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Narrative pre-construction

William Labov, University of Penngylvania

Abdract: Before a narrative can becondructed, it mug be pre-congructed
by acognitive process that beginswith a decision that agiven eventis
reportable. Pre-condruction beginswith this mos reportable event and
proceeds backwardsin time to locate events tha are linked causally each
to the following one arecurdve process tha endswith the location ofthe
unregoortable event--onethat is notreportable in itself and reedsno
explanaion. Conparison of such event chainswith the sequence of
narative clauses actudly produe@d will help to undestand howthe
narator re-organizes and trangorms the events of real time in the finished
narative.

Over the past four decades, the sudy of rerrative has expanded to raise ahog of
interesting questionsin a broal variety of fields The framework developed in Labov &
Waletzky 1967 [Fenceforth L& W] has proved usful for many dudents of narative in
following the path of narative condruction. L& W ddine narative as a particular way of
reporting past events, in which the orde of a sequence of indgoendent clauses is
interpreted as the orde of the events referred to. They then describethe full elaboraion
of adult naratives of pasond experience, beginning with an adract, orientation, an
evaluaion ction embedded in the complicating action, aresolution and acoda In both
fundamental concept and in this eabordion, narative condruction fdlows the orde of
eventsin time. Thefollowing discussion projects a set of cognitive operationstha
opeaatein thereverse order, the narrative pre-condruction that every narator must
accomplish beore beginning the narrative itself.

Thediscussion to follow is based on sudies of ord naratives of pasond
experience, which are fundamental to the human faculty for gory-telling, butapplies
more geneally to other narative genres. The framework, dready outined in Sone
further gepsin narative andysis (Labov 1997),isused hee to generate and motivate
theearlier L& W narative framework, and then projected as a platform for new directions
of narrative research.

For L& W, the fundamental conaept that distinguishes narrative from other ways
of reporting the past istemporal jundure: arelation of bdore-and-after that hdds
between two independent dauses, and neiches the orde of eventsin time. Such
sequences of ordeed dauses form thecomplicating action tha is the skeletal structure of
narative. Here we may beagin with amore basic congderation fromwhich tha definition
can bedeived: we bagin with the undcerstanding tha a narative is aboutsomething.

A narativeisinitiated when aperson isimpdled to tell others about something,
sometimes by an externd simulus (Wha happened?Q), sometimes by an interna one
(OOveyotto tell you wha happened.Q. It is only when tha somethingis an event--
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something that happenedN that the speaker will signd to listeners tha anarrative isto be
initiated. If the something is a state of bang (@OmtiredQ or the location o an entity
(ad is homeQ) what has been told is asimple report that does not require a further turn
of talk.

It iswell undestoodtha theinitiation ofa narative requires convasationd work:
thelisteners mug bealerted to anticipate an extended turn of @lk on the pat of the
narator, and/or the automatic return of eakership dter next turnsunil the narative is
ended (Sacks 1992, labov 1997. Whaever sepstha narratorstake to accomplish this
also 9gnd that they have decided that the event isreportable (or tellable, which | take to
be equivaent). There isagreat deal to be said aboutthe concept of reportability for any
given event, and its relativity to age and oda context (Hudenik 1996, Nrrick 2005),
but the very conaept of narative demandstha we recognize as an essential first sep the
decision to report an event, and the entailment that it is judged to bereportable.

It is also evident that a narrative is more than astatement abou areportable event.
O brokemy legOis nota narative, butan abgract of ore. If the event is reportable, it
does not happen every day, as a produd of every-day activities. (O got upthis
morning.Q. And if the reportable event is not an expected, every-day occurrence, it calls
for an accourting. The speaker who ha madethe decision o report it is normally under a
requirement to supply some information a howit came about The narratorOsitention is
then directed backward in ime, from the reportable event to a preceding one driven by
the nead to answer the question (How did that happen?0lt follows that a second gep
necessary to the condruction ofa narative is for the narator to locate an event tha was
prior in time to the reportable event and gandsin acausa reation o it (O fell and |
brokemy legQ.

Thisisarecurdve proaess, Snce the preceding event may aso bereportable and
require an explanation (AVhy dd you fdl?2Q We can then digtinguish theinitial event
aboutwhich the narrative is told, as the mod reportable event. That is the normel
situaion,though t is notuncommon for ane of the preceding ries of events to emerge
as more reportable than the onethat was first selected as wha the narative was to be
about Thisisanimportant issuein narrative andysis, butit is a prodict of complex
interactionsin the sodal environment, and for the moment | will continueto refer to the
event of narative initiation as the mog reportable event. It will be symbolized as &), and
the events preceding inthis recursve proessas ey, ey. . .

