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Week 3 - Deconstruction or Structuralism Essay 

 The Tell-Tale Heart is a story of a man who becomes progressively unhinged during the 

course of the story while assuring the reader of his sanity. The work is a befitting example of 

deconstructionism. Deconstructionism is a literary perspective that defines literature as a 

collection of ideas manifested in sentences that convey a different meaning than their constituent 

words (Punday). Deconstructionism departed from structuralism which focused on symbols, 

meaning, and language of literary works. Deconstructionism creates an argument in favor of 

written text being a paradox within a paradox where it becomes impossible to ascertain a 

“reality”. “Reality”, according to this theory, is rendered useless by the existence of sentences 

and words that belie their literary meanings and make the allusions and interpretations of words 

questionable (Punday). Edgar Allen Poe has written The Tell-Tale Heart to challenge the norms 

and standards essential to the literary works of his time. 

 The protagonist in The Tell-Tale Heart assures the reader of his sanity. He does not 

possess any traits or characteristics of someone who has lost his grip on reality unless he begins 

to explain his actions. He confesses to murdering the old man for no other reason than the fact 

that the man's blue eyes look peculiarly "vulture-like" to the protagonist. The protagonist 

resolves to kill the old man to save him from his “evil eye” (Poe). The difference between what 

the protagonist’s worlds proclaim and the reality that unfolds as the story moves forward, all the 

while narrated by none other than the protagonist himself. This is the crux of deconstructionism 
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as the reader finds a disconnect between the words and their meanings. The literary meanings 

and allusions and interpretations one can comprehend from the words are different from what the 

story portrays in totality. As the protagonist proceeds to narrate how he ended up murdering the 

old man, he claims to love the man he has murdered. He denies ever being wronged by his victim 

(Poe).  

 The protagonist presents his own hypersensitivity to sounds like the old man’s heartbeat 

as proof of his sanity and logical and mental coherence. However, the reader finds something 

unsettling about how the protagonist seems to be drawn to the most minute and inconsequential 

details. The protagonists interpret inconsequential details like the color of the old man's eye and 

his heartbeat as threats. Immersed in the sound of the old man's heartbeat, the protagonist does 

not hear his screams that reverberate through the neighborhood, alerting the neighbors (Poe). The 

narrator belies his own words. In a literal sense, the words can be construed as a tale that 

chronicles the actions of a logically coherent and sane individual, but the impression fades away 

as the narrative contradicts itself. The reader has to consider the overall sense of reality projected 

by the narrative and decide that the narrator is unreliable as he seems to have lost touch with his 

reality (Punday).  

 The story is a perfect example of the paradoxical nature of words. Language often falls 

short of conveying the truth or reality of the messages it conveys. When it comes to the text and 

its interpretation, the words appear to convey contradictory meanings. In The Tell-Tale Heart, 

when the protagonist asserts that he is completely sane and is able to form a coherent view of 

reality, he is stating an utterly opposite set of ideas (Punday). His words represent his inability to 

fathom the extent to which he has been unhinged depicts his derangement. He is dangerous when 

he assures the reader of his harmlessness. He is also deeply unsure of the events taking place 
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around him as he claims to be in control of himself. His faculties of intellectual prowess seem to 

be profoundly challenged while he claims to be in command of his ability to comprehend the 

events that unfold around him. He seems to be on the verge of losing his grip on the façade of 

sanity he has projected (Silverman). Towards the end of the story, the façade slips as his paranoia 

takes control of him. Despite the police not suspecting him, he is convinced of the fact that he 

can hear the old man’s heartbeat through the floors where he has hidden his dismembered body.  

 The Tell-Tale Heart is a piece of literature that makes the most sense when understood 

from a deconstructionist point of view because it has an unreliable narrator who is unaware of 

the degree to which he has lost his control over his intellect and emotions. He is deeply paranoid, 

yet his words do not align with his actions. Through an interplay of the words and their 

contradictory meaning that manifests through the protagonist’s actions, the reader understands 

the essence of the story penned down by the maestro of suspense, thrill, and horror (Silverman). 

All the tropes used by the author to convey horror have been embedded in the contradiction 

between the protagonist’s words and actions. The story revolves around the very idea of the 

words being unreliable and the reader having to surmise the reality from the turn of events that 

lead to the eventual inability of the protagonist to hide behind his words as he confesses to the 

murder (Silverman). The confession seems to stand out from the rest of the narrative because it is 

least expected of a narrator who reassures the reader of his innocuousness.  
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