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Preface

As a sophomore at Harvard in 1945, [ took a beginning class on Homeric
Greek with Eric Havelock, the scholar who later became a dominant figure in
classics studies through his Preface to Plato and other work. We had been
reading of the unquenchable laughter that arose among the gods when the
affairs of Hephaestus, Ares and Aphrodite were exposed. Havelock turned to
us and asked, “Why are the gods such comic characters?”” There was a pause;
no one spoke. He continued, “Because if you're not going to die, nothing
important can happen to you.”

xi
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1 Introduction to the language of life and death

In the late afternoon of July 29, 1963, I was talking to a retired Jewish
postman named Jacob Schissel, in his brownstone house on New York City’s
Lower East Side. I had reached the point in the interview that dealt with
serious matters, and I asked, “Were you ever in a situation where you thought
you were in serious danger of being killed? Did that ever happen to you™
Schissel answered “Eh no, at no time” but then added, “Wait a second, let me
contradict myself. Yes, once.” I said, “What happened?” and Schissel said,
“My brother put a knife in my head.” I said, “How’d that happen?” and
Schissel then told me the story.

This was just a few days after my father had died

and we were sitting shiva.

And the reason the fight started,

he saw a rat out in the yard

— this was out in Coney Island —

and he started talk about it.

And my mother had just sat down to have a cup of coffee

and I told him to cut it out.

*Course kids, y'know, he don’t hafta listen to me.

So that’s when I grabbed his arm

and twisted it up behind him.

When I let go his arm,

there was a knife on the table,

he just picked it up

and he let me have it.

And ... I started bleeding — like a pig.

And naturally first thing to do, run to the doctor,

and the doctor just says, “Just about this much more.”
he says, “and you'd a been dead.”

As I was leaving, going down the stairs, I heard Mrs. Schissel 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.
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Introduction to the language of life and death 3

The school I go to is Food and Maritime — that’s maritime training
and I was up in the masthead,

and the wind started blowing.

I had a rope secured around me to keep me from falling—

but the rope parted,

and I was just hanging there by my fingernails.
At this point, Eddie’s breathing became very heavy and irregular; his voice
began to shake, and drops of sweat stood out on his forehead. Small traces
of nervous laughter appeared in his speech. (My interventions are in
parentheses).

I never prayed to God so fast and so hard in my life

(What happened?)

Well, I came out all right ...

well, the guys came up

and they got me.

(How long were you up there?)

About ten minutes.

(I can see you're still sweating, thinking about it
Yeh, I came down,

I couldn’t hold a pencil in my hand.

I couldn’t touch nuttin’.

I was shakin’ like a leaf.

Sometimes I get scared thinkin® about it ..
but ... uh ... well, it’s training.

At the point where I first observed the sweat standing out on Eddie’s forehead,
there was a dramatic change in the linguistic variables that register style. His
use of the variable (ING) switched from the standard -ing to colloquial -in’
(nuttin’, shakin’, thinkin’); he used double negative (I couldn’t touch nuttin’),
and he dropped the technical and formal vocabulary that he started with
(secured, parted). Only at the very end did he pull himself together and return
to the formal style that he felt was appropriate for an intery iew.

One might ask, why is one style better than another? Why the effort to record
the least formal style? My answer is that there is one style of speech that is
superior to all others — from the linguistic point of view — which we call the
vernacular. Tt is the form of language first learned, most perfectly acquired,
which we use automatically and unthinkingly in conversation with family and
intimate friends. It is the most systematic and rule-governed: the formal
language we acquire later in life never shows the same intricate regularities,
and we often find 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
over generations. The history of a language is the history of its vernacular.
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The study of narrative

said about principles of interest? The narratives that will be put forward in the
chapters to follow will be the argument, and if they should fail the test of
interest for any given reader, they and this book as a whole may be rejected

out of hand.

The study of narrative

As the field of sociolinguistic inquiry developed, narratives of personal
experience became more and more important. The narrative itself became a
focus of linguistic interest. And as the range of linguistic nquin gradually
broadened, the analysis of discourse became a prominent part of the
although it never developed the precision and complexity of the central
of grammar and phonology. Various types of speech events were studied
sermons, lectures, arguments — but of these the narrative turned out to ha
the most clearly defined properties, with a beginning, a1 iddle, an
internal structure that can be described with precision

In 1967, I published a paper on “Narrative analysis™ with Joshua Waletzky
(henceforward, L&W)2 that has been widely used as a basis for further studi
of the narrative genre. In 1997, a special four-part issue ol the Journal
Narrative and Life History (now Narrative Inquiry) reproduced thi
along with thirty-eight others commenting on or related to it. I've published a
dozen other papers on narrative since then, with results, techniques and
analyses that will be integrated into the text of this volume

Narrative studies and narratology have grown enormously in the past half
(:entury3 and taken different forms in different fields: not only in the literary
domain, but in philosophy, psychology, anthropology. and folklore."* A good
proportion of this work makes reference to the L&W paper. Two basic themes
from that original paper are most often referred to:

nel

S paper

e A fully developed narrative begins with an abstract, an orientation with
information on persons, places, times and behavior involved; the compli-
cating action; an evaluation section, which identifies the point of the
narrative; the resolution; and a coda, which returns the listener to the
present time.

o The importance of evaluation in adult narrative, which compares the events
that actually happened with those that might have but did not happen.

