


Classical and/or Postclassical Narratology

Gerald Prince

THE ‘POSTCLASSICAL NARRATOLOGY’ category, if not the label,
and the distinction classical/postclassical were explicitly discussed for
the first time in a 1997 article by David Herman entitled “Scripts,

Sequences, and Stories: Elements of a Postclassical Narratology.” Two years
later, in the introduction to Narratologies: New Perspectives in Narrative
Analysis, a collection of articles edited by Herman, the narratologist under-
lined the distinction he had outlined, and he emphasized the postclassical
nature of the texts he had gathered. In 2005 Monika Fludernik took up this
distinction, while modulating it, in her “Histories of Narrative Theory (II):
From Structuralism to the Present.” There she sketched one or two histories
of the evolution of narratological studies and briefly characterized some
recent tendencies of narratology. Thus, it seems that the distinction proposed
by Herman was compelling enough to acquire mainstream (“historical”)
status in less than ten years.1

In what is called its classical phase, narratology may be viewed as a sci-
entifically motivated, structuralist inspired theory of narrative which exam-
ines what narratives have in common as well as what enables them to differ
narratively from one another. It refers back to Saussurean linguistics through
its interest in narrative langue rather than narrative paroles, what allows a nar-
rative to mean rather than what that narrative means. Particularly successful
in the 1960s and 1970s, it includes among its most famous representatives the
French or Francophonic founding fathers (Roland Barthes and the veritable
manifesto constituted by his “Introduction à l’analyse structurale des récits”),
Tzvetan Todorov (who coined the very term “narratologie” and defined it in
his Grammaire du Décaméron as the “science du récit”2), Gérard Genette
(probably the most influential of all narratologists), A. J. Greimas (and the
Semiotic School of Paris), Claude Bremond (and his Logique du récit), impor-
tant continuators like Mieke Bal or Seymour Chatman, distant cousins like
Wayne Booth or Franz Stanzel, and (Russian as well as Jamesian-American)
formalist or quasi-formalist ancestors. Indeed, classical narratology can itself
be characterized as formalist. It distinguishes conceptually between Gehalt
and Gestalt, matter and manner, or—to use Hjelmslevian terminology—sub-
stance and form. It locates the specificity of narrative as opposed to non-nar-
rative in the form (not the substance) of narrated content and narrating expres-
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sion. It argues that differences in form account for distinctly narrative differ-
ences between narrative texts. It takes as its domain all and only possible nar-
ratives, considers them synchronically instead of diachronically, and concen-
trates primarily, not to say exclusively, on questions of technique and poiesis
rather than authorial intentions, receiver reactions or contextual situations and
functions. Besides, it is also formalist in its view that the infinite variety of
narrative forms results from different combinations of a finite set of invariant
elements as well as in its commitment to the elaboration of a formal system
describing these combinations of elements.

Postclassical narratology, which does not have much of a French accent3

and which, according to Herman, begins to make a mark as early as the 1980s,
presents a relatively different profile. As suggested by its name and as under-
lined by Herman himself, it does not represent a negation or rejection of clas-
sical narratology but an extension, an expansion, a broadening, a refinement.
Postclassical narratology includes classical narratology as one of its decisive
stages or components, rethinks and recontextualizes it, exposes its limits but
exploits its possibilities, retains its bases, reevaluates its scope, and constitutes
a new version of an enterprise that, once upon a time, was new too. Postclas-
sical narratology asks the questions that classical narratology asked: what is
(a) narrative as opposed to (a) non-narrative? what are the possible kinds of
narrative? what increases or decreases narrativity? what influences its nature
and degree or, even, what makes a narrative narratable? But postclassical nar-
ratology also asks other questions: about the relation between narrative struc-
ture and semiotic form, about their interaction with knowledge of the real
world, about the function and not only the functioning of narrative, about
what this or that particular narrative means and not only about how all and
only narratives mean, about narrative as process or production and not simply
as product, about the influence of context and means of expression on the
responses of the receiver, about the history of narratives as opposed to the
system underlying them, and so on and so forth. It even seems that, for some
of its most fervent champions, no question—nothing in narrative texts or in
their many contexts—is alien to postclassical narratology. As a matter of fact,
in the introduction to Narratologies, Herman writes: 

