
NNarrative
A narrative is a story, told by a narrator about events which may be factual, fictional, or

mythical. These attributes of narrative vary historically. The earliest references to narra-

tive define it as ‘‘That part of a deed or document which contains a statement of the

relevant or essential facts’’ (mC16–eC19). This meaning derives from the L rhetorical

term narratio, which was used to describe ‘‘that part of a speech or discourse in which the

facts are presented.’’ This implies a distinction between the presentation of ‘‘facts’’ and

other parts of a speech or discourse in which the ‘‘moral’’ or ‘‘conclusion’’ is presented

(Wales, 2001: 264). This usage is still prevalent in law courts where it is used of parts of

a judicial, defense, or prosecution summation. Yet narrative has also been contrasted with

the notion of factually based argument in being used to describe someone who is ‘‘garrul-

ous or talkative,’’ particularly old men: ‘‘the tattling quality of age, which . . . is always

narrative’’ (C17 and eC18). The eC17 also sees the term being used to refer to ‘‘a

consecutively developed story’’ and, by the mC20, this has become the dominant usage,

one applying whether the story is told in words, performance on stage, the gestures of

mime, or pictures.

C20 uses of ‘‘narrative’’ have also been affected by its relations to myth. As Raymond

Williams notes, this term ‘‘came into English as late as eC19’’ and meant ‘‘a fable or story

or tale, later contrasted with logos and historia.’’ Myth was always to do with ‘‘fabulous

narration’’ (Williams, 1983: 210–12). As a consequence of being used ‘‘negatively as a

contrast to fact, history and science,’’ it has come to be associated with ‘‘the difficult

modern senses of imagination, creative and fiction’’ (p. 212). Narrative came to have
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similar connotations through its connections with myth (as story or tale) and in the lC20

the difference between apparently timeless narratives of the mythical or fictional kind

and the legitimating, time- and history-bound grand narratives of history and science

became the focus of Jean François Lyotard’s work on the condition of knowledge in

postmodernism. Whereas science had once been in conflict with narratives, considering

them mere fables, modern science had in fact woven a series of narratives about itself.

‘‘I will use the term modern,’’ Lyotard writes, ‘‘to designate any science that legitimates

itself with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind making an explicit appeal to some

grand narrative, such as . . . the emancipation of the rational or working subject’’ (Lyotard,

1984: xxiii). If postmodernism has challenged these grand narratives, Lyotard contends

that narrative is still essential to science, seeing ‘‘the little narrative [petit recit]’’ as ‘‘the

quintessential form of imaginative invention, most particularly in science’’ (p. 60).

Lyotard’s work recognized the centrality of narrative to all human activity and commu-

nication. It also identified the productive aspect of narrative, the fact that narrative is a

way of constructing, not just representing, realities and selves. This recognition became

central to a cultural politics of narrative, initially in debates about history (White, 1973)

and subsequently in feminist (Butler, 1990) and postcolonial theory (Bhabha, 1990a),

radical educational theory (Freebody, Muspratt, and Dwyer, 2001), and critical discourse

analysis (Fairclough, 1995). In these varied contexts, challenging legitimated narratives

and offering alternative stories came to be seen as a way of contesting the power of

institutions to offer their own versions of the world as the only legitimate versions.

All of this work owes something to the academic study of narrative (narratology),

which derives from the much earlier traditions of formalism (Propp, 1968) and structur-

alism (Barthes, 1979). Vladimir Propp’s work on the Russian fairy-tale involved a typical

kind of narrative grammar or poetics. He was able to show that the abstract system which

made possible the generation of a wide variety of stories was in fact very simple, consisting

of a small number of roles (character types), functions (actions or events significant to the

plot), and ways of combining these. In later forms of narrative analysis (Genette, 1980),

distinctions are made between what is being told – the actual chronological sequence of the

events being narrated, called histoire by Genette – and the plot structure constructed by

the teller – the order of events as told, which Genette calls récit. The act of storytelling

itself is called énunciation.

A further important distinction is made between what is integral to the fictional world of

the narrative, called the diegesis, and what is external to that world – the extra- or non-

diegetic. The principal parts of a narrative – setting (or orientation), complication

(something that sets off the narrative train of events), climax (when events come to a

head, as when the hero and villain join in direct combat), denouement (resolution; for

example, the hero wins), and coda (or closing act, as in ‘‘and they all lived happily ever

after’’) (Toolan, 1988), as well as dialogue, and, in the case of visual or filmic narrative,

elements such as mise-en-scène, or sound – may all be integral to the narrative world and
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are thus a part of the diegesis. However, as soon as an author steps out of that frame and

speaks directly to the reader (or a character directly addresses the camera in a film), for

example, what is occurring is non-diegetic, although still a part of the reader/viewer’s

experience of the narrative as a whole.

The reader/viewer is sometimes called the narratee, but there may also be a narratee —

in the sense of the person to whom the story is told – within the narrative. Miranda

listening to her father’s story at the beginning of The Tempest is a case in point. It is often

difficult to distinguish such a narratee from the implied reader, who, as Umberto Eco has

argued, is implicit in every text, which he sees as ‘‘a lazy machine asking the reader to do

some of its work’’ (Eco, 1994: 3). The implied reader is a model reader, a ‘‘sort of ideal

type whom the text not only foresees as a collaborator but also tries to create’’ (p. 9). The

actual or empirical reader is different and does not necessarily follow the text’s or the

narrative’s instructions. An early example of the role of the reader at work in dialogue with

a narrative text is offered by Roland Barthes in his account of reading in S/Z (1975), a

study of Balzac’s short story Sarrasine.

This critical vocabulary has been incorporated into the analysis of all kinds of spoken

and written narratives, visual, film, and media texts in a broad-ranging literature (Hartley,

1982; Heath, 1983; Metz, 1981; Silverstone, 1985) which, by engaging with the analysis

of storying in a mass-mediated society, has demonstrated how necessary the continued

understanding of the link between narrative and myth – and the deconstruction of the

apparent naturalness of both – still are.

Terry Threadgold

See: SIGN, TEXT, WRITING.

Nation
‘‘Bonaparte made kings; England makes nations.’’ William Bentinck’s proclamation (cit.

Peabody, 1996: 209) on landing with his forces at Palermo in 1811 had the immediate

aim of fostering the growth of Italian nationalism and enlisting its support in the British

campaign against French and Austrian power in the Italian peninsula. But it also appealed

to the romantic view of nations, as having a life of their own and a right to manage their

own affairs, which had been influential in, and actively promoted by, the French Revolution

in the years before Napoleon seized power. The abbé Sieyès (1789) defined ‘‘nation’’ as ‘‘a

union of individuals governed by one law, and represented by the same law-making

assembly’’ – which implied not only that every nation should have a state of its own (or

at least a substantial measure of self-government) but also that it could be seen as a

legitimate source of political authority. The suggestion that this earlier French commit-

ment to self-determination for all nations had been betrayed gave added force to
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