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INTRODUCTION: THE VOICE
BEHIND THE STORY

Every story ever told reaches its
audience through a conduit. Whether a
campfire tale, a classic novel, or a
modern screenplay, someone—or
something—is doing the telling. That
conduit is the narrator. In literature, the
narrator is the voice that recounts the
events of a narrative to an audience.
More than just a speaker, the narrator
shapes how readers perceive characters,
understand plot developments, and
assign meaning to the story.
Understanding what is narrator in
literature is essential for anyone who
wants to analyze a text deeply, write
compelling fiction, or simply enjoy a
book with greater awareness.

The narrator is not always the author,
nor is it always a character within the
story. It is a construct, a tool that
authors use to control what information
is revealed, when it is revealed, and
through whose eyes the reader sees the
world. The choice of narrator
fundamentally alters the texture of a
story—making it intimate or distant,
trustworthy or suspect, subjective or
seemingly objective. In this article, we
will explore the different types of
narrators, their functions, and how the
narrative voice influences everything
from tone to themes.

IN LITERATURE?

At its simplest, a narrator is the entity
that tells a story. The term comes from
the Latin narrare, meaning “to recount.”
In literary theory, the narrator is
distinguished from the author and from
the characters. While the author writes
the story, the narrator speaks it. This
distinction becomes especially important
in works with an unreliable narrator,
where the reader must question the
veracity of what is being said.

The narrator performs several key
functions:

* Recounting events: The narrator
moves the plot forward by
describing actions, dialogue, and
changes in setting.

e Providing perspective: The
narrator filters events through a
particular point of view,
influencing what the reader knows
and feels.

e Establishing tone: The narrator’s
language, attitude, and personality
create the emotional atmosphere
of the story.

e Interpreting meaning: Through
commentary or emphasis, the
narrator can guide the reader
toward a certain interpretation of
events.

Every narrative has at least one
narrator, even if that narrator is barely
noticeable. In highly experimental
fiction, the narrator may shift or break
entirely, drawing attention to the act of
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storytelling itself. But in most traditional
literature, the narrator operates as a
largely invisible presence—or a vividly
distinct personality.

TYPES OF NARRATORS: A
COMPREHENSIVE BREAKDOWN

Narrators are typically classified by
grammatical person and by the degree
of knowledge they possess. These
classifications help readers and writers
understand what is narrator in
literature from a technical standpoint.
Below are the most common types.

First-Person
Narrator

The first-person narrator uses pronouns
like “I,” “me,” “my,” and “we.” This
narrator is a participant in the story,
either as the main character or as a
secondary observer. Because the reader
sees everything through this narrator’s
eyes, the perspective is inherently
limited. First-person narration creates
intimacy and immediacy; the reader
feels as though they are inside the
narrator’s mind.

Examples: Holden Caulfield in J.D.
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Nick
Carraway in F. Scott Fitzgerald’'s The
Great Gatsby, and Scout Finch in Harper
Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird.

One powerful subcategory is the
unreliable narrator. Because a first-
person narrator can be biased, mistaken,
or deliberately deceptive, the reader
must actively interpret the story. Classic
examples include the unnamed narrator
in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale
Heart,” who insists on his sanity even as
his actions prove otherwise, or Amy

n

Dunne in Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl.

Second-Person
Narrator

Less common than first or third person,
the second-person narrator addresses
the reader directly as “you.” This
technique pulls the reader into the story,
making them a character or participant.
Second-person is often used in choose-
your-own-adventure books, but it has
also appeared in literary fiction to create
a sense of urgency or reflection.

Examples: Jay Mclnerney’s Bright
Lights, Big City, Junot Diaz’'s short story
“The Cheater’s Guide to Love,” and Italo
Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler.

Third-Person
Narrator

The third-person narrator uses pronouns
like “he,” “she,” “it,” and “they.” This
narrator stands outside the story,
reporting events from a distance. Third-
person narration can be further divided
into three subcategories based on the
narrator’'s knowledge.

THIRD-PERSON OMNISCIENT
NARRATOR

An omniscient narrator knows everything
about all characters: their thoughts,
feelings, histories, and futures. This
narrator can move freely through time
and space, offering a god-like
perspective. Because the reader gets
multiple viewpoints, the story can feel
comprehensive and authoritative.

Examples: Leo Tolstoy's War and
Peace, Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
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(which often comments wryly on
characters), and J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord
of the Rings.

THIRD-PERSON LIMITED NARRATOR

In this mode, the narrator tells the story
from the perspective of a single
character at a time, revealing only that
character’s thoughts and feelings. This
creates a blend of intimacy and
objectivity—the reader is inside one
mind but still uses “he” or “she.” Many
contemporary novels use third-person
limited to balance depth with variety.

Examples: ).K. Rowling’s Harry Potter
series (mostly limited to Harry), George
R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire
(shifts between multiple limited
perspectives), and Ernest Hemingway’s
short stories.

THIRD-PERSON OBJECTIVE
NARRATOR

Also called the dramatic or camera-eye
narrator, this type reports only
observable actions and dialogue, without
entering any character’'s mind. It is
“objective” in that it does not interpret
or judge. The reader must infer emotions
and motivations from behavior alone.
This technique is common in journalism
and minimalist fiction.

