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Abstract

The unreliable narrator is one of the most contested concepts in narrative
theory. While critical debates have been heated, they have tended to
foreground that the problem of the unreliable narrator is epistemological rather
than ontological: it is agreed that narrators can be unreliable in their accounts,
but not how the unreliable narrator ought to be defined, nor even how readers
can be expected in all certainty to find a narration unreliable. As the wider
critical discourse has looked to tighten its collective understanding of what
constitutes unreliability and how readers understand and negotiate unreliable
narration, previously divided views have begun to be reconciled on the
understanding that, rather than deferring to either an implied author or reader,
textual signals themselves might be better understood as the most fundamental
markers of unreliability. Consequently, taxonomies of unreliable narration
based on exacting textual evidence have been developed and are now widely
held as indispensable.

This thesis argues that while such taxonomies do indeed bring greater
interpretive clarity to instances of unreliable narration, they also risk the
assumption that with the right critical apparatus in place, even the most
challenging unreliable narrators can, in the end, be reliably read. Countering
the assumption are rare but telling examples of narrators whose reliability the
reader might have reason to suspect, but whose unreliability cannot be reliably
or precisely ascertained. With recourse to David Ballantyne’s Sydney Bridge
Upside Down, this thesis proposes new terminological distinctions to account for
instances of such radical unreliability: namely the “unsecured narrator’, whose
account is therefore an “insecure narration’.

Ballantyne’s novel, published in 1968, has not received sustained critical
attention to date, though it has been acclaimed by a small number of influential
critics and writers in Ballantyne’s native New Zealand. This thesis argues that
the novel’s long history of neglect is tied to the complexities of its radically

unreliable narration. With social realism the dominant mode in New Zealand



literature from the 1930s to the 60s, the obligation of the writer to accurately
render —and critique —local conditions with mimetic accuracy was considered
paramount. Even those critics to have argued the novel’s importance often
maintain, largely or in part, a social realist view of the book’s significance.
Doing so, however, fundamentally elides the complexity of the novel’s
narrative machinery and to deeply ironic ends: for, this thesis argues, Sydney
Bridge Upside Down deploys its insecure narration as a complaint against the
limits of social realism practised in New Zealand. Its unsecured narrator, Harry
Baird, slyly overhauls realist reference points with overtly Gothic markers and
cunning temporal dislocations to thus turn social realism’s desire for social

critique back on itself via radical unreliability.
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Introduction

This thesis presents a study that was begun shortly after the republication, in
2010, of New Zealand writer David Ballantyne’s 1968 novel, Sydney Bridge
Upside Down. These days, the reputation of Ballantyne (1924-86) largely rests
upon this novel in particular —he had five others and a collection of short
stories published in his lifetime —and with the novel’s curious history of
acclaim and neglect.! Patrick Evans has long sounded it as the great New
Zealand novel (De Goldi x), while others to have championed it over the years
include Frank Sargeson and C. K. Stead. And yet despite the regard from such
local literary heavyweights, the novel has spent most of the time since its
original publication off the critical radar. Evans, as Kate De Goldi further notes,
has also called Sydney Bridge New Zealand’s great “unread” novel (emphasis
original, x), a claim De Goldi’s own observations seem to confirm: “In a sort of
faithful, and hopeful, ongoing test of Evans’ long-ago claim, I check it out quite
regularly, ask people —book groups, librarians, teachers, other writers — if
they’ve ever read it, if they’ve even heard of it: nope” (xii). Erin Mercer spots
that the novel received only two reviews upon original publication —one in the
New Zealand Herald and the other in the Listener —and, more notably, that it was
overlooked for review by both Landfall and Islands (397). Since then, Evans and
Lawrence Jones have both given the novel canonical treatment, the former in
his Penguin History of New Zealand Literature (1990), and the latter in two
editions of The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature (1991, 1998). But while

!Indeed, the span of Ballantyne’s career seems marked equally by ‘acclaim and neglect’. Ballantyne’s
first novel, The Cunninghams (1948), received mixed reviews but has since been accorded canonical
importance for critics such as Evans and Jones. The Last Pioneer (1963) was met with little enthusiasm—
“rather a leaden affair” in Stead’s view (“Whimsical” 123)—while the collection, And the Glory, similarly
failed to make any impact. Stead considers A Friend of the Family (1966) a “breakthrough” but one that
“passed largely unnoticed”, and argues that both Sydney Bridge and The Talkback Man (1978) were
seriously and unfairly underrated by local reviewers (“Whimsical” 122). Ballantyne’s final novel, The
Penfriend (1980), received little attention. Reid notes of the last two novels in particular that they were
rather regarded as “lightweight” pieces (188). For Stead, the fault lay with the reviewers: “It seemed
clear that the reviewer [in the New Zealand Listener] had enjoyed [The Talkback Man] and that it had
left her disposed to recommend it. But could anything enjoyable be good? Like so many of our
reviewers she was ill-equipped for the job and much too busy to do any background reading” (emphasis
original, “Whimsical” 125).



the point of these critical surveys might be to confirm literary canonicity as
much as to contest and update it, they are not wholly given over to the kind of
thoroughgoing critique of individual works on whom their revisions confer
such critical —even canonical —importance. This thesis, then, represents an
overdue critical interrogation of a New Zealand novel which has been both
long respected but critically under-examined.

In that sense, this is a thesis about the place of Sydney Bridge Upside Down
in relation to local literary criticism. Certainly part of my interest here is to
consider why the novel —one of the most deceptively sophisticated and
absorbing of any produced in New Zealand —has spent so long in the critical
wilderness of its own literary environs. But the case I present here is not a
matter of petitioning for the novel’s readmission into the ‘grand narrative” of
New Zealand literary history so often laid down in canonical accounts
presented by critics such as Evans and Jones. On the one hand, Evans and Jones
in particular consider the novel to represent one of the most important
achievements of what they see as a crucial turning point between provincial
and post-provincial modes in New Zealand literature. And yet, on the other
hand, if the novel seems to slide so easily into the canonical account, then the
question of the novel’s long critical neglect —and its lack of virtually any
readership at all for many decades —is left even more conspicuously
unaddressed.

Evans had given this some thought; as De Goldi summarises:

Evans had a characteristically provocative theory about David Ballantyne’s
critical neglect and lost readership. Ballantyne, he argued, had never
attained a recognisable public persona, any public persona for that
matter —and since this had become an almost essential condition of literary
success, it was his, and the book’s, burden. He contrasted memorably
Ballantyne’s lack of serious attention with the reverence accorded Janet
Frame and her work, insisting that Ballantyne, too, was a writer of
‘considerable skill and coherence of vision’. But Ballantyne presented a

picture of his country that was, forty years ago at least, unpalatable to his



potential readership: a dark unredemptive vision challenging some of our
most clung-to mythologies. (xiii)
I suggest here, however, that perhaps “some of our most clung-to mythologies”
include, where literary culture is concerned, an insistence that local literary
products bear some obligation to faithfully depict New Zealand in all its
authentic New Zealandness. As Mercer observes, realism —in particular critical
or social realism —had been established as the dominant mode in New Zealand
fiction from the 1930s through to the 60s, largely thanks to a group of
influential critics who argued for local writers to engage “the rhetoric of the
real” (394).2 Underlying both Evans’s and Jones’s arguments for Sydney Bridge’s
importance is a joint allegiance to essentially realist depictions of New Zealand
subject matter, whether those conform to provincial or post-provincial modes.
But it was exactly the novel’s realist element which Dennis McEldowney,
reviewing Sydney Bridge in the Listener, struggled to reconcile within its
troubled narrator’s account:
nothing is quite what it seems; there is an undertow of dread. Would such
an affectionate outgoing boy...? Even if...? Or is one not to take all his
reminiscences at face value; is the line between realism and romance not to
be drawn precisely where he seems to draw it? And if so...? (Ellipses
original, Reid 166)
Unable to trace with certainty the lines drawn between “realism and romance”
by the novel’s narrator, an “affectionate outgoing boy” called Harry Baird,

McEldowney’s hermeneutical confusion springs from the complexities of

Harry’s seemingly unreliable narration. With the most influential critics in New

2 Writes Mercer: “In 1949, Sargeson argued that one of the characteristics of good writing is that it is
‘truthful above all things’ (1983b: 25) and he commended Dan Davin’s Roads from Home (1949) for the
fact that ‘something very like New Zealand is to be found in astonishing abundance inside the covers of
this novel’ (1983c: 37). In a talk delivered at the 1951 New Zealand Writer’s Conference and then
published in The Press, H. Winton Rhodes declared, ‘The job of the New Zealand writer is to reveal New
Zealand to New Zealanders’ (quoted in Murray, 1994: 124). At the same conference, and in an essay
developed from his talk, Robert Chapman argued that writers should utilize realism of such accuracy
that a genuine vision of society and its problems might be revealed to the reader (1953: 26-58). In 1952,
Bill Pearson insisted ‘we need an art to expose ourselves to ourselves, see ourselves in a perspective of
place and time’ (1974:12), and throughout the 1950s and 1960s he was to repeatedly discuss fiction in
light of its ability to convey something authentic about New Zealand, criticizing stories and novels that
‘don’t seem to add up to a recreation of New Zealand’ and that fail to ‘convey the “feel” of New
Zealand’ (1974: 45; 40)” (394-95).



Zealand busily concerned with establishing a national literature predicated on
social realist lines — that is, with establishing a literature driven by a mimetic
fidelity to place in order to turn that faithful depiction towards the ends of
social critique —it is thus hardly surprising that Sydney Bridge with its
perplexing narrative uncertainties and divagations, amounting to a sly
undermining of the going realist concern, could not be easily woven into the
dominant critical approaches in force on the local front. And, if falling outside
the concerns of local literary criticism, at least of the time, then we might look to
other critical fields by which to better account for the book. McEldowney
himself offers a clue to where these critical fields might be found when he
implicitly questions Harry’s reliability.

This thesis argues that Harry’s account offers a complex example of
unreliable narration that advances our understanding of how unreliability
works, challenging some of the critical assumptions to have emerged in the
area in recent decades, and redirecting critical analysis to more fundamentally
consider the dynamics of unreliability. Harry’s unreliability seems clear, and
yet untangling his account to understand ‘what really happened” hovers
tantalisingly beyond reach. The reader cannot safely say whether Harry has
lied deliberately or if he has misled his audience for reasons beyond his
control —or perhaps that he has somehow, by turns, done both. Many critical
accounts of unreliable narration are chiefly concerned to explicate exactly how
it is the reader ‘knows’ the narrator is unreliable, but with this concern comes
an implicit assumption that taxonomical approaches to the complex signals of
unreliability should, therefore, safely recuperate the ‘reliable” version of the
unreliable narrator’s warped account. Harry’s unreliability suggests that a more
radical form of unreliability is the one that refuses such safe interpretive
resolutions. In response, I will introduce and theorise another variant of
unreliability, what I call “insecure narration’, in an attempt to account for
narrators who deploy clear signals of unreliability but to radically ambiguous

effect. In these cases, the narrator’s unreliability is presented with such



complexity that the reader cannot tell what kind of unreliable narrator they
have encountered.

This thesis, then, reconciles three major and distinct points of interest. It
contributes to a significant topic of international debate within narratology,
both as a survey and a critique of the complex history of terminological and
structural distinctions to have organised how we think about unreliable
narration. I then extend the discussion to refine our theoretical understanding
of an aspect of unreliability sometimes acknowledged but (like Ballantyne’s
own novel) often overlooked: the possibility of the unreliable narrator whose
unreliability cannot, strictly, be told. Hence the first topic of my interest signals
the second: the book itself, which has been, to-date, critically under-read.
Reconsidering Sydney Bridge in light of the theoretical debates to have shaped
our understanding of unreliability, I argue that the novel’s fundamental interest
lies in relation to such discourse. But if this seems to involve lifting the novel
from its local context and dropping it into another one altogether, the novel, of
course, does not simply cut its ties to its own historical and cultural
background. Rather —and this constitutes the third strand of interest for this
thesis —holding the novel’s achievements to be more transparently
narratological than cultural allows us to reconsider not only the status of a
sophisticated but under-regarded local novel, but to then consider how this
helps us better understand the critical dimensions of New Zealand literary

practice, not only mid-century, but as it has developed in the decades since.

Unreliability in Sydney Bridge Upside Down

Before I offer a summary of the structure and progression of this thesis, I give a
few general thoughts which have strongly shaped my engagement with Harry
Baird’s unreliability, as will be seen throughout the discussion to come. Harry’s
narration —compelling, twisted and evasive —achieves arguably its most
disturbing effect over the novel’s final few pages; as De Goldi confides, “The
last chapter remains as mysterious and seductive as ever. I have spent hours

anatomising that epilogue. And every time I have anticipated and dreaded the
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final two sentences, knowing they will break my heart” (xii). Certainly the final
two chapters register a dramatic shift in tone, tailored to match the full force of
the novel’s final move: for the reader has to entertain the radically destabilising
possibility that Harry has narrated the whole story from the position of a
deranged adult. But as remarkable as the novel’s denouement may be for
readers tantalised by and denied access to any narrative closure, the book’s
opening sequence parades similar narrative qualities. While Harry’s final
words imply the murder of his former teacher, Mr Dalloway, pushed by Harry
himself from “the fifteenth floor of a city tower” (278), the book opens with
Harry’s recall of the afternoon long before when he pushed his friend Dibs
Kelly over a cliff, apparently to fatal effect. Thus the book ends as it begins:
with the oblique, portentous suggestion that Harry has pushed a hapless victim
to his death.

While the novel’s opening act clearly anticipates its closing one, it is not
simply the fall of Dibs Kelly but Harry’s narrative treatment of the event which
so foreshadows the book’s sinister close —not only are the events themselves
(Dibs’s fall and Dalloway’s likely death) concordant with one another, but both
are narrated in the same tone of disquieting equivocation. Throughout the first
chapter Harry conspicuously elides exactly what became of Dibs that afternoon;
much later on, although he indirectly implies that he has killed Dalloway, his
confession, however strongly insinuated, is ultimately withheld. On one level
the indeterminacy of Harry’s narration invites the reader to speculate on what
really happened, first to Dibs, then to Dalloway. But whatever the balance of
probabilities might suggest the ‘right’ readings to be, such narrative
ambiguities point to a deeper level of narrative significance altogether and one
which underpins the whole novel: left to the reader to decide what to make of
Harry’s repeated indirections, the frequency of his apparent duplicity as
narrator is not only fundamental to the reader’s judgement of his character but
also to the novel’s narrative method and literary effects. It is in just this way
that the reliability (or otherwise) of a first-person narrator is a matter of twofold

significance.
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First, the reliability of a character narrator may be understood as another
attribute of that fictional character. On this level, a narrator’s reliability exists
for the reader in the same way that all the details of the fictional world exist.
Whether a narrator is reliable or unreliable — that is, whether the reader is likely
to find a given narrator generally truthful or untruthful, infallible or fallible —
can be approached as simply another character trait, as another detail drawn in
keeping with the rest of the imagined world which surrounds it. The
personality quirks of various characters are often seen as a store of thematic
and interpretive significance in themselves: just as Romeo’s hot-headedness
might speak to Shakespeare’s theme of doomed love, for instance, Harry
Baird’s tendency to lies and half-truths poignantly lights up Ballantyne’s
broader theme of domestic social breakdown. But secondly, the narrator’s
degree of trustworthiness can be distinguished from other character attributes
in one obvious and peculiarly theoretical respect: the account of the character
narrator not only occurs within the world imagined, as an act of narration
expressed in the universe of the fiction, but represents the imagined domain as
well. For fictions with only one narrator, her or his account simultaneously
creates a fictional realm in its entirety and provides the sum total of the text’s
discursive machinery. The reliability of character narrators thus becomes a
topic of significant narratological interest because such narration both
emphasises and complicates the relationship between the referential capacities
of a text and its theoretical ones.

The opening paragraph of James Phelan’s introduction to character
narration anatomises and maintains the essential duality of the topic along
these lines:

Character narration, it will surprise no one to hear, is an art of indirection:
an author communicates to her audience by means of the character
narrator’s communication to a narratee. The art consists in the author’s
ability to make the single text function effectively for its two audiences (the
narrator’s and the author’s, or to use the technical terms, the narratee and
the authorial audience) and its two purposes (author’s and character

narrator’s) while also combining in one figure (the “I1”) the roles of both
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narrator and character. Even when the “I” who is the author appears to be
identical with the “I” who is the narrator —in, for example, much
autobiographical narrative —that “I” will sometimes speak from the
perspective of her former self, thereby making the communication shift

from the direct to the indirect. (Living 1)
All character narration is a matter of indirection, in Phelan’s terms, because
tiction shows up the degree to which a single text can seem to represent the
interests of multiple subject positions. While all language fails to stand in
directly for the experience it is often supposed to represent, the inevitable
illusion of a “space” between the agent narrating and the experience narrated is
charged with ironic purpose when it is occupied by a character narrator who is
not only made up but potentially fallible as well.

While unreliable narration, as a unique strain of character narration, is a
matter of special interpretive and theoretical significance, most character
narrators could be found unreliable to an extent: if fictional narrators are
expected to narrate events from a recognisably human perspective, then it
seems natural that the experience of the world they present reflects the complex
partiality of the individual. For William Riggan, “because the narrator sits
before us as a human being —albeit a fictionalized one —we naturally react to
him in varying degrees in human terms and not just as a disembodied voice
providing us with information” (20). Here, Riggan is, in essence, bearing out
Wayne C. Booth’s idea that “No narrator or central intelligence or observer is
simply convincing: he is convincingly decent or mean, brilliant or stupid,
informed, ignorant or muddled” (emphasis original, Fiction 273). Both Riggan
and Booth, then, allow unreliability into the critical picture as one of the effects
of the real world resemblance upon which much fiction depends. But achieving
those effects then brings into play a more intricate set of negotiations and
strategies on the part of the reader-critic which are highly theoretical and
particular: as Ansgar F. Niinning summarises, the richness of unreliable
narration for literary studies has to do with its position “at the interface of
aesthetics and ethics as well as of description and interpretation, [combining]

important theoretical and interpretive enquiries”. Specifically, because the most
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“intriguing theoretical problems” raised by unreliable narration surround “the
vexed question of whether or not we need the implied author and the equally
intricate question of how readers negotiate textual inconsistencies and
ambiguities”, then “any decision about a narrator’s (un)reliability [carries] far-
reaching interpretive consequences” (“Reconceptualizing” 90).

Throughout Sydney Bridge, while the reader is first challenged to
consider the reliability of Harry’s account, the reach of the interpretive
consequences then extends far beyond settling on a version of its events which
would offer the reader a straightforward sense of narrative closure. As De
Goldi implicitly suggests in her introduction, the novel not only invites
rereading but also confounds it, tantalising the audience with its narrative
divulgations, yet only to avert full disclosure in the end:

I have read Sydney Bridge a number of times since that first fervid
immersion, and each time it has been equally powerful, but subtly
different —because of course I am different, and because a great book
always accommodates revisiting and new insights. Most recently, it seemed
more sinister and somehow much sadder than I can ever remember, but I
marvelled all over again at Ballantyne’s restraint and control, at the quietly
brilliant way he wrong-foots the reader. This is a novel of suppressions and
elisions. You must pay attention to what is not on the page. It is after all,
and amongst much else, a thriller, and much of the story’s impact comes
from the reader’s growing anxiety around exactly what is happening and
who is responsible for the “terrible things’.

The last chapter remains as mysterious and seductive as ever. I

have spent hours anatomising that epilogue. (xii)
Most relevant to my interest here is how firmly De Goldi underlines the novel’s
vital lack of closure —for her the very substance of the novel consists of
“suppressions and elisions”. Moments of truth do occur for Harry —towards
the end of the book, for instance, when he witnesses Caroline and Buster
having sex in the ruins of the killing works, and when he eventually realises
that his mother has abandoned her own family for a life in the city with
Dalloway. Ultimately though, the novel trumps any obligation to narrative

certainty with a commitment to cultivating the apprehension of the reader. If,

14



for De Goldi, “much of the novel’s impact comes from the reader’s growing
anxiety”, then “the quietly brilliant way [Ballantyne] wrong-foots the reader,”
is arguably the most integral value of the book; Harry’s disquieting incertitude
is carried all the way through to the novel’s sinister denouement, where the last
chapter (all of 43 words long) obdurately —but also emblematically —“remains
as mysterious and seductive as ever”. The challenges that a reader is likely to
encounter with Harry’s narration so strongly underline the contingencies at
play whenever a reader negotiates a character narrator’s indirections that those
narrative challenges are themselves, I argue, the novel’s most fundamental
interest —hence the richness of the novel in terms of the narratological enquiry

concerned with theorising unreliable narration.

Argument, structure & progression

In the first chapter I discuss the critical field concerned with unreliability,
though, as my discussion shows, this represents an open-ended arena of
debate. Since Booth'’s initiating notions of what constitutes unreliability, the
tigure of the implied author has become an especially contentious component
in formulations of unreliability. For Booth, the reader must share the values and
norms of the implied author, in order to understand that an unreliable
narrator’s account is not to be read at face value, but is instead an “ironic’
channel of communication —both implied author and reader understand the
text to convey a deeper meaning than the speaker is aware exists. Some of
Booth’s detractors, such as Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan and Tamar Yacobi, have
pointed out that understanding exactly what the implied author’s values and
norms really are can be harder to infer than Booth assumes; while others, such
as Niinning, point to the notoriously ill-defined concept of the implied author
itself: is it an extension of the real-life author, a textual construct, or a narrating
agent inferred instead by the reader? The upshot of the arguments for and
against the implied author in respect of its involvement in ascertaining
unreliability has seen the reconciliation of previously opposed strategies.

Rhetorical narratologists, such as Phelan, have reached an important point of
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agreement with their cognitive/constructivist-inclined adversaries such as
Niinning: whatever the implied author or implied reader is taken to be,
ascriptions of unreliability must ultimately rest with analysis of the textual
markers of unreliability themselves. Out of this conjoined engagement,
taxonomical systems of unreliability have been developed, replacing Booth’s
reliance on an implied author figure. Taxonomies such as Phelan’s encourage
greater attention to parsing discrete instances of an unreliable narrator’s
account, and are thus well-equipped to more finely read even the most
challenging unreliable accounts. And yet the taxonomical approach risks the
assumption that all unreliable narration can then be ‘reliably” reconstructed. I
close the first chapter of the thesis by making the case to consider instances of
more radical unreliability, what I call ‘insecure narration’, in which even the
narrator’s exact variants of unreliability remain out of interpretive reach.

