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Abstract- Kazuo Ishiguro, a Nobel laureate in
literature, often delves into the subtle yet profound
effects of war on individuals and societies. His
characters frequently grapple with the lingering
trauma, guilt, and displacement caused by war, even
when the conflict itself remains in the background.
This paper examines how Ishiguro portrays the
psychological and emotional scars of war in his novels,
focusing on A Pale View of Hills (1982), An Artist of the
Floating World (1986), and The Remains of the Day
(1989). Through close textual analysis, the study
highlights how war disrupts personal identities,
relationships, and moral frameworks, leaving
characters to navigate a fractured sense of self and
purpose.

Index Terms- Kazuo Ishiguro, War, Memory, Morality,
Human longing, Existentialism, Unreliable narrator,
Literary criticism, Nature, Identity, Regret, Ethics,
Nostalgia, Dystopia, The Remains of the Day, A Pale
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L INTRODUCTION

Kazuo Ishiguro, the Nobel Prize-winning author, is
renowned for his delicate and introspective
exploration of human emotions, memory, and
identity. Born in Nagasaki, Japan, in 1954—just nine
years after the city was devastated by an atomic
bomb—Ishiguro’s early life was marked by the
lingering shadows of World War II. At the age of
five, his family moved to England, where he was
raised, creating a dual cultural identity that deeply
informs his literary works. This unique perspective
allows Ishiguro to examine the effects of war not as
a distant observer but as someone intimately
connected to its aftermath. His novels often grapple
with the indirect yet profound consequences of war,
exploring how individuals and societies cope with
trauma, guilt, and displacement.

While Ishiguro’s works rarely depict war directly, its
presence is felt in the fractured lives of his
characters, who struggle to reconcile their pasts with
their present realities. In novels such as 4 Pale View
of Hills (1982), An Artist of the Floating
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World (1986), and The Remains of the Day (1989),
Ishiguro delves into the psychological and emotional
scars left by war, using his characters as vessels to
explore themes of memory, identity, and moral
ambiguity. These novels are set against the backdrop
of post-war Japan and Britain, where the societal
upheaval caused by conflict forces individuals to
confront their roles in a rapidly changing world.
InA Pale View of Hills, Ishiguro examines the
fragmented memories of Etsuko, a Japanese woman
living in England, who reflects on her life in
Nagasaki after the war. Through her unreliable
narration, Ishiguro reveals the psychological toll of
war, as Etsuko grapples with guilt, loss, and the
impossibility of fully reconciling her past. Similarly,
in An Artist of the Floating World, the protagonist
Masuji Ono, a former propaganda artist, confronts
his complicity in Japan’s wartime actions and
struggles to find his place in a society that has
rejected the values he once upheld. In The Remains
of the Day, Ishiguro shifts his focus to post-war
Britain, where Stevens, an English butler, reflects on
his unwavering loyalty to his employer, Lord
Darlington, whose sympathies for the Nazis cast a
shadow over Stevens’ sense of duty and morality.
What sets Ishiguro apart is his ability to portray the
quiet, internalized suffering of his characters, often
through subtle and understated prose. His narratives
are not about the grand battles or heroic deeds of war
but about the individuals who must navigate its
aftermath. Through their struggles, Ishiguro reveals
the enduring impact of war on personal identities,
relationships, and moral frameworks. His characters
are often haunted by their pasts, unable to fully
escape the guilt, regret, and dislocation that war has
imposed upon them.

This paper seeks to explore how Ishiguro’s
characters are shaped by the perils of war, even when
the conflict itself remains in the background. By
analyzing A Pale View of Hills, An Artist of the
Floating World, and The Remains of the Day, this
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study will highlight the ways in which war disrupts
personal and societal identities, leaving individuals
to grapple with fractured senses of self and purpose.
Through close textual analysis, the paper will
examine Ishiguro’s use of unreliable narration,
memory, and moral ambiguity to depict the lingering
effects of war. Ultimately, this research aims to
demonstrate how Ishiguro’s works serve as a
powerful commentary on the human condition in the
aftermath of conflict, offering profound insights into
the resilience and fragility of the human spirit.

