
 

 

A CRAFT GUIDE FOR FICTION WRITERS 

NARRATIVE POINT OF VIEW 
Who tells the story, who knows, and what the reader is allowed to know  

Point of view is sometimes taught as a choice among pronouns: I, you, or she/he/they. Pronouns matter, but they are 

only the visible surface of a much larger decision. Point of view determines where the story's consciousness lives; how 

much of the world the narrative can disclose; whether the reader knows more than, less than, or exactly as much as a 

character; how close we feel to a mind; whom we trust; what can be withheld fairly; and what kinds of suspense, 

surprise, irony, intimacy, comedy and dread the story can create. 

Put simply, point of view is the story's system for distributing knowledge. 

A useful starting definition comes from Ursula K. Le Guin. In Steering the Craft, she writes: “Point 

of view … is the technical term for who is telling the story and what their relation to the 

story is.” That final phrase—their relation to the story—is crucial. Two novels may both be written 

in the first person, yet one may be an urgent present-tense account by a protagonist who does not 

know whether she will survive, while another is told by an older narrator looking back with decades 

of knowledge, regret and self-justification. Grammatically, both use I. Narratively, they create very 

different worlds. 

This guide explains the principal forms of narrative point of view, their important variations, their 

advantages and risks, and the kinds of knowledge and tension each makes possible. The categories 

are tools, not laws. Great novels regularly combine, bend or break them. The question is never simply 

Which point of view is correct? It is: Which arrangement of voice, knowledge, distance and time 

releases this particular story? 

On this page 

1. The two craft books I recommend most highly 

2. The four separate choices hidden inside “point of view” 

3. A short history of narrative perspective 

4. First-person narration 

5. Second-person narration 

6. Third-person close or limited 

7. Third-person omniscient or authorial 

8. Objective or camera-eye narration 

9. First-person plural and collective narration 

10. Multiple, braided, epistolary and documentary viewpoints 

11. Point of view as the architecture of knowledge and tension 

12. How to choose and test a point of view 

13. A compact comparison of the principal forms 
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NARRATIVE POINT OF VIEW 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  2 

The two craft books I recommend most highly 

There is no objectively measurable “best” book on point of view, but two stand out for writers 

because they are lucid, demanding, non-dogmatic and complementary. 

1. Ursula K. Le Guin, Steering the Craft 

Ursula K. Le Guin's Steering the Craft: A Twenty-First-Century Guide to Sailing the Sea of Story is 

the best concise practical guide I know. It is not solely about point of view: it is a compact manual on 

the sound, movement and machinery of narrative prose. But its chapters on point of view and voice, 

changing viewpoint, person and tense are unusually useful because Le Guin defines the choices 

clearly, demonstrates them by retelling the same invented scene in different modes, and then turns 

the distinctions into exercises. 

Le Guin's categories are also refreshingly free of fashionable contempt. She prefers “involved 

author” to the faintly sneering label omniscient author, and reminds us that omniscient narration 

is not a primitive stage fiction has outgrown. It is an immensely flexible form whose apparent 

freedom demands control. Her great practical lesson is that limitation is not merely a restriction: it 

concentrates voice, shapes authenticity and creates narrative force. 

The author's official page links to the current edition and describes the book's ten craft chapters and 

exercises; the Google Books record and preview shows the contents, including “Point of View and 

Voice” and “Changing Point of View.” 

2. Christopher Castellani, The Art of Perspective 

Christopher Castellani's The Art of Perspective: Who Tells the Story is the richer book-length 

meditation. Where Le Guin supplies a working chart, Castellani investigates the unstable 

relationship among author, narrator, character and reader. He reads E. M. Forster, Grace Paley, 

Lorrie Moore, Tayeb Salih, Zoë Heller, Tim O'Brien and others to show that perspective is not only a 

grammatical choice but a narrative strategy: a manipulation of distance, authority, sympathy and 

power. 

Castellani begins his chapter on seductive and difficult narrators with a beautiful claim: “Every 

reader picks up a new book hoping to fall in love.” A narrator may answer that hope by 

comforting us, charming us, implicating us, misleading us or making us recoil. The reader's relation 

to the telling voice is therefore part of the plot, even when nothing in the external action announces 

it. 

The publisher's description rightly emphasises Castellani's central concern: the distance between 

narrator and character “drives the story.” The book is especially valuable when the basic labels—first 

person, third person, omniscient—feel insufficient, or when a technically competent draft still lacks 

the right emotional pressure. 

Read together, the books do different work. Le Guin helps you identify and practise the available 

controls. Castellani helps you ask why this narrator, this distance and this claim to authority belong 

to this story. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://books.google.com/books?id=IOBNvgEACAAJ&pg=PA61
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://books.google.com/books/about/Steering_the_Craft.html?id=IOBNvgEACAAJ
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/art-perspective
https://books.google.com/books?id=6JCaCwAAQBAJ&pg=PA56
https://books.google.com/books?id=6JCaCwAAQBAJ&pg=PA56
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/art-perspective
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Before choosing: separate four decisions that are often confused 

1. Person: which pronouns organise the telling? 

- First person: I or we. 

- Second person: you. 

- Third person: she, he, they, a name, or another noun phrase. 

Person is easy to spot, but it does not tell us everything. A third-person narrator may be locked inside 

one frightened child's perceptions or may range across centuries and continents. A first-person 

narrator may be brutally candid or intricately deceptive. 

2. Participation: is the narrator inside the story? 

A narrator may be the protagonist, a secondary participant, a witness, a later investigator, a collective 

community, or a voice outside the events. The first-person I is usually a character, but not always the 

central one. Nick Carraway tells Gatsby's story; Ishmael survives to tell Ahab's; Dr Watson tells us 

about Holmes. This witness position can make the object of the story more mysterious than a 

protagonist-narrator would allow. 

3. Focalisation: through whose perceptions do we experience the scene? 

Narratologists distinguish the voice that speaks from the consciousness that perceives. In practical 

terms: who tells, and who sees? An omniscient narrator may speak in an unmistakable authorial 

voice while temporarily filtering a scene through one character's fear. A third-person narrator may 

remain close to a character's perceptions without sounding exactly like that character. The camera 

can move nearer or farther away. 

