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Abstract

In this paper I examine the contribution of feelings to the reader’s literary understanding, 
focussing on aspects of response that have been studied through the use of empirical methods. 
I	first	provide	a	review	of	several	components	of	feeling	that	have	been	found	of	importance	in	
literary reading. I then focus on the role of feelings at several different levels. At the level of the 
stylistics of the text I consider studies of response to foregrounding and phonetic iconicity. At 
an intermediate level I look at a study of how feelings help to characterize episodes in narrative. 
Lastly I present a study at the largest scale (comprising a whole short story) of the role of 
feeling in elaborating an unreliable narrator, working largely through the comments of one 
reader. As a whole, the paper offers evidence for the range and variety of literary phenomena 
that draw on the capacities of feeling.

Keywords: stylistics, empiricism, feelings, foregrounding, phonetic iconicity, episodes, unreliable 
narrator, ambiguity

1. The Primacy of Feelings

As you will be aware, literary studies has recently witnessed a turn to an embodied 
concept of cognition, a development which has brought with it several significant 
implications for understanding literature and the processes of reading. My own interests 
have focused in particular on the contribution of feelings and emotions; and where 
possible I have attempted to investigate the issues through the use of empirical methods. 
These two aspects, feelings and empirical methodology, will be central to this paper. To 
make this clearer, here is an outline of what I am about to say. After some preliminary 
comments on the issues that will be important in thinking about feelings and emotions in 
literary response, I focus on feelings at three different levels: from small-scale phenomena 
occurring in the moment by moment responses of readers, through feelings that direct 
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response at an intermediate level, up to the large scale where feelings help determine 
response to a text as a whole. To illustrate these levels in some detail, I draw on empirical 
studies of foregrounding and phonetic iconicity for the small scale, a study of episode-
length events for the intermediate level, and a study of the unreliable narrator at the 
largest scale (comprising a whole short story).

One reason for proceeding in this way is to suggest the scope and depth of the many 
ways in which feelings and emotions interact with literary response. In part, this is an 
argument for the primacy of feeling in response, as you will shortly see. But it is also an 
argument for the range and variety of literary phenomena that draw on the capacities of 
feeling—capacities that have been rarely considered until now. For example, in my book 
Literary Reading, I discuss anomalous suspense (first introduced by Richard Gerrig), 
the pleasure of negative feelings, feelings as action, and the temporal implications of 
feeling. And this is just a partial listing of the processes of literary reading that owe their 
distinctiveness to some aspect of feeling.

Before I turn to the first perspective, feelings on the small scale, I should mention 
some other issues arising from the recent reconsideration of the role of feelings and 
emotions. In order to do this I will cite three points made by the philosopher Ralph Ellis 
(2005) in his book Curious Emotions; he puts these forward as foundational. First, he 
emphasizes the primacy of emotions: in his words, “fully intentional emotions, whether 
conscious or not, actually ground and shape all other conscious states” (p. 4). Emotion 
is thus not, as it is commonly understood, a reaction to a prior cognitive appraisal 
of a situation, but an already functioning stance towards the world, interpreting the 
environment in pursuit of our existing aims—such as the insights we often gain about 
ourselves from the emotional experience of empathizing with a character in a narrative.

Second, beyond the pervasive conception of homeostasis, Ellis develops the concept 
of “extropy”: which, as he puts it, is “the maintenance of a suitably complex and higher-
energy pattern of overall activity for the organism” (p. 4). A principal part of extropy 
is the active nature of our current emotions: as Ellis (2005) also notes, “Emotions are 
not responses to stimuli, but instead are ongoing, holistically motivated processes that 
attempt to use environmental affordances to further their self-organizational aims” (p. 
47). Through extropy, in other words, we pursue and may realize our aims, enabling us to 
identify	and	benefit	from	more	elaborate	conceptions—such	as	those	that	challenge	us	in	
literary reading.

Third, the cognitive system seems primarily designed for action. For example, the 
occipital lobe that processes vision only begins to do so some 200 msecs after the mid-
brain and cerebellum has already triggered the motor cortex. Thus, says Ellis, “When we 
then	reflect	on	why	we	feel	 the	way	we	do,	 the	feeling	reveals	 itself	as	already	having	
been intentionally directed to the action affordances of an object or environmental 
situation” (p. 25). While we are reading there is, of course, no possibility of realizing the 
movement called for by a description of action, but this has potential literary implications 
for a reader: in Ellis’s account, “when we actually perform an action, we do not pay much 
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if any conscious attention to the action imagery. It is when we inhibit the motor command 
that we are most fully conscious of the action image as a mental image” (pp. 42-43). This 
helps account for the vividness of narratives that present themselves through the reader’s 
mental imagery for action.

