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Edgar Allan Poe’s "The Tell-Tale Heart" is a masterful exploration of guilt,
madness, and the human psyche. The story’s narrator, whose mental state is
increasingly unstable, attempts to persuade readers that he is sane and
justified in his actions, despite exhibiting behaviors that suggest
otherwise. After reading the story, many readers are left questioning the
narrator’s intentions and the message he aims to convey about himself. This
article delves into the question: what conclusion does the narrator want
people to make about him? Through an analysis of his language, actions, and
psychological state, we can explore the underlying motives behind his
narrative, and what Poe might be revealing about perceptions of sanity and
guilt.

Understanding the Narrator’s Perspective

The Narrator’s Claim of Sanity

From the outset, the narrator insists on his mental stability. He repeatedly
emphasizes that he is not insane, asserting that his actions are deliberate
and justified. For example, he states:

- "You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should have seen me."
- "I am nervous, very, very nervous—as you may see—but why will you say that
I am mad?"

These statements serve as a rhetorical strategy to persuade the reader that
he is rational, controlled, and in full possession of his faculties. He seems
eager to counter any assumptions of insanity, perhaps to maintain a sense of
dignity or to justify his actions.

Key Point: The narrator wants readers to believe he is sane and that his
actions are rational, not driven by madness.



The Justification for the Murder

Throughout the story, the narrator insists that his murder of the old man was
not out of hatred or malice, but rather because of the “vulture eye” that
tormented him. He claims:

- "It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once
conceived, it haunted me day and night."

- "I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. He was kind-very, very
kind."

Despite these declarations, his obsession with the eye and the subsequent
murder suggest a profound disconnect from reality. Yet, his narrative seeks

to frame his crime as justified by a perceived obsession, not insanity.

Key Point: The narrator attempts to justify his crime as a rational response
to an intolerable obsession, rather than a sign of madness.

Signs of the Narrator’s True Mental State

While the narrator claims to be sane, various elements of his speech and
behavior suggest otherwise.

Recurrent Denial of Madness

He repeatedly denies insanity, which might be a defensive stance. His
insistence on his rationality could be an attempt to mask or suppress his
guilt and mental deterioration.

Obsession with the Eye

The fixation on the old man’s “vulture eye” signifies a compulsive obsession,
often associated with mental instability. The eye becomes a symbol of his
obsession and possibly his own disturbed mind.

Confession and Guilt

Eventually, overwhelmed by guilt, he confesses to the crime. His confession
indicates an inability to suppress his conscience, which is a hallmark of an
unstable mind.



Summary: The narrator’s mental state appears conflicted-he claims to be sane
but exhibits classic signs of obsession, denial, and guilt that suggest
deeper psychological issues.

The Narrator’s Underlying Message About Himself

Having examined his language and actions, what does the narrator want readers
to conclude about him? Is he truly sane, or is he masking his madness?

Possibility 1: He Wants to Portray Himself as
Rational

The narrator’s persistent assertions of his sanity suggest he desires to be
perceived as rational and in control. He wants others to see his crime as the
result of a momentary obsession, not madness. This might reflect a desire to
maintain dignity or avoid the shame associated with madness.

Possibility 2: He Seeks Sympathy or Understanding

By emphasizing his love for the old man and his distress over guilt, the
narrator might be seeking sympathy. His detailed confession evokes a sense of
remorse, perhaps aiming to justify his actions or evoke empathy.

Possibility 3: He Is Attempting to Cover Up His
Madness

Alternatively, the narrator’s insistence on his sanity could be a defense
mechanism—denial of his own insanity. His detailed confession and obsessive
narration might be indications of a fractured mind trying to rationalize or
justify his behavior.

Conclusion: The narrator seems to want readers to believe he is sane and in
control, possibly to mask his inner chaos or to justify his actions. Yet, his
erratic behavior and eventual confession reveal the opposite—he is deeply
disturbed.



Psychological Analysis: Guilt, Madness, and
Self-Perception

’

To understand what conclusion the narrator wants us to make about him, it
important to analyze his psychological state and how Poe constructs his
character.

S

The Role of Guilt

The narrator’s guilt manifests in his hallucination of hearing the old man’s
heartbeat after death. This auditory hallucination symbolizes his
overwhelming conscience, which he cannot suppress. The confession at the
story’s end underscores this internal conflict.

The Desire to Maintain Control

Throughout the story, the narrator strives to depict himself as rational,
ordered, and in control. His meticulous planning and calm narration serve to
reinforce this image, even as his words betray his instability.

Madness as a Mask

Many literary critics interpret the narrator’s insistence on his sanity as a
mask for madness. Poe uses this contrast to explore the fine line between
rationality and insanity, suggesting that unchecked obsession and guilt can
lead to mental collapse.

Key Point: The narrator’s desire to appear sane indicates a recognition of
societal expectations, but his actions and mental state reveal a fractured
mind.

Implications for Readers and Interpretation

The story’s power lies in its ambiguity. Poe deliberately blurs the lines
between sanity and madness, leaving readers to interpret the narrator’s true
state.



