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Seymour Chatman: Story and Discourse have become essential concepts in the fields
of narrative theory and literary criticism. Seymour Chatman, an influential figure in these
domains, introduced a framework that helps to differentiate between the content of a
narrative (the story) and the way that content is presented (the discourse). This article
delves into Chatman's theories, their implications for understanding narratives, and how
they can be applied to various forms of storytelling, from literature to film.

Understanding Story and Discourse

At the heart of Chatman's theory lies the distinction between 'story' and 'discourse'. These
terms, often used interchangeably in casual conversation, have specific meanings in
narrative theory that are critical for analysis.

What is Story?

The 'story' refers to the raw material of a narrative—the events, characters, and settings
that comprise the plot. It is the chronological sequence of actions that occur, regardless of
how they are presented to the audience.

Key elements of 'story' include:

Events: The actions that characters take, which drive the narrative forward.

Characters: The individuals who participate in the story, each with their own
motivations and arcs.

Setting: The time and place where the story occurs, providing context for the
events.

For example, in a mystery novel, the story might include a series of crimes, the detective's
investigation, and the eventual resolution. However, this raw content does not convey the
full experience of the narrative.

What is Discourse?

Conversely, 'discourse' refers to the way the story is conveyed to the audience. This
includes the narrative techniques, structure, style, and point of view used by the author or
filmmaker. Discourse shapes how the audience perceives and interprets the story.



Aspects of 'discourse' include:

Narrative Structure: The arrangement of events, which may not follow a linear
path.

Point of View: The perspective through which the story is told (first-person, third-
person, etc.).

Language and Style: The choice of words, tone, and stylistic devices that influence
the reader's or viewer's experience.

In the same mystery novel, the author might choose to reveal clues gradually or employ
unreliable narration, significantly altering the reader's engagement with the plot.

Chatman’s Contributions to Narrative Theory

Seymour Chatman’s work, particularly his book "Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure
in Fiction and Film," has been pivotal in clarifying these concepts. His framework allows
for a more nuanced analysis of narratives across different media.

Integrating Story and Discourse

One of the significant contributions of Chatman’s theory is the idea that story and
discourse are interconnected but distinct components of narrative. Understanding this
relationship can enhance both the creation and analysis of stories.

1. Narrative Complexity: By separating story and discourse, writers can explore complex
narratives that play with time, perspective, and structure. This allows for richer
storytelling that engages the audience on multiple levels.

2. Audience Engagement: Different discourses can elicit different emotional responses
from the audience, shaping their understanding and interpretation of the story. For
instance, a non-linear narrative might create suspense in a way that a linear story cannot.

3. Adaptation Across Media: Chatman's framework is particularly useful when analyzing
adaptations of stories from one medium to another. For example, a novel adapted into a
film may retain the same story but employ a vastly different discourse.

Applications of Chatman’s Theory

Chatman’s distinction between story and discourse is applicable in various fields,
including literature, film studies, and even video game design. Here are some ways his



theories can be applied:

1. Literary Analysis

In literary studies, scholars can utilize Chatman’s framework to dissect the layers of a
narrative. For instance, analyzing a novel's discourse might reveal how the author uses
unreliable narrators to create tension or manipulate the reader's perception of the
characters.

2. Film Studies

In film, story and discourse become particularly vital. Filmmakers might choose to
rearrange the narrative timeline for dramatic effect, as seen in movies like "Pulp Fiction"
or "Memento." Understanding how these choices impact audience perception can provide
deeper insight into cinematic techniques.

3. Video Game Narratives

In the realm of video games, where interactivity plays a crucial role, Chatman’s concepts
can help analyze how player choices affect the story and discourse. Games with branching
narratives present unique challenges and opportunities for storytelling, making the
distinction between story and discourse particularly relevant.

Case Studies: Examining Story and Discourse

To illustrate the application of Chatman’s theory, let's explore a few examples from
literature and film.

Example 1: "The Great Gatsby" by F. Scott Fitzgerald

- Story: The events surrounding Jay Gatsby's love for Daisy Buchanan, his rise to wealth,
and the ultimate tragedy of their relationship.
- Discourse: Fitzgerald’s use of Nick Carraway as a first-person narrator allows for a
subjective interpretation of events, adding layers of complexity to the narrative. The
fragmented timeline and rich symbolism further enhance the story's themes of
disillusionment and the American Dream.

Example 2: "Inception" (Film by Christopher Nolan)

- Story: A thief who steals corporate secrets through dreams is given a chance to have his
criminal history erased if he can implant an idea into a target's subconscious.
- Discourse: Nolan employs a non-linear narrative structure and visual effects to create a



mind-bending experience. The layers of dreams within dreams challenge the audience's
perception of reality, demonstrating how discourse can transform the story's impact.

Conclusion

Seymour Chatman’s exploration of story and discourse has profoundly influenced how we
understand narratives. By clearly distinguishing between the content of a narrative and its
presentation, Chatman provides valuable tools for both creators and analysts. His theories
encourage deeper engagement with texts, allowing for a richer appreciation of how stories
are constructed and conveyed across various mediums.

As narrative forms continue to evolve, Chatman’s concepts remain relevant, offering
insights that inform our understanding of storytelling in literature, film, and beyond.
Whether you are a writer, a critic, or simply a lover of stories, embracing the nuances of
story and discourse can enhance your appreciation of the art of narrative.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary distinction between story and
discourse according to Seymour Chatman?
Seymour Chatman distinguishes story as the content or events that occur in a narrative,
while discourse refers to the way those events are presented or structured in the
narrative.

How does Seymour Chatman's theory apply to film
narratives?
Chatman's theory can be applied to film narratives by analyzing how filmmakers choose to
present the story through visual and auditory techniques, impacting audience perception
and engagement.

What role do characters play in Chatman's distinction
between story and discourse?
Characters are part of the story, embodying the events and actions, while their
representation, development, and dialogue constitute the discourse, shaping how
audiences understand them.

Can you give an example of how the same story can be
presented through different discourses?
Yes, the story of 'Romeo and Juliet' can be presented as a traditional play, a modern film
adaptation, or even a musical, each using different discourses to convey the same



underlying events.

Why is it important to differentiate between story and
discourse in literary analysis?
Differentiating between story and discourse is crucial for literary analysis because it
allows scholars to explore not just what happens in a narrative, but how the telling of
those events influences meaning and interpretation.

How does Chatman's framework help in understanding
narrative structure?
Chatman's framework helps in understanding narrative structure by providing a clear lens
through which to analyze the arrangement of events and their presentation, leading to
insights into narrative techniques and effects.

What impact does the choice of narrative perspective
have on discourse?
The choice of narrative perspective significantly impacts discourse by influencing how
much information the audience receives, the emotional tone, and the reliability of the
narrator, thus shaping their overall experience of the story.

How can Chatman's theory inform the writing of new
narratives?
Chatman's theory can inform the writing of new narratives by encouraging writers to think
critically about how they structure their stories and the techniques they use to engage
readers or viewers, enhancing the effectiveness of their storytelling.

What critiques have been made regarding Chatman's
story and discourse model?
Critiques of Chatman's model often focus on its binary nature, arguing that narrative
elements can be fluid and interconnected, and that the strict separation between story and
discourse may overlook the complexities of how narratives function in practice.
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