4. Narrative distance and time: how far is the telling voice from the experience? 

Distance may be spatial, emotional, moral, linguistic or temporal. Compare: 

I open the letter. My hands won't stop shaking. 

I opened the letter. My hands would not stop shaking. 

When I remember opening that letter now, what surprises me is not the shaking but the relief. 

The first feels immediate and uncertain. The second may still be close, but the past tense quietly 

implies survival long enough to tell. The third installs a reflective intelligence between event and 

reader. It can interpret the past—but it can also revise, excuse or distort it. 

These four decisions combine. A point of view is not a box; it is a set of coordinates. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Figure 1. Four separate but interacting choices within point of view. The pronoun does not determine participation, 

focalisation or distance. 

A short history: from the public storyteller to the interior mind—

and beyond 

For much of narrative history, stories were told in an expansive third person. Epic, myth, folktale, 

romance and early prose fiction generally assume a teller able to move among people, places and 

events. Le Guin notes in her discussion of person and tense that third-person narration dominated 

literary narrative before the sixteenth century, while letters, confessions, spiritual autobiographies, 

diaries and travel accounts helped make the first person culturally legible. 

The rise of the novel intensified experiments with credible personal testimony. Eighteenth-century 

epistolary novels presented themselves as packets of letters, allowing readers to encounter events 

through partial, interested accounts. The form created intimacy and immediacy, but also gaps: a 

letter writer cannot report what she has not witnessed, and may be writing to persuade, seduce, 

excuse or survive. The supposed document made fiction feel true while simultaneously dramatising 

the instability of truth. 

Nineteenth-century fiction perfected many forms of authorial omniscience. Austen, Dickens, Eliot, 

Tolstoy and others could move from social panorama to individual consciousness, offer judgments, 

anticipate consequences and build irony from the difference between what characters believed and 

what the narrator and reader understood. Yet the period also deepened the first-person 

Bildungsroman and confession: Jane Eyre, David Copperfield and Great Expectations make the act 

of retrospective self-narration central to a life story. 

Jane Austen is especially important because her third-person narration repeatedly slips into the 

language and judgments of a character without using she thought. This is now called free indirect 

discourse or free indirect style. As Rosemarie Bodenheimer explains in Victorian Literature and 

Culture, the term is twentieth-century, but Victorian writers had long produced the sentences it 

names: third-person narration that imitates a character's interior thought without formally 

announcing it. The technique lets a sentence belong partly to narrator and partly to character. That 

doubleness is a magnificent instrument of sympathy and irony. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://books.google.com/books?id=IOBNvgEACAAJ&pg=PA53
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/victorian-literature-and-culture/article/free-indirect-discourse/209B3AB3613BC4834A66F0041E0CCAD5
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/victorian-literature-and-culture/article/free-indirect-discourse/209B3AB3613BC4834A66F0041E0CCAD5
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Modernist writers pushed narration still further inward. Dorothy Richardson, James Joyce, Virginia 

Woolf and William Faulkner experimented with stream of consciousness, interior monologue, rapid 

shifts of focalisation and fractured time. Instead of a stable public narrator arranging experience 

from above, a novel might follow perception as it forms: sensory, associative, recursive, 

grammatically unfinished. This did not eliminate omniscience; it widened the range of what prose 

could represent. 

In the later twentieth century, close third person and first person became especially prominent in 

literary and commercial fiction, while objective or minimalist narration cultivated surface restraint. 

Unreliable narrators, multiple narrators and formally conspicuous voices flourished. Second-person 

and first-person-plural novels, though still comparatively unusual, became recognisable possibilities 

rather than isolated curiosities. Monika Fludernik's historical study of second-person fiction 

identifies early instances but finds the bulk of sustained second-person work in the late twentieth 

century. Brian Richardson's Unnatural Voices traces the century's expansion beyond familiar first- 

and third-person forms into you, we, multi-person and other anti-realist narrations. 

Twenty-first-century fiction uses every mode available. Contemporary writers often combine 

intimate focalisation with large historical or speculative structures; alternate narrators across 

chapters; use archives, emails, transcripts and social media; revive the choral we; or make a shift in 

pronoun carry a revelation about trauma, identity or power. The historical movement is not a simple 

march from omniscience to intimacy. It is an enlargement of the toolkit. 

FIRST-PERSON NARRATION: I TELL WHAT I KNOW 

What first person does 

In first-person narration, a character speaks as I. The reader receives not the world in itself but the 

world as this person notices, remembers, names and interprets it. Le Guin's practical rule is exact: 

first person can directly tell only what the narrator knows, feels, perceives, thinks, guesses, hopes or 

remembers. Other people remain partly exterior. We infer their inner lives from speech, action, 

silence and the narrator's reading of them. 

This limitation creates first person's characteristic pressure. The narrator is both our principal 

source and one of the things we must understand. 

What the reader can know 

The reader can know: 

• what the narrator experiences directly; 

• what others tell the narrator; 

• what the narrator discovers in documents or evidence; 

• what the narrating self has learned since the events, if the story is retrospective; 

• what can be inferred from discrepancies between the narrator's account and the represented facts.  

The reader cannot fairly be given another character's unspoken thoughts unless the narrative 

establishes a special device—telepathy, a recovered diary, later testimony, conjecture openly marked 

as conjecture, or a formal shift to another viewpoint. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://freidok.uni-freiburg.de/files/4916/i8NL73EPzo258j_L/Fludernik_Second_person_fiction.pdf
https://ohiostatepress.org/books/titles/9780814210413.html
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The central source of tension: the gap around the “I” 

First person produces tension through restricted knowledge. A narrator may enter a room without 

knowing who waits behind the door; misunderstand another person's motives; receive a lie as truth; 

or recognise a pattern too late. In mystery, horror and psychological fiction, the reader and narrator 

may discover danger together. 

But a subtler form of tension opens between the experiencing self and the narrating self. The 

younger self lives the event; the older self tells it. How much does the later narrator reveal? Does the 

retrospective voice understand the younger person, condescend to her, forgive her, or continue to 

protect the same delusion? The distance between the two selves can become the novel's moral 

drama. 

