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INTRODUCTION:
SEEING THROUGH
THE EYES OF A
TRICKSTER

E v e r y  s t o r y  i s  a
conversation  between
a  n a r r a t o r  a n d  a
r e a d e r .  W e
instinctively  trust  the
voice  that  guides  us
th rough  the  p lo t ,
assuming  they  are
showing us the truth of
the world they inhabit.
But  what  happens
when  that  voice  is
lying,  mistaken,  or
deliberately  distorting

reality?  This  is  the
u n s e t t l i n g  a n d
electrifying territory of
the unreliable narrator.
The question, What Is
A n  U n r e l i a b l e
N a r r a t o r  I n
Literature,  opens  a
doorway  to  some  of
the most sophisticated
and  psychologically
complex  storytelling
e v e r  w r i t t e n .  A n
unreliable narrator is a
character who tells the
s t o r y  b u t  w h o s e
c r e d i b i l i t y  i s
compromised.  They
may  be  intentionally
deceptive,  mentally
u n s t a b l e ,  n a i v e ,
b iased ,  o r  s imp ly
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l a c k i n g  t h e  f u l l
know ledge  o f  the
events  they  describe.
This  literary  device
forces  the  reader  to
become  an  act ive
participant,  constantly
questioning  what  is
r e a l  a n d  w h a t  i s
f a b r i c a t i o n .  I t
transforms  reading
from a passive act into
a  d e t e c t i v e
investigation,  where
the  t ru th  must  be
pieced together from a
fractured,  deceptive
account.
Understanding  What
Is  An  Unrel iable
N a r r a t o r  I n
Literature is essential
for any serious reader
or  wr i ter .  I t  i s  not
merely a plot twist or a
g i m m i c k .  I t  i s  a
profound exploration of
human  subjectivity,
m e m o r y ,  a n d  t h e
nature  of  truth  itself.
W h e n  a  n a r r a t o r
cannot be trusted, the

s t o r y  b e c o m e s  a
layered  puzzle.  The
surface  plot  is  one
thing, but the subtext,
the  hidden  story  that
the  narrator  is  either
unable  or  unwilling  to
tell,  creates  a  richer,
m o r e  r e s o n a n t
experience. This article
will explore the origins,
t y p e s ,  f a m o u s
examples,  and  the
enduring power of the
unreliable  narrator,
showing  you  why  this
narrative  technique
remains a cornerstone
of  modern and classic
literature.

DEFINING THE
UNRELIABLE
NARRATOR: A
BRIEF HISTORY

The formal concept of
the unreliable narrator
was first  articulated by
literary critic Wayne C.
Booth in his 1961 book
The Rhetoric of Fiction.
Booth  argued  that  a
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narrator  is  reliable
when they speak for or
act in accordance with
the norms of the work
(the  implied  author's
norms), and unreliable
when  they  do  not .
Wh i l e  the  te rm  i s
modern, the technique
is  ancient.  Storytellers
h a v e  a l w a y s
understood  the  power
o f  a  s k e w e d
perspective,  from  the
sly  trickster  figures  of
folklore to the dramatic
monologues  of  Robert
Browning,  where  the
speaker  inadvertently
revea ls  the i r  own
corruption.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
unreliable  narrator
truly came into its own
w i t h  t h e  r i s e  o f
modernism in the early
2 0 t h  c e n t u r y .  A s
wr i te r s  l i ke  Ford
Madox  Ford  (The
Good  Sold ier )  and
Vladimir  Nabokov
(Lo l i t a )  began  to

e x p l o r e  t h e
fragmented, subjective
n a t u r e  o f  h u m a n
consciousness,  the
unreliable  narrator
became  the  perfect
vehicle  for  expressing
a world where absolute
truth was no longer a
given.  The  question
W h a t  I s  A n
Unreliable  Narrator
In Literature became
less about a simple liar
and  more  about  the
f u n d a m e n t a l
limitations  of  human
perception. Today, it is
a  staple  of  l iterary
fiction,  thrillers,  and
even  young  adu l t
novels,  prized  for  its
a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e
suspense,  empathy,
and  moral  ambiguity.

