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JOHN PIER
(Paris, Tours)

On the Semiotic Parameters of Narrativé:
A Critique of Story and Discourse

One of the major achievements of narratology has been to delineate
categories for the analysis of stories and to organize them in accordance
with various theories in such a way that they both apply to individual
works and fit into broader classifications. The process has been enriched
by the going-and-coming between the analysis of narratives and
theoretical reflection, the one nourishing the other, but it is also a process
that bears the marks of historical evolution: the categories of analysis, and
their terminology, interact with those of similar or competing theories,
producing new paradigms or resulting in revisions of those that already
exist. Such development is, of course, the motor of innovation, but it
sometimes leads to the congealing of tentative syntheses into standardized
procedures and methodologies which, however influential and productive
they might be, call for reexamination, even, or sometimes especially, with
several years’ hindsight'.

This is the case, [ find, with the story/discourse theory of narrative. In
what can be regarded as a canonical position of classical narratology,
Seymour Chatman stated in 1978 that “each narrative has two parts: a
story (histoire), the content or chain of events (actions, happenings), plus
what may be called the existents (characters, items of setting); and a dis-
course (discours), that is, the expression, the means by which the content

I wish to thank Gerald Prince and Malte Stein for their thoughtful reading of this paper
and their helpful comments.
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is communicated. In simple terms, the story is the what in a narrative that
is depicted, discourse the how™”. Few would deny that narratives—or in-
deed any form of discourse—have their “what” and their “how,” whatever
the terminological and conceptual mazes lurking beneath the surface of
these apparently straightforward terms. In a way, Chatman’s definition of
the story/discourse theory of narrative comes as a summary of more than
ten years of narratological research at a time when the waning of struc-
turalist linguistics, the so-called “pilot science” of narrative theory, had
already sparked off a “crisis,” resulting in a significant shift in the pa-
rameters of narratological research.

As is nearly always the case with research, the story/discourse theory
has been paralleled by more or less alternative approaches, one in particu-
lar being the so-called ternary model: histoire (story), récit (narrative),
narration (narrating)3; story, text, narration®; fabula, story, text™®. From a
somewhat different perspective, David Herman has observed that post-
classical narratology—mnot to be confused with poststructuralism—com-
prises three overlapping areas of investigation: narrative grammar
(following Propp and his successors); narrative poetics (description and
classification of the relations between the narrated and the narrative); rhe-
toric (“the study of the forms of narrative vis-a-vis the audiences of narra-
tive”)’. In an earlier study, Universal Grammar and Narrative Form®,
Herman had taken a cue from Todorov’s Grammaire du Décaméron’ by

Chatman (1978: 19).

Genette (1980).

Rimmon-Kenan (1983).

Bal (1997).

Michael Toolan (2001: 11-12), among others, has noted that the ternary model in-
volves not so much an adjustment of story and discourse levels as a “bifurcation” of
the latter into text (sequence of events, etc.) and narration (relations between the narra-
tor and the narrative).

Herman (1999: 7). According to Herman, the transition from classical to post-classical
narratology can be dated to an article by David Lodge (1980) which takes stock of
three models for narrative that developed during the 1970s: “narratology and narrative
grammar”; “poetics of fiction”; “rhetorical analysis.” Note can also be taken of an arti-
cle by Robert Scholes (1980) suggesting the merits for narrative theory of Peirce’s “tri-
relative” notion of semiosis (comparable to Frege’s, Ogden/Richard’s and Carnap’s
theories) as opposed to Saussure’s binary theory of the sign.

Herman (1995).
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caméron’ by adopting the three components of Modistic grammar in order
to examine, with reference to Charles Morris (among others), the syntac-
tics, semantics, and pragmatics of narrative. This very brief survey sug-
gests that narratology contained early on elements of a semiotic nature
which, while not undermining the idea that narratives in some way com-
prise content and expression, call into question the story/discourse model
or, at the very least, require a disambiguating of the terms story and dis-
course. Indeed, these matters could well form a crucial portion in a de-
tailed study devoted to the genealogy of narratological concepts. The aim
of the present paper, however, is to disentangle the terms and concepts
that have contributed to this model. In doing so, we will see that, in order
to have a better grasp of the “what” and the “how” of narrative, it is use-
ful, if not necessary, to examine some of the principal ways in which they
are subdivided and conceptualized.

The meanings attributed to story and discourse have been conveniently
identified in Gerald Prince’s Dictionary of Narratology:

Story:

1) the content plane of narrative;

2) the fabula;

3) anarrative of events with an emphasis on chronology;

4) a causal sequence of events;

5) alinguistic subsystem in which neither sender nor receiver are implied.
Discourse:

1) the expression plane;

2)  alinguistic subsystem implying a sender and a receiver'.

As a starter, it is, of course, useful to single out these meanings, if only
to point toward the conceptual disparities between the two terms, as can
be seen, for example, from the absence in discourse of any counterpart
under story to item 2 (fabula), item 3 (a narrative of events with an em-
phasis on chronology) and item 4 (a causal sequence of events). To offset
this imbalance and get a somewhat more complete picture, we need to
turn to another entry:

Todorov (1969).
O Prince (1987: 21, 91).
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Plot:

1) the main incidents of a narrative (as opposed to character and theme);

2)  the arrangement of incidents (muthos, sjuzhet);

3) the global dynamic organization of narrative constituents responsible for the the-
matic interest of a narrative;

4)  plot as defined by Forster' .