Major forms of first person 

The protagonist-narrator 

The central character tells her own story. Charlotte Brontë opens Jane Eyre with the wonderfully 

plain refusal: “There was no possibility of taking a walk that day.” We are immediately 

placed inside a child's thwarted circumstances, but the composed adult syntax reminds us that an 

older Jane is shaping the memory. The novel can therefore give us childhood vulnerability and 

mature interpretation at once. 

Strengths: maximum access to a distinctive voice; emotional immediacy; a powerful bond between 

reader and speaker; natural access to memory, desire, shame and rationalisation. 

Risks: the narrator must plausibly possess every piece of information; prolonged self-attention can 

feel monotonous; the writer may over-explain emotion; other characters can become satellites of the 

I. 

Often suits: coming-of-age fiction, confession, memoir-like novels, survival stories, comic voice 

novels, psychological suspense and any story in which the speaker's way of seeing is itself the subject. 

The witness or observer-narrator 

The narrator participates but is not the story's main magnetic object. Moby-Dick begins “Call me 

Ishmael.” The invitation establishes intimacy, yet Ishmael's greatest function is to bring us near the 

more unknowable Ahab. A witness can admire, fear, misread or mythologise the protagonist. 

This arrangement is ideal when the central figure should remain partly opaque. If Gatsby narrated 

his own novel, much of his glamour and uncertainty would vanish. If Sherlock Holmes narrated, his 

deductions would either have to be hidden artificially or disclosed too soon. The observer supplies 

human scale and curiosity. 

Strengths: preserves mystery around the central character; allows the narrator to change through 

witnessing another life; creates a natural reason to investigate and tell. 

Risks: the observer may seem passive; crucial scenes may occur beyond the witness's reach; the 

narrator needs a compelling stake beyond mere access. 

Often suits: stories about charismatic, dangerous, brilliant or unknowable figures; mysteries; 

tragedies witnessed by survivors; novels concerned with legend, reputation or retrospective 

judgment. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1260/1260-h/1260-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/2701/2701-h/2701-h.htm
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Immediate first person 

In first-person present, narration appears to occur alongside experience: I turn the key. The lock 

gives. The future is genuinely blank. The form can create urgency and sensory closeness, especially 

in danger, desire, illness or disorientation. 

Yet present tense does not automatically create intimacy. A flat present-tense voice can feel like stage 

directions. Nor is past tense automatically distant: a vividly dramatised past-tense scene can feel 

breathlessly immediate. Tense and distance interact, but they are not identical. 

Retrospective first person 

The narrator tells from a later point. This supplies hindsight, pattern and consequence. It also raises 

a quiet structural question: Why is this person telling this story now? The answer may be 

confession, vindication, mourning, testimony, revenge, warning, seduction, self-creation or an 

attempt to understand. 

A retrospective narrator can foreshadow—I did not know then that I would never see her again—

creating dread through the difference between the character's ignorance and the narrator's 

knowledge. But too much anticipatory commentary can drain a scene of life. Hindsight should create 

pressure, not continually interrupt it. 

The unreliable narrator 

Unreliability is not simply lying. A narrator may be factually deceptive, psychologically defended, 

culturally conditioned, intoxicated, traumatised, very young, cognitively limited, vain, self-hating, 

ideologically blinkered or sincerely mistaken. The most interesting unreliable narrators reveal a truth 

they cannot state directly. 

In Gone Girl, Nick begins, “When I think of my wife, I always think of her head.” The 

strange image sounds intimate and menacing at once. Because the novel alternates Nick's narration 

with Amy's diary and later disclosures, reading becomes an active comparison of performances. 

Suspense comes not only from what happened? but from what kind of story is each spouse trying to 

make us inhabit? 

The fair unreliable narrator leaves pressure points: evasions, contradictions, disproportionate detail, 

odd metaphors, testimony from others, or a mismatch between events and interpretation. The reader 

should be able to feel the second story forming beneath the first. 

The child narrator or otherwise limited consciousness 

Emma Donoghue's Room begins in five-year-old Jack's voice: “Today I'm five. I was four last 

night.” Jack's language makes his enclosed world ordinary because it is all he knows. The adult 

reader understands dangers he cannot name. This creates one of fiction's most potent forms of 

dramatic irony: the reader knows more than the narrator without having access to any broader 

narrating authority. 

Such a voice must be more than misspelling, cute syntax or conspicuous innocence. It requires a 

consistent model of attention: what this mind notices, what it lacks words for, what it misclassifies, 

and what truths slip through its metaphors. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/196906/gone-girl-by-gillian-flynn/9780307588371/excerpt
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/takeaway/articles/96278-excerpt-emma-donoghues-room


NARRATIVE POINT OF VIEW 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  8 

Multiple first-person narrators 

Alternating narrators expand scope while preserving subjective intensity. Each I can correct, 

contradict or unknow the others. The structure is particularly strong for relationships, families, 

contested histories and communities in conflict. 

The chief danger is sameness. If every narrator has identical syntax, humour, imagery and emotional 

insight, the headings do all the work. Each voice should possess a different rhythm of thought, field 

of attention, vocabulary, blind spot and stake in being believed. 

Advantages of first person 

• It can create an unforgettable voice very quickly. 

• It turns exposition into character: what the narrator explains, assumes or omits reveals who they 

are. 

• It creates natural informational limits and therefore suspense. 

• It can make shame, obsession, desire, humour and self-deception intensely present. 

• It allows a double timeline between the self who acted and the self who tells. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• The narrator may report information they could not know. 

• Too many sentences begin with I, creating rhythmic monotony. 

• The draft may become a transcript of thought rather than a shaped narrative. 

• Other characters may have no life beyond the narrator's needs. 

• Withholding can feel fraudulent if a retrospective narrator simply refuses to think about a fact 

solely to preserve a twist. 

• “Voice” may become a collection of verbal tics rather than a coherent consciousness. 

A useful test 

Ask what the narrator most wants the reader to believe about them. Then ask what the story allows 

the reader to believe instead. The space between those answers is often where first person becomes 

alive. 