THE FOUR MAIN
TYPES OF
UNRELIABLE
NARRATORS

Not  a l l  unre l iab le
narrators  are  created
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equal. The reasons for
their  unreliability  vary
dramatically, and these
distinctions are crucial
for  understanding  the
s t o r y ' s  d e e p e r
meaning. Here are the
f o u r  p r i m a r y
categories:

The Pícaro: This
narrator is an
outright liar or
exaggerator.
They are often
charming, self-
serving, and
unashamedly
manipulative.
They know the
truth but choose
to distort it for
their own
benefit. A classic
example is the
protagonist of
The Adventures
of Huckleberry
Finn by Mark
Twain, who,
though not
malicious, often
stretches the

truth. A more
modern take is
Alex in A
Clockwork
Orange by
Anthony Burgess,
who narrates his
brutal actions
with a twisted
sense of pride
and aesthetic
justification.
When asking
What Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature, the
pícaro is often
the first type that
comes to mind:
the conscious
liar.
The Madman or
Mentally
Unstable: This
narrator suffers
from a
psychological
condition that
distorts their
perception of
reality. They may
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be delusional,
paranoid, or
suffering from a
break from
reality. The
reader must
decipher the
narrative to
understand what
is actually
happening
versus what the
narrator believes
is happening.
The most famous
example is the
unnamed
narrator in The
Tell-Tale Heart
by Edgar Allan
Poe, who insists
on his sanity
while describing
a murder driven
by paranoia.
Another is the
narrator of Fight
Club by Chuck
Palahniuk, whose
fractured psyche
creates the
central, shocking

twist of the
novel. The
question What
Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature often
finds its most
chilling answer in
this type.
The Naif or
Innocent: This
narrator is
unreliable not
through malice
or madness, but
through a
genuine lack of
understanding.
They are often
children,
individuals with
intellectual
disabilities, or
outsiders who
misinterpret the
complex social
and moral codes
of the world
around them.
Their narration is
accurate in its
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details but
flawed in its
interpretation.
Scout Finch in To
Kill a Mockingbird
by Harper Lee is
a perfect
example. She
reports events as
she sees them,
but her childish
perspective lacks
the context and
understanding of
the adult world
of racism and
injustice. The
reader is forced
to see the "truth"
that Scout
herself cannot
grasp. This
answers What Is
An Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature with
a focus on
innocence and
limited
perspective.
The Liar with a
Noble Goal:

This narrator
deliberately
deceives, but for
what they
believe is a just
or protective
reason. Their
unreliability is a
moral choice.
The most iconic
example is
Humbert
Humbert in Lolita
by Vladimir
Nabokov. He is a
master
manipulator of
language, trying
to seduce the
reader into
sympathizing
with his horrific
obsession. He
lies to us to
justify his
actions, and we
must resist his
charm to see the
tragic truth of
the victim,
Dolores Haze.
This type of
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narrator forces
the reader to
confront the
most challenging
questions about
morality,
empathy, and
the power of
storytelling itself.

WHY AUTHORS
USE UNRELIABLE
NARRATORS

The  deliberate  choice
to  use  an  unreliable
nar ra to r  i s  never
accidental.  It  serves
seve ra l  power fu l
narrative and thematic
f u n c t i o n s  t h a t  a
reliable narrator simply
cannot achieve.

Creating
Active

Readers
and
Suspense
The primary function of
an  unreliable  narrator
is  to  turn  the  reader
into a co-detective. We
are no longer passively
receiving  information;
w e  a r e  a c t i v e l y
questioning, analyzing,
and  search ing  for
clues.  This  creates
immense  suspense.
Will  the  narrator  be
caught in their lie? Will
the  truth  come  out?
This  i s  the  engine
driving modern thrillers
like Gone Girl by Gillian
Flynn, where both Amy
and Nick are unreliable
narrators,  and  the
" t r u t h "  s h i f t s
dramatically with each
new  chapte r .  The
question  What  Is  An
Unreliable  Narrator
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I n  L i t e r a t u r e
becomes  a  source  of
narrative tension.

Exploring
Subjectivi
ty and
Truth
Unreliable  narrators
are a powerful tool for
exploring the idea that
truth  is  not  objective.
They show us that two
people can experience
the  same  event  and
w a l k  a w a y  w i t h
completely  different,
equally  "true"  stories.
This is a central theme
i n  p o s t m o d e r n
l i te ra tu re ,  wh ich
questions  the  very
possibility  of  a  single,
authoritative narrative.
By  forcing  us  to  see
the  world  through  a
flawed lens, the author

sugges t s  tha t  a l l
perception  is  limited
and  subjective.  This
makes  the  question
W h a t  I s  A n
Unreliable  Narrator
In Literature a deeply
philosophical one.

