An excerpt from “Narrative”

J. Hillis Miller

Part 3

	Second question: Why do we need the “same” story over and over? The answers to this question are more related to the affirmative, culture-making function of narrative than to its critical or subversive function. If we need narratives in order to give sense to our world, the shape of that sense is a fundamental carrier of the sense. Children know this when they insist on having familiar stories recited to them in exactly the same forms, not a word changed. If we need stories to make sense of our experience, we need the same stories over and over to reinforce that sense making. Such repetition perhaps reassures by the reencounter with the form that the narrative gives to life. Or perhaps the repetition of a rhythmic pattern is intrinsically pleasurable, whatever that pattern is. The repetitions within the pattern are pleasurable in themselves, and they give pleasure when they are repeated.
	According to Miller, which of the following stories is more likely to be repeated over and over again over decades and centuries:  a story that reflects how society is already or a story that suggests how society is flawed and can be improved?

	The quotation marks around the word “same” indicate another meaning for the sameness of the same story. If we, like children, want the same story over and over in exactly the same form, as though it were a magical charm that would lose its efficacy if a word were changed, we also need the same story over and over in another sense. We want repetition in the form of many stories that are recogniz​ably variations on the same formula. If children want nursery rhymes and bed​time stories over and over in exact word-for-word order, they quickly learn even before the age of five or six the rules for proper storytelling. They learn the conventions of formulaic beginning and ending, “Once upon a time” and “They lived happily ever after.” They learn the conformity to norm of a story that “works.” Many kinds of narrative are demonstrably variations on a conventional form or formula: Greek tragedies, nursery rhymes, fairy tales, traditional ballads, Sherlock Holmes stories, James Bond novels, limericks, even such large genres as “the Victorian novel” or, within that, the forty-four novels of Anthony Trollope, all recognizably members of the same family. This repeatability is an intrin​sic feature of many narrative forms. It is the whole point of limericks that there be lots of them and that they all have a family resemblance. The same thing can be said of mystery stories. Variations from the norm draw much of their mean​ing from the fact that they are deviations from the rules. An example would be a detective story in which the narrator is the murderer, for example Agatha Christie’s Murder of Roger Ackrayd, or a Victorian novel, such as Meredith's The Ordeal of Richard Feverel, that unexpectedly has an unhappy ending….
	Remember: it’s not important that you know the novels that Miller mentions.  Just roll with it.
Think about a particular genre of movie that you like.  If you think about it, the stories tend to have similar characters, plots, and looks.  Compare two superhero films (like Spiderman or Batman or Ironman) and identify how the stories are the “same.”
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