: Labov and Waletzky (1967).

E.g. Genette (1972), Chatman (1976), Greimas (1977), Prince ( 1982, 1994), Fludernik (1996),
Pratt (1997), Journal of Narrative and Life History, 1991-1997, Narrative Inquiry, 2000-2012
A selection of works from the various disciplines includes: in philosophy Ricoeur (1984), in
psychology Goldman et al. (1999), in anthropology Ochs and Capps (2001), and in folklore
Dundes (1984).
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Narrative dimensions 7

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

I am at a disadvantage in this printed format. Some part of Jacob Schissel’s
personal style that comes through in 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 — is inherently interesting If
you agree, we can proceed to the next question: why does Jacob Schissel’s
story have such a profound effect upon us?

Narrative dimensions

Ochs and Capps begin their study of conversational nars ative” by establis}
ing five dimensions along which narratives can be placed: tellership |
ability, embeddedness, linearity and moral stance. They
default narrative as one that occupies an extreme position on these B
dimensions:

charactenze tnc
1

1. Tellership: one active teller;

2. Tellability: highly tellable account;

3. Embeddedness: relatively detached from surrounding talk and activity:
4. Linearity: temporal and causal organization:

5. Moral stance: certain, constant moral stance.

This is a good description of the subject matter of this book. With few
exceptions, the narratives will be told by a single teller, without strenuous
competition from the floor. The contents are all matters of life and death,
which are identified with a high degree of reportability. There is some back
channel activity, but the connection with the surrounding conversation
springs from a question asked by the interviewer. Most importantly, the
narratives in Chapters 3—11 all follow the definition of 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 a
manner that maximizes a given moral position of the narrator, sometimes
polarizing or sometimes minimizing the conflicts among the characters.

There is no doubt that much is to be learned by studying more fragmentary
narratives in which tellership is divided, reportability is minimal, the stream
of speech is much divided, and no clear point of view emerges. In most
conversations, people refer to past events in one form or another, in ways that
are not far from the basic narrative organization that is described here.’

5
Ochs and Capps (2001: 20).  © Ochs and Capps (2001), Riessman (2002).
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Narrative dimensions 9

“audience design”'": to some extent, the speaker shapes the form and content
of the narrative according to what the listener is expected to 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 floor in a general
conversation.

~ The question has been raised as to how often such full-formed narratives
(the “default” narrative of Ochs and Capps) are to be found in everyday hfe i
At this writing, I have just come from a Christmas party at the home of family
friends where “The falling out” (see Chapter 5) was recorded three years ago
Six people were gathered in the small kitchen. For a good quarter of an hour,
the floor was held by a 40-year-old man who told with great gusto a series ol
stories about his sexual adventures with his wife before they were marmed,
and their encounters with his wife’s father who at one point returmned unex

pectedly to the house. The three narratives were reportable in the highest
degree, though they would not be tellable'” in some other gatherings

was much laughter from the group, four of whom had heard the stores
before,'® but there was no competition for the floor, only encouragement o
continue. This is one of countless such occasions where I have observed th

T'here

unrecorded flow of full-formed archetypical narratives in everyday life. For
our present purposes, recording is essential, since we are concerned w ith the
details of the linguistic construction that transform experience in the interests
of the teller.

" A great deal is to be learned about narratives from observing how they are
inserted into such a competitive situation, and the field of narrative studies has
recently developed a strong interest in “small stories™ which are located some
distance from the Ochs and Capps default narrative. As Bamberg and
Georgakapoulou describe them, such small stories may be brief efforts at
telling that are seen as part of the speaker’s efforts to establish a given identity,
“fleeting moments of narrative orientation to the world.” They may be “very
recent or still unfolding events ... immediately reworking slices of experi-
ence.” The events involved are not necessarily interesting in themselves."

- Recent work on narrative makes reference to “‘a debate between proponents
of big story research and supporters of small story research.”'® This can be
fruitful, in pointing to the limitations of each. In big stories, the effects of
audience design are not so obvious and may be missed. Small stories are often
compressed under competition for the floor, and the full development of the
moral position of the narrator may be obscured. Both types of narrative have

10 2
See Bell (1984). ' See Schegloff (1997). ' See Norrick (2005)

His wife was standing beside him throughout.

