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UNRELIABLE NARRATION IN CINEMA: FACING THE COGNITIVE CHALLENGE RAISED 
IN LITERARY STUDIES 
 
The concept of unreliable narration has been widely discussed in literary theory in recent years. One of 
the major insights gained through this discussion (most forcefully claimed by Nünning in his early 
works on the subject (Nünning 1997; Nünning, A. 1998; Nünning 1999)) is the fact that the 
determination of a narrator’s (un)reliability depends on the reader’s conceptual framework. Another, 
that the concept covers a great variation of different types and textual strategies (Allrath 1998; Busch 
1998; Fludernik 1999; Cohn 2000; Hansen 2003; 2005; Phelan 2005; Hansen 2007 a.o.) How these 
issues are to be approached in relation to cinematographic narratives, is, of course, a rather large and 
complicated task, so I will restrict myself to two different angles on the topic. The first focus on 
narrative technique as a possibility for the change in perception concerning the narrator’s reliability. 
The second confronts the issue of ideology and historical context. 
 

1. Objective vs. subjective modes of telling 
The distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ modes of cinematographic telling will 
be outlined, but with special interest in how objective techniques in certain cases are framed 
within a subjective perspective, resulting in what we might label ‘pseudo-objective 
narration’. The point is that in these cases the spectator has to reconceptualise the 
conventional cinematographic storytelling frame, where subjective telling normally is 
codified explicitly. In pseudo-objective narration the subjective point of view isn’t 
necessarily marked, and considered in the light of the increased use in contemporary cinema 
of this form, we might very well observe a change in our receptive schemes so that our 
primary response to the conventional codes of objective telling is to consider them as a 
potential subjective perspective. This necessarily also opens for a reflection of the potential 
unreliability of the narrator. 

2. Context 
In the second part of my presentation I will consider how the change in ideology and 
historical context can have an effect on our understanding of a narrator’s reliability. I will 
here turn my attention towards a film which in the general reception has been considered 
reliable and told in a conventional objective mode, namely Florian Henckel von 
Donnersmarck’s Das Leben der Anderen (2006). The film has been highly praised for its 
realistic depiction of the horrors of the former socialist state DDR. But one cannot but be 
surprised by the fact that no critic have paid attention to the complexities and ambiguities 
raised in the film’s final sequence. Here we learn that the protagonist Dreyman has written a 
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novel about the incidents we have witnessed and an obvious conclusion for the spectator is 
that what we have been presented to is Dreyman’s recollection of what happened then and 
his reconstruction of the events. And when one follows this strategy, the film turns into a 
rather different story which I will approach by way of Phelan’s ‘ethical criticism’.  
 The question of why no critic of the film detected this potential and, would I say, 
plausible understanding of the film is impossible to give a clear answer to. But we might get 
to some understanding by comparing to similar texts where the trust in the narrator’s 
account by time has changed – like for instance Marlow’s from Conrad’s “Heart of 
Darkness” (1902). As it will be known, it was not until 1958 with Guerard’s book Conrad 
the Novelist, that we started getting the understanding “that the story is not primarily about 
Kurtz or about the brutality of Belgian officials but about Marlow its narrator” (Guerard 
1958: 37). – Perhaps because the brutality of imperialism was very urgent, when the first 
readings of the story was made, just as the horrors of the socialist regime is in the 
contemporary context of  Das Leben der Anderen.  
  This will lead to some concluding thoughts on the dynamics of narrative regarding the 
relations between reading and re-reading, and between passive and active reading strategies. 
 
(Chatman 1978; Bordwell 1985; Black 1986; Wilson 1986; Kozloff 1988; Chatman 1990; 
Booth 1991 [1961/83]; Currie 1997; Nünning, V. 1998; Zerweck 2001; Liptay & Wolf 
2005; Helbig 2006 
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