In this entry, item 2 (arrangement of incidents) and item 4 (Forster’s
plot) have their counterparts in story but do not form part of discourse. In
practice, then, it seems that the passage of the terms “story” and “dis-
course” into current narratological usage marks an uneasy and somewhat
reductive synthesis of concepts that are not wholly assimilable into one
another and that, in some cases, pertain to divergent approaches to narra-
tive theory and analysis. When cast against the backdrop of Prince’s lexi-
cological treatment of the terms, it can be seen that a story/discourse
model of narrative such as Chatman’s is a structuralist theory that seeks to
incorporate prestructuralist concepts, but also certain linguistic and semi-
otic categories.

1. Pre-structuralist

In its best-known version, outlined by Boris Tomashevsky, the Jfa-
bula/sjuzhet principle distinguishes between “the aggregate of mutually
related events reported in the work™ (“the action itself”) and “the same
events, but [...] arranged and connected according to the orderly sequence
in which they were presented in the work” (“how the reader learns of the
action”). The fabula is composed of irreducible thematic elements, or mo-
tifs, each containing a predicate, some of these motifs being bound to-
gether “in their logical, causal-chronological order” such that they cannot
be eliminated without upsetting the whole of the narrative, others being
free'?.

Wolf Schmid has observed that the core meaning of fabula is “material
for formation of the sjuzhet” (“Material der Sujetformung™) and that of
sjuzhet “formation of the fabula material” (“Formung des Fabelmateri-

" Prince (1987: 71-72).
Tomashevsky (1965: 66-68).
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als”), resulting in an inherent semantic and esthetic reductionism'. It has
also been shown that, among Slavic scholars, the Formalist dichotomy has
been dealt with in ways that have little to do with the story/discourse
model of classical narratology'®. A case in point is Lubomir Dolezel’s
“stratificational” model which subdivides fabula into motifemes (logical
structures in propositional form representing classes of texts independent
of any textual manifestation) and motifs (organization of the content of
individual narratives with an extensional structure), while sjuzhet is a
“texture” (the wording of narratives as they appear in texts)"”.

Story, says E. M. Forster, is “a narrative of events arranged in their
time-sequence” (“The king died and then the queen died”); “a plot is also
a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality” (“The king died,
and then the queen died of grief”)'®. For the unwary, this well-known pair
might appear to be synonymous with fabula/sjuzhet, the risk of confusion
in no way being alleviated by the lack of satisfactory English equivalents
for the Russian words, which are commonly rendered “story” and “plot”
(cf. Reis and Lemon’s translation of Tomashevsky’s article; Erlich'’ gives
“fable” and “plot™).

Meir Sternberg'® is one of the few to maintain that the two sets of con-
cepts have different modes of existence and that they are neither inter-
changeable nor mutually exclusive, but complementary. He points out
that sjuzhet is the actual text as given, a largely antichronological re-
arrangement of motifs to be reconstituted through a process of abstraction
in their “objective” order as they appear in the fabula. Neither story nor
plot, however, is primarily concerned with motifs or their (re-)ordering,
but with the nature of linkages: temporal or causal. Both story and fabula
are thus abstractive, reconstitutive and indispensable to narrative. How-
ever, plot, unlike sjuzhet, is abstractive and can be (and in actual texts
sometimes is) dispensed with; sjuzhet, which is indispensable, can include
a variety of linkages—temporal, causal, visual or other. For Sternberg,
sjuzhet is thus akin to the Aristotelian muthos, that is, the “arrangement or
structure of incidents” (sunthesin tén pragmatén [Poetics 1450a]). As Er-

" Schmid (1982: 83, 87).

* Volek (1977: 155fF).

> Dolezel (1972); cf. (1998: 33-36).
'® Forster (1962 93).

7 Erlich (1965 240-42).

¥ Sternberg (1978: 8-14).
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lich (1965: 242) has noted, however, sjuzhet is characterized mainly by its
temporal displacements of fabula and is thus a somewhat looser concept
than muthos. This being the case, it is understandable that Volek (1977:
147) takes nearly the opposite view from Sternberg, observing that
Forster’s plot, in conjoining “why” with “and then,” comes closer to the
systematic character of the Formalist fabula than it does to sjuzhet: for
him, it is plot and fabula (but not sjuzher) that can be likened to Aris-
totle’s muthos.

Combining the two pairs of terms, Sternberg goes on to propose an
eight-term typology based on their intersection'®. The important point for
us, however, is that, in view of the technical senses of the four terms, any
conflation of the two pairs of binary terms into a single binary pair tends
to mask significant conceptual differences between them.

2. Structuralist

The story/discourse model incorporates structuralist principles through
the adoption of Claude Bremond’s raconté/racontant and Tzvetan To-
dorov’s histoire/discours.

With reference to Propp’s morphological model, Bremond focuses on
“an autonomous layer of meaning, provided with a structure that can be
isolated from the whole of the message: the narrative.” The narrative (ré-
cit), without which there cannot be a “narrative message,” tells (raconte)
a story (histoire) that possesses a structure “independent of the techniques
by which it is taken over.” It is further specified that “[t]he raconté has its
own signifiers, its racontants: these are not words, images or gestures, but
the events, situations and behaviors signified by these words, these im-
ages, these gestures””’.