The second gep in narative congruction is then to condrud arecursve series of
events preceding the mog reportable event, each linked causally to the onethat follows.
From this consderation we can deive the central characterization of narative in L&W as
a series of dauses tha contain & least onetempord jundure. ThusQ fell and | brole my
leg.Ocortains onetempord jundure and qudifies as a narative. When temporal reaions
are sgnded by sibordnaing mnundions, the same events can betold in any orcer
withoutcongructing anarrative (QVhen | fell, | brokemy leg.Oor @ broke my leg when
| fell.Q

This recurdve chan of events will generate the conplicating adionin the L& W
framework. Butin orcer to begin the narative andlocate the beginning of the
complicating action, it is necessary to terminae thechan. Thisis doneby locating some
event that is notin itself reportable and daes notrequire an explanaion. Thiswill be
called in shortthe unrgortable event. It will be symbdized as e, where nis the number
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of causlly linked events in the narrative chan. Thethird gep in narative congrudion is
therefore to locate an event for which the question @Vhy dd tha hgppen?Ois
ingoproprite, Snceit is an every-day activity that is notreportable in itself. (O was
coming hone. | tripped on hecurb, and Ifell and brole my leg.Q. In rarrative
condruction, this event e, is normally embeddeal in the orientation of the L& W
framework. Thisis the section that informs the listener aboutthe time, place, paticipants
and bénhavioral setting at the beginning ofthe narative.

Normally we think of the narrative as it istold, beginning with the orientation and
proceeding forward through he complicating action to the mos reportable event, the
resolution andthe coda. The narative pre-condruction described heae operatesin the
opposte direction, praeeding badkward from the mog reportable event e;and ending
with the unexplained event e,. Thisis notfar from assertingtha in narative, imeis
reversible (see Bres 1991).Thisis astrong claim, butthe evidence for it isdso grong. It
is notuncmmon for rarratorsto hesitate before they begin a narrative by saying Q. et me
see. Where should | bagin?Olntrogection, as well as thelogic of narrative condruction,
will indicate tha no narative can be told before pre-condruction answers this question.

Theoutine of narative pre-condruction put forward hee assumes that the
narator has free access to agtore of event representationsin his or her biogrgphical
memory, and tha these representationshave averidical reation o what actually
happened in past real time (for a contrary view, see Hoppe 1997).It remainsto beseen
how much agreement can be obtained in the recondrucion ofevent chans (Labov 2001,
2004).To the extent tha memory dderiorates, events are forgatten ortrangormed in
memory, the narrator is no longer in control of narative condruction, and the find
narative verson may bethe produd of such unongioustrangdormations The concept
of narative pre-condruction lays the foundation for furher inquiry into hownarative
events are stored in memory and accessed by the narrator, howthe narrator makes
selection fromthat orage, and howthat selection is rearranged to trandorm the
normeative sgnificance and evaluation ofthe events in theinterests of the narrator.

From pre-constr uction to orientation

Once the precondrudion is complete, the narrator beginsto generate the
narative by formulating the ornientation ction, in which the unreportable event e, is
embedded along with information on he time, the place, and the participantsin the
action. The next gep, laundching thecomplicating action, fiows tha the view of narative
pre-condruction jud presented is defective in onerespect. The unreportable terminating
event of precondrudion e, can nothave aregular causal relationto theevent tha
follows. Otherwise this every-day activity would continudly trigge reportable events,
and it is common knowedge tha it does not Thefirst event tha follows the orientation
isnormally unpedictable to some degree. An examination of aparticular narrative
shows the importance of this unprelictability.

Narrative (1) is Harold ShambaughOsccountof the Norwegian Sailor, analyzed
in greater ddail in Labov 1997.
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1)
(What happened in South America?)
Oh | wOsttinO tatable drinkinO

| said, @Bo away,
| donOeven wanna fool with ya.O
AnO nedhing | knowlOmayinO onhe Roor, bbod dl over me,
AnO guy bld me, says, MWonOmove you head.
Your throaOsut.O

a
b AndEthis Norwegian sailor come over

C anO kpO giinOGme a bund oQjnk about | was sittind with his woman.
d AnO eerybody sttinGat the table with me were my shipmates.

e So | jusddrn aounO

f anO lsoved Qn,

g anOdld On,

h

i

J

k

Given the evidence of the narative as Shambaugh produed it, the chain of events
tha hewould have had to renember would gppear as (2). The verb keptin the
condruction kept giving entails that & least two complaints andtwo refusals were made.
To capture the sense of working backward in time, the past pafect is usful.

2)

€ This Norwegian sailor cut my throd.

e | had refused to listen to him twice.

e, He had repeated a complaint that | was stting with his woman.

es | had refused to listen to him the first time.

ey He had complained that | was dtting with his woman.

es He had come over to where | was.

€5 | had been gtting with my shipmates drinking.