SECOND-PERSON NARRATION: YOU ARE HERE 

What second person does 

Second person narrates the protagonist as you: You open the door; you know before you see the 

room. It is comparatively rare not because it is illegitimate, but because you is grammatically 

unstable. It may mean the reader, a specific character being addressed, the narrator speaking to a 

former self, a generalised person, or an experiencing consciousness disguised from itself. 

That instability is second person's great power. The pronoun can invite and coerce at the same time. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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What the reader can know 

Second person often behaves informationally like first person or close third: the narrative follows 

what the you-character perceives and thinks. But the form also introduces an implied speaker. Who 

is telling you your own story? Why? Are you being instructed, accused, remembered, dissociated 

from, or brought back into being? 

This hidden narrating situation can generate a second layer of mystery beneath the external plot. 

Important kinds of second person 

The reader-addressing “you” 

The text openly casts the reader in a role. Italo Calvino's If on a winter's night a traveler famously 

begins by telling you that you are about to read the novel. This can create play, self-consciousness 

and complicity. It is well suited to metafiction, games, branching narratives, seductions and 

accusations. 

The risk is resistance: I would not do that, the reader thinks. A strong second-person narrative either 

makes the assigned role compelling or uses that resistance as part of the experience. 

The protagonist “you” 

In Jay McInerney's Bright Lights, Big City, you follows a protagonist through exhaustion, nightlife 

and denial. The pronoun can feel like self-estrangement: the character cannot yet bear to say I. It can 

also imitate instruction—do this, go there, keep moving—making a life feel automatic or entrapping. 

The addressed self 

A narrator may speak to a younger self, an absent self, a traumatised self or a self split by memory. 

Here you creates tenderness or indictment. It is useful when the story is about dissociation, survival, 

shame or an identity the narrator cannot completely claim. 

The revealed “you” 

N. K. Jemisin's The Fifth Season uses second person as one strand in a larger structure. At a crucial 

point, the narration asserts: “You are she. She is you.” The pronoun is not an ornament; it stores 

a secret about identity and trauma. The reader's earlier unease becomes retrospective meaning. 

The tensions second person makes possible 

• Coercion: the narrative tells the reader or character what you do. 

• Complicity: you cannot remain a neutral spectator. 

• Dissociation: the self is held at grammatical arm's length. 

• Accusation or confession: the voice addresses a responsible other or an estranged self. 

• Identity mystery: the speaker or addressee may be unknown. 

• Fatalism: the actions can feel already scripted. 

Advantages 

• Immediate intensity and unusual rhythmic energy. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/n-k-jemisin/the-fifth-season/9780316229296/
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• A built-in relationship between speaker and addressee. 

• Powerful representation of alienation, trauma, instruction, ritual or compulsion. 

• Strong metafictional and interactive possibilities. 

• The pronoun itself can carry a structural revelation. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• The novelty can become exhausting over a long work. 

• Readers may reject actions or feelings assigned to them. 

• The device may feel arbitrary if there is no discoverable reason for you. 

• Constant imperatives can flatten prose into commands. 

• An undefined speaker-addressee relationship can create fog rather than productive mystery. 

A useful test 

Complete this sentence: This story must say *you* rather than *I* or *she/they* because… 

If the only answer is because it sounds unusual, the choice may not survive a novel. If the answer 

involves shame, address, complicity, fracture, instruction, identity or power, the form may be doing 

necessary work. 

THIRD-PERSON CLOSE OR LIMITED: SHE/HE/THEY, FROM THE 

INSIDE 

What close third person does 

Third-person close—also called third-person limited—uses she, he, they or a character's name while 

limiting the scene to that character's field of perception. We can enter the viewpoint character's 

thought, sensation, memory and inference, but other minds remain closed unless the narration shifts 

to another designated viewpoint. 

Le Guin observes that close third has the same essential informational limit as first person, but the 

reader's relationship to the voice changes. I presents a speaker. Close third presents a character and 

a narrating intelligence at variable distance from each other. 

That distance can be adjusted sentence by sentence. 

The spectrum of psychic distance 

Consider a camera moving toward a character: 

• The city was suffering through a heatwave. Mara crossed the square at noon. 

• Mara crossed the square, keeping to the thin strip of shade beside the bank. 

• The light drilled behind her eyes. Why had she agreed to meet him here? 

• Idiot. Noon, he'd said, and like an idiot she'd come. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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The first is relatively distant and contextual. The second follows Mara's action. The third enters 

sensation and direct thought. The fourth adopts her vocabulary and judgment without quotation 

marks or a thought tag. All are third person; their intimacy differs radically. 

Free indirect discourse: the narrator borrows the character's language 

Free indirect discourse occurs when third-person narration takes on the character's idiom, emotional 

colouring or assumptions without she thought or quotation marks. It creates a double voice. We hear 

the character from within, yet the narrator may preserve enough distance for irony. 

The opening of Jane Austen's Emma describes “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and 

rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition.” The balanced assurance sounds like 

authoritative summary, but the novel gradually exposes how much Emma's confidence—about 

herself and other people—needs correction. Austen can move close enough for us to share Emma's 

interpretations while letting the larger design reveal their errors. The reader is intimate with Emma 

without being imprisoned by her. 

Free indirect style is one reason third person can be as voiced as first person. Removing she thought 

does not make prose objective; it can make the character's mental language saturate the narration. 

Deep point of view 

“Deep POV” is a contemporary craft term for an extremely close form of limited narration. Filter 

phrases such as she saw, he felt, they noticed are often removed because perception is presented 

directly: 

• More distant: She saw the car turn into the driveway and felt panic rise. 

• Deeper: The car turned into the driveway. Too early. No—no, he couldn't be here yet. 

The deeper version can increase immediacy, but filter words are not sins. They may control rhythm, 

emphasise the act of perception, create dissociation or pull the camera back. Total immersion is not 

always desirable. Distance is a resource. 

What the reader can know 

In a scene confined to one viewpoint, the reader can know what that character perceives, recalls, 

infers and imagines. The reader may also detect things the character misinterprets. If a viewpoint 

character sees two guests exchange a glance, the narrative can report the glance; it cannot state their 

private agreement unless the character already knows it or the narration has shifted modes. 

