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how the scale of access allowed for readers to decide the type of 
created affect: sympathy or empathy. In investigating the narrator’s 
handling of the inner lives of Ishmael and Sara on one hand, and 
that of Fran on the other, it is noticed that the scales of access to 
these different inner lives differ; one scale allows for sympathy, an-
other allows for empathy. The study clarifies how each of these cre-
ated emotional affects relates to the anticipated improvement of 
readers’ attitudes towards these groups. Racial and cultural differ-
ences, which lead to categorizing fellow humans as out-group, can 
be either put aside or reconciled, by that distinguished role assigned 
to fiction. Within this context, the attitude of readers (in-group) to-
wards the elderly (who constitute both in-group and out-group) and 
immigrants (out-group) can change from exclusion, distrust, and re-
jection to inclusion and acceptance.
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to extend to include the suffering people in real life, which leads 
towards positive participation in solving their problems, thus, caus-
ing social change. Margaret Drabble’s reputation as a social writer is 
reaffirmed in Dark Flood by her representation of the two pressing 
cases of ageism and illegal emigration. These cases are part and par-
cel of life in England, yet, it can be claimed that one is peculiar to the 
English people, and the other mainly touches the life of overseas 
nationals. Readers who do not share the identities or crises of the 
fictional characters can either sympathize or empathize with them, 
hence, these positive affects can expand to include in/out-groups in 
real life. 

Dark Flood representation of the active elderly Fran draws at-
tention to the need to include senior citizens in the making of the 
welfare of their country rather than marginalizing them by sending 
them to care homes, thus, blocking opportunities for their positive 
contribution. These seniors are categorized both as in-group and 
out-group. They are Britons who share the same cultural and racial 
identity as their fellow Britons. Yet, owing to their age group, they 
are considered physically unable to fully participate in everyday ac-
tivities. On the other hand, the European (in-group) attitude of re-
jection of immigrants (out-group) explains the main reason behind 
the immigration crisis. It also explains why immigrants are often un-
welcomed by both media and populist governments; fear of cultural 
and racial differences intensifies the in-group’s antagonism to the 
out-group. The novel’s representation of cases of surviving immi-
grants such as Ishmael in a positive way prepares for setting right 
these negative attitudes.    

     The study shows how the narrator controls readers’ access into 
the inner life of these in-group and out-group characters. It shows 
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race has contributed to her adoption of the cause. Instead, readers’ 
access to these illuminations, which would allow an opportunity to 
have an independent interpretation of characters, is obstructed. 

      It is suggested here that using a narrative method that simu-
lates sympathy rather than empathy is attributed to targeting the 
reader’s judgment. Sympathy, as mentioned earlier, is judgmental, 
thus it helps in raising readers’ awareness of the undeserved suf-
fering of immigrants, and the unfairness of their public and politi-
cal rejection. This awareness helps in prompting a reconsideration 
of these negative attitudes. But Sara’s position is different; she is 
never obliged to escape her country by resorting to death boats like 
Ishmael and his fellow immigrants.  Sara’s life mission of promot-
ing immigration cause is noble, but she is not a victim. Meanwhile, 
Sara is of mixed origin, only half English, therefore she does not fulfil 
the conditionality of empathy, i.e., the necessity of being a member 
of in-group to simulate other fellow members’ empathy. No matter 
how Sara adopts a Western lifestyle, still, the bonding cultural char-
acteristics of in-group members are not attained in full respects. 
Out grouping Sara necessitates a narrative method that simulates 
sympathy, which, unlike empathy, indicates an emotional distance 
between her and in-group genuine Britons. This emotional distance 
is achieved by depriving Sara of focalization and disclosure of her 
conversations, which intersects the simulation of reader’s empathy. 

