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DRAFT: NOT FOR CITATION   

                ELUSIVE NARRATORS IN LITERATURE AND FILM
    

In literary works of narrative fiction, the story or narrative consists of a sequence of fictional or fictionalized characters, objects, situations, and events.  The narration (in the most familiar sense) consists in the fictional presentation of those narrative constituents, and the presentation, in these literary instances, is a mode of a linguistic recounting.  The critical point for present purposes is that such works have at least two dimensions of fictionality: there is the fictional narrative and there is the fictional narration that presents as actual the relevant narrative events.  It is generally accepted that many and even most works of literary fiction involve both a fictional narrative and narration in this way, but, as we will see shortly, there continues to be a dispute about whether every work of literary fiction involves narration qua fictional recounting of the narrative events.  Moreover, if there are narrative fictions that do not involve an implicit activity of narration, then correspondingly, these works do not presuppose the existence of a work-internal narrating agent, i.e., they do not presuppose the existence of a literary narrator.      

In the case of the narrative cinema, there is no comparable consensus that films generally involve an analogue of this sort of two tiered fictionality.   In fact, it is highly controversial whether a film that presents a fictional narrative normally involves a fictional audio-visual narration of the story, i.e., a fictional presentation of the sights and sounds of the narrative world.  For those who are inclined to give a affirmative answer in this debate, the general claim will be that it is fictional in a movie that its shots photographically record, from a certain determinate visual perspective, selected objects and occurrences from the narrative world (while simultaneously recording various of the associated diegetic sounds.)  Many writers have simply denied that fiction films characteristically incorporate a fictional audio-visual narration in this sense.  These skeptical theorists claim that it is enough to allow that the actual filmmakers, in a given case, construct a sound and image track that consists of a sequence of on-screen sensory manifolds that audio-visually represent the evolving series of fictional narrative circumstances.  There is, they maintain, no reason to posit that the sound and image track implicitly represents a more ‘direct’ audio-visual narration of those narrative circumstances--a fictional recording in which the story situations have somehow been set before the viewer’s eyes and ears.  

However, other writers have insisted that it is a distinctive aspect of the viewers’ customary reception of and engagement with a fiction film that they are meant to imagine themselves as actually watching the segments of the fictional world portrayed in the movie.
  Moreover, it is argued that there must be some basis in the film presentation itself that serves to ground this ubiquitous mode of imagined seeing, and that this basis must amount to some sort of fictional ‘showing’ (to a prospective audience) of the depicted narrative situations and events.  Defenders of fictional showing in fiction films, have not had an easy time explaining how the postulated imagined seeing is more concretely to be conceived and, correlatively, what the nature of the movie’s fictional showing of its story is supposed to be.  For instance, in an earlier paper, I proposed that it is fictional in our imaginative engagement with classical narrative films that they consist of motion-picture-like shots that have been derived, in a manner that is left fictionally indeterminate, from the circumstances in the fictional world that they themselves depict.  Viewers imagine themselves as seeing the fictional circumstances through imaginatively seeing the on-screen photographic record of the relevant narrative world.
 Other suggestions about the nature of imagined seeing and fictional showing in the movies have been put forward, and all of these conceptions have met with serious objections.

In the context of this dispute, there is a related but secondary question that arises.  Do fiction films have implicit audio-visual narrators?   If one is skeptical about the very existence of fictional audio-visual narration in film, then naturally one will find no reason to recognize the general existence of an implicit agency that fictionally executes such narration—no reason to posit an implicit audio-visual narrator.  Non-skeptics, however, face a more delicate issue.  They will be inclined to grant as a conceptual point that fiction films presuppose the existence of some kind of minimal agency that fictionally carries out the intrinsic audio-visual narration of the film.  Still, they may also feel that the agency in question is different enough from literary cases that it is wrong or misleading to think of the ‘narrating agency’ as constituting a genuine filmic narrator at all.

It is worth rehearsing these questions somewhat more carefully.  Let us dub as “the Fictional Showing Hypothesis,” the claim, mentioned above, that

FS) In classical narrative movies, there is implicitly represented an internal fictional activity of audio-visual narration.

As noted earlier, it is closely related to ‘the Imagined Seeing Thesis’: the thesis that

IS) In viewing classical narrative movies, viewers are meant to imagine (and very often do imagine) that they are seeing and hearing segments of the narrative world on screen.

Indeed, the latter is normally taken as the basis for accepting the former.  Now, does it follow from the Fictional Showing Hypothesis that, in classical movies, a fictional or fictionalized narrator is implicitly represented?  The question has to be handled with care.  Seymour Chatman and others have argued, in effect, that whenever we have the narration of a fictional story, then the existence of that activity of narration presupposes the existence of an agency that performed the narration.
  This would be the ‘narrator’ of the given work.  But, Chatman’s argument is confused.  In one sense of the word, the actual author of a work of literary fiction narrates (or at least tells) the fictional story in question.  That is, the author, in writing the text, makes it fictional that various situations and events take place in and thereby constitute the story.  However, in many such works, it is fictional that someone is recounting as actual the situations and events that the author has created by his or her actual telling.  According to well-precedented usage, the fictional or fictionalized being who fictionally narrates the story is said to be ‘the narrator’ of the tale, and, in general, the narrator is to be distinguished from the author or creator of the work.  Thus, Dickens wrote the novel David Copperfield, but the character, David Copperfield, narrates his own history. Therefore, the mere fact that a work W relates a fictional story does not imply that W implicitly depicts some fictional showing or telling of that story, and, a fortiori, it does not imply or presuppose that W involves narrator.  For instance, a standard comic strip visually narrates a fictional episode, but it doesn’t, in addition, depict some fictional showing of the episode portrayed, and, of course, no fictional narrator is to be imagined as visually presenting the episode as if it actually occurred.
  Chatman relies on an oversimplified version of the idea that there is an analytic connection between the concept of ‘narration’ and the concept of a ‘narrator’ who carries it out.


