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ABSTRACT 

  

In this dissertation, we study literary narratives, especially stories with immoral 

protagonists, from the perspective of the reader. We are not limiting ourselves to 

the theoretical notions of reader-response criticism. We included common, 

untrained readers in our research on reader responses to immoral literary characters 

and their stories. With empirical methods from empirical literature studies, media 

psychology and communication studies, we aimed to understand why people 

empathize with immoral characters and find the stories of immoral characters 

aesthetically pleasing – a subject currently attracting high attention among literary 

scholars.  

The four studies in this dissertation are three experiments and one focus-

group study. The stories we shared with the participants of the studies gave them 

insights into the minds of fictional characters who could be branded as immoral. 

Results of the first and second studies showed that empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation depend on individuals’ perceptions of immoral behavior or the 

willingness to morally disengage. Results of the third and fourth studies have shown 

that if readers perceive a story as realistic – as close to us – they tend to morally 

disengage and adjust their moral perceptions. In all, readers can empathize with the 

characters and have a positive aesthetic experience with the story when they adjust 

their moral compass to include the immoral actions of the fictional character on the 

‘good’ side. This ‘moral shift’ seems to be at the heart of what drives people to 

empathize with characters displaying immoral conduct and aesthetically appreciate 

the stories of those characters. Still, literature provides a platform to suspend our 

moral values and feel things we wouldn’t feel when there would have been real-life 

consequences. Hence, when we step outside the confines of what is generally 

considered morally bad, we are more likely to love immoral characters and their 

stories. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction: An Overview of the Fields of Study  

 

Loving immoral characters, we have all been there. Characters like Shakespeare’s 

Macbeth, Flaubert’s Emma Bovary, or The Joker from the ‘Batman’ franchise—we 

might enjoy these characters and their stories because we empathize with them, we 

balance with them on the edges of right and wrong, or we just appreciate the art of 

their story. Regardless, the question remains, what drives us to love immoral 

characters and their stories? In this dissertation, we argue that an adjustment is 

needed to one’s moral compass – a ‘moral shift’ (Tepe & Byrne, 2022). It is to be 

expected that, as audiences, we need to see these characters’ immoral actions as 

something moral, or at least justified immoral.   

Over centuries, stories and their characters have been studied from various 

perspectives (cf. Eder et al., 2010). In this dissertation, we study literary narratives, 

especially stories with immoral protagonists, from the perspective of the reader. 

However, we are not limiting ourselves to the theoretical notions of reader-response 

criticism, which often centers on the reading of the literary scholar, which is then 

overgeneralized (cf. Harkin, 2005). Instead, we include common, untrained readers 

in our research on reader responses to immoral literary characters and their stories. 

With empirical methods from media psychology and communication studies, we 

integrate experimental research designs in the study of literary narratives, aspiring 

to establish this dissertation as a notable contribution to the field of empirical 

literature studies. 

The integration of empirical methods could also be valuable to the scholarly 

field of humanities, specifically literature studies, in which empirical research has 

been attracting more attention in recent years. Within this field, the integration of 

empirical methods could aid in understanding the impact literature has on actual 

readers. With the integration of empirical methods, this dissertation aims to 

understand why people empathize with immoral characters and find the stories of 

immoral characters aesthetically pleasing.   
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The empirical study of literature 

The scholarly field of scientific study of literature, or empirical study of literature, 

is newer than many scientific fields and its scholars have been from various 

disciplines. In 1987, German scholar Siegfried Schmidt institutionalized the 

empirical study of literature with the creation of the scholarly association 

‘Internationale Gesellschaft für Empirische Literaturwissenschaf’ (acronym IGEL), 

or in English ‘International Society for the Empirical Study of Literature’ (Salgaro, 

2016). More recently, in 2011, the journal ‘Scientific Study of Literature’ (acronym 

SSOL) was founded. Still, the empirical study of literature spans many scholarly 

fields and academic departments. A simple database search on “empirical study of 

literature,” “empirical literature studies,” “scientific study of literature,” and 

“scientific literature studies” yields publications from journals in literary studies 

and linguistics (e.g., Fernandez-Quintanilla & Stradling, 2023), psychology (e.g., 

Harash, 2022), neurosciences (e.g., Jacobs, 2015a), arts and humanities (e.g., 

Polvinen & Sklar, 2019), digital humanities and computational studies (e.g., 

Rebora, 2023), and many more scholarly fields. A significant endeavor to define 

the field of empirical literature studies and attract young scholars has been the 

commencement of the Empirical Study of Literature Innovative Training Network 

(acronym ELIT). ELIT is an EU network that provides a Doctorate level training 

program in empirical literature studies, funded by the European Commission’s 

Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions Horizon2020 program. ELIT’s main aim is to 

consider and integrate methods and instruments of different academic and scientific 

disciplines, bridging the gap between the humanities and the cognitive and social 

sciences. The research presented in this dissertation is funded through the ELIT 

network and can be considered integrated, interdisciplinary work. IGEL, SSOL, and 

ELIT have grown and flourished because of scholars such as Els Andringa, Marisa 

Bortolussi, Melanie Green, Frank Hakemulder, David Hanauer, Elrud Ibsch, Arthur 

Jacobs, Suzanne Keen, Moniek Kuijpers, Don Kuiken, David Miall, and Willie van 

Peer, who have shaped the field into what it is today with their research on 

cognitive, emotional, aesthetic, empathetic, and moral experiences with literary text 

and textual features such as foregrounding (e.g., Andringa, 1996; Bortolussi & 
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Dixon, 2002; Green et al., 2002; Hakemulder, 2000; Hanauer, 2010; Ibsch, 1990; 

Keen, 2007; Kuijpers, 2022; Kuiken & Jacobs, 2021; Miall, 2006; Van Peer, 1986).  

 

Empirical literature studies and aesthetics 

Reflected in the spearheading work by the scholars that shaped the field, empirical 

studies are a great tool to explore and unravel readers’ aesthetic experiences with 

literature and other forms of narrative fiction. Authors of literary narrative fiction 

and poetry create art out of language. Their use of language often creates feelings 

of defamiliarization with the use of stylistic deviations, which enhances the 

aesthetic appreciation of a story compared to non-foregrounded text (Hakemulder, 

2004). Scholars within the empirical literature studies argue that understanding 

foregrounding is essential for investigating literature’s impact on readers’ 

interpretation and aesthetic appreciation of a story or poem. The empirical study of 

literature, and the study of foregrounding in particular, is inspired by the realization 

that textual features can only become foregrounded when readers perceive them to 

be distinct from the background, as without readers, there is no foregrounding (Van 

Peer et al., 2021). Arthur Jacobs has made strides in modeling the aesthetic 

experience of literary reading in his work on neurocognitive poetics. Using brain 

imaging, Jacobs (2015b) splits literary processing into two paths: the immersive 

path for backgrounded, implicit processing of fiction feelings, and the 

foregrounded, explicit processing of aesthetic feelings about literature. In the 

Neurocognitive Poetics Model, Jacobs specifies that backgrounded features, such 

as familiar words and phrases, facilitate immersive processes (i.e., the feeling of 

getting lost in a book) and affective responses, such as empathy. These features 

correlate with a ‘fluent reading mode,’ which can be indicated through larger eye 

movements and shorter fixations measured with eye-tracking, and significant neural 

activity in the ‘reading network’ of the brain’s left hemisphere measured with brain-

imaging. Foregrounded features, on the other hand, facilitate aesthetic processes 

through attention capture, the adaptation of cognitive schemata and meaning, and 

self-reflection. These foregrounded features correlate with smaller eye movements, 

longer fixations, and significant neural activity in the right hemispheric networks 
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of the brain (Jacobs, 2015a; Jacobs, 2015b). With such a conceptualization by 

Jacobs, foregrounding is treated as textual features perceived by the reader.   

However, the conceptualization by Willie van Peer et al. (2021) describes 

foregrounding as primarily an experience of the reader rather than a textual feature: 

“Without readers, there is no foregrounding (p. 146).” Experimental research on the 

effects of foregrounding on aesthetic appreciation by Amir Harash (2021) showed 

that the reader does not always process the foregrounded features, resulting in less 

aesthetic appreciation or even negative aesthetic experiences. Harash proposed a 

model of readers’ processing of foregrounded textual features. The model shows 

that readers who failed to process the textual deviation experienced confusion, a 

lack of understanding, and had negative aesthetic experiences with the text. Only 

readers who experienced a successful case of foregrounding, which Harash called 

‘full foregrounding,’ had a literary-aesthetic experience (Harash, 2021). In the work 

of Harash, foregrounding is conceptualized as an interplay between textual features 

and readers’ aesthetic appreciation of these features (cf. also Scapin et al., 2023).   

In this dissertation, we treat the aesthetic appreciation and evaluation of a 

narrative text as a reading experience, a personal perception of the reader, regardless 

of level of foregrounding processing. Hence, a negative aesthetic experience still 

counts as an aesthetic experience. When communicating the perceived aesthetic 

appeal of a work of literature to others, one projects their experience onto concepts 

that they think are most appropriate to capture the nature of their impression (Knoop 

et al., 2016). A study among readers of literature by Christine Knoop et al. (2016) 

has shown that readers often use the same terms to describe their experience with 

literature, regardless of literary genre. Knoop et al. asked 1544 German-speaking 

research participants to list adjectives that they use to label aesthetic dimensions of 

literature in general and adjectives that they use to label aesthetic dimensions of 

individual literary forms and genres (novels, short stories, poems, plays, comedies). 

According to their analyses, ‘beautiful’ and ‘suspenseful’ rank highest across all 

target categories. As this dissertation is mainly concerned with narrative fiction, the 

most used terms for novels and short stories were ‘beautiful,’ ‘suspenseful,’ 

‘interesting,’ and ‘romantic’ (Knoop et al., 2016). Therefore, in the following 

chapters of this dissertation, we will measure aesthetic appreciation according to 
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the common vocalizations of aesthetic evaluations established by Knoop et al. 

(2016).  

  

Defining empathy 

As the Neurocognitive Poetics Model (Jacobs, 2015a; Jacobs, 2015b) describes, 

reading literary text has an immersive, affective processing side besides aesthetic 

processing. One of the leading scholars in literature and empathy is Suzanne Keen; 

Keen’s book ‘Empathy and the Novel’ (2007) provides thorough investigations of 

narrative empathy. According to Keen (2007), empathy lies at the heart of character 

identification. However, the term empathy has become a linguistic commonplace 

in everyday communication as well as in interdisciplinary research and has started 

to become an umbrella term (Pinotti & Salgaro, 2019; Zillmann, 1991). Empathy is 

often mixed up with terms like sympathy (Salgaro & Van Tourhout, 2018) and 

identification (Cohen, 2001). To investigate what empathy invoked by literature 

might do to readers, Keen begins with the understanding that a well-regulated 

person may experience empathy that leads to sympathetic concern when confronted 

with another person’s condition, while another may experience distress (Keen, 

2007). This indicates that sympathy intensifies awareness of the other’s suffering 

as something that needs to be relieved, while empathy is an attempt to understand 

and feel the experiences of others (Pinotti & Salgaro, 2019). Moreover, sympathy 

is valance-based as it stems from the simple effect of ‘liking a character’ (cf. 

‘affective disposition’ in Zillmann’s work, 1994, 2000). Massimo Salgaro and 

Benjamin Van Tourhout (2018) define empathy as ‘feeling with’ someone, not 

actually ‘feeling for’ them, like sympathy. Identification is an imaginative process 

through which a reader or an audience member assumes a character's identity, goals, 

and perspective. This means that the reader's knowledge of the story-world is 

processed from the character’s point of view and transformed into empathic 

emotions for the character (Cohen, 2001). One question that remains is: does this 

theoretical distinction of empathy hold empirically with literary readers?  

The discussion on defining empathy is extensive and beyond the scope of 

this thesis. However, it is essential to note that in this dissertation, we investigate 

empathic response, or state empathy, and not empathy as a trait. An extensive 
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scoping review of academic research into empathy by Benjamin Cuff et al. (2016) 

identified that over a quarter of the conceptualizations denoted empathy as an 

“ability” or “capacity” implying trait empathy. However, other researchers 

(reviewed by Cuff et al., 2016) suggest that empathic responses may be context-

specific (i.e., state empathy), using terms such as situational or contextual empathy. 

The trait-view implies that some individuals are inclined to be more empathic than 

others by how they are, their character, with this ability being relatively stable over 

time. The “state” factors of empathy imply that having empathic responses is 

dependent on several outside, situational circumstances (cf. Cuff et al., 2016).  

Even though this dissertation does not take a deep dive into the discussions 

around the conceptualization of empathy, it is imperative for empirical studies to 

conceptualize empathy clearly and unequivocally. A clear conceptualization aids 

the shared understanding of the concept between researcher and reader, and it aids 

in defining and developing precise measurements according to the researcher’s 

conceptualization. In this dissertation, we adhere to the definitions and dimensions 

for state empathy by Lijiang Shen (2010). Shen splits state empathy into three 

separate dimensions that reflect the extensive theoretical and conceptional 

discourse around the definition of empathy, including affect, cognition, and 

identification:  

1. Affective empathy: sharing of others’ feelings;  

2. Cognitive empathy: understanding their perceptions and motivations;  

3. Associative empathy: identifying with the protagonist.  

Affective empathy refers to the activation and experience of affective reactions to 

others’ experiences and potentially includes emotional involvement. It can be the 

sharing of both negative and positive affects (Shen, 2010). Affective empathy is the 

emotional reactive type of having feelings in response to emotions of the character 

(Koopman & Hakemulder, 2015; Shen, 2010). Cognitive empathy refers to 

perspective-taking. It involves recognizing, comprehending, and adopting another 

person’s point of view (Shen, 2010). Cognitive empathy is the understanding of a 

character’s perspective (Koopman & Hakemulder, 2015; Shen, 2010). Shen 

emphasizes that the study of empathy should always involve both the affective and 

cognitive dimensions, as shared cognition tends to elicit shared affect. The third 
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dimension of state empathy is the associative component, which can be labeled as 

identification. Identification is a mechanism through which audience members 

experience reception and interpretation of the story from the inside as if the events 

in the story were happening to them (cf. Cohen, 2001; Shen, 2010). In other words, 

identification is a reader’s vicarious experience of what the characters experience 

(Shen, 2010). Shen developed a comprehensive and complete measure to test all 

three dimensions of state empathy in text processing. Throughout this dissertation, 

we will use this measure by Shen (2010) to measure empathy.  

  

Studying morality and immorality in fiction 

In the current dissertation, we aim to study aesthetic appreciation and empathy in 

response to unethical or immoral fictional characters. Examining the link between 

the moral fiber of a fictional character and how readers/viewers appreciate that 

character, be it in text or audiovisual media, has been the subject of scholarly debate 

in literary criticism and media psychology for decades. A leading notion is provided 

by Affective Disposition Theory (ADT, Zillmann, 1994), which suggests that 

readers will have a positive disposition towards morally good characters and a 

negative disposition towards morally bad characters. As the fictional narrative 

unfolds, morally good deeds will add to appreciation, feeding hopes for positive 

outcomes of the liked character, which conforms to audiences’ ideas of morally 

good characters, but may conflict for morally abject characters. The texts used in 

many experiments affirming ADT (e.g., Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Johnson, 2012; 

Stansfield & Bunce, 2014) “were designed to induce compassionate feelings for the 

characters and model prosocial behaviour” (Johnson, 2012, p. 151). This narrow 

selection of characters precludes a generalization of the results. Although Johnson 

argues that “many fictional narratives include characters that exhibit prosocial 

behaviour,” the history of literature offers ample examples of immoral attitudes in 

novels, dramas, and poems. Undoubtedly, Faust, Raskolnikov, Madame Bovary, 

Iago, Humbert Humbert, and Macbeth are among the most notorious and well-

known characters of world literature (Salgaro & Van Tourhout, 2018).   

Not only in literature, but in contemporary media fare in general, we often 

find characters that challenge the audience’s moral assumptions by acting on the 
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threshold between good and evil and challenging audiences and creators on moral 

and narrative levels (Salgaro & Van Tourhout, 2018). Some examples of such 

characters are Severus Snape, the bully of a professor who secretly was a war hero 

from the Harry Potter books and films, Batman’s ‘The Joker’, or Walter White, 

from ‘Breaking Bad.’ In their systematic analysis of viewers’ appreciation of movie 

characters, Konijn and Hoorn (2005) concluded that fictional “characters deemed 

fascinating combine good and bad features, which for the observer may evoke 

desirable inner conflicts, such as agreeable sensations of suspense” (p.110).   

While it may be easy to aesthetically appreciate or empathize with morally 

good characters, it takes more effort to empathize with characters that are morally 

bad or ambiguous. To understand why literary readers might feel empathy towards 

morally flawed characters, the social sciences - and especially (media) psychology 

- can complement the humanities in the study of readers’ responses to literature. 

One of the main themes in media psychology is the emotional response to media 

messages. Through fiction, the reader can experience strong emotions without these 

emotions following them in real life (Bal & Veldkamp, 2013). Research suggests 

that it might be easier for the reader to allow fictional characters to go too far 

morally, as there are no real-life consequences attached (Konijn & Hoorn, 2005), 

and because they do not have any obligations towards the fictional characters of the 

story (Bal & Veltkamp, 2013). This may lead to feelings of empathy for potentially 

morally flawed characters, as one can ‘feel with’ and ‘understand’ the potentially 

bad character without moral obligation. It has also been shown that the moral 

dimension is empirically the most important link to feeling involved with and 

appreciation for a character (Konijn & Hoorn, 2005). Salgaro and Van Tourhout 

(2018) argue that, when watching TV series, audiences can accept the “suspension 

of moral values” or “morally disengage” to empathize with a bad character, which 

would support their narrative engagement and appreciation. The audience is lured 

into accepting a character’s immoral behavior and actions they would not accept 

outside the fictional narrative (Salgaro & Van Tourhout, 2018).   

This “suspension of values” or “suspension of moral judgment” (Vaage, 

2013, p. 226-227) can be can also be found in social-psychology, labeled as ‘moral 

disengagement’ (Bandura, 1999; Bandura, 2002). This concept has been more 
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extensively elaborated upon, which may help to further unravel how readers may 

enjoy morally bad characters. Moral disengagement is a self-regulatory mechanism 

governing our moral conduct as humans, but these mechanisms only come into play 

when activated. However, there are many situations in which these moral self-

sanctions are selectively disengaged from immoral conduct (Bandura, 1999; 

Bandura, 2002). According to Bandura, if we selectively morally disengage, we 

cognitively restructure immoral conduct into something negligible or even worthy. 

We do this through eight different mechanisms (Bandura, 1999; Bandura, 2002):  

1. Moral justification: immoral conduct is made personally and socially 

acceptable. For example, in the movie ‘Rambo’ (2008) Rambo went on a 

killing spree to free political hostages;  

2. Euphemistic labeling: a language play is used to make harmful conduct 

respectable and reduce personal responsibility. For instance, bombing 

missions are called ‘surgical strikes,’ and civilian causalities are referred to 

as ‘collateral damage’;   

3. Advantageous comparison: immoral behavior is viewed in comparison 

with other immoral behaviors and appears negligible or even benevolent. In 

the popular novel ‘The Kingdom’ by Jo Nesbø (2020) a boy killed his father 

by cutting his car’s breaks. The father had been cruel to his wife and sons 

for as long as the boy can remember;  

4. Displacement of responsibility: immoral actions are viewed as stemming 

from the dictates of authorities rather than personal responsibility. Many 

Nazi-commanders used their (auto)biographies to iterate that they ‘had no 

other choice’ and they were ‘just following orders’;  

5. Diffusion of responsibility: with a division of labor, individual tasks seem 

harmless in themselves, and attention is shifted away from the meaning of 

what one is doing. For example, in the novel ‘The Kindly Ones’ (2006) 

former SS-officer Maximillian Aue exonerated himself from blame because 

the killing in concentration camps depended on many people, from the train 

driver who brought the people to the camps to the one person turning on the 

gas chambers;  
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6. Disregard or distortion of consequences: minimizing, disbelieving, or 

ignoring the effects of immoral actions. Hazing and initiation rituals for 

student associations, such as fraternities and sororities, often do physical or 

psychological harm to the hazers. This is often disregarded because cases in 

which the hazing had long-term consequences or led to death are very rare;  

7. Dehumanization: no longer viewing the one suffering harm as a person but 

as a sub-human subject. In the movie Hotel Rwanda (2004), for instance, 

the people of the ethnic group Tutsi were called ‘cockroaches’;  

8. Attribution of blame: immoral conduct becomes a justifiable defense, and 

the victim gets blamed for bringing suffering upon themselves. For 

example, women are being blamed for the harassment and assault they 

suffered over the clothes they wore.  

According to Albert Bandura, people do not usually engage in harmful conduct until 

they have justified, to themselves, the morality of their actions. In the process of 

moral justification, unethical or immoral conduct is made personally and socially 

acceptable by portraying it as serving socially worthy or moral purposes (e.g., 

Rambo fighting to free hostages in the 2008 movie ‘Rambo’). They can then act 

immorally and still preserve their view of themselves as moral agents while 

inflicting harm on others. Moral control operates most strongly when people 

acknowledge that they are contributors to harmful outcomes. When people do not 

see themselves as the actual agent of their actions, see their actions as less inhumane 

than their own suffering, or do not see the consequences of their actions at all, when 

people strip the victim of their immorality of all human qualities and view them as 

savage demonic or bestial creatures, or blame them for their own suffering; then 

people spare themselves of self-condemning reactions (Bandura, 2002).   

While Bandura’s research is mainly focused on moral disengagement from 

one’s own immoral conduct, several studies have shown that people will also 

morally disengage from the immoral actions of a fictional other in literature, 

movies, and the like. Studies have shown that perceived character similarity and 

identification are vital for the degree to which one morally disengages from 

immoral conduct in a fictional narrative (Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016; Tsay & 

Krakowiak, 2011). Other studies showed that moral disengagement, in turn, plays 
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a significant part in both affective and cognitive enjoyment, favorable affective 

dispositions, attributing positive attributes to the character, identification, and 

character liking (Janicke & Raney, 2018; Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011; Krakowiak & 

Tsay-Vogel, 2013). These studies showed that moral disengagement plays a crucial 

role in the reception of narrative fiction, and thus why the phenomenon is also 

included as a central concept in this dissertation.  

By morally disengaging, people suspend their moral judgment to allow for 

the enjoyment of immorality in a fictional story-world. Moral judgment is the 

evaluation of a certain behavior as good or bad or as right or wrong (Jin & Peng, 

2021). In line with what Vaage (2013) and Salgaro & Van Tourhout (2018) call the 

“suspension of values” and the “suspension of moral judgment” that fiction allows, 

Arthur Raney (2004) argues that viewers may find enjoyment in the specific 

opportunity to escape to a fictional world where they can offer unrestricted support 

to and justification for a favored party. Fiction offers audiences the opportunity to 

escape from a world of constant moral monitoring, and they trade their lens of moral 

scrutiny for one of partiality and favoritism. In fiction, we do not think; we feel 

(Raney, 2004). Through fiction, the reader can experience strong emotions, without 

these emotions and their consequences following them in real life. Thus, it is crucial 

to take moral judgment into account when studying empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation for morally flawed characters. We suggest that moral disengagement 

and moral judgment create the ‘moral shift’ that facilitates aesthetic and empathetic 

responses to fiction. In this dissertation, we report on empirical research that tested 

the role of moral disengagement and moral judgment separately (Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3) and research that combines the two concepts (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5) 

in evaluating a narrative text.   

  

Methods in the empirical study of literature 

Empirical studies, in general, have various forms and research methods. As the 

studies and researchers discussed in this chapter confirm, the empirical study of 

literature is no different. Research conducted in the ELIT network reflects the wide 

variety of topics and methods empirical literature studies concern themselves with. 

Publications from the ELIT network include, among others, computational methods 
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(Mendhakar, 2022; Mendhakar & Tilmatine, 2023), online experiments (De Jonge 

et al., 2022; Scapin et al., 2023; Tilmatine et al., 2021), survey studies (Loi et al., 

2023), participatory ethnography and focus-groups (Andersen, 2022), intervention 

studies (Moneva & Oropilla, 2024), and eye-tracking methods (Chana et al., 2023).  

This dissertation will mainly focus on experimental research designs to 

assess causality and differences between literary devices such as variation in the 

morality of the character. With the use of experiments, we compare the effects of 

two or more ‘circumstances’, factors, or conditions on measurable outcomes. For 

example, Massimo Salgaro et al. (2021) tested whether providing a protagonist with 

either a good, bad, or evil background story would result in different aesthetic 

appreciations while keeping the rest of the story the same. The answer: it did. The 

story that painted the protagonist as a bad guy was most aesthetically appreciated. 

Thus, given a number of methodological requirements (Field, 2013, pp. 7), 

experiments lend themselves well to testing causality and quantifying the effects 

and correlations between different concepts. With experiments, we can test 

theoretical hypotheses and hypotheses based on previous work in a quantitative and 

statistical manner. For instance, in this dissertation, we test the effects of presenting 

a story as fictitious vs. (auto)biographical on readers’ moral perceptions, empathy, 

and aesthetic appreciation (Chapter 2 and Chapter 4), or when we test if presenting 

a different moral backstory impacts moral judgment and aesthetic appreciation 

(Chapter 3), experiments are a valuable approach to measure the effects of fiction 

reading on moral perception, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation.  

In addition to experiments, this dissertation contains one study that explores 

literary reading through focus-group discussions to gain more in-depth insight how 

readers morally evaluate a bad character (Chapter 5). Focus-group discussions are 

helpful for exploring topics and generating new ideas within a social context. The 

data that focus-groups provide are qualitative data, that need to be recorded, 

transcribed, and analyzed, usually by searching for themes that occur across 

interviews (Breen, 2006). Focus-group discussions thus provide the ideal 

opportunity to explore how readers describe their own experiences in reading 

literature and how they form their moral perceptions and empathic evaluations of 

characters.   
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In all, this dissertation will explore the possibilities offered by the 

integration of literature studies and empirical methods by focusing on a subject that 

is currently attracting high attention among literary scholars (Ercolino & Fusillo, 

2022). Without aiming at having a final say on the topic of morality in literary 

reading, this dissertation still explores new perspectives and proposes possible 

explanations for how readers may enjoy morally bad characters. Results contribute 

to the development of an interdisciplinary framework in the study of empathizing 

with and appreciation of immoral characters. We unravel the role of perceived 

morality – moral disengagement and moral judgment – in why readers would have 

empathy and appreciation for immoral characters, and hence we learn something 

about the human mind. Additionally, the research might help us learn more about 

the phenomenon ‘fiction’ and its functions.   
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Chapter 2   

Moral Disengagement and Empathy1 

  

Within the last decade, the field of Holocaust Studies has witnessed a turn to the 

figure of the perpetrator (cf. Altmann, 2021; McGlothlin, 2010; McGlothlin, 2016). 

This new focus comes after years of attention mostly paid to the representation of 

victims of the Holocaust, as well as to survivors’ testimonies, which were given 

precedence. Consequently, we have only very few autobiographical texts written 

from the perpetrators’ perspective, such as Kommandant in Auschwitz by Rudolf 

Höss, or Götzen by Adolf Eichmann.  

The current chapter reports about a study concerning a literary text written 

from a perpetrator's perspective in the novel Les Bienveillantes (in English: The 

Kindly Ones), by Jonathan Littel (2006). This novel narrates a rather uncommon 

story within the broader category of Holocaust literature, as it fictionalized the 

perpetrator-perspective. Various scholars consider fictionalization as an inadequate 

process when dealing with the Holocaust, especially if it involves a Nazi-

perspective. The representation of the point of view of those who carried out a 

genocide puts both authors and readers on a problematic ethical ground, as such 

fictional texts can be considered manipulative, trying to induce empathy for the 

immoral protagonists (McGlothlin, 2016). Les Bienveillantes specifically has been 

criticized for its “pornification of violence,” its “simulation of authenticity” 

(Manoschek, 2008) and for inducing empathy and sympathy for the perpetrator 

(Richards, 2009, pp. 136, 142). Regardless, Les Bienveillantes has experienced 

commercial and critical success, as the novel was published by the prestigious 

French publishing house Gallimard, translated into many languages, and was 

awarded the Grand prix du roman de l’Académie Française and the Prix Goncourt 

in 2006.  

Precisely the reception of Les Bienveillantes has been studied extensively in 

the work of Eva Mona Altmann (2021). In her dissertation, Altmann theorized the 

 
1 This chapter is based on: De Jonge, J., Demichelis, S., Rebora, S., & Salgaro, M. (2022). 

Operationalizing perpetrator studies. Focusing readers’ reactions to The Kindly Ones by Jonathan 

Littell. Journal of Literary Semantics, 51(2), 147–161. https://doi.org/10.1515/jls-2022-2057  
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complex interaction between the protagonist and the reader of the novel. Altmann 

(2021, pp. 236–239) also presents an overview of the literary features that may 

promote or hinder empathy, sympathy, and antipathy. Elements corroborating 

empathy in this overview are, among others: the proximity between the reader and 

protagonist, the perceived resemblance between reader and protagonist, the inner-

perspective of the narrator, his attractiveness and reliability. Altmann devoted part 

of her thesis to the analysis of possible reader perceptions of Les Bienveillantes. 

Altmann focused on three passages of the novel, the first and the final chapter, and 

the episode describing the massacre of Babi Yar. In the first chapter, the main 

character Maximilian Aue introduces himself, refers to his war experiences at the 

Eastern front and the reasons pushing him to write his memoir. In the Babi Yar 

chapter, he describes his involvement in the shooting of thousands of Jews at the 

Ukrainian site of Babi Yar. In the final chapter, the end of the war is described. For 

these chapters, Altmann lists those elements that would push or block readers’ 

empathy for the protagonist Maximilian Aue.  

Because of the complexity of the novel and of Aue’s persona, Altmann 

hypothesizes rather discontinuous reactions on the part of the reader. According to 

Altmann’s analysis, the protagonist would elicit both sympathy and empathy 

(Altmann 2021: pp. 352, 365, 368, 329, 370, 372, 373) as well as antipathy and 

distance (pp. 350, 351, 353, 354, 356, 367, 376). Thus, the reader might experience 

many conflicting feelings when reading the novel. In the current chapter, we aim to 

further empirically examine Altmann’s interesting thoughts about evoking readers’ 

empathy for a Nazi perpetrator in a novel, specifically Les Bienveillants.  

The novel, narrated throughout by the protagonist Maximilian Aue himself, 

is divided into seven parts, each of them named after a Baroque keyboard suite. In 

Toccata, the first part of the novel, readers are offered a series of elements which 

will also occur later and with more depth throughout the book – and which will 

serve the purpose of not only rendering Aue’s representation more complex, but 

also readers’ relation with him. Aue positions himself at the same level as the 

reader, calling them his “human brothers”. The protagonist drives home the idea 

that he has “nothing to justify”, for there to be something to justify, you need to be 

guilty. Yet, he argues, how can one be guilty, when they were just “obeying orders,” 
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“doing their jobs,” or only carrying out one of the many tasks involved in a larger 

criminal or violent action? This so-called diffusion of responsibility advocated by 

such people is a constant background in Aue’s attempt at rejecting the idea of being 

in any way morally responsible. These justifications, however, do not blot out the 

cruel reality of Aue’s ultimately negative representation, but they add layers to the 

picture and indirectly strengthen the narrator’s own statement that “things are far 

more complex than that.” In a way, Aue’s ambiguity is the essence of his own 

fictional credibility. Such justifications are reminiscent of several of Albert 

Bandura’s dimensions of what he calls ‘moral disengagement’ (Bandura, 2002). If 

people morally disengage, they cognitively restructure immoral conduct into 

something benign, or even worthy. People do this, among others, through moral 

justification, dehumanization, or diffusion of responsibility (Bandura, 2002). An 

example of dehumanization from Bandura (2002) is how a Nazi-commandant 

explained that the degrading of Holocaust victims was not a matter of purposeless 

cruelty. The victims had to be degraded to subhuman objects so that those who 

operated the gas chambers would be less burdened by distress. In the novel, it can 

be argued that Maximilian Aue uses such moral disengagement mechanisms in 

trying to elicit an empathic response in the reader.  

The Allemande I and II sections of the novel, present Aue in action during 

the events taking place on the Eastern Front. They provide an ever-increasing 

amount of complexity with the same strategies anticipated in Toccata. The 

infamous episode of Babi Yar has been singled out by Altmann (2021, p. 362-379) 

as providing an essential piece of insight into the construction of such an ambiguous 

character. Indeed, while Aue is unapologetically active in the monstrosities 

described, a few instances seem to reiterate his own conviction that victim and 

perpetrator are interchangeable, and that it is just a matter of luck if one happened 

to be on the surviving side. The narrator’s physical and mental discomfort while 

having to witness the senseless massacre, as well as his decision to shoot a dying 

girl to spare her more suffering, can be seen as attempts at offering a new dimension 

of “humanity” in Aue’s dark soul, yet another displacing element for a reader to 

find their place with respect to his story.  
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Given these strategies to appeal to moral disengagement and attempt to raise 

empathy in the reader, an interesting question is raised whether such strategies 

might work better when the reader is aware of the fictionality of the story. After all, 

Aue’s actions, known to be fictional, do not have real-life consequences in reading, 

and thus the reader might allow themselves a certain degree of moral disengagement 

towards Aue’s actions (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). However, when readers are 

made to believe the story of Aue is non-fictional, they may not allow themselves 

any or less moral disengagement, or may not engage in “suspension of moral 

judgment, or suspension of values”, considered to be typical for fiction reading 

(Vaage, 2013, pp. 226-227). This interesting question drives our study to compare 

the same story presented as either fictional or as authentic biographical in how this 

may bring different responses of readers regarding moral disengagement and 

empathy for the protagonist.   

In sum, the aim of the current study is to examine Altmann’s arguments 

about evoking readers’ empathy for a Nazi perpetrator in the novel Les 

Bienveillants in relation to mechanisms of moral disengagement. We used passages 

featuring the perpetrator Maximilian Aue, taken from two chapters as analyzed by 

Altmann. We used the first passage and the one recounting the Babi Yar episode as 

materials to conduct an experiment in which we compared whether the same text 

presented as fictional would result in different reactions from the readers than when 

presented as excerpts from an autobiography. An experiment as research design is 

particularly suited to test whether the fictionality or autobiographical nature of the 

passages cause differences in readers’ responses (see Methods). Thus, based on the 

literature discussed in Chapter 1 and Altmann’s (2021) analysis discussed above, 

the current study aims to answer the following research question: Does fictionality 

foster moral disengagement more so than an autobiographical text, and what is the 

role of moral disengagement herein.  

 

The implied hypotheses are:  

 

H1: Fictionality fosters moral disengagement, more so than an 

autobiographical text.  
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H2: In turn, moral disengagement fosters the experience of empathy for 

Maximilian Aue, a Nazi-protagonist.2 

The study will illuminate whether cognitive moral disengagement 

mechanisms allow the emergence of empathy towards immoral or morally 

despicable characters such as a Nazi in a fictional novel. As discussed, it is assumed 

that fictionality and moral disengagement can be important factors in fostering such 

an empathic response toward morally bad characters.  

  

Research Method 

Design and Procedure  

To examine whether fictionality influences moral disengagement and empathy, we 

designed an experiment. Experimental research is done to compare the influence of 

two or more circumstances, or conditions, on measurable outcomes (Field, 2013, 

pp. 7). In this case, we compare the influence of presenting the same story as fiction 

vs. non-fiction on moral disengagement and empathy. For reliable results, it is 

important that participants are randomly assigned to either of the two conditions as 

this limits the chance of potential biases that could influence the results (Field, 

2013, pp. 18). Hence, participants randomized over two conditions read the same 

adapted passage from Les Bienveillants (Italian: Le Benevole) by Jonathan Littell. 

In one condition, the narrative was presented as passages from a fictional novel, 

narrated by the fictional SS officer Maximilian Aue (number of participants, or N 

= 57). In the second condition, the same narrative was presented as passages from 

an autobiography, written by the actual SS officer Maximilian Aue (N = 47).  

Participants were asked to take part in the experiment by their university 

professors. First, participants read the narrative, either presented as fictional or an 

autobiography. Then, participants filled out the questionnaire. The questionnaire 

starts with a question about familiarity with the story, the manipulation checks to 

assess if participants believed the story presented as fiction was fiction and the story 

presented as non-fiction was non-fiction, and three multiple choice questions about 

specific events in the narrative (to verify reader's attention). This was followed by 

 
2 From this point on, the hypotheses will be referred to as H1 and H2. 
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the measures below, and lastly by questions on demographic information: age, 

gender identity, and education level to control for their possible (additional) 

influence on the variables of interest (i.e., moral disengagement and empathy).   

 

Participants  

189 students (bachelor and master students in literature, language, and culture 

studies at Università di Verona) and faculty members participated voluntarily in the 

online experiment. After exclusion of participants familiar with the story, 

participants who failed our manipulation check - and attention questions, and two 

outliers3 in the dataset, 104 participants remained. 82.7% of participants are female, 

16.3% male, and 1% non-binary. Mean, or M, age = 21.42 (standard deviation, or 

SD4 = 5.34, Range = 19 to 50). The participants were randomly assigned to one of 

two conditions.  

 

Stimulus materials  

Stimulus material, the material used to test the research questions, consisted of 

excerpts of Les Bienveillantes, from the parts Toccata and Allemande I and II, as 

described in the introduction of this chapter. Because Italian is most students’ native 

language, and the other students are presumably fluent in Italian, we used the Italian 

translation of Littell’s novel: Le Benevole (Littell, 2014/2006; see Appendix).   

Participants in the fiction condition were instructed that the text they were 

reading consisted of excerpts of a novel describing the life of a fictional SS officer, 

who does not exist, and that his story is fictitious. Participants in the non-fiction 

condition were instructed that the text they were reading consisted of excerpts of an 

autobiography of an actual SS officer, who really existed (see Appendix).   

 
3 Outliers are scores, in this case of participants, that are very different from the rest of the dataset. 

Outliers can bias the parameters such as mean scores, and thus statistical analyses. Outliers can 

erroneously show different effects than there actually are in the population, and thus can be deleted 

from the dataset (Field, 2013, pp. 165-167). 
4 The standard deviation is a measure of the dispersion, or spread, of the data around the mean. A 

small standard deviation (relative to the value of the mean itself) indicates that the data points, in 

this case the age of participants, are close to the mean. A large standard deviation indicates that the 

data points are distant from the mean (Field, 2013, pp. 27). 
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In the excerpts participants read, Aue first offers readers insight into his 

contorted, twisted personality. Then Aue starts recounting one of the events in 

which he took part during the Second World War, the massacre of Babi Yar.   

 

Measures  

Moral disengagement  

This study followed the questionnaire of Krakowiak and Tsay (2011), and thus we 

formulated nine statements, or items, fitting to our narrative and Bandura’s (2002) 

dimensions of moral disengagement (see Table 1). Three items were added to 

measure general moral disengagement (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). Participants 

scored their level of agreement with the items on a 7-point Likert scale: -3 = not at 

all (in Italian: per niente), 3 = very much (in Italian: molto). This was recoded for 

analysis: 1 = not at all, 7 = very much. Reliability of the scale is measured with 

Cronbach’s Alpha; it indicates how well the items used on the scale measure the 

same concept or construct. A Cronbach’s α around .80 indicates a very reliable and 

cohesive scale (Field, 2013, pp. 709-710). The reliability of the moral 

disengagement scale as indicated by Cronbach’s α = .82 (see Table 1; M = 3.60, SD 

= .09). A high score suggests a high level of moral disengagement in regard to Aue’s 

action and Aue’s person.  
 