An ultimate aim of writing fiction is affecting a social transforma-
tion. Writers who aspire to achieve this noble end expose diverse 
human issues to raise readers’ awareness of these issues. Attempt-
ing to simulate readers’ sympathy and empathy is one way of 
building a bridge between them and characters, and, eventually, ex-
panding their interest way beyond themselves. This bond is hoped 
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pathize with him.  This overall reliance on other characters’ focal-
ization obstructs readers’ independent construction of Ishmael and 
Sara image because other characters’ focalization is often subjective 
and marred by personal impressions and biases.  

Furthermore, it is noticed that neither Sara nor Ishmael is en-
gaged in dialogues with other characters. Both of them are deprived 
of two types of disclosure, defined by Phelan as, “conversational 
disclosure (what characters communicate to each other in a scene 
of dialogue) and authorial disclosure (what authors communicate 
to their audiences through the conversational disclosures)” (“Some-
body”168). It is only once that we hear Sara commenting, with 
very few words, on food. Likewise, Ishmael is given one chance to 
be heard when he identifies, with very few words, the motor of a 
wrecked ship. Instead, there is a narrative shift from the mimesis of 
character-character dialogue to diegesis of narration. Direct com-
munication between characters makes “agents acting independent-
ly of the narrator” (Phelan, “Somebody” 19). By depriving them of 
directly engaging in conversations with others, they are aestheti-
cally denied an agency, though one is represented as an outgoing 
independent young woman, and the other is represented as an am-
bitious smart young man. 

In addition, these disclosures, functioning like focalization, nar-
row the gap between characters and readers. Dialogues reveal char-
acters’ emotions, motives, knowledge, and include reference to 
personal experience, information about their social background. . 
.etc. For instance, a dialogue between Sara and other characters, 
especially Christopher, would reveal more about her; her motives 
for producing the documentary, her choice for the cause of immi-
gration rather than other pressing causes, and whether her mixed-
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neither share the Europeans, the in-group, their race nor culture, 
which makes it easy for the European audience to be affected by 
such a representation. The novel’s positive representation of Sara 
and Ishmael and the recurrent evocation of death boats proposes 
a change of that negative affect into a positive one of interest and 
sympathy. This anticipated change, as explained earlier, will, hope-
fully, lead to decisions and action that resolve the crisis.  

However, it is noted that the targeted affect, the one meant to be 
created in the novel, is that of sympathy rather than empathy. Read-
ers get to know Sara and Ishmael through the focalization of other 
characters because their consciousness is never depicted. Sara’s un-
finished documentary project is introduced to the reader through 
the focalization of Christopher and Fran. Aim and preparation for 
this documentary are revealed to the reader when Christopher re-
flects on Sara’s death. Many details of her life are left unknown be-
cause they are not contemplated on or mentioned either by Chris-
topher or the other characters who know her. Hence, the reader 
sympathizes with Sara and her cause, but little chance is given to 
empathize with her because readers are never allowed access to 
her internal perspective. Ishmael, too, is never allowed a revelation 
of his thoughts and contemplations. Likewise, scarce details about 
Ishmael’s homeland life, the voyage out of Africa, his intelligence . . 
. etc., are revealed by the focalization of Christopher, and the other 
characters who deal with him. Unlike the other European charac-
ters, either major or minor, whose thoughts are revealed in detail, 
Ishmael’s are never spilt out. The reader is left to predict his inter-
nal perspective, guided by the views of the other characters on him 
and his action. Thus, access into the psyche of Ishmael (out-group) 
is facilitated by the focalization of European characters (in-group), 
which allows the reader to sympathize with him rather than em-
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about this young Senegalese are provided, and what is told seems 
to be carefully selected to reveal the high-cost immigrants offer to 
reach European shores.  Ishmael’s story is told in fragments: leaving 
his country, the sea voyage, adoption by a European intellect, and 
his plans for a better life.  Like many other similar ships, Ishmael’s 
is wrecked, but he survives.  It is noteworthy that Ishmael is repre-
sented to the reader with an atmosphere of grace and elegance; 
he is described as “very photogenic” (Drabble 72), “fine-looking 
young black man . . . speaks good French and English” (138-9). The 
young African also studies “IT online, with an American university 
programme” (140). However, being a member of an out-group: non-
European, Ishmael is bound to be conceived as a source of threat. 
But the description given to him reduces that negative response. 
These few positive characteristics shorten the distance between the 
African immigrant and the European reader; he is more appealing 
when depicted as handsome and smart. His “inferiority” as a mem-
ber of out-group “is not blameworthy,” he is not to be blamed for 
being non-European, on the other hand, the fact that he studies 
IT proves his ambition and determination to lead an independent 
life, rather than being an economic burden on the host country. His 
choice of the field of programming, as a rapidly developing science, 
further makes him not blameworthy for being an out-group, thus 
inferior. His computer studies, in addition to his physical description, 
make the European reader feel admiration rather than contempt. It 
is proposed here that the positive representation of the stories of 
Sara and Ishmael is utilized to counter-represent the antagonized 
case of immigration. As explained earlier, the media’s negative rep-
resentation of the case is identified as fear and contempt for des-
perate immigrants. These two negative effects are intensified by the 
fact that immigrants constitute an out-group: non-Europeans. They 
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to the Canary Islands with the hope of making a documentary on 
destinations of illegal immigration, and to have “its silent dead . . 
. speak” (Drabble 70). European ex-pats who are interested in the 
case help her in the mission which also seeks the protection of im-
migrant minors.  Sara’s character and her enthusiasm for the cause 
of immigrants and hard work on the documentary are admired by 
all European characters in the novel. 

