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Abstract
Through imaginative engagement readers of fiction become, to an extraordinary extent, the narrator’s ‘children’: they often 
submit themselves to the narrator’s authority without reserve. But precisely because of that, readers are deeply at a loss when 
their trust is betrayed. This underscores a core function of fiction, namely to evoke emotional response in the reader. In this 
paper, we hypothesize how a reader’s imaginative engagement can be subjected to narrative frustration due to processing 
or moral complexity. The types of narrative frustration we consider differ in terms of their sources, and their emotional and 
behavioral impacts on the reader. Here, we break down these frustrations into their component parts, in an effort to better 
characterize the different classes of frustrations. We propose that frustrations arise from different combinations of local 
uncertainty, moral clash and global uncertainty. These sources of frustration in turn explain the reader’s emotional response 
and their consequent reading behavior as they imaginatively engage with fiction.

Keywords Imagination · Fiction · Narrative · Behavioral frustration · Emotional frustration · Perspective · Discourse 
coherence · Empathy · Moral conflict

1 Introduction

Through imaginative engagement readers of fiction become, 
to an extraordinary extent, the narrator’s ‘children’: they often 
submit themselves to the narrator’s authority without reserve.1 
But precisely because of that, readers are deeply at a loss when 
their trust is betrayed. This underscores a distinct capacity that 
fiction has, making it different from other kinds of texts, namely 
that it can engage readers emotionally (see, e.g., Brewer and 
Ohtsuka 1988; Tan 1994). By measuring readers’ responses, 
we can make sense of their imaginative engagement in terms 
of how their mental representations are updated and how the 
update is constrained by their mental representations (Zwaan 
et al. 1993, 1995; Dijkstraa et al. 1995; Kneepkensa and Zwaan 
1995).

In this paper, we hypothesize how a reader’s imagina-
tive engagement can be subjected to narrative frustra-
tion due to processing or moral complexity. The types of 
narrative frustration we consider differ in terms of their 
sources, and their emotional and behavioral impacts on 
the reader. Here, we break down these frustrations into 
their component parts, in an effort to better character-
ize the different classes of frustrations. We propose that 
frustrations arise from different combinations of local 
uncertainty, moral clash and global uncertainty. These 
sources of frustration in turn explain the reader’s emo-
tional response and their consequent reading behavior as 
they imaginatively engage with fiction.

A key assumption we make is that the basic mecha-
nisms used to understand and interpret any text—fic-
tional or not—contribute to the imaginative process, and 
to the overall emotional experience of a reader. Thus, 
behavioral frustrations arising from processing complex-
ity have behavioral effects, but also give rise to an emo-
tional response. By the same token, imagination of the 
kind associated with fictional world-building uses the 
same basic toolkit that we use to understand the content 
of a non-fictional text. Imagination is often characterized 
in opposition to perception: associated with the internal, 
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and driven by an imaginer’s volition, as opposed to being 
automatic and about the external world (O’Connor and 
Aardema 2005). However, this dichotomy is not as clean 
as it may appear superficially. Perception is notoriously 
dependent on context, perspective, and individual expe-
riences and memories (Gregory 1974; Witt and Proffitt 
2007), just as interpreting a non-fictional text is. Neither 
non-fiction nor perception, then, are direct representa-
tions of reality, but rather mental approximations of the 
world, with gaps and discontinuities filled in with bits 
of our individual accumulations of experiences (Schacter 
et al. 2007; Schacter and Addis 2007; Jandt 2020). What 
makes fiction different is that it can frustrate the reader 
by design: non-fictional text can incur processing dif-
ficulty incidentally, but fiction can deliberately frustrate 
the reader to create a particular emotional response.

The paper proceeds as follows. In Sects. 2 and 3, we 
propose two basic kinds of narrative frustration: behav-
ioral frustration and direct emotional frustration respec-
tively. These frustrations are local, or ‘localizable’, in the 
sense that they can be pinned to specific textual elements, 
such as Free Indirect Discourse, disambiguating content 
that triggers reanalysis, or parts of a text that reveal a 
character’s unexpected moral framework. While both are 
local, we suggest that they differ in the nature of the dif-
ficulty experienced by the reader. We hypothesize that 
behavioral frustrations arise from processing complexity 
due to uncertainty about interpretation, whereas direct 
emotional frustrations are caused by moral conflict, and 
therefore incur an emotional rather than a behavioral 
cost. To motivate this hypothesis, we provide examples 
in the former frustrations of expectation violation, rea-
nalysis or inability to fill interpretive gaps that resemble 
instances of processing difficulty seen in sentence-level 
processing. The latter, by contrast, mainly involve world 
knowledge, particularly a reader’s beliefs that conflict 
with what’s endorsed by the text.

Subsequently, we propose a derived emotional 
response, whereby behavioral frustration develops into 
what we call indirect emotional frustration. Such frus-
tration is global in nature: by experiencing behavioral 
frustration over the course of reading, the reader comes 
to experience a general frustration related to global 
uncertainty about the meaning, or ‘message’, of the text. 
In Sect. 4 we describe a particular instantiation of an 
indirect emotional frustration, and then, in Sect. 5, we 
summarize our proposed typology of narrative frustra-
tions and outline questions for further research, including 
the possibility for experimental work.

2  Behavioral Frustration

In this section, we consider three types of narrative frustra-
tion which have behavioral complexity as their source:

Processing complexity→ Behavioral frustration

1. impatience 2. incoherence 3. narrative garden paths

There is a long line of research in language processing 
showing that increasing syntactic complexity has behavio-
ral effects (longer reading times) (Frazier and Fodor 1978; 
Ferreira and Charles 1986; Altmann and Steedman 1988; 
Trueswell et al. 1994; MacDonald 1994; Jurafsky 1996; 
Gibson 2000; Levy 2008), and dual-task studies suggest 
that narrative comprehension competes with other cog-
nitive processes for working memory resources (George 
and Mannes 1994; Bates et al. 1999; Pearlmutter 1999; 
Robertson et al. 2000). The class of narrative frustrations 
that we propose here have the same processing complexity 
at its core. While classical cases of complexity in pars-
ing involve uncertainty about the syntactic structure of a 
sentence, these cases of narrative frustration arise from 
(local) uncertainty about narrative content or discourse 
structure. As with sentence-level processing, we suggest 
that the language comprehension system is driven by the 
pressure to reduce uncertainty at the level of discourse.

2.1  Impatience

Impatience is a well-documented frustration which is 
studied through very different lenses. For example, in 
biomedical ethics, it may be studied through a clinician’s 
response to a narrative of a patient with intellectual delay 
(Pierce and Arora 2015); in psycholinguistics, it is one of 
the motivating factors behind surprisal models of process-
ing (Hale 2001; Levy 2008), which assume that readers 
sometimes encounter unexpected continuations, which 
come with more processing costs than expected ones. In 
this subsection, we consider impatience from the perspec-
tive of literary fiction: a reader’s impatience is triggered 
by their desire to have information they are not (yet) privy 
to. Studies on the processing and memory representations 
of narrative texts suggest that readers encode the content 
of a text in a mental model (or situation model), which 
includes spatial, temporal and causal information that need 
not be part of the linguistic content (Perrig and Kintsch 
1985; Mandler 1987; Zwaan et al. 1995). From this per-
spective, impatience is driven by the pressure to “fill in” 
elements of this mental model. Indeed, the literature pro-
vides numerous demonstrations that readers readily enrich 
their memories of a text with inferences based not only on 
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the text itself, but on expectations about probable events 
and states of affairs in the world (Bransford et al. 1972; 
Kintsch 1988; Graesser et al. 1994).

Here, we draw on insight from Altshuler (2021) to briefly 
consider how and why readers of Ian McEwan’s 2001 novel, 
Atonement, may experience impatience.

Atonement is a story in which the protagonist, and later 
identified narrator, Briony Tallis, seeks atonement for a 
crime she committed as a child: a false accusation of sexual 
assault that has nightmarish consequences for the accused, 
Robby Turner and Cecilia Tallis (Robby’s lover and Bri-
ony’s sister). As noted by Altshuler (2021), the genius of 
Atonement is that Briony seeks atonement through her own 
storytelling despite the knowledge that it’s an impossible 
task. She asks:

How can a novelist achieve atonement when, with her 
absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also God? 
There is no one, no entity or higher form that she can 
appeal to, or be reconciled with, or that can forgive her. 
There is nothing outside her. In her imagination she 
has set the limits and the terms. No atonement for God, 
or novelists, even if they are atheists. It was always an 
impossible task, and that was precisely the point. The 
attempt was all.