Table 1: Reliability analysis ‘moral disengagement’  

Item  Inter- item 

correlation  

Dimension  

(Bandura, 2002)  

Maximilian Aue is a person like any other. He behaved like 

everyone else.  

.535  Moral justification  

Maximilian Aue is not to be blamed for his action during the 

war, because he was simply carrying out orders.  

.732  Displacement of 

responsibility  

The Nazi regime is to be blamed for the killings Maximilian 

Aue committed, not Maximilian Aue himself.  

.621  Displacement of 

responsibility  

Maximilian Aue is an intellectual with a passion for the 

absolute and for overcoming limits. What he did in war was a 

consequence of this creativity.  

.229  Euphemistic labeling  

It is impossible to establish who is guilty in a genocide, as so 

many people are involved.  

.185  Diffusion of 

responsibility  
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Maximilian Aue never wanted to become a murderer, he was 

forced to do it.  

.535  Displacement of 

responsibility  

Maximilian Aue is right when he says that in most cases the 

man standing above the mass grave no more asked to be there 

than the one lying, dead or dying, at the bottom of the pit.  

.473  Disregard or distortion 

of responsibility  

As the Jews who were deported and arrested were dirty, 

without proper clothes and without documents Maximillian 

Aue could consider them like non-humans.  

.047  Dehumanization  

In the circumstances of war a man is forced to kill, so 

Maximilian Aue had no other choice.  

.720  Displacement of 

responsibility  

Maximilian Aue was morally justified in all his actions during 

the war.  

.617  General  

I consider Maximilian Aue’s actions as incorrect.  .366  General  

I believe that in general, Maximilian Aue is a morally just 

person.  

.590  General  

Note: We did not include any items on ‘advantageous comparison’ or ‘attribution of blame’, as 

this did not fit the narrative.  

 

Empathy  

Empathy for Maximilian Aue was measured using the State Empathy Scale During 

Message Processing, constructed by Shen (2010). The scale captures the three 

dimensions of state empathy in four items each, affective empathy (e.g., I can feel 

Maximilian Aue’s emotions), cognitive empathy (e.g., I can understand what 

Maximilian Aue was going through in the story), and associative empathy (e.g., I 

can identify with Maximilian Aue in his story). The items are measured on the same 

7-point rating scales as moral disengagement. Reliability of the scale is strong, as 

indicated by Cronbach’s α = .90 (see Table 2; M = 4.22, SD = .11). A high score on 

this scale represents a high level of empathy for Maximilian Aue.  
 

Table 2: Reliability analysis ‘empathy’    

Item  Inter-item 

correlation  

Dimension  

Maximilian Aue’s emotions are genuine.  .520  Affective empathy  

I experienced the same emotions as Maximilian Aue 

when reading this story.  

.696  Affective empathy  
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I was in a similar emotional state as Maximilian Aue 

when reading this story.  

.696  Affective empathy  

I can feel Maximilian Aue’s emotions.  .605  Affective empathy  

I can see Maximilian Aue’s point of view.  .622  Cognitive empathy  

I recognize Maximilian Aue’s situation.  .715  Cognitive empathy  

I can understand what Maximilian Aue was going 

through.  

.501  Cognitive empathy  

Maximilian Aue’s reactions to the situation are 

understandable.  

.663  Cognitive empathy  

When reading the story, I was fully absorbed.  .377  Associative empathy  

I can relate to what Maximilian Aue was going through 

in the story.  

.682  Associative empathy  

I can identify with the situations described in 

Maximilian Aue’s story.  

.670  Associative empathy  

I can identify with Maximilian Aue in the story.  .736  Associative empathy  

  

Results  

In the ‘Results’ section, the hypotheses are tested using different statistical tests, 

which yields a p-value. This p-value is used to determine if we can accept the 

hypotheses, or if they have to be rejected. If a p-value is .05, it is 95% certain that 

the observed outcome is due to the hypothesized effect, and not by chance. 

Subsequently, any p-value below than .05 increases this percentage, for example a 

p-value of .001 indicates a certainty of 99.9% The p-value of .05 is taken as a 

threshold to determine that the correlation between variables or the effect of one 

variable on another is significantly plausible (Field, 2013, pp. 60-61). To test 

hypotheses, we measure variables that are subjective to change, or variation. 

Hypotheses are often expressed in two types of variables: a proposed cause 

(independent variable, or predictor), in the current study this is fictionality vs. 

autobiography, and a proposed outcome (dependent variable, or outcome), in this 

study these are moral disengagement and empathy (Field, 2013, pp. 7-8).   

 

Preliminary analyses  

Tests for normality showed that the participants’ responses were normally 

distributed for both measured variables (see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Test of normality  

  Shapiro-Wilk test (sig.)  

Moral disengagement  .987 (.424)  

Empathy  .986 (.375)  

 

Because the data is normally distributed, it means that the data can be treated 

as parametric and can be modeled adequately by a bell-shaped data distribution 

(Field, 2013, pp. 19-20). This bell-shape means that data points cluster toward the 

middle of the range (in this case, 1-7 on our 7-point scale), while the rest taper off 

symmetrically toward either end of the scale. If the data distribution cannot be 

modeled to this bell-shape, data is not normally distributed and thus non-

parametric. Hence, we conducted parametric Pearson correlation (Field, 2013, pp. 

266-267, 281), which showed that the outcome variables moderately, but 

significantly correlated with each other, and had a weak, but still significant, 

correlation with the control variables age and education level (see Table 4). Since 

age and education level significantly correlated with empathy, we controlled for 

these factors by adding them as covariates in the analysis used to test the 

hypotheses. Control variables are not part of the main analyses but can still affect 

the variables of interest (moral disengagement, empathy). Table 4 shows significant 

correlation, or covariance, between two of the control variables (age and education 

level) and one of the variables of interest (empathy). Hence, we add the control 

variables as covariates to the hypotheses tests to make sure the effects we 

potentially find on empathy are actually due to the manipulation of fictionality (vs. 

autobiography), and not due to the alternative, or confounding, influence of the 

control variables (Field, 2013, pp. 479-480).  
 

Table 4: Pearson correlation        

  Moral 

disengagement  

Empathy  Age  Gender 

identity  

Education level  

Moral 

disengagement  

--          

Empathy  .422**  --        

Age  -.119  .225*  --      

Gender identity  -.021  .132  .132  --    
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Education level  -.119  .197*  .915**  .405  --  

Note: ** p < .001, * p < .05  
  

Hypotheses tests  

Fictionality, moral disengagement, and empathy   

To test the first hypothesis, implying that fictionality fosters moral disengagement, 

more so than an autobiography, we conducted a multivariate analysis of 

(co)variance (MANOVA). A MANOVA indicates the influence the experimental 

condition has on the two measured variables, moral disengagement and empathy 

(Field, 2013, pp. 624). The MANOVA was conducted with condition 

(autobiography vs. fiction) as fixed factor, moral disengagement and empathy as 

dependent variables, and control variables age and education level as covariates. 

Multivariate tests showed a marginally significant effect of fictionality (F(2, 99) = 

2.823, p = .064; Wilk's Λ = .946, ηp
2 = .054) on both dependent variables together. 

Multivariate tests did not show any effects for age (F(2, 99) = .820, p = .443; Wilk's 

Λ = .984, ηp
2 = .016) and education level (F(2, 99) = .206, p = .814; Wilk's Λ = .996, 

ηp
2 = .004) on the dependent variables. Thus, control variables age and education 

level will not be taken into account in any further analyses.  

Tests of between-subject effects showed a significant effect of fictionality 

on moral disengagement (F(1, 100) = 4.753, p = .032, ηp
2 = .045), but not on 

empathy (F(1, 100) = .028, p = .868, ηp
2 < .001). These results support H1, showing 

that fictionality has an impact on readers’ moral disengagement: readers morally 

disengage more from the immoral acts of a protagonist when they believe a story is 

fiction (M = 3.76, SD = .86) than that they do when they believe a story is 

autobiographical, and thus based on reality (M = 3.41, SD = .96). However, readers 

do not directly empathize more with the immoral character when they believe the 

story is fiction (M = 4.25, SD = 1.07) than when they believe the story is 

autobiographical (M = 4.18, SD = 1.22) because this effect was not significant.   

 

Indirect effect of fictionality on empathy, through moral disengagement  

To test the second hypothesis and assess whether fictionality predicts moral 

disengage, and if moral disengagement in turn fosters empathy, we conducted a 

mediation analysis. With mediation analysis we seek to identify and explain the 
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mechanism or process that underlies the relationship between the experimental 

condition and the outcome variable, via the inclusion of a third variable, known as 

a mediator variable (Field, 2013, pp. 408). In this case, we try to assess if there is a 

relationship between fictionality (autobiography vs. fiction) and empathy, that can 

be explained through the inclusion of moral disengagement.  This was tested using 

Hayes PROCESS Model 4 mediation analysis in SPSS5, with condition 

(autobiography vs. fiction) as independent, predicting variable, empathy as outcome 

variable, and moral disengagement as mediator. A bootstrap sample of 5000 was 

used to control for the non-parametric distribution of the data (Field, 2013, pp. 199-

201). 

Results of the mediation analysis show that fictionalization of perpetrator 

narrative does not directly impact the empathy readers felt for Maximilian Aue 

(direct effect: B = -.122; 95% CI [-.54, .29]), echoing the results of the MANOVA. 

However, results do show that there is an indirect effect of fictionalization on 

empathy, through moral disengagement, B = .190; 95% CI [.00, .41], as shown in 

Figure 1. That is, fictionalization has a significant effect on moral disengagement, 

as the readers in the novel condition experience significantly higher levels of moral 

disengagement than readers in the autobiography condition, B = .354 t(102) = 

1.990, p = .049. Subsequently, higher levels of moral disengagement lead to 

significantly higher levels of empathy for Maximilian Aue, B = .535, t(101) = 4.708, 

p < .001. These results are in support of H2, stating that fictionality impacts 

empathy indirectly through the inclusion as moral disengagement.  

 
 

 
5 A bootstrap sample of 5000 was used to control for non-parametric data distribution for all Hayes 
PROCESS analyses reported in this dissertation (Field, 2013, pp. 199-201). 
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Figure 1: Mediation effect of moral disengagement in between fictionality and empathy  

  

 

Thus, to answer the research question: yes, fictionality does foster moral 

disengagement and this, in turn, fosters readers’ experiences of empathy for 

Maximilian Aue, a Nazi.  

  

Discussion  

This study aimed to contribute to the fields of perpetrator studies and the empirical 

study of literature by analyzing the reactions to a novel with a Nazi protagonist and 

narrator. In particular, we designed an experiment to test the role of fictionality in 

evoking empathy through moral disengagement, as argued in Altmann (2021). 

Overall, our findings seem to support the idea that the popularity of perpetrator 

narratives might be tightly linked to the notions of fictionality and moral 

disengagement, fostering empathy, even if a character is morally bad. Our results 

showed that presenting a story with a perpetrator as fiction leads to more moral 

disengagement than presenting the same story as non-fiction, that is, as authentic 

autobiographical. Higher levels of moral disengagement, in turn, lead to more 

empathy for the protagonist.  

In a broader sense, this study contributes to the larger field of interest that 

is studying the enjoyment of negative, ambiguous or hybrid heroes in various forms 

of fiction, including films and tv series (e.g., Konijn & Hoorn, 2005; Krakowiak & 

Oliver, 2012; Raney & Baldwin, 2021; Salgaro & Van Tourhout, 2018). The results 

of this study show that the popularity of such negative or ambiguous heroes is 

possibly due to the fact that a fictional context allows us to experience strong 
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emotions and moral disengagement in a dimension safely distant from our everyday 

life, without consequences (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). If that is indeed the case, it 

might be that reading literary fiction functions as a moral laboratory (Hakemulder, 

2000), in which readers experiment with roles, exploring whether these are 

‘possible selves’, and consequently, whether these characters represent, for 

instance, ‘past selves’, ‘feared selves’ or ‘not-me selves’ (cf. Loi et al., 2023).  

However, the present study did reveal some essential preconditions for such 

a conceptualization of the function of fiction. When we believe a story is 

autobiographical or reality-based, we may not allow ourselves any “suspension of 

values” or “suspension of moral judgment.” For fictional narratives, however, such 

suspensions are considered to be typical for fiction reading (Vaage, 2013, pp. 226-

227). Hence, this study is a valuable first contribution to the study of immorality 

and fiction and readers’ perceptions of such behavior in the fictional context.  

 

Limitations and further research  

Even though we applied a strong research design to test the role of fictionality, the 

study also has several limitations. The majority of our participants are university 

students and not readers from the general public. Therefore, we cannot draw 

conclusions about readers in general. Likewise, we could not explore whether there 

would be differences in moral disengagement and empathy for perpetrators among 

people of different ages. In the current study, there was no significant relationship 

between age and moral disengagement or empathy, however with a wider age-

range, different characters, or topics in the narrative this might be of interest. 

Besides, there is a gender bias in our sample of participants, that is, most 

participants are female. These considerations limit possible generalizability of our 

results.  

Moreover, the current study only focuses on one single dimension of the 

enjoyment of stories with negative or ambiguous heroes, that is, empathy. In the 

next chapters of this dissertation, we will explore other factors of enjoyment: 

aesthetic appreciation and perceived realism. In addition, this study solely focuses 

on negative or ambiguous story characters. In the extant literature, the study of 

moral fiber of fictional characters, affective responses, and how readers/viewers 
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appreciate such characters, however, has often been linked to morally good, or 

positive characters (Affective Disposition Theory, Zillmann, 2000). While this 

narrow selection of characters used in most research thus far, generally confirmed 

the Affective Disposition Theory (e.g., Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Johnson, 2012; 

Stansfield & Bunce, 2014) more research is needed to better understand how 

morally bad characters are perceived and may evoke empathy. Clearly, we cannot 

draw conclusions about immoral or negative characters in general from this study 

alone. Hence, in the next chapter, we will make comparisons between morally good 

and immoral characters.    
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Chapter 3  

Moral Judgment and Aesthetic Appreciation  

 

Examining the link between the moral fiber of a fictional character and how 

readers/viewers appreciate that character, be it in text or audiovisual, has been 

subject of scholarly debate in literary criticism and media psychology for decades. 

In contemporary media fare, we often find characters that challenge audiences' 

moral assumptions by acting on the threshold between good and evil and 

challenging audiences and creators on moral and narrative levels (Salgaro & Van 

Tourhout, 2018). In their systematic analysis of viewers’ appreciation of movie 

characters, Konijn and Hoorn (2005) concluded that fictional “characters deemed 

fascinating combine good and bad features, which for the observer may evoke 

desirable inner conflicts, such as agreeable sensations of suspense” (p.110). One of 

the possible reasons to explain the popularity of negative and ambiguous, or morally 

complex heroes (Raney & Baldwin, 2021) lies in the fictional nature of these 

narratives, allowing for a “suspension of moral judgment” or “suspension of 

values” (Vaage, 2013, pp. 226-227).  

Recently, Salgaro, Wagner, and Menninghaus (2021) tested this new 

hypothesis, that immoral characters are more aesthetically appreciated than moral 

characters, among German readers. In their study, Salgaro et al. manipulated an 

excerpt from the first chapter of the novel Ensaio sobre a Cegueira (in English: 

Blindness), by Jose Saramago (1995) to reflect either a moral or immoral past of 

the protagonist. From the existing text, they created one condition with a morally 

good character, a doctor who saved countless patients. Alternatively, they created 

a condition with a morally bad character featuring a prison guard torturing inmates 

during interrogations, as well as a condition with a morally evil character, 

representing a Nazi killing people in a concentration camp. Thus, two of the 

conditions had immoral characters. The results of Salgaro et al. (2021), however, 

showed that only the morally “bad” prison guard, but not the morally “evil” Nazi, 

was aesthetically appreciated more than the morally good character.  

A possible explanation Salgaro et al. (2021) offered, is that pushing badness 

to an extreme level, such as with a Nazi character, would hinder the “suspension of 
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moral values” that can be considered typical for fiction reading (Vaage, 2013, pp. 

226-227). And thus, the readers, in their experiment, potentially experience a so-

called “reality check” through which they cannot suspend their moral judgment 

(Salgaro et al., 2021; Vaage, 2013). That is, the readers might have experienced this 

particular character as highly realistic, given the German history with Nazi’s, which 

potentially hindered them from enjoying its fictional nature, or the story itself. This 

shows in Salgaro et al.’s results through a measure of sympathy, a sentiment that 

would involve the appropriate moral motivation, a moral judgment (Salgaro & Van 

Tourhout, 2018): the readers reported significantly less sympathy for the Nazi-

character than for both the doctor and the prison guard.  

To test Salgaro et al.’s (2021) conclusion regarding the different aesthetic 

appreciations of the morally good character and the two immoral characters, we 

designed an experiment similar to the one conducted by Salgaro et al. We used the 

same narrative and the same manipulations of character morality. The current study 

is focused on potential explanations of why the readers in Salgaro et al.’s study 

appreciated the characters differently. First, we take into account German history 

with the Holocaust and Nazism, as suggested by Salgaro et al., and we ask ourselves 

the question: Could a fictional Nazi-character be more appreciated by readers with 

different perceptions on the Holocaust? Different perceptions, for example in 

different cultural contexts, might be important when such sensitive issues are at 

stake. Therefore, the current study tests the findings of the study of Salgaro et al. 

(2021) in Italy, where awareness of and education on the Holocaust and Nazism is 

substantially different than in Germany (Focardi, 2016). Moreover, we included an 

assessment of readers’ perceived realism of the character in the narrative, in order 

to assess the extent to which the reader perceives the character as a representative 

of real-world occurrences.   

Secondly, in the experiment by Salgaro et al. (2021), the reactions to 

morally different characters were assessed without examining if the characters 

actually differed in moral evaluation by the reader. Previous studies have shown 

that moral judgment of a fictional figure’s actions impacts overall appreciation and 

liking of a story or character, especially when it involves immoral actions (e.g., 

Konijn & Hoorn, 2005; Raney, 2002; Raney & Bryant, 2002). Thus, in the current 
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study, we differentiated between the moral nature of the character as intended, 

described or created by the author, versus the perception or judgment of the moral 

nature of the character by the reader, rather than just testing aesthetic appreciation 

of a culturally sensitive figure such as a Nazi in another cultural context. This 

differentiation is important to understand if aesthetic appreciation of fictional 

narratives and characters is perhaps more strongly based on individual perception 

or judgment of (im)morality, than on the constructed character morality as 

seemingly intended by the author of a narrative.  

In the current study, we tested Salgaro et al.’s (2021) interpretation of their 

findings by examining the role of aesthetic appreciation, moral judgment, and 

perceived character realism in the same narrative context, but in a different cultural 

context than theirs. Among the Italian readers of the current study, who do 

potentially not have the heightened historic sensitivity towards the Holocaust and 

Nazism that the German readers might have had, we expect no differences between 

the two immoral characters – the “bad” prison guard, and the “evil” Nazi.  

 

We hypothesized that: 

 

H1: Each of the morally bad (or immoral) characters would be judged as 

morally worse than the morally good character, but that the bad and evil 

characters would not significantly differ from each other. 

H2: There will be a lack of difference in character realism between the 

different conditions, as we do not expect the Italian readers to experience 

different levels of realism for the different characters. (H2).  

H3: Regardless of being a Nazi or a prison guard, characters intended or 

constructed to be immoral are more aesthetically pleasing than characters 

constructed to be just morally good  

H4: This relationship between constructed morality and aesthetic 

appreciation would be mediated by the readers’ perception of the character’s 

morality or, in other words, moral judgment. 

 



 40 

In addition, the current study aimed to improve the measures (see Measures) 

of the study by Salgaro et al. (2021), and thus strengthen the basis of the findings 

for drawing conclusions regarding literary theory and media psychology.   

  

Research method  

Design and procedure  

To examine the link between the constructed moral nature of a fictional figure, 

moral judgment, character realism, and aesthetic appreciation, we conducted a 

between-subjects experiment with three conditions: one with a morally good 

protagonist, one with a morally bad protagonist, and one with a morally evil 

protagonist (cf. Salgaro et al., 2021). Participants were asked to participate in the 

experiment by their university professor, who did not provide any background 

information, and made the experiment available on their electronic learning 

environment. First, participants read the narrative with either a good, a bad, or an 

evil main character. Randomly, 73 participants were assigned to the good character 

condition, 70 participants to the bad character condition, and 59 participants to the 

evil character condition. Differing numbers of participants in the conditions is due 

to randomized recruitment of participants and discarded participants (see 

Participants). The questionnaire started with a question about familiarity with the 

story and included an attention check of four multiple choice questions about 

specific events in the narrative. Then, participants filled out the questionnaire that 

measured the concepts listed below under Measures. Preliminary results were 

discussed during the following classes.  

 

Participants  

In an online experiment, 216 university students (bachelor and master students in 

literature, language, and culture studies at Università di Verona) participated 

voluntarily. However, data of 14 participants had to be excluded from the sample 

as they either were familiar with the narrative or answered two or more of the four 

attention questions incorrectly – resulting in a sample of 202 participants (77.2% 

Bachelor students; 88.6% female) for analysis. Participants were randomly assigned 

to either one of three conditions.  
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Stimulus material  

The current study used the same passages from Blindness that were used in the 

experiment by Salgaro et al. (2021). To create the conditions, key sentences were 

added/adjusted to reflect the main character’s past moral actions – either good, bad, 

or evil. In accordance with the condition participants were assigned to, they read 

the same adapted passage from the first chapter in the Italian translation of the novel 

Blindness (Cecità) by Jose Saramago (1995/1996) (see Appendix).    

The narrative and the manipulations are the same as the narrative and 

manipulations for the good vs. the bad vs. the evil character as in the study by 

Salgaro et al. (2021), but in Italian instead of German. As in the original study, the 

first chapter was shortened by taking out the passages that are not necessary for the 

understanding of the story line and the narrative was cut off at an ambiguous and 

open ending. The narrative consisted of approx. 2600 words that were presented in 

PDF format. The passage is about a man who became blind while waiting at a red 

light with his car and focuses on how the man navigates the world around him with 

his sudden loss of sight. In the original text, the main character is a man whose 

name the reader will not uncover. For the experiment, we resolved this ambiguity 

by giving the main character the name ‘Marco’, a very common name in Italy, 

which also eases asking questions in the questionnaire later on. Four sentences were 

manipulated to reflect the main character’s morality by referring to past moral 

actions, to represent either a good, a bad, or an evil protagonist. The experimental 

modification was limited to the insertion of a few sentences which referred in an 

indirect way to respectively good or evil deeds the protagonist had committed many 

years ago. In the “good” variant, Marco was a doctor who had worked for a while 

in a hospital in Africa and had saved many patients; in the “bad” variant, Marco 

used to be a prison guard in Egypt and tortured inmates; in the “evil” variant, the 

character was identified as a Nazi-officer who had killed prisoners in a 

concentration camp during World War II.  

The varied sentences are: (1) “Marco has observed these uncontrolled 

responses among the patients in the African hospital / inmates in the high security 

prison in Egypt / prisoners in the concentration camp where he had worked;” (in 

Italian: “Marco aveva già visto questi gesti inconsulti nei pazienti dell’ospedale 
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africano / prigionieri del carcere di alta sicurezza in cui aveva lavorato / prigionieri 

del lager.”) (2) “That happened often in the hospital / prison / concentration camp, 

that valuables suddenly disappeared;” (in Italian: “Succedeva spesso nell’ospedale 

/ in prigione / nelle baracche, che gli oggetti di valore scomparissero 

improvvisamente.”) (3) “Spontaneously, he attributed the blindness to the 

medicines / gas he was exposed to in the clinic in Africa / during the interrogations 

in Egypt / in the concentration camp;” (in Italian: “Improvvisamente attribuì la 

cecità alle medicine / droghe / gas a cui era stato esposto nella clinica in Africa / 

durante gli interrogatori in Egitto / nel campo di concentramento.”) (4) “It was in 

this dream, that Marco saw the faces of the people whom he had saved / tortured / 

killed.” (in Italian: “In questo sogno Marco vide le facce delle persone che aveva 

salvato / torturato / ucciso.”)   

In the four sentences, only a few words were changed to describe the 

different moral nature of the protagonist to keep the text in the three conditions as 

comparable as possible, only differing in the moral value of the fictional character. 

The sentences were added to give context to the experiences of the protagonist, 

‘Marco,’ in the narrative time. For instance, the first added sentence followed the 

initial panic the protagonist experienced when getting out of his car after he realized 

he could not see anymore: “Abandoned in the middle of the road, feeling the ground 

shifting under his feet, he tried to suppress the sense of panic that welled up inside 

him.” The second sentence was added to a moment in the narrative where a ‘good 

Samaritan’ helped the blind man to get home and offered to stay with him until his 

wife arrived. The protagonist did not trust this offer and was afraid to be robbed of 

his valuables by the stranger. The third sentence was added to a passage where the 

blind man tried to wrap his head around his strange blindness, which made his sigh 

bright and white instead of the black veil that he had always understood blindness 

to be. The final sentence followed the description of a dream the protagonist was 

having, in which he dreamt that the blindness that so befell him so suddenly, would 

just as suddenly disappear. “Beneath this reassuring certainty, he perceived 

nevertheless, the dull nagging of uncertainty, perhaps it was a deceptive dream, a 

dream from which he would have to emerge sooner or later, without knowing at 
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this moment what reality awaited him. It was in this dream, that Marco saw the 

faces of the people whom he had saved / tortured / killed.”  

 

Measures  

All items in the Likert-type measurement scales were followed by 7-point rating 

scales: 1 = not at all (original in Italian: per niente), 7 = very much (original in 

Italian: moltissimo).  

 

Aesthetic appreciation  

In the original study, Salgaro et al. (2021) measured text-based aesthetic 

appreciation with a list of items established to fit the narrative presented to the 

participants. Because the authors expected the narrative to be “suspenseful,” 

“captivating,” “carrying away”, “surprising,” and “interesting”– even 

independently of version –, they decided to use “boring” as a control item. Because 

misfortune might sometimes be entertaining – especially when the unlucky story 

character experiencing the misfortune displays bad behavior (cf. Affective 

Disposition Theory, Zillmann, 2000) – the authors added “entertaining” to the list. 

Furthermore, with the items “beautiful”, “well-made” and “aesthetically valuable”, 

more general aesthetic appreciation items were added. Finally, the authors added 

the item “morally valuable” to test for the meaningfulness of the text to the reader 

and targeted the processing dimension of moral evaluation. However, Salgaro et al. 

used the items separately and did not construct a scale to measure overall aesthetic 

appreciation. Measuring aesthetic appreciation on separate items, instead of a scale, 

lacks a measure of reliability which is needed to cover the complexity of this 

construct. Thus, in the current study, aesthetic appreciation used a scale proposed 

by Knoop et al. (2016) to improve the methodological foundation of the study 

compared to using separate items as in the study by Salgaro et al. (2021). Therefore, 

aesthetic appreciation, in the current study, was measured with the top 10 aesthetic 

appreciation terms used by readers to describe novels, according to a large-scale 

study into aesthetic appreciation measures based on reader descriptions (Knoop et 

al. 2016). The top 10 items for ‘novel’ also had overlap with the most used aesthetic 

appreciations for ‘literature’ and ‘short stories’. Translating the items to Italian, 9 
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items remained (as two items were barely distinguishable in the Italian language): 

“beautiful (bella)”, “suspenseful (appassionante)”, “interesting (interessante)”, 

“romantic (romantica)”, “boring (noiosa)” (reverse coded), “riveting 

(coinvolgente)”, “exciting (eccitante)”, “funny (divertente)”, and “entertaining 

(piacevole)”. After reliability analysis, we excluded one item (“funny”; see Table 

1) due to a low fit. Reliability of the scale is strong, as indicated by Cronbach’s α = 

.80 (M = 4.42, SD = .97). A higher score on this scale represents a more positive 

aesthetic appreciation.  

 
Table 1: Reliability analysis ‘aesthetic appreciation’  

   Item  Inter-item correlation  

Included  Beautiful  .682  

   Suspenseful  .641  

   Interesting  .630  

   Romantic  .288  

   Boring (R)  .391  

   Riveting  .539  

   Exciting  .380  

   Entertaining  .588  

Not used  Funny  .100  

 

Moral judgment  

In this study, we introduced moral judgment of the main character as a perception 

of the reader to be distinguished from the constructed character morality in the 

narrative. Moral judgment was assessed with only one item. This choice was made 

due to the exploratory nature of moral judgment, the lack of an existing scale, and 

to avoid a lengthy questionnaire given all other measurements. As the judgment of 

morality/immorality highly correlates with the judgment of ‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ 

(Goodwin et al., 2014), we formulated the single item: “In my eyes, Marco is a good 

person” (M = 4.72, SD = 1.55). A higher score represents a more positive moral 

judgment, that is, a character perceived as morally good by the reader.  
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Character Realism  

We introduced the measurement of character realism in the current study to 

measure the perceived match between the constructed character morality and the 

perception of such characters in a real-world context (cf. perceived realism in 

Konijn et al., 2009, and Potter, 1986). In doing so, we could compare and add to 

the results for the Italian readers with those of the German readers in the original 

study of Salgaro et al. (2021). We formulated three items (from Krakowiak & 

Oliver, 2012): (1) Marco is described in a realistic way, (2) Marco reminds me of 

someone I know; (3) Marco acts like someone I know. After reliability analysis, the 

first item had to be deleted from the scale (Table 2) with Cronbach’s α = .50, and  

Cronbach’s α if item deleted = .68. To test the reliability between the two remaining 

items, the Spearman-Brown coefficient was calculated: ρy1y2 = .68 (M = 2.27, SD = 

1.59). This indicates fair reliability (Eisinga et al., 2013). A higher score on this 

scale means that the fictional figure is regarded as more realistic.  

 
Table 2: Reliability analysis ‘character realism’  

   Item  Inter-item correlation  

Included  Marco reminds me of someone I know.  .490 

   Marco acts like someone I know. .383 

Not used  Marco is described in a realistic way. .107 

Note: Correlation of final scale in parentheses  

 

Control variables  

Besides aesthetic appreciation, Salgaro et al. (2021) measured multiple other 

concepts of involvement and suspense. Two that yielded significant results were 

sympathy and a sub-dimension of the transportation scale that Salgaro et al. called 

attention. Thus, these subscales were also included in the current study as control 

variables.  

 

Sympathy for the main character was measured using the well-developed and 

commonly used ‘sympathy’ subscale of the Narrative Engagement Scale from 

Busselle and Bilandzic (2009), rather than the ad-hoc created ‘sympathy’ scale in 

Salgaro et al. (2021). Reliability analysis showed that reliability would increase 
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substantially if one item were deleted from the scale, leaving two items for the 

subscale sympathy in our study (Table 3): Cronbach’s α = .65, and Cronbach’s α if 

item deleted = .76. To test the reliability between the two remaining items (1) I was 

sorry for what happened to Marco; and (2) While I was reading, I was worried about 

Marco, the Spearman-Brown coefficient was calculated: ρy1y2 = .76 (M = 5.48, SD 

= 1.40). A higher score on the 7-point Likert scale indicates a higher level of 

sympathy for the fictional figure.  

 
Table 3: Reliability analysis ‘sympathy’  

   Item  Inter-item 

correlation  

Included  I was sorry for what happened to Marco.  .609  

   While I was reading I was worried about Marco.  .527 

Not used  Marco's attitude embarrassed me. (R)  .287 

Note: Correlation of final scale in parentheses. (R) indicates reverse coding is needed.  

 

Transportation was measured with the transportation scale by Green and Brock 

(2000), rather than the ad-hoc created subscales ‘felt suspense’, ‘emotional 

involvement’, ‘imagination’, and ‘attention’ in Salgaro et al. (2021). The 

transportation scale is meant to be used as one theoretical and methodological 

concept (Green & Brock, 2000), thus, we used all eleven general items of the scale, 

and adapted three story-specific items. After reliability analysis, we excluded two 

items from the final scale due to poor fit (see Table 4 ; Cronbach’s α = .68; M = 

4.24, SD = .75). A higher score on this scale represents a higher level of 

transportation in the narrative.  

 
Table 4: Reliability analysis ‘transportation’  

   Item  Inter-item 

correlation  

Included  While I was reading the narrative, I could easily picture the events 

taking place.  

.148  

   I could picture myself in the scene of the events described in the 

narrative.  

.387  

   I was mentally involved in the narrative while reading it. .484  
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   After finishing the narrative, I found it easy to put it out of my mind. 

(R) 

.362  

   I wanted to learn how the narrative ended. .343  

   The narrative affected me emotionally.  

   

.540  

   I found my mind wandering while reading the narrative. (R) .230  

   The events in the narrative are relevant to my everyday life.  .304  

   The events in the narrative have changed my life.  .231  

   While reading the narrative I had a vivid image of Marco's wife. .181  

   While reading the narrative I had a vivid image of Marco.  .293  

   While reading the narrative I had a vivid image of the driver who 

brought Marco home.  

.293  

Not used  While I was reading the narrative activity going on in the room around 

me was on my mind. (R)  

.109  

   I found myself thinking of ways the narrative could have turned out 

differently.  

.086  

Note: (R) indicates reverse coding is needed  

 

Results  

Preliminary analyses  

Tests for normality showed that the participants’ responses were normally 

distributed for aesthetic appreciation and transportation, but moral judgment, 

character realism, and sympathy were not normally distributed (see Table 5), this 

means the data is not parametric (data is not distributed in the bell-shape, and data 

points do not cluster toward the middle of the range), and the chosen analyses have 

to control for that.   

 
Table 5: Tests of normality  

Variable  Character morality  Shapiro-Wilk test (sig.)  

Moral judgment  Good  .867**  

   Bad  .945*  

   Evil  .939*  

Sympathy  Good  .863**  

   Bad  .861**  

   Evil  .904**  

Aesthetic appreciation  Good  .974  
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   Bad  .977  

   Evil  .971  

Transportation  Good  .973  

   Bad  .986  

   Evil  .988  

Character realism  Good  .802**  

   Bad  .802**  

   Evil  .742**  

Note: ** p < .001, * p < .01  

 

Thus, for the preliminary correlation analysis, we used the non-parametric 

Spearman correlation (see Table 6) (Field, 2013, pp. 276-278). Spearman 

correlation showed that the main outcome variable aesthetic appreciation 

significantly correlated with moral judgment, character realism, and the two 

control variables sympathy and transportation. The variables moral judgment and 

character realism did not correlate with each other. This means the constructs of 

moral judgment, character realism, and aesthetic appreciation show some overlap 

with the constructs of sympathy and transportation. Therefore, sympathy and 

transportation were included as covariates in the following analyses of variance.  

 
Table 6: Spearman correlation matrix 

   Moral 

judgment  

Character 

realism  

Aesthetic 

appreciation  

Sympathy  Transportation  Sex  Education   

level  

Moral 

judgment  

   

--                    

Character 

realism  

-.016  --                 

Aesthetic 

appreciation  

.185**  .180*  --              

Sympathy  .353**  .092  .284**  --           

Transportation  .093  .378**  .522**  .406**  --        

Gender  .018  .175*  .054  -.179*  -.016  --     

Education   

level  

.088  -.042  -.086  .073  -.063  -.046  --  

Note: ** p < .001, * p < .05  
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Hypotheses tests  

The mean scores of all variables showed that the evaluation of good and evil 

characters are furthest apart regarding all measured concepts (see Table 7). 

Seemingly, the evil character is most engaging for the readers in the current study 

(see mean scores for aesthetic appreciation and transportation) – unlike in the study 

by Salgaro et al. (2021) in which the bad character was evaluated as most engaging. 

To analyze the role of perception, we tested for moral judgment (i.e., perception) 

and character realism, following related hypotheses H1 and H2.   

 

Moral judgment  

The first ANCOVA with moral judgment as dependent variable, constructed 

character morality (good vs. bad vs. evil) as independent variable, and aesthetic 

appreciation, sympathy and transportation as covariates, showed that constructed 

character morality does significantly impact moral judgment (F(2, 196) = 21.092, 

p < .001, ηp
2 = .177). ANCOVA, or analyses of covariance, indicates the effect the 

experimental condition, constructed character morality, has on the measured 

variable, moral judgment, controlled for other influencing variables, which are 

called covariates (Field, 2013, pp. 479). Simple Contrast analysis (cf. Field, 2013, 

pp. 456) showed that the good character was perceived to be a better person than 

either the bad character (p < .001; 95% CI [-1.72, -.84]) or the evil character (p < 

.001; 95% CI [-1.74, -.81]). Moreover, it shows that the two immoral characters do 

not differ from each other regarding moral judgment (p = .984; 95% CI [-.47, .46]). 

Covariate sympathy is also significantly related to moral judgment (F(2, 196) = 

19.171, p < .001, ηp
2 = .089).   

These results showed that the Italian readers do not differ in their moral 

judgment for the fictional badness of the two immoral characters (see Figure 1), 

thereby supporting H1. When it comes to the good and bad characters, the perceived 

moral judgment of the character is in accordance with the constructed character 

morality. However, the evil character is not perceived as morally worse than the 

bad character (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1: Moral judgment of constructed characters, 1 = not at all a good person, 7 = very much 

a good person  

 

 

Character realism  

The second ANCOVA with character realism as dependent variable, constructed 

character morality (good vs. bad vs. evil) as independent variable, and aesthetic 

appreciation, sympathy and transportation as covariates, showed that constructed 

character morality did not significantly impact character realism (F(2, 196) = 1.320, 

p = .270, ηp
2 = .013). Simple Contrast analysis showed that the good character is 

not perceived to be more realistic than either the bad character (p = .775; 95% CI [-

.54, .40]) or the evil character (p = .124; 95% CI [-.89, .11]). Moreover, results 

showed that the two immoral characters do not differ from each other regarding 

character realism (p = .203; 95% CI [-.18, .82]). Covariates sympathy (F(2, 196) = 

14.071, p < .001, ηp
2 = .067) and transportation (F(2, 196) = 48.906, p < .001, ηp

2 

= .200) further significantly influenced perceptions of character realism. Both 
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sympathy and transportation are positively related to character realism (see Table 

6).  

These results support our hypothesis H2 and show that the Italian readers 

do not perceive any of the characters as more realistic than the others. Character 

realism is overall low, meaning that it is likely that participants were well aware of 

the fictionality of the narrative. That is, even the Nazi character was hardly 

perceived as realistic.  

Following these results of not finding identifiable differences between the 

two immoral character conditions, subsequent analyses will be reported only for the 

Nazi-character in view of readability (similar analyses for the bad character are 

reported in the Supplementary Materials: https://osf.io/umdj5/). We do so because 

in this study, the comparison between moral and immoral characters is at the 

forefront. Moreover, as stated in the introduction, we are especially interested in the 

readers’ perception of the Nazi-character in comparison to the character of the good 

doctor.  

 

Aesthetic appreciation and moral judgment  

Direct effect. We hypothesized that immoral character(s) are more aesthetically 

pleasing, and thus will have higher, more positive scores for aesthetic appreciation 

(H3). This was tested with a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with 

aesthetic appreciation as dependent variable, as well as moral judgment, and 

constructed character morality as independent variable. Because character realism, 

sympathy, and transportation significantly correlate with aesthetic appreciation, 

these were added as covariates (Table 6).  

Tests of between-subject effects of the MANCOVA analysis showed that 

aesthetic appreciation is not significantly predicted by constructed character 

morality (F(2, 196) = .603, p = .548, ηp
2 = .006). There is no significant difference 

between aesthetic appreciation reported by readers of the narrative with the good 

character and readers of the narrative with the bad character, when we control for 

sympathy and transportation. Moral judgment was significantly predicted by 

constructed character morality (F(2, 196) = 20.139, p < .001, ηp
2 = .170). 

