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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to discuss the issue of unreliability in Never Let Me Go by 

Kazuo Ishiguro deploying the rhetorical approach to narratives - which conceives of narratives as 

a purposive communicative act - and a range of signifiers and signifieds as defined by Wayne C. 

Booth, James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz. By contrasting two possible readings of this book, 

i.e. its common reading as a dystopian novel vs the author’s recommendation of reading it as an 

allegorical novel, one has the possibility to nuance the issue of reliability. 
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Kazuo Ishiguro is a master of narrative technique, with the trope of unreliable 

narrator at the forefront of his art. Like most of Ishiguro’s novels, Never Let Me Go is a 

first-person narration or a character narration (i.e. a narration combining in one figure the 

roles of both narrator and character). This technique entails multi-layered communication:  

a. between the implied author and his authorial audience (i.e. the 

hypothetical audience Ishiguro had in mind and assumed to read the book the 

way he intended it to be read; this audience knows that the events are not real, 

thus having the double consciousness of the mimetic and the synthetic) 

b. between the character narrator and her narrative audience/naratee 

(the ideal audience/ interlocutor of the narrator Kathy H., perceiving the 

narrative situation as true, not synthetic; an audience Kathy H. is entirely 

conscious of as she uses direct address and even ascribes attributes to).  

Such a novel is an act of indirection, i.e. Ishiguro communicates to his audience by 

means of the character narrator´s communication to her narratee. Both implied author and 

narrator, as constructors of the text, make rhetorical choices of narrative elements in order 

to control the responses of their respective audience. Because each track of communication 

has its own purpose, Never Let Me Go proposes two purposes (the author´s and the 

character narrator´s), and it requires of readers a complex cognitive, emotional, and ethical 

engagement.  

 

What is the purpose of Kathy H. in communicating to her narratee?  

It is the general view that Kathy H. recalls, records, interprets and evaluates events 

and people in her life for the purpose of making sense of what she and the other clones 
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have been going through. She writes this autobiographical text in retrospect endeavouring 

to come to some understanding of herself and of her social environment, but also to help 

her cope with the inevitable and impending end of her life. Her recollection is an intentional 

response to a rather uncomfortable mental state, highlighting the consolatory power of 

memory. Kathy H.’s narrative audience is represented by the organ donors exclusively. 

Her remark "I don't know how it was where you were" (13), as well as similar comments 

later in the text,  reinforce the idea that she can only imagine writing for those who are like 

her because only someone who has shared her experience as a clone can understand her 

choices. She does not write for the ‘normals’, her purpose being far from explaining their 

plight. Nor does she write to justify their choice not to rebel - this never occurring to them 

as an option. Kathy. H.’s memoir ends up showing their deep sense of nostalgia for the 

past, their decency, compliance, resignation, acceptance of their fate and of their duty, as 

well as their bonding through love, friendship and kindness as the ultimate solace.  

 

What is the purpose of the implied narrator?  

Here opinions diverge. Whether Kathy H. is a reliable or an unreliable narrator 

depends exclusively on how we choose to understand this higher purpose of the text, on 

how we read it. There are two options:  

A. as a sci-fi and dystopian novel (i.e. speculative literature) 

B. as an allegorical novel.  

The beauty of art in general and of literature in particular is that it allows readers to 

interpret it in light of their own experience, knowledge and emotions. Therefore, neither 

option above is mistaken.  

 

The most common reading is that of a dystopian narrative (curiously set in an 

alternative England but not of the future, but of the recent past - the 1980s and 1990s), 

depicting a society which is simply marvelous for human beings (known as the ‘normals’) 

as they have managed to slow down time and extend their lifespan by creating a programme 

of clones (called ‘donors’) brought up in artificial environments so that their organs are 

harvested one by one (until they ‘complete’) and offered to the ‘normals’ to postpone their 

impending demise. 

If one reads the novel focusing on the mimetic (this dystopian world), one notices 

that in her act of communication, the narrator Kathy H., unaware of the existence of the 

authorial audience, unwittingly reports a more complex set of information to the authorial 

audience than she does to her narratee – this is called disclosure. The implied author 

communicates from behind his character-narrator, disclosing that Kathy H. sometimes 

underreports and most of the time misreports, misreads and misjudges her situation and 

acts accordingly. This treatment of the narrator by the author foregrounds differences 

between the implied author´s perspective and the narrator´s, generating particular ethical 

responses from the audience, making Kathy H. be perceived as an UNRELIABLE 

NARRATOR.  

Here are several arguments of her unreliability: 

1. She tells of her experience retrospectively, through memories, which are 

very dear to her, but are not always complete and perfect, despite her desire to tell 

her story with great honesty and emotional restraint (objectivity). She (like every one 
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of us, for that matter, because memory is fluid and fragile) has a selective memory, 

not always offering a comprehensive representation of what happened. In fact, at times 

she struggles to get her story straight and is not totally confident about the accuracy of 

her memory: “Maybe I'm remembering it wrong” (8), “I might have some of it wrong” 

(13), “I don’t remember exactly” (25), “the way I remember it” (138), “my memory 

of it is” (146). There is a whole range of signals of inaccuracy in her memories. There 

are the instances when Kathy disagrees with Ruth and Tommy about what happened 

or when she reports events of the past based of her friends’ remembrances. Also, there 

is her strange inability to remember where Hailsham, the place where she grew up, is. 

