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Tightening and Loosening: The Paradox of  Interpreting Ambiguity in Henry James’s The Turn of  

the Screw 

	 In a letter to his friend Morton Fullerton, Henry James once wrote: “read into my meagre 

and hurried words — well, read into them everything” (qtd. in Flatley 87). Indeed, James’s works 

are often thoroughly ambiguous, and as such, they have been extensively interpreted, none more 

so than his novella The Turn of  the Screw. When reading the novella, one has no choice but to in-

terpret it, and by doing so, inevitably disregard the text’s ambiguous nature. Similarly, the drama 

of  the novella revolves around how the protagonist — the governess — interprets and  disregards 

ambiguities. For the reader, the novella’s main unsolvable dilemma is whether or not the gov-

erness is a reliable narrator, that is to say, whether or not she correctly interprets her reality. If  she 

is not reliable, then she progressively descends into madness, and is guilty of  endangering the two 

innocent children whom she has agreed to take care of  — Flora and Miles — and eventually 

causing Miles’s death; however, if  she is reliable, then she virtuously attempts to protect the chil-

dren from the demonic manifestations of  Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, saving Flora while losing 

Miles. Her propensity to elucidate ambiguities and presume inferences is the main source of  am-

biguity that one faces while reading this novella; it makes her an unreliable narrator and thus im-

possible for one to objectively interpret the events that take place at Bly. Moreover, the novella’s 

narrative structure adds to this ambiguity in that it further distances the reader from the depicted 

events both temporally and through additional layers of  potential biases. All of  these uncertain-
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ties force the reader into a more reactive state; the reader, like the governess, must interpret am-

biguity, and deduce conclusions without decisive or even sufficient evidence. The Turn of  the Screw 

simultaneously demands and resists interpretation; it demonstrates that in trying to interpret am-

biguity one only affirms and produces more of  it. 

	 From the beginning of  the novella, it is evident that the governess has an abnormally 

powerful imagination, which casts doubt on the veracity of  her narrative and suggests that the 

ghosts exist only in her mind. For instance, she indulges in daydreams that anticipate her first su-

pernatural encounters moments before they occur. On her first night at Bly, she awakes repeated-

ly because she can’t stop thinking about Flora, and then at dawn she hears “the cry of  the child” 

and “footsteps” (162). Similarly, the next day, while wandering around outside, she dreams of  

meeting a “charming man” (170) before seeing the ghost of  a man in the house’s tower. Upon 

seeing him she even states that she felt as if  her “imagination had, in a flash, turned 

real” (170-71). Furthermore, she describes her imagination as something unpleasant, suggesting 

that it may be the source of  trouble in the novella. When considering whether or not Mrs. Grose 

— the housekeeper at Bly — believes in her accounts of  the ghosts, the governess describes her as 

being “a magnificent monument to the blessing of  a want of  a imagination,” and states that “if  

she could see in our little charges [Flora and Miles] nothing but their beauty and amiability, their 

happiness and cleverness, she had no direct communication with the sources of  my 

trouble” (203). In other words, the governess is stating that Mrs. Grose is not able to see past the 

children’s false appearances and read into the horrible truth of  the situation, which she contends 

is due to her lack of  imagination. Furthermore, it is as if  she recognizes that her propensity to 

imagine and assume things is the source of  her trouble. Indeed, she describes her imagination as 

“infernal” (209), meaning that she is bothered by its incessant nature and views it as a potential 
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source of  evil. The other instances in which she uses the word “infernal” more strongly connect 

her imagination to the supernatural occurrences. She refers to Miss Jessel as an “infernal witness” 

(233) and the communication that may take place (and perhaps already has) between the ghosts 

and the children as an “infernal message” (212). While the governess believes that the children 

are in communication with the ghosts and that due to these relations their "more than earthly 

beauty, their absolutely unnatural goodness" is nothing more than a "policy and a 

fraud" (236-237), “there is never any evidence that anybody but the governess sees the 

ghosts” (Wilson 170).  

	 How the governess interprets the ghosts has encouraged psychoanalysts to view them as 

symptoms of  her sexual frustration and repression, and to uncover hidden sexual symbols in the 

text. They posit that the governess is simultaneously repulsed by and attracted to the two figures 

because they represent to her the resurfacing of  her repressed sexual urges; she confronts not the 

supernatural but the uncanny return of  a repressed sexuality. This psychoanalytic interpretation 

explains the uncanny doubling that occurs throughout the novella. The governess mirrors the 

actions of  the ghosts, often putting herself  in the places and positions in which they have ap-

peared to her, and although “it is her greatest fear that the ghosts will in some unspecified way 

participate in intimacies with the children, it is she herself  who fawns over them, kisses them and 

caresses them and seeks to possess them both emotionally and physically” (Bontly 730). Addition-

ally, as Edmund Wilson notes in one of  the first psychoanalytic readings of  the novella, the sym-

bols in the story “exert a peculiar power by reason of  the fact that they have behind them […] a 

profound grasp on subconscious processes” (Wilson 172). From a Freudian perspective, he points 

to the phallic “significance of  the governess's interest in the little girl's pieces of  wood” (104), and 

the tower in which “the male apparition first takes shape” (104). 	  
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	 However, the governess’s repressed sexuality inevitably only has an obscure presence in 

the text; it “is that which in the text fails to appear and through which the text cannot but be 

read” (Zwinger 662). While one is tempted to argue that the governess, upon hearing that “Quint 

was much too free” (182), interprets “freedom” as meaning sexual perversity, her interpretation is 

too vague to support such an argument. One must interpret her unclear reading just as she inter-

prets Mrs. Grose’s ambiguous remark, and deduce that she interprets the remark as meaning that 