Moreover, covariate transportation significantly influenced aesthetic appreciation 
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(F(1, 196) = 49.817, p < .001, ηp
2 = .203). Additionally, sympathy significantly 

affects both aesthetic appreciation (F(1, 196) = 4.438, p = .036,  ηp
2 = .022) and 

moral judgment (F(1, 196) = 19.428, p < .001,  ηp
2 = .090). These results indicate 

that H3 has to be rejected, as results show that the immoral evil character is not 

more aesthetically pleasing than the morally good character.  

 

Indirect effect through moral judgment. We further hypothesized that the effect of 

constructed character morality on aesthetic appreciation would be mediated by 

moral judgment (H4). This was tested with Hayes PROCESS for SPSS (model 4), 

with the evil character coded as 1, and the good character coded as 2. A bootstrap 

sample of 5000 was used to control for the non-parametric distribution of the data 

(Field, 2013, pp. 199-201). 

No total effect was found of constructed character morality on aesthetic 

appreciation (B = -.185; 95% CI [-.53, .16]). However, when moral judgment was 

taken into account as a third variable, we found a significant direct effect, showing 

that the morally evil Nazi-character has higher aesthetic appreciation than the 

morally good doctor-character (B = -.485; 95% CI [-.86, -.11]).  Besides, we found 

a significant indirect mediation effect (B = .301; 95% CI [.14, .52]). In this analysis, 

constructed character morality has a positive effect on moral judgment (B = 1.389, 

t(1, 130) = 5.923, p < .001) – showing that the morally good, doctor-character is 

judged as a morally better person than the Nazi-character. On the other side of the 

mediation, a more positive moral judgment leads to higher aesthetic appreciation 

(B = .216, t(2, 129) = 3.430, p = .001). The lack of a total effect combined with the 

significant indirect, mediation effect indicates that there is a full mediation through 

moral judgment (Rucker et al., 2011; see Figure 2). This mediation showed that 

whenever the character is judged as a morally better person, this leads to a higher 

aesthetic appreciation. The full mediation indicates a positive indirect relationship 

between constructed character morality and aesthetic appreciation, while this 

mediation has also uncovered a negative direct relationship between constructed 

character morality and aesthetic appreciation. This uncovering of a direct effect by 

the addition of a third variable is called a suppression effect in the literature, and 
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more often occurs when the direct relationship and indirect relationship have 

opposing slopes (MacKinnon et al., 2000; see Discussion).   

Overall, these results support H4: moral judgment (as perceived by the 

reader) does indeed mediate the effect of constructed character morality on 

aesthetic appreciation. This means that readers’ perceptions of a character’s 

morality need to be taken into consideration when assessing the relationship 

between (constructed) character morality and aesthetic appreciation.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Mediation effect of moral judgment in between constructed character morality and 

aesthetic appreciation  

 

 

Discussion  

First and foremost, the current study further examined previously observed results 

of a bad character being more aesthetically appreciated than both a good and evil 

character (Salgaro et al., 2021). In doing so, this chapter explicated readers’ 

perceptions of the moral nature of a fictional character as distinguishable from how 

it was constructed or intended by the author. Furthermore, we added perceived 

realism of the fictional characters by the readers, and aimed to improve the 

measures of the study by Salgaro et al., thereby strengthening the basis of the 

findings for existing literary theory and media psychology. Overall, the results of 

the current study showed that the crucial variable for aesthetic appreciation of a 

fictional character is rather the moral judgment as perceived by the reader than the 

constructed moral nature of the fictional figure per se.  
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Aesthetic appreciation, morality, and perceived realism     

As hypothesized (H1), our results showed that the Italian readers in the current 

experiment did not make a distinction between the badness of the two different 

immoral characters in terms of their moral judgment: a prison guard torturing 

inmates, and a Nazi killing in a concentration camp. Readers reported a similar level 

of moral judgment for both immoral characters. These findings may indicate that 

the judgment of character morality is culturally sensitive – as the findings of Salgaro 

et al. (2021) indicate that German readers condemn the immorality of the Nazi-

character, but not the immorality of the prison guard.  

Moreover, the Italian readers in the current study did not perceive any of the 

characters as more realistic than the others (H2). Character realism is overall low, 

meaning that it is likely that participants were well aware of the fictionality of the 

narrative. Thus, we cautiously suggest that Italian readers may not have experienced 

the Nazi-character as highly realistic, something that Salgaro et al. (2021) suggested 

for the German readers in their study, possibly having experienced the Nazi-

character differently due to German history. This may have affected the German 

readers to experience this particular character as highly realistic and prevented them 

from the “suspension of moral judgment” (Vaage, 2013, p. 226-227), or moral 

disengagement (Bandura, 1999; Bandura, 2002), in contrast to the Italian readers. 

As hypothesized, these results showed that morality in fictional literature is 

culturally sensitive, and thus the cultural context the reader applies to character 

typology might affect their perception of a narrative or character.  

Our results further showed there is no direct difference between aesthetic 

appreciation for the stories of the different characters (H3). However, supporting 

our idea were the results of a mediation analysis, showing a full mediation of the 

readers’ perceived moral judgment in between the character’s moral fiber as 

construed and readers’ aesthetic appreciation (supporting H4). As far as it concerns 

the character’s morality as construed by the author, the evil (and also the bad) 

character was significantly more positively aesthetically appreciated than the good 

one (shown by the negative sign of the direct effect) when the third, mediating, 

variable was added to the analysis. However, when it concerns the perceived 

morality by the reader, that is, moral judgment, a more positively perceived 
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morality yields higher levels of aesthetic appreciation. Such opposing slopes are 

called a suppression effect in the literature (MacKinnon et al., 2000). A suppression 

effect occurs when the magnitude of the (in this case, negative) relationship 

between an independent variable and a dependent variable becomes larger when a 

third variable is included. A suppression effect would be present when the direct 

and mediated effects of an independent variable on a dependent variable have 

opposite slopes (MacKinnon et al., 2000). In the case of our study, the direct effect 

is negative, while the indirect effect is positive. This means that the direct effect – 

showing that the evil Nazi-character is more aesthetically appreciated – only 

becomes significant when moral judgment is added as a third, mediating variable – 

showing that the character that is perceived as a morally better person (the good 

doctor-character) is more aesthetically pleasing. These findings show that both 

moral judgment and aesthetic appreciation are more nuanced constructs in readers’ 

perceptions and less determined than the typology of good, bad, or evil characters 

suggests. Thus, aesthetic appreciation finally seems to be based on a trade-off of 

readers’ mixed perceptions of character morality (cf. Konijn & Hoorn, 2005).  

Whereas we expected the mediation through moral judgment to amplify the 

negative relationship between constructed character morality and aesthetic 

appreciation, our results showed an opposite direction. Therefore, results indicate it 

is likely that aesthetic appreciation, on the one hand, needs to be in line with one’s 

perceived moral judgment in a positive sense. Hence, participants can only 

aesthetically appreciate the immoral Nazi-character if they adjust their moral 

judgment in an opposite direction than the constructed morality of the character as 

intended by the author. On the other hand, participants aesthetically appreciate the 

immoral Nazi-character more than the good-doctor character as a fictionally 

construed figure in the narrative. This finding is in line with previous research 

showing that moral judgment, as readers’ perception, of a fictional figure’s actions 

impacts overall appreciation and liking of a story or character not straightforwardly, 

but in more mixed evaluative ways, especially when it involves immoral actions 

such as crime (e.g., Konijn & Hoorn, 2005; Raney, 2002; Raney & Bryant, 2002).   

Our results for aesthetic appreciation are partly in contrast with the results 

of the experiment by Salgaro et al. (2021), who found that overall, the bad character 
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was most aesthetically appreciated – and the evil Nazi-character was similarly 

aesthetically appreciated as the good character. A possible explanation for the 

differing results on aesthetic appreciation, comes in the form of character realism 

that we introduced in the current study. Character realism was included to check for 

differences in cultural background regarding Nazism.  

 

Limitations and future research  

A limitation of the current study is that we could not assess whether the Italian 

readers experienced the Nazi-character differently than the German readers because 

each study included only one of both nationalities. Therefore, we cannot make a 

direct, statistical comparison between the results of this study and the study by 

Salgaro et al. (2021), further complicated by having used slightly different 

measures. Hence, we also have to be cautious interpreting the differences between 

the current study and the study by Salgaro et al. (2021) as they could potentially be 

due to the different scales used to measure the same concepts and the different 

participant pools, regardless of culture. Additionally, the control variables sympathy 

and transportation, which were measured variables in the study by Salgaro et al., 

moderately correlate with each other and with most measured variables. This means 

measurements need to improve to make the concepts more distinguishable.  

         Moreover, we did not collect data on the participants’ ages, being all 

university students, thus we cannot assess if there are differences in character 

perception and aesthetic appreciation of the narratives among people of different 

stages in life. Besides, our participant pool has a gender bias, most participants are 

female, which limits generalizability of our results.  

Further research, presented in the next chapter of this dissertation, will 

combine the findings of the study in the previous chapter of this dissertation, and 

the findings in the current chapter of the dissertation. Results of the previous chapter 

showed that readers who read a narrative with a morally evil character, a Holocaust-

perpetrator, presented to them as fictional, experienced higher levels of moral 

disengagement compared to readers who read the same narrative presented to them 

as an autobiography (De Jonge et al., 2022). Additionally, those results showed that 

higher levels of moral disengagement are related to significantly higher levels of 
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empathy for the protagonist of the novel. The current study showed that perceived 

morality of a fictional character is a crucial aspect in the aesthetic appreciation of a 

fictional narrative. This study also showed that the role of perceived realism in 

differing perspectives on immoral fictional figures is an avenue that deserves more 

scientific exploration. And thus, the next chapter of this dissertation will explore 

how fictionality, perceived realism, moral disengagement and moral judgment 

affect empathy and aesthetic appreciation.  
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Chapter 4  

How Perceived Morality and Perceived Realism Relate to Empathetic and 

Aesthetic Experiences in Reading Narrative Fiction  

  

Previous chapters explored various mechanisms that would enhance readers’ 

empathic responses towards immoral characters and aesthetic appreciation of 

stories. The results of the studies we have discussed in the previous chapters suggest 

that how readers perceive the realism of the character plays an important role. Thus, 

in this chapter, we aim to further examine this particular role of perceived realism. 

That is, the first study, reported in Chapter 2, was based on the assumption that 

fictional stories are perceived as less realistic than autobiographical stories. The 

reduced realism of fictional stories would provide room for the reader to morally 

disengage from the character’s immoral behavior and enjoy such behavior in a 

dimension safely distant from our everyday life, without real-world consequences 

(Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). Through an experimental study, we found that 

presenting a story as fiction indeed increased empathic responses towards negative 

or morally ambiguous characters through a process of moral disengagement - 

compared to a story about which respondents were made to believe the story was 

more realistic or true to life, that is, autobiographical (De Jonge et al., 2022). 

Moreover, the results of the second study, reported in Chapter 3, imply that the 

fictional dimension further supports the idea of allowing to “suspend moral 

judgment” (Vaage, 2013) and thus readers can aesthetically appreciate a story with 

a protagonist displaying immoral actions (cf. Salgaro et al., 2021). Data analysis of 

this study, in chapter 3, first revealed a positive indirect mediation effect, showing 

that a character constructed to be morally good, is also subjectively judged as a 

morally better person than a character intended to be morally bad, or evil. The 

mediation analysis further showed that moral judgment of the story character by the 

readers significantly impacted aesthetic appreciation of a story. Specifically, if the 

character was subjectively judged as morally good by the reader, this led to more 

aesthetic appreciation. This effect would indicate that, indirectly, the constructed 

morally good character is more aesthetically appreciated than the intended morally 

bad, or evil, character. However, adding moral judgment as a mediator, revealed a 
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direct effect that was previously not significant, showing that the intended (or 

construed) bad character is more aesthetically appreciated than the morally good 

character. This direct effect was only uncovered by the addition of moral judgment 

as a third variable. In the literature, this is called a suppression effect, and more 

often occurs when the direct relationship and indirect relationship have opposing 

slopes (MacKinnon et al., 2000). In the case of the previous chapter, the direct effect 

of constructed character morality was negative, while the indirect effect through 

moral judgment was positive. These results show the importance of including 

readers’ subjective moral judgment as a variable in the measurement of narrative 

effect, such as aesthetic appreciation. It shows that a positive moral judgment of a 

story character leads to more aesthetic appreciation, regardless of how the 

character’s morality was construed by the author. To build a bridge between the 

results of the studies reported in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, readers’ perceptions seem 

to further depend on the extent to which the bad actions are perceived and possibly 

justified, or compensated for, by the reader/observer. For example, one can be 

excused for acting badly because of one’s poor youth (Konijn & Hoorn, 2005). 

Justifying or compensating bad actions is at the heart of the psychological 

phenomenon Bandura calls ‘moral disengagement’, measured in Chapter 2. Thus, 

the idea of a “suspension of moral judgment” (Vaage, 2013, p. 226-227) that may 

increase aesthetic appreciation of bad or evil characters, might rather be predicted 

by moral disengagement, as has been supported by the results of Chapter 3. 

Additionally, we did not find any differences in perceived character realism 

for any of the characters in Chapter 3. In general, perceived realism of the characters 

was low, which was to be expected as the narrative was presented as fiction. This 

might be different when the narrative would be autobiographical. Perceived realism, 

however, is not a one-dimensional phenomenon. While some scholars, such as 

Shapiro and Chock (2003), Konijn et al. (2009), and Krakowiak and Oliver (2012), 

formulate their measurements of perceived realism with a focus on the perceived 

realism of the story character, other scholars have different views on perceived 

realism and what it entails. Bilandzic and Busselle (2011), for example, differentiate 

between narrative realism and external realism. Shapiro and Chock (2003) look at 

perceived realism as “the degree of perceived similarity between mediated 
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characters and situations and real-life characters and situations” (pp. 170), while 

their measurement suggests the focus is on the realism of the character. In assessing 

the realism of characters, Krakowiak and Oliver (2012) argue that individuals may 

evaluate the character’s actions and overall behavior and determine how frequently 

individuals in the real world behave in a similar manner. Results of their study 

showed that morally ambiguous characters were perceived as more realistic than 

morally bad characters, and in turn elicited a more positive affective disposition 

(Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012). Other research, by Konijn and Hoorn (2005), showed 

that bad characters in fiction only elicited higher appreciation when they were 

perceived as unrealistic, as compared to being perceived as more realistic. Bilandzic 

and Busselle (2011), on the other hand, define perceived realism in two-fold: 

narrative realism and external realism. Narrative realism refers to perceived 

coherence within the story. Readers would experience narrative realism when the 

story itself is internally consistent, for example when a character’s behavior is 

consistent with her motivations or goals. External realism is defined by the authors 

as a perceived match to the actual, or real, world, and would be experienced when 

the narrative is consistent with, or resembles, actual real-world experiences or 

expectations (Bilandzic & Busselle, 2011). Bilandzic and Busselle (2011) found 

that both narrative realism and the external, real-world resemblance positively 

influenced enjoyment, which was measured with items strongly reflecting Knoop et 

al.’s (2016) dimensions of aesthetic appreciation of fiction reading (including 

several of the same items: exciting, suspenseful, interesting, entertaining, funny). 

Moreover, these authors also found that both narrative realism, as well as the real-

world resemblance of external realism positively predicted identification (Bilandzic 

& Busselle, 2011). What Bilandzic and Busselle labeled as identification, is in the 

study of narratives often mixed with empathy (cf. Cohen, 2001; Konijn & Hoorn, 

2005; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Shen, 2010). Bilandzic and Busselle’s (2011) results 

regarding real-world resemblance are in contrast with the results in Chapter 2 of 

this dissertation. In Chapter 2, we found that presenting the immoral actions of a 

Nazi as autobiographical (and thus real) led to less moral disengagement, and in 

turn, to less empathy (De Jonge et al., 2022). The studies by Konijn and Hoorn’s 

(2005) and Krakowiak and Oliver’s (2012) also showed that low perceived realism 
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for, specifically, bad fictional characters elicited more affective disposition and 

appreciation. 

Following Konijn and Hoorn’s (2005) and Krakowiak and Oliver’s (2012) 

findings that lower perceived realism for bad fictional characters elicited more 

affective disposition and appreciation, we expected that when we present readers 

with a fictional character committing bad or immoral actions, they will perceive 

this character as less realistic, the story narrative as less realistic, and perceive less 

real-world resemblance. This in contrast when we present the story and the 

character as based on the real world, or biographical. This is also based on the 

assumption in Chapter 2 that presenting a story as fictional actually decreases 

perceived realism, as opposed to presenting a story as (auto)biographical. 

Additionally, the study presented in Chapter 2 showed that presenting a story as 

fictional (presuming this is perceived as little realistic) allowed for higher levels of 

moral disengagement than presenting a story as (auto)biographical (presuming this 

is perceived as highly realistic). In turn, this increased moral disengagement brings 

more empathy for the immoral protagonist of the story (De Jonge et al., 

2022). Moreover, the study presented in Chapter 3 shows that positive moral 

judgment leads to more aesthetic appreciation. In the case of an immoral, morally 

bad, character, we seem to need a ‘suspension of moral judgment’ to still judge them 

as morally good in their own right (cf. Vaage, 2013). This suspension of moral 

judgment can occur through moral disengagement (cf. Bandura, 2002). Hence, the 

current study aimed to test how the combined mechanisms of fiction reading, as 

discussed in separate chapters in this dissertation, relate to empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation of a narrative.  

The proposed variables imply a mediation effect, ultimately indicating that 

presenting a story as fiction would result in more aesthetic appreciation and higher 

levels of empathy, mediated by perceived realism, moral disengagement, and moral 

judgment, as opposed to an (auto)biography. 

  

The assumed mediation effect implies the following hypotheses 

(summarized in Figure 1):  
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H1: Presenting a story as fiction leads to lower perceived realism of the 

story than presenting the same story as a (auto)biography. 

H2a: Presenting a story as fiction, leads to higher moral disengagement for 

the story character’s immoral actions than presenting the same story as a 

(auto)biography. This effect is reversely mediated by perceived realism. 

H2b: Perceived character realism negatively influences moral 

disengagement (i.e., lower perceived character realism brings higher moral 

disengagement). 

H3a: Presenting a story as fiction, leads to more positive moral judgment 

towards the story character than presenting the same story as a 

(auto)biography. This effect is mediated by moral disengagement. 

H3b: Perceived character realism negatively influences moral 

disengagement, which in turn influences positive moral judgment. 

H4a: Presenting a story as fiction, leads to more empathy for the story 

character than presenting the same story as a (auto)biography. This effect is 

negatively mediated by perceived realism, and positively mediated by moral 

disengagement and moral judgment. 

H4b: Perceived character realism negatively influences empathy (i.e., lower 

character realism brings higher levels of empathy), which is reversely 

mediated by moral disengagement and moral judgment. 

H5a: Presenting a story as fiction, leads to more aesthetic appreciation for 

the narrative than presenting the same story as a (auto)biography. This effect 

is negatively mediated by perceived realism, and positively mediated by 

moral disengagement and moral judgment. 

H5b: Perceived character realism negatively influences aesthetic 

appreciation (i.e., lower character realism brings higher levels of aesthetic 

appreciation), which is reversely mediated by moral disengagement and 

moral judgment. 
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Figure 1: Overview of hypotheses.  

 

  

Research Method 

Design and procedure 

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a between-subjects experiment with two 

conditions: One in which the participants were introduced to the story as if it were 

biographical, and one in which the participants were introduced to the same story 

as if it were fictional (see Stimulus materials). First, participants read the 

introduction to the story indicating the genre, which was followed by the same short 

story in both conditions. Randomly, 89 participants were assigned to the 

biographical condition, and 157 participants to the fictional condition. Differing 

numbers of participants in the conditions is due to randomized recruitment of 

participants and excluded participants based on exclusion criteria (see 

Participants). The questionnaire started with a question about familiarity with the 

story and included an attention check of three multiple-choice questions about 

specific events in the narrative. Then, participants filled out the questionnaire that 

measured the concepts listed in Measures. In the questionnaire, the order of moral 
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disengagement and moral judgment was reversed so as to not influence participant’s 

moral judgment with the statements of the moral disengagement measure. 

 

Participants 

For this study, participants were recruited through the online research platform 

Prolific. Researchers using Prolific pay participants a fee in exchange for their 

participation. This fee is based on the estimated length of participation in the study 

and reflects a fair hourly wage. Screening criteria (first-language English, have not 

read the story before, attention checks) yielded 246 participants for the online 

experiment (49.2% female, 50.4% male, 0.4% Non-binary/Third gender, 45.9% 

Bachelor degree, Mage = 36.23, SDage = 11.46). Participants were randomly assigned 

to one of two conditions. It is not clear why the platform Prolific excluded many 

more participants from the biographical condition than from the fictional condition 

- this was an automatized procedure. 

 

Stimulus material 

The current study used a shortened and adapted version of the short story Emma 

Zunz by Jorge Luis Borges (1948/1999). This particular story was used in 

experimental research on literariness, and thus we are somewhat familiar with its 

suitability as stimulus material (cf. Kuijpers & Hakemulder, 2018). With Emma 

Zunz, Jorge Luis Borges tells the story of 18 year-old Argentinian Emma Zunz, who 

finds out through a letter her father has died after he had to flee to Brazil, because 

he was wrongfully imprisoned for embezzlement. Emma Zunz is overcome with 

grief, but most of all wants revenge on the man her dad had alluded to as the one 

that framed him, their boss at the textile mill, Aaron Loewenthal. Emma holds him 

responsible for her father’s death. The story follows Emma as she prepares her 

revenge, which ends up being the murder of Aaron Loewenthal. The story was 

shortened to focus on the essential parts of the story line and thus increase 

readability for participants and reduce reading time. This means that parts that were 

not essential for understanding the story's plot were cut (see Appendix). 

Furthermore, the years mentioned in the story (1922; 1916) were changed to more 

recent years (2022; 2016), intended to increase familiarity with the story. For the 
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same reason, the term “textile mill” was substituted for “textile factory”. The 

narrative consisted of approximately 1300 words. In accordance with the condition 

participants were assigned to, the story was either introduced to the participants as 

a biographical story or a fictional story. In the biographical condition, the story was 

introduced as the ‘biographical story of eighteen-year-old Emma Zunz … written 

by Argentinian journalist and essayist Jorge B. Rivera.’ In the fictional condition, 

the story was introduced as the ‘fictional story of eighteen-year-old Emma Zunz … 

written by famous Argentinian literary author Jorge L. Borges.’ 

 

Measures 

All items in the Likert-type measurement scales were followed by 7-point rating 

scales: 1 = fully disagree, 7 = fully agree. 

 

Perceived realism 

For this study, perceived realism was measured with a scale created from adapted 

items from Green (2004), Konijn et al. (2009), Bilandzic and Busselle (2011), and 

Shapiro and Chock (2003). The items reflect three dimensions of perceived realism: 

character realism, narrative realism, and real-world resemblance (or external 

realism). Reliability analysis showed that all 12 items together form a reliable scale: 

Cronbach’s α = .92 (M = 4.61, SD = 1.08) (for all items and (sub)scales, see Table 

1). A higher score on this scale represents a higher level of perceived realism. 

 The subscales character realism, narrative realism, and real-world 

resemblance, are also reliable subscales on their own: Cronbach’s α = .85 (M = 4.67, 

SD = 1.24), Cronbach’s α = .79 (M = 4.55, SD = 1.18), and Cronbach’s α = .69 (M 

= 4.62, SD = 1.07), respectively. 
 

Table 1: Reliability analysis ‘perceived realism’    

Item  Inter-item 

correlation  

Dimension  Inter-item 

correlation of 

subscales  

The people in the story seem real.  .775  Character realism  .735  
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I find it difficult to believe the people 

in this story are real because the basic 

situation is so far-fetched. (R)  

.677  Character realism  .602  

The actions and reactions of the people 

in the story were plausible.  

.725  Character realism  .705  

People in the story are described in a 

realistic way.  

.750  Character realism  .730  

It was understandable why the events 

unfolded as they did.  

.628  Narrative realism  .570  

The story was logical and convincing.  .770  Narrative realism  .710  

The story is implausible. (R)  .492  Narrative realism  .397  

The events in the story seem real.  .834  Narrative realism  .737  

People in this story are far from people 

who might actually exist. (R)  

.322  Real-world 

resemblance  

.283  

Events that actually have happened or 

could happen are discussed in this 

story.  

.646  Real-world 

resemblance  

.550  

This story deals with the kind of very 

difficult choices people in real life have 

to make.  

.581  Real-world 

resemblance  

.478  

The situation depicted in the story is 

true to life.  

.740  Real-world 

resemblance  

.633  

Note: (R) indicates reverse coding was applied  
 

Moral disengagement 

To measure moral disengagement, this study followed the examples of Krakowiak 

and Tsay (2011), Tsay and Krakowiak (2011), Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogel (2013), 

and Janicke and Raney (2018). Thus, we formulated eight items, each fitting both 

our narrative and Bandura’s (2002) eight dimensions of moral disengagement: 

moral justification, euphemistic labeling, advantageous comparison, displacement 

of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, disregard or distortion of 

consequences, dehumanization, and attribution of blame. Three items were then 

added to measure overall moral disengagement (see Table 2). Reliability analysis 

showed that all 11 items together formed a reliable scale: Cronbach’s α = .86 (M = 

3.72, SD = 1.02). A higher score on this scale represents a higher level of moral 

disengagement. Five participants showed one missing value on one of the eleven 
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items of the moral disengagement scale. These missing values have been imputed 

using the mean score on the respective item (Fox-Wasylyshyn & El-Masri, 2005).  
 

Table 2: Reliability analysis ‘moral disengagement’ 
Item  Inter-item 

correlation  
Dimension 

(Bandura, 2002)  
It was all right for Emma to kill Aaron Loewenthal, 

because she knew it would avenge her father.  
.745  Moral justification  

By killing Aaron Loewenthal, Emma only rid the world of 

a corrupt criminal who had escaped punishment.  
.618  Advantageous 

comparison  
If law-enforcement had done a better job finding the 

person behind the embezzlement, Emma would not have 

killed Aaron Loewenthal.  

.244  Displacement of 

responsibility  

The circumstances in which Emma grew up have led to her 

going through with her plan and killing Aaron 

Loewenthal.  

.388  Diffusion of 

responsibility  

The sexual violence that Emma was involved in was 

indirectly Aaron Loewenthal’s fault, as it had to be done to 

serve justice for what happened to Emma’s father.   

.532  Disregard or 

distortion of 

consequences  
Aaron Loewenthal is a vile, corrupt, despicable man, so it 

doesn't really matter that Emma killed him.  
.714  Dehumanization  

Ultimately, Aaron Loewenthal is responsible for his own 

death, because if had not blamed Emma's father for the 

corrupt embezzlement, she would not have killed him.   

.702  Attribution of 

blame  

Emma just had to do away with Aaron Loewenthal, to 

move on with her life.  
.557  Euphemistic 

labeling  
Emma was morally justified in all her actions.  .775  General  
I would blame Emma for her disastrous behavior. (R)  .538  General  
I believe that in general, Emma has become a morally 

despicable person. (R)  
.370  General  

Note: (R) indicates reverse coding was applied.  
 

Moral judgment 

Judgment of morality/immorality highly correlated with judgment of ‘goodness’ or 

‘badness’ (Goodwin et al., 2014). Thus, moral judgment was assessed with one 

item, due to the exploratory and intentionally broad nature, and to avoid a lengthy 

questionnaire given all other (more complex) measurements. Hence: “In my eyes, 
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Emma is a good person” (M = 3.88, SD = 1.41). A higher score represents a more 

positive moral judgment, that is, a character perceived as morally good by the 

reader. 

 

Empathy 

Empathy was measured using the State Empathy Scale During Message Processing, 

constructed by Shen (2010). The scale captures the three dimensions of state 

empathy: affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and associative empathy. 

Reliability analysis showed that all 12 items together form a reliable scale: 

Cronbach’s α = .92 (M = 3.78, SD = 1.15) (see Table 3). A higher score on this scale 

represents a higher level of empathy for the character. 

 The subscales affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and associative 

empathy, are reliable subscales on their own: Cronbach’s α = .81 (M = 3.63, SD = 

1.17), Cronbach’s α = .86 (M = 4.28, SD = 1.35), and Cronbach’s α = .80 (M = 3.43, 

SD = 1.29), respectively. 
 

Table 3: Reliability analysis ‘state empathy’    
Item  Inter-item 

correlation  
Dimension  Inter-item 

correlation of 

subscales  
Emma’s emotions are genuine.  .590  Affective 

empathy  
.484  

I experienced the same emotions as Emma when 

reading this story.  
.731  Affective 

empathy  
.750  

I was in a similar emotional state as Emma when 

reading this story.  
.715  Affective 

empathy  
.688  

I can feel Emma’s emotions.  .680  Affective 

empathy  
.625  

I can see Emma’s point of view.  .699  Cognitive 

empathy  
.748  

I understand Emma’s situation.  .728  Cognitive 

empathy  
.761  

I can understand what Emma was going through.  .728  Cognitive 

empathy  
.684  
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Emma’s reactions to the situation are 

understandable.  
.633  Cognitive 

empathy  
.645  

When reading the story, I was fully absorbed.  .444  Associative 

empathy  
.304  

I can relate to what Emma was going through in 

the story.  
.704  Associative 

empathy  
.727  

I can identify with the situations described in 

Emma’s story.  
.700  Associative 

empathy  
.743  

I can identify with Emma in the story.  .729  Associative 

empathy  
.748  

 

Aesthetic appreciation 

Aesthetic appreciation was measured with nine aesthetic appreciation terms 

commonly used by readers to describe novels, according to a large-scale study into 

aesthetic appreciation, measures based on reader descriptions (Knoop et al. 2016). 

The nine items for ‘novel’ also had overlap with the most used aesthetic 

appreciations for ‘literature’ and ‘short stories’ (see Table 4). Reliability of the scale 

as indicated by Cronbach’s α = .85 (M = 3.54, SD = .94). A higher score on this 

scale represents a more positive aesthetic appreciation. 
 

Table 4: Reliability analysis ‘aesthetic appreciation’ 

Item  Inter-item correlation  
Beautiful .510  
Suspenseful  .636  
Interesting  .722  
Romantic  .245  
Boring (R)  .545  
Thrilling  .747  
Exciting  .759  
Entertaining  .698  
Funny  .068  
Note: (R) indicates reverse coding was applied.  
 

 

 

 



 70 

Results  

Preliminary analyses  

Tests of normality showed that most dependent variables were not normally 

distributed (except perceived realism and aesthetic appreciation; see Table 5; Field, 

2013, pp. 19-20). Thus, correlation analysis was conducted with the Spearman 

correlation test (see Table 6 in Appendix). Spearman correlations showed that all 

dependent variables, including subscales, correlate significantly with each other 

(for all correlations p < .001). Moreover, participants’ level of education 

significantly correlated with moral disengagement (Spearman’s rho = -.165, p = 

.009) and moral judgment (Spearman’s rho = -.133, p = .037). These negative 

correlations show that higher education levels correlate with lower moral 

disengagement and moral judgment, and that lower education levels correlate with 

higher moral disengagement and moral judgment. Therefore, education level will 

be included as a control variable in testing hypotheses. 
 

Table 5: Tests of normality (Field, 2013, pp. 184-185)  
Variable  Shapiro-Wilk test (sig.)  
Perceived realism  .993  
Moral disengagement  .987*  
Moral judgment  .945***  
Empathy  .985*  
Aesthetic evaluation  .991  
Subscales    
Character realism  .983**  
Narrative realism  .988*  
Real-world resemblance  .987*  
Affective empathy  .971***  
Cognitive empathy  .987*  
Associative empathy  .969***  
Note: *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05  

 

Descriptive statistics showed that readers who had the story presented to 

them as fiction, reported a slightly higher level of perceived realism, and somewhat 

less moral disengagement, more positive moral judgment, empathy, and higher 

aesthetic appreciation than readers who had the story presented to them as a 
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biography (see Table 7). These observations however just reflect the means and are 

statistically tested for significance in the next steps. 

 
Table 7: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables  
   Condition  Perceived 

realism  
Moral 

disengagement  
Moral 

judgment  
Empathy  Aesthetic 

appreciation  
Mean 

(SD)  
Biography  4.55 (1.13)  3.78 (1.09)  3.81 (1.38)  3.70 (1.10)  3.51 (.96)  
Fiction  4.65 (1.05)  3.69 (.98)  3.92 (1.43)  3.82 (1.17)  3.55 (.93)  

 

Hypotheses tests  

Hypothesis 1  

To test our hypotheses, we started with testing the assumed effects of our 

manipulated, independent or predictor variable ‘fictionality’. We hypothesized (H1) 

that a story presented as fiction is perceived as less realistic by the readers than the 

same story presented as a biography. Therefore, an ANOVA was conducted with 

fictionality (biography vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and the outcome 

variable perceived realism. Results of the tests of between-subject effects showed 

no significant effects of fictionality on perceived realism as one general concept 

(F(1, 244) = .423, p = .516, ηp
2 = .002). To dive deeper into the potential effect of 

fictionality on perceived realism, we tested the effects of fictionality on the three 

dimensions of perceived realism: character realism, narrative realism, and real-

world resemblance. Thus, we conducted a MANOVA with fictionality (biography 

vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and character realism, narrative realism, and 

real-world resemblance as outcome variables. Multivariate tests did show a 

significant influence of fictionality on the dependent variables overall (F(3, 242) = 

3.321, p = .012; Wilk's Λ = .960, ηp
2 = .040). However tests of between-subject 

effects showed no significant effects of fictionality on any of the subscales: 

character realism (F(1, 244) = 2.606, p = .108, ηp
2 = .011), narrative realism (F(1, 

244) = .375, p = .541, ηp
2 = .002), real-world resemblance (F(1, 244) = .322, p = 

.571, ηp
2 = .001). As ANOVA and MANOVA results did not show a significantly 

lower level of perceived realism in the fiction condition as compared to the 

biography condition, as expected, nor on the whole scale or any of the sub 

dimensions of perceived realism, we have to reject H1. 
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Hypothesis 2 

With H2a we test if fictionality (biography vs. fiction) leads to more moral 

disengagement, and if this effect is mediated by perceived realism. We started by 

testing the direct effect of fictionality on moral disengagement with an ANOVA, 

with fictionality (biography vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and moral 

disengagement as the outcome variable. To control for the significant correlation 

between moral disengagement and education level, education level was added as a 

covariate in the analysis. Results of the tests of between-subject effects showed a 

significant influence of education level on moral disengagement (F(1, 243) = 5.905, 

p = .016, ηp
2 = .024). However, no significant effect of fictionality on moral 

disengagement was found (F(1, 243) = .683, p = .410, ηp
2 = .003). Thus, we 

conclude that there is no direct effect of fictionality on moral disengagement. Since 

there is no effect of fictionality on perceived realism either (see above), there is no 

need to test for the assumed mediation. Hence, we have to refute H2a, fictionality 

(biography vs. fiction) did not lead to more moral disengagement, and this was not 

mediated by perceived realism. 

We could, however, still test H2b, and determine if lower perceived 

character realism predicts higher moral disengagement. Since both variables are 

continuous, measured variables, we ran multiple linear regression analyses (Field, 

2013, pp. 321) with perceived character realism as predictor, and moral 

disengagement as outcome variable. Because moral disengagement is about the 

character, we only included the subscale character realism. We also added education 

level as a predictor, to control for the significant effect of education level on moral 

disengagement (see above). A bootstrap sample of 5000 was used to control for the 

non-parametric distribution of the data (Field, 2013, pp. 199-201). Regression 

coefficients showed that perceived character realism did significantly predict moral 

disengagement (β = .334, t = 5.599, p < .001; bootstrapped 95% CI [.17, .37]). This 

effect is however opposite as expected, as the positive beta shows that more 

perceived character realism affects moral disengagement positively, thus increasing 

moral disengagement. Hence, we have to refute H2b: a lower perceived character 

realism did not predict more moral disengagement, instead a higher perceived 

character realism increased moral disengagement. 
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Education level also significantly influenced moral disengagement, in a 

negative sense (β = -.163 t = -2.726, p = .007; bootstrapped 95% CI [-.27, -.04]). 

This means that participants with a higher education levels tend to apply moral 

disengagement less than those with lower education levels. 

 

Hypothesis 3 

To test H3a, we tested if presenting a story as fiction leads to more positive moral 

judgment towards the story character than presenting the same story as a 

(auto)biography. And if this effect is mediated by moral disengagement. We started 

by testing the direct effect of fictionality on moral judgment with an ANOVA, with 

fictionality (biography vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and moral judgment 

as the outcome variable. To control for the significant correlation between moral 

judgment and education level, education level was added as a covariate in the 

analysis. Results of the tests of between-subject effects showed a significant 

influence of education level on moral judgment (F(1, 243) = 4.138, p = .043, ηp
2 = 

.017). However, no significant effect of fictionality on moral judgment was found 

(F(1, 243) = .205, p = .651, ηp
2 = .001). Thus, we conclude that there is no direct 

effect of fictionality on moral judgment. Since there is no effect of fictionality on 

moral disengagement either (see above), there is no need to test for the mediation. 

Hence, we have to refute H3a, fictionality (biography vs. fiction) did not lead to 

more moral judgment, and this effect is not mediated by moral disengagement. 

 With H3b, we examine if lower perceived character realism predicts higher 

moral disengagement, and if moral disengagement in turn, predicts more positive 

moral judgment. This mediation was tested with Hayes PROCESS Model 4 with 

perceived character realism as independent, predicting variable, moral judgment as 

outcome variable, and moral disengagement as mediator. Education level was 

added as a covariate, to control for the significant effects of education level on moral 

disengagement and moral judgment. Results of the mediation analysis showed that 

the model as a whole is significant (total effects model: B = .416; 95% CI [.28, .55]). 

Perceived character realism did directly impact the moral judgment of the story 

character positively (direct effect: B = .179; 95% CI [.07, .29]). Moreover, results 

showed that there is also an indirect effect of perceived character realism on the 
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moral judgment of the story character through moral disengagement (indirect 

effect: B = .237; 95% CI [.15, .33]). To break down the indirect effect: perceived 

character realism had a significant positive effect on moral disengagement, as the 

readers who perceived the character as more realistic applied significantly higher 

levels of moral disengagement than readers who perceived the character as less 

realistic (B = .277, t(243) = 5.600, p < .001). Subsequently, higher levels of moral 

disengagement positively influenced moral judgment, thus, increasing positive 

moral judgment (B = .859, t(242) = 12.605, p < .001). These results do not support 

the core idea of H3b because higher, instead of lower, perceived character realism 

led to more moral disengagement. However, we did find a positive relation between 

higher levels of moral disengagement and a more positive moral judgment. 

As for the influence of education level, results showed that education level 

significantly, yet, negatively, influenced moral disengagement (B = -.152, t(243) = 

-2.726, p = .007). Thus, participants with a higher education levels tend to apply 

moral disengagement less than those with lower education levels. Education level, 

however, did not significantly influence moral judgment (B = -.057, t(242) = -.947, 

p = .345). 

 

Hypothesis 4 

With H4a, we tested if presenting a story as fiction leads to more empathy for the 

story character than presenting the same story as a (auto)biography. And if this 

effect is mediated by perceived realism, moral disengagement, and moral judgment. 

We started by testing the direct effect of fictionality on empathy with an ANOVA, 

with fictionality (biography vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and empathy as 

the outcome variable. Results of the tests of between-subject effects showed no 

significant effect of fictionality on empathy (F(1, 244) = .639, p = .425, ηp
2 = .003). 

To dive deeper into the potential effect of fictionality on empathy, we tested the 

effects of fictionality on the three dimensions of empathy: affective empathy, 

cognitive empathy, and associative empathy. Thus, we conducted a MANOVA with 

fictionality (biography vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and affective 

empathy, cognitive empathy, and associative empathy as outcome variables. 