Nevertheless, it is not obvious that a slightly modified version of an analytic connection thesis doesn’t hold.

MAC) If, in a given work, an activity of fictional narration is implicitly presented, then it is fictional in the work that there is an agent (the narrator) who does the narrating.

Call this “the modest version of the analytic connection thesis.”  I’m doubtful that even this more modest version is correct.  We will return to that question shortly. Let us suppose for a moment that the occurrence of fictional narration does imply the existence of an agent who performs the narration.  Is any such narrating agency tantamount to the existence of a narrator, as that notion is intuitively understood?  Here the issues get pretty murky, corresponding to the dimness of our general idea of a fictional narrator.


In standard cases, we think of a narrator as a fictional or fictionalized character who is narrating the story as actual.  Most of our interest in narrators in literary fiction and in their relations to the story they tell depends importantly on our sense of them as being genuine characters whose attributes of personality, intelligence, and sensibility are implicitly expressed in the narration.   But how much is required for a genuine narrator qua character to be created.  Obviously, it is not to be expected that there will be answers here that will be both relatively sharp and uncontroversial.   It is clear, as many have emphasized, that a narrator qua character doesn’t have to be a human being.  In Black Beauty, the narrator is a horse.  I’m sure that there are science fiction stories in which the narrator is a computer, and there could be a children’s story in which it is fictional that a babbling brook is babbling out the story. But, in all of these instances, the narrating horse, computer, and babbling brook will have been developed as characters—characters who have been anthropomorphized to a significant degree. On the other hand, it seems to me that the mere existence of a minimal narrating agency is not sufficient to sustain our sense of the implicit existence of a narrator who is presented to us, however dimly, as a personified character, even one whose psychological and other traits remain by and large effaced.  So, if you accept the modest version of the analytic connection argument and wonder whether, when it is applied to various works, it implies the existence of a genuine narrator, then you need to draw a further distinction.  Do you mean ‘narrator as minimal narrating agency’ or do you mean ‘narrator as narrative recounting character’?  

So, do I believe that all works of literary fiction have narrators in the weaker sense?  Do I believe that narrators as minimal narrating agents are ubiquitous in works of literary fiction? No! First, I think that there are some fairly rare instances in which a fictional narrative gets told but there is, in the work, no fictional narrating of the narrative in question. (The novels of Ivy Compton-Burnett are familiar examples.  However, as we’ll see in the course of the paper, I believe that minimal fictional agency is more ubiquitous than many other notable theorists suppose.)  So, in these instances it is not even fictional that there is a minimal narrating agency. Second, I think that there are lots of works of fiction in which there is a fictional narrating of the narrative history but where nothing more than a minimal narrating agency is presupposed.  In these works, there is no narrator-as-character who fictionally tells the tale.  This is generally the situation in connection with movies.  I am inclined to accept the Fictional Showing Hypothesis but deny that movies have narrators when “narrator” in that context means ‘narrator qua discernible character.”  On the other hand, I think that it may be true that movies commonly have narrators when only minimal narrating agency is at stake. 

Many important commentators, however, simply reject the Fictional Showing Hypothesis in any form.  Both Andrew Kania and Berys Gaut have raised considerations against this idea, and Noel Carroll, I believe, agrees with both of them and for reasons similar to theirs.
  These writers are the implacable enemies of implicit audio-visual narrators in film. More recently, Kania, Gaut, and Carroll have even turned their nihilistic rancor on the effaced narrators in literary fiction, thereby attacking among the most timid and helpless of the creatures in all of literature.  I am appalled at this attack!  How much courage does it take to impugn the existence of creatures whose whole mode of being, after all, is self-effacement? That is, these theorists deny that we should posit even minimal narrating agency in literary fictional narratives in which the narration is third-person, epistemically unrestricted, impersonal, and otherwise recessive.
  In this paper, for reasons of length, I will focus primarily on the supposed case against merely implicit effaced narrators in literature, and I will speak up for the members of that almost silent constituency, defending them from their detractors.  I will return very briefly to the case of narrative fiction film at the end of the paper.  In my opinion, the questions that arise concerning elusive narrators in literature and in film are structurally quite similar.  However, detailed discussion of the substance of the pertinent issues in case of film will have to be reserved for another occasion.

Kania is skeptical about merely implicit fictional narrators in literature fictions, and he gives the example of Graham Greene’s The Heart of the Matter as a clear instance of the kind of case he has in mind.  In these instances, Kania thinks that it is false that there is someone who fictionally recounts the events of the story.  More specifically, he thinks that there is no fictional recounting implicit in the text.  There is only the actual telling of the fictional story, and that is an activity that was performed by the actual author of the work. For instance, he says, “However, I would argue that there are also clear cases where there is no fictional telling.” [Kania, p. 50]  He goes on to cite the Greene novel as an example.  Later he claims again, “…sometimes we have no reason to suppose that there is a fictional telling of the story we read or see.  Graham Greene spins a good yarn, but there is no reason to posit an overarching fictional telling within it or co-extensive with it.” [Kania, p. 52] For Kania, the actual author then is, in that special sense, the narrator.  In writing The Heart of the Matter, Graham Greene told as fictional the story in question, just as Boswell told as actual the events in The Life of Johnson.  So both Greene and Boswell are author/narrators of their respective narratives.   But, in the more specialized sense of  “narrator,” as it applies to works of fiction, there is no narrator—no fictional narrator--of The Heart of the Matter, according to Kania.  Since he holds that the novel involves no fictional recounting of the events of the story, he also holds that it is not fictional in that work that someone is thus recounting them. 

