrative agent may very well never be explicitly named while yet being constantly indexed), is a paradigmatic ratification. That of functions, by contrast, is always “further on,” is a syntagmatic ratification. Functions and indices thus overlay another classic distinction: functions involve metonymic relata, indices metaphoric relata; the former correspond to a functionality of doing, the latter to a functionality of being.
As Barthes points out, the main concern of those trying to work towards a structure of narrative (at about the time of his writing) was what Barthes calls the cardinal function, for ‘it defines the very framework of the narrative (expansions [such as are achieved by catalyzers, indices, and informants] can be deleted, nuclei cannot)’.
 But whereas Propp is described as having been ‘totally committed to the idea of the irreducibility of the chronological order’, Barthes argues that in narrative, time is ‘a “realist,” referential illusion’; he gives primacy to the logical over the chronological in the combination of cardinal functions and asks whether there is an atemporal logic lying behind the temporality of narrative.
 The exploration of this question yields the notion of sequences of cardinal functions bundled together logically in homogeneous groups, which ‘can be imagined as forming part of an inner metalanguage for the reader (or listener) who can grasp every logical succession of actions as a nominal whole’.
 Moreover, any function which initiates a sequence such as betrayal, struggle, or seduction, prescribes from the moment it appears, in the name to which it gives rise, the entire process of the sequence, which the reader constructs having ‘learned it from all the narratives which have fashioned in us the language of narrative’.
 Due to the integrational axis of narrative, the sequence, ‘enclosed on its function, subsumed under a name,’ ‘constitutes a new unit, ready to function as a simple term in another, more extensive sequence’:
A whole network of subrogations structures the narrative in this way, from the smallest matrices to the largest functions. What is in question here, of course, is a hierarchy that remains within the functional level: it is only when it has been possible to widen the narrative out step by step […] that functional analysis is over – the pyramid of functions then touches the next level (that of Actions). There is both a syntax within the sequences and a (subrogating) syntax between the sequences together.


4.2.
Actions
Barthes writes, ‘From its very outset, structural analysis has shown the utmost reluctance to treat the character as an essence, even merely for purposes of classification’. For example, in Morphology of the Folktale, ‘Propp reduced them to a simple typology based not on psychology but on the unity of the actions assigned them by the narrative (Donor of a magical agent, Helper, Villain, etc.).’
 ‘Propp insists that the study of what is done should precede “the questions of who does it and how it is done”.’

On the one hand, the characters (whatever one calls them – dramatis personae or actants) form a necessary plane of description, outside of which the slightest reported “actions” cease to be intelligible; so that it can be said that there is not a single narrative in the world without “characters,” or at least without agents. Yet on the other hand, these – extremely numerous – “agents” can be neither described nor classified in terms of “persons” – whether the “person” be considered as a purely historical form, limited to certain genres (those most familiar to us it is true), in which case it is necessary to leave out of account the very large number of narratives (popular tales, modern texts) comprising agents but not persons, or whether the “person” is declared to be no more than a critical rationalization foisted by our age on pure narrative agents. Structural analysis, much concerned not to define characters in terms of psychological essences, has so far striven, using various hypotheses, to define a character not as a “being” but as a “participant.”

Important, then, for structural analysis, is ‘the definition of the character according to participation in a sphere of actions, these spheres being few in number, typical, and classifiable’. The level of Actions consists not of ‘the trifling acts which form the tissue of the first level but […] the major articulations of praxis (desire, communication, struggle)’.
 One may perhaps object that through this classification Barthes reduces the minutiae of significance and meaning that readers may draw from the actions of characters, from various perspectives, to a limited number of categories. Indeed, in a section entitled ‘The problem of the subject’, Barthes acknowledges some of the difficulty. He proceeds, however, to propose that ‘characters, as units of the actional level, find their meaning (their intelligibility) only if integrated in the third level of description, here called the level of Narration’.