IL. A PALE VIEW OF HILLS: WAR,
MEMORY, AND DISPLACEMENT

Kazuo Ishiguro’s debut novel, 4 Pale View of
Hills (1982), is a haunting exploration of the
psychological and emotional aftermath of war,
particularly the atomic bombing of Nagasaki in
1945. Set in post-war Japan and England, the novel
follows Etsuko, a Japanese woman now living in
England, as she reflects on her life in Nagasaki and
her friendship with a mysterious woman named
Sachiko. Through Etsuko’s fragmented and often
unreliable narration, Ishiguro delves into themes of
memory, guilt, and displacement, revealing how the
trauma of war lingers long after the conflict has
ended.

Etsuko’s narrative is marked by a sense of
dislocation and unease, as she struggles to reconcile
her past in Nagasaki with her present life in England.
Her memories are not linear or coherent; instead,
they are fragmented and elusive, reflecting the
instability of her psyche in the wake of war. The
bombing of Nagasaki, though never explicitly
described, looms over the novel as a silent, unspoken
trauma. Etsuko’s recollections of her life in Japan
are tinged with a sense of loss and guilt, particularly
regarding her daughter Keiko, who later commits
suicide in England. This tragedy serves as a
metaphor for the generational impact of war, as the
trauma experienced by one generation is passed
down to the next.

Etsuko’s unreliable narration further complicates the
reader’s understanding of her past. She often
contradicts herself or omits key details, suggesting
that she is either unable or unwilling to confront the
full truth of her experiences. For example, her
memories of Sachiko and Sachiko’s daughter
Mariko are intertwined with her own life, blurring
the lines between reality and imagination. This
narrative technique reflects the ways in which
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trauma can distort memory, making it difficult for
individuals to separate fact from fiction.

Sachiko, Etsuko’s friend in Nagasaki, serves as a
parallel to Etsuko’s own struggles in the aftermath
of war. Sachiko is a single mother who dreams of
escaping to America with her abusive lover, Frank.
Her story is one of desperation and disillusionment,
as she clings to the hope of a better life while being
trapped in the ruins of post-war Japan. Sachiko’s
relationship with her daughter Mariko is fraught
with tension and neglect, mirroring Etsuko’s own
strained relationship with Keiko.

Through Sachiko, Ishiguro explores the broader
societal impact of war, particularly on women who
are left to rebuild their lives in a patriarchal society.
Sachiko’s attempts to assert her independence are
met with resistance and failure, highlighting the
limited options available to women in post-war
Japan. Her eventual disappearance with Frank
suggests a tragic end to her quest for freedom,
reinforcing the novel’s themes of loss and
disillusionment.

One of the most striking symbols in the novel is the
river near Sachiko’s home, where Mariko often
wanders alone. The river represents both the passage
of time and the boundary between life and death,
reflecting the characters’ sense of dislocation and
loss. For Mariko, the river is a place of danger and
mystery, where she encounters a woman who may or
may not be real. This ambiguity underscores the
novel’s exploration of memory and trauma, as the
boundaries between reality and imagination become
increasingly blurred.

For Etsuko, the river serves as a metaphor for her
own emotional state—constantly flowing, yet
unable to wash away the pain of the past. Her
memories of the river are tied to her guilt over
Keiko’s death, suggesting that she sees herself as
complicit in her daughter’s suffering. This sense of
guilt is a recurring theme in Ishiguro’s works, as
characters grapple with their roles in the tragedies
that have shaped their lives.

Throughout the novel, Ishiguro juxtaposes Etsuko’s
memories of post-war Nagasaki with her present life
in England, highlighting the ways in which the past
continues to shape the present. Etsuko’s interactions
with her younger daughter, Niki, are marked by a
sense of detachment and unease, as she struggles to
connect with a child who has no understanding of
the trauma she has endured. This generational divide
reflects the broader theme of dislocation, as the
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younger generation moves forward while the older
generation remains haunted by the past.

The novel’s ambiguous ending further emphasizes
the elusiveness of memory and truth. Etsuko’s final
admission that she, too, once had a daughter named
Keiko suggests that her memories of Sachiko and
Mariko may have been a way of processing her own
guilt and grief. This revelation leaves the reader
questioning the reliability of Etsuko’s narrative and
the extent to which she has come to terms with her
past.