Bremond’s raconté/racontant is an obvious evocation of Saussure’s
signifié/signifiant, but one that calls for qualification. Different media

¥ For example, picaresque novels form a “story-type sujet” whereas the reconstituted
pattern of stream-of-consciousness novels constitute a “story-like fabula.”
Bremond (1973: 11-12): “une couche de signification autonome, dotée d’une structure
qui peut étre isolée de I’ensemble du message: le récif [...] [La structure de ’histoire]
est indépendante des techniques qui la prennent en charge [...] Le raconté a ses signi-
fiants propres, ses racontants: ceux-ci ne sont pas des mots, des images ou des gestes,
mais les événements, les situations et les conduites signifiés par ces mots, ces images,
ces gestes.”




On the Semiotic Parameters of Narrative 79

(words, images, gestures) can convey the same story. Story, however, is
not assimilable to the linguistic signified, since the events, situations and
behaviors of the story constitute the properly narrative signifiers of the
récit, i.e. racontants; nor is the raconté a signified in the linguistic sense,
but the properly narrative signified of the récit, i.e. a structure of func-
tions. Moreover, in order for narrative as an isolated layer of meaning to
become communicable, it must be taken over by techniques which, in
turn, employ a given system of signs'. In effect, then, Bremond’s model
is a four-level “interlocking” system which subdivides Propp’s fabula into
raconté/racontant, while the techniques through which this “autonomous
structure” is conveyed (cf. sjuzhet) employ the signifieds and signifiers of
particular media: hence, a sign system acts as the signifier of narrative
techniques (the “signifieds” of that of that system) which, in turn, overlap
with the racontants that serve as the signifiers of the racontés. Indeed,
Bremond™ does insist on the division between “the laws that govern the
narrated universe” and “analysis of the techniques of narration,” but to
ignore the subdivision of the two sectors can result in misleadingly posit-
ing raconté/racontant as the transposition of the linguistic signifié/sig-
nifiant onto narrative categories.

In his story/discourse model, Chatman has not overlooked this dual
distinction, but the terminology employed largely neutralizes it. Noting
that raconté (translated as “that which is narrated”) and racontant (“story-
elements™) incorporate the same distinctions as fabula and sjuzhet™, he
goes on to state that “[t]he signifiés or signifieds of narrative are exactly
three—event, character, and detail of setting; the signifiants or signifiers
are those elements in the narrative statement (whatever the medium) that
can stand for one of these three [...]"**. Here, four levels are delineated

e “[TThe narrative, although existing as an autonomous signifying structure, is communi-
cable only on condition that it is relayed by a narrative technique, this technique using
the system of signs which is appropriate to it. In other words, the signifying elements
of the narrative (the racontants) become the signifieds of the technique by which they
are taken over.” (“[L]e récit, bien qu’existant comme structure signifiante autonome,
n’est communicable que sous condition d’étre relayé par une technique de récit, celle-
ci utilisant le systéme de signes qui lui est propre. C’est dire que les éléments signi-
fiants du récit (les racontants) deviennent les signifiés de la technique qui les prend en

L charge” (ibid.: 46).

Bremond (1966: 60).

zj Chatman (1978: 20).
Ibid.: 25.
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(signifieds, signifiers, narrative statement, medium), but this is done in
such a way that in place of racontés and racontants, we find signifiés in a
sense close to Bremond’s racontants (events, situations, behaviors) and
signifiants in a sense that is barely distinguishable from Bremond’s
“techniques”. Although in principle, story and discourse have each been
subdivided, the result of the slight shifts in terminology and their accom-
panying concepts is that story and discourse, along with rac-
onté/racontant and fabula/sjuzhet, are effectively assimilated into
signified and signifier.

The immediate terminological predecessor of the story/discourse
model is histoire and discours, a pair that in fact covers two sets of cate-
gories.

Originally, histoire/discours was proposed by Emile Benveniste to dis-
tinguish, through the use of pronouns, deictics and verbal systems, be-
tween two modes of enunciation (énonciation) in the French language:
briefly stated, histoire consists in third-person enunciations that exclude
“autobiographical” forms while discours, in the first and second persons,
includes “all enunciations which assume a speaker and a hearer, the first
intending to influence the other in some way™™>.

Responses to Benveniste’s work have been various, and its application
to literature has been prolific, although not unproblematic, particularly as
regards the relative positions of Aistoire and discours in actual texts. Har-
ald Weinrich®, for example, in his carefully-elaborated development of
Benveniste’s thesis, integrated it into text linguistics, but with the conclu-
sion that, due to the particularities of the verbal system of the Romance
languages, it does not readily extend to other languages. In a way not to
be confused with the story/discourse theory of narrative, Ann Banfield”’,
adopted Benveniste’s distinction within the context of narrative style in
order to study represented speech and thought (with particular reference
to free indirect speech), discursive forms which, unlike direct speech, are
noncommunicative; she also renames histoire “narration,” maintaining
that Benveniste’s histoire/discours is complementary, but not equivalent,

% Benveniste (1966: 242): “toute énonciation supposant un locuteur et un auditeur, et
. chez le premier I’intention d’influencer I’autre en quelque maniére.”
; Weinrich (1971).
Banfield (1982: 141ff. and passim).
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to Kéte Hamburger’s fiktionales Erziihlen vs. Aussage™. In contrast, some
currents of recent French narratology, influenced by the development of
enunciative linguistics, have reformulated earlier theories of point of view
and focalization™, but also of reported speech and techniques of access to
character consciousness®’, and they have done so in ways that signifi-
cantly revise Benveniste’s position by preserving (in revised form) the
roles of enunciator and enunciatee.