Multivariate tests did not show a significant influence of fictionality on the 
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dependent variables overall (F(3, 242) = .327, p = .806; Wilk's Λ = .996, ηp
2 = .004). 

Thus, we concluded that there is no direct effect of fictionality on empathy. Since 

there is no effect of fictionality on perceived realism, moral disengagement of moral 

judgment either (see above), there is no need to test for the mediation. Hence, we 

have to refute H4a: fictionality (biography vs. fiction) did not lead to more empathy, 

and there is no mediation by perceived realism, moral disengagement or moral 

judgment. 

 To test H4b, whether a lower perceived character realism predicts higher 

levels of empathy, and the possibility of moral disengagement and/or moral 

judgment as mediators, we used PROCESS. We ran Hayes PROCESS Model 6 with 

perceived character realism as independent, predicting variable, empathy in general 

as outcome variable, and moral disengagement and moral judgment as mediators. 

Education level was added as a covariate, to control for the significant effects of 

education level on moral disengagement and moral judgment. Results of the 

mediation analysis showed that the model as a whole was significant (total effects 

model: B = .507; 95% CI [.41, .60]). Perceived character realism did directly impact 

the empathy towards the story character positively (direct effect: B = .368; 95% CI 

[.27, .46]). Moreover, results showed that there is also an indirect effect of perceived 

character realism on empathy towards the story character through moral 

disengagement (indirect effect: B = .099; 95% CI [.05, .17]). To break down the 

indirect effect: perceived character realism had a significant positive effect on moral 

disengagement, that is, the readers who perceived the character as more realistic, 

reported significantly higher levels of moral disengagement than readers who 

perceived the character as less realistic (B = .277, t(243) = 5.600, p < .001). 

Subsequently, higher levels of moral disengagement positively influenced empathy, 

thus, increasing empathy (B = .359, t(241) = 4.799, p < .001).  

 However, we did not find an indirect effect of perceived character realism 

on empathy, through the mediation of moral judgment (B = .017; 95% CI [-.01, 

.05]), or through the mediation of both moral disengagement and moral judgment 

(perceived character realism -> moral disengagement -> moral judgment -> 

empathy: B = .023; 95% CI [-.01, .06]). These results only partly support H4b. 

While it is higher perceived character realism that led to more moral disengagement 
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(instead of the expected lower perceived character realism), and higher levels of 

moral disengagement did predict more empathy towards the story character. 

However, we did not find support for the mediation through moral judgment. 

Whereas we do find support for moral disengagement to mediate between perceived 

realism and empathy, we do not find support for moral judgment as a mediator in 

this relationship. 

As for the influence of education level, results showed that education level 

did not significantly influence empathy (B = .056, t(241) = 1.082, p = .280). 

Additionally, the results of the indirect effects of empathy as a general construct, 

are reflected by the results of the sub-dimensions. The total and the direct effect of 

perceived character realism on either affective empathy, cognitive empathy, or 

associative empathy are significant, but only the indirect effects through moral 

disengagement are significant. Affective empathy: total effect: B = .443; 95% CI 

[.34, .55]; direct effect: B = .328; 95% CI [.22, .44]; indirect effect: B = .073; 95% 

CI [.02, .14]. Cognitive empathy: total effect: B = .541; 95% CI [.42, .66]; direct 

effect: B = .364; 95% CI [.25, .48]; indirect effect: B = .139; 95% CI [.07, .23]. 

Associative empathy: total effect: B = .535; 95% CI [.42, .65]; direct effect: B = 

.411; 95% CI [.30, .53]; indirect effect: B = .086; 95% CI [.03, .15].  

 

Hypothesis 5 

To test H5a, we tested if presenting a story as fiction leads to more aesthetic 

appreciation for the story character than presenting the same story as a 

(auto)biography. And if this effect is mediated by perceived realism, moral 

disengagement, and/or moral judgment. We started by testing the direct effect of 

fictionality on aesthetic appreciation with an ANOVA, with fictionality (biography 

vs. fiction) as a factor with two levels, and empathy as the outcome variable. Results 

of the tests of between-subject effects showed no significant effect of fictionality 

on aesthetic appreciation (F(1, 244) = .135, p = .713, ηp
2 = .001). Thus, we conclude 

that there is no direct effect of fictionality on aesthetic appreciation. Since there is 

no effect of fictionality on perceived realism, moral disengagement of moral 

judgment either (see above), there is no need to test for the mediation. Hence, we 

have to refute H5a, fictionality (biography vs. fiction) did not lead to more aesthetic 
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appreciation, and there is no mediation by perceived realism, moral disengagement, 

or moral judgment. 

 To test H5b, we tested whether lower perceived character realism predicted 

higher levels of aesthetic appreciation and whether this would be mediated by moral 

disengagement and moral judgment. This mediation was tested with Hayes 

PROCESS Model 6 with perceived character realism as independent or predicting 

variable, aesthetic appreciation as outcome variable, and both moral disengagement 

and moral judgment as mediators. Education level was added as a covariate to 

control for the significant effects of education level on moral disengagement and 

moral judgment. The mediation analysis results showed that the whole model is 

significant (total effects model: B = .346; 95% CI [.26, .43]). Perceived character 

realism did directly impact the aesthetic appreciation of the story positively (direct 

effect: B = .279; 95% CI [.19, .37]). Moreover, results showed that there is also an 

indirect effect of perceived character realism on aesthetic appreciation of the story 

through moral disengagement (indirect effect: B = .057; 95% CI [.02, .11]). To break 

down the indirect effect: perceived character realism had a significant positive 

effect on moral disengagement, such that the readers who perceived the character 

as more realistic, reported significantly higher levels of moral disengagement than 

readers who perceived the character as less realistic (B = .277, t(243) = 5.600, p < 

.001). Subsequently, higher levels of moral disengagement positively influenced 

aesthetic appreciation, increasing aesthetic appreciation (B = .205, t(241) = 2.947, 

p = .004). 

 We did not find an indirect effect of perceived character realism on aesthetic 

appreciation, through the mediation of moral judgment (B = .006; 95% CI [-.01, 

.03]), or through the mediation of both moral disengagement and moral judgment 

(perceived character realism -> moral disengagement -> moral judgment -> 

aesthetic appreciation: B = .007; 95% CI [-.02, .03]). As for the influence of 

education level, results showed that education level did not significantly influence 

aesthetic appreciation (B = .080, t(241) = 1.675, p = .095).  

Thus, the results only partly supported H5b. While higher perceived 

character realism led to more moral disengagement (instead of the expected lower 

perceived character realism), higher levels of moral disengagement did predict 
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more aesthetic appreciation of the story. However, we did not find support for the 

mediation through moral judgment. The outcomes of the hypotheses tests are 

summarized in Figure 2. 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Outcome of hypotheses tests   

 

 

Discussion  

Previous studies explored various reasons why people would appreciate fiction 

stories with immoral characters, and suggested mechanisms that would increase 

empathy and aesthetic appreciation. Such mechanisms included perceived realism, 

moral disengagement, and moral judgment. The aim of the current study was to test 

how the various variables relate to each other and how perceived realism, moral 

disengagement, and moral judgment would mediate the impact of fictionality on 

empathy and aesthetic appreciation. Contrary to what was expected, the results of 

the current study showed that fictionality (biography vs. fiction) did not have the 

expected effect. That is, a story presented as fiction was not evaluated as less 

realistic than the same story presented as biography. Furthermore, fictionality did 

not have a positive effect on moral disengagement, moral judgment, empathy, or 
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aesthetic appreciation. Moreover, the analyses showed that higher, rather than 

lower, perceived character realism increased moral disengagement, moral 

judgment, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation. Additionally, our results showed 

that moral disengagement (but not moral judgment) mediated the relationships 

between perceived character realism and empathy and aesthetic appreciation. In 

other words, a higher perceived character realism enhances moral disengagement, 

which in turn also enhances empathy and aesthetic appreciation. 

The lack of a direct effect of fictionality on perceived realism and moral 

disengagement is in contrast with the results of the study reported in Chapter 2. That 

particular study operated on the assumption that presenting a story as fiction would 

reduce perceived realism, as compared to presenting the same story as 

(auto)biographical, but that was not tested. The results of the current study did test 

this assumption and did not find the expected significant differences of fictionality 

(biography vs. fiction) on any of the dimensions of perceived realism. Moreover, 

Chapter 2 showed that reading a story presented as fiction led to more moral 

disengagement (De Jonge et al., 2022), whereas the results in the current study did 

not show any significant effect of fictionality on perceived realism or moral 

disengagement.  

Furthermore, results of the current study showed that it was not lower 

perceived character realism, but instead higher perceived character realism that 

increased moral disengagement, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation. This is in 

contrast with the suggestion made by Salgaro et al. (2021) that readers who 

potentially experience an immoral character as highly realistic, for example due to 

presumed historic sensitivity, could not aesthetically appreciate the story. The 

present results are more in line with Bilandzic and Busselle’s (2011) study on 

perceived realism. While the researchers defined perceived realism as two-fold, as 

narrative realism and external realism, the results of their study showed that higher 

perceived realism increased enjoyment (which was measured with items strongly 

reflecting Knoop et al.’s (2016) dimensions of aesthetic appreciation of fiction 

reading) and identification. Thus, our results showing that higher perceived 

character realism increased (directly and indirectly) aesthetic appreciation and 

empathy, are more in line with Bilandzic and Busselle’s results. One possible reason 
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why we found the opposite of what we expected, may lie in the level of perceived 

badness of the character of Emma Zunz. Perhaps, the badness of Emma Zunz is not 

pushed over the limit of what readers can excuse (cf. moral disengagement), which 

according to Salgaro et al. (2021) would result in a ‘reality-check’ through which 

readers fail to aesthetically appreciate a story revolving around an immoral 

character. Instead, Emma Zunz might be perceived as a morally ambiguous 

character. Research by Krakowiak and Oliver (2012) showed that morally 

ambiguous characters were perceived as more realistic than morally bad characters, 

and in turn elicited a more positive affective disposition. Moreover, Konijn and 

Hoorn (2005) showed that presenting readers with an unrealistic bad character, led 

to more appreciation, as compared to a realistic bad character. This could imply that 

the fictitious aspects of the character enhance appreciation. 

In sum, presenting the text as fictional or non-fictional did not affect 

perceived realism for this particular narrative. Nor did it impact perceived morality, 

empathy for the story character, or aesthetic appreciation of the story. Additionally, 

results showed that higher perceived realism positively influenced perceived 

morality (i.e., moral disengagement), empathy for the story character, and aesthetic 

appreciation of the story, instead of the expected lowering influence. Hence, we 

would argue that realism should be conceptualized as readers' perception, which 

might be more decisive than genre indicators. It is not clear however whether the 

experimental manipulation may have obscured possible effects of fictionality 

because the same story was presented as either fiction or biography. It is 

conceivable that literary texts written as fiction may contain indicators or cues that 

the reader picks up as ‘not realistic’ and perhaps then, would report lower levels of 

realism. In this case however, the story presented was in fact from literary fiction.  

Results showed that genre indicators such as (auto)biography vs. fiction for 

this same story did not affect the perception of realism, whereas the readers’ 

perception of realism in turn did affect various outcome variables. Because 

perceived realism is a personal experience of the reader, these results can be placed 

in the broader context of readers’ personal perception that already came to light 

earlier in this dissertation: The study reported in Chapter 3 suggests that a 

character’s morality as a reader’s perception was more important than the intended 
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morality as constructed by the authors (or by a researcher). That particular study 

showed that fictional characters that were perceived as morally good were more 

aesthetically appreciated than characters who were perceived as morally bad, 

regardless of moral disposition in the story (Chapter 3). In other words, it is the 

readers’ perception that counts, more so than what has been intended by the author. 

Additionally, our results show that perceived morality, specifically moral 

disengagement, serves as a mediator between perceived character realism and moral 

judgment, empathy and aesthetic appreciation. Moral judgment, however, did not 

affect empathy and aesthetic appreciation. So, our findings regarding moral 

disengagement concur with previous research showing that moral disengagement 

positively predicts positive affect for a story character such as identification which 

is often conflated with empathy, and enjoyment (Janicke & Raney, 2018). Likewise, 

research showed that moral disengagement positively affects affective dispositions, 

and again enjoyment (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). 

 
Limitations and future research 

Even though the participants were randomly assigned to the conditions, there was 

a disbalance between the groups, since exclusion criteria that were automatized in 

the procedure, removed more participants from the biography condition than from 

the fiction condition. A possible explanation might be that the story was too 

fictitious to pass for a biography. Fictional narratives often include ample cues to 

‘justify’ the character’s bad behavior (Frazer et al., 2022), and perhaps readers 

picked up on this and decided for themselves that the story could not be biographic. 

After all, a previous study using Emma Zunz as stimulus material has pointed out 

that the story has ample cues that attribute to its fictionality (Kuijpers & 

Hakemulder, 2018). Additionally, we conducted a manipulation-check and asked 

participants to answer to the item “The text I just read, consists of passages from: 

1. a biography, 2. a fictional story.” This could potentially alert participants to the 

researchers’ deception. 

The study was based on the assumption that readers’ perception of realism 

comes first, before perceived morality, empathy for the story character and aesthetic 

appreciation. However, some researchers have suggested that the assessment of the 

level of realism of a message (i.e. perceived realism), is not the first process readers 
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go through when reading a narrative (or audiovisual). Konijn et al. (2009), for 

example, suggested and found that emotional involvement (or empathy) of an 

audience member with a character or the topic of a media story predicted perceived 

realism. This brings a complexity to the fore that is omnipresent when studying the 

effects of fiction reading, or the psychological effects of entertainment media in 

general, as effects seem to occur simultaneously or are hard to unravel in a 

sequential order. While our results are in line with several previous research 

findings (cf. Janicke & Raney, 2018; Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011, as mentioned 

above), there are also studies that propose alternative directions of these influences. 

For example, Sanders and Tsay-Vogel (2016) showed that both identification and 

moral judgment positively predict moral disengagement, especially when it comes 

to morally ambiguous characters. Additionally, Tsay and Krakowiak (2011) showed 

that readers’ identification with the character and perceived similarity to the 

character positively affect moral disengagement. This is also reflected in the 

relatively strong, significant correlations between the variables that we find in the 

current study (see Table 6 in Appendix), indicating the relationships between the 

variables are bi-directional.  

In self-report studies, such as the ones presented in this dissertation, we rely 

on measuring the concepts after the reading experience. This means, for example, 

that aesthetic appreciation always is an outcome variable in our analyses. We 

measured aesthetic appreciation after participants had read the full narrative, and 

not while reading the story. Hence, we cannot establish whether aesthetic 

appreciation during reading might influence empathy, for instance. Thus, we rely 

on hypotheses based on previous research to guide our current research efforts. A 

possible way forward in the effort to explore the workings of the different concepts 

in-depth, might be to examine them through the use of the think-aloud method in 

qualitative research. Think-aloud is a method in which participants speak aloud any 

thoughts and reflections that come up in their mind as they complete a task, like 

reading a story (Charters, 2003). 

In addition, it is possible that the current study did not sufficiently 

distinguish between moral disengagement and moral judgment. Since there is a 

strong correlation between moral disengagement and moral judgment (r = .649, p 
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< .001; see Table 6 in Appendix), the variables might not be distinguishable enough 

to separate them statistically in the analyses. It is possible that the two concepts are 

too intertwined in the experience of readers to allow for separate measures. As the 

immoral actions of fictional figures do not have real-life consequences, we allow 

them a much larger degree of moral disengagement (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). 

Thus, the idea of a suspension of moral judgment (Vaage, 2013, p. 226-227) might 

rather be understood as moral disengagement, as has been supported by the results 

of this study. Additionally, results for both variables showed that educational 

attainment is also an important factor in individual moral disengagement and moral 

judgment, showing that a lower level of education correlated with higher levels of 

moral disengagement and moral judgment (cf. Geng & Zheng, 2022). 

Further research will explore moral disengagement in depth by using 

qualitative methods and deductive content analyses, presented in the next chapter 

of this dissertation. That chapter aims to examine in more detail how the experience 

of moral disengagement towards immoral conduct of a character in a fiction reader 

is verbalized by the readers themselves, who are encouraged to think-aloud, and 

how this might relate to their empathy for the character. In all, this chapter has 

shown that genre indicators are not decisive in predicting reader responses, rather 

readers’ own perception of realism influences them to morally disengage and, in 

turn, empathize with an immoral character and aesthetically appreciate a story. 
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Chapter 5 

Moral Disengagement Explored Through Shared Reading and Focus-Group 

Research 

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapters, we have studied the adjustment of one's moral standards 

– or ‘moral shift’ (Tepe & Byrne, 2022) – in response to narrative text with the 

relatively well-controlled methodology of experimental designs. So far, this 

dissertation has given insight into the generalized effects of variations in genre 

indicators of narratives and morality of characters on readers’ moral evaluations, 

empathic feelings, and aesthetic experiences. However, the experimental research 

reported in the previous chapters does not offer insight into how moral evaluations 

are formed by readers. Therefore, the current chapter will explore moral 

disengagement in depth with the use of a qualitative method and deductive content 

analysis6. This chapter aims to explore how the experience of moral disengagement 

towards immoral conduct in fiction is verbalized by readers, who are encouraged to 

think aloud about their moral reasonings. In addition, the study includes how 

expressions of moral disengagement might co-occur with empathy with a character 

displaying immoral conduct. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the process and layers of moral 

disengagement in a Shared Reading setting. Shared Reading is a specific literary 

practice developed by the UK-based charity organization ‘The Reader’ (The 

Reader, 2019). Shared Reading-groups practice ‘reading-aloud-together.’ 

Participants do not have to prepare for the reading group – a Reader Leader will 

read a story and a poem aloud, with pauses to discuss the story/poem together. 

Shared Reading would provide a suitable opportunity for discussing moral 

disengagement. The reading practice aims to change the perspectives of its 

participants through the slow reading of a story and facilitating open discussions on 

the subject matter of the story. During the discussions, participants share their views 

and experiences related to the story, perhaps changing the minds of fellow readers, 

 
6 Deductive content analysis is a "top-down" approach to qualitative data analysis involving the 
application of predetermined codes to the data (Bingham & Witkowsky, 2022). 
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and together work towards more openness and acceptance (cf. Andersen, 2022). 

Shared Reading, and the open space that it offers to its participants, aims to resonate 

with participants’ inner selves (Andersen, 2022; Canning, 2017) and elicit empathic 

feelings for others (Christiansen, 2021; Skjerdingstad & Tangerås, 2019). The 

openness of the Shared Reading-setting allows participants to learn to approach a 

story from various perspectives and embrace others’ perspectives (Andersen, 2022). 

This perspective-taking encourages readers to place themselves into the shoes of 

others - others in the group or the fictional ‘other’ in the story being read. Hence, 

Shared Reading lends itself to potential moral disengagement from immoral action 

in discussing the various sides of a character’s immoral behavior. From previous 

chapters, we learned that moral disengagement is needed in order to empathize with 

such a character. As fiction often contains narrative techniques that make readers 

want to empathize with its characters (Keen, 2007), we might tend to seek reasons 

in the story to morally disengage from a character’s immoral behavior. Participants 

in Shared Reading might thus engage in strategies resolving conflicting feelings to 

morally disengage from immoral actions displayed in the story they read. 

To explore whether and how readers deploy one or more of the eight 

dimensions of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002) or what other strategies they 

deploy to come to terms with immoral actions and empathize with the perpetrator, 

we conducted focus-group research among participants in a Shared Reading-

setting. Focus-group research is a qualitative approach often used to gain in-depth 

insight into social phenomena (O.Nyumba et al., 2017), in this case how moral 

disengagement and empathy with a fictional character are established through 

reading. The approach is ideal for generating new ideas or inquiring how a certain 

issue is perceived in order to understand its impact (Breen, 2006). Thus, we 

deployed focus-group interviews to explore how Bandura’s (2002) eight 

dimensions of moral disengagement are possibly applied in real-life conversations 

about immoral acts in fiction and how moral disengagement relates to empathy in 

readers.  
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Research Method 

Design and procedure 

To examine the process of moral disengagement and the possible manifestation of 

the eight dimensions proposed by Bandura (2002), we designed a focus-group study 

among participants of three Shared Reading-groups in Belgium. Participants were 

all members of existing Shared Reading-groups and were asked to participate in the 

study by their regular reader leader. The reader leader provided general background 

information on the ELIT project. First, a reader leader selected by the researchers 

read the narrative short story out loud, with pauses to discuss the story. The story 

was about a young couple looking to buy a house from a young mother. Over the 

course of the story, the protagonist grows increasingly uncomfortable with her 

husband’s conduct.  

To keep conditions as similar as possible between the three groups, the same 

reader leader guided all three reading sessions, and the pauses were taken at the 

same points in the story. Directly after the Shared Reading-session, focus-group 

interviews were held with all participants of the Shared Reading-groups. The focus-

group interviews were conducted by the primary researcher and opened with a word 

of welcome, gratitude, and an introduction to the topic of the focus-group interview. 

The terms ‘moral disengagement’ and ‘empathy’ were not used to avoid confusing 

the participants with theoretical concepts they might not be familiar with or biasing 

their responses. Instead, the focus-group was introduced as an effort ‘aimed at 

gaining an understanding of your feelings towards the young pregnant woman, your 

attitude towards her uneasy feelings, and her lack of action.’ After the introduction 

to the topic, we opened the focus-group discussion with a general opening question, 

asking what participants thought of the story. With an introductory question, asking 

participants' opinions on the young pregnant women (Grete), we introduced that the 

protagonist of the short story would be the topic of discussion. Next, two transitory 

questions about Grete’s attitude towards the men (her husband and the estate agent) 

of the story and the other women (the one who is selling the house) in the story led 

to the key questions. The key questions captured Bandura’s (2002) dimensions of 

moral disengagement. That is, we translated the theoretical name of the moral 

disengagement strategy into a question about moral evaluations that could be asked 
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as a regular question to general readers (see Table 1). The two dimensions involving 

responsibility, displacement of responsibility and diffusion of responsibility, were 

combined in one category (because they were considered too close to formulate in 

separate questions). We did not include ‘euphemistic labeling’ because this could 

not be translated into a regular question. Finally, we asked participants if there was 

anything regarding their feelings towards Grete that had not come up yet and they 

would still like to bring up (Breen, 2006).  

After the focus-group discussion, participants were debriefed, and it was 

explained to them that we are interested in their tendency to ‘morally disengage.’ 

This was explained as a tendency to put aside one's norms and values in favor of 

empathizing with someone else, especially a fictional other. The Shared Reading 

and the focus-group interviews were conducted in Dutch. 

 
Table 1: Focus-group interview questions 

Opening question What do you think of the story we have just read? 

Introductory questions What do you think about the young pregnant woman? 

Transition questions How do you feel about the young pregnant woman’s attitude 

towards her husband and estate agent? 

How do you feel about the young pregnant woman’s attitude 

towards the woman selling her house? 

Moral Disengagement 

questions 

Do you think the young pregnant woman is justified in not 

speaking up? (and why/how?) - moral justification 

Do you think the young pregnant woman can be held 

responsible for the uncomfortable business practices? (and 

why/how?) - displacement of responsibility, diffusion of 

responsibility 

What do you think the consequences are of the young pregnant 

woman’s silence? (Could this be different if she spoke up?) - 

disregard or distortion of consequences 

Do you think the woman who sells her house deserves the 

treatment she is getting from the young couple and the estate 

agent? (and why/how?) - dehumanization 

Do you think the woman who sells the house is to blame for 

the uncomfortable business practices? Perhaps partly? (and 

why/how?) - attribution of blame 
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Do you think the young pregnant woman has less 

responsibility than her husband and the estate agent? (and 

why/how?) - advantageous comparison 

Closing question Finally, is there anything connected with your feelings towards 

the young pregnant woman that has not been discussed that 

you feel strongly about and would like to bring up now? 

Participants 

In total, 22 participants took part in the study. They voluntarily participated in one 

of three Shared Reading-groups. Group 1 consisted of two men and six women 

(Mage = 75, Age range = 65-86 years). Group 2 was a group of seven women (Mage 

= 76, Age range = 47-89 years). Group 3 was a group of people living with financial 

hardship and consisted of three men and four women (Mage = 75, Age range = 64-

89 years).  

 

Stimulus material 

Stimulus material for this study was the short story A Fine Business by the Danish 

author Tove Ditlevsen from her bundle of short stories called The Trouble with 

Happiness: And Other Stories (2022/1963). The short story is about a young couple 

wanting to buy a house. With an estate agent, the couple arrives at a beautiful 

cottage owned by a recently divorced woman who is forced to sell with her three 

young children, one still a baby. Even though the house seems to have some 

shortcomings, the young woman Grete, being pregnant herself, is getting 

increasingly less comfortable with the negotiation practices of her husband and their 

estate agent. However, Grete pushes these feelings aside and does nothing to 

prevent the possible dubious sale from continuing. In the face of unethical behavior, 

Grete stays silent, which also places her on morally questionable grounds. A Dutch 

translation of the story was read to the participants, Goede Zaken (2023/1963). No 

alterations were made. 

 

Measures 

The focus-group interviews were transcribed and coded according to the eight 

dimensions of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002) and expressions of empathy 

(Shen, 2010).  Coding is often used to make sense of rich data. It is a way of 
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indexing or mapping data to provide an overview of disparate data that allows 

researchers to make sense of them in relation to the topic at hand (Elliot, 2018). In 

the current study, we used coding as a way of tagging data points (things 

participants said) that reference Bandura’s eight dimensions of moral 

disengagement and expressions of empathetic responses towards the protagonist, 

Grete (see Table 2; Bandura, 2002; Shen, 2010). 

 

Table 2: Coding scheme 

Moral justification Redefining immoral conduct into something neglectable or worthy 

Euphemistic labeling Language is used to minimize the immorality of the act 

Advantageous 

comparison 
Minimizing the severity of the immoral act by comparing it to 

something that is presumably more immoral or comparing the 

perpetrator of the immoral act to someone presumably more 

immoral 

Displacement of 

responsibility 
Someone or something else is held responsible for the immoral act 

Diffusion of 

responsibility 
Responsibility for the immoral act is diminished through division 

of labor 

Disregard or distortion 

of consequences 
Consequences of the immoral act are minimized, disbelieved, or 

ignored 

Attribution of blame Victim is blamed for what is inflicted upon them  

Dehumanization Language is used to portray the victim of the immoral act as sub-

human 

Empathy Expressions of recognition, affect, and identification 

 

Results 

When analyzing the transcribed data (see Transcripts in Appendix), expressions 

from participants showed efforts to morally disengage from the protagonist’s 

actions, in large part to take responsibility away from the protagonist. Often, Grete, 

the protagonist, was denied moral agency over her conduct. Her conduct is morally 
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exonerated because of “the type of woman” that Grete is, someone “stuck in that 

time” when women had no say, and possibly because she was raised to “be the 

sensible one and shut up.” Participants also determined that Grete had no choice. 

She was heavily pregnant and in need of a home. Likewise, various empathic 

expressions towards the character were expressed, and the story was deemed 

“recognizable” and “engaging.”  

However, not all participants were willing to morally disengage from the 

protagonist’s conduct. These participants did struggle with the ethics of Grete’s 

passiveness and why she chose not to speak up. Especially, speaking up after the 

deal was already done was considered futile and shows a lack of character. 

According to JR, “you don't get responsibility. You have to take it.” Additionally, 

JR also expressed that staying silent but criticizing afterwards is “the worst thing 

you can do.” Compellingly, even though the story is written from Grete’s point-of-

view and the questions asked during the focus-group discussions all pertained to 

Grete, she was not the focal point of discussion in two out of the three focus-group 

discussions. Both the second and third groups acknowledged that Grete was not in 

a position to speak up against her husband. However, in these groups, the story was 

mostly discussed through the lens of the victims in the situation: the young mother 

who sold the house and her three small children. They mainly empathized with the 

young mom and her children. They felt like the young mother was in an impossible 

position: “forced to sell her house” and caught “in a weak moment in their lives.” 

A participant in the second group took particular offense to Grete’s inattentiveness 

towards the children: “It costs nothing to be nice about a little baby, or ask ‘how is 

the little baby?’” 

However, participants did not consider the young mother entirely blameless 

in the situation. They did attribute some blame to her. One participant in the third 

group remarked that the woman should reel in the real estate agent as “she is not 

obliged to stay with [him].” The participants in the second and third groups hardly 

discussed Grete but rather focused on the characters in the story that received their 

most empathy - the children: “They are the only victims.” These participants 

remarked that while the young mother was thinking about the money the sale would 

generate, her children were the real victims of the sale. When they have to leave the 
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house “their childhood is over.” The participants in those groups also empathized 

with the children as “they are the only ones trying to do something and make a 

stand.” Given the lack of discussion about Grete, there was little mentioning of 

moral disengagement strategies about her immoral conduct.  

The first focus-group discussion, however, did revolve almost entirely 

around the story’s protagonist Grete. Their discussion seemed to be mainly driven 

by one participant, MB. MB clearly expressed moral disengagement strategies, and 

in addition she shared a lot of her personal experiences in response to the story. 

MB’s perspective on the short story and the personal memories that she shared 

became a central part of the group discussion. Other participants were engaged with 

her reflections and responded empathically to MB rather than to the story character. 

MB’s responses to the story and other readers’ reflections encouraged them to also 

apply moral disengagement toward Grete. Hence, we analyzed the data of the first 

focus-group more in-depth, with a special focus on MB’s reading of the story: her 

moral disengagement, empathy, and her interactions with the group. 

 

The interplay between displacement of responsibility and empathy 

MB opened her response to the story by expressing that the story was very 

‘empathic,’ and that she feels ‘a bit sad’ for the protagonist, Grete. Already at the 

beginning of the session, MB expressed that the story hit a personal note for her: 

“Yes, I feel it is recognizable. So, I recognize the obvious situations. Yeah.” When 

asked by a fellow participant if that meant that the story touched on things she also 

experienced, MB answered: “Yes, it is also my behavior and attitude, actually.” In 

these responses, MB established that she empathized with Grete, as she recognized 

the situation and identified with it. As expected, this empathy is intertwined with 

expressions of moral disengagement. MB displaced the responsibility for Grete’s 

conduct to the time period she assumed the story to take place and the upbringing 

common in that time: “That was our time like that, right? You were raised that way, 

too, right? Just shut up and listen, hey. [...] I come from such a nest.” These 

responses suggest that MB empathized with Grete, as she was placing herself in 

Grete’s shoes. This empathic recognition that MB established between herself and 

Grete is interwoven with moral disengagement when the group is asked if Grete 
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was justified in staying silent. “Yes, she cannot do otherwise,” MB said. “With the 

type of woman described here, that is how it should be. [...] She will grow over that. 

But right now, as a 20-year-old, she cannot do it yet. Because she comes from that 

kind of nest, too, probably.” MB expressed similar empathic responses when asked 

about the consequences of Grete’s silence on the shady business practices, even 

though MB acknowledged that the outcome of the story could have been different 

if Grete had spoken up, potentially better for the woman who was selling the house. 

This response initially opposed Bandura’s disregard or distortion of consequences. 

However, MB immediately justified Grete’s response, in accordance with 

displacement of responsibility, again in line with her empathic understanding of 

Grete’s position: “I think that type of woman discussed here, it was not in her 

capabilities. You describe a different type of woman then, but the way she is 

described here, she cannot do anything else.”  

Over the course of the interview, MB revealed why she understands Grete’s 

position so well; she had experienced something similar in the sixties: “I did not 

have my own account. No. I did not have my own... My money was deposited in 

my husband's account. I did not have my own account. And I got household money. 

[...] However, after three weeks, it often ran out. And then I think, I am much too 

proud to say my pennies are gone. [...] You do not get appreciation; you do not get 

anything. And that is where the divorce comes from. That is the consequence. [...] 

In this case, I can see that woman breaking even after so many years. Then she 

breaks and says, ‘And what about me.’ But at that moment, she was not like that. 

Then, I can recognize myself in it.” This quote, again, illustrates nicely how 

empathic understanding of a character’s actions and position is interwoven with 

strategies of moral disengagement, again especially displacement of responsibility 

in this case.  

Another interesting pattern in MB’s displacement of responsibility for Grete 

emerged when analyzing how she compared Grete’s responsibility with the 

responsibility of Grete’s husband and the estate agent: “She had no say, hey. [...] It 

is those two men making a bargain between themselves, hm.” Neither is MB 

attributing blame to the woman selling her house. When asked if the other woman 

might not have been articulate enough, MB responded: “No, not for me, in that 
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situation. Imagine you are sitting there with three little kiddies, and your husband 

goes running off with another. You do not go running off, do you? So, the gentleman 

went walking, didn't he?” Instead, MB puts the responsibility for the other woman’s 

suffering on the estranged husband. MB empathized with both women and 

displaced the responsibility for their conduct to their husbands and the estate agent. 

 

Encouraging moral disengagement 

As the collected data consists of focus-group discussions, there was considerable 

interaction within the group. Participants are empathetic towards MB, and were 

convinced to morally disengage through her reading experience. For instance, when 

a participant (BMT) noted that Grete is equally to blame for the way things are 

going, MB responded that it is not fault or blame. A third participant (FH) carefully 

interfered that BMT should “rename that,” in an attempt to convince BMT to apply 

moral disengagement. Finally, BMT said: “She is responsible for what happened, 

given her age. Because she made a choice. And even though it is a wrong choice, 

which she will never do so again in later times. But it is... No, that was not correct. 

It is not a wrongdoing, it is a wrong choice.” Here, BMT engaged in euphemistic 

labeling of the responsibility for the immoral conduct, encouraged by her fellow 

participants. 

Intriguingly, it were mostly the women in the group that morally 

disengaged. While the women engaged in displacement of responsibility, by putting 

the responsibility of Grete’s conduct on a lack of equality with her husband by 

saying that “she doesn’t have that kind of relationship” and it is “a different time,” 

the men interpreted this differently. The submissiveness to her husband and her 

infatuation for him was “guilty by omission,” according to JM. This could be seen 

as euphemistic labeling, however, the women did not seem to interpret it that way. 

In response to JM’s claim, MB and another woman (CM) engaged in advantageous 

comparison. They “find her less responsible than them, than the men,” as the men 

“have taken it upon themselves.” When the reader-leader reiterated that Grete is 

heavily pregnant and suggests that this might not be the time to start doubting her 

husband, MB morally justified why Grete cannot afford to do that: “You're in 

survival mode. You need to take care of that baby. So... You need to have a nest, 



 94 

you need to have a house. Where the baby has a roof over its head. [...] That has 

priority, right?” 

When asked by the interviewer if the group had any final remarks, JM asked 

a question, seemingly to ask the others to rethink their moral disengagement: “Who 

would you think is the most sympathetic character in the whole story?” He 

answered his own question: “That little boy, huh? Or that little girl, huh? The rest, 

pfff. Those are honest, those are honest. Kids are always honest.” JM felt the most 

empathetic towards the children in the story, not towards Grete, which might be 

why he did not apply any moral disengagement strategy to her, or the other way 

around; when he would have given in to MB and morally disengage from Grete’s 

immoral behavior, he might have started empathizing with her as we noticed with 

the other women in the group. Based on the current analysis, it is impossible to say 

anything about what comes first.  

 

Discussion 

The current chapter explored moral disengagement in depth with the use of a 

qualitative method and deductive content analysis. We aimed to explore how the 

experience of moral disengagement towards immoral conduct in fiction is 

verbalized by readers, who were encouraged to think aloud about their moral 

reasonings, and how moral disengagement and empathy might go hand-in-hand. 

The Shared Reading-setting demonstrated to be the right setting for this type of 

research. Within the framework of Shared Reading, participants are encouraged to 

share personal opinions, reflections, and their memories. Shared Reading is 

judgment-free (cf. Anderson, 2022). This has translated very well into our focus-

group interviews. Participants were active, spoke their minds, and shared many 

personal reflections on the story and its characters. 

Data from focus-group interviews after the Shared Reading of the short 

story Goede Zaken (1963/2023) showed that several, but not all, readers deploy 

Bandura’s dimensions of moral disengagement (2002) to exonerate a story 

character of moral responsibility. However, they do not deploy all strategies 

similarly. In the focus-group discussions, limited to this one story, the most 

prominent moral disengagement strategy was the displacement of responsibility, 
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strengthened with euphemistic labeling, advantageous comparison, and sometimes 

also attribution of blame to the victim. The short story that was used lends itself 

perfectly for moral disengagement through the displacement of responsibility. First 

of all, the protagonist Grete is passive in the story. She herself is not necessarily 

behaving immorally. Instead, she is silent in the face of injustice. While some might 

infer that this means she is complicit, others might solely put the responsibility on 

the ones actually committing the immoral act and thus morally disengage from 

Grete’s conduct.  

Analysis of the focus-group interviews showed these two types of readers. 

Some readers did indeed morally disengage, and mainly deployed displacement of 

responsibility in their reasoning. Our analysis showed that moral disengagement 

strategies go hand-in-hand with empathy. Participants who empathized with Grete 

were more willing to morally disengage, and vice versa. The connection between 

moral disengagement and empathy is especially well illustrated in the first focus-

group discussion. One participant in this group, MB, empathized strongly with 

Grete, as she herself had similar experiences in her life. In MB’s reflections on the 

short story, it is clear she recognized herself and her own lived experiences in the 

fictional character (cf. Shen, 2010). This empathic experience goes hand-in-hand 

with moral disengagement towards the character’s actions. In turn, the group 

expressed empathy with MB’s reflections on the story, and many were convinced 

to morally disengage as well. Mostly deploying displacement of responsibility, MB 

and her fellow participants imply that if one is given a certain role due to time 

period, upbringing, or gendered role patterns in a relationship, one will not act as 

their own moral agent (cf. Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 2002). When one does 

not see themselves, or in this case the story’s protagonist, as their own moral agent, 

it opens the road to moral disengagement. MB’s experience with the short story also 

concurs with previous quantitative research showing that identification 

significantly predicts moral disengagement, especially when it comes to morally 

ambiguous characters (Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016), and that readers’ perceived 

similarity to the character predicts moral disengagement (Tsay & Krakowiak, 

2011). While these studies report a direction from identification and recognizing 
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similarity to predict moral disengagement, from the current qualitative study, no 

direction of effect can be derived.   

Other readers, however, were not willing to morally disengage from Grete’s 

conduct. The men in the first focus-group who refused to accept MB’s moral 

disengagement strategies, did not empathize with Grete. The participants who did 

not express moral disengagement toward Grete (mainly in the second and third 

focus groups), empathized more strongly with the other characters, the victims in 

the story: three small children and their young mother who was forced to sell the 

house. Again, showing that moral disengagement and empathy are inextricably 

connected. When there is no empathy for Grete, there is no moral disengagement, 

and when there is no moral disengagement, there is no empathy. 

 

Limitations and future research 

While focus-group research can gain an in-depth understanding of social 

phenomena (O.Nyumba et al., 2017), it also occurs in a social context (Breen, 

2006), and the results obtained reflect social dynamics within the group (O.Nyumba 

et al., 2017). Such dynamics and the process of sharing and comparing 

understandings of the story and its character(s) mean that the focus-group 

discussion can yield more insights than individual interviews (O.Nyumba et al., 

2017). However, the structure of the focus-group interviews also prevented to go 

further in an in-depth exploration of an individual participant’s experiences with the 

dimensions of moral disengagement. After all, moral disengagement is an 

individual’s suspension of the self-regulatory mechanisms that govern moral 

conduct (Bandura, 2002) and, thus, a personal experience. During the focus-group 

interviews, we noticed participants influenced each other’s responses and stances 

on Grete’s moral conduct. That is, we did not get an unfiltered and unbiased 

response from all participants. Instead, some participants might have responded in 

a way they deemed more socially acceptable. As we noticed in the first focus-group, 

the one with MB, some participants might have been encouraged by other 

participants to morally disengage where they perhaps wouldn’t if interviewed 

individually.  
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Additionally, we have to acknowledge that the groups consisted of mostly 

relatively older people (all were aged > 47), and mostly female. Even though these 

groups are a good representation of Shared-Reading-groups in Belgium, where this 

study was conducted, the results of this study are not generalizable. It is well 

conceivable that younger participants, who would not recognize the historical time 

frame of the sixties and not recognize such gender role patterns as MB expressed, 

would not follow moral disengagement strategies and not empathize with Grete. 