I1I. AN ARTIST OF THE FLOATING
WORLD: GUILT, REGRET, AND THE
LOSS OF IDENTITY

Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating
World (1986) is a profound exploration of the
personal and societal consequences of war, set in
post-World War II Japan. The novel follows Masuji
Ono, an aging artist who reflects on his life and
career during a time of significant political and
cultural change. Through Ono’s introspective
narrative, Ishiguro examines themes of guilt, regret,
and the loss of identity, as the protagonist grapples
with his role in Japan’s wartime actions and the
shifting values of post-war society.

Masuji Ono, the novel’s protagonist and narrator, is
a retired artist who once enjoyed fame and prestige
for his work. However, his reputation has been
tarnished by his association with Japan’s imperialist
regime during the war. Ono’s art, which once
celebrated nationalist ideals, is now viewed as
complicit in the propaganda that fueled Japan’s
militaristic ambitions. As he reflects on his life, Ono
struggles to reconcile his past actions with the
changing values of post-war Japan, where the
younger generation rejects the traditions and
ideologies of their elders.

Ono’s narrative is marked by a sense of ambiguity
and self-deception. He often downplays his role in
the war effort, portraying himself as a passive
observer rather than an active participant. This
reluctance to fully confront his past reflects the
broader theme of guilt and the difficulty of accepting
responsibility for one’s actions. Ono’s journey is one
of gradual self-awareness, as he begins to
acknowledge the impact of his choices on his family,
his students, and society as a whole.

The title of the novel, An Artist of the Floating
World, refers to the traditional Japanese concept
of ukiyo, or the “floating world,” which originally
described the transient pleasures of life, such as art,
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entertainment, and beauty. In the context of the
novel, the “floating world” takes on a deeper
meaning, symbolizing the impermanence of life and
the inevitability of change. For Ono, the floating
world represents both the artistic ideals he once
embraced and the societal values that have since
been swept away by the tides of history.

Ono’s art, which initially celebrated the beauty and
elegance of the floating world, later became a tool
for promoting nationalist propaganda. This shift
reflects the broader societal changes in pre-war
Japan, as traditional values were co-opted by the
imperialist regime. In the post-war period, Ono’s art
is no longer relevant, and he is left to grapple with
the loss of his identity as an artist and a respected
member of society.

One of the central conflicts in the novel is the tension
between Ono and the younger generation, who reject
the values and ideologies of their elders. Ono’s
daughters, particularly his younger daughter Noriko,
represent this generational divide. Noriko’s
pragmatic approach to life contrasts sharply with
Ono’s nostalgic longing for the past. Her focus on
the future, symbolized by her efforts to arrange a
marriage that will secure her family’s social
standing, highlights the changing priorities of post-
war Japan.

Ono’s interactions with his former students further
underscore this generational conflict. One of his
students, Kuroda, openly criticizes Ono’s wartime
actions, accusing him of betraying the true purpose
of art. This confrontation forces Ono to confront the
consequences of his choices and the impact they
have had on others. The erosion of traditional values
and the rise of a new, more pragmatic generation
serve as a backdrop for Ono’s personal journey of
self-reflection and redemption.

Throughout the novel, Ono grapples with feelings of
guilt and regret over his role in the war. His attempts
to justify his actions and downplay his responsibility
reflect the broader societal struggle to come to terms
with Japan’s wartime past. Ono’s journey is one of
gradual self-awareness, as he begins to acknowledge
the impact of his choices on his family, his students,
and society as a whole.

One of the most poignant moments in the novel
occurs when Ono visits the ruins of a mansion that
once belonged to a wealthy patron of the arts. The
mansion, now destroyed, serves as a metaphor for
the collapse of the world Ono once knew. As he
reflects on the past, Ono begins to accept the
impermanence of life and the inevitability of change.
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This moment of clarity marks a turning point in his
journey, as he begins to seek redemption and
reconciliation with his past.

Like many of Ishiguro’s works, An Artist of the
Floating World is characterized by its use of
unreliable narration. Ono’s recollections are often
vague and contradictory, reflecting the difficulty of
confronting painful truths. This narrative technique
underscores the novel’s exploration of memory and
the ways in which individuals construct their own
versions of the past.

