
JOURNAL OF NARRATIVE AND LIFE HISTORY, (l-4),369*377
Copyright @ 1997, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

JOURNAL OF NARRATIVE
AhID LTFE HISTORY

Vol. 7, Nos. 14 ISSN 10s3-6981

SPECIAL ISSUE:
ORAL VERSIONS OF PERSONAL EXPERIENCE:
THREE DECN)ES OF NARRATIVE ANALYS$

This volume is edited by Michael Bamberg and celebrates the30th anniversary of the publication of William
Labov and Joshua Waletzky's "Narrative Analysis: Oral Versions of Personal Experience." It contains this
original article, plus commenuries by the following contributors:

Gerald Prince
Cynthia Bernstein
Joyce Tolliver
Jerome Bruner'
Elliot G. Mishler
Paul J. Hopper
Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps

Janet Holmes
Emanuel A. Schegloff
Marjorie Harness Goodwin
Aylin Ktintay and Susan Ervin-Ttipp
Uta M. Quasthoff
Deborah Schiffrin
Dersk Edwards
Deborah Keller-Cohen and Judy Dyer
Catherine Kohler Riessman

Suzanne Fleischman
Mark Freeman
Charles I-. Briggs
Courtney B. Cazden

James Paul Gee

Catherine E. Snow and

Alison Imbens-Bailey
Colette Daiute and Katherine Nelson

Jean Berko Gleason and Gigliana Melzi
Erika Hoff-Ginsberg
Susan Engel
Ruth A. Berman
Bjorn Wiemer
Carole Peterson and Allyssa McCabe
Hanna K. Ulatowska and Gloria Sheit Olness
Anne R. Bower
Wolfgang U. Dressler and Heinz Karl Stark
Charlotte Linde
Jenny Cook-Gumperz and John J. Gumperz
James Robert Martin and Gtinter A. Plum
Martha Shiro
Barbara Johnstone
Susan Ehrlich
Rom Harrd
Michael Bamberg
Alison Imbens-Bailey
Richard Ely
Ingrid E. Josephs

Ageliki Nicolopoulou
Mark B. Tappan
Hubefi J. M. Hermans
Williarn Labov

Labov's Legacy for Narrative
Research-And Its konies

Ageliki Nicolopoulou
Department of Psychology, I*high University

It has seemed to me for some time that Labov's long-term impact on nanative
research has some curious, even ironic, aspects that deserve more consideration

than they have received. My primary focus here is his influence on the study of
children's narratives in the overlapping disciplines ofpsychology and linguistics,
but the issues involved also have wider implications. To offer a preliminary
formulation of the central puzzle: In terms of the overall thrust of his work, Labov
has correctly been regarded as a committed and pioneering socrolinguist. He has

insisted, above all, on the need to study both the uses of language and linguistic
change in social context-which includes, for Labov, not only the itnmediate

microsocial arenas of face-to-face interaction, but also the larger frameworks of
communities, institutions, social structure, and social stratification. Labov has

consistently emphasized the ways that linguistic phenomena are inextricably bound

up with issues of individual and group identity and with the social dynamics of
intergroup relationships. On the other hand, the tendencies in developmental

research that have drawn on Labov's analysis of narrative have done so in.largely
formalist and decontextualized ways. What follows is a set of reflections on this
paradoxical outcome.

The disparity between Labov's own orienting concerns and those of the main
tendencies he has influenced in the field ofchildren and narratives testifies, in part,

to the predominantly formalist agenda that has shaped the reception and (selective)

appropriation of his work. However, it is also due, I would suggest, to some intrinsic
limitations of the Labovian model of narrative analysis itself from the standpoint

of a more fully sociocultural approach-and even from the perspective of Labov's
own general approach to the analysis of language and discourse. To explore these

questions, we must first situate the model of narrative analysis introduced by Labov
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and Waletzky (1967/this issue, henceforth L&W) in their brilliant and seminal
paper in two broader contexts: the field ofresearch on children's narratives since
1967 and the overall framework of Labov's own work, within which his treatment
of narrative has in some respects been anomalous.

