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Unreliable Madness and the Manipulation of Emotions in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat”

Edgar Allan Poe is a well-renowned author through his pieces of gothic literature
showcasing psychological complexity, manipulation of negative emotions, and use of language
through an unreliable narrator. An unreliable narrator is described as a storyteller whose
credibility is compromised and whose account of events is intentionally/unintentionally
misleading, one whose story is often unbelievable. Poe incorporates a morally corrupt individual
that skews readers in lying and manipulates the audience to believe he’s telling the truth,
especially through a lens of emotion like anger and sadness. Regardless of intentionality, the
narrator demonstrates being an unreliable narrator through what they do to the cat due to their
alcohol addiction, driving them so insane that they commit terrifying actions with shocking
consequences, leaving themselves and the readers filled with emotions. The consequences
stemming from alcoholism even shock the narrator himself in experiencing this firsthand, that’s
also contradictory by intentionally consuming wine and gin to reach such a state. In attempts to
avoid his repressed emotions of guilt and regret, that bites him later on. The story examines how
the narrator’s unreliability struggles with alcoholism and in manipulating both himself and the
reader's emotions in blurring boundaries between intention and compulsion. As a result, this

prompts readers to question the extent of his destructive actions stem from personal
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accountability versus overwhelming addiction; through this exploration, the story delves into the

consequences of repressed emotions in the narrator’s inevitable unraveling.

Throughout the story, the narrator reflects on his alcoholism with self-awareness in
framing it as a debilitating “disease” that consumes him entirely. For example, this is admitted
through “But my disease grew upon me for what disease is like Alcohol!” (Poe 182). Not only
does this underscore his acknowledgment of how bad his addiction is but also sets the stage in
raging out through violent and erratic behavior. His descent into uncontrollable rage is
demonstrated through vivid imagery that reflects emotional turmoil and a spiral of manipulating
his own emotions. For instance, in recounting his intoxicated rage toward the cat, he says “The
fury of a demon instantly possessed me. I knew myself no longer. My original soul seemed, at
once, to take its flight from my body; and a more than fiendish malevolence, gin-nurtured,
thrilled every fibre of my frame” (Poe 182). This dialogue shows he’s aware of his emotions and
how addiction stripped him from self-control, replacing his morals with an evil force fueled by
alcohol. There’s a manipulation of emotions from alcohol in him returning home ‘much
intoxicated’ self-alarmedly. Not only is his behavior strangely complex in spiraling into chaos,
but this also mirrors his angered state through the usage of commas and semicolons that develop

into a sense of urgency.

There’s also a metaphor in ‘the fury of a demon’ in representing his emotional demons
and fury that controls him, highlighting an intensity in the quick onset of anger and loss of his
self-control. Additionally, personification is revealed in giving his emotions human
characteristics in being demons itself, which acts as an external force upon him and not taking
responsibility for these forces himself. Poe’s punctuation techniques in continuously breaking up

the sentences mirror the narrator's thoughts being fragmented, where these mark his descent into
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madness. This also shows his violent transformation, especially through descriptors like being
“much intoxicated” and “gin-nurtured”. In saying his actions are fueled by uncontrollable
emotions mixed with alcoholism, this also highlights alcohol manipulating these emotions in
being uncontrollable. Uniquely, this can also serve a critique by Poe of addiction as a force that
results in distorting reality, degrading morality and in a manipulation of emotions that result in
negative consequences/forces. As a result, these also serve as an interesting juxtaposition
between the narrator’s self-awareness, and his inability and possible unwillingness to resist

alcohol in taking over.

Not only is this an interesting chaos of one’s emotions in driving tension throughout but
can also reveal the narrator being ashamed and sad over his alcohol-fueled actions. By reflecting
on his intoxicated state, he admits

“When reason returned with the morning—when I had slept off the fumes of the night’s
debauch—I experienced a sentiment half of horror, half of remorse, for the crime of which I had
been guilty; but it was, a beast, a feeble, and equivocal feeling, and the soul remained
untouched” (Poe 183). Through this, the narrator feels remorse for his violence towards the cat,
however it feels ingenuine of only feeling “half of” remorse, in describing the cat as a “beast”
and a “feeble”. In manipulating his own emotions, he represses his guilt in being “plunged into
excess and soon drowned in wine all memory of the deed” (Poe 183). Instead of confronting his
guilt and working towards a solution, he reveals his tendency to repress his guilt that results in a
constant destructive cycle of intoxication and violence. This mirrors his emotional instability and
psychological decline by avoiding accountability, and in distancing himself from the reality of
his actions as a result of alcoholism, reinforcing him as an unreliable narrator. Specifically in this

descent, he reveals his destructive cycle in recounting
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“One night, returning home, much intoxicated... I seized him; when, in his fight at my
violence, he inflicted a slight wound upon my hand... I took from my waistcoat-pocked a
penknife... and deliberately cut one of its eyes from the socket” (Poe 182). His intoxication
worsens his morality and impairs his judgement, allowing for endless possibilities in enacting

cruel, harmful actions towards the cat.

In a first-person perspective, Poe allows us to witness the narrator’s psychological
instability and a result of his emotions manipulating his actions. In seizing the cat and cutting its
eye out, he reveals his own evil-self that stems from a root of repressed emotions due to
intoxication. A reflection of his inability to confront his actions is revealed in the fact that the cat
avoids his presence, suggesting an instinctual recognition of trouble yet to come in the speaker’s
state. Despite this, he’s aware of what he’d done in admitting “Blush, I burn, I shudder,”
recognizing how far alcohol has manipulated his actions and emotions. The punctuation strategy
in commas reflects a mirroring of his intoxicated state of mind, that highlights his inner conflict
of himself and symbolizes a broader tension. Between his awareness of what he’s done and his
refusal to face it, his solution is to continue drinking “wine” and “gin” in particular, intentionally
suppressing his emotions and memories. There’s a hesitancy revealed in him not wanting to face
the consequences of what he’d done, proving he’s deliberately manipulated his emotions through
drinking in attempts to forget his actions. His cycle reveals how reliant he is on getting
intoxicated in order to escape being held accountable, mirroring his psychological instability
even greater. It’s clear the narrator is contradictory in being aware of his emotions and actions
but continuing to perpetuate a destructive cycle in never wanting to morally fix things. In a way,
this makes readers sympathetic towards him in wanting better for him, but there’s further

questioning of if we can ever trust the story, he’s telling us at hand.
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Instead of taking responsibility for his actions, he goes as far as to justify his actions in
experiencing contradictory remorse, highlighting how alcoholism makes him manipulate his
emotions in shifting between cutting the cat’s eyes out, to immediately feeling remorse. There’s a
deeper message of the destructive cycle due to his intentional repression of emotions being
evident in the narrator constantly shifting blame for his behaviors onto anything but himself. A
suppression and manipulation of his emotions is shown in drinking more alcohol to avoid reality
in the heinous acts he committed, while already impaired due to drinking. By remaining
intoxicated, he avoids confronting feelings of remorse and guilt that would’ve allowed him to
escape these negative emotions and consequences. Especially in him attacking the cat completely
unprovoked, going as far as to project his problems/blame onto the cat despite the cat attempting
to avoid him in his intoxicated state. He uses alcohol to intentionally mask and numb his feelings
of morality. His struggle with alcoholism, a result of intentional actions and the “disease” he
claims it to be, and the emotions he intentionally manipulates drive his repressed emotions.
Through destructive and violent behaviors, results in the conclusion that Poe’s story exemplifies
him as an unreliable narrator in intentionally manipulating his emotions to not face the reality of

his actions, and the consequences of such.
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