These three issues, primacy of emotion, extropy, and images of action, do not 
supersede cognition as vehicles for understanding the processes of literary reading—that 
is, cognitive concerns such as deixis, possible worlds theory, or conceptual metaphor—
but they do appear to argue for revising our set of priorities in seeking to understand the 
processes	of	response	in	literary	reading,	and	how	the	literary	may	differ	 in	significant	
ways	from	other	forms	and	modes	of	reading.	These	three	issues	also	effect	a	significant	
change in the discourse about a literary text: where this has been dominated until now 
by the insistence on interpretation—as, for instance, with Stanley Fish’s (1980, p. 355) 
comment that “interpretation is the only game in town.” On the contrary, a shift has 
been taking place towards our experience of literature, that is, its impact on our feelings, 
imagery, autobiographical memory, self-concept issues, and the like. Among my aims in 
this paper is to emphasize the experiential resources that we bring to bear on a literary 
text, and to outline ways in which an awareness of these and an ability to articulate them 
can facilitate appreciation of a text.

I should mention one other important feature of the literary experience: how often 
it requires us to cope with ambiguity (a well-known claim, beginning particularly with 
William Empson’s notable book, Seven Types of Ambiguity, 1930). Let me give a brief 
example, from Blake’s short poem “The Sick Rose” (1794):

O Rose, thou art sick!
The invisible worm
That	flies	in	the	night,
In the howling storm,

Has found out thy bed
Of crimson joy:
And his dark secret love
Does thy life destroy.

The second sentence of the poem states the conflict, which is focused on the main 
verb	“Has	found	out”;	but	the	poem	stops	short	of	stating	a	clear	meaning	to	the	conflict,	
since “found out” can mean either an act of discovery (e.g., I have found out where you 
keep your money) or an attribution of guilt (e.g., you were found out hiding the money). 
Such an ambivalence develops the affordances of Rose and worm; in particular it projects 
back to the status of the Rose and the worm, and forward to the “bed / Of crimson joy,” 
which	raises	its	own	conflicts	of	feeling:	is	the	bed	the	site	of	a	rape	by	the	worm;	or	is	it	
the site of an illegitimate desire to which the worm has found its way? Our sense (driven 
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by	the	conflicts	of	feeling)	is	that	large	issues	are	at	stake,	but	that	now,	and	perhaps	for	
all time, the ambiguity of the poem makes them unresolvable. The “dark secret love” 
works its destruction, but whether this is due to the Rose being sick with desire or whether 
the worm is the prime agent in introducing the sickness, we cannot decide—and given the 
issues at stake, this is evidence of the power of this poem as a literary text. 

Thus we note how the poem, through evoking conflicts in feeling, projects several 
possible larger meanings—meanings that seem uncountable and inexhaustible. The 
emphasis	placed	here	on	feelings	points	to	several	factors:	first,	 the	evidence	(Griffiths,	
1997; Panksepp, 1998) that emotions do not comprise one large system, but that each 
emotion	is	active	through	its	own	neural	circuits.	This	finding	is	reflected	in	many	literary	
texts	where	a	given	feeling	may	often	conflict	with	a	subsequent	feeling,	or	as	Coleridge	
puts it in a Notebook comment, “modifying one image or feeling by the precedent or 
following ones” (CN III: 3247). We have previously noted (Miall & Kuiken, 2002) that 
Aristotle’s	model	of	catharsis,	where	pity	and	fear	conflict,	is	one	example	of	a	sequence	
of	conflicting	feelings.

Second, feelings project a state of emotion that brings with it its own history of 
individual and socially situated meanings, and as a central organizing principle a 
state that can be regarded as a prototype (e.g. Hogan, 2003, pp. 86-89), that is, how a 
given emotion is typically felt. In this respect emotions embody narrative-like scripts 
that inform us where a feeling has emerged and what it has meant to us in the past, as 
well as anticipatory intuitions about what the feeling might mean in the future. In this 
respect emotions evidently play a primary role in our experience as literary readers, 
shaping response, staging conflict, projecting ambiguities, and marking the limits of 
understanding.

Third, depending on context, emotions are to some degree distinctive to the individual. 
As readers we bring to bear our own emotion prototypes and the links they have forged to 
the concerns of the self-concept, our autobiographical memories, and how emotions serve 
to recall a given memory, as Bartlett (1932, pp. 53-54) showed; and how, based on these, 
the narratives about our progress through life that we compile explain ourselves to ourself 
and to others. In various ways literary reading draws upon, and may help reorganize, our 
array of emotions, memories, and concerns.