Here narative clause a forms the orientation, mrresponding o event e, where n =6. For
asailor inaport, gtting & atable drinking does not require any further explanaion. We
can note tha the nonreportable event is typically formulated with the progressive aspect,
asin dause a. The progeessive focuses upon the action itself, and nd its beginning or end
pointsin time, s tha it is not separated by atempora juncture from the following event
es, the gppraach of the Norwegian sailor. Thisfirst following action is presented asan
inexplicable and unnotivated event. Thisis normel: event e, istheinitiating event of
the narative. Itsinitiating daracter is connected with the fact tha the orientation e, has
no gructurd consequences for action.

The selection oftheendpont of pre-congdruction isacritical gepin the
organization of the narative and te presentation ofthe narratorOpoint of view. The
sequence (2) may have been all that Shambaugh ranembered. Butthe andysis of Labov
1997 ponted outtha if the narrative chan hal been extended further back in time, we
might well have seen that the Norwegian sailor hal arrived with awoman who wes
sitting & ShambaughOtable so that es was not as unpredictable as presented in the
finished narative (1).
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The narative work donein generating the orientation is illuminated in ancther
short narative, Thefalling out, told to me this year by ayoung woman, Melinda D. The
narative has to do wth events surrounding the sudden desth of he father Tom D. Here
the events inferred for precondruction are indicated in aseparate column to the left.

3)

event dlause
Well, IOgonra give youa small history.
My fatherOdest friend, reN when we were young
His name was Ray,
and uh hey had afalling out the parents,
because their dog bt my dster
and they didnOtalk after that incident.
S0, you know my father died urexpectedly
ad Ray was in surge’y on hs knee in the hogita the same day
my father died
When hewoke up fromhis surgay
hesaid to hiswife Linda
who wes aso my motheObest friend
hesaid, Quin, | had adream,
that Tom came to me,
and sid, Q et bygone be bygores.
Like--forget it.
ItOover.O
€ i And then she said to him, QRay, Tomdied today.O
] Theman was like a ghog.
k He cameto the hogital--I mean to the funeral, on autches
because hewas 0 freaked outby it
m Hewasreally quite hyderical.

Thefalling out

o 0O Tw

€4

€2

> «Q —* o0

€1

The narative is oneof many tha deal with communication fromthe dead to the
living, amember of the sub<et in which this communication takes place in adream. As
such, it has high reportability, and is critically invaved in theinverse rdationship
between reportability and aedibility (Labov 1997). e credibility of such a narative
dependson thefact that it was notarespong to information received prior to the dream.
In hearing this narative, the listener does notknow until dausei tha Ray did notknow
tha his friend Tom had died urtil after heawoke and reported the dream. Clausei
therefore strikes listeners as the mog reportable event, ey. The dream itsdlf, e, isna as
remarkablein itself sinceit would beexpected that Ray would dream about his friend
after hearing of his death. Only when the listener realizes that Ray had no knowedge of
TomOsleath is the case made eff ectively for communication fromthe deed.

If Ray had amply dreamed abou his friend Tom a the time of his death, tha
would have been a remarkable coincidence. The case for communication fromthe dead is
strongly reinforced by wha Tom said in thedream, snceit is undestoodtha
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recondliation is acharacteristic move of omeonewho is a the point of death (or beyond

it).

Thecausa chain identified by Melindain pre-condruction noves backward in
time from the report of TomOslesth &, to the dream e; which makes the report relevant,
to the surgay and anesthesia e, which led to the dream. The preceding event e3, he
fatherOsinexpected desth, can be seen as a second @use of the dream. Thustwo
unexpected eventsN TomOsleath and RayOsurgeryN coinddeto initiate the chain that
leadsto the mog reportable event.

The orientation o The Falling Qut is the absence of communication béween the
two friends(and ther wives). It is a couner-exampleto the propostion that orientations
are based onevery-day behavior tha needs no explanaion. This every-day behaviorN no
communication beween best friendsfor many yearsN requires an explanation, which is
is encapsulated in the subordnate clause, ecause their dog bt my sster.OMelindaopts
to begin the narative with agatic Stuaion without pursaiing theevents further back in
time. When | asked he afterwardswha caused the disagreement, sheexplained that the
dog hal bitten he twin gster Marianain the face. Her father became angry with his
friend because after the inadent, Ray never inquired after Mariana or came to see how
Marianawas. Painly the dispute went even further backward in time, snce thisis truly
inexplicable behavior for the naghborhoa in which they lived. These events mug also
have been part of MelindeDstored memories. In fact, her sister Marianawho was present
showed me thefaint scar gill left from the wound. Butthe narrative condrudion aeated
by Melindaignotes these earlier events. Her selection of orentationis congstent with the
fact that the assignment of prase or blame in the dispute beéween Ray and he father is
irrelevant to what he narrative is abou.

