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Preface

As a sophomore at Harvard in 1945, I took a beginning class on Homeric

Greekwith Eric Havelock.the scholarwho laterbecamea dominant■gurein

Classicsstudies through his Preface to Plato and other work, We had been
reading of the unquenchable laughter that arose among the gods when the

affairsof Hephaestus,Ares andAphrodite wereexposed.Huvelockturnedto
ci‘mracterx'?"There was a deM‘I.
us and asked, “Why are the gods such comic
you‘re
if
“Because
not going to die. nothing
continued,
He
spoke.
no one

imponantcan happento you."

xi

1

m
severalsourcesthat
has introducedme to the
since my ■rstetl'orts
lens
careand usedhis
[Lathecomplexwebof
‘

version and contrib-

Henry Glassiegave

.

“tm■onal
tale "ln vain
.Sankoff has been a
'u'onal issues involved

7‘

My indebtedness
.
k is so obviousthat
book on thispoint.
,

Introduction to the languageof life and death

In the late afternoon of July 29, 1963. I was lttlktttg to ;t retired .icwsh
postman named Jacob Schissel. in his brownstone house on New York ("in \
Lower East Side. I had reached the point in the lnlL‘erC“ thtit dealt uitlt
serious matters, and I asked, ”Were you exer in u \llthlllOll u here you thought
'
you were in serious danger of being killed'.’ Did that met happen to )ttlJ
Schissel answered “Eh no, at no time" but then added. "Wail

ti second. let me

ltuppettetl'T‘ and St‘htswl ‘utl‘xl.
contradict myself. Yes, once." I said. "thtt
that happen " .ind
“My brother put a knife in my head." I \‘dltl. “lltm'tl
Schissel then told me the story.
This was just a few days after my lullter lldtl (hell
and we were sitting shiva.

And the reasonthe tight started.

he saw a rat out in the yard
Coney lslttnd —
—this was out in

and he startedtalk aboutit.
And my motherhadjust szttdomi to hme ti cup ul' coltee
and I told him to cut it out.
'Coursekids. y‘know. he don‘t hul’ttilisten to me.
So that‘s when I grabbed his umi

and twisted it up behindhim.
When I let go his am.

there wasa knife on the table.
hejust picked it up
and he let me haveit.
And
I startedbleeding—like a pig.
And naturally ■rstthing to do. run to the doctor.
andthe doctorjust says.“Just aboutthis muchmore."
he says. “and you‘d it been dead."

As I was leaving, going down the stairs. I heard Mrs. Sehissel say. “That‘s a
clever young man.“ I remember being puzzled. I didn‘t do anything clever.
I thOUght to myself. But something important must have happened on that
Monday afternoon.

Introductionto the languageof life anddeath

of life anddeath,it may be
question.It was a logical
Ifollowed in enteringthe
industrial
chemist.formut
_
‘ (inksI formulatedarestill
.

could publish your good

em with other proprietary
my attention to language,
,,
" ho really wantedtt- know

mt from introspection:a
" ' "Can you say this?"

"be put on a more solid
said in everyday life.
been made available
;War II), but linguists

.

and setout to recorda
like the language
ink factory at lunch
stories and friendly
face with a micro-

“allureguardedandless
hear, and said it in a

‘ ‘ u'cularproblem
the
. tized, and
ilTegular
and
,:,e

'n'ques to reduce
"It other, talk about
my was to elicit
, distinctly reduced
that had
—events
When the narrative
‘f 'ty dropped even

1 wasparticularly
.

East Side with
slower-working-

After his brothers

happened
to you?"

The schoolI go to is Foodand Maritime —that‘s maritimetraining
andI wasup in the masthead,
andthe wind startedblowing.
I had a rope securedaroundme to keepme from falling—
but the rope parted,
andI wasjust hangingthereby my ■ngernails.
and irregular; his '\-’t)lCC
At this point, Eddie‘s breathing became very heavy
forehead. Small traces
his
stood
of
out
drops
sweat
on
began to shake, and

of nervous laughter appearedin his speech. (My Intcn eltlltms are in
parentheses).
I never prayedto God so fast and so hard in in) hit
(What happened?)

