
 1 

Janina Jacke 

Unreliability and Narrator Types. On the Application Area of 

›Unreliable Narration‹ 

(Abstract) 

• Full-length article in: JLT 12/1 (2018), 3–28. 

The narratological concept of unreliable narration is subject to constant debate. While this 

debate affects different kinds of problems associated with unreliability, one of the central issues 

concerns the application area of ›unreliable narration‹. Here, theorists discuss, for example, 

whether there are certain types of narrators that cannot be unreliable, whether some kinds of 

narrators are necessarily unreliable, or in which way other characters apart from narrators can 

also be unreliable. It is the first one of these questions that I am addressing in this paper: Are 

there types of narrators that cannot be unreliable? 

As I lay out in the first section of my paper, my argumentative starting point is the observation 

that previous contributions to the application area discussion neglect two basic theoretical 

distinctions that are necessary to find robust and detailed answers to the relevant questions. 

The first of these theoretical distinctions will be addressed in the second section of the paper. It 

concerns the narrative phenomena that are usually referred to as »unreliable narration«. As I 

will argue, these phenomena are very heterogeneous, and we must distinguish at least five basic 

types of unreliability whose application areas partially differ: 

(1)fact-related utterance unreliability: the narrator’s claims about story world facts are false or 

in a relevant sense incomplete, 

(2) fact-related cognitive unreliability: the narrator’s beliefs about story world facts are false or 

in a relevant sense incomplete, 

(3) value-related utterance unreliability: the narrator’s evaluative utterances are in conflict with 

a relevant value system, 

(4) value-related cognitive unreliability: the narrator’s evaluative opinions are in conflict with 

a relevant value system, and 

(5) value-related actional unreliability: the narrator’s actions are in conflict with a relevant value 

system. 

In the third section of the paper, I will then proceed to show that four kinds of narrator types 

have been conflated or confused in the application area debate: 

(a) heterodiegetic narrators: narrators who are not part of the narrated story world, 

(b) non-personal narrators: narrators of whom we know no features apart from them telling a 

story, or narrators whom we are not invited to picture, 

(c) all-knowing narrators: narrators who have complete knowledge of the story world facts, and 
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(d) stipulating narrators: narrators who generate the story world facts by narrating them. 

In discussions concerning the question of whether one or more of these narrator types cannot 

be unreliable, some theorists seem to assume that some or all of these types are necessarily 

connected. I will show, however, that there are hardly any necessary connections between them. 

After this preparatory work, I am showing in a step-by-step analysis in section four which of 

these narrators types can or cannot be unreliable in which way – and why. The results are as 

follows: 

Both heterodiegetic and stipulating narrators can be unreliable in all of the five ways outlined 

in section two. This outcome may seem surprising for the case of stipulating narrators. It 

becomes more comprehensible, however, if we bear in mind that only fact-related utterance 

unreliability is really impugned by a narrator’s ability to create facts by narrating them – and 

even here we can find a case where unreliability is very likely possible: the case of narratorial 

self-correction. All-knowing narrators, however, can only be unreliable in four of the five ways: 

It is, for conceptual reasons, impossible that all-knowing narrators are unreliable on the 

cognitive level with regards to the story world facts. Since they have complete knowledge of 

the story world facts, they cannot be wrong or ignorant about them. The case of non-personal 

narrators, finally, is the most complex. Here, it may first seem that non-personal narrators can 

never be unreliable – because as soon as a narrator is unreliable, we would know one significant 

feature of theirs, namely their being unreliable, which makes them personal. However, I will 

argue that, according to one reading of the non-personality concept, this type of narrator can in 

fact be unreliable on the utterance level both with regards to facts and values. This is because 

neither two conflicting reports by the same narrator nor the occurrence of problematic 

evaluative utterances in a narration – while often being sufficient for fact-related or value-

related utterance unreliability respectively – necessarily invite us to picture a narrator. I am 

closing my paper in section five by summarizing the results and pointing to some possibly 

debatable theoretical assumptions on which my analyses are based. 
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