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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 
Uncanny is the emotion which a lot of people have failed to explain. It is the thin line between 

fear and uneasiness. The Uncanny has existed for a long time but only recently have we been 

able to describe this notion. It is something unknown but also familiar at the same time. That 

which is repressed but suddenly appears before us. According to Freud, the meaning of the term 

Uncanny is best explained by two German words heimlich & unheimlich meaning belonging to 

home and not belonging to home. It is something we already know but due to a change in context 

we start feeling unfamiliar towards it. For example our body is something we are most familiar 

with but if we become ill due to some reason; suddenly we do not remain in control of our body. 

goodDuring our illness it changes in a way that is unfamiliar to us which gives birth to an 

uncanny feeling. Uncanny as an emotional state can be directed to certain objects, situations, or 

places which seem eerie to us. Narratives have the power to change something entirely familiar 

to us into uncanny emotions. We as children and adults are continuously exposed to narratives in 

the form of stories told by our friends and family members which affect us significantly on a 

conscious and unconscious level. Sometimes these stories leave uncomfortable residual feelings 

surrounding certain objects, places or situations. Through this research I would like to explore 

the effects of stories on our lives; how they leave certain residual emotions in term of 

experiences. I will be looking at the uncanny as an emotion through the lens of stories. Such 

stories which stay with us forever and manifest before us for the rest of our lives. 

 



1.2 Research Statement 

What effects do verbal stories have and how a residual emotion is left in term of experiences in 

our lives? How do stories leave an uncanny emotion which stays with us forever? 

1.3 Theoretical Frameworks 
In recent years, the uncanny has become a topic of interest for many writers and scholars. Since 

Freud wrote his renowned essay on the uncanny, people are constantly writing articles and books 

about it. In today’s day and age the uncanny is experienced through movies, game or story books 

but one does not find much about the uncanny effects through verbal story telling. The resources 

on this subject are quite limited. Human beings have always told stories which have been passed 

down through generations. We know very little of the everlasting effects they bring to our lives. 

When the uncanny is experienced through such stories, it leaves certain lingering feelings which 

become a permanent part of our beliefs. While analyzing a story in terms of the uncanny, it is 

important to conduct an in-depth study of its structure. Freud states an uncanny experience 

occurs either when repressed infantile complexes have been revived by some impression, or 

when the primitive beliefs we have surmounted seem once more to be confirmed. But there is 

more things in play in the creation of this effect than meets the eye. The theoretical frameworks 

of my research revolve around ideas such as the importance of narratives and storytelling, the 

psychological effects of the uncanny as a repressed emotion and an ambiguous threat through 

these narratives by experiencing it in our everyday lives. I will also be looking at the technique 

of story editing which can modify our beliefs about life. My research will be comprised of the 

strategy of collecting narrative and analyzing them through these frameworks. 

 



1.4 Significance of Study 
The uncanny has a much greater power when it is told through stories. This study aims to 

rekindle the importance of verbal story telling which has been overlooked for some time. It 

develops a better understanding of the uncanny as a residual emotion experienced throughout our 

lives. It also provides an insight to understand the psychological aspect of storytelling on our 

minds. The factors which play a role in making something uncanny can also be used to make 

something the opposite of uncanny 

 

 

  



Chapter 2-Literature Review 
 

This literature review addresses the research of old as well as contemporary scholars and about 

the uncanny and its effects on real life. It analyzes their concepts in order to apply them on the 

collected narratives. 

2.1 The Uncanny 
To establish the base of my research; it is necessary to study in detail; what exactly is the 

uncanny. For this purpose, I studied the research of Sigmund Freud which also served as my 

source from where my research stemmed. In his essay The Uncanny; Freud explains the context 

of the term through two German words heimlich & unheimlich meaning “belonging to home” 

and “not belonging to home” (Freud, 2003, p.2). He further explores them through the dictionary 

and breaks them down to countless other words while analyzing them through what certain 

linguists and scholars have written about them. He concludes his analysis by stating that both 

their meanings are interchangeable. Something familiar can become something unfamiliar due to 

change in context and vice versa. This leads him to his own definition of the uncanny where he 

states that the uncanny can be created by making something familiar seem unfamiliar due to 

change in situation (Freud, 2003, p.13). It is something we know but due to a change in context, 

form a sense of unfamiliarity towards it. Furthermore, throughout his essay, Freud also explores 

the uncanny through various themes and concepts which include stories like The Sandman as 

well as situations taken from real life. 