Note that I am using the term narratology quite broadly, in a way that makes it more or less inter-
changeable with narrative studies. Arguably, this broad usage reflects the evolution of narratol-
ogy itself—an evolution that the present volume aims to document. No longer designating just a
subfield of structuralist literary theory, narratology can now be used to refer to any principled
approach to the study of narratively organized discourse, literary, historiographical, conversa-
tional, filmic, or other. (27)
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To answer all the questions it asks, postclassical narratology uses very
diverse and frequently new instruments: not structural linguistics anymore but
computational linguistics, conversational analysis, sociolinguistics, psy-
cholinguistics, and not only linguistics but all the resources provided by the
textual and cognitive sciences. As indicated above, it refers to an abundant
and varied corpus: the traditional ‘great works’, of course, but also less canon-
ical or more subversive texts, non-fictional and non-literary stories, ‘natural’
or spontaneous oral narratives, filmic accounts but also theatrical, pictorial,
musical ones, as well as any number of seemingly less narrative material like
economics, medicine or physics. It is itself plural, as shown by the title of
Herman’s aforementioned collection and by the frequent use of compound or
hyphenated expressions to characterize its various manifestations (feminist
narratology, post-modern narratology, postcolonial narratology, ethnonarra-
tology, socionarratology, psychonarratology). It follows all sorts of orienta-
tion and features all kinds of inflection. There are now dialogical modulations
of narratology but also phenomenological ones; there are Aristotelian
approaches to it as well as tropological or deconstructive ones; there are cog-
nitivist and constructivist variations on it, historical and anthropological
views, feminist takes, queer speculations, post-colonial interrogations, and
corporeal explorations.4

Nor is postclassical narratology anti-formalist. Indeed, it is very much
interested in form, its definitional powers, its systematic investigation, and—
more than its classical counterpart, which concentrates on narrative as
opposed to narratives—it aims at ever more accurate descriptions of the
formal aspects of specific texts and insists on the (potential) hermeneutic
value of such descriptions. But it readily admits that a work’s form does not
provide everything necessary for the work’s interpretation and evaluation. It
grants that at least some non-formal aspects of a narrative text may contribute
to that text’s narrative specificity. It recognizes that formalist achievements
often depend to some extent on familiarity with historical context. It is not
exclusivist, imperialist, autonomist. Besides, though it aspires to characterize
narrativity, narratives, and their diversity as precisely as possible, it does not
dream of giving grammatical shape to its accounts.

In other words postclassical narratology is or prefers to be less formalist
and more open than its classical predecessor, more exploratory and interdis-
ciplinary, more hospitable to the critico-theoretical currents surrounding it,
more expansive (bringing together poetics and interpretation, narrative theory
and narratological criticism, which classical narratology tries to keep sepa-
rate, and considering all kinds of subjects that classical narratology endeavors
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not to consider), more ‘modest’ at the same time (less sure of its self-suffi-
ciency), more utilitarian too, more empirical and even experimental, more
hybrid, and, given that the bracketing of context and history still seems reac-
tionary to many, certainly more politically correct.

The gradual replacement of a classical stance by postclassical attitudes,
the progressive ascendancy of the latter, can be explained in various ways.
The enthusiasm generated by “formalo-structuralism” was difficult to main-
tain. After drunkenness comes sobering up; after dreams, wakenings; after
Barthes’s “Introduction,” Greimas’s Sémantique structurale, Todorov’s gram-
mar and Bremond’s logic, Genette’s masterful “Discours du récit,” fatigue
and doubt. If in the domain of narrative discourse—in a narratology that can
almost be called Genettean given the extent of Genette’s influence—success
was truly dazzling, in the domain of story, of the narrated, results were not as
decisive. There was a realization that the distance between story structure and
textual form is not easy to bridge and that narrative syntax may well be less
important than narrative semantics or pragmatics. “Discours du récit” consti-
tuted an exemplary paradigm (in Thomas Kuhn’s original acceptation of the
term). It even seemed that the Genettean model required no more than a little
refining, a little polishing, and, particularly in France, it quickly became the
stuff of textbooks. On the other hand, in spite of the undeniable contributions
made by Todorov, Greimas, and Bremond, works on the narrated did not quite
constitute paradigms. They provoked much skepticism, much resistance, and
it even seemed that narrative grammars (of the kind I devised, for instance5)
made mountains out of molehills. Besides, the human sciences (insofar as
they are ‘human’), the humanities in the triumphant context of science proper,
show as much if not more interest for ‘undiscipline’ as for discipline. They
prove romantic and impatient, suspicious of grand narratives and other essen-
tial truths, fascinated with the local, the particular, the singular, with style
more than grammar and difference more than sameness. Paradoxically, the
narrative turn, which accompanied the linguistic turn as early as the 1960s or
1970s, was not only a symptom of the growing influence of narratology and
of the analytical tools and reference points it provided for the characterization
of all sorts of text, object, event, intellectual enterprise or scientific domain;
the narrative turn was also a symptom of the decline threatening the disci-
pline. As it fostered the use of the very term ‘story’ in lieu of many other terms
(one said ‘story’ to mean ‘argumentation’ or ‘explanation’; one preferred
‘story’ to ‘hypothesis’ or ‘theory’; one spoke of ‘story’ instead of ‘ideology’;
one substituted ‘story’ for ‘message’), it spurred the questioning or rejection
of narratological ‘scientism’: after all, perhaps ‘the science of narrative’ itself
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was just another story. If you can’t beat them, join them. Forced to leave its
ambitions and pretensions behind on pain of being condemned for naiveté and
shunned for scientism, put in its place by the critique of structuralism—which,
at least in the United States, was quickly baptized post-structuralism—and by
a resilient devotion to history, context, and criticism, fearful of being dis-
carded or ignored by disciplines and sub-disciplines increasingly sensitive to
the inflections and influences of race, class, gender, sexuality, narratology
tried to assimilate and to prove more adventurous or less jejune without aban-
doning most of its questions and its assets. It became postclassical.