In reading “The Sick Rose,” for instance, we pay particular attention to certain words 
or phrases that seem important in shaping response to the poem: the term “sick” forms 
a striking conclusion to the first line, helping to personify the Rose (a stance already 
suggested by the initial apostrophe, “O Rose …”). The “worm” that is “invisible” 
intimates a dimension of the universe beyond the mundane (especially when tracked 
through a “howling storm”), a dimension that already seems to connote a threat. To 
have “found out” the Rose, in either sense of the term, signals a feat of navigation that 
further develops the uncanny resources of the worm. I point these terms out in particular, 
because they seem among the most striking words or phrases in the poem for two 
reasons: first because they play a central role in developing the cluster of feelings that 
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dominates at least a first reading of the poem; and second because they demonstrate a 
pattern of foregrounding in the poem that is important for motivating the reader’s sense 
of	significance,	shaping	experience	of	the	poem	as	a	whole.	The	motivation	to	read	the	
poem	through	the	network	of	feelings	and	foregrounding	can	be	termed	extropic,	defined	
by Ellis (2005, p. 81) as a “preference for high-energy states”; a will, we can say in the 
present	case,	to	pursue	the	indefinable	fate	of	the	Rose,	wherever	that	might	lead,	and	to	
whatever	degree	we	might	find	that	pursuit	uncomfortable	or	troubling.

These suppositions about reading the poem call for empirical verification with real 
readers. One procedure would be to ask readers to identify the words or phrases that 
seem the most important in the poem, or that seem the most striking or evocative. These 
are not the same question: importance points to the words that lead most convincingly 
to an understanding of the poem; those that are striking or evocative make the greatest 
contribution to the reader’s felt experience of the poem. Would readers, given either 
question, point to the words that I have been discussing and which I have found the most 
striking? This is an empirical question.

To return to the question of the extropic is to approach an answer to the question 
why we read literary texts such as “The Sick Rose” and find them both important and 
troubling. In Ellis’s terms “we need to have novelty, because novelty affords extropic 
activity”; to read a poem is to “find ways to further concretely embody our conscious 
states so as to amplify them, which entails symbolization” (p. 125). Hence the symbols of 
the Rose and the invisible worm, which function so as to elicit that sense of the uncanny 
and to elaborate it, giving rise to perspectives that we seem only to half comprehend 
however often we reread the poem. And central to this experience is the role of feelings 
and emotions. How are we to understand more systematically what feeling contributes, 
when and how it acts as a principal vehicle for the literary experience? In the next sections 
I describe several studies that give some purchase on a particular aspect of feeling and 
how it supports a literary response.

2. Foregrounding and Feeling: An Empirical Study

We propose that recognition of literary language and response to it is one of the universal 
features of literariness, and is a feature to which virtually all readers appear to be 
sensitive. Our study of foregrounding in modernist short stories, published in 1994 (Miall 
& Kuiken, 1994), is one of several empirical studies to suggest this. It is based on readers’ 
responses to the texture of the literary work on the small scale: that is, phrases, words, 
phonemes, rhythm. Our procedure involved working with some 60 readers, and was as 
follows. A modernist short story was presented on a computer screen for each participant; 
when the reader pressed the space bar the story advanced one sentence at a time, while 
the computer (unknown to the reader) recorded the time the reader took to read each 
sentence. After reading the story through once, readers then read it again and recorded 
ratings for each sentence on one of several criteria: these included strikingness, intensity 
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of feeling, and degree of uncertainty. Prior to the study we had also indexed the sentences 
of the story for the presence of foregrounding, based on counting foregrounded features at 
three levels: phonetic, grammatical, and semantic (see Table 1), followed by an index that 
incorporated all three levels.

Table 1. Foregrounding analysis of four segments of The Trout
Segment Phonetic Grammatical Semantic
1. One of the first places Julia 
always ran to when they arrived in 
G--- was The Dark Walk.

kx2; 1x3;
nx3;wx4

G---
Caps: D- W-

2. It is a laurel walk, very old, 
almost gone wild, a lofty midnight 
tunnel of smooth, sinewy 
branches.

1x7; mx3;
nx5; sX3;
wx2

3 sub phrases met: midnight; sinewy

3. Underfoot the tough brown 
leaves are never dry enough 
to crackle: there is always a 
suggestion of damp and cool 
trickle.

ckle x 2;
ough x 2;
c x 3; d x 2;
n x 3; r x 4;
t x 4; u x 4;
z x 4; cons:
crackle/trickle

Balance phrase struct;
w/o: underfoot

met: suggestion

oppos:
dry / damp

4. She raced right into it. r x 2; t x 3
Notes: Metrical foregrounding: adjacent stresses are shown in boldface. In the Phonetic column 
a letter or morpheme followed by a number indicates alliteration or assonance. Abbreviations: 
cons: consonance; sub: subordinate; struct: structure; w/o: reversal of usual word order; Caps: 
capitalization; met: metaphor; oppos: semantic opposition.

Our	findings	showed	that	readers	took	longer	to	read	sentences	high	in	foregrounding;	
for these sentences they also gave higher ratings for strikingness, feeling, and uncertainty. 
The results varied according to which of three modernist short stories was being read, but 
in all cases readers demonstrated evidence of response to foregrounding although they 
were	unaware	of	 its	 influence	during	the	first	reading	and,	probably,	during	the	second	
reading. Their responses were also independent of literary training. Our participants were 
from	two	populations:	senior,	experienced	students	of	 literature,	and	first	year	students	
of Psychology with less experience of, and little interest in literature. The ratings of the 
Psychology students were systematically lower compared with the literature students, 
suggesting more caution on their part in judging their literary experience; but their 
reading times and ratings correlated as highly with foregrounding, which argues for the 
universality	of	the	effects	of	foregrounding	on	readers.	A	similar	set	of	findings,	showing	
little or no difference between novice and experienced readers, has been reported by van 
Peer	(1986),	Hanauer	(1996)	as	reinterpreted	by	Miall	and	Kuiken	(1998),	and	Sopčák	
(2007).

