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How Restrained First-Person Narration in The Remains of the Day Reveals 

the Limits of Self-Deception 

Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day offers a precise example of how narrative restraint exposes 

the boundaries of self-deception. Stevens, the butler and narrator, tells his story in measured, 

controlled language. His calm tone and selective memory create a surface of dignity, yet beneath 

that surface lies a struggle he cannot fully name. The narration’s restraint is the key to 

understanding how Stevens avoids confronting emotional truth. 

The opening chapters establish the pattern. Stevens recounts his years of service to Lord 

Darlington with unwavering professionalism, but the narration omits details that would 

acknowledge moral complicity. He describes political guests and troubling events with polite 

distance, as if tone alone could separate him from responsibility. Ishiguro uses these omissions as 

evidence of self-deception. What Stevens does not say becomes more revealing than what he 

does, and this absence forces the reader to recognize the gap between his self-image and reality. 

Scholars of unreliable narration often note that consistency in tone can signal unreliability, and 

Stevens fits this pattern: his emotional flatness becomes a mask. 

The restrained voice also shapes the novel’s portrayal of Stevens’s relationship with Miss 

Kenton. When recalling moments charged with feeling, he reduces them to professional 

disagreements or procedural matters. For example, a scene involving Miss Kenton’s concern for 

his father is narrated as if efficiency were the main issue, not grief or tenderness. The flat 

narration draws attention to what Stevens cannot articulate. Emotional truth sits just outside the 

edges of his sentences. Ishiguro’s strategy is deliberate: the reader sees a relationship that 
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Stevens himself refuses to acknowledge, and the tension grows each time the narration sidesteps 

what should be obvious. 

The road-trip structure deepens this effect. As Stevens travels across England, he tries to 

reinterpret his past choices through calm reflection. Yet each memory arrives with small cracks 

in his narrative control. He mentions moments of hesitation, slight embarrassment, or 

uncertainty, and these slips reveal a conscience pushing against his self-constructed identity. The 

restrained narration makes these breaks significant. A single admission of doubt feels louder 

precisely because the rest of the text maintains such discipline. The structure shows how limited 

Stevens’s self-knowledge is, and how difficult it is for him to revise the story he built about 

himself. 

The final confrontation between Stevens and Miss Kenton confirms the limits of his 

self-deception. When she speaks openly about her loneliness and former hopes, Stevens responds 

with the same professional tone he uses for everything else. The narration shows him registering 

disappointment, but he refuses to state its full emotional impact. His restraint collapses only 

slightly, never enough to undo years of avoidance. The reader understands far more than Stevens 

permits himself to understand, and this distance is the novel’s core insight: self-deception can 

hold firm even when truth is undeniable. 

The Remains of the Day uses restrained first-person narration to reveal the limits of Stevens’s 

self-perception. His controlled voice, selective memory, and careful avoidance of emotion create 

a portrait of a man shaped by duty yet unable to confront the personal cost of that duty. The 

narration makes his self-deception visible, and by doing so, it demonstrates how identity can be 
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built on omissions rather than confessions. Through restraint, Ishiguro shows how a life can be 

fully examined yet never fully admitted. 
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