5.
Character and event
A more traditional view of character and action places emphasis upon their interdependence. Henry James, in his essay ‘The art of fiction’, asks, ‘What is character but the determination of incident? What is incident but the illustration of character?’
 Notions of individuality and psychological depth inform the view that ‘the most successful and “living” characters are richly delineated autonomous wholes, clearly distinguished from others by physical and psychological characteristics’.
 But in Formalist and Structuralist analyses, literary characters cease to resemble human beings; they are only ‘nodes in the verbal design’ of the text. However, according to Rimmon-Kenan, they are much more than this in the story: ‘in the story they are - by definition - non (or pre-) verbal abstractions, constructs. Although these constructs are by no means human beings in the literal sense of the word, they are partly modelled on the reader’s conception of people and in this they are person-like.’
 Perhaps a more differentiated model of character is one which ranges between flat characters, structured around a single idea or action, and characters which are constructed around a complex of qualities, actions, ideas and ‘inner life’.
6.
Story order and text order
The difference between the order in which the novel’s narrator chooses to tell the events and the order in which they can be understood by the reader to have occurred is a difference that is theoretically interesting. “Story” can be defined simply as a narrative or tale recounting a series of events, but a more narratological definition would be the narrated events, abstracted from their disposition in the text and reconstructed in their chronological order, duration, and frequency; that is, how we assume them to have occurred in the fictional “world” created by the narrative. “Plot” is a particular selection and (re-)ordering of these (series of) events; that is, the ordering of events in the narrative text. The plot is not without causality and temporality; it is not a mere succession of signs; indeed events may be arranged in the plot in order to emphasise causality. 
7.
Analepsis and prolepsis
There are several ways in which the discrepancies between the order of events in the story and the order of events in the text, and therefore the plot, can be described. However, for the position of an event in the text and in the story, there are really only two possible discrepancies; two ways in which the narrator may disrupt the order of events as they can be imagined to have actually occurred in the story. These are the narration of a story-event at a point in the text after later events in the story have been told, which is analepsis, and secondly, the narration of a story-event at a point in the text before earlier events in the story have been mentioned, which is prolepsis.
 Further qualifications of these discrepancies between story-order and text-order, or plot, are also possible. Either analepsis or prolepsis may be either ‘homodiegetic’ or ‘heterodiegetic’. Homodiegesis is the provision of information about character, event or story at that point in the text, whereas heterodiegesis is the provision of information about any of these at another point in the text. Even further qualification is possible. An analepsis or a prolepsis is ‘external’ if it refers beyond the scope (in story-time) of the main story of the text, and ‘internal’ if it refers within this scope.
8.
Focalization
Focalization is the way in which the story is presented from a particular perspective, not necessarily that of the narrator who is responsible for the way in which the story is told.
 One can illustrate the distinction by considering the case of a narrator telling what a character sees. Although the narrator’s speech carries with it an opinion about what is seen, this is to be distinguished from that of a character, even though the narrator is, as it were, seeing through the eyes of that character. In such cases the centre of consciousness is in the third person (‘he/she’), from which the narrator is distinct. But even retrospective narratives narrated in the first person (‘I’) will often illicit a distinction between the perspective of the ‘I’ in the past and the opinions of the narrator in the present. We might emphasise the distinction with an opposition as follows: focalization or who sees in the text vs. narration or who speaks in the text

Focalization is a relational process of gaining a particular perspective on narrated events, characters or parts of the story. As such it has both a subject and an object: a focalizer, through which the event or character is seen, and a focalized, or that which is seen. The relation between the focalizer and the focalized varies. If the focalizer is a character in the story, then the distance which the focalizer may gain on the story is minimal, and therefore this kind of focalization is called ‘internal’. If, however, the focalizer is outside the story which it focalizes, as when the narrator of the story becomes the focalizer, then the focalization is ‘external’. Focalization becomes very interesting if the narrator is also a character in the story. In these focalization may be external, internal, or a mixture of both.