This makes close third excellent for mysteries and emotionally complex plots. The world can be 

larger than the viewpoint while remaining experientially coherent. 

Tensions close third makes possible 

• Immediate uncertainty: character and reader confront events together. 

• Dramatic irony: contextual clues allow the reader to infer more than the character. 

• Misperception: the narration can be coloured by bias without requiring an overtly speaking 

narrator. 

• Social opacity: other people must be read from behaviour. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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• Controlled reveal: different viewpoint characters can hold different portions of the truth. 

Austen to Woolf to Mantel 

Virginia Woolf's Mrs Dalloway opens: “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers 

herself.” The sentence begins at an ordinary social surface, then the narrative flows through 

Clarissa's sensations, memories and associations before passing into other minds across London. 

Woolf combines mobile third person with extraordinary intimacy; consciousness becomes 

connective tissue across the city. 

Hilary Mantel's Wolf Hall begins with the command “So now get up.” The close present-tense 

narration places us beside the fallen Thomas Cromwell before it clearly names him, later using he so 

insistently that the pronoun becomes almost a chamber we inhabit. The effect is not neutral 

historical overview. Tudor politics arrives through Cromwell's alert, calculating, bodily intelligence. 

The occasional ambiguity of he is the price—and part of the effect—of sustained proximity. 

Multiple close third 

A novel can assign different chapters or scenes to different viewpoint characters. This expands 

knowledge while keeping each scene internally limited. It is common in family sagas, romance, 

fantasy, crime and ensemble novels. 

The structure produces powerful contrasts. One character dreads a conversation another longs for. A 

gesture intended as kindness is received as cruelty. The reader becomes the only consciousness able 

to assemble the whole. 

Clear transitions matter. A chapter break, scene break, heading, change of location or strongly re-

established voice can signal the handover. Rapid, accidental movement among minds—often called 

head-hopping—usually weakens tension because every private motive becomes instantly available. 

But deliberate mobile narration is not a mistake. Woolf and Tolstoy shift with extraordinary fluidity. 

The real rule is control: the reader must feel guided, not dropped. 

Advantages of close third 

• Near-first-person intimacy without requiring the character to narrate. 

• Flexible distance: the prose can move from context to sensation to thought. 

• Natural limitation for suspense, mystery and emotional discovery. 

• Easier access to multiple characters across a long novel. 

• Free indirect style can combine strong voice with irony. 

• The writer can describe the viewpoint character from outside when needed, while remaining close. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• Accidental access to information the viewpoint character cannot possess. 

• Generic prose that uses third-person pronouns but has no character-specific attention. 

• Excessive filtering (she saw, she heard, she felt, she realised), which can make experience feel 

second-hand. 
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• Mechanical avoidance of every filter word, producing breathless sameness. 

• Unsignalled shifts among minds that dissolve uncertainty. 

• Chapters assigned to minor viewpoints only to deliver exposition. 

A useful test 

List five things this viewpoint character would notice first in a crowded room—and five things they 

would fail to notice. Point of view is built as much from exclusion as inclusion. 

THIRD-PERSON OMNISCIENT OR AUTHORIAL: THE STORYTELLER 

KNOWS MORE 

What omniscient narration does 

An omniscient narrator is not confined to one character's knowledge. The voice may enter multiple 

minds, move across place and time, supply history, interpret behaviour, make judgments, 

foreshadow the future, address the reader or describe a room no character currently sees. 

Le Guin's preferred term, involved author, usefully corrects two misconceptions. First, 

omniscience need not be cold or godlike. The narrator may care passionately about the characters 

and the world. Second, omniscience is a point of view, not the absence of one. Selection, tone and 

judgment are everywhere. 

Omniscient does not mean “tell everything” 

No novel tells everything. An omniscient narrator still chooses where to look, whom to follow, what 

to conceal and when to interpret. The relevant quality is authority to know, not continuous 

disclosure. 

Selective omniscience may stay near one character for pages before widening to a historical 

observation. A narrator may know every secret but strategically delay one. Fairness depends on the 

established contract. If the voice routinely enters everyone's mind except the murderer's solely to 

protect a twist, readers may feel the manipulation. If the narrator has always been selective, 

withholding may be natural. 

The tensions omniscience makes possible 

• Dramatic irony: the reader knows what a character does not. 

• Dread: the narrator can foreshadow an outcome the characters approach unknowingly. 

• Cross-cutting suspense: danger unfolds simultaneously in different locations. 

• Social irony: private motives can be compared with public behaviour. 

• Historical pressure: individual choices can be set against forces larger than any one person. 

• Moral and comic commentary: the narrator's judgments become part of the pleasure. 
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Dickens and the double system of Bleak House 

Charles Dickens's Bleak House famously opens “Fog everywhere.” Its impersonal present-tense 

narrator surveys London, Chancery and a diseased social order with satiric, prophetic force. Other 

chapters belong to Esther Summerson, whose first-person past-tense account is modest, intimate 

and personally limited. 

The alternation is not decorative. The omniscient strand can show a vast network of law, money, 

class, contagion and secrecy that no single character comprehends; Esther's strand gives that 

network a vulnerable human centre. The reader knows the system from above and experiences its 

consequences from within. Form becomes social argument. 

Omniscient narrators as personalities 

Some omniscient narrators are almost invisible; others are performers. George Eliot's narrator in 

Middlemarch generalises, jokes, qualifies judgments and asks readers to enlarge their sympathy. 

Dickens's narrator can thunder, mock and mourn. The narrator of The Book Thief is Death, whose 

knowledge of outcomes shifts the question from what will happen? to how can we bear its 

happening? 

An overt narrator can create companionship and intellectual pleasure. But commentary must earn its 

place. A narrator who continually announces obvious meanings can smother the characters. 

Authority is most compelling when the voice sees something the scene alone could not show. 

Omniscience and head-hopping are not the same thing 

In controlled omniscience, shifts of mind occur within a stable narrating intelligence. The language 

guides us across the room. In accidental head-hopping, the prose seems close to one character and 

then grabs another's private thought for convenience, without any governing voice or transition. 