In its second sense, histoire/discours derives from Tzvetan Todorov’s
(1966) proposal to replace the Formalist terms with the terms introduced
by Benveniste, effectively announcing the “profound unity” between lan-
guage and narrative that was later put forth as forming the basis of narra-
tology’'. Narrative as histoire (unlike fabula—a “preliterary material”) is
a rhetorical inventio, a “convention,” an “abstraction” that does “not exist
‘in itself,”” comprising a logic of actions plus characters and their rela-
tions and thus forming the /angue of narrative. Narrative as discours, a
rhetorical dispositio, but also the parole of the individual work, includes
the narrative devices of time, aspects (or visions) and modes. The main
contribution of these structuralist terms is to have expanded fabula be-
yond a series of actions to include the continuum of the narrated world
(“diegesis,” in Genette’s terms, as opposed to actions) and sjuzhet beyond
the redistribution of events to include all aspects of textual mediation®.

All in all, however, it is a misleading choice of words that has led,
firstly, to likening histoire and discours, a linguistic theory of the modes
of enunciation and communicative situations, with language as system
(langue) and language as process (parole) and, secondly, to superimpos-
ing these same terms onto, respectively, narrative content and its signify-
ing medium. Todorov himself is equivocal on this point, stating that the
“modes of presentation” of narrative (“representation,” or characters’
speech, and “narration,” or narrator’s speech) occur “at a more concrete
level” than histoire/discours as alternatives to fabula/sjuzhet”, which
hardly clarifies the English-language story/discourse approach. It is also

28 Banfield’s controversial thesis has been systematically reworked within a narra-
tological framework by Monika Fludernik (1993).
3 Rabatel (1997), (1998).
b Rivara (2000).
Todorov (1969: 27).
3§ Cf. Martinez/Scheffel (1999: 23).
Todorov (1966: 144).
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notable that, in Todorov’s version, the features attributed to story and plot
are not distributed between histoire and discours, but are necessarily in-
cluded within the structure of histoire and that, in any case, the author
subsequently developed a narrative grammar, replacing histoire with
“semantic aspect” (inventio) and “syntactic aspect” (dispositio) and dis-
cours with “verbal aspect” (elocutio) (1969), calling, several years later,
for a logical analysis in place of a grammatical analysis®.

With his narrative grammar, Todorov in fact evolves toward a ternary
theory, confirming what has been the undercurrent of the present discus-
sion, namely, that binary models of narrative, when carefully worked out,
ultimately subdivide the “what™ and/or “how” of narrative in various,
even if in sometimes problematical, ways®. The story/discourse approach,
however, by assimilating fabula/sjuzhet, story/plot, raconté/racontant and
histoire/discours into one another, tends to underrate or even to eliminate
valuable distinctions in what seems to have left a particular mark on Eng-
lish-language narratology, born largely out of the encounter between
point-of-view theories and European structuralism®®, This is surprisingly
true even of approaches to narrative that seek to free themselves of struc-
turalist binarisms, as in the introduction to a recent reader that rejects the
“false opposition between ‘story’ and ‘narrative’” (sic), adopting an ap-

** Todorov (1973: 87).

Ternary theories are sometimes considered to be fundamentally binary, as Bal (1977:
6) has suggested of Genette. After correctly observing the ambiguity in Genette’s nar-
rative (récif), defined both as signifier and enunciate (énoncé—given as “statement” in
the English translation of Genette’s book), she goes on to point out that narration cor-
responds to narrative enunciation (énonciation), the enunciate being, in linguistic the-
ory, the result of enunciation, or an act of utterance. Disregarding the latter aspect of
narrative (récit), she concludes that Genette only distinguishes between the two levels
of Russian Formalism. Even though Genette (1999 [1986]: 330) does maintain that the
narratology of fictional texts is linked to comparison of the narrative text with story, he
has also reiterated the importance of narration alongside narrative and story (Genette
1988 [1983]: 10ft.), so that the story/discourse dichotomy cannot, in my opinion, be at-
tributed to Genette (cf. Fludernik 1996: 334),

In this regard, it is noteworthy that the first half of Chatman’s book is devoted to the
events and existents of story and that the second half, with reference to Genette’s adop-
tion of Plato’s mimésis and diégésis, divides discourse into “nonnarrated stories” (un-
mediated transmission) and “covert versus overt narrators” (mediated transmission) (cf.
1978: 46), limiting discourse mainly to a discussion of point of view and to what in ef-
fect is Todorov’s “modes or representation” or Genette’s “narrative of events” vs. “nar-
rative of words” and their various permutations.

36
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parently liberating definition of narrative as “any minimal linguistic (writ-
ten or verbal) act™’ only to revert, in the glossary, to the very equi-
valencies that this definition supposedly overcomes: story is “a synonym
for hist;gire or fabula”; discourse is “equivalent” to récit, sjuzhet, plot,
muthos™.