CH]LDREN AND NARRATIVES:
THE TURN TO FORMALISM

Despite the complicated variety of research programs in the f,reld of children and
narratives, the sniking fact is that since the 1970s the great bulk of this work has
been dominated by various strategies of what I have termed formalist analysis
(Nicolopoulou, 1997a). That is, they tend to focus more or less exclusively on the
formal structure of narratives and to neglect both their symbolic content and the
ways that children use narrative for diverse modes of symbolic action, from making
sense ofthe rvorld and conferring meaning on experience to building up group life
and forming identity. One result is that these approaches rarely seek to integrate
their analysis of linguistic or plot structure with the interpretive reconstruction of
structures of meaning-indeed, they largely bypass tle significance of narrative as
a vehicle of meaning. Furthermore, they rarely attempt to situate children's narra-
tive activities systematically in the sociocultural context oftheir everyday interac-
tions, their group life, and their cultural world.

There are often well-considered methodological reasons for these choices, but
one-sidedly formalist analysis also carries unavoidable costs. The contributions of
the approaches that now dominate the field are unquestionable. Taken by them-
selves, however, they are not adequate to address key dimensions of children's
narrative activity that ought to concern developmental research; in particular, they
leave important gaps in our understanding of the role that narrative plays in
children's construction of reality and of individual and collective identity. Part of
the solution lies in building upon emerging tendencies toward a more interpretive
and sociocultural approach to the study of narrative and its role in development.
(For the larger arguments behind these remarks, see Nicolopoulou, 1996a, l9g6b,
1997a,1997b. Others have argued along similar lines, notably Bruner, 1990.)

This formalist turn has been so pervasive, and is now so taken for granted, that
it is rarely discussed explicitly. However, the overwhelming hegemony of (more
or less) formalist approaches in ttre field of children and narratives actually goes
back only to the 1970s. For several decades leading up to the 1960s, for example,
there was an active research tradition, exemplified by Pitcher and Prelinger ( 1963),
that analyzed the thematic content of children's stories from a psychoanalytic
perspective to bring out underlying patterns of symbolism associated with psy-
chosexual and personality development. Applebee's (1978) reanalysis ofthe corpus
ofstories assembled by Pitcher and Prelinger, which focused on narrative structure
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rather than symbolic content, was one of the most important studies marking the
transition to formalism. Other milestones in this process included the early work
on narrative by Sutton-Smith and his associates (e.g., Sutton-Smith, Botvin, &
Mahoney, 1976) and the beginnings of what proved to be the massive research
enterprise of story grammar analysis. (See, for example, Stein & Glenn, 1979.
Unlike the other pivotal figures in this process, Sutton-Smith has not remained
within an exclusively formalist perspective.) Although these lines of research
differed in various ways, they shared a commitment to tracing the development of
children's narrative competence by analyzing the structure of narratives-usually
understood as linguistic or plot structure-in abstraction from their content.

In retrospect, it is clear that the analytical framework presented by L&W also
made a significant contribution to the formalist turn in narrative analysis. In some
ways, this is not entirely surprising: L&W noted explicitly that their analysis was
"formal' (their italics), with the aim of "isolating the invariant structural units" that
underlie the "superficial" variety of actual narratives (l967lthis issue, p. 4).
However, in itself what the paper offered was a set of valuable and suggestive
analytical tools whose ultimate import would depend very much on the overall
research strategies within which they were employed. To appreciate what is
puzzling about the long-term impact of this paper, we first need to step back from
it and consider the larger picture of Labov's work taken as a whole.

LABOV'S PROJECT:
STUDY

THE "SOCIALLY REALISTIC''
OF LANGUAGE

My focus here is not on the specific empirical topics Labov has addressed but on
his theoretical and methodological approach, and especially on some of the orient-
ing themes and concerns that have informed and unified his work. In this respect,
three features of Labov's overall agenda stand out as critical: It has been sociocul-
tural, comparative, and concerned both theoretically and methodologically with
studying the naturally occurring patterns of language use in everyday social life.

