NARRATIVE AND NARRATOLOGY
Introduction
Stories are among humanity's oldest forms of expression. Whether found in myths,
epics, novels, short stories, biographies, or films, every story depends upon

narrative, the act of telling events in a meaningful sequence.

The academic study of how narratives are constructed, organized, and interpreted is
called narratology.

Definition of Narrative
A narrative is an account of a sequence of events involving characters, actions, and
settings, presented by a narrator. Narratives may be fictional, historical,

autobiographical, mythical, or factual.

A narrative is distinguished from a mere list of events because the events are
connected through cause, effect, and meaning.

Essential Elements of Narrative
Every narrative normally includes the following components:

A. Narrator: The person or voice that tells the story. The narrator may be in first
person, third person; or be omniscient, limited, reliable, or unreliable.

B. Characters: The people who perform the actions. Narratives generally distinguish
between protagonists, antagonists, major characters, and minor characters.

C. Plot: The arrangement of events. A narrative is not merely what happens, but how
events are organized.

D. Setting: The time and place in which events occur. Setting contributes to
atmosphere, realism, symbolism, etc.

E. Conflict: Conflict drives narrative. It may occur in various guises, like person vs
person, person vs society, person vs nature, or person vs self.

F. Theme: The central ideas explored through the narrative.



Story and Plot

One of the most important distinctions in narrative theory is between story and plot.
Story refers to the chronological sequence of events, while plot refers to the artistic
arrangement of those events.

A novelist may begin at the end, in the middle, or through flashback. The plot
therefore differs from the actual chronological order.

Narrative Structure
Many narratives follow a recognizable pattern:

Exposition

Introduction of characters and setting.
l

Rising Action

Conflicts develop.

l

Climax

The highest point of tension.
l

Falling Action
Consequences unfold.

l

Resolution

Conflicts are resolved.

Not every modern narrative follows this pattern, but it remains a useful model.
Narrative Time

Narratives manipulate time in many ways. Common techniques include flashback
(returning to an earlier event), flashforward (anticipating future events), summary
(long periods are narrated briefly), and pause (description interrupts the forward
movement of time.

Narratology

Narratology is the systematic study of narrative. Rather than interpreting one
specific story, narratology asks questions such as:

How are stories organized?
How do narrators influence readers?



How is time manipulated?
How are characters presented?
How do different narrative structures produce different meanings?

It seeks to identify the general principles common to all narratives.

Narratological theory relies heavily on Russian Formalism and French
Structuralism. Structural narratologists treat a narrative not as a representation of
life and the world, but as a purely formal construction, and they're especially
interested in how narrative discourse transforms a bare story (a mere chronological
sequence of events) into an organized, meaningful plot. The Russian Formalists
formalized this with two key terms: i. Fabula: the raw, elemental materials of a story
(the events in their "natural" chronological order) and ii. Syuzhet: the concrete
arrangement/representation actually used to tell that story (which might, for
instance, begin in medias res or use flashbacks).

The broader aim is to identify the rules or codes of composition that underlie diverse
plot-forms, and to formulate a kind of "grammar" of narrative, recurring structures
and formulas that show up across many different stories, regardless of their subject
matter. Gérard Genette, in Narrative Discourse (1980) and Figures of Literary
Discourse (1982), is singled out as an especially influential figure, analyzing the
complex relationships between a story and the discourse used to narrate it, and
greatly refining the treatment of point of view.

Narratological thinking has also been applied beyond literature proper. Historian
Hayden White argued (in Metahistory, 1973) that even historical writing is not a
simple, neutral representation of facts, but is shaped by the imposition of cultural
narrative patterns onto events.

Major Narratologists

Vladimir Propp: Studied Russian folktales and identified recurring character
functions.

Roland Barthes: Analysed the structure of narrative codes.

Gérard Genette: Developed influential theories concerning narrative order, duration,
frequency, and focalization.

Tzvetan Todorov: Proposed that many narratives move from:
equilibrium

!

disruption



!

restored equilibrium.

Importance of Narratology

Narratology helps readers analyse narrative technique, compare different stories,
understand narrative structure, and appreciate literary craftsmanship. It has become
an important branch of modern literary theory.

Common Student Mistakes

Mistake 1: Thinking narrative means only novels. Narratives occur in poetry,
drama, history, films, and oral storytelling.

Mistake 2: Believing plot and story are identical. A story is chronological, while plot
is an artistic arrangement.