Bamberg and Georgakapoulou (2004). See also Bamberg (2006), Georgakapoulu (2008)

' Helsig (2010: 274), Freeman (2006).
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The questions I will try to answer

The narratives to be presented here are marked by their inherent interest; they
do not need any excuse to occupy the reader’s time. Indeed, this presents a
problem for the analyst, in that the eloquence of the text will upstage
whatever I might want to say about it. Nevertheless, I will be posing questions
about these narratives that in turn have their own inherent interest. In each
case, an examination of the narrative construction will help answer the
question “How does the narrator succeed in transferring his or her view of
experience to the listener/reader?” To do this, I will develop techniques for
reconstructing the most probable series of events reflected in the account
given by the narrator, noting events that are omitied and created in th

narrative. This will in turn give us an outline of how the speaker uses naative

techniques to shape and transform those events, assigning praise and blame to
the actors in a particular normative framework, without departing from a fruc
account of what in fact happened. In every case, we will engage in an etiort «

reconstruct the causal sequence of events that preceded the construction ot i
narrative, and see how that construction was built upon it

Chapter 2 offers an array of tools for the analysis of oral narrative which
will be used to outline the structural features of the narratives to follow, and
addresses the functional questions presented here.

Each of Chapters 3 to 5 focuses on narratives with a common theme,
relatively short, a single episode in which a good part of the expenence ol
the speaker is transferred to the listener.

Chapter 3 will present five narratives that begin with verbal interaction and
shift suddenly to a high level of violence. Beginning with the story of Jacob
Schissel, the analysis will search for a causal account of the escalation of
violence and the assignment of responsibility for it.

Chapter 4 deals with six narratives in which participants are suddenly
brought into contact with the fact of death and the bodies of the dead. The
assignment of responsibility for these traumatic experiences will be a central
question for the narrative analysis.

Chapter 5 concerns four narratives that present evidence of information
transmitted from the dead. The narrative analysis will deal with how the
choice of linguistic forms serves to augment the force of the evidence both
for those who believe in such a possibility and for those who do not.

Chapters 6-9 are devoted to narratives of larger scope, told by working-
class women each occupying a separate chapter. These comprise numerous
episodes in which the narrator conducts a struggle of epic proportions against
a broad range of opponents and obstacles.

In Chapter 6, Margie Knott of Tyneside in Britain gives an account of her
violent encounters with the neighborhood and their eventual resolution.
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~ These chapters will introduce a number of new tools for narrative analysis,

“and apply them to many different stories. The main purpose of this work,
" however, is not to develop a better theory of narrative, or to understand the
ives themselves. It is to understand ourselves — and how we think about
life and death. We will find this out by a close study of how people convey the

e
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pse told in this domain. On the contrary, they are a selection of the most
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4 in the course of fifty years of sociolinguistic research by me and
ts. As such they are prototypical rather than typical. Although the

| tradition they are drawn from is largely quantitative, this is not a
of variation in narrative structure." but a logical account of the gener-

of that structure.

‘The logic of narrative analysis

llowing eight-point schema is proposed for the analysis of any given
s or episode of a narrative. It draws upon the concepts developed in
‘and the results of applying these concepts in Chapters 4-15. Itis to
ood here that “narrative” designates “oral narrative of personal
» and that the extent to which the schema applies to other narra-
ary.

tive is identified by the existence of temporal juncture.
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lives of the participants.
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1972).
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s the many narratives in this volume, the common mode of analysis is
2in by asking, “What is this story about?” and so locate the most
able event. We then reconstruct the mental processes that lie behind

e most reportable event and its resolution. Given the unusual charac-
‘the outcome, the reconstructed plot makes it understandable, and
e credible.
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fiised to administer the sacrament to the dying man. We readily believe
8 who would risk his soul for a woman's love would not end without
 her a last remembrance of 1l
 credibility of a narrative is not, then, equivalent to a firm belief that the
Sreported did in fact take place in just the form described. An historical
Bof that sort would pursue the question of who heard Monmouth say
rds, as reported in what document 10 be found in what location.
le narrative is one in which the sequence of events is plausible in
= with what we know of human behavior. This links in turn with the
of plot in the narratological literature as a sequence of high
ties rather than strict causation.” In fiction, credibility is extended
militude.
argued that credibility is an essential component in the transfer of
nce in personal narrative. This immediately returns us to the major
n of literary theory: how experience 1s transferred in fiction. To
ont does the reader experience the events of a novel, or the
of a film relive the events on the screen? And what degree of
ity is required for this to happen? As I argued in Chapter 2, a
e that is transparently untrue — a tall tale or a cartoon — may be
g but not moving.’