In the second chapter I look more closely at the ramifications of Phelan’s
taxonomy, in particular the commonly held view that Phelan broadly
distinguishes between instances of narration where narrators report wrongly
on the one hand, and where they report insufficiently on the other. Greta Olson
does much to disambiguate Booth’s interchangeable use of the terms “fallible’
and “untrustworthy’ to describe distinct kinds of unreliability, and makes
worthwhile claims that these divisions can be applied to Phelan’s taxonomy.
But, I argue, while Olson’s distinction makes sense — fallibility and
untrustworthiness are naturally opposed values —her insistence that fallibility
and untrustworthiness must be mutually exclusive categories cannot be
maintained. Harry Baird himself offers a multifaceted unreliability conjoining
both kinds, and often in the same narrating instances. I offer readings of
Harry’s narration to do with his mother, Janet, and his cousin, Caroline, to
show how this is so, and then apply these to expose some of the assumptions
underpinning Olson’s terminological distinctions. The division which Olson
looks to draw rests on a difference between the epistemological status of the
unreliable narrator and their moral or ethical makeup. Fallible narrators are

limited epistemologically: they are limited because the truth is beyond their
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means of knowing. Untrustworthy narrators, on the other hand, are ethically
deficient: such narrators are, more dubiously, unreliable by disposition and
intend to mislead. But categorising unreliable narrators this way shuts down
the possibilities for more complex instances of unreliable narration,
undermining both Phelan’s terms and Susan Lanser’s view that complex
narrations cannot be resolved by maintaining such categorical discriminations.
And yet because Olson’s distinctions draw so heavily on Phelan’s, her
argument illustrates part of the risk attached to the taxonomical approach; for
such taxonomies seem to encourage the view that unreliability, if read with
sufficient critical rigour and exacting judgement, ought to be reliably

resolved — or, to anticipate terms I will develop later, ‘secured’. That is, readers
should be left with no doubt as to what kind of unreliability they are dealing
with. Thus Harry Baird, a liar who doesn’t know the truth, directly challenges
Olson’s approach, marking its limitations, and encouraging us to apply
Phelan’s taxonomy with a more open-ended nuance to account for forms of
unreliability like Harry’s.

In the third chapter I argue that Harry is what I propose to be an
“unsecured narrator’ —an unreliable narrator of an ‘insecure narration’. While
Harry is no doubt unreliable, his narration around the deaths of Susan Prosser
and Wiggins the butcher is notoriously difficult to disambiguate. The reader
has good reason to suspect that Harry is culpable in both fatalities and yet the
closer one reads for evidence one way or another in respect of his guilt, the
further firm interpretations seem to recede. As the reader looks increasingly to
the textual markers of Harry’s unreliability, the suspicion grows that the
narration itself includes red herrings —signals of Harry’s unreliability designed
to deceive, and thus the reader is redirected to deeper considerations: first,
what Phelan calls the “synthetic” dimension of the text begins to be
foregrounded against the mimetic. By ‘synthetic’ Phelan means those aspects of
the narrative which seem as if authorially designed and hence by which the
reader understands the whole text to operate as an artificial construct. Second,

if the synthetic dimensions of the text put in play the possibility that Harry’s

17



unreliability might be beyond reach, then our critical interest is redirected from
trying to ‘resolve’ Harry’s unreliability one way or the other, to a deeper
understanding of the mechanics of unreliability instead. The fundamental
concern of the novel —it would seem, at least in a narrative sense —is precisely
to keep the exact nature of Harry’s unreliability out of hermeneutical reach. The
end of the novel supports the case even more stridently: with Harry narrating
the last two chapters from years later, and in a state of psychological
perturbation, the reader is suddenly forced to reckon with mutually exclusive
interpretive options. Has Harry concocted his whole backstory? Or is his
unreliability due to his evident mental disintegration? Alternatively, can we
justify reading the novel as two distinct accounts in order to make plausible
sense of his seemingly divided unreliability? Because the reader cannot decide,
I argue, Harry’s narration thus remains insecure, and Harry himself is an
unsecured narrator.

I conclude the study by considering how such radical unreliability might
be read in the wider context of New Zealand literature. How might
Ballantyne’s under-read novel, now understood to contain more fundamentally
complex dimensions than have previously been explored, prompt us to
reconsider that critical landscape? Given the predominance of social realist
approaches to local fiction when Sydney Bridge first appeared, it is easy to see
how a novel proclaiming such radical unreliability would seem to sit naturally
opposed to a canonically-secure national literature largely realist in its outlook.
If social realism — certainly as practised and understood in New Zealand at the
time3 — demanded that local reality be rendered with scrupulous accuracy in
order to critique ‘the New Zealand condition’, then Sydney Bridge holds a
distinct and separable set of concerns. I canvas critical regard for the novel —
such as it is, in light of the novel’s own critical marginalisation —and in

particular survey Stead, Evans and Jones: critics whose own allegiances are

P U

3 See in particular Pearson’s “Fretful Sleepers”, and Chapman’s “Fiction and the Social Pattern”, both of
which call for New Zealand writers of fiction to orient their interest in explicitly social concerns, as both
critique and commitment, but thereby necessitating a commitment to realism as well.
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largely reflective of the dominant realist approach, and yet who show
considerable concern to place the novel in relation to a national literature. But
in making this survey another distinct strand in New Zealand literary criticism
comes to light. In the decades since the original publication of Sydney Bridge, the
emergence of a local Gothic has begun to draw increasing critical attention.
Notably, Timothy Jones posits that even the most canonically secure social
realism — the short stories of Sargeson —can be reread as local Gothic literature.
It is here that the full dimensions of the novel’s synthetic markers come into
their own. Now understanding Harry’s backstory as a narrative within a
narrative, and one which pitches his unreliability into radical doubt, we can
apprehend that the whole novel comprises a Gothic backstory but one narrated
as if from within a social realist present. I parse the novel’s Gothic elements to
make the claim that not only is Harry a radically unreliable narrator, but one
whose tendencies to Gothic turns mount a sly but forceful complaint with the

limits of local social realism itself.
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Chapter One:
Unreliable Narrators & Reliable Readers

Introduction

The notion of the implied author has been central to debates about how we
recognise unreliable narration since Booth first introduced the concept in the
early 1960s. Although Sydney Bridge Upside Down doesn’t require us to radically
refigure the implied author in light of these arguments, the critical debate has
given rise to a range of other distinctions which are fundamental to
understanding our engagement with Harry Baird’s unreliability. I begin by
mapping the shift from Booth’s original conception of the implied author,
understood as an extension of the living author, whose norms and values both
embody and are embodied by the narrative, to more recent constructions of the
concept which, critical of Booth, suggest an implied author is better thought of
as an authorial entity inferred by the reader.

I argue that the debate about the implied author has resulted in an
agreement between critically-divided camps, that finding the locus of
unreliability means first reading the text as finely as possible to understand
how unreliability is signalled as a purely textual property. I then show how this
point of critical agreement has given rise to taxonomical understandings of
unreliability. Arguably such taxonomies have now replaced Booth’s original
concept as the definitional baseline. In particular I explore Phelan’s six-part
taxonomy, which allows us to resolve —or ‘reliably read” — the unreliable
accounts of even the most complex unreliable narrators —narrators whose
modes and kinds of unreliability are changeable, often reflecting complicated
psychological states in flux.

To conclude the chapter, however, I suggest that Phelan’s taxonomy is so
precise that it presents a potential pitfall for critics who assume that all
unreliable narration can be so neatly resolved. I argue instead that while

tightly-wrought taxonomies of unreliability (such as Phelan’s) provide critical
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frameworks which yield more sophisticated readings of unreliable narration,
they also allow for a new category of unreliability altogether. What I call
radically unreliable narrations, like The Turn of the Screw and Sydney Bridge, are
narratives whose narrators” unreliability is clear, and yet accounting precisely
for the exact contours of their unreliability is left permanently out of reach.
Approaching these kinds of unreliable narrations with taxonomical distinctions
in mind shows some of the assumptions written into earlier accounts of
unreliability — for instance, that for every unreliable narrator’s account there
must be, of logical necessity, a reliable counterpoint which savvy readers can
reconstruct, whether from, or in spite of, the narrator’s misdirections. By
denying such interpretive resolutions, such radically unreliable narrators —
what I will go on to theorise as ‘unsecured narrators’ —install unreliability itself
as a fundamental textual principle and direct our deepest critical engagement

to the mechanics of unreliability itself.

From the implied author to the inferring reader

While Booth first coined the term “unreliable narrator” in his landmark work
The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961), by now the most basic definitions of unreliable
narration are well-rehearsed. And yet, although a critical concept that, in
Niinning’s words, is “considered to be among the basic and indispensable
categories of textual analysis,” the unreliable narrator is also —and as
Niinning’s own interest in the field shows —one of the most highly contested in
narrative theory (“Reconceptualizing” 89-90). Booth’s oft-quoted purpose with
The Rhetoric of Fiction was to consider “the rhetorical resources available to the
writer of [fiction] as he tries, consciously or unconsciously, to impose his
tictional world upon the reader” (xiii). Describing the degrees and orders of
distance —from identification to deeply held moral objection —that seem to
organise the relationships between author, narrator, characters and reader,
Booth declared that “For practical criticism probably the most important of
these kinds of distance is that between the fallible or unreliable narrator and the

implied author who carries the reader with him in judging the narrator” (158).
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As the subsequent output of practical criticism in narrative theory
demonstrates, Booth’s words now seem little short of prophetic; since The
Rhetoric of Fiction appeared, numerous studies in narratology show that Booth’s
propositions on narrative unreliability have been widely endorsed, sharply
contested and equally thereafter defended and refined.

And yet despite the debate, Niinning is right to observe that Booth’s
formulation of unreliable narration has come to seem as if canonically
enshrined: “[comparing] definitions provided in standard narratological works,
in scholarly articles, and in glossaries of literary terms shows that the great
majority of narratologists have followed Booth, providing almost identical
definitions of the unreliable narrator” (“Reconceptualizing” 89). Booth's
position, to call “a narrator reliable when he speaks for or acts in accordance
with the norms of the work (which is to say the implied author’s norms),
unreliable when he does not” (emphasis original, Fiction 158-59), is critically
inscribed: for instance, almost thirty years later, in Gerald Prince’s Dictionary of
Narratology (1987), the unreliable narrator is defined as one “whose norms and
behavior are not in accordance with the implied author’s norms; a narrator
whose values (tastes, judgments, moral sense) diverge from those of the
implied author; [or] a narrator the reliability of whose account is undermined
by various features of that account” (101).

What Niinning finds most contentious in the description proposed by
Booth and maintained by Prince is that defining the unreliable narrator
depends on defining the so-called “implied author’: “Despite the good job
Prince does in summarizing the communis opino,” writes Niinning, “this
definition is marred by vagueness, because the only yardstick it offers for
gauging a narrator’s unreliability is the implied author, whose status and
norms are more difficult to ascertain than one might think”
(“Reconceptualizing” 91; see also “But” 86, and “Unreliable” 55). Niinning has
good grounds to question the status of the implied author and yet he perhaps
overstates his case against Prince: of the three determinations proposed only

two invoke Booth’s recourse to an implied author. The third definition hints, if
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somewhat indistinctly, that unreliability might be detected as textual
phenomena.

Despite Niinning’s misgivings, Prince’s full, three-pronged definition
indicates the divide to have organised the critical field since Booth’s original
formulation appeared.* The implied author has featured prominently in
theories and accounts of unreliable narration but not exclusively so, and not
without considerable critical contention. Booth’s widely-dispersed definition
may have held general sway for many years, but as Phelan notes, within the
tield itself, “narrative theorists have debated the utility of the concept of the
implied author almost from the day that Booth introduced it” (Living 38).
Recent descriptions of unreliable narration have often reflected the critical
pushback against Booth’s perceived theoretical shortcomings, offering
alternative and convincingly argued means of handling unreliable narration
without necessary recourse to an implied author (see, for instance, Shen,
“Unreliability”). Others have retained the implied author as an important
element in figuring unreliable narration but in remodelled forms. Most
pertinently to my interest, whether the implied author is kept in or out of the
critical equation, one general upshot of the debate has been to look to the text

itself as the essential determinant in detecting unreliable narration. Hence I

begin by charting the historical interrogation of the implied author as a locus of

unreliability to articulate and justify how textual signals in and of themselves
have increasingly come to be regarded as source indicators of unreliability.
The concept of an abstracted authorial entity held only to account for

and by the workings of a single text is not Booth’s own or unique invention.’

41t is interesting to note that as recently as 2005 Booth continued to defend his original concept (“Why

Bother”), and that critics such as Lanser remain unconvinced (“Implied”).

5> A similar concept is prevalent, for instance, in the work of the Russian formalists of the 1920s. Literary

critic Yury Tynjanov used the term “literary personality” as early as 1927 to describe the abstract

presence of the author as implied by the text; similarly, in 1926, the linguist Viktor Vinogradov began to
formulate the idea of an “author image”, a concept which was later (in the 1970s) more fully developed

and defined to describe “the concentrated embodiment of the consciousness of the work” (Schmid,
“Implied Author”). Czech structuralists were active alongside their Russian counterparts, Jan
Mukarovsky in 1937 deciding that the author of a work could only be thought of as an “abstract

subject”; and while the work itself indicated this subject, the subject itself must never be confused with

the specific individual who wrote the work (Schmid, “Implied Author”). Schmid credits Booth with the
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Nevertheless, the narratological surveys and introductions which, Ninning
observes, have tended to consecrate Booth’s definition of unreliable narration
have also established, with similar currency, his idea of implied authorship.
This is hardly surprising, given the co-determinacy of the terms in Booth’s
reckoning. Despite the canonising forces of historical reception, however, many
have also taken issue with what they find to be troubling contingencies at play
in Booth’s definition of unreliable narration, and —again hardly surprising —
those contingencies coalesce in particular around the role, efficacy and
definition of the implied author.

Among the strongest of the dissenting voices was Tamar Yacobi, who,
twenty years after Booth, saw “the importance of the problem of reliability in
narrative and in literature as a whole”, but found too that the question was
“(predictably) as complex and (unfortunately) as ill-defined as it is important”
(“Fictional” 113). Around the same time Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan reckoned
similarly, contending in particular that “the values (or ‘norms’) of the implied
author are notoriously difficult to arrive at” (101). For Booth, an unreliable
narrator “is himself the butt of the ironic point”, with “The author and the
reader ... secretly in collusion, behind the speaker’s back, agreeing upon the
standard by which he is found wanting” (Fiction 304). And yet as Rimmon-
Kenan justly observed, there are “cases where both unreliability and irony
could be attributed to the narrator” (103). In other fictional texts detecting the
presence or extent of unreliability is notoriously difficult, with some — Rimmon-
Kenan offers The Turn of the Screw —leaving it virtually impossible, “putting the
reader in a position of constant oscillation between mutually exclusive
alternatives” (103). But this must leave the implied author’s norms beyond
reach. And if the norms of the implied author of a given text cannot be
apprehended and yet unreliability remains a reasonable possibility, then

Booth’s definition of unreliable narration seems defective: the implied author

introduction of the concept to Western narratology and notes too its necessary proximity to Booth’s
formulations of narrative distance and unreliable narration (“Implied Author”).
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concept is rendered suspect as a universally reliable determinant of
unreliability.

One possibility might be that, in some cases, narrative uncertainty
itself —expressed as a kind of formal paradox —could then count as the
‘authorial norm’. In narratives like The Turn of the Screw —and, as I will go on to
argue, Sydney Bridge — perhaps the point is precisely to induce a sense of unease
in the reader, an unease cultivated not simply through a portrait of a character
on one psychological brink or another, but through a novel which feels, itself,
psychologically divided. But for that, the norms and values of the implied
author must apply to more than just social and moral standards. Implied
authorial norms and values must extend to aesthetic and formalist values as
well.

As far as authorial norms go, Booth generally ignores formal
characteristics of works, focussing instead on the ironic distance between
narrators, authors and readers measured by the “various kinds of involvement
or detachment” falling within the “broad range of moral judgment”. That is, the
reader and implied author collude to judge the character narrator on a range of
human values, from approval to contempt, or from mild amusement to
curiosity (Fiction 158). With literary judgements contingent on “human values’,
morality itself is brought into uncomfortable proximity with the formal values
of the text. As Kathleen Wall rightly observes, Booth’s “focus on [the] norms
and values [of the implied author] works to establish a morally tinged irony as
a central element of unreliable narration” (“Challenges” 20-21). But if moral,
then how are the formal, textual indicators of unreliability to be regarded
critically, and if such indicators are installed — perhaps by literary convention—
as implied authorial norms, is the writer then held up as a kind of “aesthetic
arbiter”, a role which Wall is right to point out, “many modern and
postmodern writers would quickly eschew” (“Challenges” 20)?

Booth’s problem, therefore, is one of “conflicting objectives” (Kindt &
Miiller 49). As Booth developed his thesis that fictional narratives are a form of

rhetoric, he needed to carry through on his conviction that “the author’s
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judgment is always present” (Fiction 20). And yet he was obliged to remain
primarily concerned with the work itself in formulating the interpretive
gesture — especially in light of the intentional and affective fallacies which the
New Criticism had established as “heresies of interpretation” and to which he
broadly subscribed (Kindt & Miiller 50). Given both the critical scepticism for
authorial intentionality, and his thesis that fictional narrative techniques could
be better understood if seen as finely honed instruments of rhetoric, it is hardly
surprising that Booth worked hard to fashion an alternative authorial entity to
suit his purpose.

The implied author Booth developed in The Rhetoric of Fiction was an
extension or a distillation of the actual person who wrote the fiction, a
consciously and purposively “implied” version of himself” (70); but Booth also
contended that

the implied author includes not only the extractable meanings but also the
moral and emotional content of each bit of action and suffering of all the
characters. It includes, in short, the intuitive apprehension of a completed
artistic whole; the chief value to which this implied author is committed,
regardless of what party his creator belongs to in real life, is that which is
expressed by the total form. (73-74)

It is here that Niinning finds the fatal “lack of clarity and theoretical

incoherence” of Booth’s conception:
Structural narratologists have pointed out that it is a contradiction in terms
to define the implied author as the structure of the text’s norms and thus to
conflate it with the text as a whole, while also casting it in the role of the
addresser in the communication model of narrative. They have argued that
an entity cannot be both a distinct agent in the sequence of narrative
transmission and the text itself; furthermore, if the implied author is
equivalent to the whole text, and if his or her counterpart the implied
reader is also presumed to be a textual function, then the implied author is
equivalent to or a subsumption of the implied reader. (“Reconceptualizing”

92)6

6 Though Schmid credits Booth with directly introducing the implied reader in The Rhetoric of Fiction, as
part of the same conceptual move which delivered the implied author (“Implied Reader”), Booth
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While Booth’s definition of unreliable narration has broadly persisted,
many of its adherents have sought to tighten its terms in the face of such
theoretical quandaries. In Coming to Terms (1990), Seymour Chatman succinctly
rationalised the implied author, neatly tracing the logic of Booth’s model but
also suggesting its limitations to indicate how the definition might begin to be

overhauled. Writes Chatman:
Without the implied author, narratology and literary criticism lose an
important distinction. The test case here is the possibility of unreliable or
“discrepant” narration. The narrator alone tells or shows the text, and if we
cannot accept his account, we must infer that it belongs to someone (or
something) else. If all meanings —implicit as well as explicit—are the
products of the text’s activity, and if this activity always presupposes
agency, then we have to posit some such text principle or agent as the
implied author. Thus, it is the implied authors of Ford Madox Ford’s Good

Soldier, of Ring Lardner’s “Haircut,” and of all the other “suspicious”

himself only incorporated the phrase in the afterword to the second edition in 1983, by which time he
was able to draw on the work of Wolfgang Iser, the pioneer of 1970s reception theory, and whose book,
The Implied Reader, had appeared in translation in 1974, two years after its original publication in
German. What Booth had called the “postulated reader”, in 1961, he later referred to on occasion as
the “implied reader”, in keeping with Iser’s terminology and suggesting the terms were so compatible as
to be used interchangeably. Rudolf E. Kuenzli discerningly observed, however, that Iser’s “notion of the
‘implied reader’ can be regarded as a development of Booth’s concept of the ‘implied author.”
(emphasis added, “Interview: Wolfgang Iser” 57), while Booth himself, in a notable exchange with Iser in
1980, admitted that he hadn’t completely understood for himself what Iser meant with his still recently-
coined term (“Interview” 67). Staunchly committed to a phenomenological approach to literary theory,
Iser’s next step was to more finely interrogate the reading process itself and thereby formalise the
‘implied reader’ concept. Iser’s stated aim, to describe the “dynamic process” by which literature
produces meaning through the “convergence of text and reader” (emphasis added, Reader 275-76),
surely bears somewhat on Booth’s goal, to consider “the author’s means of controlling the reader”
(Fiction xiii), but does so by balancing, rather than strictly opposing Booth’s formulations, considering
the rhetorical argument from the subject position of the reader. Writes Iser: “[Booth’s] transformation
of the reader into the image created by the author, does not take place through rhetoric alone. The
reader has to be stimulated into certain activities, which may be guided by rhetorical signposts, but
which lead to a process that is not merely rhetorical. Rhetoric, if it is to be successful, needs a clearly
formulated purpose, but ... it can only rouse the expectations necessary for its efficacy if it is not set out
in words. The reader must be made to feel for himself the new meaning of the novel” (Reader 30). The
“radical enquiry”, then, which Iser sets for himself, is to find and uncover no less than a “rhetoric of
reading” (Reader 30). In this, Iser clearly anticipates not only cognitivist/constructivist critics of
unreliable narration, such as Yacobi and Niinning, who argue explicitly that unreliability in narrators be
allowed to vary from reader to reader, but also the conjoining of rhetorical and cognitivist/constructivist
strategies in better apprehending the place of real readers in theories of implied readership, and how
these bear on theories of unreliable narration—see pp. 31-43.
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novels and stories in Booth’s “gallery” who are the sources of the “true”
stories. (Coming 90)

Chatman seems to commit the cardinal sin according to Niinning, who
abhors those “Critics who argue that a narrator’s unreliability is to be gauged in
comparison to the norms of the implied author”. For Niinning, such critics
merely “shift the burden of determination onto a critical passepartout that is
itself notoriously ill-defined” (“Reconceptualizing” 91). There are strong
grounds to Niinning’s view, but Chatman at least recognises the need to tighten
Booth’s definition; he avoids defining the implied author as a persona but
articulates instead a communication model of unreliable character narration
which creates the space for a hypothetically-drawn implied author.

For Booth, the implied author is necessarily an extension of the flesh and
blood author: while the novelist “can seldom afford to pour his untransformed
biases into his work”, ultimately the work depends on, and carries the traces of,
“the author’s individuality” (Fiction 70). Chatman prefers to adumbrate the
space in which the implied author is taken to be in force, suggesting a
conceptual entity deduced by measuring the dimensions and dynamics of
textual interpretation. He describes a literary effect that comprises first, the
detection of unreliability; second, the existence of a reliable set of meanings
recoverable from the text; and third, the extrapolation that, since text denotes
agency of some kind, those meanings must be recoverable by recourse to
“someone (or something)” other than the unreliable narrator. If we consider the
‘someone or something” of Chatman’s formulation, we can see too that we need
not hold in mind an author figure as such, but, as he calls it, a “text principle”.
In doing so he reduces the moral problem by suggesting that “authorial norms’
might be seen as the norms implied by the text itself. So although Chatman
defends the implied author, he also overhauls its terms in a way that speaks to
one of Niinning’s particular concerns. By holding that the implied author is
extrapolated from the text after the detection of unreliability, he suggests that
the implied author, though still the source of the text’s norms and values, is

nevertheless found through the interpretive act of the reader as they engage
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with the text rather than how they imagine the author as a persona. Chatman
thus begins to address Niinning’s discontent with conventional theories of
unreliable narration which “leave unclear how the narrator’s unreliability is
apprehended in the reading process” (“Reconceptualizing” 92).