The novel’s ambiguous ending further emphasizes
the complexity of Ono’s journey. As he reflects on
his life, Ono expresses a sense of resignation and
acceptance, suggesting that he has come to terms
with his past. However, the reader is left to question
the extent to which Ono has truly achieved
redemption. This ambiguity reflects the broader
theme of the novel, as Ishiguro explores the ways in
which individuals navigate the moral and ethical
complexities of their actions.

Iv. THE REMAINS OF THE DAY: WAR,
DUTY, AND MORAL AMBIGUITY

Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day (1989) is
a masterful exploration of the personal and moral
consequences of war, set against the backdrop of
pre- and post-World War II Britain. The novel
follows Stevens, an English butler, as he embarks on
a journey to visit Miss Kenton, a former
housekeeper, while reflecting on his decades of
service at Darlington Hall. Through Stevens’
introspective narrative, Ishiguro examines themes of
duty, loyalty, and moral ambiguity, revealing how
the shadow of war shapes individual lives and
choices.

Stevens, the novel’s protagonist and narrator, is the
embodiment of professionalism and restraint. His
unwavering commitment to his role as a butler at
Darlington Hall defines his identity, to the point
where he suppresses his personal emotions and
desires. Stevens’ narrative is marked by a sense of
detachment and formality, reflecting his deeply
ingrained belief in the importance of dignity and
loyalty. However, as the novel progresses, it
becomes clear that Stevens’ dedication to duty has
come at a significant personal cost.

Stevens’ reflections on his service during the
interwar and wartime periods reveal the moral
complexities of his role. His employer, Lord
Darlington, was a well-meaning but misguided
aristocrat who sympathized with the Nazis and
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sought to appease Germany in the years leading up
to World War II. Stevens’ blind allegiance to Lord
Darlington raises questions about the nature of duty
and the extent to which individuals are responsible
for the actions of those they serve. Through Stevens,
Ishiguro explores the tension between personal
loyalty and moral responsibility, as well as the
consequences of prioritizing duty over conscience.
Although The Remains of the Day is not a war novel
in the traditional sense, the shadow of World War II
looms large over the narrative. Lord Darlington’s
involvement in pro-Nazi activities serves as a focal
point for the novel’s exploration of moral ambiguity.
Stevens’ role in facilitating Darlington’s meetings
and decisions raises questions about his own
complicity in the events that led to the war. While
Stevens insists that he was merely performing his
duties as a butler, his reflections suggest a deeper
awareness of the moral implications of his actions.
The novel’s exploration of complicity is particularly
poignant in the context of post-war Britain, where
individuals and institutions were forced to confront
their roles in the lead-up to the conflict. Stevens’
journey is one of gradual self-awareness, as he
begins to question the values and principles that
have guided his life. However, his inability to fully
confront his past reflects the broader societal
struggle to come to terms with the moral
complexities of war.

Miss Kenton, the former housekeeper at Darlington
Hall, serves as a foil to Stevens and a symbol of the
personal sacrifices he has made in the name of duty.
Their relationship is marked by a sense of unspoken
affection and mutual respect, but Stevens’
commitment to his role prevents him from pursuing
a deeper connection with her. Miss Kenton’s
eventual departure from Darlington Hall and her
marriage to another man highlight the opportunities
for happiness that Stevens has sacrificed in his
pursuit of professional excellence.

Stevens’ journey to visit Miss Kenton is both a
physical and emotional quest, as he seeks to
reconcile his past and present. Their reunion is
bittersweet, as Stevens realizes that the possibility of
rekindling their relationship has passed. This
moment of clarity underscores the novel’s themes of
regret and the passage of time, as Stevens confronts
the consequences of his choices and the limitations
of his rigid adherence to duty.

The title of the novel, The Remains of the Day, refers
to the twilight years of Stevens’ life and career, as
well as the broader theme of time and its impact on
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individuals and societies. Stevens’ reflections on his
past are tinged with a sense of regret and
melancholy, as he realizes that his dedication to duty
has left him with little to show for his life outside of
his professional achievements. The novel’s
exploration of time and regret is particularly
poignant in the context of post-war Britain, where
the decline of the aristocracy and the changing social
order symbolize the end of an era.

