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This essay will look at the narrative perspective in two novels telling the story of a young boy 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder. In my comparison of the two stories, I will look at similar 

situations in both plots and attempt to discover differences in effect in the narratives. The 

authors have different backgrounds which I believe will be of certain importance to how they 

approach telling their respective stories.  My thesis is that there will be definable 

dissimilarities and that these will matter for the experience of the reader. The differences I 

expect to find concern how the two protagonists tackle problems they encounter as a result of 

their diagnosis and how this is told, explained and subsequently perceived. 

I attempt to find and explain these differences by using narrative theory, more 

specifically focused on the style of explaining surroundings, the use of similes and 

metaphors, the focalization of the narrator and the narrative mood.  
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Introduction 

The aim of this essay is to compare the narrative perspective in two novels, Stim (2013) by 

Kevin Berry and The curious incident of the dog in the nighttime (2003) by Mark Haddon. 

Both novels tell the story of a boy with Autism Spectrum Disorder  dealing with thoughts and 1

situations other people may think as mundane, but which are very puzzling to a person 

dealing with Autism Spectrum Disorder (henceforth referred to as ASD). ASD, meaning 

various forms of autism, makes it difficult to read social codes such as body language or 

facial expressions. Abstract things like imagination or unfamiliar emotions are confusing and 

sometimes frightening. Therefore, social interaction with strangers or doing something out of 

the comfort zone can be a challenge, which will be shown in the chosen citations. 

The narrative perspective is interesting because I suspect Berry will have a different 

approach to narrating his story compared to Haddon. My focus will be to try and discover 

signs in the texts pointing to differences in viewpoint and approach to various scenarios 

where people with ASD reason differently to others. I will analyse the narration of these two 

novels, in other words how they portray the way in which a person with ASD reasons and 

reacts to meeting strangers, describing confusion or pain, decoding unspoken language et 

cetera. 

From a personal perspective, this intrigues me because in my years as working as a 

teacher I have come across students with ASD and any opportunity to understand them and 

their way of thinking is important to me.  

My thesis is that there will be apparent differences in the way these two authors tell 

their stories, partly because the plot of the books is not entirely the same, but also because I 

conjecture small dissimilarities in ways of coping with difficult situations such as meeting 

1 Haddon never mentions the term ‘Autism’ to define the unusual way Christopher acts, but it is widely 
interpreted that his diagnosis is part of the Autism Spectrum. 
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strangers or handling stress. Because of the two authors’ backgrounds I expect to see a more 

detailed explanation of what happens in the mind of a person with ASD when the world gets 

confusing from Berry, who has personal experience of this. 

For example, Haddon, through his protagonist, has a tendency to explain something 

puzzling or surprising after it has happened. Berry lets the reader follow his main character’s 

line of thought as it happens. Since people with various forms of autism often have issues 

putting themselves in another person’s shoes, this may suggest that it is more likely that this 

analysing process of what is going on and what is distressing or confusing about it will 

happen during, and not after, something extraordinary has happened. It also gives the reader a 

clear insight into the mind of a person with ASD and perhaps makes it easier to understand 

why they behave, in many people’s eyes, strangely.  

The main goal of this essay is therefore to analyse the narrative perspective with focus 

on focalization, narrative mood and the emotive function these have. I will attempt to single 

out examples of text where similar thoughts are expressed but are written differently from 

each other.  
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Narrative Theory 

In simplified terms, narrative theory within literature can be explained as the distinction 

between story and plot. Story is the content of what is being told, what happens and who does 

it. Plot is the way these elements are used to make the story compelling and worth 

experiencing. When discussing the plot, the narration plays a large part. Narration is defined 

as from whose perspective and in what way the story is told (Abbott 40). 

To explore the narration in these novels, I will focus on the parts of narrative theory 

which are most relevant to the chosen novels; the voice of the narrators, diegesis and 

mimesis, focalization, time and speech representation. 

The narrator of a story can be explained as the voice. Manfred Jahn defines it as ‘He 

or she is the agent who establishes communicative contact with an addressee (the 'narratee'), 

who manages the exposition, who decides what is to be told, how it is to be told (especially, 

from what point of view, and in what sequence), and what is to be left out.’ (N3.1)  The 

narrator of a story can then be categorized as an overt narrator or a covert narrator. An overt 

narrator is very much present, referring to themselves throughout the text and offering 

opinions and thoughts. A covert narrator is the opposite, an external voice who merely tells a 

story but who is not involved in it (Jahn N3.1.4). There is also a distinction between 

homodiegetic and heterodiegetic narrators, where the first one is a character involved in the 

story itself and the second is not present at all (Jahn N3.1.5). 

