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Narrative and Force of Meaning
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I am claiming that narratological analysis of a text requires one to treat the discourse
as a representation of events which are conceived of as independent of any particular
narrative perspective or presentation and which are thought of as having the

properties of real events. (italics mine)*’
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The prior event has made Oedipus guilty, and when this is revealed he attains tragic

dignity in accepting the meaning imposed by the revealed event.”’
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Oedipus himself and all his readers are convinced of his guilt but our conviction does
not come from the revelation of the deed. Instead of the revelation of a prior deed
determining meaning, we could say that it is meaning, the convergence of meaning in
the narrative discourse, that leads us to posit this deed as its appropriate

manifestation. (italics mine)”’
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His [Oedipus's] conclusion is based not on new evidence concerning a past deed but on
the force of meaning, the interweaving of prophesies and the demands of narrative
coherence. The convergence of discursive forces makes it essential that he become the
murderer of Laius, and he yields to this force of meaning. Instead of saying,
therefore, that there is a sequence of past events that are given and which the play
reveals with certain detours, we can say that the crucial event is the product of

demands of signification. Here meaning is not the effect of a prior event but its cause.®’
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In so far as both these logics are necessary to the force of the play, they put in
question the possibility of a coherent, noncontradictory account of narrative. They
stage a confrontation of sorts between a semiotics that aspires to produce a grammar
of narrative and deconstructive interpretations, which in showing the work's

opposition to its own logic suggest the impossibility of such a grammar.”’
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A deconstruction involves the demonstration that a hierarchical opposition, in which
one term is said to be dependent upon another conceived as prior, is in fact a
rhetorical or metaphysical imposition and that the hierarchy could well be reversed.
The narratives discussed here include a moment of self-deconstruction in which the

supposed priority of event to discourse is inverted."
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Not only is there a contradiction, but it will characteristically manifest itself in
narratives, as a moment that seems either superfluous—a loose end, as in Oedipus Rex
—or too neat, as in Daniel Deronda. Recent work on narrative has brought such

moment to the fore, stressing their importance to the rhetorical force of narratives.'’
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...it is obvious that much of the play's power depends on the narratological
assumption that Oedipus's guilt or innocence has already been determined by a past
event that has not yet been revealed or reported. Yet the contrary logic in which
Oedipus posits an act in response to demands of signification is essential to the tragic

force of the ending."”
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Once we are well into the play, we know that Oedipus must be found guilty, otherwise
the play will not work at all; and the logic to which we are responding is not simply
an esthetic logic that affects readers of literary works. Oedipus, too, feels the force of

this logic."”
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To study the nature of narratives, to examine how and why it is that we can
construct them, memorize them, paraphrase them, summarize and expand them, or
organize them in terms of such categories as plot, narrator, narratee, and character
1s to study one of the fundamental ways—and a singularly human one at that—in

which we make sense.”
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