Wall similarly maintains the concept of an implied author but points to
some of the limits of Booth’s formulation. In Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the
Day (1989), Wall finds a novel which “questions the concept of an ironic
distance between the mistaken, benighted, biased, or dishonest narrator and the
implied author, who, in most models, is seen to communicate with the reader
entirely behind the narrator’s back” (“Challenges” 18). Wall makes a
compelling case, through her close reading of Ishiguro’s narrator, Stevens the
butler, “to formulate new paradigms of unreliability for the narrator whose
split subjectivity, rather than moral blindness or intellectual bias, gives rise to
unreliable narration” (“Challenges” 23). And yet the implied author remains in
force throughout her discussion nonetheless:

Stevens’s recognition, at the end of the novel, that in order to salvage some
sense of dignity from his life he has had to create interpretations that do not
quite square with events, and his attempt to recognize and resolve his
illusions, mitigates the ironic effect of the narration and closes the distance
between the implied author and the narrator, between the narrator and the
implied reader. As we view Stevens stretching to offer the most searching
and honest interpretation of events, that pleasure which Booth believes the
audience derives from the irony, from having figured out “what really
happened,” is diminished.

Indeed, the novel may be seen to be about Stevens’s attempts to
grapple with his unreliable memories and interpretations and the havoc
that his dishonesty has played on his life. The issue of unreliability thus
saturates both form and content, making this novel an ideal vehicle for
exploring, more methodically and in more detail, how narrative
unreliability is communicated and what devices the implied author has at
his disposal for constructing two contradictory voices that we hear

simultaneously. (Emphasis original, “Challenges” 23)
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Thus, as Wall clings somewhat to the implied author she also makes a
case to radically reduce its value, at least in the moral terms of Booth’s
prescription. In her hands, the ironic effects of Stevens’s narration are
mitigated, the ironic distance narrowed, and the pleasure of the audience itself
refined, as its attention is turned from trying to reorder a series of misreported
events to the finer exercise of gauging how well —which is to say, how
searchingly, how honestly — their narrator has handled memory and
interpretation. Effectively, then, Wall reads Remains of the Day as a novel which
takes the reader closer to a fuller range of narrative and literary effects than
those which, falling on Booth’s broad scale of moral judgements, “too
frequently imply an ironic distance that is inherently critical, [with] the implied
author and implied reader silently nudging one another in the ribs at the folly
and delusion of the narrator” (“Challenges” 21).

For Niinning, Wall produces “arguably [one] of the best critiques of
classical theories of unreliable narration to date”, and yet, frustratingly,
“hold[s] on to the implied author as though he or she, or rather it, was the only
possible way of accounting for unreliable narration” (“Reconceptualizing” 91).
Wall’s reading of Remains of the Day does cleave to Booth’s traditional wisdom
in places, but it also shows what critical departures from it might look like as
well. In a subtle refiguring of Boothian irony, Wall writes that “there is a
distance between what the narrator says and what the whole structure shaped
by the implied author ‘means,” which produces structural irony” (“Challenges”
21). In doing so Wall chimes with Niinning’s concern for “how a narrator’s
unreliability is actually determined by the reader” (emphasis added,
“Reconceptualizing” 93); she observes that while

definitions of unreliability have focused on the distance between the
‘norms and values’ of the author and those articulated by the narrator’s
words or behaviour, early work on unreliable narration left it unclear how
those distances were apprehended by the reader. (Emphasis added,
“Challenges” 18)

Wall challenges Chatman in particular over his suggestion that detecting

narrative unreliability is simply a matter of locating discrepancies between
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story and discourse. In post-Boothian fashion, Chatman, in Story and Discourse
(1978), had argued that “In “unreliable narration” the narrator’s account is at
odds with the implied reader’s surmises about the story’s real intentions”, and
thus that “The story undermines the discourse”. For Chatman
We conclude, by “reading out,” between the lines, that the events and
existents could not have been “like that,” and so we hold the narrator
suspect. Unreliable narration is thus an ironic form. ... The implied reader
senses a discrepancy between a reasonable reconstruction of the story and
the account given by the narrator. Two sets of norms conflict, and the
covert set, once recognized, must win. The implied author has established a
secret communication with the implied reader. (Story 233)
Wall argues instead that “sometimes the discourse itself offers clues to
narrators’ unreliability, their verbal tics giving us some indication of
preoccupations that render their narration problematic” (“Challenges” 19). As
she understands, very often “the verbal indicators of mental habits that lead to
unreliability are located within the discourse” (emphasis added, 20). While
questioning the concept of Booth’s implied author if it means we revert to
moral judgements to determine unreliability, Wall implicitly encourages
scrutinising the text itself to more finely apprehend how the signals of
unreliability work as formal features.

In Coming to Terms, twelve years on from Story and Discourse, Chatman
continued to refine his notion of the implied author. Still following a broadly
rhetorical agenda, and ostensibly offering “a defense of the “implied author’
against various kinds of attack” (3), Chatman reflected that “the question of
what the text means (not just what it ‘says’) varies radically from reader to
reader, from interpretive community to interpretive community”. From this
point of view “we might better speak of the ‘inferred” than of the ‘implied

author” (77).7 With a sniff of triumphalism Niinning calls out Chatman for

7 Chatman’s notion of an implied reader, then, develops similarly; if, in Story and Discourse, his implied
reader resonates strongly with Booth’s notion of the “postulated reader” of The Rhetoric of Fiction, then
his (Chatman’s) refinement from an implied to an inferred author in Coming to Terms, based on the
radically wide-ranging interpretations which real readers may bring to bear in interpretation, resonates
more strongly with Iser’s implied reader—that is, the reader “as a heuristic concept” (“Interview” 71),
by which critics can profitably understand and work with the “graded range of relationships between
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laying down a “redefinition [of the implied author] masquerading as a defense”
(“Reconceptualizing” 92). Nonetheless Chatman’s reformulation sits altogether
closer to the terms which Nuinning himself prefers. Niinning rightly points out
that while “the concept of the implied author ... creates the illusion [of] a
purely textual phenomenon ... it is obvious from many of the definitions that
the implied author is a construct established by the reader on the basis of the
whole structure of a text” (“Reconceptualizing” 91). Indeed, Rimmon-Kenan
had already admitted as much, deciding that “the implied author must be seen
as a construct inferred and assembled by the reader from all the components of
the text”. As she writes, “speaking of the implied author as a construct based on
the text seems to [her] far safer than imagining it as a personified
‘consciousness’ or ‘second self’” (Narrative Fictions 87).8

And yet as we have seen, Niinning finds important points of agreement
with his rhetorically-minded counterparts, who have themselves drifted closer
to Ninning’s view. Like Niinning, Phelan apprehends that “Booth sometimes
represents the implied author as an external agent who constructs the text and
at others as a functional equivalent of the text” (Living 39). Both sides effectively
agree that this makes Booth’s definition of the implied author essentially

contradictory and hence, as Phelan observes, now “most narratologists who

the real reader and his role” (70). While Booth’s postulated reader is one whose values can be, in
general, easily assumed by a real reader, Iser revels in the complications which such models of reader
identification also suggest: “Even if he [the real reader] is absorbed in the role, his preferences,
dispositions and attitudes will still govern his relationship to what the role offers him” (70). For Iser,
reading produces a split between the real self and the reading self which in turn creates the experience,
in the reading subject, of “a contrapuntally structured personality” (The Act of Reading 156). See also p
26n6.

& Mieke Bal puts the ‘danger’ more explicitly, arguing from a structuralist position. Bal suggests the
implied author is less a critical tool than a sleight of hand serving dubious rhetorical strategies whereby
critical readings which are partial, particular and contingent may be installed as whole, universal and
definitive. Gaston Franssen neatly summarises Bal’s line of thinking: “under the guise of an ‘objective’
reading, the interpreter simply makes us believe that he or she is summing up the meanings that are
supposed to be intrinsic to the [text], and that these would give us an idea of the intention of the
implied author” (“Good Intentions” 92). Hence, for Bal, the danger is double-sided: “The concept [of the
implied author] allowed projections of meanings by the critics to be unproblematically attributed to the
author, thus, literally, authorizing interpretations while obscuring the hand that makes them—the
critic’s” (emphasis original, Travelling Concepts 271). It follows that Bal finds no place for the implied
author in narratology since if it first allows intentionality back into the critical frame and second rules
out alternative interpretations, then it is, by definition, outside the bounds of the narrative system, the
description of which narratology takes as its objective (Narratology 18).
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follow Booth seek to make the implied author a textual function rather than an
independent agent” (Living 40). Faced with mutually exclusive alternatives,
Chatman, for instance, installs the implied author (and the implied reader) as
agents implied within the text, but as textual agents only, distinct from the real
author and real reader (Story 151). Thus, narratologists of Booth’s rhetorical
persuasion have acknowledged the logical weakness in Booth’s definition and
thereafter looked to strengthen one component of Booth’s definition while
quietly laying the other aside. The implied author then is still a useful tool for
readers negotiating unreliable accounts, but only insofar as it may be inferred
from the text. If this ameliorates somewhat Niinning’s concern for theories of
unreliable narration which overlook how readers recognise and attribute
unreliability, it must also redirect us to pay greater attention to the text itself,
allowing the full complexity of textual signifiers of unreliability to come into
view. Unreliability may be thus regarded as a textual phenomenon and hence

the mechanics of unreliability themselves more finely accounted for.

Conjoining rhetorical and cognitivist strategies

The discussion so far has sought to trace a notable and far-reaching shift in the
critical field: from the widespread usage of Booth’s understanding of unreliable
narration, contingent on an implied author with whom the reader colludes to
make the speaker the object of derisive irony, to post-Boothian advances where
theoretical refinements of implied authorship both underline some of the
missteps of Booth’s theory and amend it in ways which bring it closer to critics
opposed to Booth’s formulation. By weighing the respective contentions of
critics drawn on here, we can see an increasing tendency to look ever more
closely at the workings of textual phenomena, to re-examine how the
machinery of the text itself is critically approached with an aim to better
understand what unreliability is, how it works at a mechanical level, and how
readers recognise it.

Ninning frames the wider debate over the involvement of the implied

author in unreliable narration according to a broad division between rhetorical
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approaches to the problem on one side, and cognitive/constructivist

approaches on the other (“Reconceptualizing” 89). Dan Shen usefully elucidates

the critical division between the two approaches:
The first group, which far exceeds the second in number, treats unreliability
as a textual property encoded by the implied author for the implied reader
to decode; this group adopts a rhetorical approach. By contrast, the second
group, which favors a constructivist/cognitive approach, focuses on the
interpretive process and regards unreliability as being dependent on actual
readers’ divergent readings for its very existence. (“Unreliability”)

And yet although critics discussing unreliability essentially fall into one
of two groups, Shen recognises “a certain degree of overlap between them”
(“Unreliability”). Consolidating the overlap, Niunning (from the cognitive side)
has made significant advances in recent times, “realigning the relation between
the cognitive and the rhetorical approaches” (“Reconceptualizing” 90).
Niinning proceeds on the understanding that

If the rhetorical approach with its emphasis on the recursive relations
among (implied) author, textual phenomena or signals, and reader
response encompasses the cognitive narratologist’s emphasis just on reader
and text, then the cognitive approach can nevertheless provide more finely
nuanced tools for recognizing an unreliable narrator. (“Reconceptualizing”

104)
Niinning calls for “a more subtle and systematic account of the clues to
unreliable narration, including more sophisticated analyses of the interplay
between textual data and interpretive choices” (“Reconceptualizing” 105). This
is effectively a call to continue working along the same trajectory as has become
increasingly apparent (and productive) over the last 30 years, for both cognitive

narratologists like Niinning and rhetorical ones like Phelan.?

9 Shen’s overview portrays just how complex the negotiation between rhetorical and
cognitivist/constructivist strategies has been in recent years, but also how productive, and in spite of
fundamentally divided opinions on reading strategies in particular. On those strategies, it is interesting
to note how closely the negotiation between rhetorical and cognitivist/constructivist positions vis-a -vis
implied versus real readers resembles that between Booth and Iser in respect of the postulated or
implied reader, see also pp. 26n6, 31n7.
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Since the 1990s Niinning has wanted to reframe the entire question of
unreliability in terms that help us better understand “the mechanisms that
stand behind the impression that a narrator is of questionable reliability” (“But”
87). In part he meant making fuller use of the cognitive narratologist’s toolbox,
to more precisely articulate how the reader apprehends the psychological
particularities of the narrator with recourse to dramatic irony —irony, that is,
generated from “the discrepancy between the intentions and value system of
the narrator and the foreknowledge and norms of the reader” (“But” 87-88).
Unreliable narration becomes an example of dramatic irony since it contrasts
the narrator’s view of whatever fictional world he or she inhabits against “the
divergent state of affairs which the reader can grasp”; thereafter “The reader
interprets what the narrator and/or the text says in two quite different
contexts” (“But” 87). Hence, “Unreliable narrators are those whose perspective
is in contradiction to the value and norm system of the whole text or to that of
the reader” (“But” 87). Unreliable narration remains a function of irony, as it
was for Booth, but the ironic loop of the rhetorical approach has been radically
redirected.10 First, the implied author has been replaced with ‘the whole text’ as
an indicator of norms and values; and second, even the whole text itself only
counts as one possible authority on norms and values —the other being the
reader. Thus, not only is the reader newly empowered (as both an individual
and a culturally embedded decoder of text) but so too the text, itself now
suggested to be a source of multiple meanings because a site of many possible
interpretations.!!

Niinning’s critical move here looks like a power grab for cognitive
narratology, and yet replacing the implied author with “the whole text” as a

source of norms and values allows a point of reconciliation between rhetorical

191n A Rhetoric of Irony, for example, Booth makes clear his case that “dealing with irony shows us the
sense in which our court of appeal is still a conception of the author: when we are pushed about any
‘obvious interpretation’ we finally want to be able to say, ‘It is inconceivable that the author could have
put these words together in this order without having intended this precise ironic stroke’” (11-12).

11 See also pp. 26n6, 31n7, 34n9.
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and cognitive modes.!? Niinning is acutely aware that “Proponents of rhetorical
approaches to narrative have taken cognitive narratologists to task for throwing
out the textual baby with the bathwater of the implied author”; and that
rhetorical narratologists “have criticized the cognitive theory of unreliable
narration for overstating the role of the reader at the expense of the author’s
agency and the textual signals of unreliability” (“Reconceptualizing” 99).
Phelan, for instance, argues persuasively that radical cognitive and
constructivist notions of unreliability that are completely given over to
accounting for variations between different readers overlook the many
constraints imposed not only by texts and reading conventions, but, through
logical extension, by the designers of the texts themselves, their (implied)
authors. Phelan’s prime contention is thus that Niinning’s case for
constructivist reading does not invalidate the case for rhetorical reading (Living
48). In turn, Niinning admits that, as Phelan believes, “The interpretive move to
read textual inconsistencies as a signal of unreliability after all does not make
much hermeneutic sense if it does not proceed from the assumption that
someone designed the inconsistency as a signal of unreliability”
(“Reconceptualizing” 99). The point where Niinning and Phelan meet, then, is
at the text itself as the bearer of textual inconsistencies. More specifically, it is in
the shared (often contested) critical space where the interface of the text is
combed for deliberately planted signals of unreliability.

The relationship here between cognitivists and rhetoricians is delicate
but negotiable. With finely honed and conjoined readings of both fiction and
theory, Phelan manages not merely to find the middle ground between
critically divided camps but earns the right, even in Niinning’s view, to
reinstall the implied author of Booth’s imagining as an extension of the living

author. Phelan’s redefinition carries an exacting judgement, considering the

12 As Shen suggests, the reconciliation between rhetorical and cognitive approaches can be seen directly
in what she calls Niinning’s “shifting position” (“Unreliability”). Niinning’s earlier opposition to the
rhetorical strategy is marked by arguments against the implied author (“Deconstructing and
Reconstructing”, “Unreliable, Compared to What?”), but Niinning’s problem is ameliorated when the
text itself is held as an ‘indicator’ of unreliability, rather than an ‘arbiter’ of norms and values as the

rhetorically implied author might seem to suggest.
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implied author not as an arbiter of moral norms in the manner of Booth, but as
a conscious construction of the flesh-and-blood author, invented with and for
the construction of the particular fictional text (“Reconceptualizing” 99). In
Phelan’s own words: “the implied author is a streamlined version of the real author,
an actual or purported subset of the real author’s capacities, traits, attitudes, beliefs,
values, and other properties that play an active role in the construction of the particular
text” (emphasis original, Living 45). The implied author in Phelan’s formulation
is simultaneously “a construction by and a partial representation of the real
author (emphasis added, “Reconceptualizing” 99). As Phelan and Niinning
both note, the model avoids the downfalls of other conceptions —from Booth’s
conflations of text and author, to Chatman’s and Rimmon-Kenan’s explorations
of the implied author as textual phenomena, to the reader-inferred author
derived from cognitive narratology (Living 45, “Reconceptualizing” 99). Yet it
navigates these earlier definitions as well, in a sense, therefore, descending
from each.

From the other side of the critical divide, as Niinning installs the whole
text as a baseline for establishing norms and values he encourages greater
attention be paid to the detailed workings of textual phenomena. This meets
head-on the broad rhetorical allegation that cognitive theory subordinates
textual signalling to reader response. He details a number of “definable textual
inconsistencies which function as clues to unreliability”, including those
between story and discourse, but also discrepancies between utterance and
action, and between the narrator’s representation of events and his or her
explanations and interpretations of them (“But” 96). Following Wall
(“Challenges”), Niinning also observes that the verbal habits or stylistic
peculiarities of unreliable narrators play a part in determining a narrator’s
reliability or otherwise. For instance, pragmatic indicators of unreliability
include an excess of either speaker-oriented or addressee-oriented expressions:
compulsive monologists often turn out to be egotists and hence unreliable,
while it is hard to read a narrator’s constant addressing of the narratee as

anything other than desperate self-justification —clearly the case, as Niinning
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rightly observes, with Ishiguro’s butler Stevens (“But” 97). Following in part
Monika Fludernik’s thorough linguistic categorisation of expressivity and
subjectivity (Fictions 227-79), Niinning notes “the close link between subjectivity
on the one hand and the effect called unreliability on the other” (“But” 97).
Shen, who advances cognitive concerns, also recognises a syntactic
relationship between subjectivity and unreliability, noting “The potential
unreliability inherent in free indirect thought as a mode in itself” (“Unreliability
and Characterization” 302). A host of other syntactic and lexical features can
signal unreliability: from exclamations, interjections, hesitations and
unmotivated repetitions, to evaluative modifiers, expressive intensifiers and
adjectives expressing the narrator’s attitude. Unreliability can be signalled
where texts are narrated by different characters with competing or inconsistent
versions of, or ethical viewpoints on, the same events or characters. Or
characters may directly and indirectly refer to their own cognitive limitations
through their choice of words and phrases. As Niinning writes of Dowell, “the

obtuse and gullible narrator” of Ford Madox Ford’s The Good Soldier:

His repeated use of such words as ‘think” or ‘guess” and, even more, his
acknowledged ignorance, indicate a very weak degree of certitude,
something that is underlined by the phrase “I don’t know”, arguably the
most prominent leitmotif in the novel. The fact that Dowell, just like many
other unreliable narrators, repeatedly admits that he doesn’t remember
exactly what happened serves to underline that he is anything but a reliable
reporter. (“But” 97)
Rimmon-Kenan had earlier advocated defining unreliability by
specifying how the reader recognises unreliability through textual markers:
A reliable narrator is one whose rendering of the story and commentary on
it the reader is supposed to take as an authoritative account of the fictional
truth. An unreliable narrator, on the other hand, is one whose rendering of
the story and/or commentary on it the reader has reasons to suspect. There
can, of course, be different degrees of unreliability. But how can the reader
know whether he is supposed to trust or distrust the narrator’s account?

What indications does the text give him one way or the other? Signs of
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unreliability are perhaps easier to specify, and reliability can then be

negatively defined by their absence. (Emphasis original, 100)
Rimmon-Kenan downplays recognising unreliable narration with recourse to
an implied author. Instead, textual analysis is prolonged. Lingering upon the
definable indicators of unreliability begins to parse the Boothian definition in
something of the manner which Niinning (later) advocates, suggesting crucial
distinctions between the textual signals of unreliability and their recognition by
the discerning reader.

Similarly, Walls exacting observation that unreliability sometimes
inheres in the discourse itself — meaning that unreliability is not only generated
from a conflict between story and discourse — prefigures aspects of Nunning’s
argument that looking more finely to the whole text negates the need for the
implied author. While much of Wall’s thinking strongly derives from the
rhetorical tradition, much she proposes is compatible with Niinning’s cognitive
approach and his constructivist sympathies. Sceptical of Booth’s notion of
ironic distance marking the transmission space between mistaken narrator,
implied author, and knowing reader, Wall criticises Chatman for embracing the
same model and thus conceiving of unreliable narration in terms which are

altogether too narrow to fully account for the complexities of unreliability:
While definitions of unreliability have focused on the distance between the
“norms and values” of the author and those articulated by the narrator’s
words or behavior, early work on unreliable narration left it unclear how
those distances were apprehended by the reader. Chatman, for instance,
suggests a kind of intuitive process of “reading between the lines” which is
based on his perception that the narrator’s unreliability is largely a matter

of misreporting events ... . (Emphasis original, “Challenges” 18)
Wall hints at an important limitation written into Chatman’s definition as he
offered it in the late 1970s: if unreliability is only locatable when events are
misreported, then discourse itself is short-changed in a critical sense, and other
types of unreliability —such as those arising from mistaken values or limited
knowledge —are subordinated to minor or outlier status, deviations from the

critical norm.
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Chatman’s perception that unreliable narration occurs on the axis of
events also leaves out of the critical equation psychological elements. Such
elements are themselves both evident in the makeup of character narrators and
bear directly on how the reader interprets their narratives. For Wall, then —here
showing strong cognitive sympathies — those factors are arguably more
fascinating in both human and literary terms:

while the author controls the discourse, how much can the narrator say
without being “aware” of the way in which one element of his or her
narration calls another element into question? What are the limits of the
unreflective, inaccurate narrator? Can we make an absolute distinction
between unconscious “slips” or giveaways and conscious declarations?
These questions are brought into play by our recognition that
human subjectivity is not entirely coherent; that it is indeed a sight [sic] of
conflict; that, like unreliable narrators, we frequently “lie” to ourselves,
and —with just a shadow of awareness —avoid facts that might undermine

the coherence or the purpose of narratives we construct about our lives.

(“Challenges” 21)

If the wellspring of unreliability lies in the inchoate subjectivity of the narrator,
then first: “discursive indicators of preoccupations that are strong enough to
colour the narration might be one of the most readily available signals that the
narrator is unreliable —a signal that does not demand the complex cross-
referencing that diegetic inconsistencies, for example, require”; and second: “As
[many] examples suggest, the narrator’s unreliability is frequently manifested
in a conflict between the narrator’s presentation of scene and his or her
interpretive summaries or commentaries, ... signaled by the linguistic habits
that indicate how those interpretations might be colored” (“Challenges” 20).