 

  



2.1.1 Reality and the Uncanny 
 

Uncanny Freud also explains the uncanny in terms of fiction and non-fiction. Whether a story or 

a narrative is close to reality or not plays an important part in making it uncanny. The story teller 

has the great power of making the reader or the listener believe whatever he wants. He can turn 

them in any direction to awaken certain emotions in them. In a fictional world, the reader knows 

that whatever happens cannot become real because the author has already set those boundaries 

by conforming in the start of the story that the world in which it takes place is also imaginary 

(Freud, 2003, pg.18). But the case with stories close to reality is different. Such stories have an 

everlasting effect on us and they come to life in our minds whenever we are faced with similar 

situations. 

Freud’s research becomes limited in the sense that he individually analyzes narratives in his text 

but does not apply them to real life situations. His concepts can be used to decode verbal 

narratives and its psychological effects on people. 

 

2.2 Ambiguity of a Threat 
 

In his essay “The Uncanny”, Sigmund Freud is referring to creepiness of something more than 

fear or horror. The word creepy is different from fear. Psychology professor Frank Andrew has 

written an article called “The Nature of Creepiness” in which he discusses why we get creeped 

out from certain things or situations. He started noticing how frequently the word was being 

used. His students often mentioned things which “creeped them out so he got curious about the 

word. Upon asking them further about what they meant when they said something was creepy, 

he started hearing similar things from different people. All answers had one common theme; “the 



presence of an ambiguous threat” (McAndrew & Koehnke, 2016, pg.1). In a paper he wrote with 

one of his undergraduate student Sarah Koehnke he explains, “It is our belief that creepiness is 

anxiety aroused by the ambiguity of whether there is something to fear or not, and/ or the 

ambiguity about the precise nature of the threat” (McAndrew & Koehnke, 2016, pg.6) 

In stories, the concept of creepiness is directly related to the ambiguity of the next event. This 

ambiguity of something to be feared is directly connected to the uncanny. It is something which 

is present in most of the stories we are told as children and is also the reason that such stories 

tend to stay with us and affect our beliefs. For example, if there is a story of a girl who is sitting 

in her bedroom which is dark. She is alone there but suddenly she feels the sensation of a hand 

on her shoulder. Now we as readers know that there is no one in the room and the appearance of 

the hand is quite ambiguous. We don’t know where it came from and who it belongs to so our 

mind starts racing. At that point the storyteller has imprisoned us in his uncanny realm and a 

feeling of terror rushes within us and as a result we are able to feel the fear which the girl might 

be feeling. 

 

2.3 The Technique of Story Editing 
 

To analyze the effects of uncanny in narratives, there comes a need to look at the role stories 

play in our lives and how they affect us on a psychological level. The art of storytelling has been 

widely practiced in the field of psychology as a medium for changing people’s lives and more so 

in curing depression. Kurt Lewin was a German-American psychologist who played an 

important role in the foundation of the field of social psychology in 1930s and 40s. He conducted 

several experiments on groups of people in which he studied their behavior after narrating them 

ideas or situations which affected their point of views and as a result, brought a significant 



change in their conduct. Timothy D. Wilson who is a contemporary American psychologist, a 

writer and a professor of Psychology at The University of Virginia has based his research on 

Kurt Lewin’s findings. In his book The Surprising New Science of Psychological Change, he 

talks about the term “story editing”. In his book he states that story editing is; “A set of 

techniques designed to redirect people’s narratives about themselves and the social world in a 

way that leads to lasting changes in behavior” (Wilson, 2011). 

