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 Structural Analysis of Narrative

 TZVETAN TODOROV*

 The theme I propose to deal with is so vast that the few pages which follow will
 inevitably take the form of a resume. My title, moreover, contains the word
 "structural," a word more misleading than enlightening today. To avoid mis-
 understandings as much as possible, I shall proceed in the following fashion.
 First, I shall give an abstract description of what I conceive to be the structural
 approach to literature. This approach will then be illustrated by a concrete prob-
 lem, that of narrative, and more specifically, that of plot. The examples will all be
 taken from the Decameron of Boccaccio. Finally, I shall attempt to make several
 general conclusions about the nature of narrative and the principles of its analysis.

 First of all, one can contrast two possible attitudes toward literature: a theoreti-
 cal attitude and a descriptive attitude. The nature of structural analysis will be
 essentially theoretical and non-descriptive; in other words, the aim of such a
 study will never be the description of a concrete work. The work will be con-
 sidered as the manifestation of an abstract structure, merely one of its possible
 realizations; an understanding of that structure will be the real goal of structural
 analysis. Thus, the term "structure" has, in this case, a logical rather than spatial
 significance.

 Another opposition will enable us to focus more sharply on the critical position
 which concerns us. If we contrast the internal approach to a literary work with
 the external one, structural analysis would represent an internal approach. This
 opposition is well known to literary critics, and Wellek and Warren have used
 it as the basis for their Theory of Literature. It is necessary, however, to recall
 it here, because, in labeling all structural analysis "theoretical," I clearly come
 close to what is generally termed an "external" approach (in imprecise usage,
 "theoretical" and "external," on the one hand, and "descriptive" and "internal,"
 on the other, are synonyms). For example, when Marxists or psychoanalysts deal
 with a work of literature, they are not interested in a knowledge of the work it-
 self, but in the understanding of an abstract structure, social or psychic, which
 manifests itself through that work. This attitude is therefore both theoretical
 and external. On the other hand, a New Critic (imaginary) whose approach is
 obviously internal, will have no goal other than an understanding of the work
 itself; the result of his efforts will be a paraphrase of the work, which is supposed
 to reveal the meaning better than the work itself.

 Structural analysis differs from both of these attitudes. Here we can be satisfied
 neither by a pure description of the work nor by its interpretation in terms that
 are psychological or sociological or, indeed, philosophical. In other words, struc-
 tural analysis coincides (in its basic tenets) with theory, with poetics of literature.
 Its object is the literary discourse rather than works of literature, literature
 that is virtual rather than real. Such analysis seeks no longer to articulate a

 * Translated by Arnold Weinstein.
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 TZVETAN TODOROVISTRUCTURALISM

 paraphrase, a rational resume of the concrete work, but to propose a theory of
 the structure and operation of the literary discourse, to present a spectrum of
 literary possibilities, in such a manner that the existing works of literature appear
 as particular instances that have been realized.

 It must immediately be added that, in practice, structural analysis will also
 refer to real works: the best stepping-stone toward theory is that of precise,
 empirical knowledge. But such analysis will discover in each work what it has
 in common with others (study of genres, of periods, for example), or even with
 all other works (theory of literature); it would be unable to state the individual
 specificity of each work. In practice, it is always a question of going continually
 back and forth, from abstract literary properties to individual works and vice
 versa. Poetics and description are in fact two complementary activities.

 On the other hand, to affirm the internal nature of this approach does not
 mean a denial of the relation between literature and other homogeneous series,
 such as philosophy or social life. It is rather a question of establishing a hier-
 archy: literature must be understood in its specificity, as literature, before we seek
 to determine its relation with anything else.

 It is easily seen that such a conception of literary analysis owes much to the
 modern notion of science. It can be said that structural analysis of literature is a
 kind of propaedeutic for a future science of literature. This term "science,"
 used with regard to literature, usually raises a multitude of protests. It will there-
 fore perhaps be fitting to try to answer some of those protests right now.

 Let us first of all reread that page from Henry James's famous essay on "The
 Art of Fiction," which already contains several criticisms: "Nothing, for instance,
 is more possible than that he [the novelist] be of a turn of mind for which this
 odd, literal opposition of description and dialogue, incident and description, has
 little meaning and light. People often talk of these things as if they had a kind of
 internecine distinctness, instead of melting into each other at every breath, and
 being intimately associated parts of one general effort of expression. I cannot
 imagine composition existing in a series of blocks, nor conceive, in any novel
 worth discussing at all, of a passage of description that is not in its intention narra-
 tive, a passage of dialogue that is not in its intention descriptive, a touch of truth
 of any sort that does not partake of the nature of incident, or an incident that de-
 rives its interest from any other source than the general and only source of the
 success of a work of art-that of being illustrative. A novel is a living thing, all one
 and continuous, like any other organism, and in proportion as it lives will it be
 found, I think, that in each of the parts there is something of each of the other
 parts. The critic who over the close texture of a finished work shall pretend to trace
 a geography of items will mark some frontiers as artificial, I fear, as any that have
 been known to history."