One practical distinction is sonic. If the narrative voice remains recognisable as it moves among 

characters, the shift may belong to an omniscient design. If each sentence merely reports whichever 

thought supplies useful information, the scene may lack a point of view altogether. 

Advantages of omniscient narration 

• Maximum spatial, temporal and social scope. 

• Access to multiple minds without rigid chapter rotation. 

• Powerful dramatic irony and foreshadowing. 

• Capacity for historical, political, comic or philosophical commentary. 

• Ability to make systems, communities, landscapes and institutions feel like active forces. 

• Particularly strong for stories in which no single character can comprehend the whole. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• Emotional distance if the narrator never settles near a consciousness. 

• Loss of suspense if every motive and secret is disclosed too easily. 

• Confusion when shifts are frequent but unguided. 
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• Authorial commentary that lectures instead of illuminates. 

• A bland “god voice” with no tonal identity. 

• The temptation to solve structural problems by explaining everything. 

Often suits 

Large social novels; multi-generational sagas; historical fiction; epic fantasy; satire; novels about 

institutions or structural forces; stories with simultaneous action; comedy of manners; and 

narratives in which the gap between individual understanding and the larger pattern is central. 

A useful test 

Write one paragraph the viewpoint character could never narrate: something happening elsewhere, 

before their birth, after their death, inside an adversary, or at the scale of a whole community. If that 

paragraph feels essential to the novel's deepest intelligence, an omniscient or multiple-viewpoint 

design may be appropriate. 

OBJECTIVE, DRAMATIC OR “CAMERA-EYE” NARRATION: THE 

SURFACE MUST SPEAK 

What it does 

Objective narration reports observable action, speech and setting without directly entering a 

character's mind. Le Guin calls it the detached author or fly-on-the-wall mode. The comparison to a 

camera is useful but incomplete: prose still chooses nouns, rhythm, detail and sequence. A sentence 

can imply judgment without naming a thought. 

What the reader can know 

The reader knows what could be seen or heard and must infer motive and emotion. A hand remains 

on a doorknob; a cup is washed twice; a character answers a different question from the one asked. 

Surface becomes evidence. 

The tensions it makes possible 

• Interpretive suspense: what are these people really feeling or planning? 

• Moral unease: the narrator refuses to tell us how to judge. 

• Compression: action and dialogue carry the story without explanation. 

• Shock: violence may be represented without cushioning commentary. 

• Social performance: the gap between speech and feeling must be read externally. 

Advantages 

• Restraint can intensify emotion by refusing to name it. 

• Readers become active interpreters. 
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• Dialogue and physical detail gain weight. 

• The mode suits characters who are emotionally inarticulate or stories about secrecy and 

repression. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• Characters can feel thin if the surfaces are not exact and suggestive. 

• Withholding interiority may seem mannered. 

• Long works can become emotionally airless. 

• The writer may confuse neutrality with vague, unselected description. 

Often suits 

Short stories; noir; scenes of negotiation or threat; minimalist fiction; domestic conflict; narratives 

in which behaviour contradicts declared feeling; and moments when the reader should do the moral 

work. 

FIRST-PERSON PLURAL: WE SPEAK, BUT WHO ARE WE? 

What the collective voice does 

First-person plural uses we. The narrator may be a neighbourhood, school class, family, workforce, 

chorus, gendered cohort, diaspora, town or generation. The voice can express solidarity, surveillance, 

gossip, coercion and the pressure to belong. 

Julie Otsuka's The Buddha in the Attic begins: “On the boat we were mostly virgins.” The 

collective voice gathers the varied experiences of Japanese “picture brides” while retaining rhythmic 

differences within the group. We does not mean everyone is identical; the prose repeatedly fans into 

alternatives—some of us, one of us, most of us—holding shared history and individual variation 

together. 

What the reader can know 

Knowledge depends on what kind of we is speaking. A communal narrator may know the group's 

public life, rumours and retrospective discoveries while remaining uncertain about private rooms. A 

more formally impossible chorus may know what no actual group could collectively articulate. The 

novel must teach us its rules. 

Tensions the collective voice creates 

• Belonging versus exclusion: who is included in we, and who becomes they? 

• Individual versus group: which life disappears inside the collective account? 

• Gossip and surveillance: the community watches and interprets. 

• Historical scale: patterns across many lives become visible. 

• Uncertain authority: no single speaker can be located or questioned. 
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Advantages 

• A distinctive, incantatory voice. 

• Capacity to tell collective or structural experience without reducing it to one representative hero. 

• Strong treatment of communities, institutions and social norms. 

• Productive tension between solidarity and erasure. 

Disadvantages and common failures 

• Individual characters may blur. 

• The identity and knowledge of the group can become logically unstable. 

• Sustained choral rhythm may flatten scenes. 

• We may claim a unity the story has not ethically earned. 

A useful test 

Define the boundary of the pronoun. Who can say we? Who cannot? Who believes they are included 

but is not? A collective narrator becomes interesting at its edges. 

MULTIPLE, BRAIDED, EPISTOLARY AND DOCUMENTARY POINTS 

OF VIEW 

Alternating viewpoints 

A novel may alternate first-person narrators, close-third characters, or first and third person. The 

structure gives the reader a privileged comparative position. We see how language changes across 

consciousnesses and how one event becomes several incompatible stories. 

Alternation is especially useful when conflict depends on mutual misreading. It can also distribute 

suspense: one narrator possesses the key but not the lock; another possesses the lock but does not 

recognise the key. 

The danger is compulsory rotation. Not every character deserves equal page time. Viewpoint should 

follow pressure, not a spreadsheet. Ask which consciousness makes each scene most difficult, 

revealing or strange. 

Epistolary and documentary narration 

Letters, diaries, emails, interviews, police files, court transcripts, footnotes, messages and invented 

archives create narrators with immediate purposes. A letter has an addressee. A diary may perform 

secrecy to the self. A witness statement anticipates doubt. A post is written for an audience, even 

when it pretends not to be. 

Documentary forms are therefore never neutral containers. They produce questions: 

• Who created the document? 

• For whom? 
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• Under what pressure? 