What Does the Narrator Want Readers to Believe?

- That he is rational and justified.
- That his actions stem from obsession, not madness.
- That he is remorseful and aware of his guilt.

What Do His Words and Actions Reveal?

- Deep obsession with the eye.
- Denial of madness despite signs of instability.
- Overwhelming guilt leading to confession.

Final Thought: The narrator’s narrative is an attempt to shape how others
perceive him. Ultimately, Poe suggests that beneath the veneer of sanity lies
profound madness, and that guilt can be a powerful force that exposes one’s
true mental state.

Conclusion: The Narrator’s Self-Perception and
Society’s Judgment

In "The Tell-Tale Heart," the narrator’s primary goal appears to be
convincing others—and himself-that he is sane. His persistent denial and
rationalization serve as a facade, masking his inner madness and guilt. Poe
masterfully explores how obsession, guilt, and psychological instability can
distort self-perception and influence how individuals wish to be perceived by
society.

The story invites readers to question: is the narrator truly sane, or is his
insistence a desperate attempt to avoid the shame of his madness? Poe’s
portrayal suggests that the line between sanity and insanity is thin, and
that unchecked obsession and guilt can lead to self-destruction.

In essence, after reading "The Tell-Tale Heart," it becomes clear that the
narrator wants people to believe he is rational, justified, and in control.
Yet, his behavior, hallucinations, and ultimate confession reveal a mind
unraveling under the weight of guilt and madness. Poe leaves us with a
haunting reflection on the fragile nature of sanity and the overwhelming
power of conscience.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What conclusion does the narrator want readers to
make about his mental state after reading 'The Tell-
Tale Heart'?

The narrator wants readers to believe that he is sane and justified in his
actions, despite his erratic behavior and guilt manifesting through his
hallucinations.

How does the narrator attempt to justify his crime
in the story?

He insists that his motive was not hatred or anger but a desire to rid
himself of the old man's eye, and he claims his mental state is stable
despite his obsessive behavior.

What role does the narrator's insistence on his
sanity play in shaping readers' perceptions?

His insistence on being sane despite evidence of guilt and madness creates an
ironic contrast, prompting readers to question whether he is truly sane or
delusional.

Does the narrator want readers to see him as a
reliable or unreliable narrator?

He aims to present himself as reliable and rational, but his actions and
confessions reveal him to be an unreliable narrator, emphasizing his mental
instability.

What message about guilt and madness does the
narrator convey through his narrative?

The narrator suggests that guilt can manifest as madness and that his attempt
to conceal the crime ultimately leads to his psychological breakdown.

How does the narrator's tone influence the
conclusion he wants readers to draw about his



character?

His confident and assertive tone, coupled with his denial of madness, aims to
persuade readers that he is sane, though his erratic behavior suggests
otherwise.

Why does the narrator deny being mad, and what does
that reveal about his intentions?

He denies madness to justify his actions and to convince readers of his
rationality, revealing a desire to control perceptions and avoid blame.

What does the story imply about the narrator’s
perception of reality?

The narrator perceives reality through a distorted lens, believing he is
rational while his hallucinations and guilt reveal his disturbed state.

In what way does the narrator's self-assessment
influence the story's overall message?

His self-assessment as sane, despite clear signs of madness, underscores a
theme of self-deception and the difficulty of distinguishing sanity from
insanity.

Overall, what conclusion does the narrator want
readers to arrive at regarding his moral character?

He wants readers to see him as morally justified or misunderstood, but the
story ultimately exposes his guilt, madness, and the destructive power of
guilt.

Additional Resources
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In Edgar Allan Poe’s classic short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart,” readers are
introduced to a narrator whose mental state is as unsettling as the crime he
describes. Throughout the narrative, Poe employs a complex interplay of
language, symbolism, and psychological insight that invites readers to
ponder: what conclusion does the narrator want people to draw about himself?
Is he truly mad, or does he seek to project an image of rationality and moral
superiority? This article seeks to analyze the narrator’s intentions,
exploring how Poe’s storytelling techniques serve to shape perceptions of the
narrator’s identity, mental state, and moral character.



The Unreliable Narrator: A Psychological Portrait
The Foundation of Unreliability

From the outset, Poe establishes the narrator as unreliable—a deliberate
choice that compels readers to question everything he says. The narrator
insists on his sanity, repeatedly asserting that his actions are rational and
justified. Yet, his obsessive focus on the old man’s “vulture eye,” coupled
with his obsessive confession, reveals deep-seated instability.

Key features of his unreliability include:

- Denial of madness: The narrator asserts, “You fancy me mad,” as if to
preempt doubt about his mental health.

- Over-justification: He provides detailed explanations of his actions, aimed
at demonstrating his rationality.

- Confession of guilt: The narrator’s obsessive confession, particularly over
the heartbeat, suggests an inability to suppress guilt or anxiety.

This inconsistency hints that, consciously or unconsciously, the narrator
wishes to appear sane and justified, perhaps to earn a form of moral
absolution or to manipulate reader perception.