Future research could include a more diverse set of participants. 

 In all, the results of this study are in line with the quantitative results 

reported in the previous chapters of this dissertation. Moral disengagement from 

immoral actions and empathy for morally questionable characters are strongly 

derived from personal perspective and experience. Not only from one’s own 

perspective on the story but also from one’s life experiences, as MB’s reading of 

the story in question shows. Results also show that moral disengagement and 

empathy are strongly connected. While the results of the previous studies showed 

that empathy derives from moral disengagement, the results of the current study 

suggest that it could also be the other way around. Nevertheless, in MB’s response 

to Goede Zaken, moral disengagement and empathy exist alongside each other and 

seem inextricably connected. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion & Discussion: New Perspectives on People’s Love for Immoral 

Characters 

 

In this dissertation, we studied literary narratives, especially stories with immoral 

protagonists, from the reader's perspective. We included actual readers in our 

research on reader responses to immoral literary characters and their stories. With 

empirical methods from media psychology and communication studies, we 

integrated literature studies, experimental research, and focus-group discussions to 

study a topic currently attracting great attention among literary scholars: empathy 

with and appreciation for immoral characters (Ercolino & Fusillo, 2022). 

Throughout the chapters of this dissertation, we proposed new perspectives and 

possible explanations for people’s liking of immoral characters and their stories. 

While this dissertation explored the possibilities offered by the integration of 

literature studies and empirical methods and offered new perspectives on the study 

of immoral characters in literary fiction, we do not aim to have a final say on the 

topic. Instead, we hope to inspire other scholars in the humanities and social and 

cognitive sciences to contribute to the development of an interdisciplinary 

framework in the study of empathy with and appreciation for immoral characters.  

 

Main research findings 

In Chapter 2, we established, with experimental methods, that moral disengagement 

mediates the relationship between fictionality and empathy. The study reported in 

Chapter 2 aimed to contribute to the fields of perpetrator studies and the empirical 

study of literature by analyzing the reactions to a novel with a Nazi protagonist and 

narrator, often seen as a paradigmatic example of evil morality (De Wijze, 2002). 

In particular, we designed an experiment to test the role of fictionality in evoking 

empathy through moral disengagement, as argued by Altmann (2021). Overall, our 

findings seem to support the idea that the popularity of perpetrator narratives might 

be tightly linked to fictionality and moral disengagement, fostering empathy. Our 

results showed that presenting a story with a perpetrator as fiction leads to more 

moral disengagement than presenting the same story as non-fiction, that is, as 
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authentic autobiographical. Higher levels of moral disengagement, in turn, lead to 

more empathy for the protagonist. 

The experimental research in Chapter 3 showed that a positive moral 

judgment is key for aesthetic appreciation of a fictional narrative with an immoral 

protagonist. As far as it concerns the character’s morality as construed by the author, 

an immoral character was more positively aesthetically appreciated than a good 

one. However, this effect only occurred when moral judgment was added as the 

third, mediating variable. When it concerns the moral judgment of the reader, a 

more positive moral judgment – generally reserved for the morally good character 

- yields higher levels of aesthetic appreciation. Such opposing slopes are called a 

suppression effect in the literature (MacKinnon et al., 2000). These findings show 

that moral judgment and aesthetic appreciation are more nuanced constructs in 

readers’ perceptions and less determined than the typology of good, bad, or evil 

characters suggests. Thus, aesthetic appreciation ultimately seems to be based on a 

trade-off of readers’ mixed perceptions of character morality (cf. Konijn & Hoorn, 

2005). 

Chapter 4 combined all variables from the chapters before and perceived 

realism was also added to test how the genre indicators for fictionality or 

autobiography were taken into account by the readers. How all variables relate to 

each other was examined in an experiment. In short, we tested how perceived 

realism, moral disengagement, and moral judgment mediate the impact of 

fictionality on empathy and aesthetic appreciation. Contrary to what was expected, 

the results of the study suggested that fictionality (biography vs. fiction) did not 

have a negative effect on perceived realism (i.e., fiction was not perceived as less 

realistic than the biography), nor did fictionality have a positive effect on moral 

disengagement, moral judgment, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation. Furthermore, 

the analyses showed it is not lower perceived character realism that increases moral 

disengagement, moral judgment, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation, but instead, 

it is higher perceived realism. This is against our expectations. However, some 

researchers have suggested that the distinction between reality and fiction, or the 

perception of realism, is not the first process readers go through when reading a 

narrative. Konijn et al. (2009), for example, suggested that the emotional 
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involvement of the audience with the topic of a media story may predict perceived 

realism. In all, our results imply that moral disengagement, is a mediator between 

perceived character realism and empathy and aesthetic appreciation. In other words, 

if a character is perceived as (more) realistic, the reader will more strongly apply 

moral disengagement. In turn, this then also enhances empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation.In Chapter 5, we did a qualitative deep dive into the process of moral 

disengagement. We aimed to explore how the experience of moral disengagement 

towards immoral conduct in fiction is verbalized by readers who were encouraged 

to think aloud about their moral reasonings. Additionally, we wanted to explore how 

moral disengagement and empathy might go hand-in-hand as was suggested by the 

results of chapter 4. Data from focus-group interviews after the Shared Reading of 

the short story Goede Zaken (1963/2023) showed that readers deploy Bandura’s 

dimensions of moral disengagement (2002) to exonerate a story character of moral 

responsibility. Analysis of the focus-group interviews showed two types of readers. 

Some readers did indeed morally disengage, and mainly deployed displacement of 

responsibility in their reasoning. Some other participants were not willing to 

morally disengage from Grete’s (the story’s protagonist) conduct. Furthermore, the 

analysis showed that moral disengagement strategies go hand-in-hand with 

empathy. Participants who empathized with Grete were more willing to morally 

disengage or vice versa. The participants who were less willing to morally 

disengage, empathized more strongly with the victims in the story: three small 

children and their young mother who was forced to sell the house. The connection 

between moral disengagement and empathy is especially well illustrated in the first 

focus-group discussion. One participant in this group, MB, empathized strongly 

with Grete, as she herself has had similar experiences in her life. In MB’s reflections 

on the short story, it is clear that she recognized herself and her own lived 

experiences in the fictional character (cf. Shen, 2010). This empathic experience 

goes hand-in-hand with moral disengagement towards the character’s actions. In 

turn, the group expressed empathy with MB’s reflections on the story, and many 

were convinced to morally disengage as well. MB’s experience with the short story 

also concurs with previous quantitative research showing that identification 

significantly predicts moral disengagement, especially when it comes to morally 
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ambiguous characters (Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016), and that readers’ perceived 

similarity to the character predicts moral disengagement (Tsay & Krakowiak, 

2011).  

 

New perspectives and possible explanations: Theoretical reflections 

In the extant literature, the study of the moral fiber of fictional characters, affective 

responses, and how readers appreciate such characters has often been linked to 

morally good or positive characters (Affective Disposition Theory, Zillmann, 

2000). While this narrow selection of characters used in most research thus far 

generally confirmed the Affective Disposition Theory (e.g., Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; 

Johnson, 2012; Stansfield & Bunce, 2014) more research was needed to understand 

better how morally bad characters are perceived and may evoke empathy. Hence, 

in this dissertation, we expanded such research efforts to include morally bad - or 

immoral - characters. 

The findings of our studies show that morality is a more nuanced construct 

in readers’ perceptions and less determined than the typology of good vs. bad or 

moral vs. immoral suggests. Thus, empathy for story characters and aesthetic 

appreciation of a story do not seem to be based on character typology but rather on 

a trade-off of readers’ mixed perceptions of character morality (cf. Konijn & Hoorn, 

2005). The results of the studies in this dissertation show that readers who morally 

disengage more strongly from a fictional character’s immoral conduct and who 

judge the character as relatively morally good, despite possible immoral behavior 

and regardless of character typology, have more empathic experiences with the 

story character and more positive aesthetic appreciation for the story. Therefore, the 

results of this dissertation indicate that it is likely that empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation need to be in line with one’s perceived moral judgment in a positive 

sense, which can be achieved through moral disengagement. Hence, participants 

can only empathize with and aesthetically appreciate an immoral character if they 

adjust their moral perceptions in an opposite direction than the constructed morality 

of the character as intended by the author. Thus, through moral disengagement, the 

reader can still judge the bad character on the morally good side. 
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Literature offers a safe space for the “suspension of moral values,” as 

immoral conduct in fiction does not have real-life consequences (Vaage, 2013, pp. 

226-227). Arguably, this “suspension of moral values” could be prevented when 

readers experience an immoral character as highly realistic (cf. Salgaro, et al., 

2021). In this dissertation, we discovered that this possibly differs depending on the 

narrative. Presenting the narrative surrounding a Nazi-commander and his war 

crimes as fictional vs. autobiographical did indeed impact moral perceptions in 

favor of the fictional presentation (Chapter 1). We presumed this was fueled by the 

“suspension of moral values” and lack of real-life consequences considered typical 

for fiction reading. However, results differed when we tested this again with a 

different narrative, centered around a young woman who killed the man who framed 

her father for a crime he did not commit. This time, we also included perceived 

realism as a measure. We found that the presentation of the same narrative as either 

fiction or non-fiction did not impact perceived realism as expected nor perceived 

morality (Chapter 4). Contradictory to what was expected, higher perceived realism 

positively influenced perceived morality, empathy for the story character, and 

aesthetic appreciation of the story. Hence, we would argue that the genre indicator 

might eventually be less relevant for the reader than their own perception of realism. 

In all, this dissertation offers a new theoretical perspective on character 

typology and genre indicators in literature and other narrative (non-)fiction. Both 

character typologies and genre indicators are not decisive in predicting reader 

responses. There is not one predetermined or generalized reading of a literary 

narrative (cf. Harkin, 2005). Instead, readers’ personal experiences with a narrative 

determine their empathetic and aesthetic responses. Moreover, empathic and 

aesthetic responses are inextricably connected to the “suspension of moral values,” 

or rather the willingness to morally disengage and exonerate the story character 

from moral responsibility. 

 

Strengths and limitations of research methods 

In this dissertation, we systematically studied literary narratives, especially stories 

with immoral protagonists, from the reader's perspective. To do so, we used theory 

and methods from empirical literature studies, communication science, and media 
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psychology to aid in understanding literary reading. This research effort is in line 

with a trend that is signaling a change in what it means to undertake research: we 

are moving toward more interdisciplinary approaches (Pedersen, 2016). The main 

focus of this dissertation was to integrate experimental research into literature 

studies to understand why people empathize with immoral characters and find the 

stories of immoral characters aesthetically pleasing. 

Experiments lend themselves well to testing causality and quantifying the 

influences, differences and correlations between different concepts (cf. Field, 2013, 

pp. 7). Thus, we can systematically study what effect reading literature has on one’s 

experiences with morality, empathy, and literary aesthetics; and how these 

constructs go hand-in-hand. Experimental research is based on assumptions or 

hypotheses tested in a controlled environment to ensure as few confounding 

influences (other explanations) as possible. 

In our experimental studies (Chapters 2, 3, and 4), we assumed that empathy 

and aesthetic appreciation would be outcome variables influenced by factors such 

as fictionality and character morality, and other variables such as perceived realism 

and perceived morality. However, the outcomes of the experimental studies showed 

that the relationships between the variables are often bi-directional. This highlights 

a limitation that is omnipresent when studying the psychological effects of fiction 

reading or entertainment media in general: effects often occur simultaneously. 

Many self-report studies, such as the ones presented in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, rely on 

measuring the concepts after the reading experience. Hence, we cannot establish 

whether aesthetic appreciation during reading influences empathy, for instance. 

Thus, in our experimental research, we relied on hypotheses based on previous 

research to guide our current research efforts. 

The qualitative study in Chapter 5 highlights once again that the measured 

variables are intertwined in the reader’s experience and seem to occur 

simultaneously. For example, MB’s moral disengagement and empathic 

experiences go hand-in-hand. However, the Shared Reading-setting and the set-up 

of the focus-group discussion encouraged participants to think-aloud and talk about 

everything that came to their mind about the story and its characters (cf. Charters, 

2003). When analyzing the data, we established that for one particular reader, 
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empathy seemed to be the catalyst for a morally disengaged response to the 

protagonist of the story - but also the other way around. Showing, again, that the 

two variables are intertwined and dependent on each other.  

Furthermore, we used a different story for each study in this dissertation. 

These stories varied a lot in content and style, which could have affected the readers’ 

perception of the story and its characters. For example, the war crimes of a Nazi-

officer (Chapter 2, Chapter 3) could be perceived very differently than a young 

woman who kills one man (Chapter 4) or, even more so, a young woman who is 

silently complicit in a shady business deal (Chapter 5), both on a scale of perceived 

morality and a scale of perceived realism. Moreover, the authors of the stories used 

different narrative techniques. The narrative in Chapter 2 is written from a first-

person perspective, while the narratives in the other studies (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) 

are written from a third-person perspective. It is often understood that narrations 

from a first-person perspective elicit more empathy for the character (Keen, 2006). 

Thus, we cannot exclude the possibility that the results of our individual studies are 

(in part also) a reflection of the narratives’ contents or form. 

Additionally, we cannot assume that the outcomes of our studies are 

generalizable for the overall population. Participants in the experimental studies 

reported in Chapters 2 and 3 are mainly university students. Participants in the 

focus-group study reported in Chapter 5 are mostly of older age. Moreover, these 

three studies have a gender bias as well, as a large percentage of participants is 

female. The homogeneous participant pools make it hard to generalize the results. 

In all, this dissertation set up a groundwork for empirical reader-response studies 

into the relationships between morality, empathy, and aesthetic appreciation of 

narrative fiction, for which further research is required. 

 

Future research 

Future research could establish a model or a path for the reading experience, 

considering different narrative forms and including a diverse population of readers. 

However, as mentioned above, there is a limitation that is omnipresent when 

researching the psychological effects of fiction reading, or entertainment media in 

general: effects often occur simultaneously. More research needs to be done to 
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disentangle the different facets of the reading experience theoretically, as well as to 

establish a pathway of influence with empirical methods. Previous experimental 

research into the effects of fiction on perceived realism, perceived morality, and 

empathetic and aesthetic experiences has shown effects in all possible directions: 

Bilandzic and Busselle (2011) showed that higher perceived realism increases 

aesthetic enjoyment and identification. In contrast, Konijn et al. (2009) found that 

emotional involvement - such as empathy, identification and compassion - predicts 

perceived realism instead. Janicke and Raney (2018) showed that moral 

disengagement positively predicts identification with a story character, and 

Krakowiak & Tsay (2011) found that moral disengagement positively affects 

positive affective dispositions and enjoyment. On the other hand, Sanders and Tsay-

Vogel (2016) showed that both identification and moral judgment positively predict 

moral disengagement, and Tsay and Krakowiak (2011) showed that readers’ 

identification with the character and perceived similarity to the character positively 

affect moral disengagement. In short, it is hard to untangle the different concepts 

and establish the directionality of influence with self-report measures. 

A possible way forward in the effort to untangle the different concepts is to 

study aesthetic excitement and emotional involvement with physiological measures 

(heart rate, skin conductance, skin temperature, reaction time) or brain imaging 

(fMRI, EEG) during reading, combined with self-report measures. A study already 

showed that slower reaction times were indicative of greater immersion, 

particularly emotional engagement. Synchrony in heart rate across participants was 

associated with self-reported attentional and emotional engagement with the story 

(Hammond et al., 2023). Moreover, the Neurocognitive Poetics Model (discussed 

more in-depth in Chapter 1) already splits literary processing into two paths: the 

immersive path for backgrounded, implicit processing of fiction feelings such as 

empathy; and the foregrounded, explicit processing of aesthetic feelings about 

literature (Jacobs, 2015a; Jacobs, 2015b). Combining these measures might shed 

light on the directionality of the reading experience. However, such research 

requires a collective, integrated effort from the scholarly fields of the humanities, 

social and cognitive sciences. This dissertation showed how a shared interest from 

different fields has merit in collaboration and interdisciplinary outreach.  
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Final remarks 

The main takeaway from the research reported in this dissertation is that literary 

reading is not a uniform experience and that genre indicators or moral constructions 

of characters are not necessarily followed in their intentions by readers’ perceptions 

and evaluations. While scholars of literary criticism have proposed various ‘ideal 

readers’ (De Maria, 1978), the impact of a literary narrative on an individual cannot 

be forced into the box of a generalized reading as often offered in reader-response 

theory (cf. Harkin, 2005). Instead, reading fiction and getting immersed in a story 

and its characters is a highly personal experience:  

 

“A reading experience is described as being absorbed in a good story, when we 

forget about time and place, forget to eat or even to go to bed. A good read is when 

we learn about the world, learn about the human mind, and learn about ourselves. 

It is pleasure and entertainment, excitement and having a good time, but it is also 

self-realization and mind expansion.” (Balling, 2016, pp. 37) 

 

The studies in this dissertation have shown that if we perceive a story as 

representative of real-world affairs - as close to us - we tend to morally disengage 

and have positive judgments of characters intended to be bad. In that way, we can 

empathize with such immoral characters and aesthetically appreciate the story. The 

stories we shared with our participants gave them insights into the minds of fictional 

characters who could be branded as immoral. On one hand, literature provides a 

platform to suspend our moral values and feel things we wouldn’t feel when there 

would have been real-life consequences (Vaage, 2013). On the other hand, we might 

see a piece of our mental representations of ourselves and our perception of the 

world in literary fiction (Martínez, 2014), and literature might help us to vicariously 

reflect on our own lives (Browning et al., 2021). Such emotional involvement with 

a fictional narrative could increase perceived realism (Konijn et al., 2009) and the 

need to morally disengage.  

If there is one thing that all four studies show, it is that empathy and aesthetic 

appreciation depend on individuals’ perceptions of immoral behavior or the 

willingness to morally disengage. In other words, a ‘moral shift’ takes place when 

the reader judges an immoral action as less unacceptable because they deem it could 
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be moral given the circumstances (Tepe & Byrne, 2022). This ‘moral shift’ seems 

to be at the heart of what drives people to empathize with characters displaying 

immoral conduct and aesthetically appreciate the stories of those characters. Hence, 

when we step outside the confines of what is generally considered morally bad, we 

are more likely to love immoral characters and their stories. In all, this dissertation 

demonstrated that if we want to love an immoral character and their story, if we 

want to empathize and aesthetically appreciate, we find a way to do so by adjusting 

our moral standards to allow the character’s immoralities to be evaluated on the 

‘good’ side. 

  



 108 

Bibliography 
Altmann, E. M. (2021). Das unsagbare verschweigen: Holocaust-literatur aus 

täterperspektive: Eine interdisziplinäre textanalyse. Transcript Publishers.  

Andersen, T. R. (2022). Regaining autonomy, competence, and relatedness: Experiences 

from two Shared Reading groups for people diagnosed with cancer. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 13, 1017166. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1017166  

Andringa, E. (1996). Effects of ‘narrative distance’ on readers' emotional involvement 

and response. Poetics, 23(6), 431-452. https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-

422X(95)00009-9  

Balling, G. (2016). What is a Reading Experience? The Development of a Theoretical 

and Empirical Understanding. In P. M. Rothbauer, K. I. Skjerdingstad, L. 

McKechnie, & K. Oterholm (Eds.), Plotting the Reading Experience — 

Theory/Practice/Politics (pp. 37-53). Wilfrid Laurier University Press. 

Bal, P. M., & Veltkamp, M. (2013). How does fiction reading influence empathy? An 

experimental investigation on the role of emotional transportation. PLoS ONE, 

8(1), e55341. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055341  

Bandura, A. (1999). Moral disengagement in the perpetration of inhumanities. 

Personality and Social Psychology Review, 3(3), 193-209. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327957pspr0303_3  

Bandura, A. (2002). Selective moral disengagement in the exercise of moral agency. 

Journal of Moral Education, 31(2), 101-119, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0305724022014322  

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (1996). Mechanisms of 

moral disengagement in the exercise of moral agency. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 71(2), 364–374. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.364 

Bilandzic, H. & Busselle, R. (2011). Enjoyment of films as a function of narrative 

experience, perceived realism and transportability. Communications, 36(1), 29-

50. https://doi.org/10.1515/comm.2011.002  

Bingham, A.J., & Witkowsky, P. (2022). Deductive and inductive approaches to 

qualitative data analysis. In C. Vanover, P. Mihas, & J. Saldaña (Eds.), Analyzing 

and interpreting qualitative data: After the interview (pp. 133-146). SAGE 

Publications. 

Borges, J. L. (1999) Emma Zunz. (A. Hurley, Trans.). Collected Fictions (pp. 215-219). 

Penguin Classics. (Original work published in 1948)  



 109 

Bortolussi, M., & Dixon, P. (2002). Psychonarratology: Foundations for the Empirical 

Study of Literary Response. Cambridge University Press.  

Breen, R. L. (2006). A practical guide to focus-group research, Journal of Geography in 

Higher Education, 30(3), 463-475 https://doi.org10.1080/03098260600927575  

Browning, C. S., Joenniemi, P., & Steele, B. J. (2021). Vicarious Identity: An Overview. 

In C. S. Browning, P. Joenniemi, & Steele, B. J. (Eds.), Vicarious Identity in 

International Relations; Self, Security, and Status on the Global Stage (pp. 7–42). 

Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197526385.003.0002 

Busselle, R., & Bilandzic, H. (2009). Measuring narrative engagement. Media  

Psychology, 12(4), 321-347. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213260903287259  

Canning, P. (2017). Text world theory and real world readers: From literature to life in a 

Belfast prison. Language and Literature, 26(2): 172–187. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947017704731. 

Chana, K., Mikuni, J., Schnebel, A., & Leder, H. (2023). Reading in the city: Mobile eye-

tracking and evaluation of text in an everyday setting. Frontiers in Psychology, 

14, 1205913. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1205913  

Charters, E. (2003). The use of think-aloud methods in qualitative research. An 

introduction to think-aloud methods. Brock Education Journal, 12(2), 68-82. 

https://doi.org/10.26522/brocked.v12i2.38  

Christiansen, C. E. (2023). Does fiction reading make us better people? Empathy and 

morality in a literary empowerment programme. Ethnos, 88(5), 994-1013.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2021.2007158 

Cohen, J. (2001) Defining identification: A theoretical look at the identification of 

audiences with media characters. Mass Communication and Society, 4(3), 245-

264. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0403_01  

Cuff, B. M. P., Brown, S. J., Taylor, L., & Howat, D. J. (2016). Empathy: A Review of 

the Concept. Emotion Review, 8(2), 144-153. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073914558466 

De Jonge, J., Demichelis, S., Rebora, S., & Salgaro, M. (2022). Operationalizing 

perpetrator studies. Focusing readers’ reactions to The Kindly Ones by Jonathan 

Littell. Journal of Literary Semantics, 51(2), 147–161. https://doi.org/10.1515/jls-

2022-2057 

De Maria, R. (1978). The Ideal Reader: A Critical Fiction. Publications of the Modern 

Language Association of America, 93(3), 463-474. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/461867 



 110 

De Wijze, S. (2002). Defining Evil: Insights From the Problem of “Dirty Hands”. The 

Monist, 85(2), 210-238. https://doi.org/10.5840/monist200285212 

Ditlevsen, T. (2022). The trouble with happiness. (M. F. Goldman, Trans.). Penguin 

Books. (Original work published in 1963) 

Ditlevsen, T. (2023). Kwaad Geluk. (L. Post-Oostenbrink, Trans.). Das Mag. (Original 

work published in 1963) 

Eder J,. Jannidis F., & Schneider R. (2010). Characters in fictional worlds: Understanding 

imaginary beings in literature film and other media. De Gruyter.  

Eisinga, R., Te Grotenhuis, M., & Pelzer, B. (2023). The reliability of a two-item scale: 

Pearson, Cronbach, or Spearman-Brown?. International Journal of Public 

Health, 58, 637–642. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-012-0416-3 

Elliott, V. (2018). Thinking about the coding process in qualitative data analysis. 

Qualitative Report, 23(11), 2850–2861. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-

3715/2018.3560 

Ercolino, S., & Fusillo, M. (2022). Empatia negativa: Il punto di vista del male. 

Bompiani.  

Fernandez-Quintanilla, C., & Stradling, F. (2023). Introduction: stylistic approaches to 

narrative empathy. Journal of Literary Semantics, 52(2), 103-121. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/jls-2023-2008  

Field, A. (2013). Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS Statistics. 4th Edition. Sage.  

Focardi, F. (2016). Il cattivo tedesco e il bravo italiano. La rimozione delle colpe della 

seconda guerra mondiale (3rd ed). Laterza.  

Fox-Wasylyshyn, S. M., & El-Masri, M. M. (2005). Handling missing data in self-report 

measures. Research in Nursing & Health, 28(6), 488-495. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.20100 

Frazer, R., Moyer-Gusé, E., & Grizzard, M. (2022). Moral disengagement cues and 

consequences for victims in entertainment narratives: An experimental 

investigation. Media Psychology, 25(4), 619-637. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2022.2034020  

Geng, Y., Zheng, Q. (2022). A review of research on the antecedents of moral 

disengagement. In H. Zu (Eds.). 2022 International Conference on Financial 

Management, Humanities and Social Sciences (ICFMHSS 2022), 196-201. 

https://doi.org/10.25236/icfmhss.2022.037  



 111 

Goodwin, G. P., Piazza, J., & Rozin, P. (2014). Moral character predominates in person 

perception and evaluation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 106(1), 

148–168. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034726  

Green, M. C., Strange, J. J., & Brock, T. C. (Eds.). (2002). Narrative impact: Social and 

cognitive foundations. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.  

Hakemulder, F. (2000). The Moral Laboratory: Experiments examining the effects of 

reading literature on social perception and moral self-concept. John Benjamins 

Publishing Company. https://doi.org/10.1075/upal.34  

Hakemulder, J. F. (2004). Foregrounding and its effect on readers’ perception. Discourse 

Processes, 38(2), 193-218. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326950dp3802_3  

Hammond, H., Armstrong, M., Thomas, G. A., & Gilchrist, I. D. (2023). Audience 

immersion: Validating attentional and physiological measures against self-report. 

Cognitive Research: Principles and Implications, 8, 22. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-023-00475-0 

Hanauer, D. I. (2010). Poetry as Research: Exploring second language poetry writing. 

John Benjamins Publishing Company. https://doi.org/10.1075/lal.9  

Harash, A. (2022). The model of failed foregrounding. Psychology of Aesthetics, 

Creativity, and the Arts, 16(4), 594–609. https://doi.org/10.1037/aca0000419  

Harkin, P. (2005). The Reception of Reader-Response Theory. College Composition and 

Communication, 56(3), 410-425. https://doi.org/30037873  

Ibsch, E. (1990). The Cognitive Turn in Narratology [Review of Literary Discourse: 

Aspects of Cognitive and Social Psychological Approaches; Textanalyse als 

Kognitionskritik? Möglichkeiten und Grenzen ideologiekritischer Inhaltsanalyse; 

Erzählperspektive empirisch-Untersuchungen zur Rezeptionsrelevanz narrativer 

Strukturen, by L. Halász, P. Vorderer, N. Groeben, H.-W. Ludwig, & W. 

Faulstich]. Poetics Today, 11(2), 411–418. https://doi.org/10.2307/1772625  

Jacobs, A. M. (2015a). Neurocognitive poetics: methods and models for investigating the 

neuronal and cognitive-affective bases of literature reception. Frontiers in 

Human Neuroscience, 9, 186. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2015.00186 

Jacobs, A. M. (2015b). Towards a neurocognitive poetics model of literary reading. In R. 

Willems (Ed.), Cognitive Neuroscience of Natural Language Use (pp. 135-159). 

Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107323667.007  

Janicke, S. H., & Raney, A. A. (2018). Modeling the antihero narrative enjoyment 

process. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 7(4), 533–546. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000152  



 112 

Jin, W. Y., & Peng, M. (2021). The Effects of Social Perception on Moral Judgment. 

Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 557216. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.557216  

Johnson, D. R. (2012). Transportation into a story increases empathy, prosocial behavior, 

and perceptual bias toward fearful expressions. Personality and Individual 

Differences, 52(2), 150-155. https://10.1016/j.paid.2011.10.005  

Keen, S. (2006). A Theory of Narrative Empathy. Narrative 14(3), 207-236. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2006.0015. 

Keen, S. (2007). Empathy and the Novel. Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195175769.001.0001  

Konijn, E. A., & Hoorn, J. F. (2005). Some like it bad: Testing a model for perceiving 

and experiencing fictional characters. Media Psychology, 7(2), 107‒144. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0702_1  

Konijn, E. A., Walma van der Molen, J. H., & Van Nes, S. (2009). Emotions bias 

perceptions of realism in audiovisual media: Why we may take fiction for real. 

Discourse Processes, 46(4), 309-340. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01638530902728546  

Koopman, E. M. & Hakemulder, F. (2015). Effects of literature on empathy and self-

reflection: A theoretical-empirical framework. Journal of Literary Theory, 9(1), 

79–111. https://doi.org/10.1515/jlt-2015-0005  

Knoop, C. A., Wagner, V., Jacobsen, T., & Menninghaus, W. (2016). Mapping the 

aesthetic space of literature “from below”. Poetics, 56, 35–49. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2016.02.001 

Krakowiak, K. M., & Oliver, M. B. (2012). When good characters do bad things:  

Examining the Effect of Moral Ambiguity on Enjoyment. Journal of 

Communication, 62(1). 117–135. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-

2466.2011.01618.x  

Krakowiak, K. M., & Tsay, M. (2011). The role of moral disengagement in the enjoyment 

of real and fictional characters. International Journal of Arts and Technology, 

4(1), 90–101. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJART.2011.037772 

Krakowiak, K. M., & Tsay-Vogel, M. (2013). What makes characters’ bad behaviors 

acceptable? The effects of character motivation and outcome on perceptions, 

character liking, and moral disengagement, Mass Communication and Society, 

16(2), 179-199. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2012.690926  

Kuiken, D., & Jacobs, A. M. (2021). Handbook of Empirical Literary Studies. De 

Gruyter. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110645958  



 113 

Kuijpers, M. (2022). Bodily involvement in readers’ online book reviews: applying Text 

World Theory to examine absorption in unprompted reader response. Journal of 

Literary Semantics, 51(2), 111-129. https://doi.org/10.1515/jls-2022-2055  

Kuipers, M .M., & Hakemulder, F. (2018). Understanding and appreciating literary texts 

through rereading. Discourse Processes, 55(7), 619-641. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0163853X.2017.1390352  

Littell, J. (2006). Les Bienveillantes. Gallimard.   

Littell, J. (2014). Le benevole (M. Botto, Trans.). Einaudi. (Original work published in 

2006)  

Loi, C., Hakemulder, F., Kuijpers, M., & Lauer, G. (2023). On how Fiction Impacts the 

Self-Concept: Transformative Reading Experiences and Storyworld Possible 

Selves. Scientific Study of Literature, 12(1), 44–67. 

https://doi.org/10.61645/ssol.181  

MacKinnon, D. P., Krull, J. L., & Lockwood, C. M. (2000). Equivalence of the 

mediation, confounding and suppression effect. Prevention Science, 1(4). 173-

181. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026595011371  

Manoschek, W. (2008). Wir werden es nie erfahren. Die Presse 18.03.2008. https://www.  

diepresse.com/370435/bdquowir-werden-es-nie-erfahrenldquo (accessed 28 May 

2022)  

Martínez, M.A. (2014). Storyworld possible selves and the phenomenon of narrative 

immersion: Testing a new theoretical construct. Narrative, 22(1), 110-131. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2014.0004 

McGlothlin, E. (2010). Theorizing the perpetrator in Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader and 

Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow. In R. Clifton Spargo & Robert Ehrenreich (Eds.), 

After representation? The holocaust, literature, and culture (pp. 210 – 230). 

Rutgers UP.  

McGlothlin, E. (2016). Empathetic identification and the mind of the holocaust 

perpetrator in fiction: A proposed taxonomy of response. Narrative, 24(3). 251–

276. https://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2016.0016  

Mendhakar, A. (2022). Linguistic Profiling of Text Genres: An Exploration of Fictional 

vs. Non-Fictional Texts. Information, 13(8), 357. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/info13080357  

Mendhakar, A., & Tilmatine, M. (2023). Automatic Authorship Classification for 

German Lyrics Using Naïve Bayes. Journal for Language Technology and 



 114 

Computational Linguistics, 36(1), 171–182. 

https://doi.org/10.21248/jlcl.36.2023.242  

Miall. D .S. (2006). Literary Reading: Empirical & Theoretical Studies. Peter Lang 

Publishing.   

Moneva, Ma. L. V., & Oropilla, C. T. (2024). Identifying Socioemotional Skills for the 

Digital Age: Foundations of an Early Childhood Literature-Based Program. In F. 

Gomez Paloma (Eds.) Lifelong Learning - Education for the Future World, 

Moving images, culture and the mind. IntechOpen. 

https://doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.114138  

Moyer-Gusé, E. (2008). Toward a theory of entertainment persuasion: Explaining the 

persuasive effects of entertainment-education messages. Communication Theory, 

18(3). 407-425. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2008.00328.x  

O.Nyumba, T., Wilson, K., Derrick, C. J., & Mukherjee, N. (2017). The use of focus 

group discussion methodology: Insights from two decades of application in 

conservation. Methods in Ecology and Evolution, 9(1), 20-32. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210X.12860 

Pedersen, D. B. (2016). Integrating social sciences and humanities in interdisciplinary 

research. Palgrave Communications, 2(1), 1-7. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/palcomms.2016.36 

Pinotti, A., & Salgaro, M. (2019). Empathy or empathies? Uncertainties in the  

interdisciplinary discussion. Gestalt Theory, 41(2), 141–158.  

https://doi.org/10.2478/gth-2019-0015  

Polvinen, M., & Sklar, H. (2019) Mimetic and synthetic views of characters: How readers 

process “people” in fiction. Cogent Arts & Humanities, 6, 1687257. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2019.1687257  

Potter, W. J. (1986). Perceived reality and the cultivation hypothesis. Journal of 

Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 30, 159–174. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08838158609386617  

Raney, A. A. (2002). Moral judgment as a predictor of enjoyment of crime drama. Media 

Psychology, 4(4), 305-322. https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0404_01  

Raney, A. A. (2004). Expanding Disposition Theory: Reconsidering Character Liking, 

Moral Evaluations, and Enjoyment. Communication Theory, 14(4), 348-369. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2004.tb00319.x  



 115 

Raney, A. A., & Baldwin, J. A. (2021). The role of morality in emotional responses to 

entertainment. In K. Döveling, E. A. Konijn (Eds.), Routledge International 

Handbook of Emotions and Media (pp. 112 – 128). Routledge.  

Raney, A. A., & Bryant, J. (2002). Moral judgment as a predictor of enjoyment of crime 

drama: An integrated theory of enjoyment. Journal of Communication, 52(2), 

402-415. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2002.tb02552.x  

Rebora, S. (2023). Sentiment analysis in literary studies. A critical survey. Digital 

Humanities Quarterly, 17(2). 

https://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/17/2/000691/000691.html  

Richards, E. J. (2009). Fiktionen des Bösen und ›das Gewissen‹ der Nazis: ›Les 

Bienveillantes‹ von Jonathan Littell. In Roswitha Böhm, Stephanie Bung & 

Andrea Grewe (eds.), Observatoire de l’extrême contemporain: Studien zur 

französischsprachigen Gegenwartsliteratur (Edition Lendemains 12), 129–147. 

Tübingen: G. Narr.  

Rucker, D. D., Preacher, K. J., Tormala, Z. L., & Petty, R. E. (2011). Mediation analysis 

is social psychology: Current practices and new recommendations. Social and 

Personality Psychology Compass, 5(6), 359–371. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-

9004.2011.00355.x  

Salgaro, M., Wagner, V., & Menninghaus, W. (2021). A good, a bad, and an evil 

character: Who renders a novel most enjoyable?. Poetics (101550).  

Salgaro, M., & Van Tourhout, B. (2018). Why does Frank Underwood look at us? 

Contemporary heroes suggest the need of a turn in the conceptualization of 

fictional empathy. Journal of Literary Theory, 12(2), 345-368. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/jlt-2018-0019 

Sanders, M. S., & Tsay-Vogel, M. (2016). Beyond heroes and villains: Examining 

explanatory mechanisms underlying moral disengagement. Mass Communication 

and Society, 19(3), 230-252. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2015.1096944 

Saramago, J. (1995) Ensaio sobre a Cegueira. Caminho.  

Saramago, J. (1996). Die stadt der blinden (R. G. Mertin, Trans.). Rowohlt Taschenbuch 

Verlag. (Original work published in 1995)  

Scapin, G., Loi, C., Hakemulder, F., Bálint K., & Konijn, E. (2023). The role of 

processing foregrounding in empathic reactions in literary reading, Discourse 

Processes, 60(4-5), 273-293. https://doi.org/10.1080/0163853X.2023.2198813 



 116 

Shapiro, M. A., & Chock, T. M. (2003). Psychological processes in perceiving reality. 

Media Psychology, 5(2), 163-198. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0502_3  

Shen, L. (2010). On a scale of state empathy during message processing. Western Journal 

of Communication, 74(5). 504–524. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10570314.2010.512278 

Skjerdingstad, K. I., & Tangerås, T. M. (2019). Shared reading as an affordance-nest for 

developing kinesic engagement with poetry: A case study. Cogent Arts & 

Humanities, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2019.1688631 

Stansfield, J., & Bunce, L. (2014). The relationship between empathy and reading fiction: 

Separate roles for cognitive and affective components. Journal of European 

Psychology Students, 5(3), 9-18. https://doi.org/10.5334/jeps.ca 

Tepe, B., & Byrne, R.M.J. (2022). Cognitive processes in imaginative moral shifts: How 

judgments of morally unacceptable actions change. Memory & Cognition 50, 

1103–1123. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13421-022-01315-0  

The Reader. (2019). Stronger Foundations for the Future: Growing Shared Reading with 

Support from the Second Half Fund. The Reader, Org. 

https://www.thereader.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Stronger-Foundations-

For-The-Future-The-Readers-Second-Half-Fund-Repo....pdf 

Tilmatine, M., Hubers, F., & Hintz, F. (2021). Exploring Individual Differences in 

Recognizing Idiomatic Expressions in Context. Journal of Cognition, 4(1), 

37.DOI: https://doi.org/10.5334/joc.183  

Tsay, M., & Krakowiak K. M. (2011). The impact of perceived character similarity and  

identification on moral disengagement. International Journal of Arts and 

Technology, 14(1), 102-110. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJART.2011.037773  

Vaage, M. B. (2013). Fictional reliefs and reality checks. Screen, 54(2), 218–

237.  https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/hjt004  

Van Peer, W. (1986). Stylistics and Psychology: Investigations of Foregrounding (1st 

ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003130437  

Van Peer, W., Sopčák, P., Castiglione, D., Fialho, O., Jacobs, A. M. & Hakemulder, F. 

