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Abstract: 

 After the two World Wars the need for understanding one’s psyche becomes very essential in 

order to stabilize the people’s state of mind. The quest paved the way for the evolution of 

psychologists who try to search for the reason. With the emergence of new psychologists, new 

theories were propounded to find solutions for the psychic problems prevailing in the world.  As 

each theory evolved, different interpretations were accepted to analyze the hidden factors behind 

a disturbed mind. This paper seeks to understand the reliability or unreliability of the narrator in 

the light of the Theory of Narrative Thought. The debut novel in question is A Pale View of Hills 

(1982) by Kazuo Ishiguro, a Nobel Laureate. The theory promulgated by Lee Roy Beach helps 

one to gain the prospective in relation to the credibility or otherwise of the mode of narration.  

Keywords: Theory of Narrative Thought, Unreliable Narration, Procedural Narrative, 

Cross Culture.   

Theory of Narrative Thought: A Critical Insight into the Debut Novel of Kazuo Ishiguro 

The Theory of Narrative Thought is a theory propounded by Lee Roy Beach to bridge the gap 

between the neurological functioning of the brain and the flow of everyday conscious 

experience. Beach is an American psychologist widely known for his contribution to the study of 
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human psyche which he combines with the ingenious study on the theory of the mind and image 

theory. The meticulous analysis of these two theories paved the way for developing the Theory 

of Narrative Thought.  

According to the Theory of Narrative Thought, there are two separate systems in operation when 

one speaks. One consists of the words one selects to use, which is the content in the language and 

the other consists in the emotions conveyed through the words. When these two systems work 

together as a single system, it is termed as “interpreter”. This theory focuses on how the past 

experiences in the life of the characters influence their behavioral pattern in the present. It also 

signifies what they need to do in the present to improve their behavior in the future. These three 

passages of time are interconnected. To lead a meaningful and peaceful life, one has to take into 

account all the three realities of time. If an experience leaves an indelible impression on one’s 

mind, it is likely to be the cause of one’s behavior in the present and future. 

Kazuo Ishiguro, a prominent Japanese-born British writer and a Nobel Laureate, has 

amalgamated in the very perplexed mind of a widow, Etsuko of A Pale View of Hills, the 

changes that occurred in the lives of the Japanese after World War II, tradition versus modernity 

and cultural changes after the war. This article mainly focuses on the narration, the reason behind 

the narration, motive behind the narration and the cause for the unreliability in narration. Wai-

chew Sim, a critic, feels that, “Genuine insight is difficult for the narrator because it involves a 

radical readjustment of his or her world view. We see before us a crisis of some kind whose 

implications and significance are still being worked out” (107). Further, it tries to answer the 

question how experience constructs a world inside one’s mind which is exposed through 

narration of the kind already referred to.  
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This theory differentiates two kinds of narratives, chronicle narratives and procedural narratives. 

This novel cannot be brought under chronicle narrative, for in chronicle narrative the reality 

should be narrated as it is, that is, what happened in the past, what happens now and how these 

two form the future. But the procedural narrative is on how to recreate and falsify the facts 

according to the narrator’s preference. This theory analyses the past and present of the narrators’ 

experience in order to forecast the future. This second narrative method, procedural narrative, is 

applied in the novel A Pale View of Hills in order to understand the narrator’s behavioral pattern. 

The reason is that from the beginning the narrator of this novel is very careful in her narration 

and the selection of words, in order to craft the chronicle narrative in consonance with her 

situation. The truth behind this choice of narration is that, reality has not given any peace of 

mind to the narrator which disturbs her mind tirelessly. To overcome this predicament she finds a 

new way to escape from her past culpable actions by creating fictitious characters in whom one 

finds displaced all the disgraceful episodes in her life. As Lee Roy Beach says in his work, 

Narrative Thinking and Decision Making: How the stories we tell ourselves shape our decisions 

and vice versa:  

We usually try to make sure the narratives we use to make sense of our own lives 

are reasonably accurate but, as Sigmund Freud tried to tell us, we don’t always 

succeed. Of course, we often indulge in untrue narratives, either our own (as in 

daydreaming and wishful thinking) or others (novels, TV shows, gossip), because 

they provide entertainment and, sometimes, unexpected insights into our more 

serious narratives that allow us to recognize them or create wholly new ones. 

And, of course, we lie to ourselves and to others, and we often believe our own 

lies. (23-24) 
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The narrator of this novel is Etsuko, a widow, who is a runaway from her native land Japan, 

where she was married to a Japanese man named Jiro. In London, she is a widow as her English 

spouse is dead.  The unreliable narrator exposes the disturbed mindset of the speaker. It is 

evident that the narrator is depressed and guilty of her past actions— the fault which she does not 

dare to acknowledge to the readers. For instance, when she reports the death of her elder 

daughter, Keiko, any human would definitely be astonished by the unsympathetic attitude of 

Etsuko towards her own daughter. Etsuko says, “I just remember her as someone who used to 

make me miserable. That’s what I remember about her.”(10). The suicide of her daughter does 

not shock her. When she reports this pitiable incident to the readers, it is as if she has expected 

this ending long before. Even though she understands her daughter’s plight, she does not take 

any effort to restore her daughter’s mental stability. The choice of Etsuko, to ignore her 

daughter’s predicament and to lead a wishful life helps one gauge her values in life. Lee Roy 

Beach explains the importance of values with an example: 

values give meaning to everything in your life…. For example, you work hard to 

earn money, but money is little more than an electronic blip in your bank’s 

computer or a piece of paper in your wallet. The real reasons you work are to 

satisfy your work ethics (a value) and for the intrinsic pleasure your job provides 

(value) and to do the kind of things that contribute to your happiness and the 

happiness of those around you (values). Values, particularly primary values are 

the bedrock upon which you build your life. (72) 

Here Etsuko’s primary values are her happiness where she fails to protect the life she has given 

her daughter.  