Wall’s dismantling of Chatman’s over-reliance on “the telling conflict ...
between story and discourse” also unpicks, therefore, his confident assertion
that, for unreliable narration to occur, the implied author must necessarily
achieve a secret communication with the reader (“Challenges” 18-19). Niinning
attacks precisely the same notions in Chatman’s discussion — first that

unreliability means ‘reading between the lines’, and second that the irony
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transpires ‘behind the narrator’s back’. Like Wall, Niinning suggests the critical

slackness can be tightened with closer attention to the workings of the text:
standard theories of unreliable narration are methodologically
unsatisfactory because they either leave unclear how the narrator’s
unreliability is apprehended or they provide only metaphorical and vague
explanations of it. The metaphors that Chatman uses in order to explain
how the reader detects the narrator’s unreliability are a case in point. He
resorts to what is arguably one of the two most popular metaphors in this
context, that of ‘reading between the lines’. Chatman (1978: 233) argues that
readers “conclude, by ‘reading out,” between the lines, that the events and
existents could not have been ‘like that,” and so we hold the narrator
suspect”. Leaving aside that the repeated use of inverted commas in
definitions is not particularly reassuring, one might just note that such
observations fail to shed much light on how a narrator’s unreliability is
apprehended in the reading process.

The second metaphor that critics continually employ in order to
account for unreliable narration is that something is going on ‘behind the
narrator’s back’. Chatman (1978: 233), for instance, suggests that the
implied author establishes “a secret communication with the implied
reader”. Riggan (1981: 13) not only uses almost exactly the same phrase but
he also says quite unequivocally that “the presence of the implied author’s
hand is always discernible behind the narrator’s back” (77). He does not,
however, bother to enlighten the uninitiated as to how the hand of the
omnipresent implied author behind the narrator’s back may in fact be
discerned. (“But” 89-90)

Niinning justly takes Chatman to task for resorting — unthinkingly in
Niinning’s view — to foggy metaphors which obscure rather than clarify
understanding. Of course, for Niinning, the same fogginess beclouds the “very
elusive and opaque notion” of the implied author in the first place
(“Reconceptualizing” 91). Niinning’s disdain for the ‘popular metaphors’
undergirding much post-Boothian thinking locates quite precisely the critical
softness he finds in definitions of unreliable narration which default to the
implied author. And yet Niinning recognises the rhetorical justification of the

implied author for how it could tighten standards of interpretation by deferring
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to an authorial consciousness which would, therefore, keep “a check on the
potentially boundless relativism of interpretation” (“Reconceptualizing” 92).
But for Niinning, Chatman’s tabling of “unreliable or “discrepant’ narration” as
the “test case” which confirms the necessity of the implied author goes too far.
Chatman argues, apparently quite cogently, that “If all meanings —implicit as
well as explicit—are the products of the text’s activity, and if this activity
always presupposes agency, then we have to posit some such text principle or
agent as the implied author” (emphasis added, Coming 90).13 Cognitive
narratologists would argue strongly against the justness of Chatman’s double-
jointed conditional clause: not all meanings are necessarily the products of the
text’s activity in a way that presupposes authorial agency. Vera Niinning, for
instance, makes a strong case that perceptions of unreliability within a given
text can develop and alter radically over time as both readers’ cultural norms
and literary conventions change, hence fundamentally altering interpretation
and thus literary “‘meaning’ (“Historical”).

Nonetheless, (Ansgar) Niinning approves of clamping down on
unchecked subjectivities in the interpretive domain and therefore validates part
of the rhetorical desire for an interpretive arbiter. Furthermore, some aspects of
the rhetorical methods which Niinning so deplores as slack forms of literary
criticism nonetheless illuminate — or demonstrate a deeper compatibility with—
his own cognitive and constructivist ideals. Rightly severe on those rhetorical
metaphors which conjure authorial hands signalling behind the backs of
unwitting narrators to implied readers, his preferred notion, that readers
interpret the surface of the text by bringing to bear their own cultural norms,
nevertheless describes a hermeneutical manoeuvre which bears marked
similarities to a reader unpacking what might be contained ‘between the lines’.
Ninning holds that readers infer from the text ‘meanings’” which are not,
strictly, those contained or expressed linguistically, but are culturally
embedded as— for instance — biases, assumptions, norms and values, as well as

aptitude with literary conventions. Niinning doesn’t so much do away with the

13 See also p 27.
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idea of ‘reading between the lines” but his own model — perhaps unwittingly —
accounts reasonably well for what that metaphor seems to imply. As Shen
observes: “when constructivist and cognitivist critics, including Yacobi, proceed
with analysis of narratorial unreliability, they themselves often take recourse to
the methods of the rhetorical approach” (“Unreliability”).14 The crucial point,
then, is to recognise when a hermeneutic strategy is applying rhetorical force or
allowing cognitive engagement. Often both are present in the course of the
same critical interrogation, so if we understand the difference, we better
understand the ramifications of theoretical positions and claims, and the
virtually endless variations of applications which might be made of them, from

culturally embedded and individuated readers.

Towards taxonomies of character narration

Whereas Niinning was once right to regard Booth’s definition of unreliable
narration as if critically canonised, Booth’s model no longer holds such
definitive sway given the troubling conception of his implied author. If an
implied author whose norms and values — implicitly moral in Booth's
reckoning —have to be shared by the reader, the reader is then made into an
accomplice to the implied author’s ironical purpose. Cognitive narratologists
are right to suggest that this shuts down interpretive options while it ignores
variations between individual readers” own cultural norms and values. And
yet, as we have seen, even among the dissenting voices, very often the notion
has remained that unreliable narration, involving a deviation between the
norms of the reader and the mistaken narrator, was found, of necessity, in
deference to an implied author.

Part of the critical upshot has been to synthesise rhetorical and

cognitivist positions by paying finer attention to how unreliability is signalled

“

14 See, for instance, Yacobi’s “Authorial Rhetoric, Narratorial (Un)Reliability, Divergent Readings:
Tolstoy’s ‘Kreutzer Sonata’”, and, especially, “Package Deals in Fictional Narrative: The Case of the
Narrator’s (Un-)Reliability”, where she draws on McKay (“Formal Analysis of Communicative
Processes”), whose scheme shows similarities with the rhetorical approach. Indeed, Shen shows similar
recourse (“Why Contextual and Formal Narratologies Need Each Other”; “Implied Author, Authorial
Audience, and Context: Form and History in Neo-Aristotelian Rhetorical Theory”).
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since, as Niinning observes, “most theorists agree [that] a broad range of
definable signals provides clues to gauging a narrator’s unreliability” and that
among those definable signals are “textual data” (“Reconceptualizing” 105). At
the point of reconciliation between rhetorical and cognitive strategies, then, sits
the text itself. And if we have seen an increasing tendency on both sides to
more finely examine textual indicators of unreliability, recent turns have shown
that unreliability as a textual property has also begun to be more finely
taxonomized, arguably replacing —certainly challenging — Booth’s model as the
most dominant critical account.

Notably, Shen, summarising and explicating the most essential critical
moves in the field till 2013, offers an overarching definition of unreliable
narration which holds more taxonomical refinement than rhetorical flair: a
narrator is, respectively, unreliable or untrustworthy if that narrator
“misreports, -interprets or —evaluates, or if she/he underreports, -interprets or
-evaluates” (“Unreliability”). Shen’s description is precise, practicable and
seemingly clear-cut. But her broad distinction between the narrator who is
merely ‘unreliable” and the one who is more dubiously “untrustworthy’ is then
underscored by a range of further distinctions, indicating the kinds of
complexity arising from a taxonomical approach. And yet that complexity is
itself part of the crucial advantage which, it seems to me, is gained from
reading unreliability as a series of taxonomical distinctions.

Plainly a finely-honed taxonomy of unreliability offers distinctions
between different kinds of unreliability, thereby allowing us to more precisely
describe how we have been led to our interpretive judgement, by the (implied)
author, as we reconstruct events or read through the discourse to resolve the
unreliable narrator’s account. But I want to argue further that taxonomies of
unreliability must also acquit themselves by elucidating even those ambiguous
narratives such as Turn of the Screw or Sydney Bridge—novels whose
uncertainties to do with narrative unreliability put firm resolutions of
unreliability permanently beyond reach. Indeed, in light of the wider debate

over unreliability, such novels make just the point that unreliability itself
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communicates far more fundamentally literary values than simply to lead
readers to deeper ethical observations than unreliable narrators are able to
make, nor even to set readers the task of reconstructing “what really happened’
in the events behind the unreliable narrator’s warped account. Rather, it is
precisely by putting such verdicts beyond reach, yet offering unreliable
accounts all the same, that novels such as these might lead the reader to more
deeply consider the mechanics of unreliability itself.

In making her distinctions between kinds of unreliability Shen follows
the dividing lines laid down by Phelan, who identifies essentially the same six
kinds of unreliability: misreporting, misreading, and misevaluating (what he
also calls misregarding); and underreporting, underreading, and
underregarding (Phelan & Martin 95, Living 51).15 Although Shen’s
summarising slightly alters Phelan’s terminology, the divisions she prescribes
are, in effect, the same. Following Phelan (Living 34-37, 49-53), Shen believes the
fundamental distinction between the ‘mis-" and ‘under-’ categories to be “the
basic contrast between being wrong and being insufficient” (“Unreliability”).
As far as those insufficiencies go, however, underreporting is a damning form
of unreliability if the reader has good reason to suspect the narrator’s motives
for doing so—if, for instance, that narrator is later found to have been culpable
in a crime or another’s misfortune. On the other hand, a narrator could have
strong ethical reasons for choosing to underreport, as in cases where a
narrator’s disclosure could implicate another character unfavourably and if the
narrator deems this to be at odds with a greater good. In this case, however, the

instance of underreporting itself would then direct the authorial audience’s

15 “The Lessons of ‘Weymouth’: Homodiegesis, Unreliability, Ethics, and The Remains of the Day”, co-
authored by Phelan and Patricia Martin, is to a large extent an earlier, more succinct version of Phelan’s
chapter concerning The Remains of the Day in Living to Tell about It, widely quoted and referred to
throughout this discussion. The later, book version, however, explicitly notes the input of Martin in two
sections of discussion, comprising roughly the final third; the first two-thirds of the discussion is
authored as Phelan’s own. Since it is here that Phelan offers his six types of unreliability, and since this
taxonomy is the same as that of the earlier, co-authored essay, while many critics refer to Phelan and
Martin’s six types of unreliability, it is entirely just to simply refer to the six types of unreliability as
Phelan’s, as | have chosen to do here, for clarity and ease of discussion.
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attention to whether or not the unreliable narrator had made a sound ethical
evaluation to begin with.

But it is for just these reasons that Phelan proposes his distinctions
between different kinds of unreliability at all. Phelan’s taxonomy is drawn
along three discrete axes, each corresponding to what he sees as the three main
roles of a narrator: reporting, reading (what Shen calls interpreting), and
regarding (also called evaluating). Hence, for Phelan: “unreliable reporting
occurs along the axis of characters, facts, and events; unreliable reading (or
interpreting) occurs along the axis of knowledge and perception; and unreliable
regarding (or evaluating) occurs along the axis of ethics and evaluation” (Living
50). Phelan thus develops aspects of the approach inherited from Booth —who
left the axis of knowledge and perception relatively underexplored
(“Unreliability”) —and demonstrates too just how narrow Chatman’s
preoccupation with the story-discourse discrepancy really is, for it can only
show up unreliability on the axis of characters, facts and events (“Challenges”
18-20, “Unreliability”). Phelan’s taxonomy, which first appeared in an article
co-authored with Martin, in 1999, coincides with Fludernik’s view that
unreliability could be usefully held to comprise three categories: “factual
contradiction, lack of objectivity, and incompatibility of worldview (ideological
unreliability)” (“Defining” 75). Fludernik’s categories clearly map onto Phelan’s
tripartite axes of fact, perception, and ethics. Given that Fludernik’s chapter
appeared in the same year as Phelan and Martin’s article, her note that
“Nobody has so far tried to properly outline a comprehensive classification of the
various types of unreliability” (emphasis original, 73) feels ironic, but her
categorisations of unreliability also add weight to the claims that Phelan’s
taxonomy represents.

The crucial upshot of Phelan’s multiaxial taxonomy is that different
types of unreliability can interact or coincide with others within the same
narrating subject (Living 50-51). Sometimes different kinds of unreliability can
be seen to have a causal relationship. For example, Phelan finds that if a

character misreports on a matter of fact the misrepresentation is “typically”
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founded on what he calls that character’s “lack of knowledge or mistaken
values” (Living 51). That is, the character cannot report accurately if she doesn’t
know the facts or if she holds a value system which precludes her from reliably
reporting. Thus, the cause of misreporting (unreliability on the axis of
character, fact or event) most often points to or rests upon unreliability on
either — or both — of the other two axes as well: the axis of knowledge and
perception, and/or the axis of ethics and evaluation. Shen summarises
similarly, finding that “misreporting may be a result of the narrator’s
insufficient knowledge or mistaken values”, and hence that misreporting
should “therefore ... concur with misinterpreting or misevaluating”
(“Unreliability”). But Shen is also right to note that “the narrator may be
reliable in one way and unreliable in another”, offering the theoretical example
of the narrator who reports events accurately but misinterprets or misevaluates
them, or both (“Unreliability”). Susan Lanser had already posited similarly —as
early as 1981 — that “a narrator may be quite trustworthy in reporting events
but not competent in interpreting them, or may confuse certain facts but have a
good understanding of their implications” (Narrative 171). Phelan observes —
with recourse to a detailed study on the character of Ishiguro’s Stevens —first
that “a given narrator can be unreliable in different ways at different points in
his or her narration”, and second that “a narrator can also be unreliable in more
than one way at any one point in his narration, ... indeed, misreporting will
usually be accompanied by another kind of unreliability” (Living 52-53, Phelan
and Martin 96).

Just as Phelan has more recently advanced three discrete axes of
deviation to detect and measure degrees and kinds of narrative unreliability,
Lanser had earlier proposed three axes along which to measure “mimetic
authority” —that is, the authority that “the text itself generates through skillful
construction” (emphasis added, 90). Lanser’s three axes are honesty, reliability
and narrative skill, each of which have their polar opposite in, respectively,
dissimulation, unreliability and narrative incompetence (171). In practice,

Lanser’s axes do not directly correspond with Phelan’s. But far more pointedly,
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Phelan teases out Lanser’s discrete “axis of reliability” into three further strands.
Lanser’s other two axes, honesty and narrative competence, could be similarly
explicated, or, as she allows, new axes could be added. However, in looking to
avoid the “needless proliferation of categories”, she argues “that each of these
[axes] may encompass more than one form of competence or reliability” (171-
72). This is important for it means that the system she proposes, though tightly
wrought, is also adaptable: it is highly structured in itself but may be flexible in
its applications. Hence, in cases where a narrator changes (perhaps towards
greater honesty or reliability, perhaps away) throughout the course of their
narration, or when it becomes “almost impossible to speak with certainty of
either a reliable or unreliable voice”, it might be “most accurate to indicate two
(or theoretically any number of) simultaneous states along these axes” (172).
Indeed, it is “precisely for situations like these that [she stresses] the importance
of a system that does not betray the plural possibilities of texts themselves”
(172). As she summarises, “Complexities such as [a changeable narrator] or
dual voice cannot be resolved by forcing a categorization upon the text, nor can
the text be fully appreciated and understood without allowing the pluralities to
surface” (172). Hence, the structure of Lanser’s system strongly prefigures
Phelan’s.
In turn, Phelan summarises his own taxonomy of narrative unreliability
in terms compatible with Lanser’s: “In sum,” he writes,
I propose my taxonomy not as a new set of tools for an aging Procrustes
but rather as a heuristic device designed to sharpen our perceptions of
individual acts of unreliable narration. At the same time, recognizing these
different kinds of unreliability allows us to move away from the common
assumption that reliability and unreliability are a binary pair, that once any
unreliability is detected all the narration is suspect, and, instead, to
recognize that narrators exist along a wide spectrum from reliability to
unreliability with some totally reliable on all axes, some totally unreliable

on all, some intermittently unreliable on all, and some unreliable on one or

two axes and not on others. (Living 53)
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For both Lanser and Phelan, then, the systems and taxonomies which may be
developed to help clarify the workings of storytelling phenomena like honesty
and reliability in narrative texts must strike a balance between precision and
practical applicability —noticeably both critics adopt and modify spectra and
axes tailored to their discrete critical purposes, but part of that is to bear in
mind the unique and sometimes surprising variations in form which narrative

texts are likely to deliver.

“Reliably Reading the Unreliable Stevens”

Phelan’s reading of Remains of the Day is an exacting demonstration of both
what his taxonomy entails as a critical method and how it accounts for even the
most challenging of unreliable narratives. Indeed, Phelan’s reading seems to
answer Wall’s call for “new paradigms of unreliability”, when she remarked of
that novel’s narrator that it is more his “split subjectivity, rather than moral
blindness or intellectual bias, [that] gives rise to unreliable narration”
(“Challenges” 23).1¢ I offer an account of Phelan’s reading now; first to show its
rich exactitude in dealing with complex unreliable narration by closely
examining the narrator’s entwined roles as reporter, perceiver and evaluator;
but second, and as will become increasingly important as this discussion
continues, to consider some of the pointed ramifications in applying Phelan’s
method to an extreme example of complex unreliable narration — Sydney Bridge
Upside Down. Phelan offers a model of interpreting unreliability that grounds
my own reading of the novel, but it also indicates some of the limitations which
the category I propose as ‘insecure narration” seeks to redress.

Stevens narrates the story of his own heartbreak without ever seeming to
understand as much of his situation as the reader of his account: “Ishiguro’s
audience,” writes Phelan, “infers a great deal more from Stevens’s narration
than he [Stevens] is aware that he is communicating” (Living 33). At the end of
the novel the reader witnesses Stevens —whose inner, emotional life has been

subdued by his duty to professional service —arrive at a kind of self-knowledge

16 See p. 28.
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which lends a qualified optimism to the possibilities of self-improvement
available. On the last page of the novel he resolves to more properly regard the
importance of personal relationships — crucially, in terms that recognise not
only his own shortcomings as a person but in what they have cost him as
opportunities lost: “Perhaps it is indeed time I began to look at this whole
matter of bantering more enthusiastically. After all, when one thinks about it, it
is not such a foolish thing to indulge in — particularly if it is the case that in
bantering lies the key to human warmth” (258). Stevens’s ultimate realisation
that his life has been poorer for a lack of human warmth amounts to his
purpose for narrating the tale.

At the same time, and in a way that Stevens himself is unaware of, his
self-knowledge is limited and hence transmits another, distinct purpose to
readers of the novel. This is what Phelan means when he identifies “Ishiguro’s
audience”, implying an authorial audience different to the internal one which
Stevens addresses as he narrates his story.l” Effectively Phelan reads Stevens’s
purpose as a kind of fable orchestrated by the author and designed to express a
set of values wider or beyond those of the narrator himself. So when Stevens
suggests, towards the end of his account, that looking back with regret can
serve no good purpose —“After all, what can we ever gain in forever looking
back and blaming ourselves if our lives have not turned out quite as we might
have wished?” (256) — Phelan believes that Ishiguro is with his narrator to an
extent but pushing him towards a higher authorial purpose as well.

For Phelan, Stevens’s newfound knowledge stops short of the insight
which Ishiguro conveys to the authorial audience properly attuned to the all
the working dimensions of the text. Even so, Phelan has to be read carefully to
properly find where the line between narratorial and authorial purpose is
drawn. First of all, Phelan finds Stevens’s remark that “in bantering lies the key
to human warmth” an overestimation. Specifically, Stevens is unreliable
because he underregards: “Bantering can convey warmth,” writes Phelan, “but

it does not equal the warmth generated by the intimate and frank disclosure of

17 See also pp.12-13.
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thoughts and feelings among people who trust each other” (64). Perhaps this is
unfair to Stevens, who doesn’t necessarily suggest that bantering can be
understood as the sum total of emotional exchange —rather, Stevens seems to
imply that, as a ‘key” to human warmth, banter might make something of a
parlour through which one may pass on the way to inhabiting the fuller, more
richly and privately cultivated spaces of human feeling. Phelan’s point is that
“Ishiguro shows Stevens trying to build on his new self-knowledge without
showing him as an unrealistically transformed character” (65). By the end of the
novel Stevens may be more open to deeper, more emotional human
engagement, but he hasn’t extirpated his emotional repression completely. And
indeed, there is a hard irony in the novel’s very closing sentiment in which
Stevens'’s resolution to more enthusiastically apply himself to the art of repartee
is underwritten by a desire that he please his employer in doing so—that is, he
justifies his decision for personal improvement, in the end, with recourse to the
very authority against which he dashed his chances of achieving personal
happiness in the first place. Arguably Stevens misevaluates, but because his
unreliability on other axes conveys a human sincerity —such as when he
resolves to take up the art of banter — his misevaluation does not damn him in
the eye of the reader. For readers to get the irony —as Booth reminds us —both
Ishiguro and his audience must be on the same wavelength and together they
must be (if only slightly in this case) on another wavelength to Stevens.18

This extra wavelength of understanding allows Phelan to speculate
further, then, on the values which Ishiguro and his ideal, or “authorial’, readers

must hold but which must be denied in their fullest sense to Stevens:

18 This raises an important point about how Phelan holds ‘the reader’ in mind of his “conception of
narrative as rhetoric”. It is worth quoting Phelan’s justification at length: “this conception of the
recursive relationship among authorial agency, textual phenomena, and reader response entails the
possibility of shared readings among different flesh-and-blood readers. The author designs the textual
phenomena for a hypothetical audience (what I call the authorial audience), and the individual
rhetorical reader seeks to become part of that audience. ... Rhetorical reading acknowledges that
individual readers will find some authorial audiences easier to enter than others, and it stops short of
ever declaring any one reading as definitive and fixed for all time” (Living 19). Phelan’s authorial reader,
then, conjoins aspects of Booth’s authorially postulated reader, Iser’s phenomenologically implied
reader, and the concerns of cognitivst/constructivist critics of Ninning’s persuasion. See also pp. 26n6,
31n7, 34n9.
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Ishiguro’s communications to us, by contrast with Stevens’s, are themselves
a generous offer to share human warmth. Although the veil of fiction and
the filter of Stevens mean that Ishiguro is not engaging in discreet
disclosure about himself, he is, nevertheless, sharing his concerns about
lives not lived, sacrifices made for the wrong reasons, whole dreams
irredeemably lost. (65)

Contrasting the depth and sincerity of Ishiguro’s and Stevens’s
communications to us in this way, however, is potentially misleading. Phelan
suggests that Ishiguro’s “concerns about lives not lived, sacrifices made for the
wrong reasons, whole dreams irredeemably lost” are not fully understood by
the unfortunate Stevens —he who “still has much to learn about the sharing of
human emotion” (64). This is a fair assessment but it is important not to lose
sight of what is shared here between author, narrator and reader. Ishiguro
might have a fuller understanding than Stevens of those values —and it’s that
fuller understanding which allows the irony —but Stevens’s newfound curiosity
with bantering belongs to the same order of value as Ishiguro’s concern that
lives ought to be lived to their fullest. Whether or not he completes his
transition, Stevens is on the way to acquiring the same understanding which
Ishiguro holds for the reader in this respect.