• Who preserved, edited, arranged or leaked it? 

• What cannot enter this form? 

• What does the document accidentally reveal? 

These forms suit stories about contested truth, institutions, bureaucracy, media, evidence, secrecy 

and the difference between a life and its record. They can also deliver exposition elegantly because 

information is motivated. The risk is that every character sounds like a novelist, or that documents 

are included only as data dumps. 

Frame narrators and stories within stories 

A frame establishes one act of telling around another. The outer narrator may authenticate, question 

or transform the inner account. Distance itself becomes meaningful: why must this story pass 

through several hands before reaching us? 

Frames suit legends, testimony, haunting, travel, recovered histories and stories concerned with 

ownership. They can produce ambiguity because the reader must assess not one narrator but a chain 

of transmission. 

Stream of consciousness and interior monologue 

These terms overlap but are not identical. Interior monologue presents thought relatively directly; 

stream of consciousness attempts to render the flow of perception, memory, association and 

sensation, often before it settles into orderly explanation. Either can occur in first person or close 

third. 

The strength is radical intimacy with mental process. The difficulty is orientation. Even apparently 

chaotic consciousness needs composition: recurring images, rhythm, pressure, transitions and 

selective detail. Actual thought is not automatically art merely because it is transcribed. 

Point-of-view shifts as events 

A change of viewpoint can itself be a revelation. A novel may move from I to she when trauma 

becomes unbearable; from you to I when a divided self is reclaimed; from one narrator to another 

when the first account collapses; from intimate close third to omniscience when private crisis 

becomes collective catastrophe. 

Le Guin's best advice on shifting is practical: the writer must know that the shift is happening, know 

why, and carry the reader with it. A shift should change meaning, not merely provide convenient 

information. 

POINT OF VIEW AS THE ARCHITECTURE OF KNOWLEDGE AND 

TENSION 

Who knows more: reader or character? 

Many narrative effects can be understood by comparing states of knowledge. 
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Reader and character know roughly the same amount 

Common in first person and close third. This produces immediacy, discovery and suspense. We enter 

the dark room together. 

Reader knows more than the character 

Created by omniscience, multiple viewpoints, foreshadowing, historical knowledge or a limited 

narrator's misinterpretation. This produces dramatic irony and dread. We see the trap while the 

character walks toward it. 

Character knows more than the reader 

Common in mysteries, retrospective narratives and stories with secretive narrators. This produces 

curiosity and suspicion. But concealment must be psychologically and formally plausible. A 

viewpoint character who continually thinks around the central fact can feel like a writer hiding a card 

rather than a person living a life. 

No one possesses the whole truth 

Multiple narrators, archives and collective forms can make truth distributed. The reader assembles, 

but may never complete, the pattern. This suits stories about memory, history, institutions, political 

conflict and intimate relationships in which perspective is not an obstacle to truth but part of what 

truth means. 

Suspense, mystery, surprise and dread 

• Suspense asks what will happen and makes us wait. 

• Mystery asks what has happened or what is really happening. 

• Surprise withholds a fact until it abruptly changes the pattern. 

• Dread lets us know or suspect the outcome before the character does. 

Point of view controls each. Close third is excellent for immediate uncertainty. Alternating 

viewpoints can reveal a threat before it reaches the protagonist. Retrospective first person can 

foreshadow disaster. Omniscience can show the social machinery closing around several lives. An 

unreliable narrator can turn interpretation itself into mystery. 

The most powerful choice is not always the one that hides the most. Often, telling the reader the 

terrible fact early creates more tension than saving it for a twist. 

Intimacy is not the same as information 

A narrator may tell us every fact and remain emotionally remote. Another may reveal very little but 

feel unbearably intimate because of rhythm, image and vulnerability. Intimacy comes from how a 

consciousness meets language, not simply how many thoughts appear on the page. 

Likewise, omniscience need not be distant. A compassionate authorial narrator can hold many lives 

with extraordinary closeness. First person need not be intimate: a speaker can use charm, 

abstraction, jokes or obsessive detail to keep the reader away. 
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Reliability is a relationship, not a diagnosis 

Readers do not sort narrators neatly into reliable and unreliable. We trust them about some things 

and not others. A narrator may accurately report events but misunderstand motives; lie about a 

crime but speak truthfully about loneliness; distort their past yet reveal their values in every 

distortion. 

The more useful questions are: 

• What does this narrator want from the reader? 

• What are they able to perceive? 

• What can they admit? 

• What do they assume is normal? 

• Where does the represented world resist their account? 

• When does the reader's trust change, and why? 

Point of view and power 

Who gets to narrate is never merely technical. A viewpoint allocates visibility and authority. Whose 

pain is interior and whose is observed from outside? Who becomes an individual and who becomes 

scenery? Which language is treated as intelligent, standard or credible? Who explains a community 

to whom? 

This does not mean writers may narrate only identities identical to their own. Fiction depends on 

imaginative movement beyond the self. It does mean perspective carries ethical obligations: 

research, specificity, self-scrutiny, attention to stereotype, and awareness of the institutional 

histories that make some voices automatically believed and others automatically doubted. 

Multiple viewpoints do not automatically solve representational problems. A token chapter can 

intensify them. Nor is a single viewpoint inherently narrow. The question is whether the form 

understands the limits and consequences of its claim to know. 

HOW TO CHOOSE THE POINT OF VIEW FOR YOUR STORY 

Start with pressure, not preference 

Writers often have a habitual mode. Some hear I immediately; others instinctively write close third. 

Habit is useful until it becomes invisible. Instead of asking which mode you like, ask where the 

story's pressure lies. 

Choose first person when… 

• the narrator's voice is the primary pleasure; 

• self-interpretation, confession or self-deception drives the story; 

• limited knowledge creates necessary suspense; 

• the distance between younger and older selves matters; 

• the act of telling has a clear motive. 
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Choose second person when… 

• the story is an address; 

• the protagonist is estranged from the self; 

• complicity, coercion or instruction is central; 

• the identity of you carries structural meaning; 

• reader resistance is part of the intended effect. 

