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Nobody’s words: on the aspects of language in Japanese

comics in the 1970s - 80s

NAKAMURA Tadashi

The aim of this paper is to define the aspects of language not enclosed by the
narration bubble in Japanese “literary” comics in the 1970s - 80s. Many critics consider
them as the description of the characters’ inner voice. This paper points out the limits to
this established view and suggests a counterview that these aspects reflect the correla-
tion of a character’s inner consciousness with his or her existence, applying the theory of
Mikhail Bakhtin's < Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity>>.

One pole of this correlation is third person narration in which the narrator’s words
define the character’s existence and situation from the outside. Another pole is first
person narration in which the character’s self-consciousness and the narrator’s words are
perfectly identified. In most cases, however, the aspects of language in “literary” comics
are situated somewhere between these two poles: in language which is not enclosed by
the narration bubble the character’s inner voice (his or her self-consciousness) and the
narrator’s words (which define the character’s existence) are united, fused or separated to
various degrees.

With the exception of first or third person narration, it is difficult to reduce the words
of such aspects to specific voices, because they do not belong perfectly to anyone,
including the narrator. In some cases, such words resist being reduced to voices at all. In
this paper they are called “nobody’s words”.

After the 1990s the aspects of language which are analyzed in this paper almost
disappeared in comics. This paper considers it not so much a loss of the inner conscious-
ness in comics as a loss from contemporary society of a viewpoint that is based on the

outsideness and coats humans’ insides.
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