Focalization may be as though from within or as though from without. Internal focalization, which occurs when the focalizer is inside the story, does not necessarily imply that the focalized is seen from within. And similarly external focalization does not imply that the focalized is seen from without. An internal focalizer may gain no insight into an event or character despite being close to or involved with it. And an external focalizer may gain such insight despite being outside the story to which the focalized character or event belong.
Focalization is not a purely visual phenomenon, and frequently includes cognitive, emotive and ideological orientations. It nevertheless should be distinguished from these orientations if and when they belong to the narrator. The psychological aspects of focalization involve the cognitive and emotive orientation of the focalizer towards the focalized. The cognitive and emotive components of focalization may also be either ‘internal’ or ‘external’ in their relation to the story. They are internal when the focalizer has restricted knowledge or a subjective relation to the focalized, and they are external when the focalizer has unrestricted knowledge of or an objective relation to the focalized. The ideological facet of focalization may be described as a general system of viewing the world conceptually, in accordance with which the events and characters of the story are evaluated.
9.
Narration
Barthes argues that characters find their meaning only if integrated in the level of narration. However, Barthes resists existing conceptions of the narrator which, to him, ‘seem to consider narrator and characters as real – “living” – people (the unfailing power of this literary myth is well known), as though a narrative were originally determined at its referential level (it is a matter of equally “realist” conceptions)’.
 For Barthes, the narrator is an aspect of the text, so ‘the problem is not to introspect the motives of the narrator or the effects the narration produces on the reader, it is to describe the code by which narrator and reader are signified throughout the narrative itself’.

10.
Levels of narration
The various levels of narration were first proposed by Wayne Booth, and have subsequently been developed and refined. They might be imagined equally well as frames. At the uppermost level or outermost frame of narration, the ‘real author’ of a narrative fiction is its writer, not its narrator. Barthes’s structural analysis of narratives makes a three-fold distinction between the narrator ‘who speaks’ in the narrative, the writer who is only so when s/he is actually in the process of writing, and the person who is also the writer, but who possesses a distinguishable identity when not writing. 
The ‘implied author’, unlike the real author, but like the narrator, has no existence independent of the text. Unlike the narrator, however, the implied author has no voice but is an effect on the reader. This effect happens when the composition of the whole narrative fiction leads a reader to infer its overall design. Whereas a narrator has only his or her voice, the implied author is the imaginary origin of all the narrators, characters, story-lines and events of the fictional narrative. Although probably best considered as a set of implicit norms which govern the text, but often designated as ‘the author’s second self’, the implied author is who we imagine is responsible for the composition of the work, which is distinguishable from the real author who actually did write the work. Booth’s work suggests that ‘implied authors are often far superior in intelligence and moral standards to the actual men and women who are real authors’.
 The ‘implied reader’ is that reader implied by the text who has the kind of knowledge, sympathies, and beliefs the text requires its reader to have. The implied reader has the necessary fiction and non-fiction or reality models that are required to render the narrative intelligible.
On a separately analysable level, the voice in the narrative fiction which at the very least narrates its events and tells us about characters or engages in some activity serving the needs of narration is that of the narrator.
 The narratee is the one who is implicitly addressed by the narrator. The narrator-narratee level of narration may be related in two ways to the story. These two ways are temporal and subordinative: 
· The temporal relation of narration to story:

1. In the vast majority of narratives events are narrated, as it were, after they happen in the story. This is why the simple past, perfect, and imperfect tenses dominate narration, and this kind of narration is called ‘ulterior’. 
2. Occasionally as in biblical prophecies events may be narrated before they occur, and in the future tense. This is called ‘anterior narration’. It may occur in, and be confused with, prolepsis. Prolepsis refers to the relation between the order of events in the text and the order of the events in the story and it occurs only because of the perspective of the narrator, who knows the whole story. So the events narrated in a prolepsis can be assumed to have happened in the story, even though they happen later than events which have not yet been narrated. For this reason prolepses are often in the future perfect tense (‘will have done’). By contrast anterior narration is usually in the future (‘will do’) and really refers only to the tense of the narration.
· The subordinative relation of narration to story. 

The level of narrator and narratee is called the ‘extradiegetic level’, which literally translates as the level which is outside the story. A narrator on the extradiegetic level, immediately above or superior to the level of the first narrative and concerned with its narration, is called an ‘extradiegetic narrator’. A narrator at this level who does not remain outside the story, but is also a character within the story, that is, on the diegetic level, is called an ‘intradiegetic narrator’. A narrative fiction text may contain several narrators, who exist inside or outside the main story, for if a story involves as one of its events a character (A) telling a story, that character becomes a narrator. The ‘narratees’ of narrative fiction reflect this multiple positionality of the narrator, for the character (B) who listens to character-narrator (A) is a narratee. This narration occurs on the ‘diegetic level’, the level of the story, so character-narrator (A) is a ‘diegetic narrator’. But the story which is told by Character A to Character B is on the ‘hypodiegetic level’. This story too may contain characters who narrate stories to other characters, thus creating further levels of narration. For example, a ‘hypodiegetic narrator’ is one who narrates on the hypodiegetic level. It helps to remember that ‘Narration is always at a higher narrative level than the story it narrates’.