If we see the idea of story editing through the lens of stories keeping in mind that the uncanny is 

something familiar which becomes unfamiliar through the change in context, then we can say 

that we are constantly changing people’s interpretations of certain experiences based on what we 

narrate to them. The power of belief in human beings is so great that we can do whatever we 

want if we start believing in it. We create entire scenarios in our minds before approaching a 

problem to tackle it. When going for an interview, it really helps if one starts thinking that he or 

she is a big shot and the company will be lucky to have him as an employee. If one thinks like 

that then he will approach the interview confidently and might even get the job. That’s how 

important stories are. They can make the weak stronger and the strong weaker. The stories we 

hear as children constantly change our concepts about various things and situations, some in 

good ways and others in not so good ways. The concept of story-editing has provided me with an 

entirely new perspective about storytelling. Stories which create believable situations tend to 

scare us more rather than those which take place in an imaginary world. That is the difference 

between fiction and non-fiction stories. We tend to believe those things which are closer to 

reality. If we watch a horror movie and there comes a sentence in the beginning stating; “This 

story is inspired from true events”, then the experience becomes more real and it haunts us 

forever. 



2.4 The Sandman 
 

Stories are used to conserve the culture and beliefs of a society. There are legends which have 

been passed down to generations. But each time when the same story is told, the story teller adds 

his own touch to it which leads to a new creation. Similar is the case with the legend of the 

Sandman. E.T.A Hoffmann in his book The Sandman has given a terrifying spin to the character. 

In his story, the Sandman is a being who takes out children’s eyes and gives it to his own 

children. Even his story puts a great emphasis on story telling. The protagonist Nathaniel is told a 

terrifying story of the Sandman by his maid and as a result he comes to associate a mysterious 

nightly visitor named Coppelius who often comes to see his father with the Sandman. Nathaniel 

already finds Coppelius frightening but when he asks his mother she tells him that he’s not the 

sandman and she only says the sandman is coming because it means that his eyes are sleepy as if 

someone has sprinkled sand over them. Nathaniel is not satisfied with this answer so he asks the 

maid in his house and she tells him an entirely different story: 

Filled with curiosity, longing to find out more about this Sandman and what his connection was 

with us children, I eventually asked the old woman who looked after my youngest sister: so what 

sort of person was he, this Sandman? “Really, little Nathan,” she replied, “don’t you know? He’s 

a wicked man who comes to children when they won’t go to bed and throws handfuls of sand in 

their eyes, so that they pop right out of their heads all covered in blood, and then he throws them 

in a sack and carries them off to the half-moon to feed to his little children; they sit there in the 

nest, and have hooked beaks like owls, which they use to peck the eyes out of the heads of 

naughty children.” (Hoffmann & Moncrieff, 2013, pg.6) 

 



The framework of story editing is implied in the sandman as what Nathaniel initially knows 

about the sandman from his mother but isn’t satisfied with her answer so he asks his maid. The 

maid tells him exactly what he wants to hear and thus strengthen his belief of sandman being 

someone who is terrifying and brings bad news wherever he goes. So Nathaniel’s initial 

perception of the sandman is re-written in the form of another story told by his maid and thus 

leads to change in his behavior. 

One day Coppelius comes to Nathaniel’s house to talk to his father in the living room. Nathaniel 

cannot handle his curiosity so he hides in the study to witness the sandman himself. He sees him 

in the form of Coppelius the lawyer but he is found out by him. Coppelius becomes angry and 

throws the ashes from the fireplace into his eyes and is about to gouge them out when his father 

stops him: In future for lit reviews such in-depth detail may not be required. However such ideas 

can be incorporated within your analysis. but good 

It is important to note how Hoffmann has connected the real world with the story told by the 

maid. Nathaniel finds elements of the story in the events which follow and starts believing in the 

character of the Sandman which leads him to become paranoid. The first connection is that both 

the Sandman and Coppelius come at night. And the second one being that Coppelius tries to 

throw fire embers into Nathaniel’s eyes just like the sandman does; so that he put them in a sack 

to feed his children. These elements just confirm the story Nathaniel was told as a child and his 

entire perception of reality changes when it all happens before him. Hoffmann is also 

emphasizing the affects stories have on our minds. Whenever we read or hear a story, we put 

ourselves as the main character or the protagonist and go through the same sequence of events 

which happen in the narrative thus feeling what the character has felt. Such is the case with 

Nathaniel. 



2.5 Sensory Details 

 

In contrast to Freud’s idea of animate and in-animate objects for the analysis of Hoffmann’s The 

Sandman, Nicholas Royle’s approach to the subject is entirely different. He states that the 

narrative can be analyzed even further to reach a better understanding of the subject. In The 

Sandman, E.T.A Hoffmann suggests uncanniness through the experience of sound in the ear. 