 In stating his position from the outset, Kania says that his opponents hold that, if a work of narrative fiction has a narrator, then that narrator must be “… on the same ontological level as its characters and events.”[Kania, p. 47]  In his terminology, the narrator must have the status of ‘fictionality.’ But there is serious potential for confusion in stating the issues in this way.  To see why this is so, we need to focus on the following observations.  First, we should remember the familiar fact that actual people can appear as characters in works of fiction, e.g., Napoleon in War and Peace.  Second, and more directly relevant, an actual person can appear as the narrator of a work of fiction, e.g., Nixon is the narrator in Robert Coover’s The Public Burning. That is, it is fictional in The Public Burning that Nixon recounts as actual the events of the story (which feature him).  No doubt the narrator of this novel is a fictionalized Nixon, but it is Nixon himself who fictionally performs the narration. Third, the actual author of a work of literary fiction can appear explicitly as the narrator of the story that he or she (the author) has constructed.  This certainly can happen in post-modern meta-fiction, but examples are certainly not restricted to such cases.  There is an obscure novella by Alexander Dumas, One Thousand and One Ghosts (Le mille et un fantomes), in which this strategy is deployed, and Dumas is hardly a post-modern narratological novelist.  It is fictional in One Thousand and One Ghosts that Alexander Dumas (the author himself) recounts as actual the events of the story (which also feature him.)  In One Thousand and One Ghosts it is stated, fictionally but quite explicitly, by the narrator that he himself is the famous novelist and playwright, Alexander Dumas.  However, to make the point, we hardly have to resort to recherché examples of this sort.  Dante is both the actual author and the fictionalized narrator of The Divine Comedy.
  Now, are Nixon, Dumas, and Dante, serving as narrators in the relevant works, on ‘the same ontological level’ as, say, the purely fictional characters in these same works?  What are we to say?  Unlike the purely fictional characters, they are people in the actual world.
  But, like the purely fictional characters, it is fictional in the relevant works that they perform various activities--activities that include the telling of the story in question.  The notion of sameness and difference of ‘ontological level’ simply has to be refined. 
Kania’s example of The Heart of the Matter occupies an interesting middle ground.   In contrast with the Dumas example, The Heart of the Matter provides readers with no explicit identification of its narrator (if it has one) with the actual author. Nevertheless, it may be that there are features of the novel and facts about Graham Greene, his life, and his overall oeuvre that implicitly make it reasonable to posit an identification of the narrator (if there is one) with the actual author.  A similar and more familiar question arises in connection with the novels of Jane Austen, e.g., Emma.  Many of Jane Austen’s readers find it natural to imagine that it is Jane Austen herself who is fictionally telling about the events in Fairfield.  And they find it especially natural to imagine that it is Jane Austen who intermittently breaks in and fictionally comments ‘in her own voice’ on the significance of certain key developments of plot.  In Emma, the narrator never speaks of herself in the first person and certainly does not identify herself as the author, Jane Austen.  At the same time, nothing in the work seems to preclude us from making that imaginative identification either, and such identification seems natural enough. On this line of thought, The Heart of the Matter and Emma each has a narrator who fictionally recount the fictional events, and the narrator in each case is implicitly but ‘plausibly’ understood to be the actual author of the work. I’m not sure what it is best to say concerning cases of the sort, but the line of thought does not strike me as patently wrong.
 In any case, it should be stressed that the suggestion is different from Kania’s.  Here it is granted that the works do involve a fictional recounting (as actual) of the narrative events, and that it is fictional that this recounting is performed by the actual author of the work.  The first of these claims is the thesis that Kania crucially denies. 

Hence, Kania maintains that it is not fictional in the work that the events of the story are being recounted or reported as actual. Now, fictional recounting, when it exists, is the product of individual fictional speech acts (or fictional thoughts) performed at specific junctures in the narration, and the characteristic type of fictional speech or thought act is assertion.  So, Kania’s claim is tantamount to the claim, e.g., that

It is not fictional in the novel at juncture j that it is being asserted that such and such took place.

For instance, consider the characteristic line from The Heart of the Matter that Kania quotes.  “Wilson sat on the balcony of the Bedford Hotel with his bald pink knees thrust against the ironwork.”  Kania denies that, when this line occurs, it is thereby made fictional that it is being asserted that Wilson sat on the balcony…” It is this claim that strikes me as extraordinarily unintuitive.  Still, Kania has things to say in its favor.

First, Kania gives the example of a father telling his child a made-up bedtime story.  He thinks that this is a case in which the father is simply telling as fictional the story he makes up. In the actual telling, there is no implicit fictional telling as actual by the father or anyone else.  In the telling, no one fictionally asserts anything. Kania thinks that the narration of The Heart of the Matter should be understood on this model.  But Kania’s characterization of this example is controversial at least.   I’m inclined to think that in this sort of example there is a storytelling game of make believe that the father and child are mutually playing between themselves.
  In their game of make-believe, it is fictional that the father is recounting as actual the events of the made up story, and the child is fully aware that his father’s recounting as actual is only fictional or make-believe in their game.  (In fact, there is an interesting variety of possible cases in which fictional stories are told out loud to an actual audience.)  If this is right, then the father, who is also the author of the actual story, is also the fictional narrator of the story in the context of their shared game.  Kania believes that our understanding of the narration in The Heart of the Matter should be modeled after this sort of example.  But, in my opinion, the upshot of the thought experiment is inconclusive. This same example inclines me to prefer the hypothesis that Graham Green fictionally recounts as actual the depicted events of The Heart of the Matter.
The fact that actual people, including actual authors, can fictionally recount a story suggests why I find Jerrold Levinson’s ‘ontological gap’ argument difficult to construe.
  Adapted to the case of literature, the argument seems to run as follows.  In standard, authorized games of make believe in which literary fictions are the props, it is fictional in that game that the reader is coming to know, by reading, about facts in the fictional world of the story.  This entails that the reader is fictionally being informed about those facts by someone who has epistemic access to them.  But the actual author who is, in one sense, telling and thereby creating the story does not have the right kind of access to those fictional facts.  Hence, there must be a teller who is ‘on the same ontological level’ as the fictional facts that he recounts. Therefore, we must posit that it is fictional in the work that there is someone (who cannot be the author) who has such access and is reporting the history to us.  This fictional teller is the narrator.  But now, take the case where Nixon or Dumas or (maybe) Greene is the narrator of the fictional work in question.  Are Nixon, Dumas, and Green all ‘on the same ontological level’ as the world of the fiction?  As I said before, the answer here is equivocal.  In one sense, the answer is “No,”—they are not merely fictional constructions created by the work.  But, in another sense, “Yes”—it is fictional in the work that these actual people are reporting the narrative events.  If the conclusion of the ‘ontological gap’ argument is that, in the work, there must be an implicit agent recounting the story who is merely a fictional construct of the work, then the argument is unsound and the conclusion false.    