Well, I cameout all right
well, the guys came up

andthey got me.

(How long were you up there‘.’)
About ten minutes.

(I can seeyou‘re still sweating,thinking about if
Yeh, I camedown.
I couldn‘t hold a pencil in my hand.

I couldn't touch nuttin'.
I was shakin‘ like a leaf

SometimesI get scaredthinkin' about it .

but

uh

well. it's training.

torehead.
At the point where I ■rst observed the sweat standing out on Eddie ‘ s
lc. His
that
st)
variables
register
linguistic
there was a dramatic change in the
colloqunil -in‘
any
standard
to
the
from
switched
(ING)
variable
use of the
mmin' ).
(nuttin’, shakin', thinkin’); he used double negative (I couldn't mm It
\tith
started
he
that
vocabulary
formal
and he dropped the technical and

(secured,parted).Only at the very enddid he pull himselftogetherandrctum
to the formal style that he felt was appropriatefor an interview.
Onemightask,why is onestylebetterthananother?Why theeffort to record

thatis
theleastformalstyle?My answeris thatthereis onestyleof speech

superiorto all others—from the linguistic point of view —which “C call the
vernacular.It is the form of language■rstleamed.most perfectly acquired.
WhiChwe useautomaticallyandunthinkinglyin conversationwith family and
formal
intimate friends. It is the most systematic and rule-goyemetl: the
regularities.
intricate
the
same
language we acquire later in life never shows
and we often ■nd ourselves embarrassed to discover that for many years we
have been mispronouncing a word that was only learned in reading. Most
importantly. the vernacular is the basis for historical continuity and regular
linguistic change: it is the form of language that is inherited from parent to child
of its vernacular.
over generations. The history of a language is the history

The study of narrative

not just recordthe streamof
‘ of■ce,in a barbershop‘at
’ importantwork hasbeen
I?interview is an indispens-

5

the
saidaboutprinciplesof interest?The narrativesthatwill be put forwardin
should fail the test of
chapters to follow will be the argument, and if they

rejected
interestfor any givenreader.they andthis book asa whole may be
out of hand.

d quality, needed for the

lume of speechneededfor

, d allows
us to gather the

V
ngzmcstudies.Mostimport-

■re representativestudyof

tery conversation that

.
consnierable
we.Wegive

of intensity in everyday
anything?"
. . te say

' that peoplelike to talk
M11!themesthat are most
,
speech involve three

indignation.Thesethree
7

u ,but

surface ina

H'localsocialnorms.
"ble topics around

The study of narrative
personal
As the ■eld of sociolinguistic inquiry developed.narrativesnt

experience became more and more important. The rtnrratiw ttsclt but 4'” . .t
nttmlt
focus of linguistic interest. And as the range ol~lillglllstlt ntonm :;r
broadened, the analysis of discourse became a prominent tutti o! r \
although it never developed the precision and complexity at :h.»t».~
of grammar and phonology. Various types ot‘ \ptt‘t'll on ~ new mi 2 t
of these the llzln'dlln' tut not
sermons, lectures, arguments —but
ti.
the most clearly de■ned properties. with Lth‘gllllllllg.;t1'tEL‘t.lle‘..tll“)1: ,
ith
described
be
pmmon
that
internal structure
\\
can
In 1967, I published a paper on "Narrative amt) xiv" “ ttt toxintt t\ .tht to
(henceforward, L&W)2 that has been widely uwrl .t\ :t onyx lt t tt‘t‘t‘tu; \1l‘.-u
0f the narrative genre. In l997. a special tour-part ts ttt‘ \ll tr .t'wt',
Narrative and Life History (now Nul'l‘tllll't' [Ht/till") reprntltttut ‘llt\ min-r
[‘Lll‘lmltt‘tl a.
along with thirty—eightothers commenting on or related to it t \ e