There is repeated emphasis on the frightening sound of the sandman thus Nathaniel recalls the 

evenings when: 

“Our mother became very gloomy, and the clock had hardly struck nine before she said: ‘Now, 

children, to bed, to bed! The sandman is coming.’ On this occasion, I really did hear something 

coming clumping up the stairs with slow, heavy tread, and knew it must be the sandman.” 

(Royle, 2003, pg.46) 

The coming of the sandman is first of all something to be experienced in the ear. Its force 

consists above all, perhaps in the unsettling strangeness of what is already happening and as 

promise and/ or threat; it is undecidably constantative and performative. The sandman is to 

come, through the ear, still (Royle, 2003, pg.46). 

Through Hoffmann’s story it is evident that he has constructed the feeling of uncanniness 

through the sense of hearing. The reader first becomes familiar to only the sound of sandman’s 

tread. He is familiar with the concept of the sandman but at the same time unfamiliar also. It is 

the uncertainty which makes the narrative more intriguing and mysterious inducing the feeling of 

creepiness in the reader. Uncanny in itself an experience which uses the five senses to evoke 

emotions. And stories are a great way of narrating experiences effectively such that they stay 

with us forever. The Uncanny becomes more effective when narrated in the form of a story. 



Nicholas Royle points towards the use of the sense of hearing by Hoffmann. He in The Sandman 

first makes the reader hear the sounds his footsteps make when he comes. The Sandman comes 

in three stages. First we are introduced to him through the stories of Nathaniel’s mother and 

maid. Then comes the sensory experience where we hear the sandman approaching the stairs 

with his heavy footsteps and then there is the final stage where Nathaniel sees the sandman in his 

entirety. In this part Hoffmann has explained the physical appearance of the Sandman in great 

details as one is able to clearly visualize how terrifying he must look. The engagement of the five 

senses is an integral part of narrative building and adds to the situation to make it uncanny. If 

through the story, the reader is able to feel what the main character is feeling then that 

experience, although it’s in the form of a story is never forgotten. One must not scare the 

character in a story but rather the reader. 

 

2.6 Fear and Disgust 
 

Seeing the concept of disgust and the uncanny from afar doesn’t seem to connect with each other 

but they are linked in interesting ways. Uncanny as something to be experienced can be very 

well explained through the research of Miller Ian Williams. In The Anatomy of Disgust, Miller 

mentions all the disgusting things we human beings experience in our lives. Disgust is 

considered as something unpleasant or loathsome and it can be experienced through our senses 

of smell, taste, touch or even hearing. Anything can become disgusting depending upon how it is 

described or imagined. In later chapters he discusses the relationship of the uncanny with disgust. 

He states that our brain confuses disgust with fear, thus creating the uncanny which in turn can 

fill us with fear. He says that; “The uncanny also bears a close relationship with fear, horror and 

disgust. The eerie and unsettling need not and often does not involve disgust, but the uncanny 



can unsettle us in a way that produces disgust, and disgust itself can raise the specter of 

uncanniness.” (Miller, 2011, pg.27). We find things disgusting because we don’t want to see 

them in front of our eyes so we avoid them. Many people including myself find lizards 

disgusting and I always thought that the reason I don’t like lizards is because I’m scared of them 

but that is an untruth. I associate lizards with the strange crawly feeling I get on my skin which is 

the reason why I’m disgusted by it. I don’t know how it feels when a lizard crawls on the skin 

but at the same time I’m familiar with the crawly feeling because it’s been experienced by me 

through other means in my life. The relation between disgust, fear and uncanny is inter-related 

with familiarity and unfamiliarity. Humans are sometimes unable to understand their emotions. 

We may feel the need to run away from fear but when faced with a disgusting situation, we often 

tend not to run away entirely. Disgust becomes uncanny only when we feel a threat from 

something which is why it mostly stems from living things rather than non-living things. Miller 

also mentions that plants do not disgust us the way insects do. (Miller, 2011, pg.45) 

 

Chapter 3-Methodology (and Findings) 

 