The effect this has for the reader is one of knowledge and immersion. A covert 

narrator will presumably have more distance to the story as he or she is rarely a defined 

person, but a distanced spectator. An overt narrator will have some kind of relationship to 

what is being told and subsequently an opinion about it as well. Furthermore, a homodiegetic 

narrator will most certainly be subjective as he or she is directly involved, which could lead 
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to greater immersion, defined in OED as ‘deep mental involvement in something’. A 

homodiegetic narrator is limited to the character’s thoughts and so to the knowledge of said 

character. In a crime novel, for example, this would lead to an exciting read as the mystery 

unravels in time with the character’s discoveries. However, a heterodiegetic narrator can be 

in many places at once and describe various sides of the same scenario, something that could 

also help immersion, the excitement here being following the characters way to the solution 

already known by the reader. 

When analysing the voice of the narrator, it is necessary to make a distinction 

between diegetic and mimetic narration. Gérard Genette defines these terms as diegesis 

meaning ‘telling’ and mimesis meaning ‘showing’ (30). These definitions can be interpreted 

quite literally; a diegetic narrator simply explaining in a direct manner what is happening 

whereas a mimetic narrator will include more details and descriptions and let the reader draw 

conclusions (Klauk and Köppe par. 4).  

A concept which is highly relevant to the narration in both novels discussed in this 

essay is the one of focalization, which Genette explains in Narrative Discourse - An essay in 

method (1980) as “In ... internal focalization the narrative is focused through the 

consciousness of a character, whereas external focalization is something altogether different: 

the narrative is focused on a character, not through him.” (10-11) 

Genette then develops the concept of focalization to have three variations; zero 

focalization, internal focalization and external focalization. The first is defined as “narrator > 

character”, meaning the narrator knows and tells the reader more than the character knows. 

The second alternative can be explained “narrator = character”, the narrator is viewing the 

story through the eyes of a certain character and subsequently knows neither more nor less 

than said character. The third form of focalization means “narrator < character”, the 
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characters have thoughts and emotions which are not accessible to the narrator. Important to 

note is that a novel rarely has only one kind of focalization, there can be two or all three 

versions in a single story (189-192) A theory regarding hypothetical focalization developed 

by David Herman is also available, meaning a character or the narrator supposing something 

could have happened if there had been someone around to witness it (Hypothetical 

Focalization 232), but since this is not relevant for this essay, I will not explain it further. 

An important function in any narration is how time is represented. Apart from a 

regular chronological succession of events, there are three types of movements through time 

used by narrators to create effect. The first, analepsis, means a jump backwards in time to 

relate something that has happened outside the time frame of the main story. The opposite, 

prolepsis, gives the reader a glimpse into the future. Then there is metalepsis, explained by 

John Pier as “Essentially, it functions with varying dosages of three parameters: (a) illusion 

of contemporaneousness between the time of the telling and the time of the told; (b) 

transgressive merging of two or more levels; (c) doubling of the narrator/narratee axis with 

the author/reader axis.” (par. 5) Simply put, metalepsis means another story baked into the 

main plot. Again, this is not present in the novels examined for this essay.  

These terms will be explored deeper in the analysis of the quotes from the novels 

further down in this essay. 
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The novels 

 

Introduction to Stim by Kevin Berry 

 

"Remarkably, what struck me the most about Stim was that it narrates 

Robert’s story with a depth and clarity that can rival most books of the 

same genre out there. Stim has that quietly profound quality that I 

can’t help but admire." - Between The Pages 

 

Kevin Berry’s novel follows Robert through his diary. Robert has Asperger’s 

Syndrome and attends university in Christchurch, New Zealand. He has been encouraged by 

his doctor Meg to write down his feelings and thoughts. Robert has set up a goal for the year, 

to find a girlfriend and to have sex for the first time.  