If it’s not possible to achieve atonement through storytell-
ing, then why attempt it? McEwan answers this question 
(via Briony) as follows: While storytelling may not guar-
antee atonement for the storyteller, it invites imaginative 
engagement through which the audience may adjudicate the 
storyteller’s crime.

According to Altshuler, Briony uses three ingredients to 
sway the verdict in her favor: 

 i. Begin by pretending that someone highly reliable is 
telling your story.

 ii. Then invoke empathy from the audience for your 
actions by giving them hope.

 iii. Finally, reveal to the audience that you’re actually the 
narrator.

Altshuler notes that what’s remarkable about Atonement 
is not the recipe itself, but the way the ingredients are put 
together. For our purposes, what’s noteworthy is that Bri-
ony’s success in putting (i)-(iii) together is dependent on 
a reader’s narrative frustration. In what follows, we briefly 
discuss how (i) involves impatience. We discuss (ii) and (iii) 
in light of another narrative frustration in Sect. 4.

Key to (i) is the notion of reliable narration. Borrow-
ing terminology from narratology research, the most reli-
able narrator is one that is heterodiegetic: someone who has 
access to the characters’ innermost thoughts at all times, 
while not participating as a character in the fictional universe 

created by the author. In short, the most reliable narrator is 
‘God’. And, indeed, until the very end of the novel, read-
ers of Atonement typically assume that ‘God’ is telling the 
story, despite the fact that the narrator is actually Briony 
Tallis, who - as a character of the fictional universe - has 
limited access to facts and a limited understanding of what 
she experiences.

To convince the readers that ‘God’ is telling the story, 
Briony forces them to examine key episodes in the story 
multiple times from the perspective of different characters 
(Mullan 2015). Who but ‘God’ could have such access? The 
perspective of some characters offers far less insight than the 
perspective of characters who were more intimately involved 
in Briony’s crime (including, of course, Briony’s own per-
spective). This is frustrating for some readers because each 
new perspective contributes to thwarting narrative progres-
sion: the reader has to wait before being privy to Briony’s 
crime and the consequences which are constantly foreshad-
owed to matter most.

One clear example of a narrative halt is Chapter 6 of the 
novel, which is told through the perspective of Emily Tallis, 
Briony’s mother, who retreats to her bedroom after lunch 
and anticipates a dinner party. Here is a blurb describing 
Emily’s thoughts, which quickly shift from the dinner party 
to her children, Leon and Cecilia:

She had ordered a roast for this evening and it would 
be too stifling to eat. She heard the house creak and 
it expanded. Or were the rafters and posts drying out 
and contracting against the masonry? Shrinking, eve-
rything was shrinking. Leon’s prospects, for example, 
diminishing by the year, as he refused the offer of a 
leg-up from his father, the chance of something decent 
in the civil service, preferring instead to be the hum-
blest soul in a private bank, and living for the week-
ends and his rowing eight. She could be angrier with 
him if he were not so sweet-natured and content and 
surrounded by successful friends. Too handsome, too 
popular, no sting of unhappiness and ambition. One 
day he might bring home a friend for Cecilia to marry, 
if 3 years at Girton had no made her an impossible 
prospect, with her pretensions to solitude, and smok-
ing in the bedroom, and her improbably nostalgia for a 
time barely concluded and for those fat girls in glasses 
from New Zealand with whom she had shared a set, 
or was it a gyp?

While Emily Tallis’s thoughts reveal some background 
information about her children, these thoughts may not be 
interesting to some readers, who have just been told in a 
previous chapter that Cecilia Tallis undressed in front of 
Robbie Turner and that Robbie was then invited to the din-
ner party without Cecilia knowing. Emily Tallis is not privy 
to these ‘steamy’ details and her thoughts may, therefore, 
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be perceived to be quite dull by comparison. Readers are 
waiting for Cecilia to reunite with Robby at the dinner party, 
while also anticipating that this is when Briony’s crime will 
take place. Therefore, Emily Tallis’s drifting thoughts about 
the evening roast may be perceived as a mere distraction 
from the ‘real’ action.

This technique of thwarting narrative progression through 
perspective shifting is the hallmark of crime fiction, where 
the revelation of ‘who did it’ (and/or ‘why they did it’) is 
a painstakingly slow process, often resulting in a reader’s 
impatience.2 When the impatience is extreme, readers are 
known to skip ahead, possibly to the end.3 This is the case 
for some readers of Atonement, whose Part One reads much 
like crime fiction. This has to do, in part, with how impa-
tience is linguistically cued in the novel, namely through 
Free Indirect Discourse: a report of what a character is say-
ing or thinking rather than a narrator’s description of what 
the (fictional) world is like (see e.g. Banfield 1982; Doron 
1991; Sharvit 2008).4

The passage above (describing Emily Tallis’s drifting 
thoughts) is a clear case of Free Indirect Discourse. Perhaps 
the most obvious linguistic ques are the questions being 
asked (e.g. ‘Or were the rafters and posts drying out and 
contracting against the masonry?’): they do not signal that 
the narrator is asking the reader for input. Rather, these are 
the questions that Emily Tallis is asking herself.

Altshuler (2021) offers a further example from Chapter 8, 
which contains other linguistic cues of Free Indirect Dis-
course. Here the reader is privy to Robbie Turner’s attempt 
to make sense of Cecilia Tallis’ previous act of undressing 
in front of him:

Even in her anger, she wanted to show him just how 
beautiful she was and bind him to her. How could he 
trust such a self-serving idea derived from hope and 
desire? He had to. He crossed his legs, clasped his 
hand behind his head, feeling his skin cool as it dried. 
What might Freud say? How about: she hid the uncon-
scious desire to expose herself to him behind a show 

of temper. Pathetic hope! It was an emasculation, a 
sentence, and this - what he was feeling now - this 
torture was his punishment for breaking her ridiculous 
vase. He shouldn’t never see her again. He had to see 
her tonight.

Notice that there is no quotation and there are no explicit 
attitude ascriptions (e.g., ‘Robbie thought that...’), and yet 
we intuitively read this passage as describing Robbie Turn-
er’s thoughts (and not the narrator’s). The ‘how’ and ‘what’ 
questions describe what Robbie is asking himself. Similarly, 
the exclamative (‘Pathetic hope!’) expresses Robbie’s (and 
not the narrator’s) frustration. Finally, the indexicals ‘now’ 
and ‘tonight’ refer to Robbie’s (and not the narrator’s) cur-
rent moment and incoming evening respectively.

There is an ongoing debate within formal semantics research 
about the nature of Free Indirect Discourse: is it more like Indi-
rect Discourse (e.g., ‘Robbie thought that Cecilia desired him’), 
or more like Direct Discourse (e.g., ‘Robbie thought: “Cecilia 
desires me”’).5 Luckily, we can appreciate the dual role that Free 
Indirect Discourse plays in Atonement without settling the hard 
semantic question. Not only does it cue impatience for some 
readers (forcing them to consider multiple viewpoints, thereby 
invoking a narrative halt), but in so doing, it also allows Briony 
to maintain her masked presence as ‘God’, which is central to 
her seeking atonement.

2.2  Incoherence

Incoherence is a phenomenon that is well-studied across 
many disciplines, including film studies (e.g., Naremore 
1988; Berliner 2010; Virvidaki 2014), narratology (e.g., 
Danhi et al. 1983; Lasair 2008; Toolan 2013), philosophy 
(e.g., Kieran 1997; Olsson 2005; Schippers 2014; Cumming 
et al. 2017), computer science (e.g., Beigel and Feigenbaum 
1992; Smith 2000; Cai et al. 2021), and psychology (e.g., 
Lysaker et al. 2003; Jouen et al. 2021; Vanderveren et al. 
2021). One way of defining incoherence is in terms of uncer-
tainty about how narrated events are related. This psycho-
logical view underlies some linguistic approaches to the 
study of discourse. To get a sense of what such approaches 
are like, compare (1) and (2) from Hobbs (1979):

(1) John took a train from Paris to Istanbul. He has family 
there.

(2) #John took a train from Paris to Istanbul. He likes spinach.

