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LOGOS Narration Reading Group: Greg Currie’s Narratives and Narrators (OUP 2010)

1 March 2010: Chapter 3, ‘Two Ways of Looking at a Narrative’ (pp. 49-64).
A brief recap:

In Chapter 1, ‘Representation’, Currie argued that a narrative is an intentional-communicative artifact, i.e. an ‘object’ created with intentions to communicate something, namely a story, which is its representational content . A narrative may also be understood as a corpus in D. Lewis’ sense, a body of representations according to which something is true. A narrative is generally a corpus that is internally organized by relations of consequence and some of whose content is implicit rather than explicit. Currie argues that pragmatic inference is the basis for literary interpretation (whatever else may be involved in it) and therefore leans toward the intentionalist view, allowing however for an ‘implied author’ and a concomitant notion of ‘achieved meaning’. In narratives conveyed by film or photography, we must distinguish between representation by origin (whatever is in front of the camera) and representation by use (what that thing is being used to represent). Such narratives will count as (‘pure’) documentaries when there is a relation of ‘harmony’ (not identity) between the people and events filmed and those who are the content of the narrative. Although narratives are created, what is used to make them up need not be created (e.g. creating a story out of the stars). Some things, like dreams, episodic memories, and lives, appear to be non-created, or ‘natural’, narratives (i.e. not artefacts), but Currie thinks these are rather ‘non-artefactual things which have some of the features of artefacts’ and ‘at best the materials around which to build such a communicative artefact’ (23) (cf. the stars). 

In Chapter 2, ‘The Content of Narrative’, Currie opts for a ‘gradation’ notion of narrativity rather than a categorical distinction between narratives and other representational vehicles. A representational vehicle can then be high or low in narrativity. Representations high in narrative will typically involve ‘sustained temporal-causal relations between particulars, especially agents’ (27), although some narratives may ‘work’ or remain such precisely by subverting such typical features, e.g. ‘a narrative committed to the systematic exploration of the theme of happenstance’ such as The Murder of Mytis (38). Currie explores D. Velleman’s proposal that what makes something a narrative is not causal connection but rather that it has the ‘power to initiate and resolve an emotional sequence in the audience’ (30, Velleman as cited). Currie takes Velleman’s claim to be that causal connection is not necessary, and that a sense of emotional resolution is both necessary and sufficient (30). Currie ‘see[s] no reason to think that there are emotional responses we have to narratives and to nothing else’ (30); and the absence of causal connection could be precisely the point of a story, as noted above regarding Mytis. Curries distinguishes two senses of thematic unity, general and particular, and argues that the kind of thematic unity relevant to narratives is particular: ‘unity is provided by a focus on some common thread in the activity of particular persons in particular connected circumstances’ (39); general thematic unity is typically evident in narratives as well, inviting us ‘to generalize from the case in question’, but is not a necessary feature of them (id.). Currie introduces the notion of ‘salient possibilities’, i.e. ‘thematically relevant possibilities causally consistent with the information we have about events as they occur’ in a given narrative (43), which he will discuss in the next chapter.


In the Appendix to Chapter 2, Currie speculates about the evolutionary origins of narrative. He suggests that ‘the human capacity for linguistic communication co-evolved with a taste for significantly narrativized accounts of people’s behavior’ (47). An animal can display signals of fitness (which go with conflicts of interest among males of the same species) and survival signals (which go with survival of the group). Signals can be cheap (vervet monkey calls) or expensive (peacock’s tail). Signals of fitness tend to be costly because cheap signals would be unreliable indicators of fitness, and because there is incentive for animals engaged in such competition to be deceptive (44-5). Where group survival rather than individual mating success is at stake, there is no incentive for deception and thus no need for signals to be costly. Human language is an ‘enormously flexible’ system of signals, but it is also cheap: ‘it costs a speaker no more to make a deceptive remark than it does to make a reliable one’ (45). Enter narratives: those who are deceived may tell stories about the deceiver to the rest of the group; therefore the very system that allows for deception keeps it in check by forcing signalers to keep a reputation of honesty and reliability (46). ‘The more detail the story [about an alleged deceiver] contains, the more checkable its claim becomes’, so our skills in producing and interpreting narratives develop in tandem with our linguistic faculty (47).
In Chapter 3 Currie will argue that adopting the external perspective to a narrative, in addition to the internal one, is essential to a proper understanding of any narrative.

Introduction. 