3. Semiotic

Prince’s definitions of story and discourse show that these terms cover a
variety of concepts, and we have also seen evidence that well-developed
theories which incorporate this pair tend, more or less explicitly, to fur-
ther break it down into constituent categories. In this regard, note can be
taken of a lucid encyclopedia entry by Prince, which outlines the principle
contributions of classical narratology, discussing narrative grammars from
Propp to Barthes’ “Introduction” under the heading “Story” and, under
“Discourse,” Genette. It is noteworthy that, in concluding, the author calls
for a more integrated approach with a “narrative grammar proper,” con-
sisting in a syntactic component (“a finite number of rules for gen-
erat[ing] the macro- and microstructures of all and only stories™), a
semantic component interpreting these structures, a “discoursive” compo-
nent (order of presentation, speed, frequency, etc.) and a pragmatic com-
ponent (“specifying the basic cognitive and communicative factors
affecting the production, processing, and narrativity of the output of the
first three parts™), these four parts being articulated with a textual compo-
nent, i.e. a given medium®. This schema resembles Todorov’s narrative
grammar to the extent that it includes a syntactic component and a seman-
tic component; but unlike the verbal aspect, it provides for a discoursive
component (cf. sjuzhet) distinct from a textual component, while it also
introduces a pragmatic component which is absent from Todorov’s sys-
tem: interestingly, no explicit reference is made in Prince’s narrative
grammar to the terms included in the story/discourse model. Does this
mean that semiotically-oriented theories of narrative have discarded these
terms?

37 McQuillan (2000: 6-7).
8 Ibid.: 317fF.
3% Prince (1995: 125).
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To answer this question, it will be useful to refer to Martinez and
Scheffel’s comparative table of the basic narratological terms of nineteen
theoreticians from Propp to Schmid, classifying them under Handlung
(action) and Darstellung (presentation). The first comprises Ereignis
(event) (or Motiv), Geschehen (e.g., Forster’s “story”), Geschichte
(“plot”), and Handlungsschema (abstracted global schema of plots form-
ing groups of texts), while the second is broken down into Erzihlung (cf.
Tomashevsky’s 5]uzher) and Erzdhlen (presentation of the plot in various
languages or media)®. Needless to say, this table is not intended to out-
line a narrative model or theory, but by adopting terms for its classifica-
tion more general than the terminology employed by any of the theories it
includes, the table does allow for a useful overview, making it possible to
bring out a number of parallels and differences among these systems as
well as inconsistencies and disparities of terminology.

Of particular interest among these systems in the present context is
Schmid’s four-level model. Noting that the structuralist histoire/discours
partially resolves the Formalists® failure to account for the constitution of
narrative texts, the author goes on to propose a fabula/histoire and a sjuz-
het/discours. The first is subdivided into Geschehen (characters, situations
and actions forming “the fictional raw material of narrative processing”—
a literary inventio) and Geschichte (result of selection, concretization and
segmentation—a dispositio in ordo naturalis), while the second is broken
down into Erzdhlung (result of composition through linearization, tempo-
ral acceleration/deceleration and permutation of segments—an ordo arti-
Jficialis) and Prdsentation der Erzéhlung (result of elocutio, verbal-
ization—the pheno-level as opposed to the previous three geno-levels).
These levels, arranged vertically, can be viewed from both an “ideal-
genetic” perspective (the model isolates non-temporal levels of trans-
formation, but corresponds to the creation and reception of no actual
work) and a “semiotic” perspective, functioning in the opposite direction
and focusing on the constitution of sense or meaning through a series of
denotations and implications in the passage from level four to level one*'.

This layout contrasts significantly with Sternberg’s system of story,
fabula, plot, sjuzhet in that these terms designate “complementary” as-
pects of narrative, forming the basis of an eight-term typology, and are

Martmez/Scheffel (1999: 25-26).
" Schmid (1982: 94-98).
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not ordered into levels either genetically or semiotically. It also bears
comparison with Bremond’s “interlocking” system which, in effect, sub-
divides fabula and sjuzhet: not unlike Bremond, Schmid considers
Priisentation der Erzihlung to be the signifier of Erzdhlung as signified
which, in turn, is the signifier of Geschichte as signified, itself the signi-
fier of Geschehen as signified. In practice, however, Bremond concen-
trates almost exclusively on isolating the raconté/racontant, whereas
Schmid is more concerned with the interactions between fabula/histoire
and sjuzhet/discours and their respective subdivisions.