3 See Bauman (1984).
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The emotional residue of narrative 227

] hoice of what to report or not report is effected most often by the
nation of the recursive process of reconstruction and the decision on
re to begin.
nsolved problem for many narrators is to account for the initiating
bedded in the setting of the orientation — by definition ordinary
or that does not have to be accounted for — is that first event that
S the entire series leading to the most reportable event. In Gloria Stein’s
tive, the stoning of the house reflects a well-known white reaction to
In-Americans moving into a new neighborhood. Margie Knott portrays
ood conflict as inevitable and as a natural process that requires self-
For some narrators, the mitiating event is portrayed as pure chance,
his can be seen as a choice among other options. The rat that ran out in
b Schissel’s yard in Coney Island is a chance event as the story is told,
h more careful consideration suggests that it was only one of many
ons in which Schisse!'s hrother violated the protocol of sitting shiva.
pibaugh gives no explanation for the irrational behavior of the Norwegian
though a broader ethnographic view suggests that it was a not uncom-
gsponse to gender separation in the setting of the working-class bar.

The emotional residue of narrative

said at the outset that the data on which this book is based is the interest
in readers by these narratives, and, when all is done, the residual
impact on the reader. After all, the creation of such empathy is the
im of narrative — the transfer of one person’s experience to another.
gh our narratives have a common focus on matters of life and death,
t on the reader takes many different forms. Each chapter has its own
tone in response to matters of life and death. Narratives of escape
, like most of those in Chapter 3, are sober. They do not display the
lief from anxiety that is sometimes reported in the literature.” These
are selected primarily for the degree of impact on the listener, and
t depends primarily upon the objectivity of areport from third-person
,as in the accounts of Jacob Schissel, Harold Shambaugh and Charles
The terse, matter-of-fact delivery of these narratives has much to do
ir effect on listeners. The near-death experience speaks to the reality of
d so triggers a response from the most central human emotions.

a great deal of interest in the traditional report of one’s life passing before one’s eyes In
reatening situations, and many discussions of such temporal slowing und§~r stress can be
on the internet. See also Chesterton (1909: Ch. 6). Experimental wor}x‘ of neuropsychol-
finds no changes in temporal resolution under stress, but retrospective reports suggest

e period lasted longer (Stetson et al. 2007).



th completed by those to

matic experience when the
es at a distance are violated.
'with the question of who was
overwhelming guilt that
»members, some sixty years

of the chauffeur, its legs
. The narrative of Donald
‘and the ironic pain of his

tion with the dead in Chap-
‘of wonder surrounds these
ny indication that information
m some unknown souice will
its finality. The clusive death
formation, and in o doing,
ntable mystery. In “The
he realization that his dream
ntations with death do not
generate a wide range
i feeling. We have no
on when he recognizes the

are also centered about

ces of death. But their
rcoming @ series of
ur protagonists are thrust

t they can. In Chapters
nces, and leave us full of
, each in their own way:
fary Costa. Chapter 10
y that are aimed at El
el agreement. To what
es the speaker’s narra-

ect confrontation with
ote of high seriousness.
to the utmost, as in the
end of Chapter 13 and
er 14. 1 am moved by
otion when I read these

The emotional residue of narrative 229

contrary', I have no such difficulty in delivering the stories of
3. Each time I retell these accounts of near-death experience, the
ences pass through me without the slightest hesitation, and I find
aking for Jacop Schissel and Harold Shambaugh as if I were them.
as? to be z.lslomshcd at the powerful effect on the listeners of this
erson’s experience flowing through me. Though I have shown how the
is adjusted in the interest of the teller, there is no make-believe or
here. The sober, matter-of-fact delivery of such narratives reflects a
on of the reality and inevitability, not of the death escaped, but of the
hat is to come. Jacob Schissel is dead now. Though I have no way of
git, I am convinced that in this early account, we can hear the calm and
ive style which he would surely use in confrontation with that later
thigh seriousness of the historians is characteristic of the speakers as
The only light note 1s siruc! Tom Tarentino’s account of the 60 cc
@in Chapter 3. Each of the narrators talks directly to us with a level
fhis is a book without hurmor. There is no sarcasm, irony or indirection.
nothing that would suggest that the spe akers do not mean what they
conceived as a testimonial to the value of asking a serious and
ard question and receiving a serious and straightforward answer.
pk has exposed the reader to a wide range of speakers and writers,
ith his or her strengths and no doubt weaknesses, though I am less
ied with these. Most of them use language effectively in the narrative
[t is my hope that you will use this study, not only as a way of
ding narrative, but as a means of widening and deepening your
ance with the human race, and furthermore that you will admire



