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Unreliable Narration and Fictional Truth

The concept of unreliable narration is intimately linked with the concept of fic-
tional truth. The question what is true in the fictional world of a narrative fiction is
in itself one of the most intriguing problems of literary studies, but the difficulties
related to answering the question become even more severe when dealing with un-
reliable narration. The article addresses the inference of fictional truth in unreli-
able narrations (part 2) against the background of what it generally means to ex-
plore fictional worlds and to infer fictional truth (part 1). The discussions are
based on an institutional theory of fictionality and draw upon various attempts
to adapt possible-worlds theory to literary studies.

Part 1 focuses on the critical discussion of the concepts of fictional truth and
fictional worlds, especially in relation to the so called Reality Principle and Mutual
Believe Principle. It is argued that inferring what is fictionally true in a work, i. e.
making assumptions about the existing states of affairs of a fictional world, is based
on a complex set of operations, and that the way they are used may differ to a cer-
tain extent from text to text and from interpretation frame to interpretation frame.
Principles like the Reality Principle or the Mutual Believe Principle may have their
share in these inferences, but only in a way that takes into account much more
complex and broad considerations about norms of rationality in interpretation.

Part 2 addresses specific difficulties concerning the inference of fictional truth
in narrations that may be considered as unreliable. It is argued that unreliable nar-
ration in fictional texts can be described as the counterpart of the fact that in ac-
tual-world communication the Gricean Cooperative Principle can be violated. It is
argued that interpretations of a fictional narration as unreliable based on this as-
sumption can to a certain extent be described as being in accordance with the Re-
ality Principle.

Furthermore, the paper explores how specific insight about interpretive oper-
ations in connection with unreliable narration and fictional truth may be gained
on the ground of Marie-Laure Ryan’s adaptation of possible-worlds theory to lit-
erary studies. The explorations specifically draw upon Ryan’s distinction between
the textual actual world (TAW) and narrational actual world (NAW) and Ryan’s
elaboration of what she calls the domain of a character in a narration. This domain
is divided in different worlds: the epistemic or knowledge world (K-world) for
what a character knows, the wish world (W-world) for the wishes, needs and drives
of a character, defined by axiological predicates, and the obligation world (O-
world) defined by the social rules and moral principles of the group the character
belongs to and by his own moral judgements. The different categories that Ryan
proposes are understood as interpretational devices. When we deal with fictional
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narrations what we take as TAW, NAW or private character-worlds are always the
result of our interpretative operations on the text. Bearing this in mind, Ryan’s
distinction between the different private worlds of a character and a close obser-
vation of the relationships of these worlds with NAWand TAW can help us to gain
insights into what it means to interpret a fictional narrative as unreliable. We can
ask e. g. how, to what extend and why a reader may construe NAWas different from
TAW, and how, to what extend and why assumptions about character-worlds come
into play. Moreover, these questions help to reconsider the discussion about the
relevance of the distinction between homodiegetic and heterodiegetic narration
in regard to unreliable narration. Finally, a distinction can be made between tem-
porary and persistent unreliability.
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Doležel, Lubom
r, Heterocosmica. Fiction and Possible Worlds, Baltimore/London 1998.
Eco, Umberto, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, Cambridge, MA 1994.
Fludernik, Monika, Defining (In)sanity: The Narrator of The Yellow Wallpaper and the

Question of Unreliability, in: Walter Gr�nzweig/Andreas Solbach (ed.), Grenz�berschrei-
tungen: Narratologie im Kontext/Transcending Boundaries : Narratology in Context, T�bin-
gen 1999, 75–95.

–, Fiction vs. Non-Fiction. Narratological Differentiations, in: Jçrg Helbig (ed.), Erz�hlen
und Erz�hltheorie im 20. Jahrhundert, Festschrift f�r Wilhelm F�ger, Heidelberg
2001, 84–103.

Genette, G�rard, Discours du r�cit, in: G. G., Figures III, Paris 1972, 65–282.
–, Nouveau discours du r�cit, Paris 1983.

Frank Zipfel128

http://www.jltonline.de/


Gertken, Jan/Tilmann Kçppe, Fiktionalit�t, in: Simone Winko/Fotis Jannidis/Gerhard
Lauer (ed.), Grenzen der Literatur. Zu Begriff und Ph�nomen des Literarischen, Berlin/
New York 2009, 228–266.

Grice, Herbert Paul, Logic and Conversation, in: Peter Cole/Jerry L. Morgan (ed.), Speech
Acts, New York et al. 1975, 41–58.

Gutenberg, Andrea, Mçgliche Welten, Plot und Sinnstiftung im englischen Frauenroman, Hei-
delberg 2000.

Heyd, Theresa, Understanding and Handling Unreliable Narratives: A Pragmatic Model and
Method, Semiotica 162 (2006), 217–243.

Jahn, Manfred, Package Deals, Exklusionen, Randzonen: das Ph�nomen der Unzuverl�ssig-
keit in der Erz�hlsituation, in: Ansgar N�nning (ed.), Unreliable Narration. Studien zu
Theorie und Praxis unglaubw�rdigen Erz�hlens in der englischsprachigen Erz�hlliteratur,
Trier 1998, 81–106.

Jannidis, Fotis, Figur und Person. Beitrag zu einer historischen Narratologie, Berlin/New York
2004.
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