     On the other hand, Sara’s character, and her intellectual supe-
riority to her English partner, Christopher, is often evoked both by 
him and his mother, Fran. Christopher admits that

She had been . . . powerful . . . too serious for him . . . Her subjects 
had been too big for him. . . the rusting ships . . . the immigrants 
wrapped in gold foil . . . She had been too many for him . . .He wasn’t 
up to her level . . . She had been an alpha female, and she had out-
classed him. (Drabble 269)

Regarding Hogan’s categorization of identities, and the subse-
quent attitudes of in-group towards out-group, the Anglo-Egyptian 
Sara is of mixed race, so, she is not a fully in-group member. Hence, 
she is liable to evoke diverse emotions of threat, contempt, inferi-
ority, or “other-aggrandizing and self-diminishing” emotions.  Ac-
cording to the above-quoted passage, Christopher’s reflections on 
her are aggrandising. Though he too is a TV presenter, he feels her 
superiority to him because of her “powerful” character and preoc-
cupation with wider cosmopolitan issues.

The other-aggrandizing emotion is not limited to Sara’s represen-
tation, Ishmael, an African immigrant, and an out-group member is 
also meant to simulate positive emotion.  And, if Sara’s documentary 
aims to offer a panoramic view of illegal immigration, Ishmael rep-
resents the story of individual immigrant survival.  Not much details 
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immigration issues. On her part, Danilova focuses on the language 
used by media which tends to ‘other’ immigrants; she sees that this 
estranging language both shapes and echoes public perception of 
the issue. Further, attitudes towards immigrants, “reflect a negative 
out-group bias” (Brosius et. al. 449), thus, “they are present in the 
media, they are often framed as either economic, cultural, or crimi-
nal threats” (Eberl et al. 217). These negative stances to immigrants, 
the out-group, lead many Europeans to oppose plans of hosting 
some of them, even if the hosting is intended to be only temporal.

Against the grain of media’s role in shaping the audience’s nega-
tive attitude toward immigrants, Dark Flood offers a narrative that 
counteracts such under-representation. The media’s interest in 
shooting footage for desperate immigrants, and the impact of the 
case on European domestic and foreign policies set the stage for 
Sara and Ishmael cases in the novel. Sara, who is only referred to in 
the novel, due to her early death, is an Anglo-Egyptian smart young 

woman who adopts the case of immigration. She prepares for a doc-

umentary that highlights the issue to be broadcast on TV. Ishmael is 

a Senegalese young man who, unlike many of his fellow immigrants, 

survives the sea voyage from African shores and ends up being ad-

opted by a Spanish intellectual who lives on one of the Canary Is-

lands. Thus, it is clear that these two characters are associated with 

a set of affective responses to the flow of immigrants arriving, or 

failing to arrive, to European shores. 