First, Labov's orientation has been-with one important qualification to be
mentioned in a moment--consistently and polemically sociocultural. From the
beginning of his career, he has insisted that language is a fundamentally social
phenomenon that cannot properly be studied as an isolated system or as a set of
purely individual capacities or characteristics, but that must be situated within a

broader social context. This social context, as noted earlier, comprises more than a
sum of interactions; it is above all structured by larger sociocultural frameworks
that need to be grasped as genuinely collective realities. Labov argued, for example,
that the coherence of a mode of speech can never really be captured at the level of
the individual speaker, but only at the level of the speech community-remember-
ing, of course, that this coherence includes systematic patterns of linguistic variation
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structured by such factors as social class, cultural prestige, institutional location,
and so on (these are central messages oflabov, 1966, to which he returns repeatedly

in later works). The complexities and apparent inconsistencies in the idiolects of
individuals, which might be taken as inexplicable 'tee variation," make sense if
we can locate the individual at the intersection ofseveral influential social contexts,

and if we take account of the patterned variations in the larger framework of the

relevant speech community.
The major qualification that must be noted is that Labov has largely focused on

the form ofspeech or discourse as distinct from the interpretation ofits content. On

the other hand, one of his central themes has been that linguistic forms themselves

have social meanings and are the objects of social evaluation and that these social
meanings and evaluations are critical in explaining linguistic usage, diversity, and

change. This is especially true because modes of speech are crucial markers and

expressions of social identity and group membership. For example, one of the

long-term lines of research that has brought Labov the greatest attention-and
which has again become very timely-has been his analysis of what he terms the

BlackEnglishVernacular(e.g.,Labov, 1972,1982);hewasamongthefirsttoargue
that it forms a distinct and coherent dialect. This work was in part motivated by an

effort to understand the troubling levels of reading failure among Black (and Puerto

Rican) students in New York City public schools, which he linked to differences
between the students' nonstandard dialect and the Standard English ofthe school
curriculum. But one of his most striking conclusions-whose significance is not
always fully recognized in discussions of his work-was that the central problems
were not fundamentally linguistic, but were rooted in systematic tensions between
the "vernacular culture" ofthe streets and the culture ofthe school. The greater the
extent to which inner-city Black students were socially "well adjusted" in the sense

of being securely integrated into the peer culture of their neighborhood communi-
ties, the worse they usually did in school-and this included being less likely to
learn to read and to master Standard English, even when the individuals involved
seemed to have exceptional cognitive and verbal skills. On the other hand, Black
students from these neighborhoods who did well in school often tended to be

"lames"-that is, relatively marginalized and socially isolated individuals-on
whom the school had a greater impact. In this respect, in short, the sociocultural
significance of the Black English Vernacular dialect was more important than its
strictly linguistic differences from Standard English. As Labov (1972) put it: "One
major conclusion of our work ... is that the major causes of reading failure are

political and cultural conflicts in the classroom, and dialect differences are impor-
tant because they are symbols of this conflict" (p. xiv; see also Labov, 1982).

A second key feature of Labov's approach has already been suggested by the
previous discussion: A commitment to a comparative perspective has been integral
to his work. One reason is that the characteristics of linguistic systems can

adequately be brought out only by comparing them with other systems and tracing
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their changes over time. In addition, Labov insisted that the socially recognized
contrastsbetween different dialects and modes ofspeech are often an essential part
of their sociocultural significance. Particular speech modes function not only to
assert the identity of social groups and to maintain their cohesion, but also to
demarcate them from other groups. Thus, "for a working class New Yorker, the
social significance of the speech forms that he uses, in so far as they contain the
variables in question, is that they are not the forms used by middle class speakers,

and not the forms used by upper middle class speakers" (Labov, 1966, p. 8; italics
added). Similarly, the intensification of the distinctive features of White working-
class dialects in Philadelphia (pushing "the local vowel system even further along
its traditional path, diverging even more from the dialects of other cities") is linked
to increasing tensions between White and Black ethnic communities in the city
(Labov, 198O, p.263).