Our study, then, demonstrated that readers took longer to read a foregrounded element, 
and that as their ratings showed, more intense feeling was evoked at these moments—
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suggesting that the heightened uncertainty also evoked, called for a feeling-based response 
in order to clarify or develop the meaning of the foregrounded passage. In this context it 
seems likely that feeling is helping to determine the response, bringing resources to bear 
where relevant from episodic memory, self-concept issues, prototypical emotion scripts, 
intertextual references, and the like—responses that are occurring rapidly during reading, 
and for the most part occur below the level of consciousness—but contributing to the 
processes of extropy that sustain a higher than normal level of feeling-based activity during 
reading. Through foregrounding literary reading, as Ellis (2005, p. 177) puts it, “offers an 
affordance for a project of emotional exploration that is already underway”.

The second study I will describe is based on the premise that words or phonemes have 
a relatively stable affective meaning, if this is examined over a large enough corpus of 
text. In her work Cynthia Whissell (2001) compiled a Dictionary of Affect in Language 
by obtaining ratings of words on a scale of 1 to 3 from several participants, where ratings 
were for pleasantness, activation, and imagery. The resulting Dictionary, consisting of 
8700 words, provides a score of the words in a given text based on an emotional space 
in	which	all	words	can	be	placed.	The	space	is	defined	by	two	dimensions:	Pleasantness-
evaluation, and Activation. Whissell made a study of Blake’s volume Songs of Innocence 
and Experience (1798/1794). She predicted that the Blake poems would evoke more 
imagery than in materials representing standard English; comparisons were made to a 
sample of English texts from a number of media consisting of 350,000 words; and she 
predicted that there should be emotional differences as measured by the Dictionary when 
comparing the Innocence with the Experience poems. She found that Innocence was 
significantly	more	pleasant	than	Experience (1.94 to 1.88), and both were higher than the 
normative corpus (1.85). Also, Innocence was higher than the corpus on activation (1.69 
to	1.67).	Imagery	scores	(1.67,	1.68)	did	not	differ,	but	were	significantly	higher	than	the	
corpus (1.53). Overall, words high in emotion constituted 33 percent of the normative 
corpus, but were 40 percent of Blake’s writing. Whissell reports, for example, that

A scan of the poem The Sick Rose … indicates the presence of several extreme emotional 
words of different types. ‘Sick’, ‘worm’, ‘howling’, ‘storm’, ‘dark’, and ‘destroy’ are the 
unpleasant words which create the mood of the poem. They do this, however, when placed in 
juxtaposition to ‘rose’, ‘joy’, and ‘love’, which are their counterpoints. (p. 465)

The method is effective in drawing attention to the relative emotionality of a text. One 
limitation of the dictionary approach, as Whissell notes, is that “the meaning of a word 
cannot	be	modified	by	the	context	in	which	the	word	occurs”	(p.	466).	“Rose”	may	mean	
the	flower;	or	it	may	be	a	verb,	as	in	“He	rose	to	the	surface.”	But	over	a	large	sample	the	
problem	of	multiple	meanings	is	unlikely	to	seriously	skew	the	findings.

In another, recent study (Whissell, 2011), Whissell develops a wider range of 
categories: pleasant-unpleasant, cheerful-sad, active-passive, nasty, soft. These are used 
to score passages from Milton’s Paradise Lost; but now resorting to counting phonemes 
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where these are reckoned to convey a particular affective meaning derived from the 
words in which they occur. This is to suggest that words may have an intrinsic meaning, 
which has not been a popular view among scholars who followed Saussure in arguing for 
the arbitrariness of the sound of words. But Whissell suggests some counter-examples: 
the long-e that occurs in words for happiness (happy, peace); the o sound of sad words 
(lonely, low); the g that characterizes a sense of disgust (grasp, guilty). The plosives p 
and t occur more often in words judged to be active. With this extended scheme Whissell 
demonstrates how poems can be scored in terms of their distinctive usage of the different 
classes of sound (p. 258). In this way, as Pope (1980, p. 67) puts it, “The sound” will “seem 
an echo to the sense”.

