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There are few people working in the blossoming fields of narrative studies 
who have done such seminal work as Jim Phelan, especially with regard to 
developing a rhetorical theory and poetics of narrative, and even fewer who 
are so modest about what they have achieved. Being the self-confessed “plu-
ralist” that he is, it would never occur to him to argue that his rhetorical defi-
nition of narrative “was the best among the many definitions that narrative 
theorists have proposed” (“Authors” 1). Nonetheless, Phelan’s contributions 
to the scholarly conversations about narrative have been particularly influ-
ential. Many of the concepts that he and Peter Rabinowitz have introduced 
have become helpful household words for coming to terms with narratives. 
His target essay provides further evidence of the fact that Jim has been one 
of the most prolific and generous interlocutors in the lively conversations 
among narrative theorists, and a jolly good fellow to boot, which nobody 
can deny.

Although Phelan would be equally unlikely to claim that the narrative 
communication model proposed by the late Seymour Chatman in 1978 was 
the best model under the sun, his target essay seems to assume that this 
model has become almost canonical. While conceding that various revi-
sions and alternatives have been proposed, he goes so far as to argue that 
Chatman’s model has not been displaced by the various alternatives that 
he mentions and that it was even “a good example of what Thomas Kuhn 
refers to as ‘normal science’” (3); that is, “an accepted way of doing work 
within the existing paradigm.” As a cursory glance at the new narratologies 
that have been developed during the last two decades would serve to show, 
however, there is neither one paradigm, as the definite article suggests, nor 
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“an accepted way of doing work within the existing paradigm.” What we are 
rather faced with today is an array of competing approaches and models, 
and ways of doing things with narratives.

Before we focus on a brief a critique of some aspects of the narrative 
communication model that provides the theoretical framework of the 
rhetorical approach to narrative, we should like to emphasize that a brief 
response cannot do justice to the richness of Phelan’s rhetorical poetics of 
narrative and that it can merely discuss a fraction of the many fruitful sug-
gestions that Phelan makes in his wide-ranging target essay. We should also 
like to emphasize that we are not only in complete agreement with many 
of the conceptual proposals that Jim makes in his essay, but also convinced 
that they will enrich narrative theory—just as they have already enriched 
our repertoire of concepts for coming to terms with the textual and read-
erly dynamics of narrative fiction. These fruitful conceptual suggestions 
include, for example, the notions of narrative progression, textual and rea-
derly dynamics, “the Rule of Dominant Focus”, “the probability system of 
fictional mimesis” (22), and the invaluable “five Rules and two Meta-Rules 
of Thumb [. . .] about Readerly Engagement with Breaks from the Dominant 
System of Probability” (25), to single out only a few.

Our response offers a partial critique of the rhetorical poetics of narrative 
outlined in the target essay, both in the sense that our critique is anything 
but comprehensive and that we have great sympathy for the rhetorical 
project and the myriad ways in which it enriches narrative theory. For our 
present purpose, we shall concentrate on three salient aspects of the target 
essay that we want to discuss, while also trying to sketch out possible ways 
of resolving what we consider to be slightly problematic issues: (a) the claim 
that characters are not in the narrative communication model; (b) the all-too-
broad notion of “resources,” employed as an umbrella term for a wide range 
of heterogeneous narrative techniques; and (c) the concomitant lack of the 
notions of levels of communication and of narrative embedding.

The first thing that may come as a surprise for many narratologists working 
outside of the United States is the question raised in the headline of section 1 
of the target essay: “Why Aren’t Characters in the Narrative Communication 
Model?” (79). The problem here is the definite article, in that there are 
indeed quite a few competing models of narrative communication, only 
some of which are given relatively short shrift in the essay. The underlying 
assumption seems to be that the model proposed by Chatman has become 



		  Forum	 79

the narrative communication model, even a paradigm as defined by Thomas 
Kuhn. However, this claim is hardly tenable because there is neither “an 
accepted way of doing work within the existing paradigm” (3) nor one par-
adigm in approaches to narrative geared toward the communicative, prag-
matic, and rhetorical dimension of narrative texts, let alone in contemporary 
narrative theory at large.

