LOGOS Narration Reading Group, 12 April 2010

Greg Currie, Narratives and Narrators, Character-focused Narration
Sec. 1: Genette’s Distinction. 

Summary: C. argues against “Genette’s claim that there may be differences concerning the identity of the narrator without there being differences in the point of view of narration.” Against this, he contends that “we need to recognize two distinct notions concerning point of view. One is the idea of narrating from a point of view; what needs to be said about this is that everyone always narrates from his or her own point of view. The second is the idea of narrating according to a point of view. I am allowing that one can narrate according to a point of view other than one’s own, or, in Genette’s other terms, one can orient one’s narrative to the point of view of another; this is what is happening in (parts of) The Ambassadors and in other works”. 

Sec. 2: The Knowledge Criterion.

Summary: Genette’s criterion: “A character’s point of view orients the narrative if the narrator says only what that character knows.” Currie’s main criticism: “authors are capable of extremely subtle modulations of point of view, shifting the orientation of their narrations within a brief space of time – sometimes within a given sentence – between points of view … Subjects are distinctive epistemically, and so knowledge is an important aspect of point of view. So also are such things as location, perceptual orientation, habits and capacities of mind, modes of emotional response”.

Sec. 3: Expression. 

Summary: What is involved in orientation to a character’s point of view is imitation: “just as readers may imitate the responses and evaluations of narrators, so narrators may imitate those of their characters”. Some people that expression is causal; if so, one “may still allow that in imitating another, I can do something very like expressing that person’s state: I can make it fictional, in a vivid and affecting way, that I express that state”. Given that character-focused narration is not narration from the point of view of a character, the idea of narration which is oriented to a character’s point of view may be one that admits of degrees.

Sec. 4: Focalization 
Summary: Currie criticizes the use of alternative notions of “focalization” in narratology.

Sec. 5: Context Shifting. 
Summary: Currie discusses two imitative devices available to the narrator of a literary fiction: Tsohatzidis alleged counterexample to Kartunnen’s factivity rule for ‘telling wh-‘; and Free Indirect Discourse, which exploits this possibility for context-shifting, but shifts the context of evaluation for some expressions and not for others. “FID, I claim, is an efficient device of imitation and hence suitable for generating effects which are expressive of a character’s point of view … DRS is not a more powerful imitative device than FID. While FID is much less a replication of the character’s speech/thought than is DRS, it is much more an imitation, at least in cases where DRS occurs in a written and not a spoken context”. In any case, “the primary narrative distinction is that between character-focused and non-character-focused narration; grammatical categories do not track this distinction with any precision”.

Sec. 6: Empathy. 
Summary: Expressive devices, such as FID, which are often used to orient the narration to a character’s point of view, may also serve to encourage empathy between the audience and the character. This empathic contact may not amount to sympathy with the character, but it does give us a sense of how things are for that character ... It may also happen that an exercise in character-oriented narration, such as the use of FID, has the effect of getting us to empathize, not with the character who is being imitated but with another character who may be the object of that first character’s attention.
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