The goal is difficult to reach for several reasons. Robert is fighting a depression and 

his diagnosis makes social interaction very awkward and unnatural, and he eventually loses 

Dr Meg after confessing he is in love with her after a period of mania due to 

overconsumption of his depression medicine. The only help he has is Chloe, his friend who 

also has Asperger’s but who has more developed social skills. Robert lives with Chloe and 

her cousin Stef, along with a very oddly named kitten and they are often visited by Stef’s 

various boyfriends. Robert slowly works his way back, still aiming to complete project ‘find 

a girlfriend’. 
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Introduction to The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime by Mark Haddon 

 

His inability to interpret basic social cues results in great moments of 

deadpan comedy, with strangers as well as with his patient, long-suffering 

father. 

-- Jay McInerney, New York Times, 2003 

 

Mark Haddon writes about Christopher, who is fifteen years old and has ASD. He 

lives with his father in Swindon, England. Christopher’s father, Ed, told him his mother died 

two years earlier. The story starts with the murder of the neighbour’s dog, Wellington, for 

which Christopher is initially suspected. He gets in trouble after hitting a policeman who 

touched him, because Christopher like many people with various forms of autism cannot 

tolerate being touched. After his arrest and warning by the police, Christopher starts an 

investigation of the murder of Wellington and he writes all of this down in a crime novel. 

Throughout his findings, he realises that many things he believed to be true, and Christopher 

loves the truth, are in fact lies. All of these lies push him to try and find his mother in 

London, despite never having left the street on his own before.  
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Comparative parts of the novels 

There are many similarities in these two novels. The boys are similar in age and both 

are very dependent on their surroundings staying the same and on following routines. They 

also use maths to help them with the various confusing scenarios they find themselves in.  

The most apparent parts to compare are interactions with people who are unaware of 

their diagnosis. Because they cannot read unspoken social codes, it puts them in 

uncomfortable and sometimes unpleasant situations. Robert has an altercation with a girl 

working in a café and Christopher has trouble getting around in London. Neither of these 

would have happened if the other party had known about the protagonists’ ASD. 

As both are written in first person perspective, it is worth analysing how closely the 

thought process is followed and described. They are both determined young men with a fixed 

goal in mind. Christopher wants to find his mother and Robert wants to find a girlfriend: both 

these goals include women they do not really know. They struggle to interact outside of their 

usual space; Christopher has to take a train to London which for him is a huge undertaking, 

whereas Robert has to go to parties in his search for a girlfriend, something he has expressly 

avoided throughout his school years. 

There are also many parts where the protagonists try to understand people, reading 

their facial expressions and underlying meaning in what they say. This is highly difficult for 

people with ASD, they are, as mentioned before, less able to decipher unspoken things. 
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Comparison 

The narration in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime is strictly diegetic, defined 

by Genette as ‘pure narration’ meaning that there is nothing added to make the reader 

produce visuals or to fill out the text with descriptive language (Genette 30). Because it is 

narrated in first person perspective and Christopher only focuses on details important to him, 

the descriptions are thorough but always very correct and direct. He can explain what a 

person looks like in detail, not to produce a picture for the reader but to categorise and make 

a memory for himself. 

Stim is also narrated in first person and is similar to Haddon’s novel: the descriptions 

of surroundings are detailed but never artistic. Robert takes notice of what Chloe is wearing, 

but this is only because she has a chosen outfit for every day of the week, which makes it a 

routine for Robert to follow.  

The difference is that Stim stretches over a longer period of time and thus has mimetic 

elements, there are jumps in time to bring the story forward, compressing two weeks into one 

or two sentences and returning when Robert has something important to annotate again. Since 

it is all told from Robert’s perspective, this is an effective way to show that those two weeks 

omitted from the story are just as omitted from Robert’s life. They carry no meaning to him 

and therefore, he does not talk about them. 

The focalisation is more or less the same in both novels. We follow Robert and 

Christopher’s thoughts and emotions. Robert makes a few attempts at understanding the 

reasoning of people around him, but seldom succeeds. This internal focalisation gives a 

detailed insight in the way the boys perceive the world.  
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The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime contains only direct discourse 

speech; there is, as defined by McHale, no paraphrasing or indirect speech  (Par. 2). All 

characters are quoted exactly by Christopher, who is very particular about who is speaking 

and explains who has said every single phrase. Equally, nearly all phrases of dialogue in Stim 

have a specified announcer, only occasionally do spoken sentences appear without a labeled 

speaker.  