3.1 Methodology 
 

In order to collect data for the study, a field research was conducted which consisted of a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative methods including surveys and interviews. The aim 

of the primary research was to make a collection of stories which could then be analyzed using 

the theories presented in the literature review. The study was conducted on participants including 

my university fellows, relatives and other people in my circle. There was no specific age limit on 

the participants but the focus was to collect narratives which they heard at any point during their 



childhood. The goal of this primary research was to know if the stories they heard as children 

had affected their lives in any possible way. These affects were kept broad for the exploration of 

the subject in question. They could be their reaction to anything or situation, their beliefs which 

were altered due to something they heard or even things which they experienced, similar to the 

stories they heard. Data for the surveys was collected in the form of voice recordings because I 

wanted the stories to be told in the way they remembered them. The recordings also consisted of 

their own opinions about the stories. They served as a way to gain a clear insight about the 

effects these stories had on their perception of reality. The narratives were filtered out according 

depending upon their relevance with the studied literature. The secondary resources in the form 

of books and articles were also consulted to mold the research. These consisted of old as well as 

contemporary texts related to psychology and storytelling. Some case studies were also read 

which helped in the development of my research the research. These case studies also included 

certain techniques which I was able to apply on my primary data. 

 

3.2 Findings 
 

Through my primary research, I was able to make an entire collection of stories which were 

filtered out through the method mentioned above for further analysis. These stories play an 

important role in my research study. I have also included myself as a participant in order to 

understand my fears and where they’ve stemmed from. 

3.2.1 Narrative#1 
 

The first narrative comes from my own self. For me one such story which still gives me goose 

bumps is the one my grandmother told me when I was a child. It’s about a bride who goes to the 



salon to get ready for her wedding and gets her hair done in a bun with some back combing. 

While sitting on the stage, she starts feeling a continuous itching and burning in her head but 

because she’s the bride, she can’t scratch her head. After a while she becomes unconscious and 

falls on the stage. Upon checking her pulse, they declare her dead. When they undo her hair, a 

lizard crawls out of her hair and they find out that all the time it had been biting her scalp. So the 

continuous biting of the lizard causes the bride to become poisoned. 

I heard this story when I was ten years old but since then lizards have given me the creeps. I 

cannot even manage to look at them. They make me flinch when they walk or if they are around 

me. When I see a Lizard or a similar reptile, I can feel it crawling on my skin. After hearing the 

story from my grandmother, I decided that I would never get my hair made into a bun from a 

salon. Even when I see people wearing huge buns with back combing, I’m reminded of the story. 

3.2.1.1Analysis 

 

Firstly, if Freud’s concept of the familiar and the unfamiliar is applied on this narrative then one 

can notice that two locations have been used in this story i.e. the salon and the marriage taking 

place probably in a hall or a tent. According to Freud, the uncanny has to take place where one 

feels the safest. And both these locations are not something we are unfamiliar with. We’ve all 

gone to the salon in our lives whether to get a haircut or some makeup done for weddings so 

when we come across such a story, we can instantly relate with the situation. In these familiar 

situations, along comes an ambiguous threat which is introduced to us through the sensation of 

something itching or crawling. A feeling of uncertainty surrounds this feeling because we don’t 

know what exactly is causing these events. Just like the sandman, the listener is kept in the dark. 

Another thing which is evident is that the threat itself is causing the familiar situation to become 



somewhat unfamiliar. The feeling of disgust also comes to play. No one would ever want 

something to crawl on their skin. Reptiles like lizards or crocodiles disgust many people. They 

are deadly and also look horrible. This disgust combines with fear and the uncanny is born as a 

result. 

 

 

3.2.2 Narrative#2 
 

When we were young our grandmother used to narrate us a poem about kite flying which I still 
remember. 

Pyaray bachon patang urana 

Kothay se gir na jana 

Jo gir gaya wo patang ura k 

Para wo neechay sarak pe ja ke 

Kamar pe chot ayi haath toota 

Behacray ka sir sarak pe phoota 

Lahu lahan ho raha tha sara 

Tarap raha tha bara bechara 

Nahi thi hosh uss mein tun badan ki 

Na kaam aye patang guddi 

Patang uranay ka ye maza hai 

Ye dor ke lot ki saza hai 

Wo khel kya jissay jaan jaye 

Wo khel kya jissay maut aye 

Although poems are something which we as children associate with happiness; the one I heard 

from my grandmother was an entirely different genre. On one side my grandmother told me the 



dangers of kite flying while on the other side my maternal relatives celebrated the Basant festival 

with great zeal. I didn’t really know how to interact with the idea of Basant and kite flying. Was 

it a good thing or not? In the time that followed; news started coming out about the deaths taking 

place due to the sharp kite strings coated with glass powder in order to cut the kite strings more 

efficiently. Children started dying due to their throats being severed. All these happenings 

confirmed what my grandmother told me because it was all happening before my eyes. Since that 

day whenever I think about Basant I only remember people dying of chemical kite strings. I still 

don’t know how to act round the concept of kite flying. 