Nonetheless, to the reader of the novel, Stevens’s insight is necessarily
limited because he can never see outside the bounds of the fictional world that
contains him, his actions, and his thought. As a character within a novel, he is
no more than a textual assembly of attributes after all. Outside the fictional
world of the novel, however, Ishiguro and his readers are connected by their
shared access to the realm of speculation which is set aside to ponder thematic
and interpretive significance. Here, more novelistic concerns come into their
own, and even supersede the humanist wisdom which seems so hard-won by
Stevens and so confidently assumed by Ishiguro. When Stevens says there’s no
point looking back on one’s own mistakes to lament the past, Ishiguro the
novelist no doubt agrees, nudging Stevens to look ahead with optimism, to
embrace the remains of his day with open-mindedness, warmth and generosity,

and thereby redeem some of what he passed up in the previous chapters of his
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life. But the deeper, more permanent concern of the novel has to do with much
more than lives not lived properly and emotional sacrifice in the name of

duty —at the heart of the novel lies a compelling, vital consideration of how
narrative itself shapes and is shaped by an individual’s complicated
relationship to their own innermost values, to their own history, and to the
values of those around them. In this sense Stevens is the puppet at the end of
the strings who feels the pull this way and that of the forces that move him, but
without objectively understanding them in the way we do as we read the
fiction he inhabits.

This, then, is Stevens’s ironic purpose — the one which Ishiguro has
decided upon for him, the one which we see and Stevens doesn’t. The real
division between narratorial and authorial insight is thus marked by the
different perspective of each towards the machinery of narrative. Stevens
doesn’t mean to be an ironically-limited narrator, but that is, of course, exactly
what Ishiguro intends for him to be. Hence, Remains of the Day is most
fundamentally concerned with ironic, or unreliable, narration itself. As Phelan
concludes in the end, it is a novel that ultimately “implies a deep trust in our
ability to read the disclosures behind [Stevens’s] many strategies of
indirection —and, in the key moment of the narrative, to fend for ourselves”
(65).

Phelan’s argument partly rests on and partly suggests the finely-honed
intuition which writers must have of their audience’s interpretive capacities if
their authorial message is to be recognised. So although Remains of the Day is
often regarded as a masterpiece of unreliable narration,!” to render this effect
palpable the values on which Ishiguro relies must be, in a sense, reliable in
themselves: Ishiguro depends on an audience with whom he shares a cultural
understanding. As we, the authorial audience, interpret the symbolic order of
Remains of the Day we bring to bear our knowledge of highly acculturated

narratives; many who read Stevens'’s story are no doubt reminded of a familiar

19 See, for instance, Wall, “Challenges”; but also David Lodge, Art of Fiction, pp. 154-57; Amit Marcus,
“Discourse of Self-Deception”; and Greta Olson, “Reconsidering”.
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set of values which involve personal sacrifice for higher duty, whether that
duty is civic, moral, familial, societal or idealistically bounded in some other
way. Phelan himself would call this “a cultural narrative”; that is, a trope with
“a sufficiently wide circulation so that we can legitimately say that its author,
rather than being a clearly identified individual, is a larger collective entity,
perhaps a whole society or at least some significant subgroup of society” (8).
For Stevens’s behaviour to be understood and interpreted in the way Ishiguro
desires needs the writer and the reader to share some perspective on a common
cultural ground.

At the same time, however, the cultural narrative channelled through
Remains of the Day accounts for avenues of meaning which may be discovered
and explored within the world of the novel as well. Like Stevens’s nascent
appreciation for the art of banter, the wider cultural narrative of personal
sacrifice in the name of duty offers a kind of knowledge which Stevens himself
could access if he were alert to it and open to embracing its possibilities. As it
happens, this is basically what transpires —as he philosophically resigns
himself to having lost his chance at love with Miss Kenton and finds himself
making small talk with a stranger on the pier instead, Stevens realises what
simple but profound joy one might take in living each day with optimism
underwritten by compassion for self and others. Therein lies Stevens’s chance
at redemption.

Hence, the values which Ishiguro calls on to impart his authorial
message — the values that he counts on his readers being able to recognise —are
reliable in ways that signal two distinct but connected levels of
comprehensibility. First, Ishiguro relies on the reader’s recognition of the
cultural narrative that carries the story of an individual’s private sacrifice borne
of commitment to that individual’s sense of a higher good. This is the trope to
which Stevens’s story conforms and whose contours Stevens can observe and
plumb to an extent—even though the novel also projects that its ideal readers
will hold a deeper emotional maturity than Stevens. But partly readers pick up

on the cultural narrative because they also know that, as Phelan puts it,
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“Cultural narratives typically become formulas that underlie specific
narratives” (8). If Ishiguro is able to write with such readers in mind then he is
counting on readers sophisticated enough to accurately interpret degrees of
narrative unreliability as well —these will be readers who are able to
corroborate, from their own reading experience, that character narration is,
indeed, as Phelan says, an art of indirection.

Finally, from outside the novel looking in on all this, still another
perspective is available. As Phelan expertly makes clear, Stevens misreads
many of the situations around him because of his tendency to repress his
feelings and prioritise his dedication to service instead (Living 32-38, 51-65). But
to the reader cognisant of not only the cultural narrative in which the
emotionally limited Stevens is caught up, but the ends to which cultural
narratives are often put when framed by the norms of fiction as well, then the
unreliability of Stevens is encountered almost as if a matter of conventional
necessity: the cultural narrative of personal sacrifice is so intertwined with
Stevens’s obvious repression that it’s no surprise when Stevens proves to be the
kind of suspect narrator who deceives even himself. Although he cannot see it
himself, Stevens’s own unreliability forms part of a dynamic literary
convention which has been carefully and critically articulated in the study of
English literature for many decades. At this point the cultural narrative seems
to have been appropriated to serve a peculiarly literary purpose: Stevens'’s
situation is incorporated into a complex trope whose dimensions are
continually being explored and mapped in literary scholarship as well as
creative works. At this point, then, we may also say that, in cases like Stevens
the butler, the unreliable narrator is very much a function of a reliable reader.

If Remains of the Day exemplifies a particular kind of unreliable
narration —that of the self-deceiving and misreading first-person narrator —
then Phelan’s reading of Stevens’s unreliability demonstrates the
corresponding reader reliability required to comprehend the multivalent
signals of the text and consolidate their working with thorough and just critical

interpretation. Phelan interprets narrative content and infers authorial meaning
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but maintains distinctions between them by paying scrupulous attention to the
textual machinery of the novel, thereby setting out to advance fuller
understanding of the theoretical dimensions suggested by the text.
Furthermore, although Phelan embodies the kind of critically reliable reader
implied by the novel, other readings aren’t necessarily foreclosed; while his
interpretation is supported by meticulous textual evidence and theoretical
expertise, the narratological dimensions with which he is concerned are
complex, offering multiple avenues of interpretation. The rhetorical approach
favoured by Phelan means that if other, differing but equally supportable
readings of the same text are to be had, then they must be taken into account,
not only for the novels on which they focus to be understood more fully, but for
the wider relevant theoretical insights to be sharpened a little more, for the thin
edge of the narratological wedge to be driven a little further.

And yet Phelan’s figuring of character narration —as, essentially, an act
of indirection by which the author communicates to a reader, alongside the
narrator’s internal communication to a narratee, rather than simply behind that
narrator’s back —raises fundamental questions to do with theoretical
engagements with unreliable narration itself. Phelan’s exacting reading of
Stevens’s unreliability raises the concern that if unreliable narration can be so
reliably read, then even the most complex narrators might begin to be
conventionally inscribed. Installing any unreliable narrator as an exemplar of
unreliable narration risks installing particular instances of unreliability,
however complex, as reliably understood modes of narration. So while both
Wall and Phelan offer compelling and sophisticated readings of Stevens’s
unreliability that admirably advance the theoretical discussion of unreliable
narration, their success —and Ishiguro’s —is delicately balanced.

I would suggest that herein lies what must be one of the main difficulties
associated with defining or theorising unreliable narration at all: for an
unreliable narrator must be allowed to inhabit categories of unreliability in
highly complex ways — perhaps in themselves unreliable, as if in “permanent

oscillation” to insert Rimmon-Kenan’s words —for such categorisations to avoid
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undermining the very indeterminacy or ambiguity which underlies the notion

of unreliability itself.

Ramifications

There can be little doubt, as I hope my reading shows, that the terms of
Phelan’s taxonomy have taken hold and with good reason. Deployed by Shen
as definitive, they are also applied in Greta Olson’s reading of unreliability
which takes up the essential difference between Phelan’s ‘under” and “mis’
categories to argue that unreliable narrators are either fallible or untrustworthy.
And yet her discussion, I argue, also shows how easily Phelan’s taxonomy can
be misapplied. Because Olson bisects unreliability into categories which are not
only distinct but mutually exclusive, she risks re-inscribing the same thinking
which underlies the notion that Phelan explicitly warns against, “that reliability
and unreliability are a binary pair” (Living 53).

Nonetheless Olson does make some valuable ground, as Shen notes
(“Unreliability”). Olson picks up “[Booth’s] implicit differentiation between
fallible and untrustworthy narrators”, demonstrating the different kinds of
unreliability he envisages: “Notably, he uses the words “unreliable,’
“untrustworthy,” “inconscience’ (unconscious), and ‘fallible” to describe the
narrators he wants to characterize” (emphasis original, 96). Parsing his usage
further, she finds that, in Booth’s terms,

‘Unreliable” and ‘untrustworthy” suggest that the narrator deviates from
the general normative standards implicit in the text. ... [And that] By
contrast, “inconscience’ and ‘fallible” imply that the narrator makes mistakes
about how she perceives herself or her fictional world. The first terms
concern the narrator’s qualities as a person and the second her ability to
perceive and report accurately. (Emphasis original, 96)
Olson furnishes her reading of “Booth’s implicit distinction between fallible
narrators and untrustworthy ones” by noting other theorists to have similarly
differentiated between forms of unreliability, most notably: Lanser (Narrative),
Dorrit Cohn (“Discordant”), Phelan and Martin (“Lessons”), and Fludernik

(“Detining”).
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In particular Olson neatly observes that Phelan’s six types of
unreliability, divisible into two broad groups constituting wrongness and
insufficiency, map onto the general parsing of untrustworthy from fallible
narrators respectively: “The first three types of [Phelan’s] unreliability are
grouped together on the basis of how the reader responds to them, namely by
replacing the narrator’s story with a less contradictory account of fictional
events, and the second three on the reader’s need to amplify on the narrator’s
incomplete tale” (100). In the vein of Niinning’s proposed synthesis between
rhetorical and cognitivist/constructivist methods, she notes that while
Niinning also describes “a separation between fallible and unreliable narrators
and considers adopting this differentiation”, elsewhere “he argues that this
distinction fails to clear up the problems of imprecision inherent in Booth’s
definition and its usage” (106n16).

Adding further grist to her synthesising mill, she could have picked up
on the terms of Lanser’s differentiations of unreliability to justify a general
sense that fallibility and untrustworthiness tend not to occupy the one
narrating consciousness. Lanser looks to The Sound and the Fury and finds
compelling case studies in Benjy and Jason: Benjy’s “capacity to reconstruct a
sequential narrative is limited and [his] ability to interpret events is more
limited still”, and yet he proves to be “reliable in his intuitions about people
and in his responses to beauty and truth.” On the other hand, Jason “is morally
and psychologically untrustworthy even though he is a relatively competent
reporter of external events” (Narrative 171). Jason’s personality may be
rendered by Faulkner according to quite different values and quirks of
character than Benjy’s, and yet their separate narrations bear out the same deep
structural point that Shen, Phelan and Lanser all support: characters” modes of
unreliability may be contingent on reliability of other kinds, and, equally,
reliability of one sort doesn’t guarantee reliability elsewhere. What Olson
would add is that Benjy is a fallible narrator and Jason an untrustworthy one.

Hence, Olson follows Lanser by moving towards categorising instances

of unreliable narration in ways that agree with Phelan’s taxonomy — Lanser

58



with her structurally and systematically compatible axes of values, Olson with
her strongly post-Boothian tendencies. But Lanser’s system is considerably
more open when catering for radical doubt in the ascription of unreliability:
when a narrator’s degree of reliability deepens or even alters during her
narration, or when it is “almost impossible to speak with certainty of either a
reliable or unreliable voice”, it could be “most accurate to indicate two (or
theoretically any number of) simultaneous states along these axes” (172). In the
face of complex narration, Lanser remains opposed to stringent categorisations
of unreliability, putting her into a far more congenial relationship with Phelan
who iterates the point of his taxonomy to bring us closer to the complexities of
individual texts (Living 53).

Olson shies away from just these possibilities. The most striking instance

is offered on the brink of her conclusion:
To my mind, the separation of narrators into untrustworthy or fallible
applies for all narrators traditionally labelled unreliable. ... However, it is
also possible for narrators to move from being fallible to being
untrustworthy in the course of a narration. Nonetheless, I suspect that
readers will, like Booth, prefer making more straightforward attributions of

fallibility or untrustworthiness. (104)
Remarkably Olson retreats at precisely the height of narratological interest:
rather than try to chart what a narrator who shifts modes of unreliability might
look like, Olson appeals not just to Booth but to a mere suspicion of readers’
fancies, deciding that a “more straightforward” attribution of fallibility or
untrustworthiness is preferable.

Her retreat from the point of critical engagement is firmly underlined in
her very final thought, and in terms which are apposite to my claim that not all
unreliable narrators will yield a stable reading of their unreliability:

As in cases of irony, the narrated utterance must be turned over and
reinterpreted. A gap opens between the literal and the implied; when the
reader detects unreliability, she enters the gap successfully. Textual signals

help her decide whether the narrator is fallible or untrustworthy. The

decision allows the reader to predict whether the narrator is likely to
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always misreport or is prevented by circumstances from telling the tale
straight. The reader can then assume a strategy by which she can make
different types of unreliable narration comprehensible and render fallible
and untrustworthy narrators reliable in their unreliability. (105)

Despite the care with which she reads her critical forebears, such as Booth, and
the forcefulness with which she more deeply articulates distinctions running
through the engagements of others, such as Phelan and Niinning, in the end
Olson seems more inclined to achieving a kind of critical elegance and closure
than with thoroughly accounting for the critical ramifications of her own
thinking.

If we apply more critical pressure to her reasoning, we might find the
soft spot nestled in the terms of her premise that textual signals help the reader
decide if the reader is fallible or untrustworthy. Her premise is accurate, but
Olson wavers in her next step. Olson argues that because the reader decides
upon the narrator’s fallibility or untrustworthiness based upon the reception
and analysis of textual signalling, the reader can then “predict whether the
narrator is likely to always misreport or is prevented by circumstances from
telling the tale straight” (105). This is plausible but in no way definitive. No
doubt many critics and readers will be able to supply an array of examples
bearing out just this order of engagement, but doing so doesn’t ordain that all
engagement fall in with this configuration, a configuration which is not only
particular but also, by definition of its own terms, partial. The reader can only
predict what is likely to happen —allowing narrators who will buck those
expectations as theoretical possibilities, and, if theoretical possibilities, then
almost certainly roaming at large in practice as well.

The certitudes of Olson’s thinking thus indicated, others appear in their
wake. For instance, allowing a reader to “assume a strategy by which she can
make different types of unreliable narration comprehensible and render fallible
and untrustworthy narrators reliable in their unreliability” (105), in turn
assumes that unreliable narrators can only be fallible or untrustworthy. Olson’s
bisection of unreliability into either fallibility or untrustworthiness now begins

to seem not simply an anatomisation of unreliability but a troubling paring
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down as well, the possibility becoming more distinct that some instances of
unreliable narration mightn’t fall this way or that according to the terms of her
treatment and hence undermine her categorisations or defy them completely.
This possibility turns the corner into likelihood in the seemly critical equation
of her conclusion and its confident assertion that unreliability can, of necessity,
be reliably read. In response I suggest that Olson’s view implies an assumption
on her part, that because (as she convincingly argues) unreliability may be
reliably read according to her method, then (and here she falters) her method
must hold for all instances of unreliability.

The assumption rests upon how she defines unreliability itself. Initially
she looks to have solid grounds for bifurcating unreliability into either fallible
or untrustworthy narration: “Supporting [her] thesis is Phelan’s statement in a
recent defense of the need for an implied author in accounts of unreliability:
‘Narrators ... can be unreliable in two different ways, either by falling short or
by distorting. Narration that falls short is reliable up to a point; narration that
distorts is simply unreliable” (‘Can Readers’ 6)” (104). But this doesn’t take into
account Phelan’s whole position which, as this thesis stresses, is more finely
nuanced than mere categorisation.

Although Phelan ‘reliably” reads Stevens — he even calls one section of
his treatment “Reliably Reading the Unreliable Stevens” (Living 32-38)) — his
claims on taxonomies of unreliability are checked by his commitment to better
understand the dynamics of individual texts working upon readers of the
rhetorical persuasion, hence carefully navigating his way around those critical
absolutes which shut down rather than open the field of debate. By paying the
fullest and most exacting detail he can to the intricacies of Stevens’s narration,
Phelan looks to develop and advance approaches to unreliability not simply
beyond Olson’s reckoning but actually — if subtly —opposed on critical

principle. To reiterate one of Phelan’s most important points:
recognizing ... different kinds of unreliability allows us to move away from
the common assumption that reliability and unreliability are a binary pair,

that once unreliability is detected all the narration is suspect, and, instead,
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to recognize that narrators exist along a wide spectrum from reliability to

unreliability with some totally reliable on all axes, some totally unreliable

on all, some intermittently unreliable on all, and some unreliable on one or

two axes and not on others. (Living 53)
While Olson regards highly the nuance of Phelan’s position —and hence that
undergirding Lanser’s as well —in practice, she veers dangerously back
towards essentially a binary categorisation within the terms of unreliability
itself. The binary she prescribes shuts down her chances of properly
encountering the changeable unreliable narrator, the narrator whose mode of
unreliability alters.

I point to Olson’s reading primarily because while her argument does

make telling distinctions between fallibility and untrustworthiness, there is a
third sense of unreliability which her formulation leaves out but which the
taxonomies proposed by Phelan and Lanser are equipped to accommodate.
Defining “unreliability’, the OED gives “The state or fact of being unreliable”.
Per “unreliable’ the OED gives “Not reliable; that cannot or should not be relied
on”, and per ‘reliable” gives “1. That may be relied on. a. Of a person,
information, etc.: able to be trusted; in which reliance or confidence may be
placed; trustworthy, safe, sure” (OED). Triangulating and extrapolating from
these senses, then, we can justly infer that if the state or fact of reliability
constitutes the state or fact of being ‘trustworthy’, ‘safe’, or ‘sure’, then of a
person—and here bearing in mind applied to character narrators —
“unreliability” can rightly constitute the state or fact of being “untrustworthy’,
‘unsafe’, or ‘unsure’. It follows that all critical accounts, such as Olson’s, which
offer “untrustworthy’ as a partial definition of “unreliability’, are on firm
etymological footing. It is also safe to map the usage of “fallibility” in
narratological definitions of unreliability onto the state or fact of being “unsure’,
since the OED, defining “sure’, gives “11. ... b. Of a sign or signal: giving
trustworthy indication; able to be relied on; infallible, unmistakeable” (emphasis
added). Untrustworthiness and fallibility are hence sound departure points to
advance narratological understanding of unreliability. But the third clear

dimension to the wider sense of the word, the state or fact of being unsafe, goes
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unremarked upon in narratological accounts. I ask then, how might that sense
of the state of unreliability, the state of being unsafe —of being in danger or in
jeopardy, of insecurity, of unsafety —be applied to the case of unreliable
narration? What might it uncover, in a narratological sense, and might it bring
another layer of understanding to how we negotiate problems arising from our

dealings with unreliable narrators?

Insecure narration

Although this is ground yet to be properly charted, there are enough
suggestions on the critical record pointing to both the importance and the
difficulty of treating the third kind of unreliability I propose. It is worth
revisiting in more detail, for instance, Rimmon-Kenan’s regard for just one of
the uncertainties she spies arising from Booth’s formulation of unreliable
narration:
Many texts make it difficult to decide whether the narrator is reliable or
unreliable, and if unreliable — to what extent. Some texts — which may be
called ambiguous narratives — make such a decision impossible, putting the
reader in a position of constant oscillation between mutually exclusive
alternatives. The governess in James’s The Turn of the Screw, to take the
most famous example, can be seen as a reliable narrator telling the story of

two haunted children, but she can also be considered an unreliable,

neurotic narrator, unwittingly reporting her own hallucinations. (103)
While the narration itself is ambiguous, the insecurity — the “unsafety’ —is
redirected to the reader who cannot ‘safely’ decide which version of
unreliability is presented by the text. It is not merely that the reader cannot
decide upon the mode of unreliability, if this implies that there is a stable
interpretation which would reveal itself were the reader to bring the ‘correct’
reading to the text. It is not that the reader cannot necessarily decide, but rather
that they necessarily cannot decide. As Rimmon-Kenan rightly observes, then —
and here importing Olson’s terms to foreground what is at stake in the

hermeneutical situation —the decision between whether to ascribe fallibility or
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untrustworthiness to the unreliable narrator is impossible: “the reader [is] in a
position of constant oscillation between mutually exclusive alternatives” (103).
Other critics to help us understand what is at stake in the topic of
changing unreliability include Paul McCormick and Dorrit Cohn. Although
Cohn’s widely noted study of the framing of consciousness in fiction,
Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in Fiction (1978),
is not concerned with reliability as such, her work has been nonetheless
influential in accounts of unreliability.?) McCormick summarises his interest in
respect of the distinctions Cohn provides as the starting point for his own query
into unreliable narration thus:
... Cohn devotes the fourth chapter [of Transparent Minds] to the techniques
of retrospective character (‘figural’) narration. In that chapter, she makes a
valuable distinction between ‘consonant’ narrators, who morally and
intellectually identify with their former selves, and ‘dissonant’ narrators,
who claim moral and intellectual distance from their former selves by
offering a contrasting and supposedly superior set of values, judgments,

beliefs, or actions ... Dissonance is a measure of the moral and cognitive

20 Cohn’s short article “Discordant Narration” (2000) is also a substantial and direct contribution to the
critical field concerned with unreliable narration. There, she addresses “the need to distinguish between
two different kinds of unreliable fictional narration: a factual kind of unreliability that is attributed to a
mis- or dis-informed narrator, unwilling or unable to tell what ‘actually’ happened ... and an ideological
kind that is attributed to a narrator who is biased or confused, inducing one to look, behind the story he
or she tells, for a different meaning from the one he himself or she herself provides”. Distinct from
unreliable narration as such, Cohn hence proposes the term ‘discordant narration’ to apply to the
second of her nominated kinds of unreliability, that of ideological unreliability, which she “intends to
signify the possibility for the reader to experience a teller as normatively inappropriate for the story he
or she tells” (307). An important discussion, nonetheless many of its terms are not merely familiar and
already well set, but have been substantially challenged and hence their critical force reduced. For
instance, her discussion relies on an ironic model of unreliable narration dependent on an implied
author and a knowing reader: “[Discordant narration] suggests the reader’s sense that the author
intends his or her work to be understood differently from the way the narrator understands it: in a way
that can only be discovered by reading the work against the grain of the narrator’s discourse, providing
it with a meaning that, though not explicitly spelled out, is silently signalled to the reader behind the
narrator’s back” (emphasis original, 307). Hence, | subscribe to the thoughts of Shen, who critiques
thus: “In terms of intentionally encoded fictional unreliability, even along the axis of facts, there is still
an implicit clash between the narrator’s discourse and the implied author’s discourse. This calls into
question Cohn’s distinction between ‘unreliable narration’ and ‘discordant narration’ (2000: 307), the
former only concerning the axis of facts and the latter, by contrast, having to do with the axis of values,
a kind that involves a discordance between narrator and author. But as regards the factual unreliability
that sets in behind the clash between story facts and discourse presentation, we still have ‘discordant
narration,” since there is also a gap between the ‘mis-’ or ‘disinformed narrator’ and the accurately or
adequately informed (implied) author whose norms constitute a standard by which narrational
unreliability can be judged along any axis by the rhetorical critic” (“Unreliability”).
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distance that the narrating-I takes from the experiencing-I: the greater the
distance, the more dissonant the narration. By the same logic, if such a
narrating-I ever closes the distance between those two Is to claim some
kinship or continuity with a former self, then an exception arises in the
pattern of dissonance. These exceptions are properly peripheral to Cohn’s
study, but I will focus on them here and call them claims of stable identity (or
CSI). (Emphasis original, 317-18)

For McCormick, a claim of stable identity, as an exception from a narrator’s

dissonance, “deserves special attention from readers looking for inconsistencies

in the discourse for the purpose of judging (un)reliability” (319).