The effect of this kind of speech representation is that the reader is as aware as the 

narrator of the importance of who is saying what. Because spoken word is the only way a 

person with ASD can decipher the thoughts or emotions of another person, it is necessary to 

be particular when someone is speaking. It would be confusing for the reader if many 

characters spoke at once without explanation, just as it would be confusing for Christopher 

and Robert to listen to them. 

Both stories are told in chronological order with few or no analeptic and proleptic 

episodes. While people with ASD usually have excellent memory, they are also very good at 

living in the moment, and because both authors have chosen completely homodiegetic 

narrators, there are no jumps backwards or forwards in time (Rudy). This creates a real sense 

of the minds of these protagonists, who are both very much focused on the truth. Something 

that will happen in the future is not truth, it is a guess, and it therefore has no meaning until it 

actually happens. 

There is very little suspense in these novels. Arguably, Haddon’s story begins with a 

murdered dog, but the readers are given the identity of the murderer halfway through the 

novel and it is not focused so much on solving the crime as viewing Christopher’s thoughts 

about it. A regular thriller novel usually gives clues to help the reader solve the murder along 

with the characters, but there is no element of this in Haddon or Berry’s novels. The 
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attraction in these narrations is not a mystery or a well-developed problem to solve. The 

nucleus here is how extraordinary people like Robert and Christopher digest ordinary 

situations.  

In an analysis of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime published in the 

Guardian in 2004, writer John Mullan calls Christopher an ‘inadequate narrator’. He says that 

to call him an ‘unreliable narrator’ would be to go to far as Christopher is so deeply devoted 

to the truth, but I would like to argue that he not in any way inadequate. It is true that the 

reader has a bit of a task at hand trying to understand the things the narrator does not, but this 

does not make him less helpful. When Christopher notes that his father is taking deep breaths, 

the reader understands that this is to prevent an outburst directed at his son. It does not matter 

if Christopher is oblivious to this. He writes what he believes to be correct, not what the 

reader wants or what others may think is correct. 

A review on goodreads.com also shows a slight confusion as to whether Stim can be 

considered an actual narration or merely a collection of events: 

While I believe that the background research, facts as well as the 

thinking world of Robert have been captured perfectly. I still feel that 

this is not really a “novel” – it feels more like a memoire [sic] – like 

the diary that Robert is actually writing. And I found it difficult to stay 

focused. 

It is understandable that these novels do not follow what might be considered 

mainstream storytelling. However, as mentioned, the interesting part is not the plot or story 

itself. It is not good literature for anyone wanting a thrilling enigma to be figured out, unless 

the mind of a person with ASD can be described as such. 
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Specific situations  

I will now make a direct comparison of similar situations in the two novels and further 

analyse the differences and what effect they have for the reader. As previously mentioned, the 

plots of these two novels are alike in many ways and it is only when they are put in contrast 

to each other that a distinction in narration can be found. 

Starting with their slightly awkward interactions with people unaware of their great 

need for direct and clear communication, here is a situation in Stim where Robert is perhaps a 

little bit too frank with a lady in a café: 

“You have given me change for twenty dollars”, I said, holding the change out  

in front of me. “I gave you only a ten dollar note. Are you having a bad day?  

Are you sick or something?” Though I was annoyed by her inaccuracy, I  

thought that maybe she was stressed or ill or something was affecting her 

concentration. “Do you need a doctor?” (Berry 24) 

Here is an example of Robert trying his best to put himself in someone else’s shoes, 

even though it is highly bothersome for him that she does not handle money the right way. It 

is also apparent that while he is doing his best to have empathy, it does not mean he has learnt 

tact. This continues in the next part of this conversation: 

[...] “Of course I don’t need a doctor. I’m not ill. Maybe they should give you 

my bloody job” she grumbled. I saw her nicotine-stained teeth and smelled 

peppermint on her breath. Perhaps it was a dentist she needed.  
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“No.” Why she suggested I take her job, I did not know. I thought it best to 

refuse. “You should stop smoking. Your teeth look horrible.” (Berry 24) 

To most people with autism, honesty is the best and only policy, which is also true for 

Robert. In his mind, suggesting that the girl should go to the dentist is logical, not rude. This 

is based in the inability to read social codes, the unspoken structures most people follow 

without thinking. People have a built-in filter where they refrain from saying things that can 

appear offensive or intrusive, but Robert and Christopher lack this stop-sign that makes social 

interaction possible with as little friction as possible. Tony Attwood writes in The Complete 

Guide to Asperger’s Syndrome  (2007) that, of the various language difficulties people with 2

ASD have, ‘The most conspicuous is the inability to modify language according to the social 

context’ (206). In this case Robert was merely informing the lady that she ought to see a 

dentist, there was no intention to hurt her feelings.  