When we engage with a narrative we can adopt the internal perspective, examining ‘the world of the story as if it were actual’, or the external perspective, when we see an agent-created representation of a sequence of events from the outside (49). While one might think that in narrative engagement we are always fully engrossed in the internal perspective, Currie argues instead that we do, and must, switch between perspectives throughout our engagement in order to understand the story being told: ‘Our expectations about a narrative, our desire for explanation of what happens, and our sense of what is satisfactorily explained, are all a product of the interaction between these two factors’(id.).

3.1 Limits to the Content Approach to Narrative. 

Narratives are artifacts created to convey a story, but they are not reducible to their story content. If that were so, The Life of Nelson and The Character of Nelson (Goodman 1981 examples used by Currie) would be the same narrative, since they tell the same story, albeit differently. So in addition to story content, a narrative also involves an ‘expressed authorial attitude’ to that content, one that ‘will be expressive of certain kinds of interest and focus’ (51). This in turn shows the importance of (also) adopting the external perspective to a narrative. Narratives must therefore be understood both in terms of story features (internal perspective) and expressive features (external perspective) (52).
3.2 Telling the Time in Marienbad.

In this and the next sections, Currie reinforces the importance of adopting the external perspective by considering challenges to his earlier claims regarding the elements that indicate a high degree of narrativity. The first one is ‘richness in the representation of temporal relations’ (52). If we focus on story content alone (internal perspective), then Last Year in Marienbad would have to be considered low in narrativity, since there is a lack of temporal detail in the story—an undesirable result. But if we adopt the external perspective, we will see that time has a high expressive content precisely by being given ‘low status’ internally. ‘Representation of story features and expression of authorial focus’ come apart in the film. ‘Judging the degree of narrativity by reference to temporal information’ cannot be done by focusing on story content alone.

3.3 Possibility, Probability, Evidence.

The second narrative degree indicator Currie discusses is ‘salient possibility’: a salient possibility, ‘at a given stage of a narrative, is one which we are, or should be, aware of as a non-negligible option for how things may turn out later in the narrative’ (54). Again, adopting the internal perspective alone will not be a sufficient or reliable gauge of the salient possibilities in a given narrative: ‘we are often guided by … our awareness—perhaps a not very conscious one—of the narrative-maker’s own purposes’ (54-5).


The same occurs for the probability of events within a story. Adopting only an ‘objective probability’ approach, internal to the story, we would have to say that the events in ghosts stories and much science fiction are altogether improbable, when in fact we have no problem engaging with such narratives. Improbability, Currie argues, is an aesthetic rather than an epistemic vice, often relativized to the category with which the author is working (56).

3.4 Representational Correspondence.
Finally, there are limits to representational correspondence that can only be made sense of by adopting the external as well as the internal perspective. ‘For a given representational work, only certain features of the representation serve to represent features of the things represented’ (59). We do not explain Othello’s speaking in beautiful blank verse by concocting a tale of how he must have received a fine education as a child (internal); rather, we look to the author’s intentions of making a poetic work, not of creating a poetic character: ‘In such a case, we have a breakdown of representational correspondence for some higher-order property: there is representational correspondence between the words uttered by the actor and the words uttered by the character, but, while the words uttered by the actor constitute great poetry, they are not represented as constituting great poetry in the mouth of the character’ (60). This is not to say that we should ignore possibilities that (apparently) an author did not see; interpretation by appeal to authorial intentions works analogously to interpretation of non-fictional utterances—i.e. sometimes we do not mean what we say (as in the case of Richardson’s Pamela Andrews; 61-2).

Comments from discussion: The main questions arising from discussion revolved around the notion of story content, and how it related to narrative, to implicit/explicit content, to authorial attitude, and to the external/internal perspectives.

Manolo asked whether the story content in the two Nelson stories really is the same. If not, we do not need the external perspective. If yes, then what is the expressed authorial attitude really adding? Is it another communicative act in addition to that of story-telling? Chiara asked what is the difference between implicit content and authorial attitude. Does story content include both implicit and explicit content? It was not clear in general exactly what fell under story content, and what did not. Anna wondered whether by ‘story content’ Currie means exclusively what is graspable by taking the internal perspective to a story. But then it seems that some stories will not make sense, since their intelligibility may depend precisely on our occasionally taking the external perspective throughout our engagement (or, as Manolo put it, there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ internal perspective). Manolo was skeptical of the need to take the external perspective in most cases; the EP is often ‘too external’ to count as part of a narrative (as in our —subverted—expectation that Ralph Fiennes will not die in ‘Hurt Locker’ given our knowledge that he is a major actor). Chiara also asked whether adopting two distinct external perspectives to the same story content would not result in two different story contents. Given the Nelson examples, it seems that Currie would argue that this would rather result in two different narratives.