For the study of Paradise Lost, phonemes are separately scored for occurrences of 
previously coded feelings, such as the presence of pleasant phonemes, th, v, short-i, etc.; 
and the presence of each feeling is then compared to the norms for the poem overall. In 
this way, a sample of lines can, for example, be judged less pleasant and more active (p. 
259). The pattern of pleasant and passive sounds reveals three successive narratives within 
Paradise Lost, derived from marked changes in the frequencies of a class of feelings from 
high to low or low to high. For instance, Whissell notes that “The central narrative [Books 
IV to IX] has an unhappy ending and is tragic in form. It begins with Adam and Eve in 
the Garden and descends to a trough for the use of Pleasant sounds in Book IX, where 
the	two	succumb	to	temptation”	(p.	264).	Such	results,	she	says,	“confirm	that	the	sound	
narrative of Paradise Lost enhances the poem’s story narrative, and that those listening 
to a verbal rendition of the poem would be exposed to appropriate emotional sounds at 
various points of the narrative” (p. 265). The value of being able to identify the shifts of 
feeling	inherent	in	such	patterns	of	sound	is	more	profound	than	might	at	first	seem,	as	
T.	S.	Eliot	suggested	(1933/1964).	In	his	definition	of	the	“auditory	imagination”,	Eliot	
describes it as “a feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below the conscious 
levels of thought and feeling, invigorating every word; sinking to the most primitive and 
forgotten and returning to the origin and bringing something back, seeking the beginning 
and the end” (pp. 118-119).

Whissell’s work employing these and related techniques includes study of a Dickens 
novel, Pope’s translation of Homer, the poetry of Emily Dickinson, and the lyrics of the 
Beatles (Whissell, 1999, 2004a, 2004b, 2006). Each of her studies depends on one form 
or another of the Dictionary of Affect, which presupposes that words and phonemes have 
a	fixed	affective	meaning.

Other studies comparable to Whissell have been based on the proposition that certain 
words inherently connote affective meaning (e.g., Anderson & McMaster, 1982), or that 
classes of words connote an affective stance or attitude (e.g., Biber & Finegan, 1989).

The several Whissell studies demonstrated top-down methods for identifying and 
classifying the presence of feeling, and in an example, such as Paradise Lost, providing 
insights into the structure of a literary text. The emphasis on the emotional coloration of 
words and phrases in each of these studies is intended to draw attention to the primacy 
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of feeling while reading; feeling appears to form a key part of the response to the verbal 
experience that is prior to its cognitive construal. This is supported by ERP studies (Evoked 
Response Potentials) that track the brain’s first responses to a word or phrase. Studies 
have shown that the detection of feeling occurs 150-200 msec following the encounter 
with verbal prosody; the valence of feeling (i.e., whether positive or negative) is detected 
at	130	to	180	msec	(see	Miall,	2011	for	a	review).	These	findings	present	the	possibility	
that feeling originates and helps determine the subsequent course of a literary response, 
including the selection and shaping of cognitive resources. An example of this is provided 
by a study of episodes in narrative that I carried out.

3. Episodes and Feelings

In this study episode structures in narrative (structures of approximately half a page to 
a page in length) were shown to coincide with shifts in readers’ emotional responses. 
The basis of the study was laid in 1922 in an essay on narrative structure by A. A. 
Reformatsky (1973), a member of the Russian Fomalists. His study focused on several 
narrative components, such as the distinction between action and description, the role of 
place and time, and the themes and motifs that underlie plot construction, and showed 
how	these	enabled	a	story	to	be	articulated	into	its	successive	sections.	As	Doložel	(1973)	
shows, however, these are presented schematically, and fail to combine into an overall 
hierarchical	model	of	narrative	structure.	This	deficiency	can	be	answered	by	considering	
the emotional structures that are built and maintained during the progress of a story. As 
before,	it	requires	empirical	study	for	such	a	model	to	be	verified.

In this model of narrative structure, an episode is characterized and distinguished 
from its neighbours by a particular feeling, a feeling that will remain relatively stable for 
the duration of the episode, that is, showing only marginal shifts in focus or intensity of 
feeling (for a fuller account, see Miall, 2006, Ch. 8). Put another way, between-episode 
shifts	 in	feeling	will	be	significantly	greater	than	within-episode	shifts	 in	feeling.	In	an	
empirical study based on a short story, Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour,” analysis 
of the story showed that it appeared to contain four episodes; for the purpose of the 
empirical study, these were further divided into two or three sections each, amounting to 
ten sections for the story as a whole. Readers were then asked to read the ten sections of 
the story, and compare the present section with the previous one by rating whether their 
feelings had shifted while reading the present section. 36 readers from an Introductory 
course in Psychology were recruited as participants.

As expected, readers recorded greater shifts in feeling when comparing sections that 
marked divisions between episodes than when comparing sections within an episode. 
On a 7-point scale, overall between-episode shifts were rated, M = 1.87, which differed 
significantly	from	within-episode	shifts,	M	=	1.04.	This,	as	far	as	I	am	aware,	is	the	first	
empirical study of the episode hypothesis, which considers the role of feeling in the 
structuring of narrative. Feeling in this episodic sense may include such familiar feelings 
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as empathy for a protagonist, or feelings due to plot, such as suspense, curiosity or 
surprise.