dozenother paperson narrative since then. with rcxttltx. lultmquo and

analysesthat will be integrated into the text or this \Oltllllc
Itall
Narrative studies and narratology have grown cnonnoml) tn the past
century3 and taken different forms in different fields: not only lll the literal“)
tollxlore.J .\ good
domain. but in philosophy, psychology. anthropology. and
l‘.l.\lt‘ themes
Two
L&W
paper.
pr0p0rtion of this work makes reference to the

from thatoriginal paperare most often referredto:
abstract.an orientationwith
O A fully developednarrative beginswith an
behavior involved; the compliinformation

time of thesethemes.
,,
of reportahiliry.
.m
this point it maybe
been
it whathasjust

tiedBailey
andthe
(1995);
entire day.
course of an

on persons. places. times and

cating action; an evaluation section. which identi■es the point of the
narrative; the resolution; and a coda. which returns the listener to the
present time.
which compares the C\’Cltt\
o The importance of evaluation in adult narrative.
but did not happen
have
might
that
those
with
that actually happened

:‘ Labov andWaletzky (1967)
I‘M»).
E-S-Genette(1972),Chatman(1976). Greimas(I077). Princet NM. NM). Flutlerntk t
ltlll
PW" (1997).Journal ofNarrulil'r' and Life Hl\ltll'\‘, I‘ll) 17l 097,Nurttittt-t-hit/HIM; Ztltltt
A.A selectionof works from the various disciplines includes: Ill pliilmoph) RIUK‘UT(IUNJL tn
tolktore
PWChOlOgy
Goldman et al (1999), in anthropology0th and (“apps tltltll ). and Ill
Dundes(1984).

7

Narrativedimensions

recounting past events. by

e original order in which
, by “temporaljuncture.“ is
_ Much of the literature
:

.

narratives in this sense.
‘ listeners the emotional
at ‘ —the matters of life

understand the effect that Schissel's story has on the
years I have tried hard to
through
speaking
me. I am writing this book becauseI think I have
audience,
the
of
answer.
part
some

[am at a disadvantagein this printedformat.Somepart of JacobSchissel's
personalstylethat comesthroughin oral retelling will be lost. You yourself
will have to judge whether I am right in saying that this: narrative ,_ the
substance of the matter and the way it is told 7 is inherently intuit-sling it
question: why does .lacoh St tits-:rt‘s.
you agree, we can proceed to the next

story havesucha profoundeffect upon us?

day life, peopler-t‘ten

familiars in unremarkable
of the literature deals
_

would graspnarrative

' of narrative construe-

the central mattersof

theseweretheprimary
.
.r

I theseare the topics
t arch to narrative in

listeners by certain
' ws, from ordinary
are not polished

is often evidence
told before.
iii)! the nanatives
Mold.

Archetypical

mold the storyto
fame. I sometimes

I begin,thisroom
but peoplemake.
And
a, will stop.
Now you might

gilt in the middle

ii cesaslargeas

,

burst of noisewas

the
or ■eld outside

7 ..

wassuddenly

no different from
. 7
mdience.Overthe

Narrative dimensions
Ochs and Capps begin their study of conversatioznil ital‘l‘nlinc l... .WL wt:.i

ing ■vedimensionsalong which narrativescan bc pl’aukl tellr-m n v ;
ability, embeddedness,linearity and moral stance i‘ln-g ens-atom» s it
default narrative as one that occupies an L‘.\’llt"l'tll:posit-ton..- \lzt .
dimensions:
1. Tellership:one activeteller;

2. Tellability: highly tellable account:

relatively detachedfrom surrournlnigwilt .illtl in in an,
3. Embeddedness:
4. Linearity: temporal and causal organimtion:

5. Moral stance:certain,constantmoral stance.
This is a good description of the subject matter ol’ this book. with ten

exceptions, the narratives will be told by a single teller. without strenuous
competition from the ■oor. The contents are all matters of life and death.