The Desire for Validation

Throughout the story, the narrator seeks validation from his audience, which
can be interpreted as an attempt to convince others— and perhaps himself-— of
his rationality and moral integrity. His repeated insistence on his sanity
and his detailed justifications serve as a form of self-assurance, possibly
masking underlying guilt or madness.

The Symbolism of the Eye and the Heart: Messages the Narrator Sends
The “Vulture Eye” as a Reflection of the Narrator’s Mind

The old man’s “vulture eye”—a pale, blue eye that the narrator claims is
“evil”—becomes the central obsession that drives him to murder. The eye
symbolizes more than just a physical feature; it embodies the narrator’s
perception of evil, guilt, and moral blindness.

What does the narrator want us to think about him through this symbolism?

- Projection of morality: By fixating on the eye’s “evil,” the narrator may
be projecting his own moral depravity onto the old man, suggesting that he
perceives evil externally rather than recognizing his own.

- Attempt to justify murder: His obsession with the eye’s evilness is used to
rationalize his crime, implying that he believed he was justified in



eliminating what he perceives as a malignant presence.
The Heartbeat as a Manifestation of Guilt

One of the most powerful symbols is the relentless beating of the old man’s
heart, which the narrator claims to hear after the murder. The heartbeat
grows louder and more insistent, ultimately revealing his psychological
unraveling.

What does the narrator want us to think about himself through this auditory
hallucination?

- Guilt exposed: The heartbeat symbolizes the narrator’s mounting guilt. His
attempt to silence it by confessing suggests that he cannot escape his
conscience.

- Projection of mental instability: The narrator interprets the heartbeat as
external evidence of his crime, but it is, in fact, a manifestation of his
internal turmoil.

In emphasizing the heartbeat, Poe underscores that the narrator wants readers
to see him as someone overwhelmed by guilt-yet, paradoxically, he also seeks
to dismiss or deny this gquilt as evidence of madness.

The Narrator’s Self-Perception Versus Audience Perception
The Facade of Rationality

Throughout the story, the narrator maintains he is sane, logical, and morally
upright, despite the horrific nature of his actions. His repeated assertions
serve as a facade designed to convince others (and himself) of his moral
clarity.

He claims:

- His actions are methodical and carefully thought out.

- His madness is a misconception, and his motive is rooted in a desire to rid
himself of evil.

- The murder was a rational act, not driven by impulse or insanity.

What is he trying to communicate?

- That he is a rational agent, in control of his actions.

- That his morality is intact, and the crime was justified by his perception
of the old man’s evil eye.

The Audience’s Likely Interpretation

Readers, however, are inclined to interpret the narrator’s assertions
skeptically. Poe’s narrative invites us to see through the facade,



recognizing that the narrator’s insistence on his rationality may be a form
of denial or a desperate attempt to mask his true mental state.

Key points about the narrator’s intended image:

- He wants us to believe he is sane and morally justified.

- He seeks admiration for his cleverness, as evidenced by his detailed
planning and execution.

- He aims to appear morally upright, yet his actions and hallucinations
suggest otherwise.

The Moral and Psychological Messages Conveyed by the Narrator
The Illusion of Control and the Reality of Madness

One of the central messages the narrator attempts to convey is that he is in
control of his mind and actions. His detailed account of the murder and his
justifications aim to establish mastery over his impulses. However, his
mental instability is betrayed by:

- His obsession with the eye.
- The auditory hallucination of the heartbeat.
- His eventual breakdown and confession.

He wants us to see him as a rational agent who, despite his actions,
maintains composure and moral clarity.

The Concealed Guilt and Self-Perception

The narrator’s desire to project an image of sanity and moral uprightness is
also a defense mechanism. His confession reveals that he cannot conceal his
guilt, which manifests as the relentless heartbeat and his emotional
breakdown.

He possibly hopes that by asserting his rationality, he can convince
others—and himself-that he is not truly mad.

Conclusion: The Narrator’s Hidden Agenda

In essence, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” presents a narrator who
is deeply conflicted. His repeated assertions of sanity and morality suggest
he wants readers to believe that he is rational, justified, and morally
upright. However, the symbols of the eye and the heartbeat, along with his
eventual breakdown, reveal a fractured mind overwhelmed by guilt and madness.

The narrator’s underlying goal appears to be to maintain his self-image as a
sane, morally justified individual, despite evidence to the contrary. This



desire to control perception, combined with his compulsions and
hallucinations, underscores the story’s exploration of guilt, madness, and
the human psyche. Poe masterfully crafts a character whose own words and
actions betray his true mental state, leaving readers to conclude that the
narrator’s attempt to present himself as rational and upright ultimately
collapses under the weight of his inner guilt and instability.

In the final analysis, “The Tell-Tale Heart” is as much a story about self-
deception as it is about crime. The narrator wants us to see him as a sane,
moral man, but his own narrative reveals the depths of his madness and guilt,
suggesting that the only person truly fooled by his facade is himself.
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