(2021). Foregrounding. In D. Kuiken & A. M. Jacobs (Ed.), Handbook of 

Empirical Literary Studies (pp. 145-176). De Gruyter. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110645958-007  



 117 

Zillmann, D. (1991). Empathy: Affect from bearing witness to the emotions of others. In 

J. Bryant & D. Zillmann (Eds.), Responding to the screen: Reception and 

reaction processes (pp. 135–167). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

Zillmann, D. (1994). Mechanisms of emotional involvement with drama. Poetics, 23(1-

2), 33-51. https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-422X(94)00020-7  

Zillmann, D. (2000). Basal morality in drama appreciation. In I. Bondebjerg (Eds.), 

Moving images, culture and the mind (pp. 53-63). University of Luton Press.  

 
 
  



 118 

Appendix 

 

Chapter 2: Stimulus material Le Benevole 

La storia che stai per leggere consiste in estratti dell’autobiografia / di un 

romanzo che descrive la vera storia / la vita di un personaggio inventato 

dell’ufficiale nazista Maximilian Aue. Maximilian Aue è una persona 

realmente esistita. / Siccome Maximilian Aue non è mai esistito, le sue 

memorie sono una finzione.  

Leggi attentamente la storia dell’ufficiale. Una volta che avrai finito, ti saranno 

chieste delle domande sulla storia. 

 

--- page break ---  

 

Fratelli umani, lasciate che vi racconti com’è andata. Non siamo tuoi fratelli, 

ribatterete voi, e non vogliamo saperlo. Ed è ben vero che si tratta di una storia 

cupa, ma anche edificante, un vero racconto morale, ve l’assicuro. Rischia di 

essere un po’ lungo, in fondo sono successe tante cose, ma se per caso non andate 

troppo di fretta, con un po’ di fortuna troverete il tempo. E poi vi riguarda: vedrete 

che vi riguarda. Non dovete credere che cerchi di convincervi di qualcosa; in 

fondo, come la pensate è affar vostro. Se mi sono deciso a scrivere, dopo tutti 

questi anni, è per mettere in chiaro le cose per me stesso, non per voi. Dopotutto, 

non è obbligatorio. Dalla guerra in poi sono sempre stato un uomo discreto; grazie 

a Dio non ho mai avuto bisogno, come certi ex commilitoni, di scrivere le mie 

Memorie a scopo giustificativo, perché non ho niente da giustificare, né a scopo di 

lucro, perché mi guadagno abbastanza bene la vita cosí: ho fatto il mio lavoro, 

tutto qui. Verso la fine ho probabilmente forzato il limite, ma a quel punto non ero 

piú del tutto me stesso, vacillavo e d’altro canto intorno a me si ribaltava il mondo 

intero, e non fui l’unico a perdere la testa, dovete ammetterlo. No, se alla fine mi 

sono deciso a scrivere, è probabilmente per passare il tempo, e anche, se possibile, 

per chiarire un paio di punti oscuri, per voi, forse, e per me stesso. Inoltre penso 

che mi farà bene. È vero che sono d’umore un po’ spento. 
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I colleghi mi considerano un uomo calmo, posato, riflessivo. Calmo, certo; ma 

molto spesso durante la giornata la testa si mette a rombarmi, sordamente come un 

forno crematorio. Parlo, discuto, prendo decisioni, come tutti. Non sono uno di 

quelli che fanno scenate per un nonnulla, so come comportarmi. Se invece si 

sospendono il lavoro, le attività banali, la frenesia quotidiana, per dedicarsi 

seriamente a un pensiero, è tutt’altra faccenda. Ben presto le cose riaffiorano, a 

ondate gonfie e scure. Di notte, i sogni si disarticolano, si dispiegano, proliferano, 

e al risveglio lasciano nella testa una sottile patina acre e umida, che ci mette un 

bel po’ a dissolversi. Intendiamoci bene: qui non si tratta di colpa, di rimorso. C’è 

anche questo, indubbiamente, non dico di no, ma penso che le cose siano ben piú 

complicate di cosí. Perfino uno che non ha fatto la guerra, che non ha dovuto 

uccidere, soffrirà di ciò di cui parlo. Riaffiorano le piccole cattiverie, la viltà, la 

falsità, le meschinità che affliggono chiunque. Non stupisce, quindi, che gli 

uomini abbiano inventato il lavoro, l’alcol e le chiacchiere sterili. Non stupisce 

che la televisione abbia tanto successo. 

 

Torniamo ai miei ricordi. La sofferenza dovrei conoscerla. Tutti gli europei della 

mia generazione ci sono passati, ma io, posso dirlo senza falsa modestia, ne ho 

vista piú della maggior parte di loro. E poi la gente dimentica in fretta, lo constato 

tutti i giorni. Perfino quelli che c’erano, per parlarne ricorrono quasi sempre a 

pensieri e frasi fatte. La televisione ci bombarda di cifre, cifre impressionanti, 

allineando zeri; ma chi di voi si sofferma talvolta a pensare davvero a quelle cifre? 

Chi di voi ha mai tentato di contare tutte le persone che conosce o ha conosciuto 

nella vita, e di paragonare quella cifra irrisoria ai numeri che sente alla televisione, 

quei famosi sei milioni o venti milioni. Certo, la guerra è finita. E poi abbiamo 

imparato la lezione, non accadrà piú. Ma siete proprio sicuri che abbiamo 

imparato la lezione? Siete sicuri che non accadrà piú? Siete sicuri, addirittura, che 

la guerra sia finita? Per certi versi la guerra non è mai finita, oppure sarà finita 

solo quando l’ultimo bambino nato l’ultimo giorno di combattimenti morirà di 

morte naturale. 
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Indovino cosa pensate: Ecco un uomo davvero malvagio, vi state dicendo, un 

uomo perfido, insomma, un farabutto sotto tutti gli aspetti, che dovrebbe marcire 

in prigione invece di infliggerci la sua confusa filosofia da ex fascista pentito a 

metà. Quanto al fascismo, non confondiamo tutto, e quanto alla mia responsabilità 

penale, non giudicate prematuramente, non ho ancora raccontato la mia storia; 

quanto alla mia responsabilità morale, consentitemi alcune considerazioni. I 

filosofi politici hanno spesso fatto osservare che in tempo di guerra il cittadino, 

maschio perlomeno, perde uno dei suoi diritti piú elementari, il diritto di vivere. 

Ma hanno raramente notato che questo cittadino perde al tempo stesso un altro 

diritto, altrettanto elementare e forse per lui ancor piú vitale, per quanto riguarda 

l’idea che si fa di se stesso come uomo civilizzato: il diritto di non uccidere. 

Nessuno chiede il tuo parere. L’uomo in piedi sopra la fossa comune, nella 

maggior parte dei casi, non ha chiesto di trovarsi lí, proprio come chi giace, morto 

o morente, in fondo a quella medesima fossa. Mi obietterete che uccidere un altro 

soldato in battaglia non è lo stesso che uccidere un civile disarmato; le leggi della 

guerra permettono la prima cosa, ma non la seconda; e cosí pure la morale 

comune. Un buon argomento in astratto, certo, ma che non tiene assolutamente 

conto delle condizioni del conflitto in questione. La distinzione del tutto arbitraria 

stabilita dopo la guerra fra le «operazioni militari» da una parte, equivalenti a 

quelle di qualunque altro conflitto, e le «atrocità» dall’altra, perpetrate da una 

minoranza di sadici e di pazzi, è, come spero di dimostrare, un fantasma 

consolatorio dei vincitori.  

 

Non difendo il Befehlsnotstand, l’obbligo di obbedire agli ordini tanto apprezzato 

dai nostri bravi avvocati tedeschi. Ciò che ho fatto, l’ho fatto con piena 

cognizione di causa, pensando che si trattasse del mio dovere e che dovesse essere 

fatto, per quanto sgradevole e increscioso fosse. La guerra totale è anche questo: il 

civile non esiste piú, e tra il bambino ebreo gasato o fucilato e il bambino tedesco 

morto sotto le bombe incendiarie c’è soltanto una differenza di strumenti; quelle 

due morti erano altrettanto inutili, nessuna delle due ha abbreviato la guerra, 

neppure di un secondo; ma in entrambi i casi l’uomo o gli uomini che li hanno 

uccisi credevano che fosse giusto e necessario; se hanno avuto torto, a chi dare la 
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colpa? Proprio come, secondo Marx, l’operaio è alienato rispetto al prodotto del 

suo lavoro, nel genocidio o nella guerra totale nella sua forma moderna 

l’esecutore è alienato rispetto al prodotto della sua azione. Ciò vale anche per il 

caso in cui un uomo appoggi il fucile al cranio di un altro uomo e tiri il grilletto. 

Poiché la vittima è stata portata lí da altri uomini, la sua morte è stata decisa da 

altri ancora, e anche chi spara sa di essere soltanto l’ultimo anello di una 

lunghissima catena, e di non doversi porre piú domande del membro di un plotone 

che nella vita civile giustizia un uomo debitamente condannato dalla legge. Chi 

spara sa che è un caso che sia lui a sparare, che un commilitone faccia parte del 

cordone di sicurezza mentre un terzo guida il camion. Tutt’al piú potrà tentare di 

scambiarsi di posto con la guardia o con l’autista. Un altro esempio, tratto 

dall’abbondante letteratura storica piú che dalla mia personale esperienza: il 

programma di sterminio delle persone affette da handicap grave e dei malati di 

mente tedeschi, il cosiddetto programma «Eutanasia» o «T-4», istituito due anni 

prima del programma «Soluzione finale». In questo caso, i malati selezionati nel 

quadro di un dispositivo legale erano accolti in un edificio da infermiere 

professionali che li registravano e li spogliavano; dei medici li esaminavano e li 

accompagnavano in una stanza sigillata; un operaio somministrava il gas; altri 

ripulivano; un poliziotto redigeva il certificato di morte. Interrogati dopo la 

guerra, ognuno di loro dice: Colpevole, io? L’infermiera non ha ucciso nessuno, si 

è limitata a spogliare e tranquillizzare degli ammalati, gesti comuni della sua 

professione. Nemmeno il medico ha ucciso, ha semplicemente confermato una 

diagnosi secondo criteri stabiliti da altre istanze. L’operaio che apre il rubinetto 

del gas, quindi colui che è piú vicino all’omicidio nel tempo e nello spazio, svolge 

una funzione tecnica sotto il controllo dei suoi superiori e dei medici. Gli operai 

che sgomberano la stanza compiono un necessario lavoro di bonifica, per di piú 

assai ripugnante. Il poliziotto segue la sua procedura, che è quella di constatare un 

decesso e annotare che ha avuto luogo senza violazione delle leggi in vigore. Chi 

dunque è colpevole? Tutti o nessuno? Ancora una volta, siamo chiari: non cerco 

di dire che non sono colpevole di questo o di quel fatto. Io sono colpevole, voi 

non lo siete, mi sta bene. Ma dovreste comunque essere capaci di dire a voi stessi 

che ciò che ho fatto io, l’avreste fatto anche voi. Forse con meno zelo, ma forse 
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anche con meno disperazione, comunque in un modo o nell’altro. Penso che mi 

sia permesso concludere come un fatto assodato dalla storia moderna che tutti, o 

quasi, in un dato complesso di circostanze, fanno ciò che viene detto loro di fare; 

e, scusatemi, non ci sono molte probabilità che voi siate l’eccezione, non piú di 

me. Se siete nati in un paese o in un’epoca in cui non solo nessuno viene a 

uccidervi la moglie o i figli, ma nessuno viene nemmeno a chiedervi di uccidere la 

moglie e i figli degli altri, ringraziate Dio e andate in pace. Ma tenete sempre a 

mente questa considerazione: forse avete avuto piú fortuna di me, ma non siete 

migliori. Perché se avete l’arroganza di pensarlo, qui incomincia il pericolo. 

 

Come la maggior parte della gente, non ho mai chiesto di diventare un assassino. 

Se avessi potuto, l’ho già detto, mi sarei occupato di letteratura. Scrivere, se 

avessi avuto talento, altrimenti insegnare, forse, in ogni caso vivere circondato 

dalle cose belle e tranquille, dalle migliori creazioni della volontà umana. Chi, di 

proposito, a parte un pazzo, sceglie l’omicidio?  Tutto ciò, state probabilmente 

pensando, può sembrare un po’ strano per un ufficiale della Schutzstaffel. Ma 

perché mai un SS-Obersturmbannführer non avrebbe potuto avere una vita 

interiore, dei desideri, delle passioni come qualunque altro uomo? Di quelli di noi 

che giudicate ancora dei criminali, ce ne sono stati a centinaia di migliaia: fra loro, 

come fra tutti gli esseri umani, c’erano persone banali, certo, ma anche persone 

non comuni, artisti, uomini di cultura, nevrotici, omosessuali, uomini innamorati 

della loro madre, che so io, e perché no? Nessuno era piú tipico di qualunque altro 

uomo in qualunque professione. Questo ci sembra un’ovvietà, perché non 

dovrebbe essere lo stesso per le SS o la Wehrmacht? Affermare che non ero tipico 

non vuol dir niente. Vivevo, avevo un passato, un passato lungo e oneroso, ma 

capita, e io lo gestivo a modo mio. Poi è arrivata la guerra, ero sotto le armi, e mi 

sono ritrovato immerso in cose spaventose, atrocità. Non ero cambiato, ero 

sempre lo stesso uomo, i miei problemi non si erano risolti, anche se la guerra me 

ne ha posti di nuovi, anche se quegli orrori mi hanno trasformato. Ci sono uomini 

per i quali la guerra, o perfino l’omicidio, sono una soluzione, ma io non sono fra 

quelli, per me, come per la maggior parte della gente, la guerra e l’omicidio sono 

una domanda, una domanda senza risposta, perché quando si grida nella notte, 



 123 

nessuno risponde. E una cosa tira l’altra; ho incominciato nel quadro del servizio, 

poi, sotto la pressione degli eventi, ho finito per oltrepassare quei limiti; ma tutto è 

collegato, strettamente, intimamente collegato: dire che se non ci fosse stata la 

guerra mi sarei comunque spinto a quegli estremi, è impossibile. Forse sarebbe 

successo, ma forse no, forse avrei trovato un’altra soluzione. Non si può sapere. 

Ma non penso di essere un demonio. Per ciò che ho fatto c’erano sempre delle 

ragioni, giuste o sbagliate, non so, in ogni caso ragioni umane. Quelli che 

uccidono sono uomini, come quelli che vengono uccisi, è questa la cosa terribile. 

Non potete mai dire: «Non ucciderò», è impossibile, tutt’al piú potete dire: «Spero 

di non uccidere». Anch’io lo speravo, anch’io volevo vivere una vita buona e 

utile, essere un uomo fra gli uomini, uguale agli altri, anch’io volevo aggiungere 

la mia pietra all’edificio comune. Ma la mia speranza è stata delusa, e si sono 

serviti della mia sincerità per compiere un’opera che si è rivelata malvagia e 

perversa, e io ho varcato le cupe frontiere, e tutto quel male è entrato nella mia 

vita, e nulla di tutto ciò potrà mai essere riparato, mai. Nemmeno le parole 

servono a qualcosa, scompaiono come l’acqua nella sabbia, e quella sabbia mi 

riempie la bocca. Vivo, faccio il possibile, capita cosí a tutti, sono un uomo come 

gli altri, sono un uomo come voi. Ma via, se vi dico che sono come voi! 

 

Il massacro di Yom Kippur 

 

La Große Aktion iniziò lunedí 29 settembre, la mattina dello Yom Kippur, il 

giorno ebraico dell’Espiazione. Mi alzai, presi la bustina e i guanti e andai a 

cercare il mio autista. Fuori faceva freddo, pensai di tornare indietro a prendere un 

pullover, poi rinunciai. Il cielo era coperto, l’autunno avanzava, presto sarebbe 

stato inverno. Attraversai le macerie ancora fumanti della via principale, poi risalii 

lungo un altro viale. Gli ebrei si muovevano verso ovest in lunghe colonne, per 

famiglie, tranquilli, con fagotti o zaini. Per la maggior parte sembravano 

poverissimi, certo dei rifugiati; gli uomini e i ragazzi portavano tutti il berretto dei 

proletari sovietici, ma qua e là si scorgeva un cappello di feltro. Alcuni 

viaggiavano su carretti, tirati da cavalli macilenti e carichi di vecchi e di valigie. 

Dei Polizei locali separavano gli uomini e i ragazzi dalle donne e dai bambini 
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piccoli; le donne, i bambini e i vecchi li caricavano su camion della Wehrmacht 

per trasportarli al burrone; gli altri dovevano andarci a piedi. All’arrivo, i Polizei 

facevano scendere le donne e i bambini, che raggiungevano gli uomini che 

arrivavano a piedi. Molti ebrei, camminando, intonavano canti religiosi; pochi 

tentavano di fuggire, e quei pochi venivano subito bloccati dal cordone di 

sicurezza o abbattuti. Dalla cresta si udivano distintamente le raffiche, e 

soprattutto le donne cominciavano a farsi prendere dal panico. Ma non potevano 

fare niente. Li dividevano in gruppetti e un sottufficiale seduto a un tavolo li 

contava; poi i nostri Ascari li prendevano e li portavano sul ciglio del burrone. 

Dopo ogni salva di spari, un altro gruppo si muoveva, la cosa procedeva molto 

spedita. Girai intorno al burrone da ovest per raggiungere gli altri ufficiali, che si 

erano posizionati in cima al versante nord. Da lí, lo strapiombo mi si apriva di 

fronte: doveva essere largo una cinquantina di metri e profondo forse una trentina, 

e si estendeva per parecchi chilometri; il ruscelletto, sul fondo, confluiva poi nel 

Syrets, che dava il nome al quartiere. Su quel ruscello avevano posato alcune 

tavole perché ebrei e tiratori potessero attraversarlo facilmente; al di là, 

sparpagliati un po’ ovunque sulle nude pareti del burrone, tanti piccoli grappoli 

bianchi. Gli «imballatori» trascinavano il loro carico verso quei mucchi e li 

costringevano a sdraiarvisi sopra o accanto; allora gli uomini del plotone si 

facevano avanti e passavano lungo le file di persone seminude sdraiate, sparando a 

ciascuna un colpo di mitraglietta alla nuca; c’erano in tutto tre plotoni. Tra 

un’esecuzione e l’altra alcuni ufficiali ispezionavano i corpi e distribuivano colpi 

di grazia con la pistola. Su un’altura che sovrastava la scena stavano gruppi di 

ufficiali delle SS e della Wehrmacht. Jeckeln era lí con il suo seguito, insieme al 

dottor Rasch; riconobbi anche molti alti gradi della 6a armata. Vidi Thomas, che 

mi notò, ma non mi restituí il saluto. Di fronte, i gruppetti scendevano lungo i 

pendii del burrone e raggiungevano i grappoli di corpi che diventavano sempre 

piú grandi. Il freddo si faceva pungente, ma distribuivano del rum, ne bevvi un 

po’. Blobel piombò in auto direttamente dal nostro lato, doveva aver fatto il giro 

largo; beveva da una fiaschetta e imprecava, gridava che la faccenda non 

procedeva abbastanza in fretta. Eppure il ritmo era spinto al massimo. I tiratori 

venivano rimpiazzati ogni ora e chi non sparava li riforniva di rum e riempiva i 
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caricatori. Gli ufficiali parlavano poco, alcuni tentavano di nascondere 

l’emozione. Dove mi trovavo io, la parete era troppo ripida perché potessi 

scendere, fui costretto a rifare il giro e a entrare dal fondo. Intorno ai corpi, la terra 

sabbiosa si impregnava di un sangue nerastro, anche il ruscello era nero di sangue. 

Un tremendo odore di escrementi sovrastava quello del sangue, al momento di 

morire molti defecavano; per fortuna tirava un vento forte che disperdeva un po’ 

quegli effluvi. Vista da vicino, la cosa procedeva molto meno tranquillamente: gli 

ebrei che arrivavano sul ciglio del burrone, spinti dagli Ascari e dagli Orpo, 

urlavano di terrore scoprendo la scena, si dibattevano, gli «imballatori» li 

colpivano a scudisciate o con cavi metallici per costringerli a scendere e a 

sdraiarsi, e anche una volta a terra gridavano ancora e tentavano di rialzarsi, e i 

bambini si aggrappavano alla vita come gli adulti, balzavano in piedi e 

scappavano finché un «imballatore» non li catturava e li stordiva, spesso i colpi 

erano sparati di traverso e la gente restava solo ferita, ma i tiratori non ci facevano 

caso e passavano già alla vittima successiva, i feriti si rotolavano, si contorcevano, 

gemevano di dolore, altri invece, per lo choc, tacevano e rimanevano immobili, 

con gli occhi spalancati. Gli uomini andavano e venivano, sparavano un colpo 

dopo l’altro, quasi ininterrottamente. Io ero impietrito, non sapevo che cosa 

bisognava fare. Arrivò Grafhort e mi scrollò per un braccio: «Obersturmführer!» 

Puntò la pistola verso i corpi. «Cerchi di finire i feriti». Estrassi la pistola e mi 

diressi verso un gruppo: un ragazzo giovanissimo urlava di dolore, gli puntai la 

pistola alla testa e premetti il grilletto, ma il colpo non partí, mi ero dimenticato di 

togliere la sicura, la sbloccai e gli sparai un colpo in fronte, sussultò e tacque di 

colpo. Per raggiungere alcuni feriti, bisognava camminare sui corpi, si scivolava 

tremendamente, le carni bianche e molli cedevano sotto gli stivali, le ossa si 

spezzavano a tradimento e mi facevano inciampare, affondavo fino alle caviglie 

nella melma e nel sangue. Era orrendo e mi riempiva di un acuto senso di 

disgusto, come quella sera in Spagna, nella latrina con gli scarafaggi, ero ancora 

un ragazzo, il mio patrigno ci aveva portati in vacanza in Catalogna, dormivamo 

in un villaggio, e una notte ero stato colto dalle coliche, corsi alla latrina in fondo 

al giardino, facendomi luce con una lampadina tascabile, e il buco, che di giorno 

era pulito, brulicava di enormi scarafaggi scuri, mi spaventai, tentai di trattenermi 
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e tornai a letto, ma i crampi erano troppo forti, non c’era un pitale, indossai i 

grossi stivali da pioggia e tornai alla latrina, dicendomi che avrei potuto scacciare 

a calci gli scarafaggi e fare in fretta, mi affacciai alla porta illuminando a terra, poi 

notai un riflesso sul muro, spostai il fascio della torcia, anche la parete brulicava 

di scarafaggi, tutte le pareti, anche il soffitto, e la tavola sopra la porta, girai 

lentamente la testa affacciata alla porta ed erano anche lí, una massa nera, 

brulicante, e allora ritrassi la testa lentamente, molto lentamente, tornai in camera 

e mi trattenni fino al mattino. Camminare sui corpi degli ebrei mi dava la stessa 

sensazione, sparavo quasi a casaccio, su tutto ciò che vedevo sussultare, poi mi 

dominai e cercai di fare attenzione, bisognava pure che la gente soffrisse il meno 

possibile, anche se comunque potevo dare il colpo di grazia solo agli ultimi, sotto 

c’erano già altri feriti, non ancora morti, ma che lo sarebbero stati presto. Non ero 

l’unico a perdere il controllo, anche alcuni tiratori tremavano e bevevano tra 

un’infornata e l’altra. Notai un giovane Waffen-SS, di cui non conoscevo il nome: 

incominciava a sparare come capitava, la mitraglietta sul fianco, rideva 

orribilmente e vuotava il caricatore a caso, un colpo a sinistra, poi a destra, poi 

due colpi poi tre, come un bambino che segue le linee del lastricato in base a una 

misteriosa topografia interna. Mi avvicinai e lo scossi, ma continuava a ridere e a 

sparare proprio davanti a me, gli strappai la mitraglietta e lo presi a schiaffi, poi lo 

mandai verso gli uomini che riempivano i caricatori; Grafhorst mi spedí un altro a 

sostituirlo e io gli lanciai la mitraglietta gridando: «E fa’ un lavoro pulito, 

intesi?!!» Vicino a me, portavano un altro gruppo: il mio sguardo incrociò quello 

di una bella ragazza, quasi nuda ma molto elegante, calma, con gli occhi pieni di 

un’immensa tristezza. Mi allontanai. Quando tornai indietro era ancora viva, 

girata a metà sulla schiena, un proiettile le era uscito sotto il seno e lei ansimava, 

impietrita, le sue belle labbra tremavano e sembrava che volessero formare una 

parola, mi fissava con i suoi grandi occhi sorpresi, increduli, occhi da uccello 

ferito, e quello sguardo mi si conficcò dentro, mi aprí il ventre e ne fece uscire un 

fiotto di segatura, ero un volgare pupazzo e non provavo niente, e al tempo stesso 

volevo con tutto il cuore chinarmi e ripulirle la fronte dalla terra e dal sudore, 

accarezzarle la guancia e dirle che andava tutto bene, che tutto sarebbe andato per 

il meglio, invece le sparai convulsamente un colpo alla testa, il che dopotutto era 



 127 

lo stesso, per lei in ogni caso se non per me, perché io al pensiero di 

quell’insensato scempio umano ero invaso da una rabbia immensa, smisurata, 

continuavo a spararle e la sua testa si era spaccata come un frutto, allora il mio 

braccio si staccò da me e se ne andò da solo per il burrone, sparando qua e là, io 

gli correvo dietro, con l’altro braccio gli facevo segno di aspettarmi, ma lui si 

rifiutava, rideva di me e sparava sui feriti da solo, senza di me, alla fine, col fiato 

corto, mi fermai e mi misi a piangere. Adesso, pensavo, è finita, il braccio non 

tornerà piú, invece con mia grande sorpresa era di nuovo lí, al suo posto, 

solidamente attaccato alla spalla, e Häfner mi si avvicinava e diceva: «Va bene, 

Obersturmführer. Le do il cambio». 

 

Tornai su e mi diedero del tè; il suo calore mi riconfortò un poco. La luna, piena 

per tre quarti, era sorta e stava sospesa nel cielo grigio, pallida e appena visibile. 

Avevano costruito una piccola baracca per gli ufficiali. Entrai e andai a sedermi in 

fondo su una panca, a fumare e a bere il mio tè. C’erano altri tre uomini in quella 

baracca ma nessuno parlava. In basso le salve continuavano a crepitare: 

instancabile, metodico, il gigantesco congegno che avevamo messo a punto 

continuava a distruggere quella gente. Sembrava che non si sarebbe mai piú 

fermato. Fin dagli albori della storia umana, la guerra è sempre stata considerata il 

male piú grande. Ma noi avevamo inventato qualcosa al cui confronto la guerra 

finiva per sembrare pulita e pura, qualcosa a cui molti già cercavano di sfuggire 

rifugiandosi nelle certezze elementari dei combattimenti e del fronte. Perfino le 

folli carneficine della Grande guerra, vissute dai nostri padri o da alcuni ufficiali 

piú anziani, sembravano quasi pulite e giuste in confronto a quello che avevamo 

prodotto noi. Lo trovavo straordinario. Mi sembrava che ci fosse qualcosa di 

cruciale in tutto ciò, e che se fossi riuscito a capirlo, avrei capito tutto e avrei 

potuto finalmente riposarmi. 
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Chapter 3: Stimulus material Cecità 

Finalmente si accese il verde, le macchine partirono bruscamente, ma si notò 

subito che non erano partite tutte quante. La prima della fila di mezzo è ferma, 

dev’esserci un problema meccanico, l’acceleratore rotto, la leva del cambio che si 

è bloccata, o un’avaria nell’impianto idraulico, blocco dei freni, interruzione del 

circuito elettrico, a meno che non le sia semplicemente finita la benzina, non 

sarebbe la prima volta. Il nuovo raggruppamento di pedoni che si sta formando sui 

marciapiedi vede il conducente dell’automobile immobilizzata sbracciarsi dietro il 

parabrezza, mentre le macchine appresso a lui suonano il clacson freneticamente. 

Alcuni conducenti sono già balzati fuori, disposti a spingere l’automobile in panne 

fin là dove non blocchi il traffico, picchiano furiosamente sui finestrini chiusi, 

l’uomo che sta dentro volta la testa verso di loro, da un lato, dall’altro, si vede che 

urla qualche cosa, dai movimenti della bocca si capisce che ripete una parola, non 

una, due, infatti è così, come si viene a sapere quando qualcuno, finalmente, riesce 

ad aprire uno sportello, Sono cieco. 

Non lo si direbbe. Considerati com’è possibile in questo momento, appena di 

sfuggita, gli occhi di Marco sembrano sani, l’iride si presenta nitida, luminosa, la 

sclera bianca, compatta come porcellana. Ma le palpebre spalancate, la pelle 

raggrinzita del viso, le sopracciglia improvvisamente ribelli, il tutto, chiunque può 

verificarlo, è sconvolto dall’angoscia. Da un momento all’altro, quel che era 

visibile è scomparso dietro i suoi pugni chiusi, come se l’uomo volesse trattenere 

all’interno del cervello l’ultima immagine colta, una luce rossa, rotonda, a un 

semaforo. Sono cieco, sono cieco, ripeteva disperato mentre lo aiutavano a uscire 

dalla macchina, e le lacrime, sgorgando, resero più brillanti quegli occhi che lui 

diceva morti. Passerà, vedrà che passerà, a volte sono i nervi, disse una donna. Il 

semaforo aveva già cambiato colore, alcuni passanti curiosi si avvicinavano al 

gruppo, e i conducenti che, dietro, non sapevano cosa stesse succedendo, 

protestavano contro quello che ritenevano un normale incidente di traffico, un faro 

rotto, un parafango ammaccato, niente che giustificasse quella confusione, 

Chiamate la polizia, gridavano, togliete da lì quel bidone. Il cieco implorava, Per 

favore, qualcuno mi porti a casa. La donna che aveva parlato di nervi fu 

dell’opinione che si dovesse chiamare un’ambulanza, trasportare quel poveretto 
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all’ospedale, ma il cieco disse che no, non così tanto, chiedeva solo di essere 

accompagnato a piedi fino alla porta del palazzo dove abitava, È qui vicino, mi 

fareste un grande favore. E la macchina, domandò una voce. Un’altra voce 

rispose, La chiave è inserita, mettiamola sul marciapiede. Non c’è bisogno, 

intervenne una terza voce, mi occupo io della macchina e accompagno questo 

signore a casa. Si udirono mormorii di approvazione. Il cieco si sentì prendere per 

il braccio, Venga, venga con me, gli diceva la stessa voce. Lo aiutarono a sedersi 

sul sedile accanto al conducente, gli misero la cintura di sicurezza, Non vedo, non 

vedo, mormorava fra il pianto, Mi dica dove abita, chiese l’altro. Dai finestrini 

della macchina spiavano facce voraci, avide di novità. Il cieco si portò le mani 

agli occhi, le agitò, Niente, è come se stessi in mezzo a una nebbia, è come se 

fossi caduto in un mare di latte, Ma la cecità non è così, disse l’altro, la cecità 

dicono sia nera, Invece io vedo tutto bianco, Magari aveva ragione quella donna, 

potrebbero essere i nervi, i nervi sono diabolici, Lo so io che cos’è, è una 

disgrazia, sì, una disgrazia, Mi dica dove abita, per favore, in quell’istante si sentì 

l’avviamento del motore. Balbettando, come se la mancanza della vista gli avesse 

indebolito la memoria, il cieco diede un indirizzo, poi disse, Non so come 

ringraziarla, e l’altro rispose, Via, non ha importanza, oggi a lei, domani a me, 

chissà cosa ci aspetta, Ha ragione, chi me l’avrebbe detto, quando sono uscito da 

casa stamattina, che stava per capitarmi una iattura del genere. Si stupì che fossero 

ancora fermi, Perché non ci muoviamo, domandò, È rosso, rispose l’altro, Ah, 

fece il cieco, e ricominciò a piangere. Da quel momento in poi non avrebbe potuto 

più sapere quando il semaforo era rosso. 

Proprio come aveva detto il cieco, la casa era lì vicino. Ma i marciapiedi erano 

tutti occupati da automobili, non trovarono dove mettere la macchina, perciò 

furono costretti ad andare a cercar posto in una delle traverse. Lì, per via del 

marciapiede troppo stretto lo sportello del sedile accanto al conducente sarebbe 

stato a poco più di un palmo dal muro, e quindi il cieco, per non dover sottostare 

all’angoscia di trascinarsi da un sedile all’altro, con la leva del cambio e il volante 

a ostacolarlo, dovette uscire prima. Abbandonato lì in mezzo alla strada, sentendo 

il terreno sfuggirgli sotto i piedi, tentò di contenere il dolore che gli saliva in gola. 

Marco aveva già visto questi gesti inconsulti nei pazienti dell’ospedale 
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africano/prigionieri del lager/prigionieri del carcere di alta sicurezza in cui aveva 

lavorato.  

Agitava le mani davanti alla faccia, nervosamente, come se nuotasse in quel che 

aveva definito un mare di latte, e la bocca gli si stava già aprendo per lanciare un 

grido di aiuto quando, all’ultimo momento, la mano dell’altro gli sfiorò 

leggermente il braccio, Si calmi, la conduco io. Cominciarono a camminare molto 

lentamente, per paura di cadere il cieco trascinava i piedi, ma così inciampava 

sulle irregolarità del marciapiede, Abbia pazienza, stiamo quasi per arrivare, 

mormorava l’altro, e un po’ più avanti domandò, C’è qualcuno a casa che possa 

prendersi cura di lei, e il cieco rispose, Non so, mia moglie non sarà ancora 

tornata dal lavoro, oggi mi è capitato di uscire prima, e guarda cosa mi succede, 

Vedrà, non sarà niente, non ho mai sentito di qualcuno che si sia ritrovato cieco 

così all’improvviso, E io che mi vantavo addirittura di non usare gli occhiali, non 

ne ho mai avuto bisogno, E allora, lo vede.  

Erano arrivati davanti alla porta del palazzo, due donne del vicinato guardarono 

curiose la scena, quel vicino condotto per il braccio, ma nessuna delle due ebbe 

idea di domandare, Le è entrato qualcosa negli occhi, non gli venne in mente, e 

tantomeno lui avrebbe potuto rispondere, Sì, mi è entrato un mare di latte. Una 

volta dentro il palazzo, il cieco disse, Grazie mille, scusi per il disturbo che le ho 

causato, adesso me la cavo da solo. Per carità, salgo con lei, non starei tranquillo 

se la lasciassi qui. Entrarono con difficoltà nell’ascensore stretto, A che piano 

abita, Al terzo, non immagina quanto le sia grato. Non mi ringrazi, oggi a lei, Sì, 

ha ragione, domani a lei. L’ascensore si fermò, uscirono sul pianerottolo, Vuole 

che l’aiuti ad aprire la porta, Grazie, questo credo di poterlo fare. Tirò fuori dalla 

tasca un piccolo mazzo di chiavi, le tastò, una per una, lungo il dentellato, disse, 

Dev’essere questa, e, toccando la serratura con la punta delle dita, tentò di aprire 

la porta, Non è questa, Mi faccia vedere, l’aiuto io. La porta si aprì al terzo 

tentativo. Allora il cieco domandò, rivolto verso l’interno, Ci sei. Non rispose 

nessuno, e lui, Lo dicevo io, non è ancora arrivata. Con le mani alzate davanti a 

sé, brancolando, percorse il corridoio, poi si voltò con cautela, orientando la faccia 

nella direzione in cui calcolava si trovasse l’altro, Come potrò mai ringraziarla, 

disse, Non ho fatto altro che il mio dovere, si giustificò il buon samaritano, non mi 
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ringrazi, e aggiunse, Vuole che l’aiuti a sistemarsi, che le faccia compagnia finché 

non arriva sua moglie. All’improvviso tutto quello zelo insospettì il cieco, 

ovviamente non avrebbe fatto entrare in casa uno sconosciuto che, in fin dei conti, 

poteva star benissimo escogitando, in quel preciso momento, come sottomettere, 

legare e tramortire lo sventurato cieco indifeso, per poi impossessarsi di quanto 

avesse trovato di valore. Succedeva spesso nell’ospedale, nelle baracche, in 

prigione, che gli oggetti di valore scomparissero improvvisamente. 

Non è necessario, non si disturbi, disse Marco, sono a posto, e mentre chiudeva la 

porta lentamente ripeté, Non è necessario, non è necessario. 

Tirò un sospiro di sollievo sentendo il rumore dell’ascensore che scendeva. Con 

un gesto meccanico, senza ricordarsi dello stato in cui si trovava, scostò il 

coperchietto dello spioncino e sbirciò fuori. Era come se ci fosse un muro bianco 

dall’altro lato. Sentiva il contatto della ghiera metallica sull’arcata sopracciliare, 

sfiorava con le ciglia la minuscola lente, ma non riusciva a vederle, l’insondabile 

biancore copriva tutto. Sapeva di essere a casa sua, la riconosceva dall’odore, 

dall’atmosfera, dal silenzio, distingueva i mobili e gli oggetti al solo toccarli, 

passandovi sopra le dita, leggermente, ma era già come se tutto si stesse 

stemperando in una specie di strana dimensione, senza direzioni né riferimenti, 

senza nord né sud, senza basso né alto. Come probabilmente hanno fatto tutti, a 

volte aveva giocato con se stesso, nell’adolescenza, al gioco del E se fossi cieco, 

ed era arrivato alla conclusione, dopo cinque minuti a occhi chiusi, che la cecità, 

senza alcun dubbio una terribile disgrazia, avrebbe comunque potuto essere 

relativamente sopportabile se la vittima di una simile sventura avesse mantenuto 

un ricordo sufficiente, non solo dei colori, ma anche delle forme e dei piani, delle 

superfici e dei contorni, supponendo, è chiaro, che la suddetta cecità non fosse di 

nascita. Era arrivato persino al punto di pensare che il buio in cui i ciechi 

vivevano fosse in definitiva soltanto la semplice assenza di luce, che ciò che 

chiamiamo cecità fosse qualcosa che si limitava a coprire l’apparenza degli esseri 

e delle cose, lasciandoli intatti al di là di quel velo nero. Adesso, però, si ritrovava 

immerso in un biancore talmente luminoso, talmente totale da divorare, più che 

assorbire, non solo i colori, ma le stesse cose e gli esseri, rendendoli in questo 

modo doppiamente invisibili. Improvvisamente attribuì la cecità alle 
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medicine/gas/droghe a cui era stato esposto nella clinica in Africa/nel campo di 

concentramento/durante gli interrogatori in Egitto.  

Nel muoversi in direzione del soggiorno, e malgrado la prudente lentezza con cui 

avanzava, facendo scivolare la mano esitante lungo la parete, fece cadere per terra 

un vaso di fiori che non si aspettava. Se n’era dimenticato, o forse lo aveva 

lasciato lì sua moglie uscendo, con l’intenzione di trovargli poi un posto adatto. Si 

chinò per valutare la gravità del disastro. L’acqua si era sparsa sul pavimento 

incerato. Fece per raccogliere i fiori, ma non pensò ai pezzi di vetro, una scheggia 

lunga, sottilissima, gli s’infilò in un dito, e lui riprese a lacrimare di dolore, di 

abbandono, come un bambino, accecato dal biancore in una casa che, nel tardo 

pomeriggio, cominciava già a scurirsi. Senza mollare i fiori, sentendo il sangue 

scorrere, si contorse per tirar fuori di tasca il fazzoletto e, alla meglio, si avvolse il 

dito. Poi, brancolando, inciampando, aggirando i mobili, camminando con cautela 

per non infilare i piedi sotto i tappeti, raggiunse il divano dove lui e la moglie 

guardavano la televisione. Si sedette, si mise i fiori sulle ginocchia e, con molta 

cura, srotolò il fazzoletto. Il sangue, appiccicoso al tatto, lo turbò, forse perché 

non lo poteva vedere, pensò, il suo sangue si era trasformato in una viscosità 

incolore, in qualcosa in un certo qual modo estraneo che tuttavia gli apparteneva, 

ma come una minaccia di sé contro se stesso. Piano piano, palpeggiando 

lievemente con la mano sana, cercò la sottile scheggia di vetro, aguzza come una 

minuscola spada, e con le unghie del pollice e dell’indice a mo’ di pinza riuscì a 

estrarla intera. Riavvolse nel fazzoletto il dito ferito, ben stretto per bloccare il 

sangue, e vinto, esausto, si abbandonò sul divano. Un minuto dopo, per uno di 

quei non rari cedimenti del corpo che, per rinunciare, sceglie certi momenti di 

angoscia o di disperazione, mentre, se si basasse esclusivamente sulla logica, tutti 

i suoi nervi dovrebbero esser desti e tesi, avvertì una sorta di spossatezza, una 

sonnolenza più che un vero e proprio sonno, ma altrettanto pesante. 