 In this excerpt, the critic who uses such terms as "description," "narration,"
 "dialogue," is accused by Henry James of committing two sins. First, there will
 never be found, in a real text, a pure dialogue, a pure description, and so on.
 Secondly, the very use of these terms is unnecessary, even harmful, since the novel
 is "a living thing, all one and continuous."
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 The first objection loses all its weight as soon as we put ourselves in the per-
 spective of structural analysis; although it does aim at an understanding of con-
 cepts like "description" or "action," there is no need to find them in a pure state.
 It seems rather natural that abstract concepts cannot be analyzed directly, at the
 level of empirical reality. In physics, for example, we speak of a property such
 as temperature although we are unable to isolate it by itself and are forced to
 observe it in bodies possessing many other qualities also, like resistance and
 volume. Temperature is a theoretical concept, and it does not need to exist in a
 pure state; such is also true for description.

 The second objection is still more curious. Let us consider the already dubious
 comparison between a work and a living thing. We all know that any part of our
 body will contain blood, nerves, muscles-all at the same time; we nonetheless
 do not require the biologist to abandon these misleading abstractions, designated
 by the words: blood, nerves, muscles. The fact that we find them together does
 not prevent us from distinguishing them. If the first argument of James had a
 positive aspect (it indicated that our objective should be composed of abstract
 categories and not concrete works), the second represents an absolute refusal to
 recognize the existence of abstract categories, of whatever is not visible.

 There is another very popular argument against the introduction of scientific
 principles in literary analysis. We are told in this instance that science must be
 objective, whereas the interpretation of literature is always subjective. In my opin-
 ion this crude opposition is untenable. The critic's work can have varying degrees
 of subjectivity; everything depends on the perspective he has chosen. This degree
 will be much lower if he tries to ascertain the properties of the work rather
 than seeking its significance for a given period or milieu. The degree of subjectiv-
 ity will vary, moreover, when he is examining different strata of the same work.
 There will be very few discussions concerning the metrical or phonic scheme of
 a poem; slightly more concerning the nature of its images; still more with regard
 to the more complex semantic patterns.

 On the other hand there is no social science (or science whatsoever) which is
 totally free of subjectivity. The very choice of one group of theoretical concepts
 instead of another presupposes a subjective decision; but if we do not make this
 choice, we achieve nothing at all. The economist, the anthropologist, and the
 linguist must be subjective also; the only difference is that they are aware of it
 and they try to limit this subjectivity, to make allowance for it within the theory.
 One can hardly attempt to repudiate the subjectivity of the social sciences at a
 time when even the natural sciences are affected by it.

 It is now time to stop these theoretical speculations and to give an example
 of the structural approach to literature. This example will serve as illustration
 rather than proof: the theories which I have just exposed will not be necessarily
 contested if there are some imperfections in the concrete analysis based on them.

 The abstract literary concept I would like to discuss is that of plot. Of course,
 that does not mean that literature, for me, is reduced to plot alone. I do think, how-
 ever, that plot is a notion that critics undervalue and, hence, often disregard. The
 ordinary reader, however, reads a book above all as the narration of a plot; but
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 this naive reader is uninterested in theoretical problems. My aim is to suggest
 a certain number of useful categories for examining and describing plots. These
 categories can thus implement the meager vocabulary at our command with
 regard to the analysis of narrative; it consists of such terms as action, character,
 recognition.

 The literary examples that I shall use are taken from the Decameron of
 Boccaccio. I do not intend, however, to give an analysis of the Decameron: these
 stories will be used only to display an abstract literary structure, that is, plot. I
 shall begin by stating the plots of several of the tales.

 A monk introduces a young girl into his cell and makes love to her. The
 abbot detects this misbehavior and plans to punish him severely. But the monk
 learns of the abbot's discovery and lays a trap for him by leaving his cell. The
 abbot goes in and succumbs to the charms of the girl, while the monk tries his turn
 at watching. At the end when the abbot intends to punish him, the monk points
 out that he has just committed the same sin. Result: the monk is not punished
 (I,4).