But these explanations may be overly crude, this story overly dramatic.
Perhaps, as suggested above, the change from classical to postclassical narra-
tology was not that radical. Perhaps, instead of revolution, it was a matter of
normal, expectable evolution. Perhaps classical narratology was always
already postclassical, in the same way as structuralism is always already post-
structuralist and the modern always already post-modern. Perhaps even the
most austere and intransigent formalism is not without some openness and
flexibility.6 One should remember that, from the beginning, the history of nar-
ratology (like its prehistory) has been marked not only by a variety of inspi-
rations—linguistic, anthropological, rhetorical, philosophical—but also by
controversies, disputes, and transformations, with Lévi-Strauss scolding
Propp, Greimas and Bremond revising him thoroughly, van Dijk reconfigur-
ing Todorov, and many practitioners disagreeing about the very nature of the
discipline and its object.7 Moreover, many areas of study go through often
unpredictable and powerful interactions with various new technologies or var-
ious new domains with which they come in contact. In the case of narratology
one could mention, for example, work in Artificial Intelligence on schemas,
scripts, plans, and a resultant interest in context and the ‘encyclopedia’. One
could also mention work in speech act theory and a consequent attention paid
to pragmatics.

Perhaps, too, the modifications effected by postclassical narratology are
ultimately not as significant as one might think. After all, William O. Hen-
dricks stressed forty years ago the difficulty of relating algorithmically narra-
tive deep structure to surface manifestation and the importance of solving that
problem. James Bond, the detective story, the comic strip were not forgotten
by classical narratologists, and neither was the figure of the reader. Bremond
discussed virtuality before the decisive work of Marie-Laure Ryan and Uri
Margolin on the subject. By the end of the 1970s, the sociolinguistic analyses
of “natural narratives” proposed by William Labov had proved narratologi-
cally influential, and the pragmatic dimension of different degrees of narra-

VOL. 48, NO. 2 119

GERALD PRINCE



tivity had been explicitly broached.8 Quoting Barbara Herrnstein-Smith and
Arkady Plotnitsky approvingly, David Herman (Narratologies 28-29) rein-
forces this point:

[T]he postclassical logic of undecidability may be applied to the very opposition between classi-
cal and postclassical. For this opposition, too, cannot be established once and for all, either the-
oretically or historically. . . . [T]here is an immensely complex and sometimes undecidable inter-
play between that which is classical and that which is postclassical.9

