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Reconsidering the Narrator: Genette, Ryan, and Banfield

KAWADA Manabu

Just as characters of novels are fictional entities, so
are the narrators. When one maintains that every narrative
has its narrator, this assertion is enabled only by fictionally
positing the existence of the narrator retrocessively from the
text. By establishing narrators us fictional objects, this paper
aims to explore the wide variety of narrators as well as the
essence of narration.

The first chapter, by re-examining Gérard Genette’s
proposal to replace the traditional distinction of the first-
person/third-person narratives with the new dichotomy of
homodiegetic/heterodiegetic narratives, indicates the
necessity of discerning the objectness and the autonomy of
narrator: narrators possess objectness as long as they can be
postulated as such (if only fictionally), while narrators are
autonomous if and only if they are distinguishable from the
empirical author.

The second chapter discusses Marie-Laure Ryan’s
concept of “substitute speaker” and her criticism against
Ann Banfield’s “No-Narrator Theory,” which, as its name
suggests, denies the possibility of attributing some kinds of
fictional discourse to narrators. Ryan partly concedes with
Banfield but the grounds for the compromise seem to be
different from those for Banfield’s arguments: while
Banfield denies, in our words, objectness to narrators,
Ryan’s concern is that impersonal narrators lack autonomy
and that omniscient narrators, who have unlimited access to
any character’s mind, do not have what one might call
legitimacy of narration.

The next two chapters are focused on the omniscient
narrator. Through the analysis of Julio Cortazar’s “Return
Trip Tango” (Tango de vuelta), it is suggested that
omniscience is not necessarily proprietary to impersonal
narrators, but that a personal, individuated, homodiegetic
narrator can be also omniscient if reasonable “excuse” for
his knowledge is given in his own narrative.

While the above discussions show that first-person
and third-person narratives (or homodiegetic and
heterodiegetic narratives) are continuous rather than
discrete, these two groups show a clear contrast when the
legitimacy of narration comes into question. The last

chapter examines this aspect of narration and locate the
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issue of narrative person in the historical context.