Christopher is in a very similar situation when he has arrived in London in search for 

his mother. When he has finally found the right part of London, he is faced with tracking 

down the specific street. To him, it is natural to ask for help and have whoever he has asked 

tell him what he needs to know. The busy man in a small shop in the train station however 

has no patience or understanding of this: 

‘Are you going to buy the book or not?’ 

And I said, ‘I don’t know.’ 

And he said, ‘Well, you can get your dirty fingers off it if you don’t 

mind,’ and took it back from me. 

And I said, ‘Where is 459c Chapter Road, London NW2 SNG?’ 

2 Asperger’s Syndrome is a term used for a certain type of autism. However, people with Asperger’s are usually 
included in the ASD. Robert defines himself as having Asperger’s, but Christopher does not. To simplify, I 
mention both boys as part of the ASD. 
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And he said, ‘You can either buy the A to Z or you can hop it. I’m 

not a walking encyclopaedia.” 

And I said, ‘Is this the A to Z?’ and I pointed at the book. 

And he said,’ No, it’s a sodding crocodile.” 

And I said, ‘Is this the A to Z?’ because it wasn’t a crocodile and  

I thought I had heard wrongly because of his accent. (Haddon 229) 

Both boys find themselves struggling to understand what is the matter with their 

questions and to understand irony. Attwood explains: ‘The person with Asperger’s syndrome 

tends to make a literal interpretation of what the other person says, being greatly confused by 

idioms, irony, figures of speech, innuendo and sarcasm’ (216). The difference in narration 

here is that readers get to follow every step of Robert’s reasoning for his questions, whereas 

Christopher is mainly following the social routines that have been explained earlier in the 

novel. While internal focalization is clear in both novels, Robert is deeper invested in his 

thoughts, or perhaps simply more able to express them clearly. It can be argued that Robert’s 

way of blending his dialogue with his thoughts offers a greater immersion than Christopher’s 

ambition to label every single phrase with a speaker, a slightly exaggerated form of direct 

discourse; aptly named so as direct communication is just what Christopher needs. The 

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime contains a considerable amount of these hacked 

up interactions, just a long list of speaker and spoken word.  

There is also a distinction in speech here, as Robert tends to continue speaking a few 

sentences at a time whereas Christopher can only manage one phrase. Similarly, it is clear 

here that there is constantly a quite rigorous process going on in Robert’s brain as he tries to 

understand the lady in the café. He does not, as perhaps any other person would, accept her 

behaviour and move on, he has to try and find a reason for it. His suggestion to see a doctor is 
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not necessarily out of concern, but to make sure she does not give anyone else too much 

change or ask for the wrong amount of money. Christopher is just decided in his way of 

interpreting the world and acts accordingly. He does not attempt to figure out why the man 

replied to his questions with annoyance and irony, partly because Christopher is unable to 

notice it, but also because it does not concern him. He just labels the man in the shop as 

difficult to understand. 

One way of looking at it is that Berry writes more mimetically than Haddon, but this 

is not shown through adding details about surroundings or people, merely taking a closer look 

at the things Robert notices about a person he meets. Mainly, both authors write in a 

homodiegetic manner (Jahn N3.1.5); the narrator is present in the story and nothing happens 

that is not analysed and interpreted by the protagonist.  

The next situation to compare is when Christopher and Robert encounter strangers. To 

a person with ASD, strangers can be very confusing and frightening because they do not 

know that they need to be very clear and use what might be called de-coded language; not use 

metaphors, irony or saying anything they do not mean (Rudy). Robert has more experience 

with meeting new people because he goes to university. He has had to practise interaction 

with people he does not know so as to be able to move around campus without stepping on 

too many toes. Christopher goes to a school for, as he calls it, weird people, and has never left 

home alone. He hardly ever meets people who are not aware of his need of clarity and he has 

trouble figuring them out because even though they speak English, they use a kind of 

language he has never been able to understand: 

“I do not like strangers because I do not like people I have 

never met before. They are hard to understand. It is like being in 

France, which is where we went on holiday sometimes when Mother 



Sundell 19 

was alive, to camp. And I hated it because if you went into a shop or a 

restaurant or on a beach you couldn’t understand what anyone was 

saying which was frightening. 