Construction and pre-constr uction

The sequence of complicating actionsis generated on te basis of thechan of
eventsidentified in precondrudion. Yet it is rare for these two squences to fhow aone
to-onerelation. We can gan an undestanding of hownaratives organize and trandorm
eventsin the interests of the narrator by examiningthis relationship. The mismatch o
events and narrative clauses for the Shambaugh narative (1) is shown in (4).
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(4)
(Wha hgppened in South America?)
event clause
es a Oh | wOsttinO a table drinkinO
€5 b AndEthis Norwegian sailor come over
es C anO kg0 giinGme a bund oQjnk about! was sittin \ith his woman.
es [ShambaughO#irst refusal]
d AnO eerybody sttinCat the table with me were my shipmates,
e, [SailorOsepetition ofthe complaint]
e So | jusDurn aound
anO Isoved On,
anOald On,
| said, @o away,
| donOeven wanna fool with ya. O
AnO nedhing | knowlOmayinO onhie Roor, bbod dl over me,
AnO auy bld me, says, MonOmove you head.
Your throaOsut.O

—x——SQ =+~

We note tha events e, and e3 have no representation in the gpoken narative,
since they are collapsed into e4 by the construction kept + Verb + ing. On the other hand,
the second rdusa e; is daboraed into five narative clauses. The organization of this
narative is designed to ranforce ShambaughOgpoint of view tha the Norwegian ssilor@
complaint was unprealictable and inexplicable, and nd worthy of dtention in any way.
The sudden and unnotivated character of the attack is reinforced further by the
elaboraion of g into three narrative dauses, showing that Shambaugh dd notrealize that
his throa was cut urtil someonetold him. This is a necessary trandormation ofthe
events, Sncein dl naratives of pasond experience, the listener learns of theeventin the
same way tha the narrator did.

In the discussion of the orientation sction of The Falling Qutin (3), t appeared
that a preceding dhain of events was encapsulated in the subordnae clause because ther
dog bt my sster. This raises the question of the role of complex syntax in rarrative
congruction. relationsof undelying events and narative dauses. Thecharacteristic
narative dause has asmple subject (usudly pronomnal), prderit verb and complement,
and daboration keyond tis point is usudly confined to the embedding of drect gpeech
as the complement of verbs of quogtion.

The Norwegian Sailor displays this smple syntax for dl narrative clauses butj.
On the other hand, The Falling Qut shows a remarkable effl orescence of syntactic
complexity, paticularly for event e;, RayOsaccountof his dream. Here themain verb
said has a subordnae clause as atempord complement (when hewdke up. .), anon-
restrictive relative clause subordnated to its indirect object (who wasalso. . ), and in the
direct qudation tha is its complement, the object dreamhas embedded two complements
(Tomcane. . . and aid), the second of which in turn has three complements (Let bygones
be bygones, forget it, itOwer). This exploitation of mmplex syntax is acommon
characteristic of narratives tha deal with premonitionsand communication with the dead.
It is not clear how and why naratorsareled in this direction. No current aspect of
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linguistic theory can accourt for it, bu the sudy of narative may lead to adeeper
undestanding of the fundion of g/ntactic complexity in dscourse.

Extending the argument to other forms of narrative

Granted therole of pre-condruction in oral naratives of pesond experience, to
wha extent can this argument be applied to other forms of narative: epic, fictionand
film? Thefilm Casablanca raises atypical chdlenge It iswell known that the script was
written from day to day as the filming progressed and no oneknew how the film would
end (review of Tim Dirks, http://www.filmsite.org/casa.html). How then could it be pre
condructed to endat an ending that did na exist?

It is notlikely that the process of gory telling on fim can escapethe imperatives
tha control gory telling in every-day life. At some point before the film was finished, an
ending was selected: that Ilsa would take the plane with Victor Laszlo and leave Rick
behind. At that point, the process of precongruction would hare to begin. Gven this
find event, what brough it abouf? And wha preceding events would take usback to the
stuaiontha prevailed at the beginning ofthefind scene? The didlog as it was finally
written included the lines

Inside of us, we both know you belong with Victor. You're part of his work, the
thing that keeps him going.

It doesn't take much to see that the problems of three little people don't
amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world.

These could oy bewritten orce the ending was selected. More geneally, al narrative
formswill beruled by theinverse relations of reportability and credibility, which force
thetellers to follow chains of causdlity urtil they reach the unreportable base from which
al narative begins The great creators of fiction are well aware of this. In his discussion
of chivalric novds, Cavantes said (and | am indebted to Rchard Harvey for directing my
attention 1o this quoe):

O... if you reply that the men who compose such books write them as

fiction, and so are not obliged to look into fine points or truths, | should
reply the more it resembles the truth, the better the lie, and yet at the
same time the more provocatively doubtful or barely possible it is, the

better it pleases.” -- Don Quixote, 1605.
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