Approaching narrative through four constitutive levels or components
opens up a significant perspective for narratology. Referring back to
Prince’s Dictionary, we see that among the meanings attributed to story is
the “content plane” and among those attributed to discourse is the “ex-
pression plane,” each plane further subdivided into substance and form in-
tersecting in a tabular fashion. Chatman also refers to these two planes,
pointing out, however, that his theory is concerned with the form of narra-
tive content and expression (story components plus structure of narrative
transmission), rather than with the substance of narrative (representations
of objects and actions plus media)42, so that, as noted above, he does not
in the end adopt Hjelmslev’s refinements of Saussure, but remains within
a largely Saussurean context. His story/discourse theory thus points in the
direction of Hjelmslev’s content and expression planes, but does not fully
integrate its essential distinctions, while Schmid’s four levels, without
reference to Hjelmslev, in a sense comes closer to this system, with
Geschehen and Prdsentation der Erzihlung forming the substance, re-
spectively, of content and expression, and Geschichte and Erzdhlung their
form. A

I would like now to shift the emphasis somewhat by turning to Um-
berto Eco’s textual semiotics, which incorporates fabula and sjuzhet in a
way that reflects content plane/expression plane, doing so, however,
within a Peircean framework. Eco’s writings in this area are extensive,
and for present purposes I will therefore comment only on two interre-
lated aspects of his textual semiotics: 1) the inferential nature of the sign
and the importance of abduction in semiosis; 2) the model of textual
communication, which marks a change from the binary to the triadic con-
ception of the sign. The Hjelmslevian perspective, we have seen, serves to

2 Chatman (1978: 24).
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disambiguate the story/discourse model, flawed by the polysemous nature
of its terminology, while Eco’s approach to abduction and textual com-
munication opens narratology up to the question of semiosis.

Classical narratology, based on the dyadic categories of Saussurean
linguistics, adopted a conventionalist notion of the sign: thanks to a code,
a correlation is established between content and expression such that “p is
equivalent to ¢.” For Eco, however, the history of semiotics shows that
only in a codified form can signs be regarded as identities or equalities,
that 51gns in their dynamic dimension (or, following Hjelmslev, sign-
functions*) result from inference: “if p then g.” The consequences of this
inferential conception of the sign are myriad and far-reaching, including
for narratology, for while linguistic theory tends to favor a model of
equivalence (“p is ¢”), a broader understanding of the sign suggests that
signs are a matter of interpretation rather than recognition: “A sign,” says
Eco, “is not only something which stands for something else: it is also
something that must be interpreted”™*; or as Peirce, quoted in this connec-
tion by Eco, puts it: “A sign is something by which we know something
more™*; and from a narratological perspective: “story and plot are not
functions of language but structures that can nearly always be translated
into another semiotic system™®.

Framing the two basic dimensions of narrative in terms of the translat-
ability between semiotic systems rather than in analogy with signified and
signifier constitutes an epistemological reorientation of considerable sig-
nificance for narratology. When narrative is viewed in terms of semiotic
functions, for example, it calls for a reexamination of a narrative grammar

42 Cf. Eco (1976: 49), (1988: 119ff.).
Eco (1984: 46).

5 Peirce (1931 [C.P.]: 8.332, quoted in ibid.: 26).
Eco (1994: 35). Note that although Eco uses Forster’s terms interchangeably with the
Russian Formalist terms, he remains conceptually closer to the latter: “The fabula is
the basic story stuff, the logic of actions or the syntax of characters, the time-oriented
course of events”; “The plot [sjuzher] is the story as actually told, along with all devia-
tions, digressions, flashbacks, and the whole of the verbal devices” (1979: 27). How-
ever, as rightly pointed out by Malte Stein in a personal communication, the Formalist
Jabula is an unordered and formless matter without artistic value, the reader’s attention
being directed toward the sjuzher in what is essentially a theory of text production,
whereas for Eco, fabula results from a complex process of reconstruction and is thus a
structured product of reading and interpretation, sjuzher being an intermediate step in
this process of text reception.
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based on “a profound unity between language and narrative,” as advo-
cated by Todorov (1969: 27), while the inferential nature of the sign
represents a powerful alternative in narrative studies to the idea that tex-
tual manifestation “stands for” narrative content—an alternative explored
in detail in The Role of the Reader. In his various writings devoted to in-
ference, Eco adopts the three types of inference that form the basis of
Peirce’s logic and that are also necessary and sufficient elements for de-
fining the sign: deduction, abduction (or hypothesis), induction. Unlike
Peirce, however, who places inferences within a context of scientific veri-
fiability, Eco adapts inferences, calling them abductions, to a theory of
cultural representation, where they both serve as a mechanism for inter-
pretation and operate within a textual semiotics”’

Overcoded abductions are (semi-) automatlc laws resembling deduc-
tions to the extent that they proceed with inferences from general laws to
particular cases in a mechanical way. They also involve hypotheses in
that, for instance, to know whether the graphemes ‘t,” ‘a,” ‘b,” °1,” ‘e’ are
pronounced /teibl/ or /tabl/, I must decide, possibly on the basis of cir-
cumstantial evidence, whether these graphemes pertain to the English
language or to the French language: in such examples, overcoding fre-
quently occurs, since context of utterance and cotext render the decision
nearly automatic. In literary texts, overcoding results from genre, style,
and rhetoric, but can also be found in the structure of narrative functions
identified by Propp, in actantial structures and in frames. Here, type and
token come into play so that, according to Eco, ““[a] story actualizes pre-
overcoded narrative functions, that is, intertextual frames™*,

Undercoded abductions (or abductions stricto sensu) come into play in
the absence of reliable predictable rules, and they involve the selection of
the most plausible alternative that can be entertained, moving from an in-
ference to a probable rule. This is the case when a series of disconnected
data are joined together to form a coherent sequence or when the identifi-
cation of a topic brings out the “aboutness” of a text. “Is Oedipus Rex,”
asks Eco, “the story of detection, incest, or parricide?”*’. To answer such

7 The following comments are based mainly on Eco (1976: 129-36), (1979: 17ff)),
(1984: 39-43), (1988: 48-53), (1990: 64-82, 152-60), (1994: 156-60); sce also Tha-
gard (1978); Bonfantini/Proni (1983); Schillemans (1992); Ayim (1994); Manetti
 (2000).

i ¥ Eco (1979: 35).