It takes me a long time to get used to people I do not know. For 

example, when there is a new member of staff at school I do not talk to 

them for weeks and weeks. I just watch them until I know that they are 

safe.” (Haddon 45-46) 

Christopher relates his experiences in France with meeting strangers in his normal life in 

Swindon. The memory of not being understood is strong enough to apply these features to 

every stranger he meets. This is a way to explain how difficult it is for a person with ASD to 

understand unspoken social interaction. Someone who speaks in metaphors and perhaps with 

irony is using communication as unreadable as a foreign language. The comparison makes it 

easier for the reader to picture how much of a struggle a meeting with a stranger can be. 

However, while this may have been an ideal place to have an analeptic sequence, Christopher 

merely tells us how it makes him feel. He does not relate to it as a memory, it is an 

experience, one he is trying his best to avoid experiencing again. Abbott remarks on this: ‘the 

one universal language that is invariably difficult for people with Asperger’s syndrome to 

learn is the social language’ (225). Robert, on the other hand, has a wider range of situations 

to help him, even if it does not always work: 

“I was aware my coffee was cooling, but I felt somehow cornered by 

her gaze. A chilling panic rose within me as I struggled to recollect any 

similar events from which I could devise a plan for social intercourse 

with her, and realised that I did not have any experience whatsoever of 
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talking to attractive girls who sat down next to me without warning. I 

do not think it has ever happened to me before. 

We were silent for a while. I started rocking slowly in my seat, 

gazing outwards at the other people in the café, who were talking 

animatedly amongst themselves. I wondered how they could have so 

much to say and why they were sometimes so spirited when talking, 

and yet convey so little factual information to each other with perfect 

ease.  In my current situation (I did not want to call it a predicament), I 

did not know what to do, what not to do, what to say, what not to say. I 

call this ‘social fog’.” (Berry 7) 

Here, again, the difference in detail is apparent. Berry explains clearly what Robert feels 

when the ‘social fog’ comes over him. Christopher’s experiences in France could probably 

qualify as ‘social fog’, but he has not defined or described it as such. The expression ‘social 

fog’ can be applied to many of the issues people with ASD have. It does not necessarily 

always have to do with interaction with other humans, it may be when reading a text or 

watching a movie; it is simply difficult to understand what the actual meaning is when 

someone expresses something. All the things that people generally decipher or have a built-in 

understanding of cloud the nuclear of what is being communicated. Tony Attwood writes 

‘The extensive research on Theory of Mind skills (see Chapter 5) confirms that people with 

Asperger’s syndrome have considerable difficulty identifying and conceptualizing the 

thoughts and feelings of other people and themselves. The interpersonal and inner world of 

emotions appears to be uncharted territory for people with Asperger’s syndrome’ (130) If a 

scene in a movie is set in a scary place with creepy music and dark shapes but the actors are 

smiling and laughing, it creates confusion rather than suspense as it would for most people. A 
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commercial using irony to get their products sold is incomprehensible to someone with ASD. 

This is due to the fact that ASD usually keeps the person a few years behind their peers in 

emotional maturity. The ‘social fog’ is a way of explaining the way the emotions are trying to 

catch up.  

There are different levels of what Genette calls ‘internal focalisation’, the contribution of a 

character’s thoughts and feelings. (Niederhoff, par. 25) It is easier to relate to Robert because 

we can follow his reasoning than to relate to Christopher who is more static and does not 

always think about why things are the way they are. In this case, the internal focalisation is 

helpful since people without ASD are aided in their understanding of why Robert acts the 

way he does and what happens in his head when he is overwhelmed. The reader can follow 

his exact reasoning and the memories he has to help him figure out what to do. This is not 

spoken out loud, Robert does not mumble or vocalize this process, but it is constantly 

ongoing in his head.  