Quint was sexually perverse. One might interpret the “sudden sickness of  disgust” (183) which 

she experiences afterwards as meaning that she is disgusted by Quint’s sexual deviancy, but since 

she does not clarify why she is disgusted, such an interpretation supplies a reason for her repul-

sion rather than finds one. Similarly, while Mrs. Grose characterizes Quint as vaguely sinister — 

she did not tell the master about his free behaviour because she was afraid “Of  the things that 

man [Quint] could do” (183) — one is not given enough information to determine what it is that 

Quint did and could do. Mrs. Grose continues, only stating that he “was so clever” and “so deep” 

(183); thus the possibilities appear to be endless. She does not explicitly state that Quint was sexu-

ally deviant, nor does the governess explicitly interpret Quint to have been sexually deviant. To 

interpret that it is the governess “who instinctively identifies sex with the powers of  darkness and 

evil, and who conjures up the murky atmosphere of  sexual perversity which infests Bly” (Bontly 

727) is to be guilty of  also instinctively identifying sex in the novella. As Shoshana Felman notes, 

“what is outrageous in the text is not simply that of  which the text is speaking, but that which 

makes it speak to us” (97). When reflecting upon her dinner with Miles, the governess’s sugges-

tively sexual simile — “we continued silent while the maid was with us—as silent, it whimsically 

occurred to me, as some young couple who, on their wedding journey, at the inn, feel shy in the 

presence of  the waiter” (242) — is nothing but that: a suggestively sexual simile. The psychoana-
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lyst must tease her eroticism and sexual repression out of  such ambiguity. Thus, psychoanalytic 

readings of  the text ironically become doubles of  the governess’s reading of  her ambiguous situa-

tion. For “to undertake a reading of  the text [and thus to attempt to interpret it,] is perforce an 

invitation to repeat the text, to enter into its labyrinth of  mirrors, from which it is henceforth im-

possible to escape” (Felman 190).  

	 Viewing the ghosts as simply mental manifestations is ultimately untenable because the 

text leaves the nature of  the ghosts ambiguous. Any psychological explanation is undermined by 

the fact that the governess accurately describes Peter Quint in great detail without having ever 

met him. When she first encounters his figure, she states that she “thought of  each person that he 

might have been” (171) but could not recall anyone; she “had not seen it [the figure] 

anywhere” (171). Furthermore, while she is severely frightened by the figure, the governess 

doesn’t immediately suspect that it is a ghost. Firstly she suspects that the figure is “some un-

scrupulous traveller, curious in old houses” (174), but later admits that she doesn’t “know what he 

is” (178). Mrs. Grose's identification of  the figure as the late Peter Quint comes as a surprise both 

to the reader and the governess. Likewise, it is just as probable that the nocturnal cries and foot-

steps which the governess hears earlier are real rather than imaginary figments, for Flora and 

Miles do occasionally explore Bly at night unattended. From a psychoanalytic perspective, one 

can point to the doubling that occurs throughout the novella and the way in which the governess 

suggestively associates the ghosts with sexual deviancy to deduce that the ghosts are manifesta-

tions of  her repressed sexual desires. However, as Bontly argues, “it is not necessary to convict the 

governess of  paranoia or schizophrenic delusions” (731) to explain her obsessive and destructive 

behaviour or the sexual perversity she vaguely attributes to the ghosts; it is equally plausible that 

the ghosts have “preyed upon her own sexual fears and guilt, and have thereby used her as the 
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medium through which to haunt the children” (731). Conversely, to contend that the ghosts are 

real would be to disregard the governess’s intense imagination and suggestive eroticism, and to 

risk assuming, as she does, that the children (and perhaps Mrs. Grose) also see the ghosts and are 

perhaps possessed by them.  

	 To interpret the novella, one must confront both the ambiguous nature of  the governess’s 

situation and the ambiguities that develop out of  her interpretations, and to clearly differentiate 

between the two is itself  an act of  interpreting ambiguity. For example, Miles’s expulsion from 

school is never explained. The governess is the only one to read the letter (she does not even 

share it with the reader), so one must decide whether or not to believe her explanation. However, 

she does not exactly explain the letter; she interprets it, or at least acts as if  she is doing so (for 

one cannot even be certain of  this) in front of  Mrs. Grose. She states that the letter is obscure: 

“They go into no particulars. They simply express their regret that it should be impossible to 

keep him” (165). It is the governess who interprets this vague statement as meaning that he was 

expelled from school for being “an injury to others” (165). Later, Miles explains to the governess 

that he was expelled for sharing information with other children, yet his explanation brings more 

ambiguity than clarity to the topic. Miles does not explain the content of  what he shared, and 

oddly states that he shared it with those he liked yet cannot remember their names, as if  he is in-

tentionally withholding their names or simply lying. As the governess puts it, this vague explana-

tion causes one “to float not into clearness, but into a darker obscure” (248).  