While (1) is a perfectly acceptable discourse, (2) is incoherent. 
To see why this is, note that (1) does not merely list two random 
facts about John. Rather, a reader normally infers an explanatory 

2 Of course, in other genres, perspective shifting may have an effect 
that is quite different from impatience (it may, for example, have a 
pleasant effect). Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for asking us to 
clarify this point.
3 This crucially differs from popular crime fiction by, e.g. Elmore 
Leonard, which is known to be a ‘page-turner’. As noted by Leonard 
himself: “I try to leave out the parts that readers tend to skip” (Leon-
ard 2021).
4 While Free Indirect Discourse is a common linguistic technique for 
thwarting narrative progression, there are others, especially when we 
consider other genres. For example, Eco (1994) considers historical 
fiction, citing his own writing, in which he purposefully provides a 
long historical description (of some event or place), as a way of stall-
ing, thereby making the readers impatient, and at times forcing them 
to skip ahead. 5 See, e.g. Eckardt 2014; Maier 2015.
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connection between these two pieces of discourse, which is 
necessary for fully understanding the speaker’s contribution in 
(1). When the relationship between these discourse units is not 
immediately apparent, readers draw on their world knowledge to 
search for a plausible connection, even manufacturing implausi-
ble ones at extra processing cost due to reasoning about potential 
explanations. Readers of (2) are left searching for an explanatory 
connection: is Istanbul famous for its spinach or does Paris have 
bad spinach? As noted by Hobbs (cited by Kehler (2002)):

...the very fact that one is driven to such explanations 
indicates that some desire for coherence is operating, 
which is deeper than the notion of a discourse just 
being ‘about’ some set of entities. (p. 67)

 Hobbs (1985) explains this desire for coherence in terms of 
David Hume’s proposal that our ideas are associated accord-
ing to three fundamental principles:

Though it be too obvious to escape observation that dif-
ferent ideas are connected together, I do not find that any 
philosopher has attempted to enumerate or class all the 
principles of association—a subject, however, that seems 
worthy of curiosity. To me there appear to be only three 
principles of connection among ideas,  Resemblance,  in 
time or place,  Cause or Effect. (Hume 1748/1999)

One of Hobbs’ major contributions was to apply the three 
Humean principles to natural language discourse. He introduced 
the notion of a coherence relation to define a coherent discourse: 
a discourse is coherent if and only if the units that make up 
the discourse are related by at least one coherence relation. For 
example, (1) harbors the coherence relation, Explanation, which 
is a kind of Humean Cause/Effect relation. The examples in (3) 
below illustrate Humean Resemblance relations, Parallel and 
Contrast, cued by and and but respectively; the example in (4) 
illustrates the Humean Contiguity relation, Narration, which 
entails narrative progression.

(3) a. Jill built a snowman, and Sue made snow angels.
b. Jill likes building snowmen, but Sue prefers making 

snow angels (Kehler 2019).

(4) A huge storm hit Scranton this weekend. Many children 
were seen out playing in the snow (Kehler 2019).

Following Hume’s insight, Hobbs proposed that the associ-
ated principles underlying the establishment of coherence 
relations are psychological in nature:6 

It is tempting to speculate that these coherence relations 
are instantiations in discourse comprehension of more 
general principles of coherence that we apply in attempt-
ing to make sense out of the world we find ourselves in, 
principles that rest ultimately on some notion of cognitive 
economy. [...] Recognizing coherence relations may thus 
be just one way of using very general principles for sim-
plifying our view of the world. (Hobbs 1990)

Hobbsian ideas have been made formally precise in Segmented 
Discourse Representation Theory (SDRT, Asher 1993, Asher 
and Lascarides 2003, Asher and Vieu 2005, Hunter et al. 
2018, inter alia), which aims to model what coherence rela-
tions mean, and how discourse structures are constructed. In 
particular, SDRT models discourse structure as a graph over 
semantic representations of pieces of discourse or discourse 
units (DUs), which come in two types: (i) elementary discourse 
units (EDUs), which are the atoms of a given discourse, and (ii) 
complex discourse units (CDUs), which are built out of EDUs 
and may include only two or three EDUs or correspond to sev-
eral paragraphs or even multiple pages of text.7 On this view, a 
discourse is simply two or more EDUs that are connected by 
edges of a graph. In other words, every discourse (regardless of 
length) is, simply, a CDU.8

As for coherence relations in SDRT, they are labels for 
edges of the graph.9 Hence, a coherence relation holds 
between two nodes of a graph. This allows us to define 
coherent and incoherent discourse as follows:

(5) SDRT Definition of Discourse (In)coherence: A coher-
ent discourse is a CDU whose edges are all labeled, 
while an incoherent discourse is either a disconnected 
graph or a CDU which contains an unlabeled edge.

Below is a toy SDRT analysis of a coherent discourse:

(6) a. Arash doesn’t trust Akna.
b. She promised to help him once,
c. and then later forgot about it.

6 For alternative views of coherence relations, see, e.g. Longacre 
1983; Mann and Thompson 1986; Sanders et  al. 1992. See Asher 
and Vieu 2005 for more discussion, and Kehler (2019), Jasinskaja 
and Karagjosova (2020) and Altshuler and Truswell (2022 , Ch.5) for 
recent overviews.

7 While SDRT does not provide an official definition of EDUs, Afan-
tenos et  al. (2012) loosely describe them as ‘clauses, appositions, 
some adverbials’, and mention that ‘each EDU contains at least one 
eventuality description, and often only one’.
8 The idea that a discourse has to describe more than one eventuality 
(and hence cannot be an EDU) can be ascribed to pioneering work 
by Labov (1972), who proposed that a narrative discourse must con-
tain at least two clauses. This view is in opposition to Genette (1980), 
who considers a sentence like The king died as a narrative. He writes: 
“That, it seems to me, is enough...if the crowd wants details, it will 
have them.”
9 In SDRT, an edge may have several (nonconflicting) labels.
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(a)

π

(c)(b) Narration

Explanation

 The node (a) in the graph is a placeholder for the semantic 
representation of (6a). This node is connected to another node, � , 
which is a CDU, consisting of (b) and (c), which are placehold-
ers for the semantic representations of (6b) and (6c) respectively. 
Crucially note that the edge connecting (a) and � is labeled with 
Explanation. This correlates with the intuition that (b) and (c) 
collectively explain (a), i.e. the reason that Arash doesn’t trust 
Akna is two-fold: Akna promised to help Arash and then later 
forgot about her promise. Moreover, the edge connecting (b) and 
(c) is also labeled, namely with Narration, which entails narra-
tive progression: we understand that first Akna promised Arash 
and then she forgot her promise.

While coherent discourses are quite easy to come up 
with and find in a corpus, the same cannot be said for 
incoherent discourses, with (2) serving as a kind of toy 
example. In what follows, we offer two kinds of incoherent 
discourses, in line with (5), that come from literary fiction. 
Our purpose here is not to offer an analysis of these fic-
tions, but rather show how literary fiction provides ideal 
data for further studying narrative frustration in terms of 
state-of-the-art semantic theories like SDRT.

One the most extreme examples of incoherence in literary 
fiction (that we know of) comes from Eden Eden Eden by 
Pierre Guyotat, which caused a huge scandal upon publica-
tion in France in 1970, being banned as “pornographic” by 
the French Ministry of the Interior. It remained under govern-
mental censorship for 11 years. The setting of Eden Eden Eden 
is the Algerian desert in a time of civil warfare. It describes a 
series of sex acts by a teenage Algerian prostitute boy named 
Wazzag. These acts escalate in scale, intensity and number. As 
noted by Graham Fox, “The book stinks of sperm and killing. 
It’s a malignant orgasm. It is the perfect book for contemporary 
Europe. Guyatat’s language is welded into a headlong rush 
into the wild terrain of obscenity” (Guyotat 2003). Here is the 
opening of the novel:

/ Soldiers, helmets cocked down, legs spread, trampling, 
muscles drawn back, over new-born babes swaddled in 
scarlet, violate shawls: babies falling from arms of women 
huddled on floors of G.M.C. trucks ; driver’s free hand 
pushing goat thrown forward into cab ; / Ferkous pass, 
RIMA platoon crossing over track ; soldiers jumping 
out of truck ; RIMA squad lying down on gravel, heads 
pressed again flint-pitted, thorn-studded tires, stripping 
off shirts in shadow of mudguards ; women rocking 
babies against breasts ; rocking movement stirring up 

scents sharpened with bonfire-sweat impregnating rags, 
hair, flesh : oil, cloves, henna, butter, indigo, black anti-
mony—in Ferkous valley, below breakwater heaped with 
charred cedars, barley, wheat, bee-hives, tombstones, 
drink-stand, school, gaddous, fig-trees, mechtas, stone 
walls oozing spattered with brains, orchards blooming, 
palm-trees, swollen in fire, exploding : flowers, pollen, 
buds, grasses, paper, rags spotted with milk, with shit, 
with blood, fruit feel, feathers, lifted, shaken, tossed 
from flame to flame in wind pulling up fire, from earth 
; slumping soldiers straightening up, sniffing tarpaulin 
flaps, pressing tear-stained cheeks onto burning rails, 
rubbing members against dusty tires, sucking in cheeks, 
drooling over painted wood ; truck-squad, down in dry 
river bed, cutting rhododendrons, milk from stalks mixing 
on knife-blades with blood of youths disembowelled in 
onyx-quarry against central vein ; soldiers cutting back, 
pulling up saplings, digging out roots with studded boots ; 
others kicking, swinging lopsided; camel-dung, grenades, 
eagle carrion ; RIMA squad clambering into trucks, fall-
ing into women, guns at side, hardened members spur-
ring violet rags clasped between women’s thighs ; soldier, 
chest crushing baby sucking at breast, parting woman’s 
hair pushed over eyes, stroking forehead with fingers cov-
ered in onyx ; orgasm spurting saliva from moth, dowsing 
baby’s battered scalp ; retracted member resting soften-
ing on shawls soaking up dye ; wind shaking trucks, sand 
whipping against axles, sheet-metal ; /

