Worksheet 8.2 Narrative Structure and Syntax in Literature 
A. Identifying larger elements of narrative structure 
Drawing on Labov’s naming of structural elements that commonly appear in conversational narratives, identify whether and where the text you’re examining includes the following elements: 

• Abstract (encapsulates the story in a sentence, suggesting also why it’s tellable) 

• Orientation (provides necessary background information anywhere throughout the narrative) 

• Complicating action (the core narrative sequence of events—usually in the simple past tense, but sometimes a defined sequence can be retold in the present tense)

 • Evaluation (shows the significance of the events, answers “So what?” explicitly or implicitly 

• Result (the outcome) 

• Coda (returns to the present) 

You can begin by identifying the complicating action—the specific sequence of events/actions in the simple past tense (he walked, he sang). Then consider how remaining sentences function. 

Of the key elements of orientation, complicating action, and evaluation, which predominates? Do you think the placement of this segment within the larger work affects the balance? (In some works, the beginning is marked by more orientation; in others there’s very little.) What does this identification of structural elements contribute to your understanding of the narrator’s audience and purpose, of why the narrator is telling the story in this way? (For example, getting the facts of past events clear or working out why those events happened.) What does the presence or absence of abstract, result, and coda tell you about how the past events are being linked to the narrator’s present time and context? 

B.Analyzing narrative syntax 

Use the narrative syntax analysis chart to sketch out the syntax of the passage you’ve chosen. Begin by working with the verb forms, placing main verbs (including participles –ing, --ed) in the MV column and auxiliaries and forms of the verb “to be” in the aux column. Then put subjects and direct objects/indirect objects and complements in the relevant columns, and keep working from there. You can add understood words to construct fuller syntax if it helps you to see the structure more clearly (e.g. “Thanks”= “I thank you”—a simple S-V-O sentence). 

This is a difficult activity. Don’t worry too much about identifying the precise syntactic function of every word. Playing around with the chart will give you a clearer sense of how sentence structure works as well as how evaluative meaning can be imbedded in that syntax, and you don’t need to be wholly accurate in order to get a greater understanding of both.

Look for places where 

• intensifiers heighten the evaluative meaning

• explicit and implicit comparisons to what could have happened are made through the use of negatives and modals (and the conjuction “if), or in any other way

• the core action is interrupted while related events or possibilities are added with –ing participles and –that clauses (or other equivalents)

Often the comparisons and interruptions help to suggest the background of thoughts and events against which the core action is being evaluated—thoughts about what could have happened instead, or what else was going on at the same time (in reality or in the speaker’s head).  What does your analysis contribute to your sense of how the narrator of the excerpt you’re analyzing is evaluating the events being told?