But, there is another way of looking at the considerations that Levinson provides. In the reading of a work of narrative fiction, it is fictional in the reader’s game of make believe (and in the work itself) that the narrator asserted that P, and it is fictional in the reader’s game that the reader, in reading, learns that the narrator has asserted that P. Finally it is fictional in this game that the reader thereby learns, by a defeasible inference, that P is true.  So, it is in this way that the reader ‘gains access’ to the facts that belong to the fictional work, but, of course, it is only a fictional mode of gaining access.  It is fictional in the reader’s game of make-believe that he thereby comes to know the story facts.  Clearly, it makes no difference to the account whether the narrator here is a fictionalized version of an actual person or is merely a fictional character created by the text.  Now, perhaps Levinson is simply arguing a) that this is the most natural, reasonable account of what it is for a reader to gain access to the fictional world of a literary work, and b) that this preferred account directly presupposes the existence of a fictional or fictionalized narrator.  His idea would be that we cannot make coherent sense of a reader’s epistemic access to the fictional facts without assuming that it is fictional in the work that some narrator asserts that these facts obtain. Now the force of this argument depends centrally on the truth of a), and it is plain that Kania, Carroll, and other skeptics about the existence of effaced narrators will reject this assumption that the account sketched above is either obligatory or optimal.  They will want to offer an alternative to it.  Nevertheless, a) and b) together may be all that Levinson intended to establish in his ‘ontological gap’ argument.  If so, then I agree with him about both of these theses, and the dispute between the two parties concerning a) turns chiefly on what constitutes the preferred description of the phenomenology of our imaginative engagement with novels and kindred fictions. Unfortunately, it is not obvious how a dispute of this sort is to going to get resolved.  We’ll briefly come back to this methodological concern later in the paper.
However, let’s return to Kania’s objection.  As noted above, it seems to be his position that Graham Greene has actually ‘told as fictional’ the depicted story of The Heart of the Matter, but he also thinks that it is not fictional in the novel that Graham Greene or anyone else is telling the story.  Telling as fictional then seems to be an illocutionary activity different in kind from the activity of telling something as actual.    And yet, what can this ‘telling as fictional’ amount to?  In a certain broad sense, any author of a fictional narrative is telling the story as fictional.  That is, the author, in composing the work, aims to make it fictional, in the story she is creating, that various interconnected states of affairs obtain.  However, in this broad sense, Herman Melville told the story of Moby Dick, with Ishmael as its undisputed narrator, just as much Graham Greene told his story in writing The Heart of the Matter.  So, presumably this cannot be the kind of  ‘telling as fictional’ that Kania has in mind.
  

           Later in his article, Kania proposes that in The Heart of the Matter Graham Greene is a storytelling narrator, but one that is radically effaced.  He also maintains that Thackeray is the storytelling narrator of Vanity Fair but that Thackeray’s narrating presence is dramatically vivid throughout.  So Kania maintains that both Vanity Fair and the Heart of the Matter have storytelling narrators, differing chiefly in the dramatic salience of their fictional voices. However, this can’t be right. In the sense of ‘storytelling narrator’ that Kendall Walton originally introduced, Greene is not a storytelling narrator in The Heart of the Matter.
 A literary work of fiction W has a storytelling narrator just in case it is fictional in W that the narrator is thereby telling a story which he has invented or made up as a fiction.  Thus, Walton says, “In some cases it is fictional that the narrator speaks or writes nonfictionally, but in others [the ones with storytelling narrators] it is fictional that he creates a fiction.” [Walton, p. 368]  Uncle Remus, telling his tall tales in the relevant works of Joel Chandler Harris, is a paradigmatic storytelling narrator. If we imagine versions of the Harris works in which the frame stories about Uncle Remus and the situation of his storytelling were eliminated, then, in these hypothetical versions, Uncle Remus would be both the primary narrator of the work and a storytelling narrator as well.
   

Walton offered the example of Vanity Fair as his chief example of a literary fiction that contains a storytelling narrator.  At least intermittently throughout the narration, the narrator makes it clear that the story he is telling is a fiction that he himself is in the process of constructing.  Kania adds to this the thought that Thackeray himself is the non-effaced narrator of the work, and I am prepared to countenance this further claim.  In the novel, the narrator is never explicitly identified with the actual author, Thackeray, but much of what the narrator says about himself makes such an identification quite natural.  In my opinion, this work can example probably be treated along the lines that I mentioned in connection with Emma and The Heart of the Matter.  It is reasonable in all of these cases to imagine the narrator of the story to be the actual author, although only in Vanity Fair is it fictional that the author/narrator is telling the story as a fiction.
  Certainly, there is nothing in the narration of The Heart of the Matter that makes it fictional in that work that the recounted narrative is something that is thereby being created as a fiction.  And yet, this is the crucial necessary condition for a work to have a storytelling narrator in Walton’s sense. Thus, for Kania, Vanity Fair and The Heart of the Matter both have storytelling narrators.  In the latter but not the former, the storytelling is radically effaced.  On the account I sketched in earlier, it may indeed be fictional in each novel that the actual author is the narrator, but Thackeray, in Vanity Fair, is a storytelling narrator, and Greene, in The Heart of the Matter, is not.