3.2.2.1 Analysis 
 

Through this text it is evident that the participant started believing in the poem when she saw it 

happening before her; the same as Hoffmann’s story in which Nathaniel starts believing in the 

Sandman when Coppelius takes his father’s eyes. The poem serves as an evidence that 

something familiar to her which is the festival of Basant becomes unfamiliar when it is 

connected with the deaths of people, the severed heads of children and the chemical coated kite 

string. It also becomes an ambiguous threat because she is also imagining herself in the same 

scenario. In the case of the Basant, we are very familiar with the concept but at the same time we 

have still not familiarized ourselves with the concept of death which makes the whole concept of 

death disgusting ultimately creating fear in our minds.  

3.2.3 Narrative#3 
 

Once when I was eighth grade, I and my father were watching a science fiction movie. The 

characters were going to pass through a portal to go into another dimension. The portal was 

located in an underpass so they were going to pass through it in full speed by using a car. While 



watching the entire scene, my father suddenly said that “They are going to drive the car so fast 

through the tunnel, how will they manage to even breath?” At the time I wondered about it and 

put that thought aside but that idea got stuck with me somehow. After that whenever we used to 

pass through an underpass, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Underpasses became something scary 

for me. It continued to happen for several years till I became older. At that time I realized that 

there was nothing wrong with my breathing but rather I unconsciously held my breath while 

passing through the underpass. After that realization, I started forcing myself to breathe 

whenever we passed through a tunnel. I think that thought had unconsciously stayed with me 

since that day and whenever I passed through an underpass, what my father’s comment 

unconsciously made its way to my mind and I started believing that one cannot breathe inside an 

underpass especially when the car is moving really fast which resulted in me holding my breath. 

3.2.3.1Analysis 

 

A car passing through an underpass is a trivial thing which we all take for granted but combined 

with a powerful narrative, it can influence the mind to such great lengths that it greatly affected 

the life of someone. We all have a meaning attached to everything we see, hear, or feel. The 

meaning which the participant attached with the underpass before hearing the narrative was 

nothing special. An underpass is a familiar space through which we pass regularly. The 

technique of story editing is brought into motion here. The story seemed so convincing to the 

participant that as a result it overwrote the initial meaning which was related with the underpass. 

Suddenly due to story editing, the familiar space of the underpass took an unfamiliar form and 

became uncanny. The sense of breathing is also something to be analyzed here. The story 

mentioned that it would be unable to breathe in an underpass if the car was fast. This can be 

traced back to the use of five senses to create an uncanny effect. 



Upon studying these narratives collectively, certain central themes can be observed. All of them 

have in them something familiar becoming unfamiliar; heimlich and unheimlich. They take place 

somewhere we are familiar with but an uncertainty surrounds it due the presence of an 

ambiguous threat. Another interesting thing I found out through this analysis was that all the 

participants were not informed of the significant change these narratives brought to their lives 

until they were asked to talk about them. 

 

4.0 Conclusion 

 

Over time, the uncanny has gained a lot of importance. It has been analyzed through a variety of 

lenses including psychology, movies and games. Current findings suggest that it is something 

familiar becoming unfamiliar. It is experienced by people in various forms every day. Verbal 

narratives are a major reason through which the uncanny seeps into our lives. They have the 

power of affect us on a sub-conscious level. Story editing is constantly taking place in our minds 

and our perceptions and beliefs are written over and over without us being aware. Narratives will 

always exist in the world and will continue to affect us in many ways. I was faced with my own 

limitations during this research. This short study was not sufficient to include the huge amount of 

data I gathered in the process. My study serves as a starting point to a much greater research 

which can be done on the effects of uncanny on storytelling. Both the concepts of uncanny and 

storytelling are multi-layered which can be un-raveled in a lot of ways. 
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