Not only is the punctuation and syntax of Guyatat’s language 
remarkable, but so are the rhetorical connections that read-
ers are asked to make. Whatever narrative progression that is 
inferred here, it is blurred and halted with elaborations, often 
consisting of a list of objects, vividly described. As noted by 
Roland Barthes, Eden Eden Eden is a ‘free text’, in the sense 
that it is free of “traditional constituents of discourse...Guyotat 
produces a new element...a single sentence which never ends” 
(Guyotat 2009). SDRT offers a way of making sense of this 
insight, allowing us to analyse how the incoherence of the 
text relates to: (i) difficulties in segmenting this text (what 
are the linguistically relevant EDUs and CDUs?) and (ii) the 
difficulties in labeling edges of the graph that results from the 
segmentation of this discourse (what coherence relations hold 
between the DUs?).

Another example of a text which exemplifies incoherence 
is Triptych by Claude Simon. This novel is based in part, on 
Simon’s childhood memories on the Jura mountains in Eastern 
France. This novel contains three stories: one in which a young 
girl drowns; one about an unhappy marriage; and one about 
a woman’s involvement in an incident at a summer seaside 
resort. What’s remarkable about Triptych is that there is noth-
ing that marks separation of the three stories. As noted by John 
Fletcher, “the book is divided into three parts; but these are 
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arbitrary divisions and bear no relation to the subject matter. 
[They] make the book resemble a triptych (as in a painting), 
physically as well as metaphorically. The intercalated frag-
ments of the stories seem to get longer as we progress through 
the book, as if the whole mechanism were decelerating (Simon 
1977).” Fletcher adds that “The three stories in the novel can 
start to be told in reverse, like a film run backwards through 
the projector; the narrator imagines the reader doing the same, 
coming back in search of a passage misread or not paid proper 
attention to” (ibid). SDRT offers a way of making sense of this 
insight, allowing us to analyse how the incoherence of the text 
relates to readers finding it difficult to create graph structures 
that are disconnected in the intended places. In other words, 
unlike Eden Eden Eden, where the difficulty lies in building a 
discouse structure, Triptych provides difficulties for the reader 
in finding the right connections (and disconnections) between 
discourse structures that are already built. In both fictions, 
the ensuing narrative frustrations are intended by the author; 
they are of paramount importance to the reader’s aesthetic 
experience.

2.3  Narrative Garden Path and Unfulfilling Surprise

In this subsection we consider a phenomenon that has 
not received much attention in philosophy or linguis-
tics : narrative garden path. The notion of a garden path 
comes from an early parsing model (Frazier and Fodor 
1978), according to which a syntactically favored parse 
can lead a reader ‘down a garden path’ when the dis-
favored parse turns out to be the correct one. In such 
cases, the reader is forced to reanalyse their parse of the 
sentence when confronted with the disambiguating infor-
mation, with accompanying behavioral effects (slower 
reading) reflecting the increased processing complexity. 
Other parsing models make different assumptions about 
the source of the complexity—for example, surprisal-
based and other parallel processing models assume that 
the parser does not choose the single, likeliest parse at 
any point of ambiguity, but rather reranks all possible 
parses in terms of their likelihood with each additional 
piece of information (e.g. Levy 2008). While the reason 
for increased complexity may be reanalysis in one model 
and making a large update to a probability distribution 
in another, we know that making a substantial change to 
what was assumed to be a correct analysis is cognitively 
costly.

One notable exception to the scarcity of research on nar-
rative garden path comes from research on humorous texts 
(e.g., jokes, riddles), which has been guided by a hypothesis 
first developed by Hockett (1973) and Raskin (1983) that gar-
den path is a necessary condition for humor. An important 
consequence of this research is that garden path is hypoth-
esized to not be confined to sentences. Humor research has not, 

however, provided means for comparison with the canonical, 
‘syntactic’ cases of garden path beyond the general impres-
sion of humorous texts as “apparently involving very similar 
error-recovery and reanalysis routines” (Jahn 1999). One rea-
son for the shortcoming is that experimental online studies on 
narrative garden path are non-existent. Another shortcoming 
is that integrated, formal theories of discourse have not been 
considered in humor research.

Narrative garden path raises foundational questions for 
formal theories of discourse, particularly how to account 
for the provisional nature of linguistic interpretation, i.e. 
the observation that some expressions are subject to rea-
nalysis as a discourse unfolds. Research by Haug (2014a, 
2014b) is directly relevant. It extends Compositional Dis-
course Representation Theory (CDRT, Muskens 1996) to 
provide a theory—called Partial CDRT (or PCDRT)—of 
how to represent and interpret discourse referents (drefs), 
i.e., abstract objects that stand for the things we narrate 
(e.g., individuals, events).10 An important innovation of 
PCDRT is that it semantically distinguishes between drefs 
that are introduced by proper names, indefinites and verbs 
from those that are introduced by anaphoric expressions, 
e.g., third person pronouns, whose values depend on prior 
discourse.

Altshuler and Haug (2017) illustrate the potential of using 
PCDRT to analyze narrative garden path through the toy 
example in (7), from Smyth (1994) :

(7) a. Phil tickled Stanley.
b. Liz poked him.

This mini-discourse has two truth-conditionally distinct 
readings. On one reading, ‘he’ picks out Stanley: we under-
stand that Phil and Liz are both playing with Stanley. On 
the other reading, ‘he’ picks out Phil: we understand that 
Phil’s tickling Stanley prompted Liz to play hero and poke 
Phil.11 Let us assume, for sake of illustration, that a reader of 
(7) understands ‘he’ as picking out Stanley. PCDRT would 
provide the following representation of this interpretation: 

10 The notion of a discourse referent goes back to Karttunen (1976)’s 
idea that grammatical elements can introduce an abstract object, 
whose “lifespan” determines how long it can serve as an anteced-
ent for anaphoric expressions later in the discourse. A dref can be 
thought of as a variable under an assignment function that stands 
for an entity introduced in the discourse (Kamp 1981), a constant 
function that takes an information state as an argument and returns 
an object in that state (Muskens 1996), or as partial function (Haug 
2014a).
11 Note that prosody plays an important role in disambiguating 
between the interpretive possibilities.
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 The ‘top compartment’ of the representation (the ‘universe’) 
keeps track of the drefs ( x

1
 , x

2
 , e

1
 , etc.) in the order that 

they are introduced, while the ‘bottom compartment’ of the 
representation relates drefs via thematic roles (Phil is the 
agent of the tickling event, Stanley is the patient of the tick-
ling event, Liz is the agent of the poking event, and so on). 
Crucially, anaphoric drefs have a special status in the formal 
system (viz. the bar on x̄

4
 ); they are assigned a value by a 

function ( A ) that is derived pragmatically. The consequence 
is that the value of an anaphoric dref is subject to reanalysis 
with each update of the discourse representation. In other 
words, every update of a given discourse representation is a 
potential narrative garden path. In (8), x̄

4
 is mapped onto x

2
 , 

which ensures a representation in which Stanley was poked 
by Liz (i.e., a parallelism is established between Phil ticking 
and Sue poking Stanley).

Now, let us now assume that the discourse continues as 
follows:

(9) Phil stopped. Stanley thanked her.