Here is a somewhat different way in which Kania’s proposal might be stated.  He denies, as we have seen, that in The Heart of the Matter that there is any fictional telling of the story as actual (or, for that matter, as fictional).  As I indicated above, this seems to tantamount to denying that
1) In W at juncture j it is fictional that it is being asserted that P.

Well, one might deny this, while insisting that

2) In W at juncture j it is fictional that the proposition that P is expressed (and it is actual as well).

Moreover, given that the reader knows that the author of W intended to be constructing a straightforward, reliable narration, the reader is entitled to infer that

3) In W at juncture j, it is thereby made fictional that P.  

The idea here is that no fictional act of asserting is implicitly represented, and none is presupposed in the reader’s legitimate inference to 3).  I think that Kania does endorse this idea, [see especially p. 50] and it is the strategy apparently proposed by Noel Carroll in the following passage.  He says, 

…If signaling that such-and-such is fictional instructs the audience to imagine it as true, why isn’t the fictive intention of the author (that we imagine such-and-such) adequate to warrant supposing that such-and-such is true in the fictional world?  Maybe it will be said that if such-and-such is asserted, there must be an agency doing the asserting.  But is “that Katie loves Hubble” [in The Way We Were] a genuine assertion?  “It is true in the fiction that ‘Katie loves Hubble’” is a genuine assertion, but is ‘that Katie loves Hubble’ really an assertion, or merely a propositional content? [Carroll , p. 176].

But, the proposal, stated so briefly in these terms, is somewhat hard to follow.  

Suppose, for simplicity of formulation, that the narration of The Way We Were contains the sentence, “Katie loves Hubble.”  Naturally, that sentence expresses the propositional content that Katie loves Hubble, and Carroll is opposing the idea that this propositional content is fictionally offered as an assertion.  His counter suggestion is that readers of the novel, knowing that they are reading a work of fiction, simply take the propositional content as something that they are to imagine as part of the story.  

But, on the face of the matter, the readers will normally take this propositional content as something that they are prescribed (defeasibly) to imagine as a part of the story only if they suppose that it is presented in the narration as having some kind of assertive force—only if it is fictional that the propositional content is fictionally put forward as true.   Notice that in fictional narration instances of fictional assertion may predominate, but in the course of the narration, various ‘propositional contents’ may be presented in a range of different modes.  The propositional content ‘Katie loves Hubble’ may occur as merely something that some character in the novel said or thought.  Some propositional contents may be presented as having the force of a supposition, something that is merely to be entertained as possible at the pertinent juncture in the narration. Or a propositional content may be presented as something whose truth value is being questioned.  (The hypothetical occurrence of the sentence “Katie loves Hubble,” could be followed in the narration by, “Many people thought so, but was it really true?”  Therefore, at a minimum, we are going to have to draw some distinctions between the kinds of illocutionary force that fictionally attach to the propositional contents expressed in the narration.  We will need to distinguish at least between 

4) In W, at juncture j it is fictional that it is asserted that P,

i.e., it is fictional that P is expressed as having the force of an assertion, and

5) In W, at juncture k, it is fictional that it is supposed that P 

and

6) In W, at juncture l, it is fictionally asked whether P,

and so on.   Nevertheless, I suppose that one could still insist that 4) or 5) or 6) may be true, although no fictional acts of asserting, supposing, and questioning are represented in the narration. Hence, it still remains that no fictional activity of recounting is involved in the narration, and no agent of such a fictional recounting needs to be assumed.  Let me offer this as friendly amendment to the Carroll proposal.

Having offered the amendment, let me proceed to vote against it. Perhaps some line of thought like this can be maintained, but is strikes me as extremely strained and artificial.  For one thing, in the course of the narration, all these fictional assertions, suppositions, questionings, and whatever are intertwined in the unfolding discourse.  It seems to me that it is most natural to imagine all this as the interconnected fictional activity of reporting and commenting upon the evolving narrative—the activity of an at least minimal narrating agency.  Moreover, it seems to me that we are usually intended to imagine the narration along these lines. Again, I’m sure this can be resisted, but I’m dubious about the reasons for doing so. As a description of what readers normally imagine and are supposed to imagine, this seems to me to be most natural and accurate.  So, this is the chief reason that I have for accepting minimal narrating agency in the cases where Kania and Carroll find none.  I don’t think that there is some kind of analytic argument (based, say, on the thesis MAC) above) to show that narrators are always present in these cases, and I don’t accept an argument that depends upon a supposed ‘ontological gap’ between readers and the fictional worlds they contemplate.  In the end, my arguments rest on putative facts about what we imagine and are supposed to imagine in our normal games of make believe with works of literary fiction.  As I said earlier, these considerations rest finally on claims about the phenomenology of our imaginative engagement with novels and kindred works of literary fiction.  Unfortunately, it is not clear to me how these disputes can be properly resolved.  No purely a priori or conceptual reflections are likely to establish whatever facts might be in question here.  But, the issues are not going to be settled by the reader’s introspection of her experience in reading fictions either, and I do not see how some kind of non-question-begging experimental strategy is going to elicit compelling evidence one way or another in the debate.  In the end, I find the methodological status of the basic issues here quite puzzling, and this is a question that deserves further investigation.
Berys Gaut, seconded also by Noel Carroll, has developed a different argument against positing merely implicit, ‘omniscient’ narrators.  He says,

It may be true that when we imagine something on our own without fictional guidance, we are not always required to imagine the implications of our imaginings…  But when we appreciate fictions, we are generally required to imagine a wide range of implications of what is explicitly fictional.  Comparatively little of a fictional world is made explicit, and we are required to imagine many other states of affairs to interpret correctly what is explicitly fictional.  (Gaut, p. 245)

Moreover, a little earlier in his discussion, Gaut remarks, “But we can note as a general heuristic principle that when we interpret fictional worlds we should attempt, other things being equal [my italics], to render them as like the real world as we can.” (Gaut, p.245).
  Adopting Carroll’s terminology, let us refer to this as “the Realist Heuristic.”  This consideration is applied to literary instances of implicit omniscient narration in the following passage:

But a similar argument would, it seems, yield the same result for literature.  For consider the case of purported omniscient narrators, such as that in George Eliot’s Middlemarch.  The omniscient narrator is presumably a human being (the fictional teller is not usually an extraterrestrial or God).  How could a mere human being gain access to all this knowledge, often the most intimate thoughts of people, which they don’t tell anyone else? (Gaut, p. 247)

The argument, I take it, runs as follows.