Choose close third when… 

• you want intimacy without an overt first-person speaker; 

• distance needs to expand and contract; 

• the character's perceptions should colour the prose; 

• several characters may carry different sections; 

• external action and interior change need equal weight. 

Choose omniscient narration when… 

• the story exceeds any one character's understanding; 

• social, historical or institutional systems matter; 

• simultaneous action and dramatic irony are central; 

• commentary, wit or moral intelligence belongs to the narrative voice; 

• the novel needs to move freely across people, places or generations. 

Choose objective narration when… 

• behaviour should carry meaning without explanation; 

• repression, secrecy or emotional inarticulacy is central; 

• the reader should judge the evidence; 

• restraint will intensify rather than diminish emotion. 

Choose first-person plural when… 

• the true protagonist is a community or cohort; 

• belonging and exclusion matter; 

• you need to represent a pattern across many lives; 

• the instability of we is thematically productive. 

Eight diagnostic questions 

• Who has the most to lose by telling this story? 

• Who is least able to understand what is happening—and would that limitation create 

useful irony or only frustration? 

• What must the reader know early, and which viewpoint can know it fairly? 

• What must remain mysterious, and who can preserve that mystery without 

cheating? 
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• Is the central pleasure voice, intimacy, social scope, interpretation, suspense or 

commentary? 

• Why is the story being told now? 

• What can this narrator never know or admit? 

• Whose absence from the narration carries an ethical or emotional cost? 

The best practical exercise: write the same scene four ways 

Take a scene containing at least two people, a desire and a concealed fact. Write 400–600 words in 

each of these forms: 

• first person from Character A; 

• close third from Character B; 

• objective narration entering no mind; 

• omniscient narration that knows the concealed fact. 

Do not simply change pronouns. Change selection, syntax, metaphor, rhythm, knowledge and 

distance. Notice: 

• Which version creates the strongest unanswered question? 

• Which produces the most surprising sympathy? 

• Where does exposition become natural? 

• Which version makes the secret too easy? 

• Which narrator's language generates new material? 

• Which form turns the scene into the story you actually want to tell? 

Then try a fifth version in second person or first-person plural—not necessarily because you will keep 

it, but because unfamiliar constraints expose habits. 

If a draft is stuck, change the distance before changing the plot 

Sometimes a scene has the right events but the wrong vantage. Before inventing another reversal, 

try: 

• moving from first person to close third; 

• moving the third-person camera closer; 

• giving the scene to the person with least power; 

• letting a witness tell it; 

• withholding interior thought and showing only behaviour; 

• widening to an omniscient sentence that reveals the larger pattern; 

• shifting the time of narration so the speaker knows more—or less. 

A point-of-view change can release plot because it changes what the narrative is able to notice. 
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A COMPACT COMPARISON 

First person (I) 

Knowledge: limited to the narrator's experience, sources and hindsight. 

Characteristic tension: uncertainty, self-deception, the gap between event and telling. 

Great strength: voice and intimacy. 

Great risk: confinement, implausible knowledge or manipulative withholding. 

Second person (you) 

Knowledge: often close and limited, with an implied speaker-addressee relationship. 

Characteristic tension: complicity, coercion, dissociation, identity. 

Great strength: intensity and structural strangeness. 

Great risk: reader resistance or a device without necessity. 

Close third (she/he/they) 

Knowledge: limited to one viewpoint at a time. 

Characteristic tension: immediate discovery, misinterpretation, controlled reveal. 

Great strength: adjustable intimacy and flexibility. 

Great risk: generic voice, filtering or accidental head-hopping. 

Omniscient or authorial third 

Knowledge: potentially multiple minds, times and places. 

Characteristic tension: dramatic irony, dread, social pattern, simultaneous action. 

Great strength: scope, commentary and structural intelligence. 

Great risk: over-explanation, distance or uncontrolled movement. 

Objective or camera-eye 

Knowledge: observable behaviour and speech. 

Characteristic tension: interpretation and emotional opacity. 

Great strength: restraint and implication. 

Great risk: thinness or mannered withholding. 

First-person plural (we) 

Knowledge: what the collective witnesses, remembers, circulates or formally knows. 

Characteristic tension: belonging, exclusion and individual difference. 

Great strength: communal and historical scale. 

Great risk: blurred individuals or an unearned claim to unity. 

FINAL PRINCIPLE: POINT OF VIEW IS A PROMISE 

The opening pages teach the reader how knowledge will arrive. They establish who may speak, how 

close we can come, what sort of authority the voice claims, and what kinds of absence are 

meaningful. Once that promise is made, the novel may complicate or break it—but a powerful break 

feels revelatory, not accidental. 
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The best point of view is therefore not the most fashionable, the most intimate or the most 

technically impressive. It is the one whose limits generate the story's energy. First person turns a 

world into a voice. Close third makes perception itself dramatic. Omniscience can reveal the 

machinery surrounding individual lives. Objective narration asks behaviour to bear the weight of 

feeling. You can divide or implicate the self. We can make a community speak—and expose the 

people its speech leaves out. 

Choose the consciousness, choose the distance, choose the distribution of knowledge: and you have 

already chosen much of the novel's suspense, ethics, music and form. 

Further reading and linked sources 

• Ursula K. Le Guin, Steering the Craft—official author page 

• Christopher Castellani, The Art of Perspective—Graywolf Press 

• Rosemarie Bodenheimer, “Free Indirect Discourse,” Victorian Literature and Culture 

• Monika Fludernik, “Second Person Fiction: Narrative You as Addressee and/or Protagonist” 

• Brian Richardson, Unnatural Voices: Extreme Narration in Modern and Contemporary Fiction 

• Jane Austen, Emma—full public-domain text 

• Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre—full public-domain text 

• Charles Dickens, Bleak House—full public-domain text 

• Herman Melville, Moby-Dick—full public-domain text 

• Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway—Standard Ebooks edition 

• Emma Donoghue, Room—authorised excerpt hosted by WNYC 

• Gillian Flynn, Gone Girl—publisher excerpt 

• Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall—opening extract published by The Guardian 

• N. K. Jemisin, The Fifth Season—publisher page 

• Julie Otsuka, The Buddha in the Attic—publisher excerpt 
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