This additional information would serve as the error signal of a 
garden path in (7). In PCDRT, this would amount to a reanalysis 
of the mapping in (8) from x̄

4
 onto x

2
 . This is illustrated in (10), 

which represents the combination of (7) and (9): 

Here we see that x̄
4
 is now mapped onto x

1
 , ensuring a 

representation in which Phil was poked by Liz.12

PCDRT not only provides means for representing narra-
tive garden path, but it crucially provides the formal founda-
tion for evaluating these representations in a world model 
(i.e., how their truth-conditions are computed; see Haug 
2014). What’s missing however, are constraints on the way 
anaphoric drefs are assigned a value. In particular, we need 
a way of predicting when anaphoric drefs are likely to be 
reanalyzed and when they aren’t. To the best of our knowl-
edge, there is currently no model that is capable of making 
such a prediction. What is needed is a pragmatic algorithm 
that computes costs associated with dref reanalysis. Ideally, 
these costs would reflect the processing difficulty of narra-
tive garden paths. When the costs are too high, we would 
expect reanalysis to be unlikely or very costly, as in extreme 
cases of syntactic garden paths.

Of course, much experimental and theoretical work is 
necessary to get such an algorithm off the ground. For the 
purposes of this paper, we note—in light of discussion in the 
last subsection—that a promising avenue to pursue would 
be to say that the coherence of a discourse impacts which 
drefs are at the center of attention and which are inaccessi-
ble from memory.13 In what follows, we would like to show 
how literary fiction provides ideal data for further studying 
narrative garden path, with real potential to inform semantic 
theories like SDRT and PCDRT. In particular, we will dis-
cuss a frustrating instance of narrative garden path in Gérard 
de Nerval’s Sylvie, where reanalysis leads to an interpreta-
tion that is less satisfying for the reader, due to unfulfilled 
expectations.14 In particular, as noted by Hobbs and Violi 
(1990), some readers of Sylvie fall into the trap of believing 
that the narrator and his childhood friend have been reunited 
and will fall in love. But then it becomes clear that what one 
took to be the reunion was an earlier encounter and that love 
is unlikely. Thus, in addition to reanalysing their understand-
ing of the narrative, readers face a resolution to the garden 
path which violates a strong expectation about narrative and 
emotional content. We reserve the term unfulfilling surprise 
for the narrative frustration that ensues in such a case.

Below is a passage (translated into English), in two parts, 
that is a source of the narrative garden path.

 (11) What a dreary drive to the road to Flanders is at 
night; things only start looking more attractive once 

12 In addition, x̄
5
 is mapped onto x

3
 , ensuring a representation in 

which Liz is the patient of Stanley’s thanking.

13 Such an analysis draws inspiration from work on Centering The-
ory (Grosz and Sidner 1986; Grosz et al. 1995); see recent work by 
Stojnić and Altshuler (2021) and references therein for further discus-
sion.
14 See also work by Jahn (1999), who discusses two cases of narra-
tive garden path in literary fiction. The first case is James Thurber’s 
short story The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, whose opening describes 
an action-packed military adventure, which the reader assumes is 
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you get into the forested areas. To either side, there's 
the same endless file of trees coming at you with 
their vague, twisted shapes. And beyond this, squares 
of green fields or plots of ploughed earth bounded 
to the left by the  bluish hills of Montmorency, 
Ecouen and Luzarches. Here is Gonesse, a vulgar 
little town full of memories of the League and the 
Fronde. Beyond Louvres there is a lane lined with 
apple trees whose flower sI have often seen glimmer 
in the night like the stars above - it was a short cut to 
the outlying villages. While the coach is making its 
way up to the hills, let us piece together the memories 
of the days when I often visited these parts.

 (12) Some years had elapsed: my meeting with Adrienne 
in front of the castle had already become no more than 
a childhood memory. I found myself in Loisy for the 
annual parish feasts. I once again joined the Knights 
of the Bow, taking my place within their ranks ason 
former occasions.

Chapter III of Sylvie ends with (11): a description of what 
the narrator sees on his journey to Loisy to see his childhood 
friend, Sylvie.15 Chapter IV opens with the pluperfect descrip-
tion in (12), Some years had elapsed, which gives rise to the 
question: elapsed since what point in time? Subsequently, a key 
narrative choice point emerges for the reader: (i) the narrator 
has arrived in Loisy or (ii) the narrator is still on the coach, 
recounting an earlier experience in Loisy. Readers that favor 
(i) likely interpret the eventive description, I found myself in 
Loisy in (12), and the mentions of reoccurring events thereafter 
as cues of narrative progression. This interpretation leads to 
unfulfilling surprise for the reader later in the novella, where 
they discover that (ii) was actually the right narrative choice; 
the narrator is yet to be reunited with Sylvie and the prospec-
tive romance is much less promising than what seemed to be 
the case, i.e. had (i) been the correct interpretation.

The impact of the unfulfilling surprise goes beyond 
the behavioral complexity associated with reanalysis. It is 
important for the reader to experience because it mirrors the 
unreliable narrator being “caught in a hallucinatory world 
of his own creation [and struggling] to regain control of 

his illusions” (Bray 2006). In Sect. 4 we will call this ‘mir-
rored frustration’. It allows Nerval to show how first-person 
storytelling can help to form a sense of self for not only the 
narrator, but also the reader, providing them with a way to 
resist normative social pressures (Proust 1958). For the cur-
rent purposes, what’s interesting about the narrative garden 
path in Sylvie is that it differs from our toy example in (7) 
in that it involves several chapters of text and the reanalysis 
does not concern pronoun resolution (or the interpretation 
of a particular lexical item). Rather, the narrative garden 
path has to do with how the events are described and, ulti-
mately, understood to be temporally located. This raises the 
question of what other kinds of narrative-garden paths are 
possible and through what grammatical means. We think 
that exploration of narrative frustration such as unfulfilling 
surprise offers a fruitful way of addressing this question, 
which is essential for further development of integrated 
formal semantic theories of discourse that aim to model a 
reader’s imaginative engagement with fiction.

3  Direct Emotional Frustration

We turn in this section to two types of narrative frustration 
that stem from a moral clash, where a reader’s own morals 
are in conflict with those of a fictional character or narrator.

Direct emotional frustration

1. empathetic guilt 2. imaginative resistance

These frustrations may involve, but cannot be reduced to 
behavioral complexity. Unlike the frustrations described in 
the previous section, these are situations where the reader 
appears to have some degree of choice: they can allow them-
selves to identify with the immoral character, as in the case 
of empathetic guilt, or they can distance themselves from 
them, as in imaginative resistance. What leads a reader 
to (consciously or unconsciously) adopt one strategy over 
another is an empirical question we will not address here, 
but we imagine multiple factors could be involved, including 
the nature of the immorality, the rationale of the immoral 
character, how many properties are shared by the character 
and the reader, and the reader’s tendency to empathise with 
another’s perspective (see, e.g. Martha 1985; Walton 1994; 
Kieran 1995; Carroll 1998). We focus instead on the differ-
ent impacts these strategies have on the reader’s experience.

3.1  Empathetic Guilt

A natural inclination of readers is to engage emotion-
ally with a fictional protagonist. Such emotional engage-
ment is key to an immersive reading experience, where a 
reader feels ‘transported’ into a world other than their own 

15 Note the narrative metalepsis in final sentence of (11), where argu-
ably, the author (Nerval) intrudes and address the (implied) reader. 
See Genette (1980) and Fludernik (2003) for discussion of narrative 
metalepsis and Eco (1999) for discussion of this particular passage.

actually occurring in the world of the fiction. However, it quickly 
transpires that the adventure is really in the mind of the protagonist, 
Walter Mitty. The second case is Urusala Le Guin’s Mazes, whose 
opening describes the narrator being oppressed by an ‘alien’. The 
reader typically assumes that the narrator is human and the ‘alien’ 
is not. However, it quickly transpires that the ‘alien’ is actually the 
human, and the narrator is not.

Footnote 14 (continued)
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(Gerrig 1993; Green 2004, 2021). The more emotionally 
engaged a reader is, the higher the stakes: a good or a 
bad turn of events for the protagonist not only moves the 
content of the narrative forward, but has direct impact on 
the reader’s own emotional state. In such cases, we can 
say the reader identifies with the fictional character, in the 
sense that they are emotionally invested in what happens 
to them in the world of the narrative (Coplan 2004; Cohen 
2006; Brown 2015).

Empathetic guilt is a narrative frustration that occurs when 
a reader empathizes towards a character that they know is 
immoral—a ‘fictional monster’ (Carroll 1998)—and feels guilt 
as a result. In extreme cases, readers may choose to resist engag-
ing in this way, either being unwilling or unable to imagine. 
We come back to imaginative resistance in the next subsec-
tion. Here, we investigate how one of Nabokov’s short stories, 
A nursery tale, triggers empathetic guilt. We choose to focus 
on Nabokov’s writing because it revolutionized the relationship 
between the text and the reader. Invoking empathetic guilt from 
the reader was Nabokov’s way of redefining censorship in an 
attempt to become the most famous author of the twentieth cen-
tury—something that he arguably achieved.

