
The Language of Life and Death
The Transformation of Experience in Oral Narrative

We share the experience of others through the stories they tell of the crucial
events in their lives. This book provides a rich range of narratives that grip
the reader’s attention together with an analysis of how it is done. While
remaining true to the facts, narrators use linguistic devices to present them-
selves in the best possible light and change the listener’s perception of who
is to blame for what has occurred.
William Labov extends his widely used framework for narrative analysis

to matters of greatest human concern: accounts of the danger of death, the
escalation of violence, premonitions, and large-scale community conflicts.
The book also examines traditional epic and historical texts, from Herodotus
and the Old Testament to Macaulay, showing how these literary genres draw
upon the skills and techniques of personal narratives. Not only relevant to
students of narratology, discourse and sociolinguistics, this book will be
rewarding reading for anyone interested in the human condition.

william labov is Professor of Linguistics at the University of
Pennsylvania.
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It could be argued that the narrative art itself arose from the need to tell an
adventure; that man risking his life in perilous circumstances constitutes the
original definition of what is worth talking about.

Paul Zweig: The Adventurer

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Preface page xi
Acknowledgments xii

1 Introduction to the language of life and death 1
Principles of interest 4

The study of narrative 5

Narrative dimensions 7

The questions I will try to answer 11

2 Narrative analysis 14
Temporal organization 14

The numbered format 17

Narrative clauses and free clauses 18

The historical present 19

The flashback constraint and the egocentric principle 19

Reportability and credibility 21

The most reportable event 23

Narrative reconstruction 23

Plot and causality 25

Narrative construction 27

The abstract 27

The orientation 27

The complicating action 28

Evaluation 30

The scale of objectivity 31

The resolution 31

The coda 32

Episodes 32

Narratives versus chronicles 32

Relation of narrative construction to theories of text comprehension 34

The assignment of praise and blame: polarization and integration of the actors 35

Causative verbs 36

Uncovering the event structure of narrative 37

Truth, lying and fiction 38

Remembering and telling 39

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


The narrative selves 40

Prima facie and sub rosa accounts 42

The dimension of narrativity 43

3 The escalation of violence 44
Jacob Schissel, NYC: “Jacob Schissel’s story” 44

Reconstruction 45

Harold Shambaugh: “The Norwegian sailor” 48

Gerry Furlow: “Injuries that could not be overcome” 53

Joanna Williams: “The bushel of peaches” 58

Charles Triplett: “Nice big blue .44” 62

4 Confrontations with death 65
Ellen Laidlaw: “Her father’s death” 65

Ross Hawkins: “The first man killed by a car in this town” 70

Seal: “In vain I tried to tell you” 75

Donald McCaffrey: “His son’s death” 79

Josie Adamo: “Her husband’s death” 82

Tom Tarentino: “The 60 cc Yamaha” 87

5 Premonitions and communication with the dead 90
C. I. Sr.: “The notice in the New York Times” 91

Melinda Dalphonso: “The falling out” 95

Henry Guyton: “He come to me in a dream” 98

Adolphus Hester: “I don’t know how to pray” 102

6 Margie Knott: “Her confrontation with the neighbors” 107
Reconstruction of the whole 115

Representation in memory 121

7 Gloria Stein: “They stoned the house” 123
The representation of the narrative as a whole 128

The polarization of participants 129

Direct and indirect quotation 130

The role of negation in evaluation 130

Mother and daughter 131

8 Rose Norman: “The death of her younger sister” 133
Requests and responses 145

A defiant morality 146

9 Mary Costa: “The death of her youngest daughter” 148

10 Cache County 160
Sub rosa account of Episode 5: “Jay’s view” 173

World War II and its aftermath: “The celebration for Jay” 174

11 The vernacular origin of epic style 176
The transformation of the ordinary actor into epic hero 178

Donald Wise: “Dealing with the police” 180

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


12 Historians’ use of narrative 186
Kay: “The Melville background” 186

Herodotus: “Astyages and Harpagus” 189

13 Thomas Babington Macaulay: “The death of Monmouth” 193

14 S. T. Bindoff: “The death of Elizabeth” 203
S. T. Bindoff: “The death of Essex” 204

S. T. Bindoff: “The death of Elizabeth” 207

15 2 Samuel: “The death of Absalom” 210
Absalom’s monument 214

16 The narrative view of death and life 223
The logic of narrative analysis 223

Credibility and causality 224

Negation and the coloring of a parallel universe 226

The emotional residue of narrative 227

References 230

Index 234

Contents ix

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03334-4 - The Language of Life and Death: The Transformation of
Experience in Oral Narrative
William Labov
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033344
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

As a sophomore at Harvard in 1945, I took a beginning class on Homeric

Greek with Eric Havelock, the scholar who later became a dominant figure in

classics studies through his Preface to Plato and other work. We had been

reading of the unquenchable laughter that arose among the gods when the

affairs of Hephaestus, Ares and Aphrodite were exposed. Havelock turned to

us and asked, “Why are the gods such comic characters?” There was a pause;

no one spoke. He continued, “Because if you’re not going to die, nothing

important can happen to you.”
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