Immediatamente sognò di giocare al gioco del E se fossi cieco, sognava di 

chiudere e aprire gli occhi diverse volte, e ogni volta, come di ritorno da un 

viaggio, di ritrovare ad attenderlo, salde e inalterate, tutte le forme e i colori, il 

mondo a lui noto. Al di sotto di questa certezza tranquillizzante avvertiva, 

tuttavia, il rodere sordo di un dubbio, forse si trattava di un sogno ingannevole, un 
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sogno da cui prima o poi si sarebbe dovuto svegliare, ma senza poi sapere quale 

realtà ci sarebbe stata ad attenderlo.  

 

In seguito, ammesso che l’espressione abbia un significato applicata a quel senso 

di spossamento che non durò più di alcuni istanti, e già in quello stato di 

semiveglia che prelude al risveglio, considerò seriamente che non era bene 

mantenersi in una tale indecisione, mi sveglio, non mi sveglio, mi sveglio, non mi 

sveglio, arriva sempre un momento in cui non c’è altro da fare che rischiare, Cosa 

ci faccio qui, con questi fiori sulle ginocchia e gli occhi chiusi, quasi avessi paura 

di aprirli. In questo sogno Marco vide le facce delle persone che aveva 

salvato/ucciso/torturato.  

Cosa ci fai lì a dormire, con quei fiori sulle ginocchia, gli stava domandando la 

moglie; Non aveva atteso la risposta. Ostentatamente si era messa a raccogliere i 

cocci del vaso e ad asciugare il pavimento, mentre brontolava, con una irritazione 

che non cercava di dissimulare, Avresti potuto farlo tu, invece di sdraiarti lì a 

dormire, come se non c’entrassi per niente. Lui non parlò, si proteggeva gli occhi 

stringendo le palpebre, improvvisamente agitato da un pensiero, E se aprissi gli 

occhi e la vedessi, si domandava, in preda a un’ansiosa speranza. La moglie si 

avvicinò, notò il fazzoletto macchiato di sangue, la sua irritazione si spense in un 

istante, Poverino, com’è che ti è successo, domandava compassionevole, mentre 

svolgeva l’improvvisata fasciatura. Allora lui, con tutte le sue forze, desiderò di 

vedere la moglie inginocchiata ai suoi piedi, lì, dove sapeva che era, e poi, con la 

certezza di non vederla, aprì gli occhi, Finalmente ti sei svegliato, dormiglione, 

disse lei sorridendo. Si fece silenzio, e lui disse, Sono cieco, non ti vedo. La 

moglie lo rimproverò, Piantala con gli scherzi stupidi, su certe cose non ci si 

scherza, Magari fosse uno scherzo, la verità è che sono cieco sul serio, non vedo 

niente, Per favore, non mi spaventare, guardami, qui, sono qui, la luce è accesa, 

Lo so che ci sei, ti sento, ti tocco, immagino che tu abbia acceso la luce, ma io 

sono cieco. Lei cominciò a piangere, gli si aggrappò, Non è vero, dimmi che non è 

vero. I fiori erano scivolati per terra, sul fazzoletto macchiato, il sangue aveva 

ripreso a gocciolare dal dito ferito, e lui, come se in altre parole volesse dire Tra 

due mali il minore, mormorò, Vedo tutto bianco, e si lasciò andare a un triste 
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sorriso. La moglie gli si sedette accanto, lo abbracciò forte, lo baciò sulla fronte, 

sulle guance, dolcemente sugli occhi, Vedrai che passerà, non eri mica malato, 

nessuno si ritrova cieco così, da un momento all’altro, Forse, Raccontami com’è 

andata, cosa hai sentito, quando, dove, no, non ancora, aspetta, la prima cosa da 

fare è parlare con uno specialista, ne conosci qualcuno, No, né tu né io usiamo gli 

occhiali, E se ti portassi all’ospedale, Per occhi che non vedono non devono 

esserci servizi di pronto soccorso, Hai ragione, la cosa migliore è andare 

direttamente da un medico, vado a cercare sull’elenco telefonico, uno che abbia 

uno studio qui vicino. Si alzò, domandò ancora, Noti qualche differenza, Nessuna, 

disse lui, Attenzione, adesso spengo la luce, dimmi, adesso, Niente, Niente cosa, 

Niente, vedo sempre lo stesso bianco, per me è come se la notte non ci fosse. 

Sentiva la moglie sfogliare rapidamente l’elenco telefonico, tirare su col naso per 

trattenere le lacrime, sospirando, dicendo infine, Questo qui, speriamo ci possa 

ricevere. Fece un numero, domandò se era quello dello studio, se il dottore c’era, 

se poteva parlargli, no, no, il dottore non mi conosce, è per un caso molto urgente, 

si, per favore, capisco, allora lo dico a lei, ma la prego di trasmetterlo al dottore, il 

fatto è che mio marito è diventato cieco all’improvviso, sì, sì, come le dico, 

all’improvviso, no, non è un paziente del dottore, mio marito non usa gli occhiali, 

non li ha mai usati, sì, aveva un’ottima vista, come me, anch’io vedo bene, ah, 

grazie mille, aspetto, aspetto, sì, dottore, sì, all’improvviso, dice di vedere tutto 

bianco, non so come sia successo, non ho avuto neanche il tempo di 

domandarglielo, sono arrivata poco fa e l’ho trovato in questo stato, vuole che 

glielo domandi, ah, la ringrazio moltissimo, dottore, veniamo immediatamente, 

immediatamente.  
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Chapter 4: Stimulus material Emma Zunz 

Emma Zunz, Jorge Luis Borges. Original short story.  

On January 14, 1922, when Emma Zunz returned home from the Tarbuch & 

Loewenthal weaving mill, she found a letter at the far end of the entryway to her 

building; it had been sent from Brazil, and it informed her that her father had died. 

She was misled at first by the stamp and the envelope; then the unknown 

handwriting made her heart flutter. Nine or ten smudgy lines covered almost the 

entire piece of paper; Emma read that Sr. Maier had accidentally ingested an 

overdose of veronal and died on the third inst. in the hospital at Bagé.* The letter 

was signed by a resident of the rooming house in which her father had lived, one 

Fein or Fain, in Rio Grande; he could not have known that he was writing to the 

dead man's daughter. Emma dropped the letter. The first thing she felt was a 

sinking in her stomach and a trembling in her knees; then, a sense of blind guilt, 

of unreality, of cold, of fear; then, a desire for this day to be past. Then 

immediately she realized that such a wish was pointless, for her father's death was 

the only thing that had happened in the world, and it would go on happening, 

endlessly, forever after. She picked up the piece of paper and went to her room. 

Furtively, she put it away for safekeeping in a drawer, as though she somehow 

knew what was coming. She may already have begun to see the things that would 

happen next; she was already the person she was to become. In the growing 

darkness, and until the end of that day, Emma wept over the suicide of Manuel 

Maier, who in happier days gone by had been Emanuel Zunz. She recalled 

summer outings to a small farm near Gualeguay,* she recalled (or tried to recall) 

her mother, she recalled the family's little house in Lanus* that had been sold at 

auction, she recalled the yellow lozenges of a window, recalled the verdict of 

prison, the disgrace, the anonymous letters with the newspaper article about the 

"Embezzlement of Funds by Teller," recalled (and this she would never forget) 

that on the last night, her father had sworn that the thief was Loewenthal—

Loewenthal, Aaron Loewenthal, formerly the manager of the mill and now one of 

its owners. Since 1916, Emma had kept the secret. She had revealed it to no one, 

not even to Elsa Urstein, her best friend. Perhaps she shrank from it out of profane 

incredulity; perhaps she thought that the secret was the link between herself and 
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the absent man. Loewenthal didn't know she knew; Emma Zunz gleaned from that 

minuscule fact a sense of power. 1 She did not sleep that night, and by the time 

first light defined the rectangle of the window, she had perfected her plan. She 

tried to make that day (which seemed interminable to her) be like every other. In 

the mill, there were rumors of a strike; Emma declared, as she always did, that she 

was opposed to all forms of violence. At six, when her workday was done, she 

went with Elsato a women's club that had a gymnasium and a swimming pool. 

They joined; she had to repeat and then spell her name; she had to applaud the 

vulgar jokes that accompanied the struggle to get it correct. She discussed with 

Elsa and the younger of the Kronfuss girls which moving picture they would see 

Sunday evening. And then there was talk of boyfriends; no one expected Emma to 

have anything to say. In April she would be nineteen, but men still inspired in her 

an almost pathological fear.... Home again, she made soup thickened with manioc 

flakes and some vegetables, ate early, went to bed, and forced herself to sleep. 

Thus passed Friday the fifteenth—a day of work, bustle, and trivia—the day 

before the day. On Saturday, impatience wakened her. Impatience, not 

nervousness or second thoughts— and the remarkable sense of relief that she had 

reached this day at last. There was nothing else for her to plan or picture to 

herself; within a few hours she would have come to the simplicity of the fait 

accompli. She read in La Prensa that the Nordstjärnan, from Malmö, was to weigh 

anchor that night from Pier 3; she telephoned Loewenthal, insinuated that she had 

something to tell him, in confidence, about the strike, and promised to stop by his 

office at nightfall. Her voice quivered; the quiver befitted a snitch. No other 

memorable event took place that morning. Emma worked until noon and then 

settled with Perla Kronfuss and Eisa on the details of their outing on Sunday. She 

lay down after lunch and with her eyes closed went over the plan she had 

conceived. She reflected that the final step would be less horrible than the first, 

and would give her, she had no doubt of it, the taste of victory, and of justice. 

Suddenly, alarmed, she leaped out of bed and ran to the dressing table drawer. She 

opened it; under the portrait of Milton Sills, where she had left it night before last, 

she found Pain's letter. No one could have seen it; she began to read it, and then 

she tore it up. To recount with some degree of reality the events of that evening 
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would be difficult, and perhaps inappropriate. One characteristic of hell is its 

unreality, which might be thought to mitigate hell's terrors but perhaps makes 

them all the worse. How to make plausible an act in which even she who was to 

commit it scarcely believed? How to recover those brief hours of chaos that 

Emma Zunz's memory today repudiates and confuses? Emma lived in Amalgro,* 

on Calle Liniers*; we know that that evening she went down to the docks. On the 

infamous Paseo de Julio* she may have seen herself multiplied in mirrors, made 

public by 2 lights, and stripped naked by hungry eyes—but it is more reasonable 

to assume that at first she simply wandered, unnoticed, through the indifferent 

streets.... She stepped into two or three bars, observed the routine or the 

maneuvers of other women. Finally she ran into some men from the Nordstjärnan. 

One of them, who was quite young, she feared might inspire in her some hint of 

tenderness, so she chose a different one—perhaps a bit shorter than she, and foul-

mouthed—so that there might be no mitigation of the purity of the horror. The 

man led her to a door and then down a gloomy entryway and then to a tortuous 

stairway and then into a vestibule (with lozenges identical to those of the house in 

Lanús) and then down a hallway and then to a door that closed behind them. The 

most solemn of events are outside time—whether because in the most solemn of 

events the immediate past is severed, as it were, from the future or because the 

elements that compose those events seem not to be consecutive. In that time 

outside time, in that welter of disjointed and horrible sensations, did Emma Zunz 

think even once about the death that inspired the sacrifice? In my view, she 

thought about it once, and that was enough to endanger her desperate goal. She 

thought (she could not help thinking) that her father had done to her mother the 

horrible thing being done to her now. She thought it with weak-limbed 

astonishment, and then, immediately, took refuge in vertigo. The man—a Swede 

or Finn— did not speak Spanish; he was an instrument for Emma, as she was for 

him—but she was used for pleasure, while he was used for justice. When she was 

alone, Emma did not open her eyes immediately. On the night table was the 

money the man had left. Emma sat up and tore it to shreds, as she had torn up the 

letter a short time before. Tearing up money is an act of impiety, like throwing 

away bread; the minute she did it, Emma wished she hadn't—an act of pride, and 
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on that day.... Foreboding melted into the sadness of her body, into the revulsion. 

Sadness and revulsion lay upon Emma like chains, but slowly she got up and 

began to dress. The room had no bright colors; the last light of evening made it all 

the drearier. She managed to slip out without being seen. On the corner she 

mounted a westbound Lacroze* and following her plan, she sat in the car's 

frontmost seat, so that no one would see her face. Perhaps she was comforted to 

see, in the banal bustle of the streets, that what had happened had not polluted 

everything. She rode through gloomy, shrinking neighborhoods, seeing them and 

forgetting them instantly, and got off at one of the stops on Warnes.* 

Paradoxically, her weariness turned into a strength, for it forced her to concentrate 

on the details of her mission and masked from her its true nature and its final 

purpose. 3 Aaron Loewenthal was in the eyes of all an upright man; in those of his 

few closest acquaintances, a miser. He lived above the mill, alone. Living in the 

run-down slum, he feared thieves; in the courtyard of the mill there was a big dog, 

and in his desk drawer, as everyone knew, a revolver. The year before, he had 

decorously grieved the unexpected death of his wife—a Gauss! who'd brought 

him an excellent dowry!—but money was his true passion. With secret shame, he 

knew he was not as good at earning it as at holding on to it. He was quite 

religious; he believed he had a secret pact with the Lord—in return for prayers 

and devotions, he was exempted from doing good works. Bald, heavyset, dressed 

in mourning, with his darklensed pince-nez and blond beard, he was standing next 

to the window, awaiting the confidential report from operator Zunz. He saw her 

push open the gate (which he had left ajar on purpose) and cross the gloomy 

courtyard. He saw her make a small detour when the dog (tied up on purpose) 

barked. Emma's lips were moving, like those of a person praying under her breath; 

weary, over and over they rehearsed the phrases that Sr. Loewenthal would hear 

before he died. Things didn't happen the way Emma Zunz had foreseen. Since 

early the previous morning, many times she had dreamed that she would point the 

firm revolver, force the miserable wretch to confess his miserable guilt, explain to 

him the daring stratagem that would allow God's justice to triumph over man's. (It 

was not out of fear, but because she was an instrument of that justice, that she 

herself intended not to be punished.) Then, a single bullet in the center of his chest 
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would put an end to Loewenthal's life. But things didn't happen that way. Sitting 

before Aaron Loewenthal, Emma felt (more than the urgency to avenge her father) 

the urgency to punish the outrage she herself had suffered. She could not not kill 

him, after being so fully and thoroughly dishonored. Nor did she have time to 

waste on theatrics. Sitting timidly in his office, she begged Loewenthal's pardon, 

invoked (in her guise as snitch) the obligations entailed by loyalty, mentioned a 

few names, insinuated others, and stopped short, as though overcome by 

fearfulness. Her performance succeeded; Loewenthal went out to get her a glass of 

water. By the time he returned from the dining hall, incredulous at the woman's 

fluttering perturbation yet full of solicitude, Emma had found the heavy revolver 

in the drawer. She pulled the trigger twice. Loewenthal's considerable body 

crumpled as though crushed by the explosions and the smoke; the glass of water 

shattered; his face looked at her with astonishment and fury; the mouth in the face 

cursed her in Spanish and in Yiddish. The filthy words went on and on; Emma 

had to shoot him again. Down in the courtyard, the dog, chained to his post, began 

barking furiously, as a 4 spurt of sudden blood gushed from the obscene lips and 

sullied the beard and clothes. Emma began the accusation she had prepared ("I 

have avenged my father, and I shall not be punished ...") but she didn't finish it, 

because Sr. Loewenthal was dead. She never knew whether he had managed to 

understand. The dog's tyrannical barking reminded her that she couldn't rest, not 

yet. She mussed up the couch, unbuttoned the dead man's suit coat, removed his 

spattered pince-nez and left them on the filing-cabinet. Then she picked up the 

telephone and repeated what she was to repeat so many times, in those and other 

words: Something has happened, something unbelievable... Sr. Loewenthal sent 

for me on the pretext of the strike.... He raped me --- I killed him ----The story 

was unbelievable, yes—and yet it convinced everyone, because in substance it 

was true. Emma Zunz's tone of voice was real, her shame was real, her hatred was 

real. The outrage that had been done to her was real, as well; all that was false 

were the circumstances, the time, and one or two proper names.  
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Emma Zunz, Jorge Luis Borges. Modified for stimulus material.  

Intro: On the next page, you will be reading passages from the biographical / 

 fictional story of eighteen-year-old Emma Zunz, who is a textile worker in 

Argentina. Her father was imprisoned for a crime he did not commit and had to 

flee to Brazil. The story is written by Argentinian journalist and essayist Jorge B. 

Rivera / famous Argentinian literary author Jorge L. Borges. Read the story of 

Emma Zunz carefully, you will have to answer some questions about its contents.  

  

--- page break ---  

  

On January 14, 2022, when Emma Zunz returned home from the Tarbuch & 

Loewenthal textile factory, she found a letter at the far end of the entryway to her 

building; it had been sent from Brazil, and it informed her that her father had 

died.   

Emma dropped the letter. The first thing she felt was a sinking in her stomach and 

a trembling in her knees; then, a sense of blind guilt, of unreality, of cold, of fear; 

then, a desire for this day to be past.  

She picked up the piece of paper and went to her room. Secretly, she put it away 

for safekeeping in a drawer, as though she somehow knew what was coming. She 

may already have begun to see the things that would happen next; she was already 

the person she was to  

become.  

  

In the growing darkness, and until the end of that day, Emma wept over the 

suicide of Emanuel Zunz. She recalled a summer outing with her father and the 

anonymous letters with the newspaper article about the "Corrupt Embezzlement of 

Funds by Teller," that arrived. She recalled (and this she would never forget) that 

on the last night, her father had sworn that the thief was Loewenthal—

Loewenthal, Aaron Loewenthal, formerly the manager of the factory and now one 

of its owners. Since 2016, Emma had kept the secret. Loewenthal didn't know she 

knew; Emma Zunz gleaned from that minuscule fact a sense of power.  
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She did not sleep that night, and by the time first light defined the rectangle of the 

window,  

she had perfected her plan.  

In the factory, there were rumors of a strike; Emma declared, as she always did, 

that she was opposed to all forms of violence.   

  

On Saturday, impatience wakened her. Impatience, not nervousness or second 

thoughts—  

and the remarkable sense of relief that she had reached this day at last. There was 

nothing else for her to plan or picture to herself; within a few hours she would 

have come to the simplicity of the fait accompli.   

She telephoned Loewenthal, insinuated that she had something to tell him, in 

confidence, about the strike, and promised to stop by his office at nightfall. Her 

voice quivered; the quiver befitted a snitch.  

She lay down after lunch and with her eyes closed went over the plan she had 

conceived. She reflected that the final step would be less horrible than the first, 

and would give her, she had no doubt of it, the taste of victory, and of justice. 

Suddenly, alarmed, she leaped out of bed and ran to the dressing table drawer. She 

opened it; under the portrait of Milton Sills, where she had left it the night before 

last, she found the letter. No one could have seen it; she began to read it, and then 

she tore it up.  

  

To recount with some degree of reality the events of that evening would be 

difficult, and  

perhaps inappropriate.  

She stepped into two or three bars, observed the routine or the maneuvers of other 

women. Finally she ran into some men from the trading ship the Nordstjärnan. 

One of them, who was quite young, she feared might inspire in her some hint of 

tenderness, so she chose a different one—perhaps a bit shorter than she, and foul-

mouthed—so that there might be no mitigation of the purity of the horror. The 

man led her to a door and then down a gloomy entryway and then to a tortuous 

stairway and then into a vestibule and then down a hallway and then to a door that 
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closed behind them. The most solemn of events are outside time. The man—a 

Swede or Finn— did not speak Spanish; he was an instrument for Emma, as she 

was for him—but she was used for pleasure, while he was used for justice.  

When she was alone, Emma did not open her eyes immediately. On the night table 

was the money the man had left. Emma sat up and tore it to shreds, as she had torn 

up the letter a short time before.  

Sadness and revulsion lay upon Emma like chains, but slowly she got up and 

began to dress.  

Paradoxically, her weariness turned into a strength, for it forced her to concentrate 

on the details of her mission and masked from her its true nature and its final 

purpose.  

  

Aaron Loewenthal was standing next to the window, awaiting the confidential 

report from operator Zunz. He saw her push open the gate (which he had left ajar 

on purpose) and cross the gloomy courtyard. He saw her make a small detour 

when the dog (tied up on purpose) barked.  

Emma's lips were moving, like those of a person praying under her breath; weary, 

over and over they rehearsed the phrases that Sr. Loewenthal would hear before 

he died.  

Things didn't happen the way Emma Zunz had foreseen. Since early the previous 

morning, many times she had dreamed that she would point the firm revolver, 

force the miserable wretch to confess his miserable guilt, explain to him the 

daring stratagem that would allow God's justice to triumph over man's. (It was not 

out of fear, but because she was an instrument of that justice, that she herself 

intended not to be punished.) Then, a single bullet in the center of his chest would 

put an end to Loewenthal's life. But things didn't happen that way.  

  

Sitting before Aaron Loewenthal, Emma felt (more than the urgency to avenge 

her father) the urgency to punish the outrage she herself had suffered. She could 

not not kill him, after being so fully and thoroughly dishonored. Nor did she have 

time to waste on theatrics.  
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Sitting timidly in his office, she begged Loewenthal's pardon, invoked (in her 

guise as snitch) the obligations entailed by loyalty, mentioned a few names, 

insinuated others, and stopped short, as though overcome by fearfulness. Her 

performance succeeded; Loewenthal went out to get her a glass of water. By the 

time he returned from the dining hall, incredulous at the woman's fluttering 

perturbation yet full of solicitude, Emma had found the heavy revolver in the 

drawer. She pulled the trigger twice. Loewenthal's considerable body crumpled as 

though crushed by the explosions and the smoke; the glass of water shattered; his 

face looked at her with astonishment and fury; the mouth in the face cursed her in 

Spanish and in Yiddish. The filthy words went on and on; Emma had to shoot him 

again. Down in the courtyard, the dog, chained to his post, began barking 

furiously, as a spurt of sudden blood gushed from the obscene lips and sullied the 

beard and clothes.  

  

Emma began the accusation she had prepared ("I have avenged my father, and I 

shall not be  

punished ...") but she didn't finish it, because Sr. Loewenthal was dead. She never 

knew whether he had managed to understand.  

The dog's tyrannical barking reminded her that she couldn't rest, not yet. She 

mussed up the couch, unbuttoned the dead man's suit coat, removed his spattered 

pince-nez and left them on the filing-cabinet.  

Then she picked up the telephone and repeated what she was to repeat so many 

times, in  

those and other words: Something has happened, something unbelievable... Sr. 

Loewenthal sent for me on the pretext of the strike.... He raped me --- I killed him 

----  
 

The story was unbelievable, yes—and yet it convinced everyone, because in 

substance it was true. Emma Zunz's tone of voice was real, her shame was real, 

her hatred was real. The outrage that had been done to her was real, as well; all 

that was false were the circumstances, the time, and one or two proper names. 
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Chapter 4: Spearman correlation matrix 

 

 
Table 6: Spearman correlation matrix 
 

Perceived 

realism 

Moral 

disengage

ment 

Moral 

judgment 

Empathy Aesthetic 

appreciati

on 

Character 

realism 

Narrative 

realism 

Real-

world 

resembla

nce 

Affective 

empathy 

Cognitive 

empathy 

Associati

ve 

empathy 

Gender Age Education 

Perceived 

realism 

--              

Moral 

disengage

ment 

.295*** --             

Moral 

judgment 

.300*** .649*** --            

Empathy .543*** .484*** .422*** --           

Aesthetic 

evaluatio

n 

.487*** .340*** .302*** .563*** --          
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Subscales               

Character 

realism 

.934*** .306*** .312*** .523*** .429*** --         

Narrative 

realism 

.948*** .265*** .234*** .529*** .496*** .854*** --        

Real-

world 

resembla

nce 

.898*** .244*** .289*** .451*** .394*** .750*** .775*** --       

Affective 

empathy 

.472*** .387*** .348*** .897*** .518*** .429*** .478*** .400*** --      

Cognitive 

empathy 

.491*** .497*** .429*** .897*** .481*** .475*** .483*** .397*** .736*** --     

Associati

ve 

empathy 

.491*** .404*** .361*** .871*** .527*** .492*** .458*** .419*** .707*** .645*** --    

Demogra

phics 
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Gender -.032 .058 -.074 .004 .081 -.004 -.044 -.046 -.032 .037 .003 --   

Age .019 -.119 -.047 .033 -.035 .054 -.007 .013 -.018 -.016 .108 -.037 --  

Education 

level 

-.002 -.165** -.133* -.006 .058 .029 -.022 -.027 -.013 .026 -.029 -.044 -.005 -- 

Note: *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05
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Chapter 5: Coded transcripts focus-group discussions 

Coding scheme 

Moral justification Redefining immoral conduct into something righteous or worthy 

Euphemistic labeling Language is used to minimize the immorality of the act 

Advantageous 
comparison 

Minimizing the severity of the immoral act by comparing it to 
something that is presumably more immoral or comparing the 
perpetrator of the immoral act to someone presumably more 
immoral 

Displacement of 
responsibility 

Someone or something else is held responsible for the immoral act 

Diffusion of 
responsibility 

Responsibility for the immoral act is diminished as personal agency 
is weakened 

Disregard or distortion 
of consequences 

Consequences of the immoral act are minimized, disbelieved, or 
ignored 

Attribution of blame Victim is blamed for what is inflicted upon them  

Dehumanization Language is used to portray the victim of the immoral act as sub-
human 

Empathy Expressions of recognition, affect, and identification 
 
 
FOCUS-GROUP 1 
Interviewer: First, a brief opening question. What did you think in general about the story 
we just read?  
FH: Recognizable... to most people.  
MB: Very engaging. Very empathetically written, yes.  
BMT: Time-bound.  
Interviewer: Time-bound, as in the time in which it takes place? 
BMT: Yes, and role-patterns. [Yes.] 
Interviewer: What did you think of Grete?  
RV: Poor girl.  
BMT: Submissive.  
JR: I say vulnerable.  
MB: A bit sad. 
FH: Well, you see. She has no say.  
DN: She is very dependent on the man. And there's the feeling inside. Afraid of life? And 
I think the future is not so nice for her. 
[Hm no.] 
JM: Amazingly in love.  
[Yes, LAUGHING.] 
JM: Unbelievable.  
BMT: But in the course of the story, she becomes wiser. And then it could still be that 
after the child is born, reality really comes out. [RV: Ouch] That's a suggestion. 
[RV: That's boom]. 
BMT: You could continue the story like that. [Yes.] 
RV: She may hear something, but she does not dare (to do) anything.  
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BMT: Yes. But she is also very naive.  
RV: Her husband will know, something like that.  
[Yes.]  
BMT: On the one hand she is naive, on the other hand she knows about something, but 
she doesn't have the ability, maybe not the strength, and she is not allowed to, because she 
is in a role pattern in which she has been given boundaries. That role pattern has certain 
rules. And if you step outside of that, then you go into error. And because you cannot go 
into error, then your relationship cannot continue.  
FH: But she's just in love. And she sees everything through her fingers (closes her eyes 
to). So he can do anything. She sees it, but...  
RV: She also condones it.  
FH: She's just in love. That’s how that works. [Yes, yes, yes, yes.]  
Reading Leader: And very pregnant, right. [LAUGHTER] Yeah, I mean, you do get a 
little more emotional, then, too. [Yeah, yeah.]  
BMT: Are you also more vulnerable when you ..., because you need help, you just know 
that. You can't work on your own for a while. Not at that time. Certainly not in those 
times.  
Interviewer: And how did you feel about the way Grete approached her husband and the 
realtor, how she felt about them? [Say that again?] How did you feel about the way Grete 
approached her husband and the realtor? How she felt about them?  
BMT: She is ridiculed. Something like that being waved away, what she says, such a 
woman. Pah, that doesn't amount to anything anyway.  
[RV: How do we feel about that?] 
MB: Yes. I feel it, ... 
BMT: I feel being a woman is brought down.  
MB: Yes, I feel it's recognizable. So I recognize the obvious situations. Yeah. 
RV: You mean, MB, things that you have also experienced.  
MB: Yes, it's also my behavior and that attitude actually. That was our time like that, 
right. You were raised that way too, right. Just shut up and listen hey. [I'm not like that]. I 
shouldn't say no. I'm like that. I come from such a nest. So that naturally determines it, 
hey.  
FH: I feel vicarious indignation.  
RV: Shame. 
FH: I would really like to shake her.  
[Yes. Yes… Shaking… She’s so passive, right.] 
MB: It's still recognizable, yes.  
Interviewer: And what do you think of her attitude, Grete’s attitude towards the lady who 
has to sell the house?  
FH: Kind of cowardly.  
RV: She doesn't dare say anything, hm.  
BMT: She feels everything, but she… does feel everything.  
[Yes, yes, yes.] 
BMT: And she may already be feeling guilty, too, right? Guilty for not saying anything. 
Because she can. And that also makes you feel very uncomfortable when you're in there 
(in the house). Because outside, she does say, ‘We have it [the asking price of the house] 
anyway, and then why didn't you give it?’ She basically should have told them inside. But 
then she might have ridiculed her husband, which could then cause an argument. And 
considering it was agreed beforehand she had to be silent, and it was not agreed he had to 
be silent.  
Interviewer: Do you think it's justified for Grete not to speak out?  
JR: No, ... 
CM: No, but yeah, she can't do otherwise.  
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MB: Yes, she can't do otherwise. With the type of woman described here, that's how it 
should be. So the same attitude she has towards her husband, she also has towards the 
woman she does feel with. But she is the type of woman who does not rebel against it. 
She will think it all in, but she doesn't dare (to do something). She'll grow over that. But 
right now, as a 20-year-old, she can't do it yet. Because she comes from that kind of nest, 
too, probably.  
BMT: Then she's stuck in that time again, with those believes. But in those days, there 
were also people like FH, who did have the possibility of a man that they were on the 
same page with. And that was not the case with all of them. With my ex, that wasn't the 
case either.  
JR: Yes, I don't know. In those days, you also had feminists, and you also had men who 
were pressured by women. It is, it is. And whether, coincidentally here, yes, she doesn't 
say anything and to have comments afterwards, to me, that is is the worst thing you can 
do. Then say it. Dare to stand up for it. If you want responsibility, you get… You don't get 
responsibility. You have to take it. You have to fight for that. And she hasn't. Absolutely.  
MB: She has yet to learn that. She still has to learn that, doesn't she?  
JR: Yeah, she will never learn that.  
[LAUGHTER] 
MB: Yes, she will. Yes. Yes.  
FH: Because it's just a woman.  
[LAUGHTER] 
JR: No, I didn't say that. But with that man, (being) together (with that man), she doesn't 
learn that.  
FH: But see, you are the type of man that thinks like that man does. [No, no, that's why 
she will probably leave.] And that’s why you can articulate that differently.  
JR: Maybe, yes, good, it could be…. But it's a poor/sad person. 
Interviewer: Do you think Grete can somehow be held responsible for how negotiations 
and things end up going? 
RV: You mean, she could have made sure it turned out differently? Something like that? 
Interviewer: Yes, whether, for example, she is responsible for how it went, or whether 
indeed she could have prevented it, perhaps.  
JR: That they still gave that 25 (25 thousand krone)? [Yes.]  
JR: This can't be, this can't be, no.  
MB: No. Not in this story. No. 
BMT: If she had done that, it was at the expense of her own well-being. Then she threw 
her own windows in (acting against her own interests) with her husband. And then she 
would have said like ‘I'm giving 25,000’. But because she wasn't like that, she couldn’t 
do it at that time. Maybe in 10 years from now.  
MB: Yes, that’s it. That's the way I see it.  
Interviewer: But you see no responsibility for her now in how it went? Because of her 
character… 
JR: She could say to her husband, still, ‘We could put that lady that 1,000 kroner under 
the table.’ [Yes, yes.] Or 500. To still have a say.  
BMT: That was a good idea for that time, yes.  
JR: Maybe that will still be in the story.  
[No, it's a short story; it's done]. 
Interviewer: What do you think are the consequences of Grete's silence? Are there 
consequences?  
MB: Oh yeah, that's why the sale went through.  
RV: And that woman has less money, right?  
BMT: Yes. And if afterwards the sewage comes up (from troubles in the house), and Grete 
has said ‘give 25 thousand anyway’, she gets reproached for that, too, probably.  
Interviewer: Do you think the consequences would be different if she had spoken out? 
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I just heard something about the sewerage, possibly.  
MB: Yes, but I think that type of woman discussed here… It was not in her capabilities. 
You describe a different type of woman then, but the way she is described here, she can't 
do anything else. She is the type of woman who is so... And yes, she is going to develop 
it, but now in this story, I don't think she is responsible.  
[softly: No. No. No, I don't think so.] 
Interviewer: Do you think the woman selling the house deserves the treatment she's 
getting?  
MB: No, definitely not. No, no, very unfair.  
BMT: Because she is actually the victim of men. [Yes.]  
Interviewer: Not of Grete, of the men. 
FH: No, of the men. Who decide among themselves. [Yes.] 
MB: She had no say, hey. She had to stay downstairs with the baby, she wasn't allowed to 
go upstairs. So she is not responsible. It's those two men making a bargain between 
themselves, hm.  
BMT: At that time it was, until 57 right, that women didn't even have the right to take 
money out of the bank or to pay anything. And I think still a lot of men, also stemming 
from that, would not have given the women the power of attorney at the bank either, 
because then they have less of a feeling of, I'm the one who puts in the money hm, and 
you stay home. So, I give you that much money for food, and I do all the rest.  
RV: I think this was in the late nineties? 
MB: I thought, this situation, in the sixties. I experienced this in the sixties.  
FH: But if you had your own paycheck, you still had ... [inaudible talking over each 
other].  
MB: I didn't have my own account. No. I didn't have my own... My money was deposited 
in my husband's account. [Yes?] I didn't have my own account. And I got household 
money. That much? What are you getting by with this month? And I got by on that all my 
life. However, after three weeks, it often ran out. And then I think, I'm much too proud to 
say my pennies are gone. I still have some reserves and I still have this, and I still have 
that. I draw my plans. And I've always gotten to the end of the month, never said at the 
end, after three weeks like ‘yes, I'm actually walking with a hole in my shoes, but I can't 
get new shoes this week, or this month. I'll just buy it next month hm’. Never said.  
FH: Never said, ‘you've eaten too much’. [LAUGHTER] 
MB: No, I was so proud to say, I'm getting by.  
RV: And then you don't get raises either, hey. [LAUGHTER] 
MB: No, you don't get appreciation. You don't get anything. And that's where the divorce 
comes from. That's the consequence. If you let it go on, the weakest link breaks. In this 
case, I can see that woman breaking even after so many years. Then she breaks and says, 
'And what about me?' But at that moment, she was not like that. Then, I can recognize 
myself in it.  
BMT: Basically, it's also her fault (she is also to blame) that everything is going the way it 
is because she agrees, hey.  
MB: It's not fault/blame.  
[Fault/Blame....]  
FH: You should rename that.  
RV: ‘Fault/Blame’, I wouldn't say.  
[No, fault/blame is a hard word....  
Yes, it's actually...] 
BMT: She is responsible for what happened, given her age. 
[Yes, that's true]. 
BMT: Because she made a choice. And even though it's a wrong choice. Which she will 
never do so again in later times. But it is... No, that wasn’t also correct. It's not a 
wrongdoing, it's a wrong choice.  
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MB: She was brought up that way... In my case, I was in boarding school from 12 to 20, 
imprisoned, I had to listen, had a military regimen at home as well, had to listen, that then 
you step into a marriage where you also have to listen. Yes, you just don't know any 
better. It's just the consequence of your life. So then, am I responsible for that? 
No, I am a product of my time. I'm a product of the zeitgeist and I've grown out of that 
after years. But at that point, you can't do otherwise. And then, with little breaks and 
cracks, and so on, yes, you do discover who you are… Well, you know who you are, but 
you haven't dared to express that. But look at me now. Now I dare to do it, right? 
[LAUGHTER. In the background: So it’s all turned out well.]  
JM: Can we specify the attitude of… Grete was it? Maybe specify it in one word, guilty 
by omission. Afterwards, they go home, and when she gets into an argument with her 
husband about it, he always goes back to that word: guilty by omission. ‘You didn't say 
anything, did you? You didn't interfere, you let me. And now you say that I have done 
something here that you didn't like.’ Or something like that.  
Maybe something together with the realtor, I don’t know that, but guilty by omission, I 
think. So, she had to keep on pushing. 
MB: Yes, but she had to be able to do it.  
JM: And then afterwards... She couldn't then come out with, ‘hadn't you better given that 
25 still,’ and so on and so forth. [Yeah, yeah.]  
FH: You know what, write a new story. A different story. 
RV: We’ll send it in.  
JM: I'm writing it differently.  
Interviewer: But do you think Grete has less responsibility, despite being guilty by 
omission? Or, well, … she should have said something. She did just have some. Yes, she 
does have a responsibility in the sense that she didn't say anything, but is her 
responsibility still less than that of her husband and the realtor? Or is she equally 
responsible?  
JR: I think it's equal responsibility. She could have also said like, can the two of us 
separate for a moment... [Yes, yes, yes] She had so many opportunities to still...... vent her 
thoughts.  
[disapproval] 
FH: I don’t think they have that (kind of) relationship.  
RV: The equality. She doesn’t have that. 
[approval] 
MB: It doesn't suit her (to speak up). 
[approval] 
JM: Submissiveness. That's guilty by omission to me.  
JR: Yes, that's right.  
CM: Yes, but that's a different time. She didn't dare, I think.  
FH: A different character. She's like this.  
MB: If you have always said, you should be silent. You just be the sensible one and shut 
up. That was always said at home, hm. Just be you, the sensible one, and shut up, right?  
JM: Infatuation is also guilty by omission. [Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes yes].  
MB: I find her less responsible than them, than the men.  
[Me too.] 
CM: I think that responsibility belongs more to the men in this case.  
JM: Yeah, sure. 
CM: They have taken it upon themselves.  
JM: There, at the moment, [inaudible], what I say. [inaudible] I think they go home, and 
at home, it becomes a discussion. Done talking.  
MB: No, but there will be no discussion because of that. [No.] Only after years. 
JM: By the way, it's all settled. And that 25 is just... at home, she will come back to it, but 
too late.  
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MB: No, she doesn't. That type of woman doesn't do that. Neither at home... 
FH: She is already happy not to have to look at houses anymore.  
MB: Yeah, I think so, too. And she finally has a house. 
BMT: That also depends on the contract in which they are married, in Belgium or in the 
Netherlands, which appears that if one signs, the other is immediately responsible for a 
certain percentage that they then lose if she is not going to buy the house. And depending 
on a literal contract with separation of property or not separation of property, there is also 
a part in it. And if one signs, sometimes the other can't go back. Then that one will have 
to sign as well.  
RV: She's certainly not going to go that far.  
BMT: No, and it has not come to an agreement of ‘Are you okay, do you think it’s okay’ 
or ‘Do you agree?’ He agrees, and she has to follow. And there is not written in what 
condition they are married or living together. In those days, people still married.  
RV: But, Interviewer, your questions are mostly directed towards responsibility. 
Interviewer: Yes. Who is responsible? Who is at fault/to blame?  
RV: How can you hold someone responsible... 
BMT: The psychology of the person.  
[Yes.]  
RV: Time.  
Interviewer: The time is responsible. The time in which the story takes place. [Yes.] 
RV: All the wars there have ever been can be attributed to the times. [what did you say?] 
I’m overreacting now. All the wars there have ever been are attributable to the spirit of the 
times.  
FH: This is not true. But this is also not up to the spirit of the times. It is due to their 
character.  
RV: But also to the spirit of the times.  
FH: But who says when it takes place? It might as well take place now because those 
characters are still there.  
MB: Yes, those are still there now. But... 
FH: There are still submissive women, you know.  
[Interchangeably: No... I don't think do. ... Yes, I do know that]. 
[Talking over each other]  
BMT: But the price of the house always determines... 
RV: Yes, but we don't know what currency it is.  
BMT: No, you don't know what currency that it is... 
BMT: If it was a guilder, it was in the time before 1970. Then... Around 1970, house 
prices were about that amount. [Yes. Yes.] At least, that was the answer.  
Interviewer: Not even close, nowadays. [No, that was a really long time ago.]  
Interviewer: But do you think the woman selling the house is somewhat to blame for how 
it went down?  
[No. No. Clearly not.] 
Interviewer: Has she not been articulate enough?  
MB: No, not for me, in that situation. Imagine you're sitting there with three little kiddies, 
and your husband goes running off with another. You don't go running off, do you? So the 
gentleman went walking, didn't he?  
BMT: Back then, there were no social services. That you got a living allowance, or you 
got something from the OCNW or in the Netherlands one from welfare, that was not in 
those days. So yes, that woman then has little or no choice than possibly to accept. At 
least she has a little bit of money.  
FH: I don't think she's at fault/to blame.  
RV: No, neither do I.  
FH: Victim, she is.  
RV: Yes, obviously, victim.  
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[Yes. Yes.] 
Interviewer: Is Grete a victim as well? 
FH: A little bit, yes. [RV: Yes.] Maybe of her own character. [Yes.]  
RV: And of her own infatuation. 
[Yes, yes also, yes, sure.] 
Interviewer: Finally, is there anything related to your feelings toward Greta, or any of the 
other characters in the story, that you would like to discuss but that I haven't yet asked 
about?  
BMT: Grete is pregnant, so she can't go out into the world without her husband. Because, 
at that time, it was sinful. Feminism was already emerging, but not yet enough to protect 
a pregnant woman. And 20 years before, women, pregnant women were covered up by 
the family or by the Catholic faith. [inaudible response] And at that time, women were 
also placed in convents. And if you go to England, they became laundresses. Then they 
never came out because they had committed fornication.  
Reader-Leader: Yes, even apart from the consequences ... that she is heavily pregnant. 
That's not the time to start doubting your husband.  
MB: [No, no.] You can't psychically afford that, hey.  
Reader-Leader: No, that's not a time, right, to ... 
MB: You're in survival mode. You need to take care of that baby. So... You need to have a 
nest, you need to have a house. Where the baby has a roof over its head. Yes... 
[Yes, yes.] 
Reader-Leader: It will be the same now.  
MB: Yeah, sure. That has priority, right?  
[I think...] 
BMT: In Madam Butterfly, this also occurs. She is heavily pregnant. And the man who 
made her pregnant leaves her. And there's a lot more to it.  
RV: I just think then, we need good education. .... Good education, but not just education, 
but to educate people equally. [Yes, yes] And to create a piece of ethical awareness of 
‘What do I stand for?”’ [MB: We are evolving…] In the sense of, is profit and capitalism 
the only principle in our society? Are we going to make it with that? Can you also include 
another view possibly? And have that the discussion as well.  
MB: I also think we are evolving in that direction. 
JR: I also think so. I hope so. 
MB: Like you also see with young people, who only want a 4/5th job, just for the sake of 
life. So that's kind of against capitalism anyway, like we have to have more, more, more. 
It's not like that anymore, hm. A doctor who wants to work within his hours and no longer 
wants to be called out at night. We're already in that new stream, I think. [Yes, yes.] 
JR: The extremely rich are still taking. That's true, though. That still needs a [...] to come 
in. Soccer players and sports people. It's really from people who make a million a month 
or a week themselves. [inaudible, talking about each other]  
Reader-Leader: I do think it says in the text, that couple, they are particularly likable and 
the man had a strong character and talent for getting ahead. [MB: Yes, very strong] That's 
also very often seen as a good trait. [Yes, yes.]  
RV: What is getting ahead, huh?  
MB: Take care of wife and child? [Yes, take care of wife and child] Have them get a 
house? 
JM: The question just occurred to me, who would you think is the most sympathetic 
character in the whole story? [Ah yes, yes, yes.] Sympathetic, huh? [Yes, yes.]  
BMT: The duped.  
JM: That little boy, huh? [Yes. Haha] Or that little girl, huh? [Yes.] The rest, pfff. [Yes, 
yes] Those are honest, those are honest. Kids are always honest. [That's very nice, yes, 
yes.] 
Reader-Leader: And those do respond, don't they? [Yes, yes, yes, they do respond].  
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RV: From within himself, huh? [Yes, nice, yes, yes, but it's a good question, yes, yes.] 
BMT: Children are not formed like that yet. That's it. [Yes, yes, that's it] to give the 
answers that are expected of them. [Yes, yes, nice]]  
JR: Because the realtor, who said, ‘I always have your best interests at heart.’ You have to 
be careful with that. Those are the perverts. 
[That's it; that's the best question.]  
JM: His roaring laughter always .... [inaudible]. That's the most unsympathetic character 
of the whole story to me. [Oh yes, yes he is]. 
BMT: That roaring laugh is there to disguise a lot.  
JM: He has to be like this. He's thinking about his 1%. [Yes, yes] It is....  
BMT: It's now three percent. [Laughter] Is that (the author) a Swede or a Norwegian? 
[Yes. Reader-Leader: A Dane].  
RV: But she's already died, I believe.  
Reader-Leader: I think so, too. [What are you saying?] She's already died.  
RV: But she has very beautiful books. Has she also written novels? 
Reader-Leader: Very thin. It's about herself and her own life. It was really worth reading. 
Her whole childhood, with addiction, and her writing. [Ah yes] ... A very good picture of 
what Denmark was like then. [What was ‘then’?] I guess so what... I don't know if it was 
World War II. Or... Or. [Ah, yes] Or the 1950s, which was a very poor country, right, back 
then. [inaudible] 
Interchangeably: Reader-Leader, RV:  And that's now... Denmark, hey. Very developed, 
very developed. That's also very so... 
Interviewer: Great social safety net.  
Reader-Leader: But here ... [then you didn't have that], a lot has changed in the short 
time.  
RV: That's very, very different.  
FH: Emancipated.  
RV: Yes, from writing like that, then I wondered...  
RV: And these are stories, right, short stories? [Yes, yes]  
BMT: So money could also be in kroner, right. ... Thirties? [Inaudible. Talking over each 
other.] 
Interviewer: Okay, that was all ... well, thank you. [Good luck, thank you]. 
 