11.
The presence, perceptibility, and reliability of narrators
Narrators and narratees may be either absent from or present in the story they narrate, or which is narrated to them; and the degree of a narrator’s or narratee’s participation in the story s/he tells or hears varies considerably. ‘Omniscient narrators’ are entirely absent from, and above the story they narrate. Because of their lack of participation in the story they have access to knowledge unknown to narrators who are more involved in, or who actually participate as characters in, the stories they narrate.
A narrator and narratee may also be varyingly perceptible in a narration. A reader is often more aware of a narrator who is explicit, and about whom the reader has knowledge. But we are also made aware of the narrator’s ‘presence’ when the narrator directly communicates to the reader knowledge about a character or a place. Accounts of time-passage also tend to draw attention to the narrator who, as it were, felt obliged to make such an account. Such cases of increased perceptibility of the narrator tell us both about the story and the narrator. Some narrators explicitly draw attention to themselves, or to their narration, in some way, and in doing so tell us about themselves. Similarly they may explicitly draw attention to the narratee, perhaps by inferring the narratee’s answer to a question on the extradiegetic level, or, on the diegetic or any lower level, the narratee may draw attention to him/herself by actually answering the narrator’s question. 
Narrators and narratees may also be varyingly reliable. Unreliability of the narrator may result from the narrator’s personal involvement in the story, limited knowledge, or problematic value-scheme.
12.
Coda to the seminar
In a section entitled ‘The system of narrative’, Barthes distinguishes between narrative and non-narrative lyric poetry, and thus metaphor, in ways that may bring to mind Paul Ricoeur’s ‘Metaphor and the Main Problem of Hermeneutics’:

A lyric poem, for example, is simply the vast metaphor of a single signified and to summarize it is thus to give this signified, an operation so drastic that it eliminates the poem’s identity (summarized, lyric poems come down to the signifieds Love and Death) – hence the conviction that poems cannot be summarized. By contrast, the summary of a narrative (if conducted according to structural criteria) preserves the individuality of the message; narrative, in other words, is translatable without fundamental damage. What is untranslatable is determined only at the last, narrational, level.

On the ‘narrative situation’ (i.e. the situation in which narration occurs), Barthes writes:

It is indeed precisely in a display of the narrative that the units of the lower levels find integration: the ultimate form of the narrative, as narrative, transcends its contents and its strictly narrative forms (functions and actions). This explains why the narrational code should be the final level attainable by our analysis, other than by transgressing the rule of immanence on which the analysis is based. Narration can only receive its meaning from world which makes use of it: beyond the narrational level begins the world, other systems (social, economic, ideological) whose terms are no longer simply narratives but elements of a different substance (historical facts, determinations, behaviors, etc.). Just as linguistics stops at the sentence, so narrative analysis stops at discourse – from there it is necessary to shift to another semiotics.

On this course we shall proceed to explore the engagement of critical theory with some of those systems beyond the narrational level. Thus, for example, we shall trace the efforts of historiographical theorist Haydn White, to analyse the encodation of historical facts in the writing of history, and the work of Jacques Lacan to synthesise structuralism and psychoanalysis in such a way that the Unconscious is seen as structured like a language on account of language being at the centre of the human personality. In this Lacanian context the closing remarks of ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives’ can be read as anticipatory. Barthes also remarks on ‘a structural epiphenomenon’: ‘The reluctance to declare its codes characterizes bourgeois society and the mass culture issuing from it: both demand signs which do not look like signs.’
 Thus we shall in due course examine also the development successively within Marxism, New Historicism, and Cultural Materialism, of the analysis of the role of sign systems in the political or ideological construction of ‘subjects’, 
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