A) If there is a narrator in such a case of ‘omniscience,’ then it is fictional in the work that the story is told by a human being who has an extensive knowledge of the world of the story, impossible or improbable for any human being.

By the Realist Heuristic it seems to follow that

B) If there is an narrator in such a case of ‘omniscience,’ then it is fictional in the work that there is some way in which the human narrator has come to have access (‘gained access’) to this improbably extensive knowledge.

But

C) It is not fictional in such works that there is some way in which the human narrator has come to have access to this improbably extensive knowledge.                              

Therefore

  D) It is not true that there is a narrator in such works.

The problem with the argument lies in the notion that the transition from A) to B) constitutes an acceptable application of the Realist Heuristic.  As Gaut’s rough formulation of the heuristic indicates (see the phrase that I have italicized), the Realist Heuristic is a defeasible principle. It can be defeated when it conflicts with apparent facts about what is fictional in the work that are so fundamental that they can’t be overturned by whatever local lack of realism this conflict engenders.  I think that this is precisely what happens in the cases of omniscient narration that Gaut considers.    

There are at two kinds of ‘omniscient’ narration, although it is the second type that figures in Gaut’s argument.   First, if the narrator is situated in the world of the story—if it is indicated or implied that he somehow learned of the events of the story, then it does make sense to wonder how it was that he came to learn omnisciently of those events.  Now, even in this case where the question makes sense and the application of the Realist Heuristic seems at least initially reasonable, it may be that the work will leave it more or less completely indeterminate as to how he came to learn these things.  The work just doesn’t give us enough to go on to enable the reader to fill out an answer in any substantial way.  Whether this indeterminacy will trouble us depends on further considerations. If there are clear storytelling or stylistic reasons why it wasn’t worth bothering to spell the matter out or why it was best to keep it a mystery, we are unlikely to be bothered. But, this is not the type of case that Gaut envisages, since here the narrator is not merely implicit in the work.  

Second, in the standard ‘omniscient’ case, it may well be fictional that the narrators know the facts that they relate, but it is determinately not fictional that they came to learn of those facts in any way.  It is a more or less basic prescription for establishing fictional truths in this kind of narrative fiction that, if the narrator fictionally asserts that P, then it is fictional in the story that P, unless that presumption is specifically defeated or otherwise cast in doubt.  Call this “the basic prescription of ‘stipulated’ omniscience,” and let us say that the narration of a work W is wholly reliable under ‘the basic prescription’ just in case the work is properly understood to be governed by the prescription throughout--the default condition it contains is never triggered.   In addition, let us say that, if W is wholly reliable in this way and, in W, the narrator asserts that P, then we presuppose that it is fictional in W that the narrator believes and even knows that P.  It is easy enough to explain why this presumption is natural.  Thus, if W is wholly reliable under ‘the basic prescription’ then, for any proposition P, if it is fictional in W that the narrator asserts that P, then it is fictional in W that the narrator knows that P.  Hence, if P is something that the narrator fictionally asserts, then, by implicit stipulation, it is fictional that he knows that P.    But, when the narrator’s fictional knowledge arises by stipulation in this way, there is no requirement or expectation that there should be in the fiction some narrative explanation of how it is that he has come to have the knowledge that he has.  And generally it will be a silly question to ask for such an explanation of his knowledge.  We understand the basic prescription of stipulated omniscience well enough, and we understand what story generating functions it serves. In this sort of case, we are actually blocked from asking, “How fictionally did the putative narrator learn all these things?” because it is not fictional in the work that the narrator somehow learned of these things at all.  So here there is a direct clash between the consequences in the work of the Realist Heuristic and ‘the basic prescription’, and here the latter decisively trumps the former. 

Here is a related type of case adapted from Walton’s ‘Othello’ example in Mimesis and Make Believe. Suppose that a narrative work is written in a series of beautifully contrived sestinas.  The work has a narrator who is a military man who tells the tale of various great battles in which he participated.  And, in the work it is clear that he is a simple professional soldier with little or no training in the literary arts.  It may even be well known that the sestina, as a poetic form, did not exist during his lifetime.
 Now it is fictional in the work (more specifically in the narration) that the narrator tells his story in elegant sestinas.  By the Reality Heuristic it should follow that it is fictional that the narrator has somehow mastered the literary skills required for producing such a work. So there is some way in which he came to have the needed skills.  But, at best it is fictionally indeterminate what that way might be, and, at worst, it is false in the fiction that there is a way in which he could have acquired them.  But surely the reasonable conclusion here is that the default condition on the Realist Heuristic should be activated.  What is plainly established as fictionally true in the narration again trumps any conflicting application of the Heuristic.  In this case, the facts about what is fictional in the work arise fairly directly from facts about the form that the narration imbeds.  In the previous case, the facts about what is fictional in the work arise, somewhat less directly, from facts about ‘the machinery of generation’  (the basic machinery for generating what is fictional in the work) that operate within the ‘omniscient’ narrative in question.  In both cases, however, the fictional facts that I have highlighted will yield silly consequences through ill-considered applications of the Realist Heuristic.  Nevertheless, these fictional facts are so patent in the pertinent works and so fundamental to them that the reasonable conclusion is that the Heuristic should be tactfully withdrawn from operation in these regions. 