Overall, episodes as presented here represent an important vehicle for mapping the 
mid-level structure of a narrative, and predicting readers’ responses as they progress 
from one episode to the next. In this respect feeling is able to overcome the limitations 
of working memory, providing a platform for registering the implications of events as 
they	unfold	within	an	episode.	In	addition,	feeling	registers	shifts	in	significance	as	one	
episode takes up and develops the issues laid out in a previous episode.

4. Feelings in “The Innocent”

I now describe a third level of analysis, examining a component of a literary narrative 
that helps determine readers’ responses across its structure from beginning to end. I will 
investigate the place of feeling in response to the discourse of an unreliable narrator. In 
brief, the issue to be pursued here is, whether the indeterminacy experienced in relation 
to	the	narrator’s	conflicting	account	of	himself	and	the	events	of	the	story	necessitates	the	
reader’s recourse to feeling as a mode of understanding. An initial report on this project has 
recently been published in the Italian journal Fictions (Miall, 2012), in which I outlined the 
theoretical issues raised by the unreliable narrator and presented a report of an empirical 
study focusing in particular on the responses of readers to the first-person narrator of a 
short story by Graham Greene, “The Innocent.” This first contribution to the study will 
be summarized next, followed by a more detailed analysis of one reader’s responses to 
the story, to examine how far this casts light on the role of feeling and the question of its 
primacy in response.

That literary texts contain alternative perspectives is a common observation (cf. 
Schmidt’s (1982) polyvalence thesis); the reader’s response may be characterised by 
uncertainty,	 in	which	reflections	on	different	possible	meanings	are	indexed	by	feeling.	
The	unreliable	narrator	contributes	to	this	by	providing,	for	instance,	conflicting	versions	
of an event, more than one way of accounting for the behaviour of a character, or an 
inadequate meaning for an action; such uncertainties occur as a consequence of a narrator 
whose	understanding	of	what	he	or	she	relates	appears	to	be	limited	or	deficient.	Thus	a	
reader is impelled to attempt the creation of a framework for the narrative which accounts 
for its disparities. Critical discussions of the unreliable narrator have suggested that 
readers achieve such a frame by recourse to the supposed norms of an implied author, or 
by importing an interpretative frame of their own. The unreliable narrator, however, is the 
creation of the implied author, and may be a symptom of some larger problem that the 
implied author sets out to represent. Resolving such issues by appeal to norms implies an 
objective world, which it may be the object of the text to challenge. The implied author 
can	also	be	seen	as	the	origin	of	decisions	such	as	whether	to	present	the	narrative	in	first	
or third person, in what style of discourse (e.g., ironic), whether to include interior views 
of	a	character’s	subjective	states,	and	the	like.	Such	aspects,	as	they	are	first	encountered	
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by readers, and given the uncertainties they raise, are likely to be installed as feelings—
feelings that evolve and become more complex as the narrative progresses. These are 
possibilities that we can investigate with an empirical study of reading, as I will show.

Readers have resort to their feelings when encountering further uncertainties; they 
will seek analogies in their own experience, memories, or other texts to generate insights. 
At times, perhaps, the frame brought to bear proves inadequate and is itself modified 
in the light of the current narrative. Thus, I suggest, the issues raised by the unreliable 
narrator	“represent	a	class	of	problems	whose	larger	significance	it	is	the	peculiar	facility	
of the literary text to present.” As I (Miall, 2012, p. 44) suggest, the text is not designed 
to resolve such problems by resort to norms: “Norms are what the literary text puts in 
question”.

This is the main issue raised by our empirical study with the Greene story: To 
what extent readers notice norms and their violation in the discourse of the unreliable 
narrator, and what role feelings appear to play. To specify this in terms of textual features 
and readers’ responses to them, we look particularly at ambiguities, plurisignations, 
vagueness, and other modes of uncertainty, whether present in the text or created by the 
reader. For the reader, in Wolfgang Iser’s (1978, p. 130) terms, response to such features 
is central: “the vital process of consistency-building is used to make the reader himself 
produce discrepancies, and as he becomes aware of both the discrepancies and the 
processes that have produced them, so he becomes more and more entangled in the text”.

“The Innocent” by Graham Greene (1973), consists of approximately 1900 words. 
The narrator describes arriving back in the town where he grew up. He is with Lola, 
evidently	an	escort	he	had	picked	up	in	a	bar	and	had	paid	five	pounds	to	accompany	him	
for the night. On an impulse, wanting to visit the country, they have come to this town, 
but the memories of his childhood are so strong that the narrator regrets having brought 
Lola here with him. He leaves her at the hotel bar and goes out to revisit the streets he 
used to know. Seeing a group of children coming down one street after dancing lessons 
he is reminded that he too took lessons at the same house when he was eight, and formed 
an intense love for the girl who partnered him. Convinced that she also loved him, but 
unable	to	get	close	to	her,	he	left	a	message	for	her	in	a	hole	in	the	garden	gate.	He	finds	
the paper is still there, and to his surprise the message turns out to be an obscene picture 
of a man and a woman. Later that night he convinces himself that the picture is innocent. 
In his last comment in the story, he says “I had believed I was drawing something with a 
meaning and beautiful; it was only now after thirty years of life that the picture seemed 
obscene.”