Whichare identi■edwith a high degreeof reportability.There is someback
conversation
Channel activity,

but

the connection

with

the surrounding

springs from a question asked by the interviewer. Most importantly. the

narrativesin Chapters3—11all follow the de■nitionof narrative put forward
in Chapter 2, which involves an organization of discourse that matches the
linear order of events in real time. Finally. these events are presented in it

mannerthat maximizes a given moral position of the narrator.sometimes
polarizingor sometimesminimizing the con■ictsamongthe characters.
There is no doubt that much is to be learned by studying more fragmentary

narrativesin which tellershipis divided. rcponability is minimal. the stream
0f speechis much divided. and no clear point of view emerges.In most
conversations, people refer to past events in one t'omt or another. in ways that

here.0
arenot far from the basicnarrativeorganizationthat is (lescribed
5

DeltaandCapps(200l: 20).

“ Ochsand(‘apps (20m ). Ricssman(1001).

9

Narrativedimensions

to elicit the archetypical
we recorded in my own

7- "tic interviewscon-

, Sgieeeh
Community"

and
T :'afrom 1972to the
style, initiated by an

" as possiblefrom the
Yet this is not a typical
Worship
among the
t successful if, in nine

jest is heardand not

Her interviewersto let
V mated in whateverhe
ow the Principlc of
7Naomi: “Whither thou
w traverse a network

thefollowingsort?"
7..
v.4 ilfthat

you might

we the feeling that

wof speech;the
given a positive

“most powerful
.the speaker has
{tailor she is more
'2 i said, “Would

design"‘°: to someextent,thespeakershapesthetom andcontent
ltai‘idience
of the narrativeaccordingto whatthe listeneris expectedto know. But given
this favorable setting, many speakers will produce a more expanded account

of the events than if they had to compete for the ■oor in a general
conversation.
-The questionhasbeenraisedas to how often suchlull tormed narratiics
«he “default” narrative of Ochs and Capps) are to be found in CVCHda} hie.‘
At this writing, I have just come from a Christmas party at the home ol Limit»

friendswhere“The falling out" (seeChapter5) wasrecordedihrcc }Ci1l\ago
Six people were gathered in the small kitchen. For a good quarter oi an it: tun

the■oorwasheld by a 40—year-old
man who told Wllh greatourto a.\i.‘i"l.“sNil
inst-mu.
stories about his sexual adventures with his wife he‘lt'irLthey v
and their encounters with his wife's father who at one point returned only
pectodly to the house. The three narratives were top artilil it: in illliltVl
’hi .c
degree, though they would not be tellable' in some will; i t'iiilixl'll‘;s
illl‘tl
ot‘
\xhom
ilciul
tour
mi,m
from
the
laughter
much
group.
was
_.
before,13but there was no competition for the limit. onlx citesitiing'ciiisni : .
continue. This is one of countless such occasions it.hcrc l h.“ tilts-fl \ t .i n
unrecorded ■ow of full—formed archetypical narratmw I“ m ' to i;. ill, I i“
our present purposes, recording is essential. sincc uc rm.-column»! v. Silt tit
details ofthe linguistic construction that transform cxpcrtcncc m ihc innit so

at the teller.
A great deal is to be learned about nan‘ativcs h‘oiii t)h\L‘l‘\ in; hots the) arc
inserted into such a competitive situation. and the hold ol n‘irram c ~IlltllL‘\ has
recently developed a strong interest in “small stories” \\ lllt‘ll arc located \Ul‘llc
distance from the Ochs and Capps default nan-am c. As Bumbcrg and
Imgakapoulou
describe them. such small stories may he bricl efforts at
telling that are seen as part of the Speaker's efforts to csltiblish a given lthfllll)’.

“■eeting moments of narrative orientation to the world" They may be “very
immediately reworking slices oi mpcriamen! or still unfolding events

Slice."The eventsinvolved are not necessarilyinterestingin ihemsclxcs.'4

in
or experiences

debate between proponents
‘ Recent work on narrative makes reference to “a
Of‘big story research and supporters of small story research“Ii This can be

for the elicitation

fruitful. in pointing to the limitations of each.In big stories,the effectsol‘
audiencedesignarenot so obviousandmay bemissed.Smallstoriesareol‘icn

.
intervieweris
'ch
she has no other
its. has to say. no
show
ti. m'ves will

compressedunder competition for the ■oorvand the full dcvclopmcni ol' the

moralposition of the narratormay be obscured.Both typesol‘ narrativehave
'° SoeBell
(i984)

‘ional natureof the

” SeeSchegion
(l997i.