A nursery tale is a story about Erwin—an extremely 
shy man who selects in his mind an imaginary harem of 
women (‘his slave girls’) that he sees from a streetcar on 
his way to work. As noted in the opening of the story, 
Erwin “only once in his life...accosted a woman, and she 
had said quietly: “You ought to be ashamed of yourself. 
Leave me alone.” Thereafter, he avoided conversation with 
strange young ladies,” choosing instead to approach them 
in his mind.

Erwin is clearly a creep who objectifies women. Most readers 
would label him as a ‘monster’ in the fictional world created by 
Nabokov. And despite his extreme shyness, the reader is unlikely 
to empathize with Erwin. That is until Erwin meets Frau Monde, 
a German middle-aged women who is the Devil. She proposes 
that Erwin’s ‘slave girls’ can be his, in flesh, for his enjoyment, 
as long as he selects in his mind an odd number of women before 
midnight. Of course, Erwin agrees. To spice things up, the Devil 
appears after Erwin has selected five women, applauding his 
efforts:

Excellent. An odd number. I would advise you to stop 
there. And at midnight–ah, yes, I don’t think I told you–
at midnight you are to come to Hoffmann Street. Know 
where that is? Look between Number Twelve and Four-
teen. The vacant lot there will be replaced by a villa with 
a walled garden. The girls of your choice will be waiting 
for you on cushions and rugs...

This interjection is significant because it glorifies Erwin’s revolt-
ing practice. Even the disgusted reader may be curious to see 
whether and how the promised orgy will play out. The interjec-
tion is also significant because it raises the question of whether 

Erwin will listen to the Devil, or whether he will continue his 
revolting practice (with additional time left, he can select more 
women). This question serves as a kind of invitation for the 
reader to be invested in the plot. Erwin has not faced any hur-
dles despite making a deal with the Devil, and so the reader 
will likely anticipate that a conflict will arise from Erwin not 
listening to the Devil.

As anticipated, Erwin does not follow the Devil’s 
advice. By eleven o’clock, Erwin manages to select eleven 
women. This is when the action picks up:

Erwin drank a glass of lemonade, consulted his watch, 
and made for the exit. Eleven clock and eleven women. 
That will do, I suppose. He narrowed his eyes as he 
imagined the pleasure awaiting him. He was glad he had 
remembered to put on clean underwear...He walked, look-
ing down, shaking his head delightedly, and only rarely 
glancing up to check the street names...at the next corner 
a short peal of childish laughter caused him to raise his 
eyes...Erwin’s glance lit on the face of the child minc-
ing at the old poet’s side...She walked swinging her hips 
very, very slightly, her legs moved closer together, she was 
asking her companion something in a ringing voice–and 
although Erwin gave no command mentally, he knew that 
his swift secret wish had been fulfilled... “Hey, careful,” he 
suddenly muttered as it dawned upon him that this made 
twelve–an even number: I must find one more–within half 
an hour. It vexed him a little to go on searching, but at the 
same time he was pleased to be given yet another chance. 
I’ll pick up one on the way, he said to himself, allaying 
a trace of panic. I’m sure to find one! “Maybe, it will be 
the nicest of all,” he remarked aloud as he peered into the 
glossy night.

This passage is remarkable not because it introduces the con-
flict (Erwin now needs to find one more woman), but how it 
does so. Observe the perspective shifting from third person 
to Erwin’s own perspective. This is achieved with the use of 
‘I’, repeated below in bold:

(13) a. Erwin drank a glass of lemonade, consulted 
hiswatch, and made for the exit. Eleven clock and 
eleven women. That will do, I suppose. He nar-
rowed his eyes as he imagined the pleasure awaiting 
him.

b. “Hey, careful,” he suddenly muttered as it dawned 
upon him that this made twelve–an even number: I 
must find one more–within half an hour. It vexed 
him a little to go on searching, but at the same time 
he was pleased to be given yet another chance. I’ll 
pick up one onthe way, he said to himself, allaying 
a trace of panic. I’m sure to find one! “Maybe, it 
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will be the nicest of all,” he remarked aloud as he 
peered into the glossy night.

As we saw in Sect. 2.1, Free Indirect Discourse is commonly 
used to shift perspective from the narrator to a character in 
the story. Things are arguably different here, however. In 
Free Indirect Discourse, the referent of ‘I’ never shifts from 
the narrator to a character in the story (see, e.g. Schlenker 
2004). However, in (13), ‘I’ picks out Erwin, rather than the 
narrator. This is surprising given that there are no quotation 
marks to indicate Free Direct Discourse (cf. I’ll pick up one 
on the way, he said to himself...). How to best analyze such 
occurrences of ‘I’ remains a question for future research. 
For current purposes, what is important is that the shift in 
perspective allows us to enter Erwin’s mind and for us to 
empathize with him. And when we do, Nabokov reminds 
us that we are empathizing with a ‘monster’.16 Observe how 
the final sentence of (13b) shifts to third person. In particu-
lar we now see overt quotation marks and the use of ‘he’ 
to describe Erwin’s enthusiasm for finding the thirteenth 
woman: “Maybe, it will be the nicest of all,” he remarked 
aloud as he peered into the glossy night.

The conclusion of the story is Erwin’s frantic search for 
the thirteenth woman. While the description remains from 
a third-person perspective, it is written in a climatic way:

And a few minutes later he experienced the familiar deli-
cious contraction–the chill in the solar plexux. A woman 
in front of him was walking along with rapid and light 
steps....he yearned so poignantly to overtake precisely 
her and have a look at her face...He marched fast and still 
could not catch up with her...“Goodness, I’ve got to see 
her face,” Erwin muttered. “And time is flying.”...Once 
again Erwin came near. One more step, and he would be 
abreast her..Erwin’s momentum almost made him bump 
into her. She turned her face toward him...

An engaged reader will be on ‘the edge of their seat’ as the time 
ticks down to midnight. Who is this thirteenth woman? Will 
Erwin ‘select’ her in time? A lot is at stake here! In other words, 
the reader not only empathizes with the fictional monster, but 
they begin to root the monster on, hoping that he manages to 
select woman number thirteen. The reader wants to see ‘what 
happens next’. And this urge to do so may trigger guilt, once the 
reader realizes that they want a fictional monster to succeed. To 
make things worse, the reader may continue wanting the monster 
to succeed, even after experiencing guilt for having wanted this.

Of course, in the end, Erwin does not succeed. The thir-
teenth woman that he is chasing turns out to be the very first 

woman that he selected. And this woman tells him: “You 
ought to be ashamed of yourself...Leave me alone.” Some 
readers may feel like these very words are now directed at 
them: “You, reader, ought to be ashamed for empathizing 
with a monster. You get what you deserve.”

3.2  Imaginative Resistance

A way to avoid guilt is to not be complicit. Imaginative 
resistance is “the puzzle of explaining our comparative dif-
ficulty in imagining fictional worlds that we take to be mor-
ally deviant” (Gendler 2000). David Hume’s Of the Standard 
of Taste is often cited as the first discussion of this phe-
nomenon, with Walton (1994) and Moran (1994) being the 
pioneers of the contemporary debate.17 Here is an example 
from Altshuler and Maier (2022):

 (14) Sara never liked animals. One day, her father caught 
her kicking the neighbor's dog. He got really angry 
and she was grounded for a week. To get back at her 
father she poured bleach in the big fish tank, killing 
the beautiful fish that he loved so much. Good thing 
that she did, because he was really annoying.

The imaginative engagement of many readers breaks down 
in the final sentence of (14). This is due to the intuition that 
is not, in fact, a good thing that Sara killed the beautiful 
fish that her father loved. That is, many readers will likely 
conclude that the final sentence in (14) is false in the fiction. 
But how can that be? Is it not up to the author to decide that 
this is a good thing to do (in that fictional world)? After all, 
many authors have described awful, immoral acts that are 
true in the fictional world that they have created. So what 
what goes wrong here?

Altshuler and Maier (2022) propose that imaginative 
resistance is a breakdown of the default interpretation 
strategy, which they called Face Value: every proposition 
expressed by the statements that make up the text should be 
assumed true in the relevant fiction. Defining imaginative 
resistance in this way allows Altshuler & Maier to consider 
interpretative ‘coping’ strategies which help the reader over-
come that initial resistance and properly engage with the 
story regardless. The two coping strategies they consider 
are Character Perspective and Narrator Accommodation. In 
their own words:

16 As noted by an anonymous reviewer, it’s not always that case that 
a shift to first-person perspective leads to empathy. See Keen (2006, 
2007) for more discussion.