An obvious answer to the question of “Why Aren’t Characters in the 
Narrative Communication Model?” could well be: “But they are!” They are, 
at least, in many of the models of narrative communication that one finds in 
standard textbooks in Germany and other European countries.1 In fact, char-
acters are among what Phelan calls the constants in many models of narra-
tive communication, featuring regularly and not impairing the clarity that 
Phelan admires in Chatman’s model. Similar to the project of a rhetorical 
poetics of narrative, the communication models that one finds in German 
textbooks, for instance, provide a frame of reference for the analysis of nar-
rative texts, as they attempt to encompass all the pragmatic agents and ele-
ments, whether in the intratextual or the extratextual sphere, involved in the 
communication of narrative fiction.

A second aspect that strikes us as being a problem in the ARA model 
proposed in the target essay (i.e., the distinction between author, resources, 
and audience) is the fact that it relies on relatively general categories which 
could, and arguably should, be distinguished in a more refined and system-
atic way. A case in point is the notion of “resources,” which is very broad in 
that it is employed as an umbrella term for a wide range of different nar-
rative techniques. Despite the disclaimers that Phelan provides by way of 
explanation, one could argue that the open list of resources that he outlines 
jumbles together a wide range of heterogeneous features and narrative tech-
niques that could productively be distinguished in ways that would make 
the rhetorical poetics of narrative not just more systematic (horribile dictu!), 
but also more heuristically fruitful. Although it would be beyond the lim-
ited scope of a brief response essay to develop an alternative typology, a 
brief look at other models of narrative communication may serve to suggest 
what they might look like and how several of the resources mentioned in 
the ARA model might be incorporated in an alternative model of narrative 
communication.

The great majority of the models of narrative communication used in 
Germany and other European countries are based on two concepts that 
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are conspicuous by their absence in the target essay, namely, the notion of 
different levels of communication and the concept of narrative embedding 
(cf. Bal, “Notes”; Berendsen). The various models suggested by narrative the-
orists identify up to five levels of communication (cf. Nünning). In doing so, 
they try to give a simplified but systematic overview of the communication 
structure of narrative texts by representing all instances of addresser and 
addressee that are involved as pragmatic agents on the various intratextual 
and extratextual levels of communication. Such models arrange the commu-
nication levels and various contextual functions into a hierarchy, as well as 
providing representations of the “internal structure of the communication 
process” (Kahrmann et al. 38).

Such a communication model for narrative texts is based on the distinction 
between various extratextual and intratextual levels of communication 
which are arranged in such a way that the levels are embedded.2 It is also 
compatible with the distinction between the content level (story) and the 
level of narrative transmission (discourse). The communication level of 
the fictional story, on which the speaker and addressee can exchange roles, 
consists—in dramatic and narrative texts as well as in film—of the dialogue 
between the characters that Phelan rightly wants to include. In contrast to 
drama, however, the speech situation of the characters in narrative texts is 
embedded in the communication level of narrative transmission. On this 
level, a fictive narrator addresses a reader, audience, or “narratee,” who is, 
of course, also fictive. In addition to these two intratextual, fictional levels 
of communication, a further, extratextual level of empirical communication 
can also be identified, which includes the real author as addresser and the 
real reader as addressee. With the aid of these three levels of communication, 
not only can we distinguish between the narrator and the historical author, 
and between the fictive addressee and the real reader of a narrative text, but 
also include the level of the characters, whose absence Phelan bemoans.

This model also illustrates what is meant by the notion of “embedded” 
levels of communication, conspicuous by its absence from both Chatman’s 
and Phelan’s models, but arguably very useful for developing more refined 
models of narrative communication. The notion of narrative embed-
ding, which is based on the model of “Chinese-box worlds” (McHale 112), 
is useful for a better understanding of the “relationship among the con-
stants and variables in any specific narrative communication” (10) and 
thus potentially heuristically fruitful for the rhetorical poetics of narrative. 



