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The Dual Functions of the First-Person Narrator

Leila Rezaei ™

Abstract

A first-person narrator should be considered as a “narrator-character” who
simultaneously functions as both a "narrator" and an “experiencer."
Although the identity of the first-person narrative depends on maintaining
this dual function, balancing these roles can sometimes be challenging. In
some cases, the experience aspect is lost, and the narrator focuses solely on
narration. Despite the importance of exploring this challenge and finding
ways to balance the dual roles of the first-person narrator, this issue has not
been studied before. This article aims to provide a descriptive-analytical
exploration, utilizing semiotics-semantics theory to expand the discussion of
the duality of the first-person narrator’s role, by exploring reasons for the
weakening of the experience role, and to find strategies for maintaining this
function. The novels examined in this research are as follows: The Blind Owl
(Sadegh Hedayat), The School Principal (Jalal Al Ahmad), The Year of the
Riot (Abbas Maroufi), The Neighbors (Ahmad Mahmoud), The Story of a
City (Ahmad Mahmoud), Burned Land (Ahmad Mahmoud), Dog and Long
Winter (Shahrnush Parsipur), I Turn Off the Lights (Zoya Pirzad), and My
Bird (Fariba Vafi). The results show that in two situations—"describing the
surrounding environment" and "character dialogues"—the narrator's role as
an experiencer faces serious challenges. Furthermore, the narrator's mental
intervention in the narrative, through references to emotions, thoughts,
judgments, interpretations, or speculation, alongside techniques such as
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association, stream of consciousness, inner monologue, and soliloquy, can be
seen as effective strategies to preserve the experiencer role of the first-person
narrator.

Keywords: Narrative, First-Person Narrator, Structure, Dual Function,
Subjective Discourse.

1.Introduction

The first-person narrator is one of the "characters™ in a story who narrates
their own experiences and simultaneously appears in two different roles:
"narrator”" and "experiencer." Thus, the duality of the narrator’s function is
the main feature of the first-person narrative, requiring the narrator to strike
a balance between these two functions. However, maintaining this balance is
not always easy, and in some works, the first-person narrator, like a third-
person narrator, only serves the role of the third person narrator, with no
trace of the narrator's personal experience or perception in the narrative. This
raises several questions: what structural or ontological consequences arise
when the balance between the two roles of the first-person narrator is
disturbed and the narrator’s role as a storyteller overshadow the experiencer
role? In what situations and for what reasons does this balance falter, leading
to the primacy of narration over experience? And what strategies can be used
to maintain the functionality of the narrator’s experimentation and prevent
imbalance among the functions? This research will examine the
consequences of this imbalance, to explore the situations or factors that
weaken or eliminate the experiencer role of the first-person narrator.
Furthermore, the research will propose strategies to preserve the experiencer
function and establish a balance between the narrator's dual roles.

2.Literature Review

In many narratology books, various types of narrators - including the first-
person narrator- are introduced. However Gérard Genette (1980) and
Stanzel (1984) have raised more specialized discussions on this topic.
Genette introduced the concepts of "homodiegetic" and "heterodiegetic,"
which opened up new perspectives on narrative structure and the distinction
between first and third-person narration. Stanzel introduced ‘narrative
situations’ in his book The Theory of Narrative (1984), where he extensively
discusses the characteristics of first-person narration and its differences from
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third-person narration. The main difference between them, as Stanzel
explains, is that the narrative process in first-person narration is always
intertwined with the narrator's own experience. The narrative process and the
narrator's experience form a unity that is essential to the identity of the first-
person narrative. It is as if the reader is continuously invited to keep in mind
the existential unity of the "self" as experiencer and the "self" as narrator
(Stanzel, 1984, p. 80). Additionally, Monika Fludernik's work Towards a
Natural Narratology (2002) distinguishes between "personal and direct
experience" in first-person narration and "indirect or vicarious experience" in
third-person narration, offering another perspective on the differences
between these two narrative styles.

3.Methodology

This paper uses a descriptive-analytical approach. It draws on the theories of
structuralist narratology and semiotics to shed light on this issue. To clarify
this discussion, nine first-person Persian novels, randomly selected from
among the better-known works, are analyzed: The Blind Owl (Sadegh
Hedayat), The School Principal (Jalal Al Ahmad), The Year of the Riot
(Abbas Maroufi), The Neighbors, The Story of a City, and Burned Land
(Ahmad Mahmoud), Dog and Long Winter (Shahrnush Parsipur), | Turn Off
the Lights (Zoya Pirzad), and My Bird (Fariba Vafi).

4.Results

The study aims to identify and analyze the situations in which the narrator's
role as an experiencer diminishes, and the narrative shifts more towards the
role of the storyteller. Two key situations identified were: "describing the
surrounding environment” and "character dialogues.” In both cases, the focus
of the narrative shifts from inner experience to external description, from
experiencing to narrating. However, analysis of the texts showed that, in
certain situations like character dialogues, it is difficult to avoid this
imbalance. Nonetheless, using certain strategies, the role of the experiencer
can be preserved even in challenging situations. Two strategies identified in
this research include:

o Referring to the narrator's mental processes through activities like

judgment, interpretation, or speculation.
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¢ Using techniques like association and stream of consciousness to maintain

a focus on the narrator’s mental state.

What has been referred to in this study as the "balance between the dual
functions of the first-person narrator" varies across different narrative texts,
depending on the differences in character types, plot, and the implicit
meanings of the narrative. Therefore, a single, fixed criterion for this balance
cannot be established.The result of this research indicates that in first-person
narratives, despite the varying formal or semantic approaches, the
preservation of the first-person narrator’s identity depends on adherence to
both the functions of narration and experience. These functions must be
considered in each first-person narrative, in accordance with the specific
conditions and narrative possibilities of the text.
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