In conclusion, let me say something briefly about the debate about implicit fictional audio-visual narration in movies.  The debate divides or should be divided into two parts corresponding to the two parts of the discussion above.  Question one:  Is there prima facie evidence in favor of the hypothesis of the Fictional Showing Thesis? That is, are there considerations about how we imagine and about how we are meant to imagine our epistemic relation to the fictional worlds of movies that provide us with credible support for the claim that it is fictional in our imaginative engagement with classical narrative films that they somehow show us those fictional events and situations that they themselves depict. I would argue that there is such prima facie evidence for this view, although the nature of the evidence needs to be stated with suitable qualification and care.  Certainly, the issues here are bound to be contentious. In particular, many of the arguments I would offer depend upon the prior thesis that movie viewers imagine themselves as seeing ‘on screen’ the fictional characters, circumstances, and events that are depicted in the film. This is “The Imagined Seeing Thesis” mentioned earlier.
  This broader thesis is itself extremely controversial.  As stated earlier, Walton, Levinson, and I accept versions of it.  Currie, Carroll, and Gaut reject it.  Moreover, even if the Imagined Seeing Thesis is endorsed, it requires further considerations to support any more specific proposal about how viewers imagine themselves as seeing into the movie’s fictional world.  

Again, I think the best account of how viewers imagine themselves as looking into the fictional worlds of movies will constitute an initially persuasive case for the view that it is fictional in our imaginative engagement with classic narrative films that they consist of ‘motion-picture-like shots’ that have been derived in a fictionally indeterminate manner from pertinent segments of the fictional narrative world.  This hypothesis, in my opinion, allows us to explain how we can imagine ourselves as seeing those diegetic segments in the movie while explaining, at the same time, how we simultaneously process in imagination the specific inflections of the image-track that are induced by editing, camera work and other overt effects of cinematic construction.
  Just as we often are supposed to imagine in connection the literary narratives discussed above that we are being told the story by someone who knows the narrative facts in a manner that remains fictionally indeterminate, we are supposed to imagine in watching standard fiction films that we are being shown the story through a sequence of shots whose provenance, within the fiction, is also wholly indeterminate. However, we must not expect too much from these reflections. We have already seen that there does not seem to be conclusive evidence in favor of implicit fictional telling in literary works, and it is unlikely that conclusive evidence is available for the defense of any version of the Fictional Showing Hypothesis, included the one that I have just sketched.  Question two: even if this first step were taken and the existence of prima facie evidence for the hypothesis were accepted, will that prima facie evidence be overridden by apparently absurd or unlikely consequences derived from it by application of the Realist Heuristic or something similar? Naturally, I believe that the answer will be “No” to this charge as well, and the reasons will be very similar to those that I have given for the case of literary fiction.  I am also certain that the dialectic surrounding these matters is bound to be at least equally delicate and difficult.  

There is one additional question that needs to be mentioned.  Suppose that fiction films presuppose only the existence of implicit minimal narrating agencies.  Such a result would contrast sharply with the case of works of literature in which narrators, portrayed as characters of various types and degrees of complexity, abound.  Surely, a part of the interest of noticing that a novel has an effaced narrator lies in the fact that the strategy of effacement represents an artistic choice about how the narrative is best conveyed.   If, in general, only minimal narrators are involved in movies, then the importance of their supposedly implicit presence to the appreciation and understanding of the narrative cinema is seriously less clear. Here again, I believe that there are positive considerations to be mapped out in this connection, but the topic has not been adequately examined. In any case, my hope is that I have said something here that clarifies both the nature and the structure of the issues that confront us in the continuing debates about narration and narrators in film.

                                                                       George M. Wilson

                                                                       University of Southern California   




� Among the writers defending various versions of this Imagined Seeing Thesis are Kendall Walton, Jerrold Levinson, and myself.  Reference to relevant works is given below. (Up to this point, I have been careful to state the debate in terms that acknowledge that movies generally involve the presentation of both sights and sounds, but in the rest of the paper I will talk mostly about ‘showing’ and ‘visual presentation’ in the cinema.  My aim, in doing so, is to keep the formulations in the text from becoming even more complicated than they are.  I hope that the qualifications that would be required to accommodate the dimension of sound in films are reasonably clear.) 





� I somewhat tentatively defend this position in my (1997). Le Grand Imagier Steps Out: On the Primitive Basis of Film Narration. Philosophical Topics, 25, 295-318.  It is reprinted in Noel Carroll, Jinhee Choi (Eds.) (2006). Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures: an Anthology.(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing), 185-99.  I will return very briefly to this view at the end of the present paper.





� For a useful overview of a number of the theoretical options here, see Berys Gaut (2004). The Philosophy of the Movies: Cinematic Narration. (In Peter Kivy (Ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics (pp. 230-53). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.)





� See various of the essays in Chatman, Seymour (1990). Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press).





� I develop this point more fully in “Le Grand Imagier Steps Out.”  In the reprinted version, pp. see 187-88. 





� Andrew Kania (2005). Against the Ubiquity of Fictional Narrators, The Jounal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 63:1, 47-54.  Berys Gaut (2004). The Philosophy of the Movies: Cinematic Narration. (In Peter Kivy (Ed.), The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetic (pp. 241-48). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.)  Noel Carroll (2006). Introduction to Part IV; Film Narrative/ Narration. (In Noel Carroll, Jinhee Choi (Eds.) Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures: an Anthology, (pp. 175-84). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing) 175-84.