Sara Siddiqui dies before finishing her media project; the docu-
mentary has been intended to present the other side of the immi-
gration story, the risky and often deadly voyages. She visits different 
ports that are known for either sending or receiving African immi-
grants whose cause seems to be her lifelong mission. She travels 
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temporal escape from her miseries, has led up to aggressive behav-
iour.  These episodes “had been frightening” for her children, and 
just like Fran’s unpleasant marriage memories, they become part of 
the children’s shared and often recalled memories. Yet, the effect of 
these moments on Fran’s image becomes milder as accessing her in-
ternal perspective reveals her reasons for such maternal aggression, 
thus, readers’ empathy with her is still maintained. 

Illegal immigration is the second issue represented in Dark Flood.  
The political reasons that lead to waves of immigrants attempting to 
reach European shores are either alluded to or discussed amongst 
characters. Illegal immigration has been there for a long time, but the 
political turmoil in the Middle East, aka the Arab Spring, in addition 
to a series of military and economic crises in Africa, have pushed it 
to an unprecedented level. Footages of boats carrying men, women 
and children who desperately try to cross the Mediterranean seek-
ing better life in Europe have been occupying the media and often 
been foregrounded against many other current affairs news. 

Public attitude towards immigrants and their cause is largely 
shaped by media, Victoria Danilova asserts the view that globaliza-
tion has led to empowering media as to become one of the major 
factors that currently affect public opinion.  Easy and instant access 
to news websites has helped towards audience being informed 
about the issue. Meanwhile, media also shapes the image of immi-
grants, as Eberl et al. have noted, “Salience of immigration issues in 
media coverage eventually influences audiences’ political attitudes” 
(217), since the majority of the audience do not have a first-hand 
experience of these immigrants, they become greatly dependent on 
media for information on the subject. Thus, the source of informa-
tion, that is media, finds it easy to form an audience attitude towards 
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unutterable inadequacy, the sense of rejection, the fear, the panic . . 
. you’d think she’d have grown out of it by now, by her age, at seven-
ty-plus, but no, it intensifies, it gets worse and worse. (Drabble 45)

Fran’s hard feelings are caused by the long nights she spends 
alone looking after the children, her husband’s bad temper, and self-
ishness. Though her memory portrays events that occurred four 
decades earlier, Fran’s pain and sense of suffering still linger as the 
use of the adverb ‘now’ indicates; it creates a sense of immediacy 
that connects the past to the present. These sorrowful nights are 
not represented as happening now, instead, they are replaced with 
Fran’s thoughts and emotions. The effect of this replacement on 
readers, as James Phelan explains, is allowing “entering into the 
speaker’s situation and perspective without judging it. That partici-
pation, in turn, influences the affective side of the experience—we 
share the speaker’s feelings or take on the speaker’s thoughts, be-
liefs, or attitudes” (“Experiencing Fiction” 152). Fran’s internal fo-
calization, as mentioned above, allows readers easy access to her 
thoughts, memories, contemplations and emotions. Thus, readers 
do not judge her according to her actions and what she says, or 
even how she deals with others. Her motivations, experience, and 
attitude towards others are taken into consideration; these help in 
justifying her decisions and actions. In consequence, empathy is cre-
ated and the reader is aware of what motivates her to make certain 
decisions such as divorcing Claude. 