Sometimes she would stop while driving to look around for it because a tree or a 

pavilion reminds her of the place.  Furthermore, there is her endorsement of memory 

replacement: when in her third year as a carer, her donor who grew up in Dorset does 

not want to talk about his childhood but he repeatedly wants to be told about Hailsham, 

“not just to hear about Hailsham, but to remember Hailsham, just like it had been his 

own childhood” (5), she endorses this desire to replace his childhood memories with 

an idealized childhood as he was dying in that hospital. 

2. She is not out to deceive, but she paints herself in a better light than the 

other people in the novel, e.g. on page 3 there is this disclaimer: “I am not trying to 

boast. But then I do know for a fact they’ve been pleased with my work, and by and 

large, I have too.”  

3. There is a narratorial flatness in describing feelings and emotions. It 

is not a matter of underreporting what she felt or keeping her feelings hidden, 

but a matter of openly puzzling about them and of inability to understand her 

emotional reactions. 

4. There is a deep-seated level of self-deception and sublimation in her 

interpretation and evaluation of the clones’ station in life. In fact, this is the most 

compelling argument in favour of Cathy H.s unreliability.  There are several reasons 

why these intelligent and otherwise highly sensitive beings can easily be deceived and 

manipulated. First, there is the confined environment in which they grow up. Secondly, 

there is the ethical education that are offered there, with the emphasis on devotion to 

duty at its core. Thirdly, there is the language they are taught to use, which purposely 

distorts and fails to reveal the actual truth. There is a direct connection between their 

callousness and apathy and the euphemistic language which populates their speech: 

‘donors’, ‘normals’, ‘carers’, ‘possibles’, ‘donations’, ‘becoming complete’ (when 

they have given up all their vital organs and their life to the others). While the implied 

author is highly critical of the oppression and abuse for corrupt exploitive purposes in 

this dystopian world, Kathy and the other characters are entirely compliant, because 

of their mindlessness (they do not know any better) combined with devotion to duty. 

Ruth says: “I was pretty much ready when I became a donor. It felt right. After all, it’s 

what we’re supposed to be doing, isn’t it?” (223) – clearly, she has been conditioned 

to expect it, to accept and to understand that this is her goal and her completion. This 

does not mean that they would not want to buy up some more time (see their hopes 

around the deferral rumour). But they know that death is inevitable. And they are so 

compliant with their fate that the cloned individuals even seem to volunteer for each 

new stage of their laid-out fate, hurrying themselves down the path to premature death. 
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This explains the book’s polarizing ending and answers the readers’ question of why 

they do not escape. 

The alternative reading of the book, i.e. as an allegorical novel, is the one that has 

been mostly encouraged by Ishiguro himself. In interviews he states that his aim has been 

to write a story of how love and friendship fit into people’s lives as supreme values, 

especially as they start to realize that time is short, that mortality is a bleak and untimely 

fact of their existence. Accordingly, he intends this book (too) to be read as a metaphor for 

the human condition, for the limited existence based on devotion to duty and decency at 

the price of self-indulgence and personal happiness. In this light, the sci-fi and dystopian 

elements are but a device to make the plot work. While in earlier novels (his masterpiece 

The Remains of the Day included) he offered us the perspective of elderly people realizing 

that life went by really quickly and that, despite their best intentions, opportunities slipped 

through their hands and they wasted their lives, this time he wants to drive this idea home 

by using young people. In fact, he finds a way (this dystopian universe) to deploy ostensibly 

young people with artificially shortened lives to create an even more dramatic effect. 

Reading the novel as an allegory presupposes downplaying the importance of the 

mimetic (dystopian) aspect of the story (as Ishiguro actually urges) and undertaking the 

thematic leap as basic reading technique, which yields a different result to the query of the 

(un)reliability of the narrator Cathy H. From this new angle, she is a narrator who reports, 

interprets and evaluates her life/world with honesty and emotional restraint, with the 

awareness that memory is fluid and fragile, with the desire to know herself and understand 

her feelings and with the (universal) fear of exposing her feelings. Her resignation and 

devotion to duty doubled by acting with decency, kindness and friendliness are but the 

natural response of highly sensitive, moral and wise individuals understanding the 

inexorability of death.  All of this the implied author endorses, because his purpose is to 

proffer a story which triggers empathy and the realization that we all ‘complete’, thus, 

while we are here, we should find the energy and the willingness to create instances of 

meaningfulness, happiness and decency. And his endorsement signals that Cathy H. is a 

RELIABLE NARRATOR. 

To conclude, either reading (i.e. mimetic or thematic), the choice of which is up to 

the literature consumer based on their life experience and cultural knowledge, yields a 

richness of cognitive, emotional and ethical responses. What generates this abundance is 

mainly Ishiguro’s election of technique: a vulnerable, truth-seeking and decent character-

narrator reporting events of the past and present. Irrespective of her being viewed as a 

reliable or an unreliable narrator, Kathy H. is one of the most compelling story-tellers in 

contemporary literature, and her story is but one’s best effort to make sense out of and 

peace with the anarchy of existence.  
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