The story was reviewed for ambiguities in the strict sense as defined by Shlomith 
Rimmon (1977, p. 9), that is, two opposing propositions that “remain equitenable and 
copresent”. We found three. First, in describing his childhood the narrator remarks “they 
had been ordinary years”; whereas later he claims in reference to the girl that he knew 
from the dancing lessons, that “I loved her with an intensity I have never felt since.” 
Second, speaking of the children’s birthday parties they both attended, he says “she 
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always kept out of my way”; yet he also states that “She liked me too.” Finally, perhaps 
the major ambiguity of the story, he remarks later that night that “I began to realize the 
deep innocence of that drawing.” Do readers become “entangled” in these ambiguities, 
and	if	so	do	they	play	a	significant	part	in	developing	their	sense	of	an	unreliable	narrator	
and an overall meaning for the story? And to what extent do readers respond in terms of 
feelings evoked by the unreliability of the narrator?

To collect responses to the story we solicited volunteers from senior classes in English 
and Comparative Literature at the University of Alberta. We obtained responses from over 
30 readers in all. Readers were asked to read the Greene story on computer, one section 
at a time (the story was divided into 22 sections), and to think aloud as they did so. Their 
comments were recorded on tape for later transcription and analysis. In addition, readers 
were asked to respond to a questionnaire. First, before reading, they were given the title 
of the story and asked to suggest what the story might be about. After reading they were 
asked	to	choose	three	passages	for	specific	comments.	Finally	they	were	asked	several	
questions	about	their	view	of	the	characters	and	of	the	drawing	that	the	narrator	finds.

In the analysis that follows I focus on the comments of one female reader (I will call 
her	Jan).	Jan	responds	first	to	the	title,	“The	Innocent.”	Her	opening	comments	show	her	
bringing	to	bear	several	quite	complex	concepts	that	might	provide	a	first	perspective	on	
the story: she suggests a trial of someone as guilty who is actually innocent; she refers to 
pre-war persecution of Jews; and she says “he” will accept the verdict “along with all the 
others” because of his innocence. The use of such a term as “The Innocent” as the title is 
certainly auspicious; her comments already suggest several potential themes involving 
a life story, inflected in part by a sense of history. At the same time her comments are 
fraught with uncertainty, such as the odd locutions “obviously maybe,” “he never really 
wanted to maybe save himself,” “it almost seems like”; and a single reference to “all the 
others.” Jan’s resort to history also indicates her sense that the term “innocence” lacks 
present day currency except in carefully framed legal contexts.

So far, however, Jan’s comments elaborate potential frames for the story; no feelings 
are mentioned explicitly. In response to the story itself, however, she comments on all 
but one of the 22 sections; and of these 20 of her comments mention feeling: 12 refer to 
feelings	of	the	reader,	while	14	refer	to	feelings	of	the	first-person	narrator,	and	of	these	
5 refer to both; and among her 20 comments, 13 specify ambiguities or uncertainties of 
some kind. In the earlier part of the story the feelings of the reader predominate: Jan feels 
that	the	two	characters	are	running	away	from	something,	but	finds	it	ambiguous	whether	
in running to this small town they are starting anew or have come somewhere familiar. 
This sets up for the reader a central contrast of the story, since it turns out that for the 
narrator the town is familiar: he grew up here. For Lola the alms houses are “grim”; for 
the narrator they are like “music.” Yet for the narrator the visit is problematic, since he 
begins to recover some forgotten memories and wishes that Lola was not with him to 
distract him, especially, as the reader puts it, “he remembers that that’s the time that he 
felt innocent and didn’t do anything wrong.” That Jan has some trouble here points to 
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what will be the central ambiguity of the story: the reader is building on this remark of 
the narrator, “I thought I knew what it was that held me. It was the smell of innocence.” 
Since in response to the next section she says, it “now makes me think that he doesn’t feel 
so innocent anymore being back to this place where he was before, or brings him back to 
an innocent time when everything seemed to make sense.” This begins to ask what the 
feelings of the narrator mean, and seems to bring into question his sense of innocence. 
Following her remarks on the title the reader has been alerted to ask this wider question, 
which represents perhaps the first indication in her comments of her awareness of the 
narrator’s unreliability.