Finally, Labov has always been concerned to capture the actual modes of
language use as they are embedded in the practices of everyday social life. For
example, this concern is expressed in Labov's (1972) insistence that "the logic of
nonstandard English" (pp.2Ol-240) needs to bereconstructed and analyzed in its
own terms, rather than being treated as simply a series of deviations from the norms
of Standard English. Methodologically, this commitment to the "socially realistic"
study of language (to borrow a phrase from Labov, 1966, p.9) has also involved a

continuing preoccupation with finding ways to overcome the limitations and

distortions of dataderived from formal interviews and other artificial situations. As
one extreme illushation of this problem, Labov (1972) observed that studies of
Black children based on interviews with adult researchers yielded the widespread
conclusion that these children had limited verbal skills and were, in the jargon of
the time, "verbally deprived." This belief, Labov argued, was actually absurd, given
the remarkably talented, sophisticated, and imaginatively rich ways that these
children displayed their verbal skills in the context of everyday family and peer-
group interactions. Findings of verbal deprivation had less to do with the.children's
cognitive and verbal deficiencies than with the methodological deficiencies of the
research techniques (Labov, 1972, pxnatlarly pp. 201-222). Well before this,
Labov had already emphasized that "we must somehow become witnesses to the
every-day speech which the informant will use as soon as the door closes behind
us" (Labov, 1966, p.99). Labov has thus been inventive in developing techniques
within the interview framework to minimize or evade its inherent limitations; and,
beginning with his Harlem studies, he has also sought to draw on participant
observation conducted in peer-group contexts.

Indeed, it is worth noting that Labov's study of narrative appears to have begun
as a methodological by-product, so to speak, of his injunction that "within the
interview, we must go beyond the interview situation" (Labov, 1966,p.99). Labov
discovered that if interviewees were asked to recount an experience in which they
felt in danger of being killed, they often became sufficiently emotionally involved
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in telling the story that they shifted from the "careful speech" encouraged by the
interview context to more casual and spontaneous speech. This broke the spell of
the interview situation (however temporarily) and offered a chance to "observe how
people speak when they are not being observed" (1966, p. xvii)r-a window into
the world of everyday discourse.

LABOV ON NAHRATIVE: THE IRONIES OF INFLUENCE

How far have these orienting concerns been reflected in Labov's influence on
developmental research on narrative? There is no question that the analytical
framework introduced in L&W has had a valuable and stimulating impact in many
ways. One of its contributions was to help open up a wider field for narrative
research by offering both encouragement and analytical tools for the examination
of children's nanatives of personal experience. In the process, it has also encour-
aged researchers to attend to children's own narratives, in contrast to the concen-
tration on children's comprehension and recall ofnarratives presented to them that
has marked other lines of research. A characteristic focus has been on children's
narratives embedded in their conversations with others-usually with adults, either
interviewers or caretakers, but sometimes with other children as well (influential
examples include Peterson & McCabe, 1983; Umiker-Sebeok, 1979).

However, there are also ways in which the Labovian strain in narrative research
has had a problematic relation to the larger thrust of his work. This research has
generally taken as its conceptual starting point Labov's model of a fully formed
oral narrative (more or less modified). In studies of children's narratives, this
approach generally tends to generate findings that young children are unable to
produce stories that match the canonical Labovian model and then gradually acquire
the competence to do so. In effect, the prime focus (shared by other tendencies in
research on narrative development) is on the elements that characterize the narra-
tives of older children and adults and on the achievement of those elements. This
orientation, unobjectionable in itself, has the ironic consequence that the stories of
younger children are often not really analyzed for their own sake, but instead are
treated as a primitive or inchoate starting point on the road to later competence. To
capture the distinctive logic of the stories of preschool children in their own
terms-which would accord with the spirit of Labov's approach-requires that we
go beyond the specific model of narrative offered in L&W and develop new
conceptual tools better adapted to the task. As it is, these stories tend to be viewed
primarily in negative terms-in terms of the characteristics they do nor (yet)
possess.