		  Forum	 81

The term “narrative embedding” refers to a sequence of passages in which 
one narrative is inserted into another, superordinate narrative. Three formal 
criteria have been specified by Marjet Berendsen to identify an embedded 
narrative. Firstly, there should be a transition from a level of narration to 
the narrative embedded within it. Secondly, the inserted narrative should 
be subordinate to the other narrative level, so that the two levels can neither 
be considered equal, nor placed in a reverse hierarchy. Thirdly, the superor-
dinate and embedded narratives should be homogeneous to the extent that 
they both belong to the same category, in the case of the novel, the category 
of fictional narrative.

Such a communication model for narrative texts therefore provides 
a systematic overview of the hierarchical and functional relationships 
between both the various levels of narrative communication and the rela-
tionships among many of the resources listed but not related in the target 
essay. The relationship between the extradiegetic level of narrative transmis-
sion and the diegetic level of the characters can be likened to a subject–
object relationship, as the characters in the fictional world are the object 
of the story the narrator tells, the latter being the superordinate pragmatic 
agent recounting the events and commenting on them. As is well known, 
among the most common types of embedded narrative are frame tales and 
interpolated tales (i.e., narratives that are inserted on the level of the story 
and involve characters assuming the role of narrator for several passages).

We should like to conclude by emphasizing how enriching James 
Phelan’s thought-provoking target essay will prove to be for both the fur-
ther development of a rhetorical poetics of narrative and the ongoing con-
versations in narrative theory at large. Our observations above are mere 
footnotes, but we still hope that they may prove to be useful for developing 
an even more nuanced and refined rhetorical theory of narrative commu-
nication. Although we have given up hope that he will ever give up the 
implied author, who still features prominently in the target essay, we do 
hope that Jim may find some of our modest proposals useful, knowing that 
he is the epitome of “a dedicated scholar never content to rest on his lau-
rels, considerable though they be” (Herman, Story Logic xiii, referring to 
Walt Wolfram).
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Notes

1. See, for example, Nünning and Nünning, and Neumann and Nünning. It is cer-
tainly no coincidence that articles and books published in languages other than English 
generally do not make their way “into many conversations in contemporary narrative 
theory” (1), even when they are prominently featured in standard textbooks that run 
through many editions and are used at many universities in Europe. This holds true, 
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for instance, for the communication model developed in Nünning, although Monika 
Fludernik included it in a long and generous review essay in Poetics Today. And it is 
thus also probably not a coincidence that the target essay is based on the assumption 
that the model proposed by Chatman is indeed “the Narrative Communication Model”.  
But that is another story, and could be the topic of another response essay and a much 
broader discussion.

2. For a graphic representation of the model, see Nünning and Nünning 104. For 
a more elaborate explanation of this model in English, see Neumann and Nünning, 
Chapter 2.
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There are several reasons why James Phelan’s contributions to narrative 
theory have proved, and continue to prove, influential. One of the reasons 
is suggested by the way in which, adopting and developing a rhetorical 
perspective, he shows that narrative is a powerful mode of exploration and 
communication. Linked to, and in actual fact inseparable from, this reason 
for the significance of Phelan’s work is a critical practice that is pluralistic 
rather than dogmatic, engaging in and furthering conversations with other 
scholars rather than defending a given position at all costs. This kind of 
critical open-mindedness and generosity is connected with Phelan’s read-
iness to test his concepts and theories by using them in narrative analy-
sis. If he finds that there are important aspects of a given narrative—for 
example, Kafka’s “Das Urteil” (Phelan, “Progression”)—that his rhetorical 
approach to narrative cannot adequately explain, the story’s interpretive 
challenge inspires him to modify and refine his version of rhetorical nar-
rative theory.

Since the target essay by Phelan under consideration here is very rich, 
I will concentrate on his discussion of character, but I will link my observa-
tions on that concept to that of narrator. I will illustrate my points by briefly 
discussing the intricate ways in which the narrative functions and thematic 