Eco (1979: 28).
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a question, it is necessary to take an “inferential walk” outside the text in
search of previously actualized frames, an operation likened to passing
from a definition contained in the dictionary to the text-oriented world
knowledge embraced by the encyclopedia. Verisimilitude is another
product of undercoded abductions, as when we infer from Forster’s mini-
story “The king died and then the queen died” that the queen died of
grief. In contradistinction with the notion of textual immanence, it is the
back-and-forth movement between overcoded and undercoded ab-
ductions, between the “ready-made” and the merely plausible, that allows
for construction of the fabula.

Creative abductions, like undercoded abductions, resemble abduction
in Peirce, but they involve the invention of new rules and thus operate as
a conjecture or a bet against the odds when no plausible inference is
available. Creative abductions may challenge existing scientific and ideo-
logical paradigms, and they also enter into the process by which a detec-
tive uncovers the facts. Unlike overcoded and undercoded abductions,
however, which rely on preexisting and pretested explanations, creative
abductions are closely linked with Peirce’s induction—the testing of hy-
potheses—or what Eco calls “meta-abduction”: to what degree do new
inductions coincide with world knowledge and experience? To answer
such a question, the encyclopedia is resorted to through a process of meta-
abductive reasoning, and it is employed when, for instance, possible
worlds are confronted with the *“real” world.

It is frequently recognized that one of the meaningful aspects of Eco’s
textual semiotics is that it is marked by the transition from a dyadic to a
triadic conception of the sign. This is due in part to the syllogistic nature
of Peirce’s inferential logic which, at the level of the sign, results in the
incorporation of the interpretant™ into semiosic processes, the interpretant
being, for Eco, the cornerstone of interpretation and of the Model Reader.
The centrality of interpretation in Eco’s semiotics is reflected in his model
of textual communication, as developed particularly in The Role of the
Reader and summarized in figure 1.

ey sign addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent
sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the interpre-
tant of the first sign” Peirce (1931 [C.P.]: 2.228).
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Figure 1: Eco’s model of textual communication.
Source: Eco (1979: 14).

I do not propose to give a detailed commentary on this figure or to
compare it with Jakobson’s well-known model of verbal communication
(which would require a separate study), but only to draw attention to two
of its features that have extensive consequénces for the conceptual status
of narrative categories in general and that offer considerable potential for
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overcoming the problematic nature of the polysemous story/discourse
synthesis:

1) Eco’s Peircean revision of Hjelmslev’s content and expression; 2)

intension and extension’'.

It is important to bear in mind that Eco does not consider Hjelmslev’s
structuralist perspective, which leaves communication out of account, to
be incompatible with Peirce’s cognitive-interpretive perspective, but that
the two perspectives are in fact complementary. This explains why the
figure refers to “actualized content,” which can be glossed “content actu-
alized in communication.” When Hjelmslev subdivides content and ex-
pression each into substance and form, he treats the substance of content
and that of expression as two distinct continua, and at the same time he
remains unclear as to how substance differs from presemiotic or semioti-
cally unstructured matter (purport). Eco, who includes the problem of ref-
erence in his semiotics, proposes to resolve this difficulty by adopting the
object in Peircean semiotics, and more particularly the dynamic object as
opposed to the immediate object. The dynamic object (which “by some
means contrives to determine the sign to its representation”) is pre-
semiotic in that it remains external to the sign, while the immediate object
(“the object as the sign itself represents it, and whose Being is thus depen-
dent upon the Representation of it in the sign”) is “within the sign™*%. The
relation between the two types of object is thus one of selection of perti-
nent attributes, the immediate object being the way in which the dynamic
object is focused in the sign-vehicle, and it involves, as Eco puts it, the
“further segmentation of the continuum™>. The dynamic object (“the ob-
Ject of which a sign is a sign™) is extra-semiotic, “a state of the outer
world” (the Italian version of this book also speaks of a “class of possible
experiences” and “the world as possible experience™") and consequently,
the immediate object (“the object of a sign”) is “a mere object of the inner
world” and thus a “semiotic construction””.

! The following remarks are made mostly in reference to Eco (1976: 48-58, 268-70),
(1979: 3-43), (1984: 33-36, 44ff), (1988: 119-35); see also Dolezel (1997); Caesar
: (1999: 83-86, 120-34); Violi (2000).
Peirce (1931 [C.P.]: 4.536); quoted in Eco (1979: 181).
. Eco (1976: 269).
5 Cf. Violi (2000: 31).
Eco (1979: 193).
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It is fairly obvious from the figure that actualized content coincides
with the immediate object. The dynamic object (Hjelmslev’s continuum
or matter) is not represented here and in fact cannot be and need not be,
since it is knowable only through the articulations of textual sign-
functions. As for expression, it can employ various portions of the contin-
uum, segmenting it in different ways (e.g., the visual representation of an
object as opposed to a verbal description of the same object). Referring
back to the story/discourse model, we can see that it includes no distinc-
tion comparable to that between dynamic object and immediate object:
Chatman’s evocation of the substance and form of content and of expres-
sion remains indeterminate with regard to the presemiotic continuum, and
it ultimately comes down to equating events and existents with the signi-
fied and the medium with the signifier that “stands for” them®. Eco’s
model, based on an inferential conception of the sign, is oriented toward
the abductive operations by which content is actualized (as the various
boxes in the figure attempt to chart out), and it thus stands in stark con-
trast with the dyadic equivalences of the story/discourse approach.