Examples: Ernest Hemingway’s “Hills
Like White Elephants,” Dashiell
Hammett's hardboiled detective novels.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
NARRATOR AND POINT OF VIEW

While often used interchangeably in
casual conversation, narrator and
point of view are distinct concepts. The
narrator is the voice; point of view is the
lens through which the story is filtered. A
single narrator can present different

points of view depending on the
character they choose to follow or the
amount of information they share.
Understanding this distinction helps
answer the question, what is narrator
in literature, more precisely.

For example, a third-person omniscient
narrator can shift point of view from one
character to another within the same
scene, revealing contrasting inner
thoughts. A first-person narrator can
only convey their own point of view,
though they may speculate about
others. The interplay between narrator
and point of view affects pacing,
suspense, and character development.

NARRATIVE VOICE: THE
PERSONALITY OF THE
STORYTELLER

Beyond grammatical person, every
narrator has a unique narrative voice.
This includes word choice, sentence
structure, dialect, tone, and attitude.
Voice is what makes a narrator feel like
a real person (or a distinctive presence).
It can be formal or colloquial, humorous
or grave, sophisticated or naive.

In first-person narratives, voice s
especially important because it directly
characterizes the teller. Consider the
difference between the philosophical,
rambling voice of the narrator in
Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground
and the clipped, cynical voice of
Hammett's Sam Spade. Voice shapes the
reader’'s emotional response and adds
layers of meaning.

In third-person narratives, voice might
be less personal but still carries the
author’s stylistic signature. A dry, ironic
third-person narrator can deliver social
commentary, while a lyrical, descriptive
voice can immerse the reader in



atmosphere. When studying any work of
literature, analyzing the narrator’s voice
is crucial to understanding its themes.

THE UNRELIABLE NARRATOR: A
SPECIAL CASE

No exploration of what is narrator in
literature can ignore the unreliable
narrator. Introduced as a formal concept
by literary critic Wayne C. Booth in The
Rhetoric of Fiction, an unreliable narrator
is one whose credibility is compromised.
This can happen for many reasons:
mental instability, deliberate deceit,
limited understanding, or moral flaws.

The unreliable narrator forces readers to
become active participants, sifting clues
and questioning what is presented.
Popular examples include Humbert
Humbert in Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita,
who tries to manipulate the reader’s
sympathy; the narrator of Chuck
Palahniuk’s Fight Club, who hides a
crucial split identity; and the governess
in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw,
whose ghostly encounters may be real or
hallucinations.

The use of an unreliable narrator raises
questions about truth, memory, and
perspective—core concerns of modern
and postmodern literature.

HOW THE NARRATOR SHAPES
PLOT AND CHARACTER

The narrator determines how much
information the reader receives and in
what order. A third-person omniscient
narrator might reveal a character’s
secret early, building dramatic irony as
the reader watches others remain
ignorant. A first-person narrator might
withhold a key memory, only revealing it
at a climactic moment, creating
suspense.

The narrator also influences character
development. In a first-person story, the
reader experiences the protagonist’s
growth from the inside. In third-person
limited, the narrator can offer
commentary about the character’s
motivations that the character
themselves might not recognize. The
narrator can emphasize certain traits or
downplay others, subtly guiding the
reader’s sympathy.

Consider how different the story of
Wuthering Heights would be if told by
Heathcliff instead of the two primary
narrators, Mr. Lockwood and Nelly Dean.
The existing narrators provide a layered,
often contradictory view of events, and
readers must piece together the truth.
The choice of narrator is never arbitrary;
it is a deliberate artistic decision.

NARRATOR VS. AUTHOR: WHY
THE DISTINCTION MATTERS

A common mistake in literary analysis is
to assume the narrator and author are
the same person. While authors often
draw from their own experiences, the
narrator is a constructed persona. Even
in autobiographical fiction, the narrator
is a selective, shaped version of the
author. For example, the narrator of
Maya Angelou’s | Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings is a younger version of
herself, and the voice is crafted to evoke
that specific perspective.

Confusing narrator with author can lead
to misinterpretation, especially with
unreliable or ironic narrators. A narrator
who expresses racist or sexist views is
not necessarily revealing the author’s
beliefs; the author may be critiquing
those views by embedding them in an
unreliable voice. Recognizing the
separation allows readers to appreciate
the full complexity of the narrative
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technique.

THE NARRATOR IN DIFFERENT
LITERARY GENRES

The type of narrator often aligns with
genre expectations. In mystery novels, a
first-person detective narrator limits
clues to the reader, creating puzzle-like
suspense. In epic fantasy, third-person
omniscient narrators can jump between
vast storylines. In romance, third-person
limited allows readers to feel the
emotional journey of both protagonists.
In psychological thrillers, unreliable first-
person narrators heighten tension and

disorientation.

Genre also influences the narrative
distance—how close the narrator feels
to the reader. A memoir-like narrator in
literary fiction might be extremely
intimate, while a historical novel might
employ a formal, distant narrator to
evoke an era. Understanding these
conventions helps writers choose the
most effective narrator for their story.

CONCLUSION: WHY THE
NARRATOR MATTERS

So,



