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Prof. Scanlan
Narrative

Definition 1:  the representation of an event or a series of events.

Definition 2: The recounting of one or more real or fictitious events communicated by one or more narrators to one or more narratees.

Etymology of the word narrative:

The historian Hayden White says that the word narrative goes back to the ancient Sanskrit “gna,” a root term that means “know,” and [our current meaning of narrative]comes down to us through Latin words for both “knowing” (“gnarus”) and “telling” (“narro”). This etymology catches the two sides of narrative. It is a universal tool for knowing as well as telling, for absorbing knowledge as well as expressing it. This knowledge, moreover, is not necessarily static. Narrative can be, and often is, an instrument that provokes active thinking and helps us work through problems, even as we tell about them or hear them being told. But, finally, it is also important to note that narrative can be used to deliver false information; it can be used to keep us in darkness and even encourage us to do things we should not do. 

Examples:
1. 

The king died.

The king died and the queen grieved.

The king died and the queen grieved for many years. Then one day she looked out of her palace window and said to her generals: “I will lead this country to greatness.”

2.
The child fell down. After a while she got up and ran, until at last, seeing her mother, she burst into tears: “I fell down,” she cried. “There, there,” said her mother. “That must have hurt.”

The child fell down. She sat where she had fallen, her eyes frightened, her lower lip trembling. She rubbed her knee. Was it bleeding? No, but the skin was scraped. Where was her mother? Carefully, she got to her feet and started running.
“There, there,” said her mother, “that must have hurt.” In the following months, the child fell often. But slowly she acquired confidence and eventually stopped falling altogether. Indeed, as a young woman, the assurance of her step would command attention whenever she entered a roomful of people – people who would have found it hard to imagine that this was once a little girl who fell down all the time.

Quotes:

Paul Auster (Brooklyn-base novelist):  “A child’s need for stories is as fundamental as his need for food.”

Peter Brooks (literary scholar at Yale University): “Our very definition a human beings is very much bound up with the stories we tell about our own lives and the world in which we live.”

Frederic Jameson (literary scholar at Duke University): “The all-informing process of narrative [is] the central function or instance of the human mind.”

Jean-Francois Lyotard (French philosopher): narrative is “the quintessential form of customary knowledge.”

--Adapted from The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, by H. Porter Abbot. Cambridge, The Cambridge UP, 2002. 1-13.