And yet the overall continuity of the work itself remains intact, in both
Cohn’s and McCormick’s reckoning, despite the fact that “Dissonant narrators,
by definition, frame their experiencing- and narrating-identities as temporally
discontinuous” (319). As Cohn sees it: “even when a narrator becomes a
‘different person’ from the self he describes in his story, his two selves still
remain yoked by the first-person pronoun” (Transparent 144). This means that
McCormick uses the same principle of continuity as Cohn, thus preserving the
possibility that even with temporal dislocations between experiencing and
narrating selves, a stable interpretation of the text remains available to be
uncovered. But that not only requires the right reading strategy be brought to
bear, but also assumes a consistent narratorial consciousness, even though that
consciousness might engage different modes of unreliability, as Phelan
demonstrates of Stevens. Shen is thus right to note that McCormick figures as
one of those critics to have demonstrated that “Just as a person’s view may
change in the course of real life, the degree of a narrator’s (un)reliability may
vary at different stages of the narration” (“Unreliability”). What is crucial to my
interest here is to note further how Shen carefully leaves untouched —and
therefore open — the more radical possibility that unreliable narrators may not
only change degrees of unreliability but also switch between kinds of
unreliability so dramatically that the narratorial discourse itself renders reliable

readings of unreliability necessarily unattainable.
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By contrast, Olson’s view of unreliable narrators, neatly divisible into the
two broad categories of fallible and untrustworthy, works on the assumption
that, in ascertaining precisely what kind of unreliability is at play, we can both
produce and rely on a settled, reliable version of story events against which we
measure and ascribe unreliability. It seems logical to assume that if a narrator is
unreliable — whether factually, knowledgably or ethically — then there must be a
reliable version somewhere, a “truthful” line of events or a justly found ethical
position to counter (and implicitly ‘correct’) that which has been unreliably
narrated. But although finding the counterpoint of reliability can be a
demanding exercise, it can also reward for its complexity, as Wall demonstrates

in her treatment of Remains of the Day:
Ishiguro’s novel, by both facilitating and frustrating the process of figuring
out “what really happened” not only refocuses the reader’s attention on the
narrator’s mental processes, but deconstructs the notion of truth, and
consequently questions both “reliable” and “unreliable” narration and the
distinctions we make between them. (22-23)

In the end, as Wall and Phelan establish, there is both a stable version of
events and an ethical reading in response to Stevens’s narration which the
authorial reader of Remains of the Day is able to safely construct and thereby
infer what might be regarded as the ‘truth-value’ of the narrative.?! Wall again:

“Indeed, the novel may be seen to be about Stevens’s attempts to grapple with

his unreliable memories and interpretations and the havoc that his dishonesty

21 By “‘truth-value’ | am here subscribing to the Aristotelean sense of the ‘truth’ expressed in narrative,
that the structure of fictions themselves might better inform our sense of how we order, and thereby
evaluate, the world around us. See Aristotle, “Plot”, The Poetics; and, for a Neo-Aristotelean
perspective, Booth, who explains: “If ‘virtue’ covers every kind of genuine strength or power, and if a
person’s ethos is the total range of his or her virtues, then ethical criticism will be any effort to show
how the virtues of narratives relate to the virtues of selves and societies, or how the ethos of any story
affects or is affected by the ethos—the collection of virtues—of any given reader. Obviously this means
that a critic will be doing ethical criticism just as much when praising a story or poem for ‘raising our
aesthetic sensibilities’ or ‘increasing our sensitivity’ as when attacking decadence, sexism, or racism.
Even a work that has seemed to most readers a manifesto for art-for-art’s-sake—Oscar Wilde’s essay
‘The Decay of Lying,” for example—will be taken as ethical criticism if we can discern in it a program for
improving us in any way or a judgment that some works may debase us. ‘Lying,” Wilde says, ‘the telling
of beautiful untrue things, is the proper aim of art’ ... Many have naturally read this and similar
statements throughout Wilde’s work as disparaging all ethical concern. But it takes no very deep
reading to discover that Wilde’s aim is to create a better kind of person—the kind who will look at the
world and at art in a superior way and conduct life accordingly” (The Company We Keep 11).
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has played on his life” (emphasis original, 23). As a result, “The novel also asks
us to formulate new paradigms of unreliability for the narrator whose split
subjectivity, rather than the moral blindness or intellectual bias gives rise to
unreliable narration” (23). As Wall puts it, drawing on Chris Weedon's

formulation in Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory (1987):
The standard definitions of an unreliable narrator presuppose a reliable
counterpart who is the “rational, self-present subject of humanism,” who
occupies a world in which language is a transparent medium that is
capable of reflecting a “real” world (Weedon 41). But if “subjectivity ... is
precarious, contradictory and in process, constantly being reconstituted in
discourse each time we think or speak” (Weedon 33), then we are forced to
think about the issue of unreliable narration as a matter of degree rather
than as the moral aberration of more traditional definitions. I am
suggesting, in short, that changes in how subjectivity is viewed will
inevitably be reflected in the way reliable or unreliable narration is

presented. (Emphasis and ellipsis original, 21-22)

Of crucial interest to me here is to note the connection which Wall makes
between split subjectivities in narrators and the need for new paradigms of
unreliability to be formulated in response. In this sense, the notion of an
unreliable narrator whose own mental state is a matter, for the reader, of
negotiating radical doubt strikes a terminological resonance with the
description I propose of a third, permanently and necessarily unstable kind of
unreliability. For if narrators who seem poised in a state of mental
precariousness through discursive textual features alone render firm
ascriptions of fallibility or untrustworthiness impossible for the authorial
reader, then the nuance of holding such narration to be “unsafe’, or —my
preferred term — “insecure’ might be used in respect of both the narrators
themselves and what is at stake for the critical method as a result. If this risks
inscribing a typological distinction — that narrators who might be mentally
insecure will always be regarded as insecure narrators — then the proper weight
needs to be given to the necessary impossibility of finding the exact nature of

their unreliability in the first place. Rather than describe such narrators as
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insecure, it is more accurate to describe their narrations as such. The narrators
themselves are unable to be ‘secured’ by one category of unreliability or
another, while their narrations, thwarting the critical apparatus designed to
yield reliable readings of unreliability, remain ‘insecure’. For both
terminological clarity and critical efficacy, we might better think, then, of
‘insecure narration” and “unsecured narrators’.

Unsecured unreliability might well occur in narrators who may be
thought of as mad, but the point rests on the example Rimmon-Kenan makes of
The Turn of the Screw: whether or not the governess is mad, bad or haunted, the
deeper point for interpretation is that the usual strategies do not render reliable
readings of her unreliability. Instead, the reader is left in a “constant oscillation
between mutually exclusive alternatives” (103). Reminiscent of Turn of the
Screw, Sydney Bridge is an unreliably narrated novel whose intricacies
necessitate — to borrow Wall’s apposite phrase —“new paradigms of
unreliability” to be formulated. Hence I argue in the following chapters that
unsecured unreliability is a peculiar kind of unreliability which ultimately —
certainly in a critical sense and at least raising the possibility of a metafictional

one as well —takes aim at reliable readings of unreliable narration itself.
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Chapter Two:
Fallible or Untrustworthy?

Introduction

The bifurcated model of unreliability —that narrators may report wrongly or
insufficiently, that they may be either fallible or untrustworthy —has been
widely established, but the more complex ramifications of the division have
only begun to be explored. Harry’s unreliability — what I propose in the
following chapter to be understood as an ‘insecure narration” —comprises both
fallibility and untrustworthiness. In Harry’s case, these seemingly opposed
tendencies amount to an unreliability that is necessarily unknowable; that is, to
an unreliability which cannot be reliably read in the way that many unreliable
narrations can be, but instead leaves the reader in a state of perpetual
hermeneutical uncertainty. But if we are to account properly for Harry’s
unreliability, we must first parse the fallible aspects of his narration from the
untrustworthy ones before considering how the two, taken together, produce
an insecure narration. Because instances of fallible and untrustworthy narration
in Harry’s account are, much of the time, clearly present and distinguishable,
then for much of the novel it seems that we can reliably read Harry as a
conventionally unreliable narrator, depending on which terms, familiar from
critical accounts, we bring to bear. In this chapter I read Harry’s fallibility
alongside his untrustworthiness to more closely register the complications
arising from his conjoined unreliability.

I begin with a closer examination of fallible and untrustworthy narration
in Olson’s terms, but drawing on Phelan as well, to find that Olson’s own
formulation does not support the hard distinction she looks to draw between
tallibility and untrustworthiness. Looking to separate fallible narrators from
untrustworthy ones, Olson’s terms suggest that she sees a fundamental
difference between narrators who are limited on the epistemological plane, and

those whose unreliability points to a questionable moral compass. Such a
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divide is familiar from the accounts of Booth and Riggan, but more problematic
for other critics such as Wall who, as we have seen, calls for clearer and more
complex critical accounts of unreliability that do not come to rest on moral
judgements.?? Harry narrates both naively and deceptively, thus challenging
Olson’s mutually exclusive demarcation between epistemological limitations
and ethical deficiencies. Harry’s fallibility springs from his naivety, but his
example complicates naive narration too, if, as Olson and Riggan would have
us believe, such fallible narrators are, by definition, trustworthy narrators as
well.

I read Harry’s narration by drawing on both Olson’s and Phelan’s terms.
I hold their respective distinctions against one other, noting where the
formulations themselves overlap and where they diverge, with recourse to
Harry’s narration concerning Janet and Caroline —both examples that show
entwined instances of fallible and untrustworthy narration in unique and
complex ways. A close reading of Harry’s narration to do with his mother,
Janet, shows that he is clearly naive. While the reader infers that Janet is having
an affair with Harry’s teacher, Mr Dalloway, Harry himself notes the signs but
misunderstands them due to his naive limitations. And yet towards the novel’s
close he reveals via a narrative flashback that he has known of his mother’s
affair with Dalloway all along. The reader cannot easily tell whether his prior
knowledge is a repressed memory — thus re-inscribing his fallibility — or
whether he has knowingly elided such information to that point, and is
therefore untrustworthy, complicating his previously narrated naivety. Harry’s
narration in respect of Caroline is similarly complex: though, again, no doubt
naive in his reading of Caroline, his obsession for her leads him to self-
deceptions which cast him as untrustworthy as well.

Harry’s narration, I argue, both practically illustrates Olson’s limitations
and shows that Phelan’s approach allows a more complex understanding of
unreliability. Thus I argue that although Olson looks to apply terms deriving

from Phelan, her model risks re-inscribing the limits of more conventionally

22 See p. 25.
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held notions of unreliability. Such notions categorise unreliable narrators
themselves rather than help to clearly explicate discrete instances of
unreliability in their narrations. While Olson’s categorisations are formulated
with recourse to how people think and behave in the real world (as do Booth
and Riggan), categorising unreliable narrators accordingly limits rather than
opens the terms of the debate around unreliability. As Lanser reminds us:
“Complexities such as [a changeable narrator] or dual voice cannot be resolved
by forcing a categorization upon the text, nor can the text be fully appreciated
and understood without allowing the pluralities to surface” (172). In respect of
the critical structure proposed by Olson, Harry’s narration proves Lanser’s
point.

I conclude then that the epistemological-moral divide, which Olson’s
engagement both rests upon and looks to uphold, not only leads to categorical
assignations of unreliability, but that such categorisations point to the major
shortcoming of her formulation in practice. While her strict categorisations
cannot allow for a narrator like Harry whose precise locus of unreliability is, in
the end, impossible to ascertain, ironically the terms on which she bases her
account — Phelan’s —allow us to account more precisely for just such radically

unreliable narrators.

Fallible & untrustworthy

While Booth tends to use the terms ‘fallible’, “untrustworthy’, “unreliable” and
“unconscious’ interchangeably, Olson disambiguates his terminology to more
exactingly distinguish between untrustworthy and fallible unreliability.2?
Olson’s thinking falls in line with a number of other critics and theorists to note
Phelan’s distinction between unreliability predicated on insufficiency on the
one hand and that predicated on wrongness on the other. For Olson,
untrustworthy narrators are unreliable by disposition, whereas fallible ones are

limited by circumstance: “fallible narrators do not reliably report on narrative

3 See p. 56.
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events because they are mistaken about their judgments or perceptions or are
biased” (101-02).

This is no doubt a useful distinction in many respects. “Fallible
narrators’ perceptions”, writes Olson, “can be impaired because they are
children with limited education or experience, as in Huckleberry Finn; or, as in
the case of Marlow from Lord Jim, their reports can seem insufficient because
their sources of information are biased and incomplete” (101). As she goes on,
Olson —increasingly resonant with Phelan —identifies fallibility not in the
unreliable reportage of fact, character or event, but in how those facts,
characters or events are misunderstood on the axis of knowledge and
perception and thereby seem unreliable.

Borrowing on the insights of social psychology, Olson holds that
“readers regard the mistakes of fallible narrators as being situationally motivated.
That is, external circumstances appear to cause the narrator’s misperceptions
rather than inherent characteristics” (emphasis original, 102). If fallibility is
circumstantial in this way then it makes sense that fallible narration exists on a
spectrum. Some narrators will prove highly fallible and others less so,
depending on the nature of the circumstances which impede understanding
and jeopardise reliability. It is no surprise when Olson identifies Huckleberry

Finn as “a highly fallible narrator” (102). As she explains:
Although Huck is smart as a whip and eminently likable, his perceptions
are nonetheless mistaken because of his age, his superstitions, and his
simply not knowing pertinent facts, as well as his yet literal understanding

of the shallow moral norms he has been exposed to by Miss Watson and

her ilk. (102)
Broadly speaking, Huck’s naivety accounts for his unreliability, and not only
for Olson. Booth (Rhetoric of Irony 141), Riggan (144-57) and Phelan
(“Estranging” 229) also find Huck’s unreliability to rest upon his essential
naivety. By the same measure Harry is also likely to score highly as a fallible
narrator. Incognisant of much of the adult world he nonetheless observes first-

hand, Harry’s perceptions, like Huck’s, are often misguided on account of his
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age, his ignorance on points of fact, and his mishandling of complex
information on the ethical plane.

At the other end of Olson’s spectrum falls a narrator like Marlow from
Lord Jim, a slightly or marginally fallible narrator whose account seems
“insufficient because [his] sources of information are biased and incomplete”
(101). Like Huck, Marlow is limited as a narrator by external circumstances
rather than motivated by disposition to mislead, but the conditions which
impede Marlow’s account seem less entrenched, less insurmountable, than
those which impede naive narrators like Huck. Huck is restricted by his own
ignorance which rests upon his natural naivety, whereas Marlow is limited by
his insufficient access to information and his dealings with others whose own
reliability is questionable. Under different circumstances one can imagine both
Huck and Marlow narrating completely and reliably (as Olson points out
(103)), but when imagining how those respective circumstances would need to
be different, it is easier to conceive of an immediate change in Marlow’s
circumstances than Huck's.

Hence, greater and lesser impediments to reliable reading result in
different degrees of unreliability. Although Huck gives the overall impression
of high fallibility, Olson observes that Huck is, on occasion, fallible to a lesser
extent (102). This makes sense since, for Olson, Huck’s naivety comprises both
the limitation of his age —a natural impediment which leads to high fallibility —
and his “simply not knowing pertinent facts” (102) —a more coincidental
impediment which, in Marlow’s case, leads to lesser fallibility. Allowing that
the one narrator can shift along the spectrum of fallibility in this way means
that deciding whether particular narrators are, overall, highly fallible or, on
balance, only marginally so, must involve an exacting series of judgements
taking into account the whole of the narration.

Complicating Olson’s degrees of fallibility further is that such narrators
may be unreliable not only “because they are mistaken about their judgments
or perceptions or are biased” (101). She has already cited “biased” sources of

information to account for Marlow’s fallibility, but here she explicitly consigns
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“biased” narrators as fallible ones. And yet nowhere does she explain how
biased narrators differ in their fallibility from those who are naive, like Huck, or
those whose access to all the pertinent facts is limited, like Marlow. Indeed,
Olson offers no definition of what constitutes “biased” at all. However, given
her view that “the separation of narrators into untrustworthy or fallible applies
to all narrators traditionally labeled unreliable” (105), we must assume that a
biased narrator is not “dispositionally unreliable” (emphasis original, 102), since
that would make an untrustworthy narrator. The OED defines ‘biased” thus:
“Unfairly prejudiced for or against someone or something” (emphasis added).
But it is through the notion of fairness that such “dispositional unreliability” is
brought into play. Because ‘bias’ is understood to be the “Inclination or
prejudice for or against one person or group, especially in a way considered to
be unfair”, and if an inclination means “A person’s natural tendency or urge to
act or feel in a particular way; a disposition” (emphasis added, OED), then Olson
has slipped in her terminological distinctions. If we can triangulate in this way
to hold that a biased narrator is one unfair by disposition then, in Olson’s
terms, they must be untrustworthy too.

This slippage might suggest that the divide Olson draws between
fallibility and untrustworthiness casts unreliable narrators whose limitations
are epistemological on one side, and those whose unreliability rests on their
inclination to variations of unfairness on the other. If by “unfair’ we are
ourselves inclined to read “unethical’, our judgement is confirmed when Olson
reckons that “Readers justify the failings of fallible narrators ... on the basis of
circumstances that impede them rather than on their intellectual or ethical
deficiencies” (emphasis added, 102). Because she draws lines of mutual
exclusivity between fallibility and untrustworthiness, then fallible narrators are
those whose unreliability does not rest on their ethical deficiencies, while those
whose unreliability does must be untrustworthy.

Olson holds that “the speaker of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart’
will serve as an example of a highly untrustworthy narrator”, given that “To

make sense of [his] narration the reader will be quick to attribute mental
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instability and untrustworthiness to its source. The narrator”, continues Olson,
“will be diagnosed with pathological untrustworthiness, and the reader will
choose the therapeutic strategy of reading against the grain” (103). On the scale
of lesser untrustworthiness comes a narrator like Daniel Defoe’s titular Moll
Flanders, a “marginally unreliable” narrator for how she
alternately styles herself as a victim, a fallen sinner, and an ambassador of
morality. She makes the weakness of others —the mother’s vanity, the
maid’s amorousness, the devil’s prompting —responsible for her crime and
not herself. Clearly, Moll’s narrative demands that the reader undertake
several interpretive moves to make sense of her contradictions. Repeated

episodes of moral equivocation like this one invite the reader to attribute

untrustworthiness to Moll as a constant behavioral trait. (103-04)
So, for Olson, the mentally unstable narrator counts as highly untrustworthy
while the narrator who morally equivocates is less untrustworthy.

But this doesn’t fit with the distinctions which Olson wants to draw
between fallibility and untrustworthiness as a difference between
epistemological limitations and ethical deficiencies. If we find narrators
untrustworthy in Olson’s terms, we must rule out the possibility that their
unreliability springs from impediments beyond their control, and instead
assign an ethical deficiency. But here Olson’s terms falter. If Poe’s speaker’s
unreliability is, in effect, an expression of the pathological, then it holds more as
an example, or rather as a variant, of fallible narration, far more than it
exemplifies untrustworthiness. If mentally ill, the speaker must be unreliable
for reasons beyond his control, hence fallible, and even if that fallibility leads
him to purposively deceive. Olson’s mutually exclusive division looks
precarious.

Olson’s categorisations become similarly shaky when she decides that
for lesser cases of untrustworthiness, “readers are required to do more
‘detective’ work to determine whether a narrator is trustworthy or not” (104).
This seems to confuse cause and effect. Further, having put the detective work
into her own reading, Olson then makes the case for Moll’s untrustworthiness

to be virtually beyond doubt. She points to Moll’s alternate and contradictory
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self-stylings — victim, sinner, moral ambassador —and her willingness to blame
others — the mother, the maid, the devil —for her crime (104). Olson concludes
that such “Repeated episodes of moral equivocation ... invite the reader to
attribute untrustworthiness to Moll as a constant behavioral trait” (104). How a
narrator can constantly show the outward signs of untrustworthiness and yet
remain only marginally untrustworthy is counterintuitive. Surely the higher
Moll’s contradictions and moral equivocations are piled, the greater her
untrustworthiness.

Olson doesn’t make clear why a narrator whose untrustworthiness is
harder to pick should be only marginally untrustworthy. Were a narrator gifted
with rhetorical genius the detective work required of the reader to prove
unreliability could very well point to an extraordinarily high degree of
untrustworthiness. If narrators motivated by self-interest are untrustworthy,
then silver-tongued narrators who go to extraordinary lengths to hide
untrustworthiness would seem more untrustworthy rather than less.
Nabokov’s Humbert Humbert bounds to mind. While few would doubt that
Humbert is not to be trusted — that he is, indeed, highly unreliable on Phelan’s
axis of ethics and evaluation —accounting for every turn of his highly unreliable
narration is notoriously difficult, and probably well beyond the limits or the
patience of most casual readers.?* Having said that, there is no reason to rule
out that, in some instances, more detective work might be required to read even
marginal untrustworthiness. Olson appeals to Fludernik (“Defining”) to say
readers may remain justly “divided about how to characterize the storyteller”
(104) in cases of marginal untrustworthiness. But critics may remain divided on
any number of narrators, not just marginally untrustworthy ones.

Nonetheless, Olson’s discussion remains pertinent if we are to better
fathom the complexities of unreliability. Although the divisions she prescribes
are predicated significantly on Phelan’s terms, her argument also shows how
easily those terms can be misapplied. Phelan himself “emphasize[s] some

important points about [his taxonomy’s] possible uses and abuses” (Living 52).

2 See, for instance, Phelan, “Estranging”.
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Olson demonstrates both, but also that the dividing line between them is fine.