Stevens’ journey is ultimately one of self-reflection
and acceptance, as he comes to terms with the
choices he has made and the life he has lived. While
he expresses a sense of resignation and regret, he
also finds a measure of peace in the realization that
he has done his best to fulfill his duties with dignity
and professionalism. This nuanced portrayal of
Stevens’ character reflects Ishiguro’s ability to
capture the complexities of human emotions and the
quiet, often overlooked struggles of individuals
navigating the aftermath of war.

Like many of Ishiguro’s works, The Remains of the
Day is characterized by its use of unreliable
narration. Stevens’ recollections are often selective
and self-serving, reflecting his desire to maintain a
sense of dignity and self-respect. This narrative
technique underscores the novel’s exploration of
memory and the ways in which individuals construct
their own versions of the past.

The novel’s ambiguous ending further emphasizes
the complexity of Stevens’ journey. As he reflects on
his life, Stevens expresses a sense of hope and
determination to make the most of the “remains of
the day.” However, the reader is left to question the
extent to which Stevens has truly come to terms with
his past and the choices he has made. This ambiguity
reflects the broader theme of the novel, as Ishiguro
explores the ways in which individuals navigate the
moral and ethical complexities of their actions.

V. COMMON THEMES AND TECHNIQUES
IN KAZUO ISHIGURO’S WAR
NARRATIVES

Kazuo Ishiguro’s novels, particularly 4 Pale View of
Hills (1982), An Artist of the Floating World (1986),
and The Remains of the Day (1989), share a
profound engagement with the effects of war on
individuals and societies. While each novel is
distinct in its setting, characters, and narrative focus,
they are united by recurring themes and techniques
that underscore Ishiguro’s exploration of memory,
identity, and moral ambiguity in the aftermath of
conflict. This chapter examines the common threads
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that run through these works, highlighting how
Ishiguro uses his unique storytelling style to
illuminate the quiet, often overlooked struggles of
those who live in the shadow of war.

1. The Use of Unreliable Narration

One of the most distinctive features of Ishiguro’s
novels is his use of unreliable narration. In 4 Pale
View of Hills, Etsuko’s fragmented and
contradictory memories reflect her inability to fully
confront the trauma of war and its impact on her life.
Similarly, in An Artist of the Floating World, Masuji
Ono’s selective recollections and self-justifications
reveal his struggle to come to terms with his
complicity in Japan’s wartime actions. In The
Remains of the Day, Stevens’ formal and restrained
narrative style masks his deeper emotions and
regrets, as he grapples with the moral implications
of his loyalty to Lord Darlington.

Unreliable narration serves as a powerful tool for
exploring the complexities of memory and truth. By
presenting characters who are unable or unwilling to
fully confront their pasts, Ishiguro highlights the
ways in which trauma and guilt can distort one’s
perception of reality. This narrative technique also
invites readers to question the reliability of the
stories they are told, creating a sense of ambiguity
and unease that mirrors the characters’ own
struggles.

2. The Impact of War on Identity

A central theme in Ishiguro’s war narratives is the
impact of conflict on personal and societal identity.
In A Pale View of Hills, Etsuko’s displacement from
Japan to England reflects the broader dislocation
caused by war, as individuals are forced to rebuild
their lives in unfamiliar and often hostile
environments. Her fractured sense of self is mirrored
in her fragmented memories, which blur the
boundaries between past and present, reality and
imagination.

In An Artist of the Floating World, Masuji Ono’s
identity as an artist is deeply tied to the values and
ideals of pre-war Japan. The collapse of these ideals
in the aftermath of the war leaves Ono struggling to
find his place in a society that has rejected the
traditions he once upheld. His journey of self-
reflection and redemption reflects the broader
societal struggle to redefine national identity in the
wake of defeat.

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’ identity is
defined by his role as a butler and his unwavering
commitment to duty. However, his loyalty to Lord
Darlington, whose pro-Nazi sympathies cast a
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shadow over his legacy, forces Stevens to confront
the moral ambiguities of his choices. His journey is
one of self-awareness, as he begins to question the
values that have shaped his life and identity.