Not only does the model incorporate the immediate object into con-
tent, but it also includes intensions and extensions, doing so in place of
denotation and connotation in Hjelmslev’s semiotics. In 4 Theory of
Semiotics, Eco studied denotation and connotation in terms of cultural
codes (e.g., an electronic signal “denotes” a certain level of water in a
dam and “connotes” danger). Later, however, he became more attached to
the relations between signification and truth conditions or, roughly speak-
ing, intension and extension, the terms frequently used in conjunction
with the logical and semantic theories of Frege, Russell, Carnap, etc., al-
though Eco’s immediate source for these terms is Pet6fi’s Text-Structure-
World-Structure-Theory. It may be an oversimplification to state that
structuralist narratologies concern only the “intensions” side of the figure,
but it is true that such theories tend not to venture into “extensions,” and
the interest of Eco’s figure is to provide in graphic form a semiotic ac-
count of referentiality in narrative communication which includes an en-
cyclopedia model of semantics with a strong pragmatic element. Here
again, abductive processes are the key to the relations between the various

58 14 must also be objected that, in semiotic theory, the signifier does not “stand for” the
signified; it is, rather, the sign that stands for something to somebody in some respect
or capacity, as Peirce would have it.
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boxes (which Eco is careful not to confuse with the “levels” of many nar-
rative theories), with overcoded abductions being prominent vertically
and undercoded, creative, and meta-abductions tending to come into play
horizontally. A look at the intensions side, for example, suggests that dis-
cursive structures (4) are overcoded by codes and subcodes (1) and by
narrative structures (6). Plot, which coincides more or less with discursive
structures (4), results from a tentative synthesis by the reader, thus involv-
ing undercoded abductions or, in “open” texts, creative abductions, while
the movement toward bracketed extensions (5) engages a process of meta-
abductions, the “testing” of hypotheses. A similar process takes place at
the more abstract level of narrative structures (6) and forecasts and infer-
ential walks (7) with the mapping of macropropositions onto world states.

Expression, or linear text manifestation, is dependent on codes and
subcodes (i.e. presupposed knowledge), which are included among inten-
sions, and it is also subject to circumstances of utterance (or pragmatic
conditions), included among extensions. For Eco, then, expression is lin-
ked to pragmatic categories, rather than to the division into substance and
form, and it therefore functions in conjunction with the semantic intensi-
ons and extensions of actualized content.

The replacement of the substance and form of expression and content
by pragmatic and semantic categories reflects the intersection of the
Hjelmslevian and the Peircean perspectives in the model of textual com-
munication, and it also results from an attempt to reconcile two funda-
mental orientations in sign theory, namely, signification (corresponding
roughly to binary theories of the sign) and communication (triadic theo-
ries). Furthermore, as can be seen from the figure, the four major compo-
nents of textual communication are not arranged into the “vertical” levels
of some theories (cf. Schmid) or into the tabular form presupposed by
Chatman’s appropriation of content and expression and their subdivisions.
Nor do these components follow the “horizontal” arrangement of the sen-
der-receiver models, inspired by theories of information, that have been
adopted by numerous narratologists. Such a model is taken over by
Chatman (1978: 267) in his diagram of narrative structure, which includes
real author/reader, implied author/reader and mediated transmission (nar-
rator to narratee) as opposed to unmediated transmission (“no” or minimal
narrator); at the same time, however, this diagram reveals a shift away
from the tabular configuration of Hjelmslev’s expression and content and
their subdivisions. By contrast, neither Schmid’s nor Eco’s systems in-
corporate sender-receiver theories of communication. Schmid’s four-level
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system, we have seen, has both an “ideal-genetic” or transformational di-
mension and a “semiotic” dimension of sense and meaning, and it is also
oriented toward the production of narrative texts. Eco’s textual communi-
cation, due to its connection with inferential reasoning and the triadic
conception of the sign in Peircean semiotics and the importance of the in-
terpretant, accentuates textually regulated interpretive acts carried out by
the recipient, or the Model Reader, but it does not address such traditional
concerns of narratology as time, focalization, representation of charac-
ter/narrator discourse or reliable/unreliable narration.

The terms story and discourse form part of the landscape of dis-
cussions about narrative and to reject them, whatever the difficulties
brought about by their use, would be as pointless as to propose fresh new
definitions of them. What is more important, as I have attempted to show
here, is to identify, not only how story and discourse have been associated
with similar terms and concepts, but also the ways they are appropriated
by and operate within various narrative theories. At the least, this can
perhaps help to avoid some of the pitfalls of facile and ready-made syn-
theses inherited from several decades of narratological studies. At best,
this inquiry into the two major dimensions of narrative, together with
their semiotic parameters, can serve to enlarge the horizons of narrative
research.
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