Still, it is difficult to ignore the contributions of so-called postclassical
inquiries to narratological knowledge. More fundamentally, it is difficult to
deny the fact that narratology is now often viewed as equivalent to narrative
studies, that it is more methodologically varied, contextually engaged,
hermeneutically oriented than it was, and that it devotes much of its energy to
interpretation. One may regret the latter while recognizing that the examina-
tion of specific texts in specific contexts can test the validity and rigor of nar-
ratological categories, distinctions, and reasonings, identify (more or less
important) elements that narratologists (may) have overlooked, underesti-
mated or misunderstood, and lead to basic reformulations of models of narra-
tive. If classical narratology, even when it acknowledges its significance, neg-
lects the context by (temporarily) bracketing it, (artificially) restricting it or
making it part of the text and (unintentionally) drowning it, postclassical nar-
ratology, even as it recognizes the importance of the text, can drown it by
making it part of the context. Similarly, one may regret the heterogeneity of
the methods used to study narrative since it is sometimes difficult to synthe-
size results linked to different horizons. Besides, discriminating between var-
ious tasks and between the questions they imply allows for a better circum-
scription of the object to be studied and for a more considered and systematic
progress toward its clarification. Given a text like “John became European
champion and world champion,” one can ask how many events it represents
(a classical question), and one can also ask why it refers to John instead of
Jacques, Mary or Jane (a postclassical question). Classical narratology tried to
set certain questions aside. Postclassical narratology yields perhaps too easily
to the temptation of asking them all. But if it may thus lose sight of its object
sometimes, it often succeeds in increasing the dynamism and vigor of narra-
tive exploration (see Fludernik, “Histories”). By addressing many kinds of
questions, orienting its investigations in diverse (feminist, cognitive, post-
colonial) ways, supplying a multiplicity of different optics to consider narra-
tives, it discovers and/or invents a variety of narrative elements, procedures,
techniques, and forms. Think, for instance, of Robyn Warhol’s work on
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engaging and distancing narrators, Susan Lanser’s consideration of narrative
voice and person, David Herman’s remarks on polychronic narrations (which
involve and exploit a multi-valued system of temporal ordering, including
such values or concepts as “indeterminately-situated-vis-à-vis time t”), cogni-
tively oriented inquiries into narrative representations of consciousness, and
post-colonially inflected views of free direct discourse (which might possibly
issue from a group or collectivity rather than a single individual, from a more
or less homogeneous “we” instead of an “I”).10 Or, within the francophone
production, think of Raphaël Baroni on narrative tension, Françoise Lavocat
on possible fictional worlds, Alain Rabatel on point of view, Françoise Revaz
on narrativity, John Pier and Jean-Marie Schaeffer on metalepsis11 or Jean-
Marie Schaeffer again on the nature of fiction.

If, by means of new instruments, expanded corpora, and original inflec-
tions, postclassical narratology identifies or (re)examines various aspects of
narrative and (re)defines or (re)configures them, it also suggests several
important tasks to pursue or undertake. For example, the insistence on study-
ing narratives as contextually situated practices points to the importance of
incorporating the “voice” of the receiver (or other contextual elements) in nar-
ratological accounts of textual functioning. One might, for instance, devise
models indicating how certain (portions of) texts can function as iterative or
singulative narrative, as free indirect or narratized discourse, as representa-
tions of synchronous or asynchronous events, and therefore can yield differ-
ent meanings depending on the receiver’s interpretive decisions. Of course,
making room for a receiver’s voice will not put an end to a vast set of ques-
tions concerning the role and significance of any number of narrative features.
Why receivers weight the latter differently, whether they are sensitive to
switches in distance or point of view, how they construct different kinds of
implied author, when they opt for one interpretation as opposed to another, or
what leads them to distinguish different degrees of narrativity are empirical
problems requiring empirically based solutions. Yet narratologists—classical
or postclassical, formalist or not—have done little extensive empirical or
experimental (cross-cultural and cross-media) exploration and have too often
been inclined to take locally suggestive and persuasive arguments about
understandings and responses for generally true statements. No doubt that
type of exploration itself, even when focusing on strictly formal features,
presents a number of difficulties. It is not easy to find or devise (laboratory)
specimens free of the crippling disease of clumsiness, nor is it easy to design
protocols for a sound assessment of processing strategies and interpretive
responses. Nevertheless, following the example of Maria Bortolussi and Peter
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Dixon, Willie van Peer and Henk Pander Maat, Els Andringa, or Richard
Gerrig,12 narratologists should attempt to ground their discipline experimen-
tally in order to account for what actually is the case.

Theory should agree with reality; the description should correspond to the
phenomena; and an adequate model of narrative should be realistic, that is,
empirically grounded and validated. It should also be explicit as well as com-
plete (accounting for all and only narratives), and it should characterize narra-
tive competence (the ability to produce narrative texts and to construe texts as
narrative). After a number of (early) intoxicating proposals—from Todorov,
Greimas, van Dijk, and others—the modeling impulse seems to have abated.13

Yet, as David Herman says, though narratology has changed, it has not
renounced “its original commitment to developing the best possible descriptive
and explanatory models” (Narratologies 3). Whether narratologists adopt clas-
sical or postclassical positions, whether they focus on specifying the nature of
narrative grids or on exploring the ways various factors can inflect these grids,
whether they give all or only some of their attention to form, the elaboration of
such models is crucial to the coherence of the discipline and to the systematic
study of its object. In other words and at least in this sense, whatever direction
it follows, narratology should continue to be formalist.
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