Following this opening phase of the story, which has established for the reader a 
tentative frame for understanding it, I will mention two other moments that develop this 
response. The narrator describes leaving Lola at the hotel and setting out on his own to 
explore the town in the light of his memories. He remembers the girl he loved at dancing 
class as he stands outside the same house and hears a dancing lesson in progress. The 
narrator remarks, “There is something about innocence one is never quite resigned to 
lose.” He then mentions how he aimed to leave a message for her in a hole on the gate 
outside, but that she never retrieved it and he forgot about it. The complex of feelings here 
is troubling for the reader, as shown by the broken syntax of her comments: “I get a sense 
of regret now because the speaker didn’t really get to express his feelings even though 
he was so young because there was really—you’re not supposed to really, at that age, it 
seems like, so I get this feeling of regret.” It is as if the story at this point has expressed 
something too complex for the reader to articulate.

Finally the paper in the hole is retrieved by the narrator, and to his intense surprise he 
sees that it is an obscene picture of a man and a woman. The story now raises the question 
of	its	innocence.	How	is	it	to	be	judged?	The	reader	appears	to	find	particularly	interesting	
the	lack	of	a	definite	conclusion	on	the	part	of	the	narrator,	since	she	seems	to	accept	that	
the picture is open to alternative understandings. The ending shows, she says,

that you’ve grown a bit but also maybe that innocence from when we’re younger, its kind of 
nice, because you’re not understand[ing] exactly, I mean you can interpret it different ways 
and other people can interpret it when you’re that young because everybody sees things quite 
differently and quite out of the box compared to when you’re older and an adult.

The term “nice” in this comment suggests an aesthetic response, a feeling for the shape 
of the story as a whole; that despite the unreliability she has indicated in a number of her 
comments, the story is not just confusing, but that it intrigues her by offering alternative 
meanings. The reader has oriented herself through feeling at many points of the story 
where she has encountered or expressed uncertainty, among the most frequently occurring 
evidence	for	this	being	her	empathy	for	the	narrator.	This	can	often	be	identified	through	
the use of the second person pronoun, which seems to refer to both the reader and the 
narrator. For instance, when referring to the narrator’s childhood love for the girl, the 
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reader says: “you know they [the girl] feel the same way about you but you just can’t 
express it at such a young age so you can’t really say anything but just go with it.”

We have analysed just a few of the comments of one reader here, and suggested how 
feeling underlies a sense of the narrator’s unreliability in “The Innocent.” For example, 
feeling	is	implicated	in	the	three	conflicting	perspectives	that	help	to	motivate	the	issues	of	
the story: that of the narrator in the present, the narrator of the past, when he was a child 
growing	up	in	the	town;	and	that	of	Lola,	who	dislikes	the	town.	Note	that	the	conflict	of	
feelings this shows remains unresolved at the end of the story. I have already mentioned 
some of the conflicts that occur in the narration. Other problems of interpretation are 
also raised by the question whether the young girl liked the narrator, whether his love 
was returned – the boy and the girl seem to have had differing understandings of this that 
creates contradictions in the narrative over how they regarded each other. In addition, at 
the end of the story we are faced with the narrator’s hesitations over whether the drawing 
is innocent or not. What if the narrator’s boyish interest in picturing human mating was 
known to the young girl? That would account for her keeping her distance.

At a number of points in the story other ambiguities occur which contribute to the 
sense of the narrator’s unreliability—too many to mention here. Beyond the comments of 
the	reader	that	we	have	reviewed	we	might	also	consider	the	figure	of	the	implied	author	as	
a way of asking: what issues are raised by the design of the unreliable narrator in this story; 
how far the language of feeling in the story seems likely to frame the reader’s response; 
and what “entanglements” occur in a reader’s responses to the ambiguities of the story 
and in what ways are these productive. Evidently a major part of the entanglement 
experienced by this reader is experienced through feelings.

Her comments demonstrate how the meaning of the story for her hangs on a succession 
of feelings: for example, she reacts to the narrator’s dismissive attitude to Lola, that it 
“makes me feel a little, you know, depressed, well, upset sort of, because it’s not good 
to see people treat each other that way”; then, in her next comment in response to the 
narrator’s evocation of the past, she has “this feeling of regret” from the narrator; this 
becomes deeper on her part, when she comments that “it kind of makes me a little sad” 
to learn that the girl never received the message. We note here how the feelings alternate 
between the narrator’s and the reader’s perspective; also that the reader hesitates, in some 
of these comments, to endorse the narrator’s judgments, and that this emphasizes the 
gap between youth and age that this unreliable narrator attempts to resolve by putting his 
sense of innocence, then and now, in question.

Further research would triangulate on these questions about literary reading: how 
far ambiguity is characteristic or even essential to a literary text such as this; or, more 
specifically, whether the reader’s concept of the unreliable narrator is an agent for the 
feelings of the reader. There is much more to learn about the role of feelings in literary 
response at each of the three levels that I have sketched here. In addition, one aim of this 
article has been to show how empirical study of feelings offers an important vehicle for 
research on many aspects of literary reading.
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Note
1 This paper is based largely on David Miall, “Emotions, feelings, and stylistics” in The 

Cambridge Handbook of Stylistics ed. Peter Stockwell and Sara Whiteley, copyright 
Cambridge University Press, 2014. Reproduced with permission.
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