': SocNorrick
com

His wife wasstandingbesidehimthroughout
1‘
Embers andGeorgaknpoulou
(2004)Seealsonumhcrg(zoom(imrt‘ ikmnului 30““
”Hollis

(20l0: 274) Freeman(2006)

i1

The questions I will try to answer

man points out. they tell
wolves the quotidian work-

talk aboutthis or that.and
.1it one takes the time to
narrator’s efforts to trans’ . Volume will focus on the
Slime time, the relation of
UH. beginning with the
it

the rich storeof devicesfor
much about the underlying
' developednarratives.In
: each other in war),s that
n see a great oak. maple

.‘ 3 out undera gigantic

more like the trees in an
.
.tti'g mmatural about their

interview format.We ■nd
I

conversations. where

V'7until the storycomesto
"pter 5), is jointly told

gradually shifts asthe
as as short as eleven

The questionsI will try to answer
The narrativesto be presentedhereare markedby their inherentinterest;they
do not need any excuse to occupy the reader‘s time. indeed. this presents a

problem for the analyst, in that the eloquenceof the text Wlll upstage
I will be posingquestions
whatever]might wantto sayaboutit. Nevertheless.
about these narratives that in turn have their own inherent interest In each
construction \vill help itl‘lxut’l the
case, an examination of the narrative
succeed
in transferring his or hcr \ IC‘Mill
the
does
“How
question
narrator
experience to the listener/reader?“ To do this. 1 mil develop tethrt‘tttttcs lt‘l'
reconstructing the most probable series of events rcllcclcd 'Il ll‘lc‘ .lx■utiil
given by the narrator, noting events that are omlltt‘ri .ttttl ctc tt»..'tin nu
.2'2“
narrative. This will in turn give us an outline of how the six-ills ttscsI'tt‘tt'T
:
techniques to shapeand transform those C“Cl]l‘.tl\5l;llll1gi)l;ii\lrA‘lllii‘ltlllh‘
the actors in a particular normative framework. tt ttltout tlcparttttg lltt‘i. t ‘r ._
account Of what in fact happened. in every Cil\C.\\ t: ‘t\:!l Hunt‘s?tt‘t.ll‘. gilt rt
reconstruct the causal sequenceofevenls that [ll't‘LL'thtl tht- t (Ill\i"llt tttttt t’i
narrative, and see how that construction was hudt tlltUH tt

Chapter2 offers an array of tools for the 'dllzll\\l\ ot HI -‘9t...tt:~m
willbe

used to outline

the structural

.ll\il

features ol‘ thc tt;,ttt.tlt\«.:-. t.~.i.=llH'~‘ . .tt..t

addresses
the functionalquestionspresentedhcrc

Each of Chapters 3 to 5 focuses on narratives \\Illl .t gotttitton lltcntc.

relatively short, a single episodein which it good part ol lllt‘ C\p(llClltL‘ ot

the speakeris transferred to the listener.
Chapter 3 will present ■ve narratives that begin \Hlll verbal illlcmcllttn Lllttl

patting, and whenthey

shift suddenlyto a high level of violence.Beginning“till the slot) ol .lttt‘ob

7 ever.“Wewill also

violenceandthe assignmentof responsibilityfor it.

tactics

of times and

will be presented
as
will be extended
,
’ true epics. Finally.
.
who
x ~ historians,

41‘.

will be presented.
who may or may not

point: out. backchannel

effectively a claim
»we is committed.
-.ve is
narratives often are
- 2),
time of the
in

present

Schissel, the analysis will search for a causal account ol the C\L‘;ll‘.l[lt\ll of