	 Another interesting instance wherein the governess and reader must interpret ambiguity 

occurs when Miles tells the governess that he contemplates the “queer business” (222) that exists 

between them. She asks him to expand on this, to which he responds, “Why the way you bring 

me up. And all the rest” (222). Unsatisfied, she persists: “What do you mean by all the 
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rest?” (222). Miles vaguely responds with, “Oh, you know, you know” (222). What’s ambiguous 

here is how Miles believes the governess brings him up and what he refers to as “all the 

rest” (222). Perhaps he is suggesting that he is aware that the governess suspects that he is affiliat-

ed with the ghosts, or perhaps he is simply bothered by the negative light in which she views him. 

The governess interprets this as him insinuating the former, and paradoxically, because she has 

“absolute conviction of  his secret precocity” (222-223), she views him to be “as accessible as an 

older person” and thus “treat[s] him as an intellectual equal” (223), in effect, becoming the am-

biguous “poison of  an influence” (223) which she so vehemently fears.  

	 The novella’s narrative structure also makes it impossible to objectively understand the 

events that take place at Bly. Firstly the reader must rely on the governess’s own subjective ac-

count of  the events, and as is made clear, the governess has an overactive imagination and at-

tempts to resolve ambiguities via interpreting them which both cast immense doubt on the verac-

ity of  her account. In addition to this behaviour, she is very concerned about her reputation, in-

dicating that she would likely present herself  in a favourable light, regardless of  her actions. “I 

dare say I fancied myself  in short a remarkable woman” she admits, “and took comfort in the 

faith that this would more publicly appear” (170). She even states that she “needed to be remark-

able to offer a front to the remarkable things” (170) she encountered. The amount of  bias that 

exists within her account is, however, uncertain, and this becomes more ambiguous when looking 

at the frame narrative. 	  

	 While in the frame narrative, Douglas strengthens her credibility as a narrator (he de-

scribes her as “awfully clever and nice” [155] and claims that she “was the most agreeable 

woman I’ve ever known in her position” [155]), the frame ultimately makes any attempt at a true 

interpretation of  the governess’s narrative absurd. While it is uncertain when the governess wrote 
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the manuscript, it is clear that she possessed it for a long time before giving it to Douglas on her 

deathbed. During this period the governess could have made countless revisions to the man-

uscript. Douglas could have also edited the manuscript during the twenty years he possessed it 

before giving it to the unnamed narrator on his deathbed. And lastly, the version present in the 

novella is the unnamed narrator’s transcription of  the manuscript, which he completed long after 

receiving it. Therefore, the events which the manuscript depicts have not just been coloured by 

the governess’s acts of  interpretation, but also the potential interpretations of  two other people: 

Douglas and the unnamed narrator. To interpret the novella is thus to enter into a chain of  oc-

currences that begins with the governess and expands through the frame narrative. The gov-

erness generates ambiguities by interpreting ambiguous situations, Douglas and the unnamed 

narrator generate ambiguities simply by potentially interpreting the governess’s narrative, and the 

reader affirms the novella’s ambiguous nature by interpreting it. Paradoxically, “in precisely try-

ing to unify the meaning of  the text and to proclaim it as unambiguous, the critics only mark 

more forcefully its constitutive division and duplicity” (Felman 114).  

	 In The Turn of  the Screw, “the whole of  anything is never told… [one] can only take what 

groups together” (McCarthy 111). But in trying to understand this fractured whole, that is to say, 

in attempting to interpret the novella, one becomes just like the governess. Both are “forced to 

interpret well beyond what [people, situations, and] the text explicitly states” (Dill 65); both are 

forced to make sense of  ambiguity, and in doing so, both solidify its presence. The governess’s 

strong imagination allows her to read into her ambiguous situation, and the vague information 

and physical cues which she receives, yet in doing so, she only produces more ambiguities for the 

reader. It is impossible to determine if  the ghosts are real, or the result of  her overactive imagina-

tion or repressed sexual desires, for the text simultaneously supports and deconstructs both inter-
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pretations. The frame narrative further obscures the governess’s narrative, and further empha-

sizes the paradoxical relationship between interpretation and ambiguity. Indeed, the novella’s 

ambiguous title — it is uncertain whether the screw is tightening or loosening — can be, dare I 

say, interpreted as a metaphor that reflects the paradoxical act of  interpreting the text; in con-

structing a stable interpretation one simultaneously demonstrates the text’s ambiguous nature; in 

tightening one also loosens. On multiple levels, James’s The Turn of  the Screw is insolubly ambigu-

ous; it is a paradox that operates on humanity’s ability and need to interpret a universe marked 

by indeterminacy.  
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