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I N T E R M E D I AT E

Every issue or subject can be looked at from more than one point of view. In literature, point of 

view is most often presented through the voice of the narrator. But what happens if the narrative 

voice is biased? A narrative voice that is biased presents only one point of view. When this 

happens, the narrator is said to be unreliable. This means the narrator sees things from only his 

or her point of view, and may not tell the details and events of the story in a trustworthy way. 

How can a narrator be biased? A narrator may be angry or upset, which can lead to an annoyed 

or outraged bias against others that affects the narrator’s judgment. A narrator may be young 

or inexperienced, which can lead to a simple or childlike bias when the narrator observes things 

about the world. A narrator may think he or she is reliable (and even tell the reader so), but the 

narrator’s words or actions suggest otherwise. This can lead to an unreasonable or illogical bias 

when the narrator gives information about other characters and events in the text.

An unreliable narrator can have any number of biases (either positive or negative) toward other 

characters or events, based on the causes that make the narrator unreliable in the first place. You 

have to use the clues the author puts in the text to figure out whether or not a narrator has a bias 

and if you can trust what the narrator says. 

For example, the narrator in Mark Twain’s classic novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is 

Huck himself. Read this excerpt from the beginning of the novel: 

You don’t know about me without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures 
of Tom Sawyer; but that ain’t no matter. That book was made by Mr. Mark Twain, and he 
told the truth, mainly. There was things which he stretched, but mainly he told the truth. 
That is nothing. I never seen anybody but lied one time or another, without it was Aunt 
Polly, or the widow, or maybe Mary.  Aunt Polly--Tom’s Aunt Polly, she is--and Mary, and 
the Widow Douglas is all told about in that book, which is mostly a true book, with some 
stretchers, as I said before.

Huck is a young character (about 13 or 14 years old). Notice how Huck explains how Twain 

“told the truth, mainly,” in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and how “there was things which he 

stretched” (meaning some events may be exaggerated, or made up, or untrue). Huck is okay 

with the book being “mostly” true, with “some stretchers” (things that are false). This suggests 

that if Twain’s other book “is mostly a true book, with some stretchers” then The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn will do the same. This also suggests that Huck’s bias is one of ignorance or 

innocence, since he may not be able to tell the difference between what is true and what is not, 

and may not fully understand the events that happen to and around him. 

This bias is purposely done on Twain’s part, of course. He’s letting the reader know that while 

Huck is generally a likeable character, his youth and relative inexperience in the world make him 

an unreliable narrator. 
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Some narrators say they are reliable but their words or actions show that they are not. In Edgar 

Allan Poe’s short story “The Tell-Tale Heart,” the narrator opens with these words: 

TRUE!--nervous--very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say 
that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses--not destroyed--not dulled them. 
Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. 
How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily--how calmly I can tell you the 
whole story.

The narrator admits that he is (and had been) “dreadfully nervous” and has some kind of disease. 

He admits others have called him “mad” (insane). He claims his disease has improved his hearing 

so much that he has “heard all things in the heaven and in the earth.” This is an impossible claim! 

This clue lets readers know that the narrator is very troubled and has a bias that is influenced by 

his inability to know what is reasonable or real. 

This type of bias results in a narrator who insists that his version of the story is the only true one. 

The narrator’s emphasis at the end of the paragraph that he can “healthily” and “calmly” tell the 

whole story suggests that the narrator thinks he is fine, when clearly he is not. This only adds to 

the fact that he cannot be trusted.

Bias in literature happens when the narrator is unreliable, untrustworthy, or unstable, and the 

narrative voice offers only one point of view. You must read more closely and pay more attention 

to the details of a story to determine what is correct. 
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 ► Read the excerpts below and answer the questions that follow.

I am a sick man. . . . I am a spiteful man. I believe my liver is diseased. I don’t consult a 
doctor for it, and never have, though I have a respect for medicine and doctors. Besides, 
I am extremely superstitious, sufficiently so to respect medicine, anyway (I am well-
educated enough not to be superstitious, but I am superstitious). . . . I used to be in the 
government service, but am no longer. I was a spiteful official. I was rude and took pleasure 
in being so....I was lying when I said just now that I was a spiteful official. I was lying from 
spite.  
(From Notes from the Underground by Fyodor Dostoyevsky)

1. What words or phrases give the idea that Dostoyevsky’s narrator may be unreliable? 

2. Explain what kind of biased point of view Dostoyevsky’s narrator might have, and 

why. 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, over many a quaint 
and curious volume of forgotten lore— While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there 
came a tapping, as of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. “’Tis some 
visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door— Only this and nothing more.”  
(From The Raven by Edgar Allan Poe)

3. What words or phrases give the idea that Poe’s narrator may be unreliable?

4. Explain what kind of biased point of view Poe’s narrator might have, and why.
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 ► Read the excerpts below and answer the questions that follow.

Marley was dead, to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The note of his 
burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner…. 
Scrooge knew he was dead? Of course he did. How could it be otherwise? Scrooge and he 
were partners for I don’t know how many years…. Scrooge never painted out Old Marley’s 
name. There it stood, years afterwards, above the warehouse door: Scrooge and Marley. 
The firm was known as Scrooge and Marley. Sometimes people new to the business called 
Scrooge Scrooge, and sometimes Marley, but he answered to both names. It was all the 
same to him.

Oh! but he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! A squeezing, wrenching, 
grasping, scraping, clutching old man! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had 
ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster. The cold 
within him froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shriveled his cheek, stiffened his 
gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating voice. A 
frosty rime was on his head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He carried his own low 
temperature always about with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; and didn’t thaw it 
one degree at Christmas.  
(From A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens)

5. Explain the biased point of view the narrator has toward Scrooge. Is the bias 

positive or negative? What words or phrases in the excerpt support this bias?
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