Further, Fran’s troubled marriage has affected her maternal be-
haviour. She remembers taking to drink which has led to suffering 
violent fits.  Her children also remember dreading these fits and 
learning how to avoid them by “stay[ing] upstairs, out of harm’s 
way” (Drabble 78). Fran’s heavy drinking, which provides her with a 
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are no longer in need of her services, but she is also keen on main-
taining the family bond by keeping in touch with them either by tex-
ting or occasional brief meetings. Fran’s concerns extend to her ex-
husband, Claude, their short marriage which lasted for four years, 
and the fact that they had been divorced for almost fifty years does 
not stop her from preparing him “wholesome meals” now that he 
is “physically somewhat imprisoned” (25). Such care leads to rais-
ing questions on how, despite their short marriage, Fran insists on 
looking after him. In her analysis of readers’ positive attitudes to 
characters, Keen says “When we respond empathetically to a novel, 
we do not have the luxury of questioning the character: we cannot 
ask, Is that how you really felt?” (136). Lack of direct communica-
tion between readers and fictional characters leaves readers with 
unanswered questions; finding answers justifies, or even enhances, 
empathetic responses. Keen further elaborates by pointing out that 
“The text, however, may verify our reactions even as it elicits them. 
Some narrators employ psycho-narration, or generalizations about 
the characters’ inner states, including thoughts and feelings, with 
the result that the text itself announces how the character feels” 
(136).  Thus, lack of direct communication with characters is com-
pensated for by these internal perspective expositions. For instance, 
the reader realizes that Fran’s decision to undertake this catering 
mission at late age does not mean that she owes her ex-husband a 
debt of gratitude, on the contrary, her memories of their marriage 
are bleak. 

He used to get back from the hospital after the night shift, and 
she’d have made the healthy thrifty chunky soup and all he had to 
do was warm it up. But that wasn’t good enough. HER to be there to 
WARM IT UP FOR HIM. And she in bed and worn out with children 
sleeping or not sleeping or waking or not waking and the sense of 
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     The very opening lines of the novel offer Fran’s contempla-
tions over “her last words to herself and in this world” (Drabble 1).  
Her preoccupation with death is further confirmed by the narrato-
rial voice telling the reader that, “Fran had from an unsuitably early 
age been attracted by the heroic death, the famous last words, the 
tragic farewell” (4). The narrator elaborates on the notion of the last 
words of dying famous people such as the Renaissance poet Wal-
ter Raleigh and the 19th-century English social theorist Harriet Mar-
tineau. The shift from the voice of the narrator to that of the pro-
tagonist is swift and unnoticed; often the two voices are integrated 
that it is hard to tell which is which. Fran often recalls stories and 
incidents of old people who either suffer marginalization because 
of their frailty or remain defiant to their age by leading an active 
life, she prefers the latter option. Despite her preoccupation with 
death, Fran feels “not ready to settle yet, with a cat upon her knee” 
(24), she is determined to resist age frailty. Her age and apparent 
preoccupation with death do not stop her from playing an active 
and significant role in the lives of her fellow old people who need 
care. She “is employed by a charitable trust which devotes generous 
research funds to examining and improving the living arrangements 
of the ageing” (3). Fran takes her work seriously; she conducts her 
care homes’ inspection tours “driv[ing] around England” (5), mostly 
alone. Her views on diverse issues are revealed as they alternate 
with her contemplations on death.

Fran is also concerned for her family, her two children, Christo-
pher, a TV presenter, and Poppet, who is overwhelmed by ecological 
interests. But Fran is keen to stop short before intruding on their 
life; she constantly reminds herself of the necessity of “The keeping-
in-touch without-being-too-annoying with her son Christopher and 
her daughter Poppet . . .” (Drabble 49). She is well aware that they 
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(116-117), in consequence, defenders of senior citizens’ rights de-
mand “a more critical response to the way older adults are repre-
sented in the media – challenging the impression that older people 
are merely consumers of finite resources” (Swift et al. 9). These 
negative views, of the media and society alike, overlook individual 
physical and mental differences among older people. Some remain 
capable of contributing to the welfare of their countries far beyond 
the formal age of retirement set by the state. Hence, senior citizens’ 
withdrawal from workplace causes a serious economic loss. Indeed, 
all these negative stances have been brought into the parliamen-
tary discussions and MPs expressed “a pressing need to change the 
approach to population ageing and to adjust policies accordingly” 
(Parliamentary Assembly para. 2).