 Isabetta, a young nun, is with her lover in her cell. Upon discovering this, the
 other nuns become jealous and go to wake up the abbess and have Isabetta
 punished. But the abbess was in bed with an abbot; because she has to come out
 quickly, she puts the under-shorts of the abbot on her head instead of her coif.
 Isabetta is led into the church; as the abbess begins to lecture her, Isabetta notices
 the garment on her head. She brings this evidence to everyone's attention and
 thus escapes punishment (IX,2).

 Peronnella receives her lover while her husband, a poor mason, is absent. But
 one day he comes home early. Peronnella hides the lover in a cask; when the
 husband comes in, she tells him that somebody wanted to buy the cask and that
 this somebody is now in the process of examining it. The husband believes her
 and is delighted with the sale. The lover pays and leaves with the cask (VII,2).

 A married woman meets her lover every night in the family's country house,
 where she is usually alone. But one night the husband returns from town; the
 lover has not come yet; he arrives a little later and knocks at the door. The
 wife asserts that this is a ghost who comes to annoy her every night and must
 be exorcised. The husband pronounces the formula which the wife has impro-
 vised; the lover figures out the situation and leaves, pleased with the ingenuity of
 his mistress (VII,1).

 It is easy to recognize that these four plots (and there are many others like
 them in the Decameron) have something in common. In order to express that, I
 shall use a schematic formulation which retains only the common elements of
 these plots. The sign -> will indicate a relation of entailment between two actions.

 X violates a law -> Y must punish X -> X tries to avoid being punished ->
 f Y violates a law

 '> --> Y does not punish X
 Y believes that X is not violating the law
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 This schematic representation requires several explanations.
 1. We first notice that the minimal schema of the plot can be shown naturally

 by a clause. Between the categories of language and those of narrative there is
 a profound analogy which must be explored.

 2. Analysis of this narrative clause leads us to discover the existence of two
 entities which correspond to the "parts of speech." a) The agents, designated
 here by X and Y, correspond to proper nouns. They serve as subject or object of
 the clause; moreover, they permit identification of their reference without its
 being described. b) The predicate, which is always a verb here: violate, punish,
 avoid. The verbs have a semantic characteristic in common: they denote an
 action which modifies the preceding situation. c) An analysis of other stories
 would have shown us a third part of narrative speech, which corresponds to qual-
 ity and does not alter the situation in which it appears: the adjective. Thus in I,8:
 at the beginning of the action Ermino is stingy, whereas Guillaume is generous.
 Guillaume finds a way to ridicule Ermino's stinginess, and since then Ermino is
 "the most generous and pleasant of gentlemen." The qualities of the two charac-
 ters are examples of adjectives.

 3. Actions (violate, punish) can have a positive or a negative form; thus, we
 shall also need the category of status, negation being one possible status.

 4. The category of modality is also relevant here. When we say "X must punish
 Y/" we denote thereby an action which has not yet taken place (in the imaginary
 universe of the story) but which is nonetheless present in a virtual state. Andre
 Jolles suggested that entire genres could be characterized by their mood; legends
 would be the genre of the imperative, to the extent that they offer us an example
 to follow; the fairy tale is, as is often said, the genre of the optative, of the
 fulfilled wish.

 5. When we write "Y believes that X is not violating the law," we have an
 example of a verb ("believe") which differs from the others. It is not a question
 of a different action here but of a different perception of the same action. We
 could therefore speak of a kind of "point of view" which refers not only to the
 relation between reader and narrator, but also to the characters.

 6. There are also relations between the clauses; in our example this is always
 a causal relation; but a more extensive study would distinguish at least between
 entailment and presupposition (for example, the relation introducing modal
 punishment). Analysis of other stories shows that there are also purely temporal
 relations (succession) and purely spatial ones (parallelism).

 7. An organized succession of clauses forms a new syntagmatic pattern, se-
 quence. Sequence is perceived by the reader as a finished story; it is the minimal
 narrative in a completed form. This impression of completion is caused by a modi-
 fied repetition of the initial clause; the first and the last clause will be identical but
 they will either have a different mood or status, for instance, or they will be
 seen from different points of view. In our example it is punishment which is
 repeated: first changed in modality, then denied. In a sequence of temporal rela-
 tions, repetition can be total.
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 8. We might also ask: is there a way back? How does one get from the abstract,
 schematic representation to the individual tale? Here, there are three answers:

 a) The same kind of organization can be studied at a more concrete level: each
 clause of our sequence could be rewritten as an entire sequence itself. We would
 not thereby change the nature of the analysis, but rather the level of generality.

 b) It is also possible to study the concrete actions that incorporate our abstract
 pattern. For instance, we may point out the different laws that become violated in
 the stories of the Decameron or the different punishments that are meted out. That
 would be a thematic study.

 c) Finally, we can examine the verbal medium which composes our abstract pat-
 terns. The same action can be expressed by means of dialogue or description, fig-
 urative or literal discourse; moreover, each action can be seen from a different
 point of view. Here we are dealing with a rhetorical study.

