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Narration and Focalization

This essay aims to identify a number of terms used in narrative fiction including narration, focalization & characterisation, providing definitions for each term and using examples to illustrate their meaning. We will look at the way in which these elements are used within narrative fiction, and consider the effect they have on the reader. On reflection of this understanding we will then apply these elements to a passage of Chinua Achebe- Things Fall Apart, analysing their use and considering their effects on the reader.

Narration
Narration can be defined as the recounting of an event or series of events that make up a story. Alternatively, it can also be described as the act of telling a story using written or spoken commentary, carried out by a narrator. The narrator is usually a person but in some cases they can be an animal, (for example Shakespeare’s Dog: A Novel by Leon Rooke in which the story is told from the perspective of a dog), an object (for example The Collector Collector by Tibor Fischer in which the narrator is an ancient bowl), or a concept (for example The Book Thief by Markus Zusak in which the story is told from the perspective of death). Some stories will have more than one narrator which can provide the reader with many different individual character perceptions, allowing a non-singular and more complex point of view. The format through which the story is communicated is referred to as the narrative voice, variations of this include- verbal, written, or visual (as in the case of comic books).

Narrative point of view
The perspective from which the narrator speaks is called the narrative point of view. There are six major types of narrator which indicates the perspective from which the story is told- First Person, Second Person, Limited Third Person, Omniscient, Unreliable, and Observer Narrator. 
First Person- A first person narrator can be a character or an observer in the story that will use the pronoun “I”, as in recalling a personal account of an event. In this case the reader will be informed of the innerworkings and interpretations of events and experiences from the perspective of the narrator only. This perspective can be inaccurate or bias, and the feelings and point of view of other characters in the story will be left open to interpretation by the reader. An example of first person narrative in song lyrics is- [footnoteRef:1]“Under the bridge down town is where I could not get enough.”. An example of this point of view in narrative fiction is- [footnoteRef:2]“I could not unlove him now, merely because I found that he had ceased to notice me.”. [1:  Red Hot Chilli Peppers, Under The Bridge.]  [2:  Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre] 

Second Person- A Second person narrator is again a character or observer within the story. Second person narrative is when the narrator uses the pronoun “you”, “you’re”, or “your” to implicate the reader. It is used as a tool to address, involve, and engage the reader in the text. Second person narration can be particularly useful in the case of do-it-yourself or self-help books. An example of second person narrative in a cook book is- “You may wish to add sugar and lemon before serving your pancakes.”. An example of it in song writing is- “You gotta fight for your right to party!”. An example of second person narration in narrative fiction is the ‘Choose your own adventure’ books such as the Adventures of You series written by Edward Packard. In which case the reader assumes the role of protagonist to make choices that drive and determine the characters actions and the outcome of the plot.
Limited Third Person- A story told in limited third person allows the knowledge and perceptions of one person only to be made available to the reader (as in the case of first person narration). The difference between first person and limited third person is that in the case of limited third person the narrator will use the pronoun “he” or “she”, rather than “I”. The narrator only knows the thoughts and feelings of one character only in the story (This is usually the protagonist.). In this case the narrator is usually a non-participating observer to the story. An example of limited third person in narrative fiction is Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets by J K Rowling- “The Dursleys hadn’t even remembered that today happened to be Harry’s twelfth birthday. Of course, his hopes hadn’t been high; they’d never given him a real present, let alone a cake – but to ignore it completely…”.
Omniscient Author- The omniscient narrator is not a character in the story but a disembodied observer. They act as an all-seeing eye and have access to all characters thoughts and feelings at all times. They have unlimited knowledge and can perceive all things, even private thoughts, with the ability to narrate hidden or secret events. The reader will have access to what the narrator chooses to share, and this information will be reliable. This provides the reader with the broadest scope of information from all characters in the story and is useful when moving between focal points, for example scene and character. An example of omniscient narration in narrative fiction is The Fellowship of the Ring by J. R. R. Tolkien. The narrator has access to the inner world of all characters, even a passing fox. “A few creatures came and looked at them when the fire had died away. A fox passing through the wood on business of his own stopped several minutes and sniffed. “Hobbits!” he thought. “Well, what next? I have heard of strange doings in this land, but I have seldom heard of a Hobbit sleeping out of doors under a tree. Three of them! There’s something mighty queer behind this.” He was quite right, but he never found out any more about it.”

Unreliable Narrator- Unlike a reliable narrator, an unreliable narrator has questionable credibility. This lack of reliability could be due to reasons that may not be immediately clear to the reader. The narrator may be wilfully deceitful for reasons relating to the story, or they may be unreliable due to perspectives and opinions based on questionable information, assumptions, or false information. They may be unreliable due to issues with mental health, in which case the narrator may provide false information under the belief that they are telling the truth. It can be argued that we are all unreliable narrators as everything we sense is subject to our own perspective and interpretation. An example of unreliable narration is in Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov in which the narrator is unreliable due to his controlling, mocking, and delusional nature.
Observer Narrator- The observer narrator (also known as the ‘witness’) tells the events of the story in either the first or third person, but does not feature as one of the major characters in the story. The observer narrator is similar to the omniscient narrator in this respect, but only has the limited knowledge and perspective of an individual. An example of an observer narrator in narrative fiction is Sophie’s Choice by William Styron. In this text the narrator is a young writer that lives in the same rooming house as the two main characters. An observer narration has the effect of creating distance between the characters and the reader. It can also be an effective tool in a story where the main characters are too biased to reveal all of the dimensions of a novel, and so brings with it a degree of objectivity.
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