Generatin
g
Empathy
and Moral
Complexi
ty
Paradoxically,  being
inside the head of  an
unreliable narrator can
generate  a  dangerous
form  of  empathy.  We
h e a r  t h e i r
justifications,  their
pain, and their side of
the  story.  Even  when



What Is An Unreliable Narrator In Literature 9

9

we  know  they  a re
wrong,  we  may  find
ourse lves  fee l ing
sympathy  for  them.
This is the genius of a
character like Humbert
Humbert  in  Lolita.  We
are forced to listen to
his  beautiful,  poetic,
and  utterly  deceptive
voice. By doing so, the
author  challenges  our
own  moral  compass.
The question What Is
A n  U n r e l i a b l e
N a r r a t o r  I n
Literature becomes a
test of our own ethical
discernment.

MASTERFUL
EXAMPLES IN
CLASSIC AND
MODERN
LITERATURE

To  truly  understand
W h a t  I s  A n
Unreliable  Narrator
In  Literature,  one
must see the device in
action. Here are some
of  the  most  effective

and  famous  examples
ever written.

The Catcher in
the Rye by J.D.
Salinger:
Holden Caulfield
is a classic case
of the unreliable
adolescent
narrator. He calls
everyone else
"phony," yet he
is consistently
dishonest with
himself and the
reader. He
exaggerates, lies
about his own
experiences, and
his perspective is
clouded by deep
grief and trauma.
The reader must
separate
Holden's
perception from
the reality of his
situation. The
question What
Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
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Literature finds
a deeply human
and vulnerable
answer in
Holden.
The Sound and
the Fury by
William
Faulkner: This
novel is a
landmark of
literary
modernism, told
from four
different
perspectives, the
first of which
belongs to Benjy,
a man with a
severe
intellectual
disability. Benjy's
narration is a
stream of
consciousness
that jumps
through time
without any
logical order. He
is an innocent
naif who cannot
understand the

tragedy
unfolding around
him, but his
sensory
descriptions
provide the raw,
unvarnished
emotional truth
that the other,
more intellectual
narrators cannot.
This is a powerful
and complex
answer to What
Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature.
The Girl on the
Train by Paula
Hawkins: This
modern thriller is
built entirely on
the foundation of
an unreliable
narrator. Rachel
Watson is an
alcoholic with
blackouts, and
the entire plot
hinges on what
she cannot
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remember. Her
own memory is
her enemy, and
the reader, like
Rachel herself,
must piece
together the
truth from a
shattered,
unreliable
account. This
novel is a perfect
contemporary
example of why
the question
What Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature
remains so
compelling to
modern
audiences.
Life of Pi by
Yann Martel:
This novel
presents the
ultimate test of
the reader's faith
in narrators. Pi
tells two stories:
one about a

shipwreck with a
tiger, and one
about a
shipwreck with
humans. One is
fantastical and
beautiful; the
other is
horrifying and
brutal. The novel
asks us to
choose which
story we prefer
to believe. The
narrator himself
is unreliable, and
the story's entire
meaning
depends on how
the reader
answers the
question What
Is An
Unreliable
Narrator In
Literature and
what value we
place on truth
versus story.

HOW TO SPOT AN
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UNRELIABLE
NARRATOR

For writers and readers
a l ike ,  learn ing  to
identify the signs of an
unreliable narrator is a
key skill. These are the
tel l ta le  c lues  that
suggest  the  vo ice
guiding  you  through
the  story  cannot  be
fully trusted.

Internal1.
Contradictions:
Does the
narrator say one
thing and do
another? Do their
stated values
conflict with their
actions? This is
the most
common and
obvious clue. A
narrator who
claims to be
honest but is
caught in a small
lie is likely hiding
a bigger one.
Contradictions2.

by Other
Characters: Do
other characters
in the story
report events
differently? Do
they actively call
the narrator a
liar or suggest
their memory is
faulty? This is a
direct signal from
the author that
the narrator's
version is not the
whole truth.
Excessive Self-3.
Justification: A
reliable narrator
states facts. An
unreliable
narrator often
spends a great
deal of time
explaining why
they are right,
why their actions
were justified, or
why they are a
victim. This is a
form of
overcompensatio
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n, particularly
common in the
"madman" or
"liar with a noble
goal" archetypes.
Lack of4.
Knowledge or
Naivety: If the
narrator is a child
or an outsider,
they are likely
missing crucial
pieces of the
puzzle. Their
descriptions will
be accurate, but
their conclusions
will be wrong.
The reader must

fill in the blanks.
Psychological5.
Instability: Is
the narrator
suffering from
trauma,
addiction, mental
illness, or
extreme grief?
Any of these
conditions can
warp their
perception of
reality, memory,
and time. The
narration may
become
fragmented,
dreamlike, or
obsessive.