Chapter 4 deals with six narratives in which participants ttrc suddenly

broughtinto contactwith the fact of deathand the bodiesof the dead.Tltc
assignmentof responsibility for these traumatic expericnccs will be a central

questionfor the narrativeanalysis.
Chapter 5 concerns

four narratives

that present evidence

of illitll‘lli‘dllt‘tl‘l

transmitted from the dead. The narrative analysis will deal with how the

choiceof linguistic forms servesto augmentthe forceol‘ the evidenceboth
for thosewho believein sucha possibilityand for thosewho do not.
Chapters 6—9are devoted to narratives of larger scope. told by “inking.class women each occupying a separate chapter. These comprise nutttcrotts
epimdes in which the narrator conducts a struggle of epic proportions against

a broadrangeof opponentsandobstacles.

'ln Chapter 6. Margie Knott of Tyncside in Britain gives an ttccottnt ol hcr

Violentencounterswith the neighborhoodandtheir eventualresolution.

The questions I will try to answer

Stein, an African-

{fibrin

' ‘ into a white neighborst’cnedtheir house,how
Jewish community of
many steps needed. in
to pay for the funeral
by Mary Costaof

mount

andtheimpact
tram a conversation
Utah, in which the
immunity-wide

dispute

‘ at the end of World

poets draw uponthe
Votingtheir work.It
and Lord. through
,
of the Iliad
n‘ition

ii! which the herois
an

70 Of an African-

ttes by historians.in
in It comparable to

, about the past,
style of the ■rst
‘Macaulay of the

of CharlesII. who
if his father.

7 {by S. T. Bindoff

authorof the “Court
'; with the rebellion
this
' ysis usedin

apply more gener-

th a discussionof

{ll , {amen

Mapply
mam,
_.
'p'g-WW3

chapters will introduce

13

for narrative analysis.
a number of new tools

of this work.
them to many different stories.The main purpose
understand the

is not to develop a better theory of narrative. or to

themselves.It is to understandourselves—andhow we think about
the
by closestudyof howpeopleconvev
’
■r ■end death.We will ■ndthis out a
antral experiencesof their lives in narrativeform.
-:

The narrative view of death and life

usedto convey
thenarrativetechniques
n2 focusof this bookis on
another. The book is also centered
being

experience

" e plot after

teachingis for
chef the fact

of one human

to

of dealing with the
e termination ot that iii't‘, and speakers"ways
death suddenly
when
danger,
in
iw
are
" death: when rhet; 'iwn
certaintyof an
the
facedwith
they
than?»
are
i'lk'h
: someoneclose to
sample
random
pt-«t-ntedhereare not a
:, death.The oral [I'mm. t,
themost
selectionof
told in this domain. Uri th: e ttxtrary.they area
elicited. recordedand
and effective from li'uzll‘tll'lti‘»that havebeen
.
researchby me and
sociolinguistic
war» rut
i in the course of ttlt',‘
Although the
typical.
pt<,ilnt§,'picuirather than
ts. As such they are

quantitative,this is not a
tradition they are drawn trorn ls largely
of the
structure' but a logical account
Variation in narrative

gener-

tih'at structure.
logic of narrative analysis
given
is proposedfor the analysisof any
' ing eight-point schema
developedin
concepts
the
draws upon
#3!episodeof a narrative. it
in Chapters4—15.It is to
d the results of applying theseconcepts
of personal
“narrative" designates“oral narrative
t t 0 here that
other
narraapplies
to
" and that the extent to which the schema

of temporaljuncture.
tive is identi■edby theexistence
which has the greatest effect
■ve is about a reportable event,

upon

of
75of the participants.
connectedthrough a reconstruction a
nost reportable event is
initiating
connectedeventsterminatingin an
e chain of causally

whichhasno cause.
by age
of evaluative devices
if have done a quantitative study of the development

223

if

places,personsandbehav—

modeof analysisis
~the many narrativesin this volume,the common
this story about?" and so locate the most
is
“What
asking.
by
2-.
behind
event. We then reconstruct the mental processes that lie

notions which follow the
__
_“portable
and

event

225

Credibility and causality

“Where
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