In Dark Flood, the heroine Fran represents ageism and the pre-

occupations of senior citizens.  Fran’s thoughts on her ageing are 

spilt out both spontaneously and explicitly, the narrative method 

employed here is focalization. Don K. Philpot defines this method as 

a “concept and heuristic framework that enables readers to explore 

personal fictional world experiences and their meanings, meanings 

that focus on the perceptual, psychological, and social-psychological 

experiences of one fictional world individual” (11). These revela-

tions are achieved by different forms of thought presentation: direct 
thought, thought report, and free indirect thought, which, as Sklar 
points out, “essentially places readers inside the experience—and 
particularly the emotional experience—of that character” (“Empa-
thy’s Neglected Cousin” 458). These thought presentations are em-
ployed to facilitate and accelerate readers’ access to Fran’s mind, 
thus, helping readers to put themselves in Fran’s shoes which, as 
explained earlier, simulates empathy.  
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To begin with, the issue of ageism is one that has become glob-
ally important due to the increase of the ageing population. First, 
it should be pointed out that the general social attitude towards 
senior citizens often proves negative.  The reason for this is the gen-
eral belief that “the share of older recipients of services increases, 
so will their dependency on the working population, since the num-
ber of employed individuals will remain steady or decline” (Cristea 
et al. 2). The conception that ageism is an economic burden has 
led to a further deterioration of the social and economic position 
of the elderly, namely, age discrimination. Senior citizens are often 
affected by these negative social attitudes that are based on the 
conception that they are no longer capable of taking an active part 
in the welfare of the nation. Further, these attitudes prove to have 
a negative impact on how the elderly see themselves, and on their 
belief in their capability, which eventually leads to their withdrawal 
from society.  In her report to the UK government which suggests 
creative ways to attract and retain older workers, Ros Altmann notes 
that “Age discrimination and unconscious bias remain widespread 
problems in the UK labour market and more action is needed to 
overcome this” (6).  The sound strategy to reduce this bias is to al-
low the elderly to regain their position in the workplace and work 
with workers of the younger generations, indeed, sacrificing the 
long-term gained experience of older workers because of age dis-
crimination represents a serious loss to the market.

On the other hand, media has had its part in promoting public 
negative stances on ageism. As Anne Cornelia Kroon and her col-
leagues point out, “The visibility of older workers in the news media 
was associated with higher levels of age discrimination claims. . .  
News media’s attention for older workers’ problematic health sta-
tus was associated with higher levels of age discrimination claims” 
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examining these negative responses, neuro-studies have shown that 
the activity of the amygdala, a mass of grey matter inside each ce-
rebral hemisphere and involved with the experiencing of emotions, 
increases when confronting others who are different in race or oth-
erwise. Researchers interpret “differences in amygdala activity to 
other-race faces as evidence of negativity (including disgust and fear) 
toward stigmatized groups” (Cikara and Bavel 248). This neuroscien-
tific phenomenon justifies aversion to out-group members, mean-
while, a propensity to deal with ease with members of in-group. Fur-
thermore, Hogan sees that our distrust of out-group members leads 
to seeing these people endowed with some power which we don’t 
have. However, if this out-group is “inferior in power” our emotional 
response shifts from “other-aggrandizing and self-diminishing emo-
tions . . .  [into] self-aggrandizing and other-diminishing emotions” 
(“Social Identity” 197). These unfavourable responses ruin relation-
ships and lead to social exclusion. Hence, diverse studies of in/out 
groups interactions aim to reduce group division and bias. The char-
acters in Dark Flood are divided into in-group and out-group; the di-
vision is mainly based on their age group and race.