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 6, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 928



The narrator takes a few steps forward to convince her listeners to accept her narration from her 

point of view. But she gets devastated when she unconsciously comments on some events. For 

instance, when Etsuko and Niki, her second daughter, talk about Keiko’s death Etsuko says, “But 

you see, Niki, I knew all along. I knew all along she wouldn’t be happy over here. But I decided 

to bring her just the same” (176). These words are the outcome of her guilty conscience. Keiko is 

a typical Japanese child who finds hard to accept the life offered by the outlandish step-father 

and strange land. This unwelcomed situation prompts her to take the extreme step to end her life, 

which troubles Etsuko in every second of her later life. Etsuko attempts to convince herself as 

well as the readers that she has little to do with her daughter’s suicide prove futile. In Japan she 

was a typical Japanese woman but here she has partially integrated into a different culture which 

leaves her neither here nor there. The transformation behind this cross cultural change is the 

aftereffect of World War II. Her basic life is disturbed. Her first husband treated her more like a 

servant than a wife. These are the reasons for the regretful decisions in her later life. As per the 

theory of Beach, the circumstances and the past experiences of the narrator have a lot to do with 

the choice made at a crucial point in one’s life.  

One has to understand the psyche of Etsuko during the analysis of narration. At some point, 

Etsuko introduces a character named Sachiko. She is described as an uncaring mother who 

hardly worries about her little daughter, Mariko’s future. Etsuko is troubled to see the wild 

nature of that little girl. On the other hand, Sachiko at all times wished to flee from Nagasaki to 

have a good life in America with her English boyfriend, Frank, who is detested by Mariko. When 

Etsuko goes to Sachiko’s house, she remembers how Mariko behaves strangely and recurrently 

talks about an invisible woman who always beckons her to go with her on the other side of the 
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bank. Whenever the narrator tries to be nice to that little girl, she gets frightened or behaves 

abnormally.  

When these events are carefully considered, many doubts get clarified regarding the significance 

of Sachiko and Mariko in the novel. Many instances prove that the mother and daughter, Etsuko 

and Keiko, get fictionally displaced in Sachiko and Mariko. Etsuko tells her fictionally projected 

daughter, Mariko, “In any case,” I went on, “if you don’t like it over there, we can always come 

back” (173). Here the narrator unconsciously uses the word “we”, which firmly proves that 

Sachiko is none other than Etsuko herself. Yet another instance is when Sachiko places Mariko 

in the hands of Etsuko, Mariko runs out of the house and Etsuko goes out looking for her. On her 

way Etsuko steps on an old rope which she mistakes for a snake. On a sudden she sees Mariko 

lying amidst some tall grass and when she nears her to get her up from the puddle, Mariko makes 

a strange face and repeatedly asks what she holds in her hand. The old rope terribly frightens 

Mariko and she asks, “What’s that?”... “What is it though?”… “Why have you got that?”… 

“Why have you got that rope?” The mother says, “ I watched her for a moment. Signs of fear 

were appearing on her face” (84).  

The disturbed narrator unconsciously admits that Keiko’s death is not suicide but a murder. 

Because Etsuko already knew that even if she killed her daughter, none would enquire the 

whereabouts of the Japanese in London. That’s why Etsuko says in the beginning, “The English 

are fond of their idea that our race has an instinct for suicide, as if further explanations are 

unnecessary; for that was all they reported, that she was Japanese and that she had hung herself 

in her room.” (10). The rope is symbolic of the death rope of Keiko. Etsuko fails to conceal the 

real truth from the readers. It is her past culpable actions resting deep in her subconscious mind 

which thus surface. It is to exercise her concealed guilt that she creates a character of her own.  
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It is in the light of this theory that the scholar here seeks to prove that the narrator is unreliable. 

In many situations, as one has seen earlier, she turns out to be unreliable in relation to what she 

seeks to hide. As she narrates her past, at one point she says, “Memory, I realize, can be an 

unreliable thing” (156), which provides a very strong reason for not completely believing this 

narrator. Besides she slips certain clues unknowingly to the readers of her falsified version of her 

past during the course of the story. Even though she has tried to conceal the truth from the 

readers the reality hidden and locked deep in her mind comes to the surface. Hence it helps to 

examine how the memories of past, awareness about the present and anticipations about the 

future are planned to make them credible and how the errors committed in their narration helps 

one to comprehend the possible truth behind them.  
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