Second, given the crucial role of a comparative perspective in Labov's work, it
is also ironic that the work influenced by his model of nanative analysis has, on
the whole, not been comparative-in terms of examining sociocultural differences
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in narrative modes, the influence of different social contexts within which nanative
activities occur, and so on. On the other hand, the most significant lines of research
on children's narratives that have attempted systematically comparative analy-
ses-for example, the work of Michaels (e.g., l98l) or Heath (e.g., 1983)-have
generally not drawn on Labov's framework.

What is even more striking is that Labov's own studies of narrative-as distinct
from the larger pattern of his work as a whole--{o not actually have a significant
comparative dimension either. This is surprising in light of the fact that L&W (this
issue) includes several promissory notes indicating that the general model of
narrative presented there should, in time, be integrated into a systematically
comparative framework. '"The ultimate aims of our work, require close correlations
of the narrators' social characteristics with the structure of their narratives, since
we are concerned with problems of effective communication and class and ethnic
differences in verbal behavior. ... This view of narrative structure will achieve
greater significance when materials from radically different cultures are studied in
the same way" (pp. 5, 38). Labov (1972) did include some auempts to compare
aspects of the narrative modes used by speakers from different ethnic communities,
but the results are fairly skimpy, especially by the usual standards of Labov's
analyses. Labov has done little to develop this kind of comparative analysis further
in his subsequent work.

Why has this been so? A full consideration of this puzzle would require a longer
discussion than the available space permits. However, I would (briefly) venture the
suggestion thatat leastpartof theproblemlies inthe limitations of apurely formalist
conception of narrative for pursuing an effective and illuminating comparative
analysis. Thus, Labovian narrative analysis has in some ways been boxed in by the
lack of a genuine interpretive dimension in its theoretical starting point. The way
out of this box, I would argue, lies in developing conceptual tools more along the
lines of Bakhtin's (1986) conception of narrative genres-which involve charac-
teristic modes of interrelating form and content-than the specifically formal model
offered in L&W.

Several lines of cunent research provide evidence that a more fully sociocultural
and interpretive approach to the study ofchildren's narratives has the potential to
address some of the larger orienting concerns of Labov's work more effectively
than research thatremains tied to Labov's own explicit model of narrative analysis.
I offer one example from my own work In a long-term study based on the analysis
of a spontaneous storytelling and story-acting practice carried out by 3- to 5-year-
old children in a number of preschool classrooms, I found that the boys and girls
involved develop two highly distinctive gender-related narrative styles that differ
systematically, and increasingly over time, in both form and content. These narra-
tive styles embody different modes of ordering and interpreting experience and
express different underlying images of the social world and of the self. It is also
clear that they are developed, to a considerable degree, in dialectical contrast with
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each other. Furthermore, this narrative polarization is one aspect ofa larger process

by which two distinct gendered subcultures are actively built up and maintained by
the children themselves within the classroom miniculture, and these serve in turn
as contexts for the further appropriation and assertion of crucial dimensions of
personal identity as defined by the larger society, including gender. Thus, children's
narrative activity should be seen as a form of socioculturally situated symbolic
action that links the construction of reality with the formation of identity (Ni-
colopoulou, 1997b; Nicolopoulou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994). Approaches to
narrative research that lack this kind of sociocultural dimension can be systemati-

cally misleading even for tracing the development of young children's narrative
competence (Nicolopoulou, 1996a, 1996b).

In short, the effort to develop an effective sociocultural approach to the study of
children and narratives can draw considerable inspiration from Labov-though in
some respects, ironically, more from the larger thrust of his sociolinguistic project
than from his own explicit analysis of narrative. Or, to put it the other way, fulfilling
the spirit of Labov's work in our analysis of narrative will require going beyond
the letter of his 1967 model, by integrating the analytical resources it offers into a

more comprehensive and genuinely sociocultural framework.
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