� In fact, the general class of literary narrations for which any of these theorists deny a narrator is significantly unclear.  Kania is even uneasy about making the claim about the Hemingway stories that are often portrayed as having no narrator.  This lack of clarity will not affect the discussion that follows.  However, Kania’s objection to effaced narrators is interesting.  Many writers on the topic seem to grant that works whose narration is substantially effaced do contain genuine implicit narration and seem also to allow that this may presuppose the existence of a minimal narrating agency.  However, they maintain that this effaced agency is too ‘minimal’ to merit invoking a substantial concept of ‘narrator.’  Disputes of this ilk, in my opinion, tend to be pretty empty.  In contrast, Kania stops at the first step: he denies that the works in question involve fictional narration at all.  





� Kania mentions John Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman as a possible but decidedly unclear instance.  I agree that the question of whether the narrator is to be identified with Fowles is simply too tough to call.





� Of course, it is possible for someone to hold that the actual Nixon is not the narrator of The Public Burning, but rather that the narrator is a purely fictional character, derived from the actual Nixon, and called by the same name in the novel.  I am no more sympathetic to this kind of counterpart theory in connection with fiction than I am in connection with the theory of modality.  For that matter, neither is Kania.  See p. 52 of his article.             





� It may be that it is most reasonable to suppose, in these implicit cases, that it is fictional in normal, legitimate games of make believe, performed while reading the novels in question, that the actual author is recounting the narrative events but false that this is fictional in the works themselves.   In fact, this is the position that seems most plausible to me, but I won’t try to adjudicate the aptness of this refinement.





� Walton, Kendall (1990). Mimesis as Make Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press).





� Levinson, Jerrold (1996). Film Music and Narrative Agency (In David Bordwell, Noel Carroll (Eds.) Post Theory: Reconstructing Film Theory (p. 251). Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.  Kania discusses this argument at some length.





� Of course, it is possible for me to tell you (to report to you) that it is fictional in The Heart of the Matter that P and Q and so on.  In one sense then, I’m explicitly telling you the story of The Heart of the Matter as fictional.  But, this certainly is not the sense in which Kania thinks that Greene told the story as fictional.  In writing the text, he was making it fictional in his novel that P and Q and not asserting that these propositions are fictional in the story.





� Mimesis as Make Believe, pp. 368-72. 





� I’m assuming here that the hypothetically altered versions of the Uncle Remus stories will leave it clear that Uncle Remus is fictionally inventing his fables for an audience of children.





�  In fact, the concept of ‘storytelling narrators’ merits more careful scrutiny.  Suppose we grant that Thackeray is the fictionalized narrator of Vanity Fair.  It is possible that the narration should be described in the following way.  In most of the narration, the narrator fictionally recounts as actual the history of Becky Sharpe and her adventures.  However, in certain passages, Thackeray actually asserts certain claims about his role as author and about his adjacent activity of fictionally recounting the narrative events.  He switches, so to speak, from fictional to actual assertion. Consider, for comparison, Hugo’s Notre Dame de Paris.  In most of the narration of this work, the narrator (Hugo himself we will suppose) fictionally recounts the strange romance of Quasimodo and Esmeralda.  But, in writing the novel, Hugo was concerned to give an accurate account of the layout of medieval Paris and its architecture, and he intended his audience to recognize that he was doing this.  So, it seems that we can rightly take it that, in the relevant passages, the narrator (Hugo) is actually asserting that, e.g. certain parts of Paris had such and such a character.  If this is correct, why shouldn’t it be the case that the author/narrator of Vanity Fair intermittently includes actual statements about what he is doing in fictionally telling his made-up story?  


 


� Gaut seems to have in mind something like Walton’s Principle of Reality and/or the Principle of Mutual Belief as the basis of these inferences. See Mimesis as Make Believe, pp. 144-69.





� Middlemarch may be another case in which it is reasonable to take the narrator to be the actual author, George Eliot, despite the fact that the narration does not explicitly say that this is so.  If we do accept this identification, then it is fictional in the work that George Eliot has improbably extensive knowledge of her characters and their story world.  But then, it is clearly silly to wonder about how fictionally it has come to be that George Eliot acquired her more than human knowledge.  However, see fn. 5 above.





� Mimesis as Make Believe, pp. 174-5.





� In fact, this statement of the Imagined Seeing Thesis is adequate (if it is adequate at all) only for those shots that purport to offer an ‘objective’ or ‘impersonal’ view of the fictional situation on screen.  How the thesis should be qualified and emended to cover the various ways in which a shot may be presented as subjectively inflected (in optical POV shots, for instance) is itself a subject of considerable complexity.  I have tried to carry this enterprise somewhat further in my (2006). Transparency and Twist in Narrative Fiction Film. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 64:1, 81-95.  This volume of JAAC was reprinted as Murray Smith and Thomas Wartenberg (Eds.) (2006). Thinking Through the Cinema: Film as Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell’s Publishing, 2006).





�  Since this formulation is very terse, let me offer a simple type of example of what I mean.  At the beginning of Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1959) we are presented with a shot of the characters, Marion Crane (Janet Leigh) and Sam Loomis (John Gavin), seen through a window in a hotel room.  Earlier in the shot, we have seen the words, 


                                  PHOENIX, ARIZONA


followed by a further specification of time


                                  FRIDAY, DECEMBER THE ELEVENTH


                                  TWO THIRTY PM 


In my opinion, we imagine ourselves seeing the illicit lovers in the hotel room, but we do not imagine ourselves also as having seen the letters of these inscriptions floating around outside the hotel.  Rather, as minimally competent viewers, we imagine seeing Miriam and Sam in the window in virtue of our imagining ourselves seeing a motion-picture-like shot taken of the illicit lovers and the hotel—a shot on which the place and time identifying captions have been inscribed.  





� I am grateful to many of the participants at the 2005 Oberlin Colloquium, especially to my commentator Tom Wartenberg.  I also received helpful suggestions and criticisms from Noel Carroll, Greg Currie, Andrew Kania, Amy Mullin, and Katherine Thompson-Jones.  I am also greatly indebted to Ed Branigan and Jerry Levinson for insightful and encouraging comments on an earlier draft. 