Phelan’s summary of the practicalities and pitfalls is worth quoting at length:
As the illustrations from The Remains of the Day indicate, a given narrator
can be unreliable in different ways at different points in his or her
narration. As we have also seen, a narrator can also be reliable in more than
one way at any one point in his narration, and indeed, misreporting will
usually be accompanied by another kind of unreliability. Furthermore,
even where the unreliability initially seems to be of one kind (located along
only one axis), once the authorial audience makes inferences about the
relation between the narrator’s unreliability and his or her character, the
unreliability is likely to reveal itself as multifaceted. Finally, in many cases
the border between types, especially the one between two types identified
by the same root (e.g., misreporting and underreporting) will be soft and
blurry rather than hard and firm. ... recognizing these different kinds of
unreliability allows us to move away from the common assumption that
reliability and unreliability are a binary pair, that once any unreliability is
detected all the narration is suspect, and, instead, to recognize that
narrators exist along a wide spectrum from reliability to unreliability with
some totally reliable on all axes, some totally unreliable on all, and some
intermittently unreliable on all, and some unreliable on one or two axes
and not on others. (Living 52-53)

As touched on earlier,? Phelan navigates tricky territory here because on
the one hand he offers a taxonomy designed to account for the different ways a
narrator can be unreliable, but on the other he warns against hard distinctions
in making attributions of unreliability. For all that he allows —even
encourages — that the line between different types of unreliability can be
thought of as diffuse rather than definite, by drawing lines at all he risks
necessarily delimiting the field. Hence he offers his kinds of unreliability as a
set of interpretive tools by which instances of narration themselves might be
more complexly read rather than categorise narrators accordingly.

Olson, however, shows this to be a slippery slope, for categorisation

rather than interpretation is exactly how she applies Phelan’s taxonomy in

%5 See pp. 47 and 60.
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making her ultimate distinction between fallible and untrustworthy narrators.
But if Olson’s terms can be so systematically undone then why proceed to
interrogate Harry’s narration along the lines she proposes, to point out that
fallibility and untrustworthiness are not necessarily opposed, are not, of
necessity, mutually exclusive alternatives? First, because approaches deriving
from the rhetorical perspective remain entrenched in the kinds of categorical
divisions which Olson proposes; second, and in light of this, Sydney Bridge
offers, like Remains of the Day, an exercise in unreliable narration that asks
criticism itself, in Wall’s phrasing, “to formulate new paradigms of
unreliability” (“Challenges” 23). And, despite Olson’s sometimes implausible
simplifications, fallibility and untrustworthiness remain nonetheless such
naturally opposed values (hence the underlying basis of Olson’s partition) that
to find them both so prevalent in the habits of the one narrating agent demands
serious attention. It is precisely because Harry, as a narrator, engages such
seemingly opposed expressions of unreliability — fallibility and
untrustworthiness — that his account redirects our fascination with his
unreliability from mere reconstruction of “‘what really happened’, to a deeper
engagement whereby we find a more radical unreliability, unable to decide
even on whether he has lied to us or if he is capable of accessing the truth at all.
Concordant with the terms of Phelan by which we ascribe unreliability, Harry’s
account puts forward nonetheless that, even as we read in those terms,

sometimes reliably reading unreliability is beyond reach.

Janet & Caroline

Throughout the remainder of this chapter I examine Harry’s narration in
respect of two of the three most important female presences in the novel, Janet
and Caroline.?¢ But I also consider more deeply the ramifications of Olson’s
morally-tinged distinction between her different camps of unreliability: Harry’s
unreliability not only demonstrates the divide is untenable, but suggests further

that the sense of ethical or moral certainty which Olson relies on — that

26 | attend to the third, Susan, in the following chapter.
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narrators will, in effect, be “‘good or bad” —announces the limits of her view of
unreliability itself: that unreliability can always be reliably read.

The action of the novel is driven by a series of accumulating threats
which Harry clearly misperceives and mistakenly acts upon, but Harry’s role as
narrator is deceptively complex. Initially he seems typically naive: his age and
lack of worldly knowledge prevent him from making out the contours of his
wider situation as clearly as the authorial audience. The authorial reader is
likely to suspect straight away that the absence of his mother, Janet, who is
away on holiday, is directly related to some background trauma which is
beyond Harry’s ability to fully recognise and reflect on, while the arrival of his
cousin, Caroline, a de facto mother figure for Harry in some measure (109),
underlines the extent of Harry’s naive limitations in a couple of ways. First, he
becomes sexually involved with her but lacks the sophistication, distance or
maturity to understand his conflicted feelings: by turns he is both willing and
profoundly uncomfortable, and at bottom the relationship is abusive; second,
his obsession with Caroline blinds him to all else and leads him to misread
multiple situations with dire consequences. In this sense Harry is an innocent:
he is, directly, a victim of both domestic, familial breakdown and sexual
exploitation. Harry is thus a highly fallible narrator because he is impeded by
circumstances beyond his control, such as the natural naivety of youth.
Although he often reports factually, he is unreliable as a reader of more
complex human conditions.

And yet entwined with his naivety are complex signals of
untrustworthiness. With respect to Janet, Harry reveals towards the end of his
account that he knew of her and Dalloway’s affair before she left for the city,
thus casting his earlier naivety into doubt. As far as Caroline is concerned,
Harry’s bias for her leads him to untrustworthy narration, since he clearly
deceives himself as he tries to justify her behaviour, thus showing self-
deception sprung from what looks like prejudice. But in doing so Harry does
not jettison his naive regard for Caroline, complicating Olson’s claim that

fallible narrators may develop into untrustworthy ones, since her system holds
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that narrators can be either fallible or untrustworthy, but not both at the same

time.

Janet

The first signs of Harry’s limitations as a naive narrator are quick to surface. He
opens his account of the summer a week after Janet has left for the city. The
action begins on a cliff-top with a physical fight between Harry and Dibs. When
the boys reach a deadlock they talk and Dibs reveals he has heard Janet crying.
Harry admits he has heard her too but does not comment at length. His
reflection is cut short because his attention is diverted by his greater interest in

narrating the immediate events of his story:
I was going to say I'd never heard my mother crying the way Dibs had
been crying, nor did I think she would agree with Mrs Kelly about liking a
good cry. My mother was different from Mrs Kelly. My mother did her
crying in secret.

I didn’t say this, though, because Dibs humped me suddenly and I

had to let go of him. He’d hurt me, I staggered. He followed up fast and
knocked me down. (3)

Harry immediately presents himself as a child narrator whose seeing and
telling is bound by his limited perspective on the world. Events are narrated as
they happen in real time, as if from the perspective of the child both participant
and observer in and of the events he narrates. Harry offers only limited
reflection on those events —unmodified by reflections from the advanced
position of the adult he later becomes, Harry’s only reflection here, for instance,
is conveyed through his report of what he had been about to say had Dibs not
humped him. Harry is limited as a narrator to reflections in the present tense
and hence restricted by the conditions we might willingly associate with
childhood naivety.

Riggan rightly observes the same principle when noting the temporal

limits imposed upon Huck’s narration:
Huck is still a mere youth at the time of the writing of the story ... He is

therefore practically the same twelve-year-old at the time of narration as he
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was during the course of his journey down the Mississippi, scarcely old
enough to be able to provide mature, reliable reflection on what he narrates
or to offer more than a straightforward record of facts and observations
almost completely unglossed by deeper understanding and interpretation.
(148)
Riggan identifies Huck’s naivety by anticipating Phelan’s distinction between
narration on the axis of fact, character and event, and narration on the axis of
knowledge and perception. The naive narrator may be reliable on the former
but limited on the latter. Harry’s limited reflection on events conveys a similar
impression of worldly ignorance. And yet even within the action-driven
opening passages of the novel, Harry’s limited reflection, carried in his report
of what he had been about to say to Dibs, points to the precarious knowledge
which the children hold of an adult world that is, to them, complicated and
mysterious.

What does Harry mean when he says that Janet “did her crying in
secret”? Almost certainly this truncated aside is the most striking of Harry’s
disclosures from his account of the fight with Dibs. Our access to the context
and the meaning of Janet’s crying is limited precisely because our own view is
limited by the terms of Harry’s disclosure. Because we are denied access to
such contextual information and because this information must be conveyed on
the axis of knowledge and perception, then we suspect Harry will be limited or
unreliable as a reader of events. At the same time, for Harry to offer this
singular reflection at all must be significant — meaningful precisely because of
the limitations it indicates; if it convinces the reader, it does so as the genuinely
felt recall of a character whose sincerity is contingent upon the kind of naivety
typical of childhood. And if Harry is limited by his naivety then he is likely to
miss altogether important facts, events or aspects of character that are too finely
registered, or that sit too obliquely for a naive narrator to observe. Equally, the
facts, events or aspects of character that are reported by Harry must be plainly
significant in some way, even though he lacks the perception or wisdom to
reflect deeply on them. Harry’s disclosures will thus be telling in an ironic

sense: his report will imply rather than carry the meaning usually delivered via
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perception and evaluation. Adopting the rhetorical view, it is up to the
authorial reader to infer what might be absent from the text because deeper
reflection and evaluation is unavailable from a naively limited narrator.

When Harry discloses that he has heard or seen Janet crying in secret,
the reader can’t help but consider the possibilities of deeper significance
waiting to come into view. Partly this is because we can suppose a child who
not only pays witness to a parent’s undisclosed anguish but reports it is likely
to have experienced, even if unknowingly, an event whose significance and
influence is potentially far-reaching as an emotional encounter. Reading
Harry’s disclosure this way speaks to an interpretive strategy by which many
readers tend to regard characters as they do real people, applying patterns seen
in real life to fictional scenarios. But Harry’s disclosure also signals a deeper,
more exclusively literary significance, and part of the reader’s inference that
Harry has made a telling aside is based on prior experience with conventional
markers of ironically limited and naive narration.

This kind of interpretation sits at what Phelan calls the synthetic level.
Distinguishable from responses on the mimetic level and the thematic level,
where readers engage — respectively — with the capacity of fiction to imitate

reality and to rehearse the ideational, responses on the synthetic level
involve an audience’s interest in and attention to the characters and to the
larger narrative as artificial constructs. The synthetic component is always
present because any character is constructed and has a specific role to play
within the larger construction of the narrative ... . (Living 20)

Narrative conventions must constitute part of the synthetic component of the

text, since, for Phelan, genres and conventions are design elements in the text:
texts are designed by authors in order to affect readers in particular ways,
... those designs are conveyed through the language, techniques,
structures, forms, and dialogic relations of texts as well as the genres and
conventions readers use to understand them, and ... reader responses are a
function, guide, and test of how designs are created through textual and

intertextual phenomena. (Living 18)
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Holding that meaning is contingent on both textual and intertextual
phenomena doesn’t sanction a host of subjective readings to be imposed upon
the text, but rather allows that synthetic conventions and genres can be
understood as both a set of rules for writers engineering the walls of their
fictions (even if those rules are subverted), and as a set of coordinates by which
readers can negotiate the text and thereby formulate their interpretations. But it
must also mean that readers who navigate a text with an idea of genres and
conventions in mind will read with expectations based on what the rules of
those genres and conventions are, by common and critical consensus, usually
held to be —even if the reader finds those rules to have been subverted.

So if unreliability is regarded as a convention, readers can gauge Harry’s
reliability not only according to how they might expect people to behave
(engaging with the text at the mimetic level), but also according to how they
understand the relevant conventions to work (engaging at the synthetic level).
Having read Harry’s account of the fight on the cliff-top with Dibs and finding
signs of fallibility implied by his naively limited narration, they will read on
with literary expectations in mind, looking for conventional signs that confirm
their suspicions about Harry’s account.

A few pages after Harry’s disclosure that Janet “[does] her crying in
secret”, Harry’s unreliability is subtly but distinctly underlined when he
cheerfully maintains —in keeping with the happiness and optimism of what
seem to be endless summer holidays — that because he and Cal “had good fun
when [their] mother was away”, they “didn’t mind if she took her time about
coming back” (5). But Harry’s understated, at ease and laidback tone jars with
what the reader has already begun to extrapolate from Harry’s hints about
Janet a few pages before. If the reader notes an inconsistency of this kind and
then looks for ways to account for the discrepancy, they are reading along the
lines which Booth proposes to underlie how we recognise and determine
unreliability. For Booth, the reader will, of necessity, “reject the literal meaning”
if “unable to escape recognizing either some incongruity among the words or

between the words and something else [the reader] knows” (Irony 10). The tone
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of Harry’s later reflection is incongruous with the timbre of his earlier
observation since his buoyant and relaxed attitude towards his mother’s
absence feels inconsistent with the impression of an unhappy wife and mother
which Harry’s prior remarks suggest. Harry’s earlier impression thus
undermines the later statement at the factual level: one or the other can’t be
accepted without modification.

In Booth’s terms we must then set about reconstructing the meaning
which the text itself appears to have withheld from us but that, when correctly
inferred and applied, reinstates the harmony and cohesion of the text as a
consistently and purposively conceived site of authorial meaning. If we have
taken from Harry’s account of the fight on the cliff-top that he may be a fallible
narrator —one whose limited knowledge is likely to cause errors of
perception —and if we suspect too that Janet’s crying is indicative of a deeper
stress well beyond Harry’s grasp, then our reading of Harry’s sunny optimism,
where he jovially talks of the advantages of his mother’s absence, will be
tempered by our deeper judgement: we will not read Harry’s statement —“We
had good fun when our mother was away. We didn’t mind if she took her time
about coming back” —at face value but find some way to connect it to the
earlier disclosure and reconstruct the whole meaning of Harry’s words. To do
so we might choose to read a more complex connotation into Harry’s statement:
if he doesn’t mind that his mother takes her time to return, perhaps it is not
simply that her delay signals to Harry more carefree days of summer holidays
with one less authority figure around, but that he has already started to
register, somewhere he doesn’t fully understand if not fully expressed, the
traumatic effects of his mother’s apparently fragile mental or emotional state.

Later Harry asks Frank about their plans to paint the house while Janet is
away, “in case he had a hint, or a warning, of when she’d be back” (emphasis
added, 5). It is possible that Harry is being ironic here, even as a narrator who
largely narrates from the naive perspective of his childhood present (or at least
appears to, at this stage). Perhaps Harry means to overstate his mother’s

pending arrival as a melodramatic harbinger that will surely spell the end of
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summer holidays. But the word ‘warning’ cannot easily be unhitched from the
more nuanced connotations of adult trauma, and Harry’s limited but
potentially troubled exposure to it, carried by the earlier disclosure that his
mother cries in secret. Further, if we have read an unwitting expression of
anxiety somewhere beneath the surface of Harry’s outwardly casual and
upbeat talk about the fun he and Cal have in their mother’s absence, then the
separate disclosures taken together either suggest that Harry is hiding
something, or they reiterate that he is unable to properly reflect on the full
complexity of his situation. Or they could imply both.

From the first few pages alone there is little doubt that Harry is a naively
limited narrator, unable to more deeply reflect on what he narrates because of
his natural limitations, and hence highly fallible. But while Harry’s affirmation
that he enjoys his mother’s absence might appear to indicate naivety, his
utterance is also marked by an artlessness that could signify a bald attempt to
conceal —whether from himself or his narratee — deeper, more profoundly
uncomfortable truths. So Harry might show a tendency towards untrustworthy
narration at some level but this may be contingent on his fallibility.

All three variations of Phelan’s insufficient narration are in the frame
here, but they require careful negotiation. When Harry divulges that Janet cries
in secret he could be underregarding since he implies the hidden trauma her
crying connotes but stops short of saying so. Later his claim to “[have] good fun
when [their] mother was away” seems to naively underread the situation which
his earlier report suggests. But then the combination of underregarding and
underreading are potentially at odds, suggesting the possibility that Harry may
have earlier underreported. Does he know more than he reports of Janet’s
crying in secret? If Dibs hadn’t re-entered the fray just as Harry was about to
speak, what further information might he have shared? Hence, although what
Olson assumes to be consistent markers of fallibility all duly appear, they
coalesce in Harry’s narration to admit the possibility of untrustworthiness as

well.
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Later we might have even clearer reason to infer that Harry has
underreported earlier, when he recounts in full how he learned of Janet’s affair
with Dalloway. His later narration shows him to be the classically naive
narrator of Booth’s, Riggan’s and Olson’s imagining: he seems to accurately
report, but reveals himself to be hopelessly out of touch with the full

significance of the events he observes:
one day after school my mother called Cal and me down from the passion-
fruit shed and said she wanted us to go across to the store. She stood on the
back porch to tell me this, and she handed me some money and told me
what to get, and when I asked Cal as we went up the side-path why he had
stayed behind the tank-stand while our mother was talking he said it was
because Mr Dalloway was in the kitchen and was probably telling her
about him not being able to do his sums today. I said she didn’t seem to be
upset when she was telling me what to get at the store, in fact she had the
pink cheeks she usually got when she was pleased with something
somebody told her or when she was excited. Cal said he hoped I was right,
he said he could think of no other reason why Mr Dalloway should call. ...
I said we could go to the beach and have a swim as soon as we had got the
things from the store— What things? I couldn’t remember what she had
told me to get. I asked Cal what she’d said, but he said he hadn’t heard. He
tried naming a few things, like butter and eggs and jam and sugar but I still
could not remember. I said it was no use, I would have to go back and ask
her. Luckily, we had only reached the river crossing when I realised I had
forgotten, it would have been terrible if I got to the store and then found I
didn’t know what to ask for. Cal said he would wait for me. I said I'd run
home and run back, it wouldn’t take long. But it took a bit longer than I
expected it to. This was because the back door was locked when I got home,
which was pretty unusual; I had to wait for my mother to open it. I had to
knock several times before she opened it. “‘What are you doing back here?’
she asked, and her face was angry and red. She kept the door nearly shut,
but I saw she was wearing her dressing-gown, and that was pretty unusual
for this time of the day. I said I had forgotten what she had asked me to get
from the store. ‘Oh, three pounds of flour and two packets of cigarettes,
never mind the other things,” she said. Then she must have guessed that I

had seen her dressing-gown and her bare feet, because she said: ‘I'm
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having a shower while you kids are away. There’s no privacy with you two
running in and out. Anyway, three pounds of flour and two packets of
cigarettes. Will you remember now?” I said I would, and she closed the
door. No need for her to be so crabby, I thought as I ran back down the
road. No need for her to have a shower so late; if we got in her way so
much, she should have her shower earlier. I told Cal this and he agreed that
she shouldn’t have been crabby. If she was having a shower, he said, Mr
Dalloway must have gone. Must have, I said. Then I thought it was funny I
hadn’t seen him on the road when I went back. I decided he must have
popped along to see Mrs Kelly about Dibs; Dibs had been having trouble
with his spelling lately. And I thought no more about my mother taking so
long to open the door. (233-34)

In this passage Janet’s affair with Dalloway is as obvious to the reader as
it is opaque to Harry. While Harry can observe the signs he cannot interpret
them. He reads Janet’s pink cheeks as a sign of excitement but cannot read the
sexual connotation which the reader infers. The boys are puzzled by
Dalloway’s appearance underlining the adult nature of his visit, arcane to
observant but unwitting children, while Janet’s behaviour and appearance
when Harry returns —irritated to be disturbed in her bare feet and dressing-
gown from behind a locked door, pointedly defensive of her private space from
the intrusions of her son —are plain markers of her clandestine affair. The extent
to which Harry misreads all this —because he cannot do otherwise —is
complete, in the eyes of the authorial reader, when Harry cannot fathom why
he wouldn’t have seen Dalloway on the road if the teacher had left his house.
While Harry can only assume in his naivety that Dalloway has made another
house visit, to address the crisis of Dibs’ inability to spell, the reader is being
instructed by the implied author to imagine Dalloway in the other direction,
back into Janet’s bedroom.

Throughout the novel the reader has been given a host of cues alluding
to the probable contours of Janet’s true relationship with Dalloway. In the first
pages of the book Dalloway’s absence for the summer is subtly triangulated
with Janet’s holiday in the city through the unknowing banter and ribbing

between Harry and Dibs (1-3); a few pages later Frank’s anxiety about
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Dalloway surfaces for the first time, Harry’s father visibly upset when the boy
assumes the teacher has taken his holiday in the city as well (5-6). Wiggins
drops by one evening to deliver meat and, en route to laying his lust for
Caroline in plain view, taunts Frank with the knowledge that not only does
Dalloway lead a chequered private life but he is indeed taking his holidays in
the city (45-46). Frank’s apprehension isn’t helped when Caroline seems to
recall hearing the name Dalloway in another context, but one she can’t recall,
apparently leaving open the possibility to Frank that it is a name she has heard
from her aunt Janet (47-48). Later, when Susan is intent on stirring up Harry,
she too subtly connects Janet’s holiday with Dalloway’s absence, which, as
Janet’s turns out to be, is permanent:
‘By the way,” I said, “have you heard any more about Mr
Dalloway?’
‘I have no idea what his plans are,” she said.
“You still reckon he’s not coming back?’ I asked.
‘It’s not what I reckon,” she said. ‘It's what I understand to be true.”
‘And he won't be here next term?’
‘So I understand.’
“Why won’t he?
‘I haven't the faintest idea,” she said. ‘I imagine it's because he
prefers the city.’
‘I wonder why?" I said, acting stupid so that she could go on
thinking she was clever.
‘“Why what?’
‘Why he would prefer the city.’
“You know who to ask about that,” she said. ‘I don’t know the city.’
I guessed she meant Caroline. I said: ‘I'll ask her.”
"How often do you write to her?” she asked. When I stared, she

added: “Your mother. ...". (Emphases original, 85)
Again, Harry reports reliably but does not reflect on Susan’s sly
insinuation linking Janet to Dalloway. This might be because his attention is
focused on Caroline, and on guarding his involvement with her from both

Susan and his mother, but it also shows, therefore, his limitation to reflect on
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the subtler and fuller dimensions of the events at play around him but beyond
his grasp. Hence the irony: it is Harry’s own account that continually links Janet
to Dalloway yet he does not speculate in the way that his report will have the
authorial reader speculate on Janet’s probable relationship with Dalloway.
With Janet away and Harry mainly narrating events immediately before him,
his inability to read things beyond his view is literal, while the reader fills in the
gaps in Harry’s narration on the axis of perception and judgement. Janet’s
physical absence is thus reflected in the limits of Harry’s narration. Throughout
the novel she is a presence evoked through hearsay which her son is privy to,
but upon which he withholds reflection.

There is, then, a compelling aesthetic richness in Harry’s recall of the
afternoon he interrupted Janet with Dalloway for how she at last appears to us
fully rendered as a living, breathing embodiment of a character. Till then,
whenever the affair has been obliquely cued or foreshadowed, indeed
whenever Janet herself has been mentioned, she has been meaningfully ushered
aside, kept pointedly offstage. It has always been through the reports of others,
whether ominously intoned to Harry in conversation or overheard in the
conversations just beyond him, that Harry receives the impressions which add
up to an incriminating profile of Janet and which he thereby casts before us.
When the moment of truth does come for Harry, his characteristic modes of
unreliability come into their own for the reader alive to the aesthetic sensibility
of the narrative’s design: here is the moment of truth, the narrative machinery
seems to implore, for here is the moment when Janet appears before us to speak
for the first time. When she does, she opens up the ironic gap between authorial
reader and naively limited narrator: while we have all our suspicions
confirmed, Harry himself cannot register the trauma of the sudden revelation
because he does not understand its full dimensions.