17 For detailed overviews of the state of the debate in philosophy, see 
Liao and Gendler (2016) and Tuna (2020). For recent experimental 
research on imaginative resistance, including in psychology, see e.g., 
Liao et al. (2014), Kim et al. (2018), Black and Barnes (2017), Camp-
bell et al. (2021).



 D. Altshuler, C. S. Kim 

1 3

The Character Perspective strategy involves viewing 
a certain passage as involving a shift to the perspec-
tive of one of the salient characters (Sara). Such a 
perspective shift typically involves recognizing the 
passage as a (more or less covert) report construc-
tion, like free indirect discourse, which means we’re 
describing not a deviant story world but the char-
acter’s deviant thoughts. The Narrator Accommoda-
tion strategy, on the other hand, involves inferring a 
personal narrator (an implicit ‘I’) and interpreting the 
relevant passage as a description of their unreliable 
mental state.

Both of these coping strategies involve a reanalysis: a fic-
tional world that conflates the perspectives of the reader, 
the character, and the narrator is reanalysed to include two 
distinct perspectives. Experimental studies on dialogue 
suggest that keeping track of multiple mental states in a 
discourse context is cognitively costly (Black et al. 1979; 
Millis 1995; Duran et al. 2011); as such, these strategies 
reflect a trade-off between processing difficulty and moral 
complicity.

Altshuler & Maier show that SDRT can be useful in spell-
ing out how these two coping strategies affect the semantic 
interpretation of the text. Below is the semantic represen-
tation they provide for Narrator Accommodation in (15), 
which is a simplified version of (14).

 (15) Sara never liked animals … she poured bleachin the 
big fish tank … Good thing that she did, because he 
was really annoying.

x y

(16)

author(x) wrote(x,y). . .

FICy

π1:
s
sara(s)
¬like.animals(s)

π2:
e v
pour.bleach(e)
father(v,s)

Background(π1,π2)

π3:

e u
narrator(u)
think(e)
agent(e,u)

π6: π4: good(e) π5: annoying(v)

Explanation(π4,π5)

Narration(π2,π3), Attribution(π3,π6)

In the representation above, the world of the author is dis-
tinguished from the world of the fiction by assuming a fic-
tional operator. Following Lewis (1978), FIC

y
 is interpreted 

as a modal operator that describes the fictional universe cre-
ated by the work y (which is written by author x). Disregard-
ing the red box for now, what’s represented in this fictional 
universe is it is a good thing to kill your father’s beloved 
pets because you are annoyed.18 This Face Value interpreta-
tion is far-fetched and hard to accept. Hence, the reader may 
want to look for a different interpretation, where the morality 
of fictional world is more in line with the reader’s sense of 
morality. As noted by Altshuler & Maier, a Character Per-
spective strategy would attribute the positive evaluation of 
a dead fish to Sara. However, it does not seem plausible for 
Sara to explicitly evaluate her own actions by saying to her-
self “good thing that I did”. The other, strategy, Narrator 
Accommodation, is more plausible, and that is what the red 
box above represents. The idea is that when faced with imagi-
native resistance, a reader may accommodate an explicit per-
sonal narrator and then attribute the immoral evaluation to 
them. On this interpretation, the moral code of the fictional 
world need not be fundamentally different from our own—
the blame goes to an opinionated, unnamed fictional narrator 
who’s telling the story and commenting on the events. The 
reader remains blameless at the cost of maintaining mental 
representations of two perspectives instead of one.

A question that remains outstanding is whether some readers 
would choose to interpret immoral fiction at face value and if 
so, why they may choose do so. To the best of our knowledge, 
this question has not been explored, at least not in the context 
of research on imaginative resistance. One reason is that there 
is currently a debate in philosophy as to whether imaginative 
resistance could be attested in literature or only found “in the 
poor creations of impoverished skill and imagination that have 

18 Note that this representation is equivalent to the graph notation 
introduced in Sect.  2.2, where we saw that coherence relations are 
labels for edges. Here we see that the edge connecting �

1
 and �

2
 is 

labeled with the coherence relation, Background, the edge connecting 
�
2
 and �

3
 is labeled with the coherence relation, Narration, and so on.
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served as examples in the philosophical literature” (Todd 2009). 
In what follows, we briefly consider Daniil Kharms’ work as a 
candidate to trigger imaginative resistance for the reader, and 
discuss why the reader may nevertheless choose to accept it at 
face value, despite the initial resistance.

Daniil Kharms once wrote: “I am interested only in non-
sense...Life interests me only in its most absurd manifes-
tations” (Yankelevich 2009). Absurd life, for Kharms, was 
real life. He wrote in Leningrad, during the Great Terror, 
when Stalin’s purges were at their height and dire hunger 
and poverty were rampant. Kharms’ conception of ‘reality’ 
motivated him to deconstruct the conception found in prior 
avant-garde literature (Iampolski 1998) and thereby “save 
literature from its enslavement to progress” (Yankelevich 
2009). Kharms’ texts are candidates for triggering imagi-
native resistance because “Logical connections are thrown 
out…violence begets violence with neither motive nor 
authorial reprimand” (ibid). As an example, consider the 
story below, called What they sell in the shops these days:

Koratygin came to see Tikakeyev but didn’t find him 
in. At that time Tikakeyev was in the shop buying 
sugar, meat and cucumbers. Koratygin hung about by 
Tikakeyev’s door and was just thinking of writing a 
note when he suddenly looked up and saw Tikakeyev 
himself coming, carrying in his arms an oilskin bag. 
Koratygin spotted Tikakeyev and shouted: - I’ve been 
waiting for you a whole hour! - That’s not true - said 
Tikakeyev - I’ve only been out of the house for twenty-
five minutes. - Well, I don’t know about that - said 
Koratygin - except that I’ve already been here a whole 
hour. - Don’t tell lies - said Tikakeyev - you should 
be ashamed to lie. - My dear fellow! - said Koratygin 
- Be so good as to be a little more particular with 
your expressions. - I think... - began Tikakeyev, but 
Koratygin interrupted him: - If you think... - he said, 
but at this point Tikakeyev interrupted Koratygin and 
said: - A fine one you are! These words put Koratygin 
into such a frenzy that he pressed a finger against one 
of his nostrils and through his other nostril blew snot at 
Tikakeyev. Then Tikakeyev took the biggest cucumber 
out of his bag and hit Koratygin on the head with it. 
Koratygin clutched his head with his hands, fell over 
and died. That’s the size of the cucumbers sold in the 
shops these days!19

This is a story in which a petty argument between two men 
ends with one man beating the other to death with a cucum-
ber. As in (14), in this story the immoral statement comes in 
the final sentence, where the violent episode is endorsed by 

the narrator’s choice to focus on the (size of the) cucumber 
rather than loss of human life. There is an important sense 
in which this is quite funny. But there is also a sense in 
which the story is tragic and immoral. And for some readers, 
this may be hard to except, thereby triggering imaginative 
resistance. For these readers, Narrator Accommodation is 
a possible ‘coping’ strategy, whereby the blame goes to an 
opinionated, unnamed fictional narrator who’s telling the 
story. This interpretation is supported by the exclamative in 
the final sentence, which signals a first-person like, subjec-
tive experience.

Despite the possibility of Narrator Accommodation, 
one can argue that this is not what’s intended by Kharms, 
who wants the reader to embrace the fact that the fictional 
world is not unlike ours. As noted above, absurd life, for 
Kharms, was real life; it is immoral at the very core. As 
noted by Cornwell (1993): “It is the environment in which 
he wrote, that is the most striking thing of all.” Assuming 
Kharms intends for his readers to understand this environ-
ment, to blur the distincion between reality and fiction, then 
we would expect an informed reader to overcome their ini-
tial imaginative resistance by accepting the immoral reality 
at face value. Indeed, one may argue that to appreciate the 
power and genius of Kharms’ work is, generally, to over-
come one’s initial imaginative resistance and accept the 
offending fiction as reality.20

4  Indirect Emotional Frustration

The frustrations described in Sects. 2 and 3 are local, or 
‘localizable’, in the sense that they can be pinned to specific 
textual elements, such as Free Indirect Discourse, disambig-
uating content that triggers reanalysis, or parts of a text that 
reveal a character’s unexpected moral framework. Indirect 
emotional frustrations, by contrast, are global in nature: by 
experiencing behavioral frustration over the course of read-
ing, the reader comes to experience a general frustration 
related to global uncertainty about the meaning, or ‘mes-
sage’, of the text.