3. The Burden of Guilt and Responsibility

Guilt and responsibility are recurring themes in
Ishiguro’s war narratives, as characters grapple with
the consequences of their actions and choices. In 4
Pale View of Hills, Etsuko’s guilt over her daughter
Keiko’s suicide reflects the generational impact of
war, as the trauma experienced by one generation is
passed down to the next. Similarly, in An Artist of
the Floating World, Masuji Ono’s guilt over his role
in promoting nationalist propaganda forces him to
confront the harm he has caused to others.

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’ sense of
responsibility is tied to his loyalty to Lord
Darlington, whose misguided attempts to appease
Nazi Germany have tarnished his reputation.
Stevens’ journey is one of moral reckoning, as he
begins to question the extent to which he is
responsible for the actions of those he serves. This
exploration of guilt and responsibility reflects the
broader societal struggle to come to terms with the
moral complexities of war.

4. The Role of Memory in Shaping the Past and
Present

Memory plays a central role in Ishiguro’s war
narratives, as characters reflect on their pasts in an
attempt to make sense of their present lives. In 4
Pale View of Hills, Etsuko’s memories of post-war
Nagasaki are fragmented and elusive, reflecting the
instability of her psyche in the wake of trauma. Her
unreliable narration underscores the difficulty of
reconciling the past with the present, as she struggles
to come to terms with the loss and guilt that have
shaped her life.

In An Artist of the Floating World, Masuji Ono’s
memories of his career as an artist are tinged with
regret and nostalgia, as he reflects on the values and
ideals that have since been swept away by the tides
of history. His journey of self-reflection is marked
by a gradual awareness of the ways in which his past
actions have shaped his present reality.

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’ memories of his
service at Darlington Hall are filtered through a lens
of dignity and restraint, as he seeks to maintain a
sense of self-respect in the face of regret and loss.
His reflections on the past reveal the ways in which
memory can both reveal and obscure the truth,
creating a sense of ambiguity that mirrors the moral
complexities of his choices.
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5. The Tension Between Personal and Societal
Expectations

Ishiguro’s war narratives often explore the tension
between personal desires and societal expectations,
as characters navigate the moral and ethical
dilemmas posed by war. In A Pale View of Hills,
Etsuko’s struggle to reconcile her personal grief with
her responsibilities as a mother reflects the broader
societal pressures faced by women in post-war
Japan. Similarly, in An Artist of the Floating World,
Masuji Ono’s commitment to his artistic ideals is
challenged by the changing values of post-war
society, forcing him to confront the consequences of
his choices.

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’ unwavering
loyalty to Lord Darlington reflects the broader
societal expectation of duty and service. However,
his journey of self-reflection reveals the personal
cost of this loyalty, as he begins to question the
values that have shaped his life. This tension
between personal and societal expectations
underscores the broader theme of moral ambiguity,
as characters grapple with the complexities of their
choices.

6. The Quiet, Understated Prose of Ishiguro
Ishiguro’s writing style is characterized by its quiet,
understated prose, which reflects the internalized
suffering of his characters. Rather than depicting the
grand battles or heroic deeds of war, Ishiguro
focuses on the quiet, often overlooked struggles of
individuals navigating the aftermath of conflict. This
subtle approach allows him to explore the
psychological and emotional impact of war in a way
that is both intimate and universal.

VL CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Kazuo Ishiguro’s war narratives offer
a profound and nuanced portrayal of the effects of
war on individuals and societies. Through his
exploration of memory, identity, guilt, and moral
ambiguity, Ishiguro reveals the quiet, often
overlooked struggles of those who must navigate the
aftermath of conflict. His use of unreliable narration,
understated prose, and recurring themes creates a
sense of intimacy and universality that resonates
deeply with readers.

By focusing on the personal rather than the political,
Ishiguro offers a powerful commentary on the
human condition, revealing the enduring impact of
war on personal and societal identities. His works
serve as a reminder of the importance of confronting
the past, reconciling with its complexities, and
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finding a way to move forward in the face of trauma
and loss. In doing so, Ishiguro’s war narratives
remain as relevant and impactful today as they were
when they were first published, offering timeless
insights into the resilience and fragility of the human
spirit.
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