But Harry’s later recollection complicates how we read his earlier
unreliability. The reader has to calibrate Harry’s climactic revelations with his
prior account. Squaring the two is all the more difficult for the temporal

dislocations at work between them. Harry reveals his mother’s affair towards
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the end of the narrative, but this is, of course, a flashback, since it details events
which transpired before Janet’s departure for the city. And yet accounting for
precisely when Harry narrates the flashback itself is beyond firm explanation. It
occurs during a complex spell of narration in the thirteenth chapter when
Harry offers up a slew of memories interspersed with a fractured account in
which he seems to reencounter the environs of Calliope Bay by way of a dream.
This indicates a time in advance of the events of the summer, but how far in
advance is impossible to say. As if this wasn’t complicated enough, Harry
further reveals that he saw Janet’s affair unfold more directly before his eyes:

I saw my mother kissing Mr Dalloway ... I saw her kissing him. ... I saw

them from the tank-stand. I saw them through the kitchen window. He had

his hands on both sides of her head, his fingers in her hair, and he was

kissing her. I saw them through the window. I was on the tank-stand. They

were kissing in our kitchen. I couldn’t watch. I jumped from the tank-stand

and ran out to the road ... . (236)

One possibility is that, couched in the framing consciousness of a dream,

Harry is narrating a repressed memory. But again Harry’s limitations as a self-
reflecting narrator seem to stop him from directly addressing the nature of his
own account. He offers no clue to the reader on a conscious level —we can only
infer the possibility that he narrates from a dream and that the memories he
offers might, therefore, be traces of experiences rising to the surface of a
troubled consciousness rather than consciously delivered to us as part of his
purposively thought-out and deliberately ordered narrative. And, if the
possibility is open-ended, then the problem of quantifying Harry’s unreliability
remains. For without a wider frame of reference which directs us towards how
we might safely reconstruct his (or rather, the novel’s) elaborate misdirections,
then we only have alternative possibilities of interpretation —an exclusive,
settled interpretation remains out of bounds. If we cannot be sure how and
when to place Harry’s troubled and revelatory account, then his memory of
Janet and Dalloway might mark his earlier narrative to that point as a deeply
untrustworthy underreport, his prior innocence feigned to some degree.

Harry’s narration concerning Janet thus entwines innocence with self-
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deception, but also leaves open the question of which kind of unreliability

limits his account —fallibility or untrustworthiness.

Caroline

The first attribution of unreliability that the authorial audience is able to put to
Harry is that he begins as a clearly fallible narrator and, if so, then prone to
both greater and lesser instances of fallibility, since his misperceptions may be
predicated on either his natural naivety or upon his limited access to
information, even if that limited access arises in part from his naivety.
Furthermore, Olson’s terms not only allow that Harry’s fallibility may prove to
be of greater or lesser degrees but that he may evolve into an untrustworthy
narrator as well. In the end, when it is revealed that Harry does have prior
knowledge of Janet’s affair with Dalloway, we might attribute something like
Olson’s prescribed turn from fallibility into untrustworthiness, but because we
cannot be sure how we are meant to factor Harry’s later recollection against his
prior narrative, we can only forward this as a possibility.

But it is exactly here that Phelan’s taxonomy comes into its own in ways
that counter the approach underlying Olson’s terms of engagement. Although
Olson wants to parse fallible narrators from trustworthy ones in absolutist
tashion, Harry’s narration shows why that arrangement cannot be happily
maintained, especially if we treat his disclosures discretely, as per Phelan’s
taxonomy which reminds us to apply the tools of interpretation not to find
definitively what kind of unreliability best fits any given unreliable narrator,
but to better account for their narrative complexities (Living 53). Broadly it
seems that Harry’s fallibility consistently rests upon his naivety, and therefore
commends him to the category of the highly fallible. But, just as Harry’s
tallibility is complicated in respect of Janet by his later recollection, accounting
for Harry’s unreliability in respect of Caroline is similarly challenging because
his fallibility blends into untrustworthy narration as well. Although he behaves
and perceives naively in respect of Caroline, Harry’s naivety is complicated by

what we might justifiably read as his bias for her.
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In these cases his unreliability resonates with Olson’s terms but outside
the details of her discussion. Although Olson holds that biased narrators are
fallible, she does not examine what constitutes bias nor offer a clue to how
readers recognise a biased narrator. On the other hand, we have reasonable
grounds to read bias as untrustworthy rather than fallible narration, since bias
may be understood as a dispositional inclination rather than an external
impediment or epistemological limitation.?” And yet even if we can rearrange
the terms this way, Harry’s bias for Caroline nonetheless seems contingent on
his naivety. Harry shows a clear prejudice for Caroline by putting himself at
her disposal in ways that are, by turns, innocent, naive and boyish, and by
others far darker. He is open to her sexually exploitative treatment of him,
though he is naturally confused by it and repressively traumatised as well.
Thus conflicted, he does resist and reject some of her advances. Most plainly
though, Harry obsessively chases her affections throughout much of the novel
and takes it upon himself —naively —to be her protector. This offers a chance
for some of Olson’s categorisations to be rethought in terms closer to Phelan’s
conception of multifaceted unreliability. Conceivably, as a boy on the earliest
tides of pubescent change, Harry’s bias for Caroline arises from his particular
naivety. It is, therefore, natural, and hence Harry’s unreliability in respect of
Caroline is, to some degree, beyond his control. If he misreads Caroline —as he
does —then this is an extension of, or contingent upon, his naivety. And yet
because it leads him to self-deception as well, his bias steers him to
untrustworthy narration. But if bias steers him to untrustworthy narration, then
bias seems a marker of untrustworthiness in and of itself. With Harry’s lack of
knowledge leading him to self-deception, we can begin to see that Olson’s
distinction between epistemological limitations and ethical deficiencies cannot
be universally maintained.

Although Harry’s age during the summer whose events he recounts is
not disclosed we can infer that he is on the threshold of pubescent change.

Caroline’s arrival marks a sudden sexual awakening in Harry. He may be naive

27 See pp. 72-73.
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and therefore limited by his lack of experience, but he is at least able to indicate
the break he feels with prior childhood experience when he sees Caroline for
the first time: “I saw her five minutes after the Emma Cranwell tied up. This
beautiful girl in a yellow dress appeared on the deck near the gangway ... After
my first thought —that she was beautiful —I thought she was chubby, but
quickly decided this was because I was comparing her with skinny Susan
Prosser” (33). Harry’s early disclosures show that he is aware of the new terrain
he finds himself somewhat helplessly embarking upon. Even if he is unable to
tully reflect on the experience, Harry reports reliably on the factual level,
though his report is marked by a recognisably naive vocabulary:
Why did she seem beautiful? Because, for instance, her skin was smooth
and sort of creamy, and she had no rashes or pimples or scars, and her hair
was also smooth and sort of creamy or buttery-looking, and her nose was
straight and small and without any bumps or veins, and when she smiled
her teeth looked very white, not crooked and not green, and her eyes were
good because they were clear and blue, they were eyes you could stare at
and see right through. Next time I was close enough, I thought, I would
look hard at her eyes and see right through them. Of course she was not as
chubby as I'd first imagined; she simply wasn’t skinny, that was all. Or
nearly all. Like, when I thought of Susan Prosser’s I thought of tits; when I
thought of Caroline’s I thought of breasts. I felt sort of polite when I
thought of anything to do with Caroline. I did not feel polite when I
thought of Susan or of the girls who came to our school from back-country
places. (39)

Harry’s language is direct, unvarnished and sincerely targeted at
capturing the newness of his experience. His speech is marked by a naivety
which does not imply unreliable reportage in this case, but which, on the
contrary, speaks to his genuineness: Harry’s syntax, for instance, shows the
hesitancy of one unaccustomed to reporting of this kind. Caroline’s skin and
hair are both “sort of creamy”, implying that previously he has not thought
deeply on the virtues of a beautiful young woman’s skin or hair and that he

lacks any more precise descriptors for beauty of this kind. Similarly, Caroline’s

clear blue eyes are simply “good”, while his desire to stare at them and “see
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right through” implies an instinctive, natural curiosity which signifies the first
brush of what eventually develops into more mature sexual desire. Harry is
reflecting, as far as he is able, to account for his experience, and his reflection is
sincere because it also reflects the natural limitations of a naive narrator. Hence,
although Harry’s naivety is still in plain view, he reports reliably nonetheless
because he does not go beyond his limits to unreliably perceive or judge, or to
ethically misevaluate.

In other instances Harry’s account of Caroline is sincere but his
misperception is obvious. When he attempts to square Caroline’s behaviour on
the axis of knowledge and perception we can spot the naive blunders which
both guide, and are reflected in, Harry’s thinking:

Her way of kissing sort of took you by surprise. You could see what she
meant to do and you had time to turn your head if you wanted to, but you
couldn’t move, and suddenly she was kissing you. This, I decided, must be
a city habit we would just have to get used to, unless there was a rule
saying how often you needed to kiss before you moved to some other way
of showing you were pleased, like shaking hands maybe. I noticed the
second time how very close she came when she kissed, her body was right

up against you; it was as if she had to be sure that now she’d found your

mouth she did not lose it. (38)

Here, we can distinguish Harry’s reliable report from his unreliable judgement
to reveal the discrepancy of unreliability, expressed as a gap between Harry’s
experience and his comprehension. Again Harry seems reliable as far as the
facts go. There is no cause to doubt that Caroline kisses Harry just as he
describes because he does so only from within the bounds of his experience —
her kissing him takes him by surprise, and he is struck by how immediately
physical she is with him. Harry is reliably reporting on the axis of fact,
character and event, even though, here, his response also sits on the same axis.

But his naivety takes on another hue when he first supposes kissing to be
a cosmopolitan “way of showing you were pleased, like shaking hands”, and,
second, guesses that the reason for Caroline’s physicality, overwhelming to

him, has to do with a need in her to cling limpet-like to the object of her
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affection. Harry’s perceptions mark his naivety, and yet his first reflection is
highly fallible while his second is less so. His hypothesis that there might be “a
rule saying how often you needed to kiss before you moved to ... shaking
hands maybe” is clearly misguided because the reader knows no such rule
exists. Further, the reader recognises that Caroline’s enthusiasm for kissing —
and here acknowledging that Harry’s report is taken to be reliable —is beyond
the norm. Hence, Harry’s second reflection on Caroline’s particular penchant
for kissing —“it was as if she had to be sure that now she’d found your mouth
she did not lose it” —might speak more closely to her private motivations
despite his naive shortcomings of experience. Harry might be an unreliable
reader of social codes but far more reliable on the deeper nature of Caroline
herself.

When Harry missteps in his reflection about the formality of kissing he
puts into play the ironic loop which Booth imagines to underlie all unreliable
narration whereby the implied author and reader are, in Wall’s phrasing,
“silently nudging one another in the ribs at the folly and delusion of the
narrator” (“Challenges” 21). We are, according to Booth’s perspective, meant to
identify the humour when Harry wonders if there is a rule which sees kissing
give way to shaking hands instead. We read his statement as an expression of
naive limitations, and smile with the implied author who has clearly inserted
such an expression of naive decency for our enjoyment, as if an authorial wink
to readers on the implied authorial level, readers who know that Harry’s take is
misguided and warm to his naivety because it renders him vulnerable.

Certainly the effect of Harry’s unreliability might raise a smile in the
reader who knows humour when it appears, but the risk of handling humorous
instances of unreliability in this way is that it comes to rest with authorial
intentionality, thus overlooking how irony often inheres in dramatic or
structural terms as well. For instance, after reflecting on the beauty of Caroline,
Harry concludes:

Caroline was nice. My mother had said she was shy, almost as if this was

peculiar, but I could see there was nothing peculiar about Caroline, my
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mother must have mistaken Caroline’s niceness for shyness, and this didn’t
surprise me because my mother often got the wrong idea about people at
first and had to change her mind later, like with Mr Dalloway, saying at
first he would be a better teacher if he didn’t have such a high opinion of
his own good looks, then not seeming to mind him at all after he’d called

on her a few times to talk about our progress at school. (39-40)
The irony cannot be lost on the reader. Virtually every utterance and train of
thought speaks to Harry’s naivety in hugely ironic terms, bearing in mind the
rest of the novel. Despite what Harry says here, Caroline is highly peculiar if
we consider that sexually desirable young women don’t usually prey upon
younger boys, while later on the reader has her instincts rewarded if she now
begins to suspect that Janet’s involvement with Dalloway is sexual. Cued to
these interpretations, the reader takes satisfaction at the syntactic level, noting,
for instance, how the irony is underlined by Harry’s confident assertion that his
mother “often got the wrong idea about people” when the novel shows, in its
resolution, how it is Harry himself who palpably has the wrong idea about
people.

Later, when Harry is traumatised by the sight of Caroline and Buster
having sex in the meat works, the irony operates the same way. Harry worships
Buster and approves of the time that Caroline has for him because, in Harry’s
view, Buster keeps her safe from the threat of Wiggins. He is, however,
pointedly unaware of the sexual connection between Caroline and Buster until
he sees it for himself. For the reader on the other hand, reading on the synthetic
level and alert to the text’s ironical dimensions, the revelation of Caroline and
Buster’s sexual relationship is no surprise. The reader, therefore, sees the
emotional storm bearing down upon Harry far in advance of its breaking upon
him. The irony is structural, part of the narrative patterning of the text which
satisfies the reader’s need for a well-made narrative arc. Even if obviously a
sign of authorial design, in a structural sense, the irony does not depend on a
collusion between author and reader. Nor does it require, of necessity, that
other values inessential to literary form such as humour or ethical evaluation be

‘shared’ by author and reader. Even though such values are often in plain view,
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and even though the real-life author and real-life reader may share those
values, the sense of ‘collusion” between them is, I suggest, more an effect of
structural irony. Booth’s authorial irony holds that the author and the reader
must share the same values to get the irony. No doubt this accounts for the
effect as registered by the authorial reader. But in a more technical sense, the
irony is generated out of the interaction of the mimetic and synthetic
dimensions of the text. We see a character moving in one direction of
interpretation, and privately, on our side of the text, understand the more
efficacious interpretation to lie in the opposite direction.

Increasingly our judgements on Harry, as both a character and a
narrator, involve navigating between mimetic and synthetic reading. As we
perceive the text’s mimetic features, nonetheless our engagement makes sense
of those with recourse to the text’s synthetic and thematic dimensions as well.
Having cast Harry as a naive narrator and noted signs of his ironic limitations,
the reader can then look to particular instances of his narration to see how those
limitations furnish a greater understanding of the particularity of his character.
As Phelan points out:

interpreters will examine the homodiegetic narrator’s character —including
such aspects of character as motives, values, beliefs, interests, psychology,
race, class, and gender (to the extent these matters can be inferred from
events and descriptions) —for clues to the narration and the character’s
narration for clues to the character. (Narrative 111)

For example, we know, or at least infer, from much of Harry’s narration
that he is bounded by his experience of early adolescence. On the first day that
Harry sees Caroline, the same day he reflects on her “sort of creamy” beauty,
he finds himself strangely silent in her company. As he reflects that night about

the trip home from the whartf:
I remembered what a damned chatterbox I had been in the wagon with her
and Cal and Dibs and the suitcases, and I thought it was strange how I was
such a chatterbox then and yet now I did not want to talk. I did not want to
stop looking at her but I did not want to talk to her, or to anybody. I had

been like this since dinner, since Dad had started talking. He was certainly
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talking, you would think Caroline had been sent especially for him to talk
to, all she had to do was listen to him. And Cal. Cal talked too. Not me,

though. Not since dinner. In fact, not since the trip from the wharf. (37)
And, a little later: “I probably would have told her of the pistol and a few other
secrets if Sydney Bridge Upside Down had gone any slower or the trip had
been longer. And all this was only a few hours ago. Yet now I did not want to
speak. Now, while the rain pounded away, I just wanted to look at her” (39).
The authorial reader, by now cued to Harry’s naivety and the limitations
arising from his perspective, can make out the clear indicators of his naivety
here, inhering in his status as an early adolescent. Harry is not only struck into
quietness around Caroline, but he registers the effect as an altogether new
experience to him and hence one beyond his ability to account. But his report,
both in its language and in its limited self-reflection, suggest that Harry is

experiencing a pubescent mood-swing.
‘Did Harry tell you about his famous storm?” Dad asked her. “The
one when he sailed in the Emma Cranwell.’
Caroline, who was certainly the most beautiful girl I had ever seen,
smiled at me. ...
“You tell me, Harry,” she said.
‘No,” I said, very sulky. I had been sulky for several minutes. I
didn’t know why.
“You tell me then, Uncle Frank,” she said, not seeming to mind my
sulkiness. (Emphasis original, 36-37)
Harry’s moodiness and implicit sense of isolation from those around him who
are unmarked by such changes —not only Caroline but Cal and Frank —suggest
something of the emotional and psychosocial changes that typify adolescence.
Harry’s desire to both look at Caroline and to keep quiet within that
experience convincingly blends two markers of pubescent change. Coupled
with his limited ability to reliably report beyond the experience itself — that is,
unable to reflect from a more mature perspective on the raw experience of his
adolescence — we can see how our view of Harry as a character both informs
and springs from how we read him as a narrator. Noting Harry’s ironic

limitations and his naivety we can read Harry’s sulkiness for how it shows a
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character struggling to understand his own hypersensitive emotional state.
Equally, we can read in reverse to speculate that, precisely because he is an
early adolescent negotiating new experience whose exact nature is beyond him,
he operates as a naively limited narrator.

The opening of chapter three shows Harry still narrating largely naively
but also with a sense of burgeoning curiosity, directly stirred by Caroline: “I
was thinking about everybody in Calliope Bay, one after the other. This was
because of what Caroline said about Sam Phelps. She made me think about him
in a different way, then I wondered if I could see the other people in Calliope
Bay as a stranger like Caroline would see them” (34). Though he reaches for
greater reflection, his tendency to boyish imagining on the back of naive
limitation still shines through. On the Prossers, for instance: “I thought about
lonely Mrs Prosser and about skinny Susan ... I even imagined that Mr Prosser,
missing for years, would unexpectedly return with a fortune and make Susan
and her mother show their true feelings”; or on Mrs Kelly: “I could probably
imagine all sorts of things about her if I tried. I did not try” (35).

But the greater significance of his narration has to do with how he gives
himself away without realising in respect of Caroline, his naivety giving rise to

an instance of unreliable evaluation resting on subtly untrustworthy narration:
The funny thing is I forgot what Caroline said about Sam Phelps. I mean, I
forgot for more than two days. Then I remembered on her third morning
with us. It was just after we had been running around with nothing on that
I remembered. We had been running from her room to our room and back
again, up and down the passage, in and out of the kitchen, and we were
getting puffed, I was not surprised when Caroline dived onto her bed,
pulled a sheet over herself and said from the pillow that she’d had enough.
Cal and I didn’t mind stopping; we’d had our share of smacks.

Cal, who was still shy about Caroline seeing him wearing nothing,
went off to get dressed. I sat on Caroline’s bed, near the end.

‘I've remembered something,” I said, looking straight ahead in case
she sat up and let the sheet slip and she thought I was staring. ‘Remember
what you said about Sam Phelps the other night? About him being
handsome?” (51)

99



Harry narrates the scene as if it provides the necessary preamble to the
conversation he has with Caroline about Sam Phelps, but his narration is more
striking and significant for how it handles the scene itself. This is the first that
the reader learns Caroline has joined the boys in the ritual of their morning
running game. It is possible to misread Harry’s report initially: though we
know that he and Cal run up and down the house in the mornings with
nothing on, we might assume that were Caroline to join in, similarly au naturel,
then this would be something Harry thought worth reporting. His matter-of-
fact “we had been running around with nothing on” initially seems more likely
to refer to him and Cal alone; with the other, more remote, possibility being
that although Caroline has thrown her kit for the morning run-around, Harry
finds this a mere and undeserving detail. This is unlikely, given that he has
already waxed dreamy-eyed in her presence and developed an attachment to
being kissed. Either way the reader is caught wondering, unable to tell whether
Harry’s “running around with nothing on” refers only to him and Cal or to
Caroline as well. It is only when Harry tells us that he sat on her bed and tried
not to stare that we know Caroline has been naked with the boys the whole
time. But this means that the passage now shows such a rapid slide from
innocent to less innocent reportage that the whole section seems suspect.
Because in the end Harry knows he shouldn’t stare, his initial underreport on
Caroline’s nakedness seems disingenuous. At the same time, because of his
underreport, his reflection that he shouldn’t stare seems to situate the whole
passage as an instance of underregarding: Harry makes an evaluation which
the reader can understand to be “moving along the right track but simply does
not go far enough” (Living 52). Harry knows that seeing his cousin unclothed
would represent a transgression of familial norms, but that makes his
description of the game itself seem altogether too casual, a deliberate and
purposive underreport in order to avoid round judgement on a breach of

norms.
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Harry’s disingenuousness becomes more replete as the chapter goes on.

As he picks up the thread of that morning, after Caroline has fallen asleep in

the bed:

I went to my room and got dressed. Then I made the bed. Cal must have
gone outside. He was a funny kid, he hadn’t minded playing the running
game with me, but now that Caroline joined in (after looking in and
surprising us on her first morning) he seemed to think it was a rude game
and I wouldn’t be astounded if he said tomorrow that he would rather not
play. This was all right with me, except that he might tell Dad, and I was
certain Dad would not like us seeing so much of Caroline’s body. I would
warn Cal, I would tell him I would think up a revenge if he spoiled our fun.

I looked into Caroline’s room on my way to the kitchen. She was
still asleep.

Out in the kitchen, I stacked the breakfast dishes and ran the water
into the sink. Here I am again on my own, I thought; no help from Caroline.
Not, of course, that I expected her to do the dishes; it was just that, before
she arrived, I'd figured I would have a rest from doing the dishes. I did not
mind doing them, I would not complain about doing them. If she did offer
to do them, or to sweep up or anything like that, I would refuse to let her, I
would tell her she was on holiday and we wanted her to enjoy herself, we
did not expect her to do any damned housekeeping. If she insisted, it
would probably be polite to let her do something. So far she hadn’t
insisted.

No, I didn’t mind Caroline not helping. (56-57)

Harry feigns innocence and then deceives himself. First, his commentary

on Cal’s behaviour is deeply unreliable, its account unable to be squared either

in its own terms or against Harry’s earlier report. To offer bemusement in the

face of Cal’s reticence is plainly dishonest. In prose loaded with signifiers

meant to express a sense of puzzled disengagement from Cal —“a funny kid”

who “seemed to think [playing with Caroline] was a rude game” —Harry’s tone

teems with insincerity because he has already shown that he knows very well

the familial norms transgressed by playing naked with Caroline (51).

Concluding that it would hardly be a shock were Cal to avoid playing in future

is not only an understatement but hints at deception too since it seems to be the
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outcome that Harry secretly wants. Harry’s attachment to Caroline has already
started to develop into jealousy (53-56), so if Cal’s absence is “all right” with
Harry, it must be read as ironic understatement rather than neutral acceptance.
But of course, Cal’s withdrawal presents a risk to Harry’s time with Caroline if
it raises the chances that the younger boy will dob the pair of them in with
Frank. The threat prompts a rare flash of reliable reportage from Harry, lighting
up the full range and depth of the unreliable narration on show in other
directions. Freely admitting that he will take his revenge on Cal if he narks
indicts Harry as a character but it also shows an awareness that what he is up to
with Caroline is wrong, even if, in his naivety, he does not fully understand the
contours of the violation their behaviour represents. Attempting to both
mitigate the wrongdoing in which he i