In this section, we consider one example of an indirect 
emotional frustration. We call it ‘mirrored frustration’: when 
the processor’s frustration mirrors that of a frustrated narra-
tor. This frustration relates to a question “which has never 
really been directly addressed within the psycholinguistic 
realm [namely] whether readers need to actually feel emo-
tions (i.e., by some kind of self-referential experience) to 
understand characters’ emotional states” (Gygax and Gillioz 

19 http:// www. sevaj. dk/ kharms/ stori es/ shops. htm, accessed on 
December 28, 2022.

20 See Matravers (2023)’s discussion of the distinction between read-
ing fiction and non-fiction which is directly relevant. He argues that 
the relevant contrast is between the content of the narrative and what 
is believed to be true in the actual world.

http://www.sevaj.dk/kharms/stories/shops.htm
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2015). Here, we consider a case in which the mirroring is 
derived from narrative garden path (recall Sect. 2.3). In par-
ticular, we will consider how a reader’s frustrated experience 
of reanalyzing Atonement mirrors the narrator’s own frus-
trated attempt at reanalyzing their past experience.

Recall that in Atonement, the protagonist Briony Tallis 
seeks atonement from the reader for her crime. She uses 
three ingredients to sway the verdict in her favor: 

 i. Begin by pretending that someone highly reliable is 
telling your story.

 ii. Then invoke empathy from the audience for your 
actions by giving them hope.

 iii. Finally, reveal to the audience that you’re actually the 
narrator.

In Sect. 2.1 we saw how (i) is achieved through Free Indi-
rect Discourse, which allows the reader to consider mul-
tiple perspectives and may trigger impatience. Parts Two 
and Three of the novel continue to employ Free Indirect 
Discourse, but they each only offer a single perspective, 
as it concerns the consequences of Briony Tallis’s crime. 
Part Two is told through the Robby Turner’s perspective; 
it describes his post-prison military duty, leading to a 
highly anticipated reunion with his love, Cecilia Tallis, 
who he hasn’t seen in years. Part Three is told through 
Briony’s perspective; it describes hospital work that 
serves as her self-punishment. As argued by Altshuler 
(2021), the transition from Part Two to Part Three is vital 
because it first gives us hope (Robby and Cecilia will be 
reunited) and then empathy (Briony realizes her wrong-
doing). It also gives Briony the ‘final word’, preparing 
the reader for her revelation and adjudication.

The final part of the novel, entitled “London, 1999”, 
opens with:

What a strange time this has been. Today, on the morn-
ing of my seventy-seventh birthday, I decided to make 
one last visit to the Imperial War Museum library in 
Lambeth.

This is no longer Free Indirect Discourse. For the first time 
in the novel, indexicals refer to the context of the narrator, 
rather than the context of some character: ‘today’ refers to 
the day of the narrator, while ‘my’ and ‘I’ refer to the narra-
tor. That means that the narrator is, in fact, a character in the 
fictional universe created by the author. Hence, the narrator 
cannot possibly be omniscient; the narrator cannot be ‘God’!

As we quickly find out, Briony is really the narrator (and 
has been the narrator the whole time), and she has not been 
reliable. Robby died at Dunkirk, and Cecilia died in a metro 
explosion; the two were never reunited. For many readers, 

this revelation triggers unfulfilling surprise. John Mullan 
writes in the Guardian:

Some readers have felt cheated by it, like viewers of 
Dallas who were suddenly shown by desperate script-
writers that the traumatic events of many previous epi-
sodes were just Pam Ewing’s “dream”.21

While some readers may indeed feel cheated, it is important to 
note that the unfulfilling surprise is intentional. It provides an 
existential experience for the reader that mirrors younger Bri-
ony’s frustrated attempts to make sense of the events leading 
to and following her crime. The impact of this mirroring goes 
beyond the behavioral and emotional impacts of the narrative 
garden path and resulting unfulfilling surprise. Because the reso-
lution of the narrator’s identity comes at the end, the reader is 
left uncertain about the import of the novel they have just read 
- what was the ‘message’ this story was intended to convey? 
What is conveyed emotionally is something Briony does not 
say directly (“I have struggled with this”). The reader is asked to 
reread and reconsider her story, her point of view, much like the 
older Briony had been doing over a lifetime. In this way, Briony 
may achieve atonement from the reader for her crime.

5  Conclusion

Our goal in this paper was to sketch the beginnings of a 
typology of narrative frustration, characterizing each class 
of frustrations by its source, and its behavioral or emotional 
effects on the reader’s experience. While we are well aware 
that some of the frustrations we discuss have been investi-
gated by researchers in fields like philosophy, psychology, 
and literary studies, we see our contribution as drawing these 
threads together in a unified framework.

Behavioral Emotional
Direct/local impatience empathetic guilt

incoherence imaginative resistance

narrative garden path

Indirect/global mirrored frustration

We have argued for the current classification based on our 
analyses of illustrative texts and by hypothesizing ways in 
which these frustrations reflect behaviors and responses that 
are familiar from sentence- and discourse-level processing. 
What is called for in future work is experimental evidence 
to test and refine these hypotheses. In addition to the direct 
hypotheses we make in this paper, we can imagine likely 

21 https:// www. thegu ardian. com/ books/ 2003/ mar/ 29/ ianmc ewan, 
accessed on December 30, 2022.

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/mar/29/ianmcewan
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subsequent reading behaviors if our characterizations are 
accurate.

The most straightforward tests involve the behavioral 
frustrations, which should have measurable behavioral 
reflexes, such as reading slowdown where disambiguating 
information triggers a reanalysis, or where the lack of obvi-
ous coherence relations prompts additional reasoning about 
possible ways for sentences to be related. In terms of subse-
quent reading behavior, our current classification allows us 
to make predictions about the direction of eye movements 
in reading (regressive eye movements) to earlier parts of the 
text, forward movements, or looks to immediately preceding 
or following sentences.

How to measure emotional states has long been a sub-
ject of debate (Barrett 2006), and there is no single consen-
sus method. However, a number of well-tested tools now 
exist, which would allow for readers’ emotional responses 
to specific parts of a text to be measured (Zuckerman et al. 
1965; Mayer and Gaschke 1988; Gross and Levenson 1993; 
Bradley and Lang 1994; Harmon-Jones 2016). Predictions 
about global emotional reactions to an entire narrative can 
be tested by a post-reading survey asking readers to e.g. rate 
characters on a range of attributes (e.g. trustworthy, friendly, 
violent), or indicate to what extent they resemble charac-
ters on those attributes. Where there are specific passages 
that are expected to trigger a direct emotional frustration 
(or prompt the reader to adopt a coping strategy), questions 
can be interleaved with parts of the text to assess readers’ 
emotional responses to those passages.

An interesting question is whether behavioral frustrations 
can have emotional effects, and whether emotional frustra-
tions incur behavioral costs. We saw instances of this in our 
examples. When narrative garden path resulted in unfulfill-
ing surprise, we suggested that the behavioral cost of rea-
nalysis would be accompanied by the emotional disappoint-
ment of an unsatisfying emotional resolution. In the case of 
imaginative resistance, while the trigger is moral conflict 
with a character, the strategies to resolve this moral conflict 
involve inserting additional perspectives into the narrative 
world (associated with the immoral character, or an implicit 
narrator). These are strategies that could incur processing 
costs, both because they involve reanalysis, and because they 
require maintaining a mental representation of multiple per-
spectives. These expectations are straightforwardly testable, 
using methods mentioned above.

Less obvious, in our view, is the nature of indirect emo-
tional frustrations, and the ways in which local frustrations 
can accumulate to create global ones. We provide the exam-
ple of mirrored frustration here, which we suggest is caused 
by repeated behavioral frustrations experienced through-
out the reading of the text. Are there other ways in which 
local frustrations can cumulatively have a global effect—for 
instance, involving direct emotional frustrations, or resulting 

in different global emotional impacts on the reader? These 
questions, too, demand further empirical study with real 
readers.

Returning to the question of how narrative frustrations 
relate to imaginative experience, frustrations can be seen as 
complicating the process of creating a mental representa-
tion of the story world. While readers of non-fiction can 
rely on the text world more or less resembling the actual 
world, fiction presents readers with a much wider range of 
possibilities—from worlds that might as well be our world, 
to ones that differ in substantial ways. It is those gaps and 
differences that individual readers imaginatively fill in, and 
why the experience of reading fiction is so personal.
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