Another example of this is shown when both protagonists are faced with panic. Robert 

is momentarily frozen, but takes himself out of the situation because he realises he will not be 

able to handle it, based on things he has seen in the past. Christopher freezes, he is unable to 

move or do anything. He has no similar situation to draw experience from and so goes into 

himself to just make the world go away until he can handle it again. It happens to him when 

he is in London, looking for his mother and faced with having to use public transport. This 

inevitably puts him in close contact with strangers and new experiences:  

“And then more people came into the little station and it became fuller 

and then the roaring began again and I closed my eyes and I sweated 

and I felt sick and I felt the feeling like a balloon inside my chest and it 

was so big I found it hard to breathe. [...] And it was exactly like 
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having flu that time because I wanted it to stop, like you can just pull 

the plug of a computer out of the wall if it crashes, because I wanted to 

go to sleep so that I wouldn’t have to think because the only thing I 

could think was how much it hurt because there was no room for 

anything else in my head, but I couldn’t go to sleep and I just had to sit 

there and there was nothing to do except to wait and to hurt.” (Haddon 

217) 

It is obvious that the situation at the train station is highly distressing to Christopher, he has 

no strategy to handle the overwhelming mass of people and sound pressing in on him, which 

ordinary people could find stressful as well. Most would just take a deep breath, try to focus 

on their own journey and get on with it. Christopher describes it as physical pain but there is 

still no clear explanation of where the pain is coming from. The comparison of a rushing train 

to having the flu is not easily understood. It might be headache, feeling sick or tensing up and 

getting sore muscles, but he cannot put words on it and his only solution is to shut down and 

wait. His mind does not allow him to imagine a less crowded platform, a more silent train or 

a future break where he can gather himself. This is an example of how Christopher’s library 

of situations for comparison is much smaller than Robert’s. Similarly, Robert finds himself in 

chaotic surroundings at a party where there is too much noise and too many people, but 

instead of shutting the reader out, he gives a thorough description of what is happening and 

how it is making him panic: 

“I remember seeing a table laden with drinks and snacks in the living 

room as we passed the door. I returned there uneasily, chewing my lip. 

There they were, on the other side of the room, perhaps five metres 

away, a trivial physical distance but a monumental mental one. I 
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shuddered and bravely took my first step into the room. Music blared 

at me so loudly that I could actually feel it pressing against my skin. 

People writhed, jived, jiggled and giggled around me. My head felt like 

it was spinning to the dizzying beat of my heart.” (Berry 44) 

Here is a detailed explanation of what is bothering Robert. This paragraph could perhaps be 

seen as slightly mimetic, with Robert describing the room and how the people in it are 

moving, but yet again, this is not to do the reader a favour. It is all a part of his analysis, what 

is making him scared and uncomfortable. The music is so loud he can feel it and he has never 

encountered dancing before. It is confusing to him why anyone would enjoy music that is 

painfully loud or have physical contact with a lot of people at once, perhaps even with 

strangers. The difference between Robert and Christopher here is that while the latter 

possibly experiences the pressing noise from the train much like Robert feels the music, and 

the crowded station can be compared to the full dancefloor, Christopher does not or cannot 

put words on it. It is just hurtful. However, while Robert is perfectly able to organize this in 

his head, it is still a bit too baffling to explain to someone else, and subsequently, he ends up 

running away: 

“The man touched his spectacles with a podgy finger. 

“Had too much to drink already, have you, mate?” 

I did not answer. He could not be talking to me. I was not his 

mate, and I had not had anything to drink. I looked for a way around 

him, but I couldn’t concentrate. The noise and the blurry movement of 

people dancing in the dimmed light of the living room were too much 

for me. I felt anxiety rising within me to the point of panic. I was ready 

to bold but could not see a way out, like a horse who discovers the 
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stables is on fire when the door is closed. A familiar voice in my head 

suddenly urged, Get out of here, Robert.“(Berry 45) 

The simile between a horse in a burning stable is easier to relate to than having the flu, which 

is something most of us can handle quite easily. A painkiller and a few days in bed would 

sort out a common flu, and this notion is enough to not make us panic. Christopher however 

lives very much in the moment and has a hard time imagining a future where the flu will not 

hurt him, so in his mind, a spout of flu is eternal and forever going to harm him. Most if not 

all creatures would panic in a burning stable, and whenever one would encounter themselves 

in that situation, it is very rational to panic. Robert probably also understands that while he 

can feel the thumping music, it is not going to hurt him. Christopher is so overwhelmed by 

the loud train that it may as well be heading straight at him instead of past him. A reason for 

the difference in writing here is difficult to find, but an option could be that Haddon, who has 

not experienced ASD related panic himself, might exaggerate and mystify the thoughts and 

emotions to make his story seem more credible, precisely because he does not have a first 

hand view of it.  