FOCUS-GROUP 2 
Interviewer: I'd like to ask a bit of a general question first. That is: What do you think of 
the story that we just read?  
*Yes, I thought it was very good.  
*I also think that happens in several places.  
*It was actually a sad story, then.  
*A story from life. I think, behind closed doors, that all those things happen on a regular 
basis. 
*That it's not a one-time thing.  
*No, but now it is with a cottage, but I think that happens more with people who want to 
divorce. That those get all kinds of things going on like that. I think so. Now it's about 
that cottage, huh, but ... 
Interviewer: And what do you think of Grete? Of the young pregnant woman? 
I think Grete is happy right now. She's expecting that baby, yes? [Interviewer: Yes...] Yes. 
She doesn't care very much, does she? That’s how I see it. 
[In the background: She couldn't. She wasn't allowed to. She has to shut up.]  
Yes, that's right, she should shut up yes.  
*She behaves so submissive. [Yes.] That's all we can really make of it.  
*And she also begins to doubt herself, huh? [Yes.] Or her feelings for her husband if it’s 
all so good. And I’d say that again because I don't think that's all that sound. If it goes on 
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like that, and that woman starts doubting now, yes, it becomes more and more and more. 
And then afterwards, that one thinks, ‘Yes, what have I got now? I don't know anymore.’ 
[inaudible]  
*That does not happen at once, huh. 
*That’s why, huh, that is the beginning, now yes.  
Reader leader: Something like that happened, huh? Yeah, and if that happens again... 
That’s going to grow. 
*That's going to accumulate, huh.  
Interviewer: Yes… And how does it feel about the way the woman who is expecting 
approaches her husband and the realtor? How she handles that? 
*Terrible. Those two. Really, they are so unsympathetic huh? There's nothing to 
overcome that.  
*She doesn't dare to stand up for her own opinion. She doesn't dare to open her mouth. 
That's why I say she is very submissive. Although she has different feelings. Maybe also 
different over time. But to avoid those consequences of that, I think she is silent and has 
stayed silent.  
*At the end, she does say, ‘Why didn't you pay that woman what she asked, because we 
have the money.’ [In the background: Yes. Yes. Yes.] 
*She does that afterwards.  
*Afterwards, yes. So surely there is something in her that says the husband did not act 
right at all.  
Interviewer: No, and how does that feel to you yourself, that she does that?  
*Yes, I would have said something.  
*Yes, I think a lot of people, too, but I can imagine sometimes, in this situation, at the 
start of the story, then you feel like she's very much in love with that man. And when 
she’s turning the button on his coat, I think with a lot of men, you don't have to try that. 
Because then they stay ‘get off’, something like that. But she puts herself very, again, 
coming back for the word ‘submissive.’ [Interviewer: Submissive, yes…] 
Interviewer: And what do you think of the way the woman who is expecting deals with 
the woman who is selling the house?  
*She pities her. But due to the fact that she actually looks up to her husband, of course 
she doesn't dare to get straight with him......yes, how her feelings then are towards that 
woman...  
*She it hasn't actually affected her much, I believe, hm. Has she seen the little one? 
Yes. Seen but not petted or anything? Or did you say it was a beautiful baby or anything? 
No huh? [Interviewer: No…]  
*That little boy, neither.  
*Yes, but no, that little baby. That little baby. You could have said it was a beautiful little 
baby, couldn't you? [In background: Yes. Yes. Yes. Inaudible.] It costs nothing to be nice 
about a little baby, or ask ‘how is the little baby?’ Yes, she doesn’t ask. 
Reader leader: Would you say that she was preoccupied with herself, right?  
*Yes, I think so. Not with the other woman, and her little baby, who was going to 
breastfeed.  
*She didn't actually say much to it, did she? Interviewer: No…] Or have I already 
forgotten? [Interviewer: No, that is alright.] You normally say, oh, you have a beautiful 
baby, or what? [Inaudible, talking over each other.] No, saying nothing…  
*And that again, you think it's an ugly baby. And then you say, oh, what a beauty it is. 
[laughter] 
*Yes, that's exactly.  
*All babies are beautiful. All of them are beautiful. All of them. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*Do you have a kiddie? 
Interviewer: No, I do not have a kiddie. 
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[Inaudible. Talking over each other.]  
*Every mama thinks their own baby is the most beautiful baby. 
Reader leader: My mother always says of my brother, “that was an ugly baby.” 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*I know this saying, hm, hm. about ugly in the diaper. Lovely in the veil. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
Interviewer: Yes, I know that as well. 
*It’s a Dutch saying.  
*That's true. [In background: Yes.] [Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*I had read something here once. When that girl looked at the baby. She said.. She saw 
something about the baby, right. But yes, all babies have that.  
*That bald spot at the back of the neck. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*I didn't have kids, so I never saw a kid behind the neck. [laughter] 
*Every mama likes to see their kid.  
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*Mother's child, most beautiful child. 
Yes, that is right.  
Interviewer: Do you think it is right that the young woman who was expecting should not 
speak out about the uncomfortable business that is actually being done? Do you think it is 
justified?  
*Yes, I think that's justified. You shouldn't. You know you're pregnant, then you have to 
take that into account. You can say, I'm not in favor of it, but yes, I think that's justified. 
But always complaining about that. You decided to get pregnant yourself. That's two 
people.  
Reader leader: Is it right for her not to intervene? Intervene in the situation with those 
men. And she feels, it's actually a little unfair here.  
*Yes, but I think she didn't dare.  
*No, she didn't dare.  
*She didn't dare to oppose it. That one starts roaring, that realtor. [Who's roaring?] That 
realtor.  
*Oh yes, that's what she said. Who knows what she went through at home?  
*And to the other one who, when she says something, that child goes off talking like 
water, other becomes silent. [Interviewer: Yeah...]  
*It's too bad the story doesn’t go on.  
*Those women couldn't intervene. She was immediately… 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
Interviewer: Do you think the young woman, has responsibility for the uncomfortable 
business?  
*I think so.  
*A young woman who is pregnant, that that is responsible for…  
Reader leader: -- for the deal. For the deal made on the house. For the sale.  
*I think, she is shared-responsible. Not alone responsible. It’s shared responsible. Yes, of 
course. I think so. You don't?  
*I think so, too.  
*I think so. Personally, I think so.  
*Normally it's like that, yes.  
*Yes. 
*That's what [NAME] said there a little while ago. There are two of you who are going to 
buy that house. You'd like to have your stake. But if you see someone being ripped off 
when you don't want to be ripped off yourself, then yes, [In background: do you shut up] 
do you shut up? Or are you only then going to be talking in the car? [In background: Yes.] 
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*I think it's the prevention of a confrontation in front of others. [Yes] And that you then 
keep silent. [Yes.] And maybe afterwards, when they are with the two of them … that she 
does say something. [Yes.] But because there is a third one there...  
*I think that's kind of normal, hm. That you are silent when there is a third person there. 
[Yes.] It has to be resolved between two people.  
*Yes, but if they're now without that realtor… I think she still has the right to intervene 
there.  
*Yes, of course, she has that right.  
*Because she didn't get the chance to do that.  
Reader leader: Yes, but is she complicit, partly, huh? By remaining silent, is she.... [Yes.] 
I don't know.  
*I also don't know what that woman back home went through. Had she said her opinion 
because she knew what that man was, how that man reacts, then. And that she's a little 
afraid actually to say anything. I think.  
Interviewer: What are the consequences of her silence, and what would be different if you 
had spoken up?  
*Yes, she will then go through the same thing again. She knows what kind of sermon she 
will  get at home, and what else? And that she thinks, yeah, ‘I'll leave it because it was 
nothing’.  
*I think she got into big trouble with her husband. The realtor might still have gotten 
involved at a time because, of course, he wanted to sell. Maybe the house wouldn't have 
been bought then, or they separated with a lot of arguments or words.  
*But they already signed, I believe, at that table.  
*No, but she [interviewer] said if she did say something.  
*Ah yes, yes yes yes.  
Interviewer: Yes… But then, what indeed are the consequences of saying nothing?  
*The consequences of saying nothing?  
Interviewer: Yes.  
*I think those are only consequences for herself. [Interviewer: Yes…] Because those men 
are not bothered by that. [Interviewer: No…] Only she is feeling guilty. 
[Interviewer: Yes…] 
Reader leader: You can so imagine, from here in that house, that that's always such a... 
*Memories.  
Reader leader: Such a dirty feeling still surrounds it… [Yes. Yes. Yes.] 
Interviewer: Do you think the woman selling the house, that mother with those little kids, 
do you think she deserves the treatment she's getting from the young couple and the 
realtor?  
*No. 
*No, not at all.  
*No. 
Interviewer: Why not?  
*They have no feelings [empathy] for her at all. They want to have that house.  
*And they got the money for the big house. They have more than enough substances 
[money] for it.  
*Yes, but they were silent then. If they start talking about the defects…  
*Then they wake up.  
*Then um... Who knows what they found upstairs, but they didn't say anything, those two 
men.  
*They were discussing in the corridors anyway, once whispering, once saying. They 
didn't know what they were talking about, but they were heard in the living room. So they 
must have negotiated that among themselves.  
Interviewer: Do you think the woman selling the house is somehow to blame for, well, 
the bad deal that ended up being made for her? 
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*I think she got into this situation because of circumstances. Because she has no money. 
And that she rather not sells [the house]. But she is forced. Because she has no money… 
not for repairing in the house, not for anything else. So, she is just forced to sell it. I think 
that's the only salvation for her. Also, for her children.  
Reader leader: Well... Yes, it's also like that... It's really such a weak moment in their 
lives, isn't it? [Yes.] And that's also what I find so ugly about the situation.. actually those 
two women, at a very weak moment, heavily pregnant, where you're already more 
emotional. And those sharks that grab you every time. [Yes.] And if you're not strong 
enough every time, you get... And that's how it goes in commercial life, often, I think.  
*That's how it happens very often. [Yes.]  
*But what I also find very bad is that man, her ex-husband, you just sell that house, then 
it's also for you. It's still his children who have to leave with their mother. So he has no 
feelings for them, to say ‘I help you,’ he says, ‘you can sell, then it is yours.’ And then 
what happened to your wife and those children, that doesn't interest him. I that’s terrible.  
Interviewer: Look, the young woman, who is pregnant, of course, has been silent. She 
didn't say anything during the whole process about how she felt about it. Which 
ultimately caused that sale to go through in a way that felt uncomfortable for her. But 
does she still have less responsibility for that purchase than the husband and the real 
estate agent? Or is she just as responsible?  
*I think she is just as responsible for that, by the fact that she kept silent. She knows she 
just let it happen.  
*She didn't defend herself, did she?  
*No, no, no. She didn't defend herself. 
*But yes, she was thinking about the pennies, I guess, wasn't she?  
*That woman, no. 
*That woman didn't.  
*That young woman.  
*That young woman, huh?  
*That pregnant woman.  
*The one from the cottage. 
[The pregnant women, the pregnant women.] 
*Ah, yes, Grete, okay.. 
*I said it now, the fact that she kept silent… She has just as much blame. Or yes, blame, 
how do you say it? 
Interviewer: Responsibility, blame, responsibility.  
*Yes, responsibility. With being silent, you can also have responsibility, hm. 
*She didn't have much to say either.  
Interviewer: She didn't have much to say. She can't actually do anything about it? [No. 
No.] She just didn't have anything to say. 
Reader leader [to respondent]: Didn't you have anything to say? 
*No. Nothing. No. 
Reader leader: Did you? [NAME]? [NAME]? Didn't you have something to say? 
Nothing. Nothing.  
Interviewer: So you think she has less responsibility because she is not… She doesn't get 
responsibility.  
*It's a difficult situation, isn't it? The woman must have pennies because she has nothing 
left, huh? [Inaudible], to that man. I don't know, a woman had to have pennies, huh?  
*And a little house.  
*And then she had to have money.  
*But if that man says, that husband, like yes, but if you are so many defects, that roof 
needs to be totally renovated. And they say then I'll pay 25,000 euros, but if she doesn't, 
then I'll only pay 20,000. And that woman should pay attention to that, too, because she 
certainly didn't have that money. I think that is also… a [inaudible].  
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*Yes, indeed. 
Interviewer: Finally, at the end, are there any feelings you would like to express that are 
related to the actions of the woman, or any of the other characters that have not been 
discussed at this point, but that you would like to share?  
*Yeah, it was sold huh. So there wasn't much more to do about that, was there? If we 
hadn't agreed now, you'd think maybe the woman, hm.... I don't know. It's a very bad 
situation, I think. Oh, soon a little baby and then such a house that's not in order, broken 
everywhere and then.... No, that's...  
*This is not the first situation, is it? There are a lot of them.  
* I don't think on a day like today [nowadays].  
[Oh, no, no. Yeah, sure.] [Inaudible]  
*It still happens.  
*It does still happen here.  
*They must still want to work. [Yes, that’s it.] Those were men when, they were away, 
hm. Then they walk off. With another.  
Reader leader: Yes… The only ones who had resisted were the two children. 
*Yes. Just the two children, they have to stay silent, hm.  
Reader leader: But they still do it, hm? 
*Girl immediately, hm. And the boy too, outside. 
*I think that the pregnant woman also started thinking, when that mother was there with 
that baby, and she saw the man were not to be trusted. They had been married for 11 
years, and then they leave. [For a younger person.] I think that woman was aware even 
then. [Yes. Yes. Inaudible.] 
*Yes, then you begin to doubt yourself. Am I doing it right, hm?  
*That man left with much younger person, hm. [Yes.]  
*And then has such a small baby, hm. [Yes. ...] 
*Terrible, hm. Terrible…[laughter] I don't have a little baby now. I've always been with 
grandchildren. [Inaudible. Talking over each other. Laughter.]  
Reader leader: Okay. Thank you. For staying a bit longer.  
 
FOCUS-GROUP 3 
Interviewer: I would like to start with what you thought of the story we just read.  
*Very topical.  
*I think the story is very beautiful. Very understanding too, but I thought the ending was a 
little stupid. At the end, well, it was suddenly finished when the house was bought. I 
actually had a very strange feeling about that young couple, about that man. T hough that 
there was a backstory. But yeah, nothing more of that. It was suddenly over, wasn't it?  
*Actually, I had the impression that it just the realtor and that man became in possession. 
Whereas that woman, those two women, actually the they that bought the house, yes, the 
girl that bought the house, she was more responsive to that girl's needs. She was not very 
happy that they had taken that. I got that impression.  
*And the women get left out, too, don't they? One gets to feed, and the other gets to stay 
put, with her sweet belly, like….  
Reader leader: But they also let themselves be outplayed.  
*That's it.  
*Then I think of, not with me. [Indeed.]  
*And what would you have done? 
Reader leader: Well, went along and participated in the discussion. [Did you?] Yes, I can't 
do anything, but I want to chat.  
*The little one was crying. He had to eat.  
*Then they had to wait. They came unexpectedly.  
*The other one was expecting [a baby]. And thought the stairs were difficult.  
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*I always find that, when a house is bought, women have a different view of it than a 
man. [Also.] A woman who is going to look more at possibly what is a ‘home’ in a 
manner of speaking. 
Interviewer: What do you think of Grete, the young pregnant woman? 
*So quiet.  
*Too quiet, huh? She's quiet. *She's obedient...  
Reader leader: Almost too obedient, you say? 
*Yes, a little naive.  
*Much too obedient. 
*She's also vulnerable.[Yes.] 
*She's very vulnerable. And I understood it too. So finally, he says yes, hey. And with that 
big belly, she wanted to start decorating that room. She wanted a home for her child. So I 
understand, but... Yeah, I don't know.  
Interviewer: And how do you feel about the way Grete approaches her husband and the 
real estate agent? How she handles that? 
*Yes, commercially. Commercially and cold. 
*How do they translate that, huh?  
*Commercially and cold.  
Reader leader: So the realtor, huh?  
*The realtor and that man, hm. They are cold and commercial.  
Interviewer: Yes. But how do you think that young, pregnant woman is towards them? 
Toward the commercial attitude of the realtor and the husband?  
*Look, when those two women were together, then he unloaded something in one glance, 
so that was a man's thing, and then I think he has gotten a different viewpoint. And 
actually, she can't do anything else if those two come back, because then she has to go 
directly against her man. She doesn't do that either.  
*She was always very much … her husband, her husband couldn't do anything wrong. 
That was everything. That was her god. And all at once that woman selling the house said 
a sentence of hers. And now, all at once, she begins to think. And now she starts thinking, 
hm, and she starts thinking, oh, that could happen to me too, huh. Therefore, my husband 
is not yet the very… He's not infallible, huh. [Yes. Yes. Yes.] 
*Yes, but this girl, this young woman, she doesn't live on an island, does she? [No.] She is 
responding like that, so naive. [Yes.] And where does that inheritance come from?  
*I actually think that the inheritance that that man expects, it's the man who becomes it, 
who gets that inheritance. Not that woman, right?  
*We don't know that, do we?  [We don't know that. No, we don't know that. I, but how is 
that man? No, we don't know that.]  
*No, they don't say that outwardly. That does play a part, doesn't it?  
*It's their inheritance. The inheritance is theirs.  
*Yes, yes, but should it be now that that man has his inheritance, that woman is not going 
to be able to say much?  
*No, she hasn't been able to say anything.  
*There was ‘their,’ an inheritance in their lap. 
*Yes, yes, well but…  
*That is not said.  
*Yes, that's not said, that's right. But supposedly that man there negotiates, without asking 
ideas from his wife, then you think, he inherits that. It comes from his side.  
*He thinks he's the boss.  
*Yes, but she is very submissive to him. And when she tells about her child, that he is our 
child. And that's weird, right? [Yes. Yes. Yes.] She's very submissive to him. 
*But I don't think there is a woman anywhere in the world that says, ‘my inheritance, you 
do what you want with it,’ to a man. That doesn't exist, does it? [Yes. It does.] 
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*Yeah, or it's like the two of them, huh? 
*Boh, I wouldn't see it anyway, I see, no, I don't see that. A wife certainly has an interest, 
every interest, of the inheritance she would get, to say to her husband, ‘do what you want 
with it.’  
*We don't know, do we?  
*No, no, we don't know, but the logic of the story, of the writing all, for me, is implicating 
that that husband inherits that. He decides everything.  
*In what time was that book written?  
*Oh, a long time ago, because that's only 1% of the realtor. And now it's 3%. [Is it not 
more?] No, 3%. 
Interviewer: What do you think about the way the young pregnant woman, Grete that is, 
approaches the woman selling the house? What do you feel about that, how she deals that 
lady? Or with the pregnant woman, how she approaches to the mother?  
*How she deals with the her… That pregnant woman, she is starting to actually think 
now, right? She starts to think. She was enthralled with her husband. He can’t do anything 
wrong, and, and, now says that married woman, who is selling her house, huh. That … 
*Actually, it is so that she has actually gained the trust of that other woman. That she 
herself with her problems...  
*That very same thing can start to happen to her, as that woman, [Yes the same thing…]. 
She can have the same problem. Ah, yes. She is on cloud nine with her husband. And now 
that woman says, after 10 years of marriage, actually, huh. That he just goes off with 
another younger woman. That can happen to her too. [She is being woken up.] She's 
starting to realize that a little bit now. She has never thought about that, that that husband 
can make mistakes. She hasn't thought about that. She doesn't think about that. 
[And she also sees the struggle.] And now she also begins to think a little bit, I've looked 
at so many houses, and all at once, he wanted that house here.  
*What were you saying, [NAME]?  
*I was saying that, that being un faithful, huh. She’s probably realizing that for the first 
time now. Plus, that haggling that is going on there. That's also a very big point. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other] 
Reader leader: She's not comfortable with that, is she? [No. No.] 
*No, absolutely not. Otherwise, I wouldn't say that. But, no.  
*And for me, what bothers me, is what women think, what she thinks, by definition, is 
nonsense. [What men think, huh. For the men, huh?] She is not allowed to say, ‘oh what a 
beautiful house, or what a pleasant house’. [No, that's decided by the men.] That's 
dangerous because then they might have to pay even more.  
*But that's true, hm.  
*I don't know that, I don't know that, I really don't know that. 
*Yep, I’ve always learned that.  
*Maybe not. But also, at the end, she may not say or ask him the question, ‘We could pay 
that,’ right? Why is that line of thinking necessarily wrong?  
*And saying something about that house in advance, that's not smart.  
* I don’t know that. 
*I think that in the whole story, then those two children are losing the most anyway. 
Look, that mother now has money, she can pay for everything, but those children, the two 
of them, didn't want to leave that house. Their childhood is over. 
Reader leader: Yes, but actually I think those two children are actually the only [Victims.] 
ones who do something and who make a stand.  
*They are the only victims.  
Reader leader: They are victims, but at the same time, I also find them...  
*Are they trying. They say their opinion, actually.  
Reader leader: And they're going to try to put a stop to it. [Absolutely.] Much more than 
those women do. [Yes. Yes. Yes.] I think those women very little…  
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*Unconcerned. 
Interviewer: Do you think it is right for this young pregnant lady not to speak out about 
the negotiation? Even though she does not feel very comfortable about it? 
*She speaks out for a while, doesn't she?  
Interviewer: Yes, but only afterwards, actually. [Yes. Yes.] Not before that, but is that 
justified that she doesn't?  
*She's tired, I think. [silence] I would have stuck my nose between, a little, so I.... 
Interviewer Yeah... It's actually not justified that she... That um...  
*No, but yes, you also have to live there as a woman, huh? [Yeah sure.] What you say, the 
curtains, the floor, I know a lot. The maintenance. As a woman you always look 
differently. At the kitchen, of how it looks, that it's laid out. Yes.  
*She thinks about herself, but not the children. [What?] They think about themselves, and 
they look at the kitchen, but they don't think about the children, or where they have to 
have their future. [Hm, hm.] 
Interviewer: Do you think the young pregnant woman can be held responsible for the 
negotiations that were a bit uncomfortable anyway? 
*Actually, I think it's a shared decision. Look, if you bought a house, you're going to 
decorate that together, for your children. [Inaudible.] You will think, this needs to change, 
and that needs to change, and I agree with that. But it's not to say, that the children will 
say, that’s reversed questioning. So you build something for your children. 
Interviewer: Yes, but.. 
Reader leader: I see [NAME], shake their head, no.  
*No.  
Reader leader: You think she’s not responsible?  
*It's like, I said before, she’s waiting for her husband, dominance. He'll arrange it. [Yes 
yes.] And they stayed downstairs, the man, they both went upstairs, [inaudible] Later 
she’ll find out. Maybe she agreed with that? And if that child is there, God knows what 
will happen next. [Yes, yes, yes.] 
Interviewer: But for now she is not responsible?  
*No, not at all. 
Interviewer: No… 
*Even though I think she did have to respond.  
*I think that she is co-responsible. [Yes, yes.] They buy that house together, please, then 
you are co- responsible. [Yes, yes.] Then you have to take it.  
*Yes, then you both have to be okay with it. [Yeah.] I actually think that, hm. So you both 
have to be in agreement into it, huh? 
*If you're not married with a contract, yes. But we also have to consider the mental state 
of that lady. Highly pregnant. So what is highly pregnant, maximum within two weeks a 
baby. And that's the text is so reported anyway, that she's busy with children all the time. 
So we must take that into account. [Inaudible.] 
*She'll be used to that, having nothing to say, I guess.  
*They said that in the beginning, didn't they? The relationship, the relationship between 
that woman and that man. So that woman, that young woman, he couldn’t do anything 
wrong, huh. In the beginning.  
*She is always watching him very much in love always. In the beginning, with those 
buttons. 
*They are young people, they have to gain life experience, huh. [Laughter] 
Interviewer: What do you think are the consequences of the silence of the pregnant 
woman, of Grete? 
*That he's going to determine the rest of a marriage, what is going to happen, huh? [Yes.] 
He's going to swing the scepter there. He's going to play a scepter. Because he always 
decides everything.  
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*That's what I just said. When that baby is there, see, all the consequence. There is a lot 
that is still to happen. 
*Yes, actually, if you are married or living together, that should be decided by both people 
doing it actually, huh, and not one and only, huh. 
*But then I also asked, when they wrote books, for that situation used to be kind of 
normal, hm. 
*Yes, it used to be, but nowadays it's not anymore actually.  
* That’s why I am asking, when was this book written? 
*Yes, but back in the day, the mother depended on the husband actually, because he had 
an income. [Yes.] But nowadays, the wife also has an income, and the husband also has 
an income. So should those two be put together, so then you have to decide together, hm. 
[Yes.]  
*That is not always the case. If you are married in community of property and you both 
have your own account, the women now want to have their own account. [Yes yes yes. 
That’s possible.] Then it's not like you pay this, and I take care of the kitchen.  
*Yes, that may be in there, actually.  
*Actually, if I then look at it now, we also built, but we bought land, a year before we got 
married, with a shared part. 
*I got from my wife, when we got married, only a kitchen, a table and four chairs. That's 
all she brought in. I had bought the house from my parents, which was already mine. And 
we got married with community of marriage. Which then became contention, after she 
left, that I had to share. So what my father worked for, she benefited from.  
[No, and that was with us...] 
*And so I say, people never marry again without a marriage contract. And those who do 
so, they are seen, huh?  
*We did, but, if we split up, half of the land is hers half of the land is mine.  
And we are married with a community, so it is divided. 
*Indeed. 
*Are you now without a contract?  
*No, we married with a new contract.  
*Community of property, that's always half.  
*No, but we are now married with a marriage contract. Why? Because we wanted it to 
bring [inaudible] together. That's why we married with the marriage contract.  
*If you rent with a contract under the system of separation of property, is it like that you... 
For example, [inaudible]. Everything you built together. That's common. 
*But then it's [inaudible]. Then everything has to be on paper. [Absolutely.] Then 
everything has to be on the paper.  
*You usually do that when you do business, actually. [Yes.] Because then you do that 
best. But yeah.  
[Inaudible. Talking over each other. Laughter.]  
*But back in the day, in our day, nobody married with a contract anyway.  
*The smart people did, but the common, stupid people didn't. 
Interviewer: Different times, right? [Inaudible. Talking over each other. Laughter.] 
Reader leader: [Interviewer], do you have another question? 
Interviewer: A few, actually, se we have to get on. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
Interviewer: Yes, but did Grete's silence affect the negotiation?  
*Yes, that the men decided.  
Interviewer: And it would have been different if she had said something? 
*Probably, yes. [Yes…]  
Interviewer: Do you think the woman selling the house deserves this treatment she is 
getting from the young couple and the realtor?  
No. Absolutely not. [No. No. No.] 
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*She can change realtor, huh? [Interviewer: Yes.] She is not obliged to stay with that 
realtor. [Interviewer: No, no.]  
Interviewer: And what about the man, the man buying the house, does she deserve that 
man's treatment? How he treats her?  
*That man is unscrupulous.  
Interviewer: Unscrupulous…  The realtor and the husband both…  
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
* When he pointed out that hole, there. Then he said carelessly, in a little sentence, 
‘Nonsense, that's something like 5 euros, then that's fixed.’ See, then that woman 
[inaudible], actually, huh. He was smiling to her, and he winked at her. At first, I thought 
he had his eyes on her [he fancied her].  
*It wouldn't be a profession for me, I mean.  
Interviewer: No.. that you have to treat people like that.  
*Absolutely. The way of being… I would be doing 50-50 like that, hm. That 5000. 
‘Right, I do something, you do something too.’  
*But I also believe… That's a story. I also don't believe that that's how it exists in reality. 
That a woman can act like that when a man buys a home. And that that realtor just goes 
upstairs with the husband and that he arranges everything… 
*Oh, but yes.  
*Yep, yep, yep.  
*Daily reality. 
*I do think it does. I do think so, [NAME]. I do think so. [Yes, yes, yes.] I do think so.  
You say it yourself, that you don't trust anybody. [Yes.] Ah, well. So you think about it? Is 
he trustworthy? 
*A realtor would be the last… [inaudible]. 
[Inaudible. Talking over each other. Laughter.] 
Interviewer: Do you think the woman selling the house is in any way to blame for the 
negotiations, maybe partially to blame for how things ended up? 
*I would have refused, as that woman. This much and no less.  
Interviewer: Yes, so actually it’s a little bit her own fault.  
*Yes… Fault… 
*Or conditions… 
*Should stand more strongly [in her shoes], in that moment.  
*They are going to say…She's going to ask that, though, because it's just going to go on. 
She was forced to take initiative, huh.  
*Yes, well, but you always have a span of 6 months to settle something. If you have 
debts. [6 months?] Yes. If you have no money, they give you months to settle that. It 
doesn't have to be overnight.[Also in the stores?] Well, not in the stores [inaudible] 
*A real estate agent can just take that 5,000 euros off like he does, doesn't he first ask that 
woman if she can do that?  
*Of course, he does. [Yes. Yes.] 
*But in that story, he didn't.[Yes he did.]   
*That real estate agent, he proposes, but it's ultimately that woman who signs. [Yes.] 
And who says, well then, so be it.  
*Yes, that can be with those people too. [Yes. Yes.]  
*That one has her back against the wall. [Yes. Yes.] 
Interviewer: Is the young pregnant woman less responsible than the husband and the 
realtor for how it all turned out in the end? Or is she equally responsible? 
*She is equally responsible. Of course. [Yes.] She has the right to speak, and she doesn't 
speak. But the responsibility she also has.  
*She has always had opportunities.  
*Of course, she has the right to speak.  
Interviewer: Yes. But who is more responsible? For the haggling? 
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*Yes, that suits the man. Clearly.  
*Yes, but she thought about it. If she just looked at the window that got busted, she 
thought like, yeah, he's right like that anyway. And a man like that, why does he see that 
the at once? She's a little suspicious anyway, but she can't show that, huh. [Interviewer: 
Yes…] 
*But her background is a bit terrible, I have to take that into account. It's very difficult. To 
to judge, I think.  
*Who wrote the story?  
Interviewer: The story is written … 
*A buyer shouldn't always know the seller's situation, right? [No.] That's nobody's 
business if a man is gone, and they are divorcing. That's nobody's business. 
*No, I also thought he knew a lot. You didn't have to... In fact, he benefited then, didn't 
he?  
*Yes. But yes, it's a story, and around that story, that has to revolve, huh? They write that 
story to have communication about it.  
*They know we're here.  
*They know we're here. [Laughter.]  
*That’s why we’re here, huh. [Yes. Laughter.] 
*Life is not such as in a story, is it? [No.] Life is not like a book. [No. No? No.]  
*[Reader leader], you won't say when it was written?  
[Reader leader to interviewer “Can I?” “Yes.”] 
*That was translated...  
Reader leader: Yeah, yeah. I think it's about the early 20th… Are we in the 21st century 
now, aren't we? Yes. 20th century, 1940. 1940, I guess. 1940, something like that, I guess.  
*1940. And it’s an old writer, right? 
Reader leader: Yes, I don't know if she's even still alive.  
[Inaudible.] 
*1917, 19...  
Reader leader: 1976 she lived. So it will be sometime in the 1950s, maybe somewhere.  
*Yes, then it can be correct.  
*But it doesn’t matter because it could be today too.  
[Inaudible. Talking over each other.] 
*I'll stick with it. The girls were brought up like this here back then. [Yes. Yes.] The man 
has everything to say. The man knows better. You have to listen. We are only there to say 
yes and amen. That's how it was very often. And the man is intelligent, right? And you all 
can't do it; you can't. Until you find out that you can.  
*Yes, I think that's how it was in the '50s and beyond. I think so. And even more so before 
that.  
*My mother didn't have that, anyway. Yes, but you went to college, huh.  
*Yes, but my mother didn't have that either. 
*No, huh. 
*I still experience my mother's wisdom today. [Yes. Yes.] She has so been through much 
in the years. War years, moves, countries she visited, all those things she told me, I still 
have experiences of that today.  
*But I also think women had more self-realization after World War II. Before World War 
II, women had nothing to say at all.  
Reader leader: Wait, [Interviewer] has one last question. 
Interviewer: It's just a closing remark. Finally, is there anything you have to add about 
your own feelings toward Greta, the young pregnant woman, that hasn't been discussed 
yet that you'd like to say anyway?  
*She’s is so quiet. [Yes.] She will change her outlook. [Laughter.] 
Interviewer: Yes... 
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*I would be glad not to be in her place. Future. Even though she has a nice house and a 
husband, oh well. No, there's something awaiting her. 
Interviewer: There's something awaiting her, that's nice. With a husband like this.  
*I don't see it that dark. [No?] No. [Why?] She's pregnant.  
*But focusing on the future, huh?  
*Yes, well, but they have love. He provides a home. And she’s expecting. I don't see it 
that dark. No.  
*But, I do think that the one who is selling her house would have preferred something 
different. [Yes yes.] 
*Yes, she who is selling it?  
*Yes, she who is selling it.  
Interviewer: Hm. Thank you, for the input and for the help with the research. [Thank 
you.] 
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