 These three directions correspond to the three major categories of narrative
 analysis: study of narrative syntax, study of theme, study of rhetoric.

 At this point we may ask: what is the purpose of all this? Has this analysis
 taught us anything about the stories in question? But that would be a bad question.
 Our goal is not a knowledge of the Decameron (although such analysis will also
 serve that purpose), but rather an understanding of literature or, in this specific
 instance, of plot. The categories of plot mentioned here will permit a more exten-
 sive and precise description of other plots. The object of our study must be narra-
 tive mood, or point of view, or sequence, and not this or that story in and for itself.

 From such categories we can move forward and inquire about the possibility of
 a typology of plots. For the moment it is difficult to offer a valid hypothesis; there-
 fore I must be content to summarize the results of my research on the Decameron.

 The minimal complete plot can be seen as the shift from one equilibrium to an-
 other. This term "equilibrium," which I am borrowing from genetic psychology,
 means the existence of a stable but not static relation between the members of a

 society; it is a social law, a rule of the game, a particular system of exchange. The
 two moments of equilibrium, similar and different, are separated by a period of
 imbalance, which is composed of a process of degeneration and a process of im-
 provement.

 All of the stories of the Decameron can be entered into this very broad schema.
 From that point, however, we can make a distinction between two kinds of stories.
 The first can be labeled "avoided punishment"; the four stories I mentioned at the
 beginning are examples of it. Here we follow a complete cycle: we begin with a
 state of equilibrium which is broken by a violation of the law. Punishment would
 have restored the initial balance; the fact that punishment is avoided establishes a
 new equilibrium.

 The other type of story is illustrated by the tale about Ermino (I,8), which we
 may label "conversion." This story begins in the middle of a complete cycle, with
 a state of imbalance created by a flaw in one of the characters. The story is basi-
 cally the description of an improvement process-until the flaw is no longer there.

 The categories which help us to describe these types tell us much about the uni-
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 NOVELLFALL 1969

 verse of a book. With Boccaccio, the two equilibriums symbolize (for the most
 part) culture and nature, the social and the individual; the story usually consists in
 illustrating the superiority of the second term over the first.

 We could also seek even greater generalizations. It is possible to contrast a spe-
 cific plot typology with a game typology and to see them as two variants of a
 common structure. So little has been done in this direction that we do not even
 know what kinds of questions to ask.1

 I would like to return now to the beginning argument and to look at the initial
 question again: what is the object of structural analysis of literature (or, if you
 wish, of poetics)? At first glance, it is literature or, as Jakobson would have said,
 literariness. But let us look more closely. In our discussion of literary phenomena,
 we have had to introduce a certain number of notions and to create an image of
 literature; this image constitutes the constant preoccupation of all research on
 poetics. "Science is concerned not with things but with the system of signs it can
 substitute for things," wrote Ortega y Gasset. The virtualities which make up the
 object of poetics (as of all other sciences), these abstract qualities of literature exist
 only in the discourse of poetics itself. From this perspective, literature becomes
 only a mediator, a language, which poetics uses for dealing with itself.

 We must not, however, conclude that literature is secondary for poetics or that
 it is not, in a certain sense, the object of poetics. Science is characterized precisely
 by this ambiguity concerning its object, an ambiguity that need not be resolved,
 but rather used as the basis for analysis. Poetics, like literature, consists of an un-
 interrupted movement back and forth between the two poles: the first is auto-ref-
 erence, preoccupation with itself; the second is what we usually call its object.

 There is a practical conclusion to be drawn from these speculations. In poetics
 as elsewhere, discussions of methodology are not a minor area of the larger field, a
 kind of accidental by-product: they are rather its very center, its principal goal.
 As Freud said, "The important thing in a scientific work is not the nature of the
 facts with which it is concerned, but the rigor, the exactness of the method which
 is prior to the establishment of these facts, and the research of a synthesis as large
 as possible."

 1 A few bibliographical suggestions: I deal more at length with the same problems in the chapter "Poetique"
 of the collective work Qu'est-ce que le structuralisme? (Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1968); and in my book
 Grammaire du Decameron, to be published by Mouton, The Hague. Several studies using a similar per-
 spective have been published in the periodical Communications (Paris, Editions du Seuil), Nos. 4, 8, 11
 (articles of Barthes, Bremond, Genette, etc.).
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