Haddon seems to have taken taken the more widely applicable parts of autism into 

account when portraying Christopher. Berry on the other hand has a great insight into the 

mind of a person with ASD, but this can also become a problem since the diagnosis brings 

with it a less developed ability to relate to other people. He knows his own and therefore 

Robert’s every thought and can explain them, but autism is not static and can take many 

different forms. Another novel by another author with ASD may be completely different. 
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Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to compare Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 

Nighttime and Kevin Berry’s Stim with focus on the narrative perspective.  

This was done by defining which parts of the narrative theory could be applied and 

explaining these with references to the texts, the main ones being how time is handled, how 

speech is represented and the way thoughts and emotions are portrayed. Specific scenes in the 

narrations were explained and then compared. 

The analysis, helped by the quotations and closer looks at the way they differ, reaches the 

same conclusion as expected; there are differences in narration between the two novels. 

Haddon writes in a strictly diegetic way; there is not a single line of indirect speech 

and it takes a fair amount of previous knowledge of the places mentioned to be able to picture 

them due to the lack of description. He lets the reader follow a seemingly completely 

untrained mind of a person with ASD, Christopher is almost too eccentric for his age. As 

mentioned, this could be because Haddon has no experiences of the nuances of ASD, he only 

has other people’s explanations to rely on.  

Berry, who has his own as well as other people’s experiences to draw inspiration 

from, gives a deeper and more detailed insight into his protagonist’s mind, which could be 

argued as a more mimetic approach, but only in relation to Haddon. This does not necessarily 

make Stim a more accurate portrayal of a person with autism, only different. Berry is more 

explanatory. He, or rather Robert, guides the reader through every step of what is happening 
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inside the mind when perfectly ordinary incidents become confusing or overpowering. 

Because of the detailed descriptions, Robert is perhaps easier to relate to than Christopher, 

who at first comes across as strange and almost rude. In contrast to this, Haddon’s character 

is so peculiar that the reader has no trouble understanding him as someone who genuinely has 

a problem with other people. Robert functions well in some situations and in others he is 

completely baffled, which may be hard to understand. He is fine one day and then he is not, 

but there is no clear connection to why the second day is so chaotic.  

However, Haddon has created more of a story, a more definable set of  occurrences 

that drives the plot forwards. Berry is, as a reviewer pointed out, writing more of a memoir or 

repeating what could be his own life.  This may be an explanation to why the narration differs 3

in the novels. Robert’s comprehensive representation of his thoughts and feelings work well 

within the frame of the story and Christopher’s more concrete recounting functions better in 

his quest to find the truth. 

Robert also has what might be described as a deeper level of internal focalization in 

that he is more detailed and more specific when he thinks things through. He sees everything 

in maths, he even figures out a formula to help him find a girlfriend. Christopher, while also 

especially interested in maths, is more generally strategic. The internal focalization becomes 

apparent in the example showing their panic. Christopher shuts down and struggles to put 

words on what bothers him, whereas Robert goes through every step of his predicament in his 

mind before making the decision to remove himself from the party. 

The differences in narration are not immediately apparent when first reading the 

novels, but it does have an important function and gives further depth to the characters and 

their extraordinary intellectual capabilities.  

3 There is very little information on Berry and his own experiences, but it is not stated anywhere that the events 
in Stim are self experienced. 
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A further examination could perhaps look at how the plot is set up, what helps it 

forward. The protagonists put emphasis on various things that are not always the same. You 

could say that Christopher is more egocentric because he scarcely directs his thoughts to the 

feelings of other people. This could be considered a driving force, many protagonists are 

quite focused on themselves. Robert, despite the limitations autism puts on him, does his best 

to understand and relate to the people he meets. 

 Another point to investigate would be the use of language, if there is a certain type of 

word or phrase that is more frequent or that has a particular function. Robert is even more 

formal with his language than Christopher and he puts more effort into making sure he uses 

the correct word to avoid any misunderstandings. 

There are many interesting parts of these novels to analyse, together or separately, but 

for the sake of keeping this essay understandable, I have merely focused on the narration. 
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