Ageism and illegal immigration are two pressing cases that im-

pact the political and social atmosphere of Europe.   The media’s 

representation of social, economic, and health issues of the ageing 

population is driven by the growing number of senior citizens.  Dark 

Flood is a novel about ageism in England and illegal immigration 

to Europe. The characters who represent longevity are English, in-

group, and those who represent immigration are out-group, either 

African or of mixed race. But before dealing with the representation 

of these issues, it is thought that a brief review of their representa-

tion by media is relevant. 
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are those whom we share a common ground of race, land, ethnicity, 
language, but out-group people do not share these characteristics. 
Meanwhile, these characteristics decide acceptance or rejection of 
in/out groups by one another; they either unite or divide people. 
Recognition of these groups is easy and almost instant; studies 
in both psychology and neurobiology show, as Hogan notes, that 
“we categorize individuals very quickly in terms of at least certain 
in-group/out-group divisions, prominently those that involve high 
visual salience” (“Understanding Nationalism” 30). Race, colour, 
language, even clothing, are but some of the salient characteristics 
that our senses of sight and hearing help in distinguishing between 
in-group/out-group.

Neuroscience sheds light on our recognition of in-group/out-
group by explaining how the brain receives signals of acceptance of 
in-group. Blake sums up these findings as follows.

Neuropeptides are molecules that transmit a variety of signals 
to the brain that initiate or terminate activity. Oxytocin, a neuro-
peptide produced in the hypothalamus and stored in the pituitary, 
triggers “recognition of subtle social signals encoded in facial ex-
pressions” and has been found to play a significant role in empathy 
insofar as it “promotes social approach behavior and reduces the 
tendency to avoid proximity with unfamiliar others.” The release of 
oxytocin increases our willingness to trust others, thereby creating 
the pleasurable state of being more “at ease” which mitigates the 
natural anxieties we experience when confronting difference. (219)

These neuro-signals help toward reducing stress while dealing 
with in-group members; once a common ground is established, 
these members experience a close and harmonious relationship. Al-
ternatively, out-group compel feelings of contempt and disgust. In 
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suffering of another. But empathy indicates that a person identifies 
with the suffering of another person, or puts himself in the shoes 
of that person, whereas sympathy involves a kind of emotional dis-
tance between the sympathizer and the person who suffers.  

Another difference between sympathy and empathy is that the 
former is judgmental and the latter conditional. Sympathy, which 
Nussbaum (“call[s] compassion” (310) is regarded by her as “a pain-
ful emotion occasioned by the awareness of another person’s un-
deserved misfortune” (310). This view indicates as Sklar notes “the 
notion that the emotion frequently involves the recognition that the 
suffering of another is undeserved or even unfair, an awareness that 
requires a judgment or evaluation based on particular assumptions 
regarding what is “deserved,” “fair” or “just” – in other words, based 
on particular moral conceptions or sensibilities” (The Art of Sympa-
thy 28). The sympathizer views the distress of the sympathized per-
son and its causes within a framework usually informed by certain 
forms of values such as social, moral, and political. Based on these 
values, diverse sufferings are decided as undeserved or otherwise. 
On the other hand, the conditionality of empathy, as Thomas Blake 
explains, echoes the sentiment that “our movement toward others 
may be blocked as we drift toward familiarity or moral certainty” 
(220). Familiarity with the person who suffers simulates our empa-
thy; we tend to identify and empathise with those whom we share 
common characteristics such as race, ethnicity, religion.

Simulation of either sympathy or empathy is based on categoriz-
ing people into in-group and out-group. Hogan sums up the differ-
ence between these groups as follows, “In-groups are groups with 
whom one shares some social identity. Out-groups are groups that 
do not share that identity” (“Social Identity” 190). In-group people 
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stead, its definition is included in the ‘Empathy entry. Alternatively, 
Sklar emphasizes the comparatively late emergence of term ‘Empa-
thy’ by noting that it is “created as recently as the beginning of the 
twentieth century” (“Empathy Neglected Cousin” 451-452). Hence, 
it can be claimed that the two terms are prioritized differently by 
scholars. In justifying these different prioritizations, Martha Nuss-
baum points out that “sympathy” and “empathy” . . . appear in texts 
and in common usage, usually without clear distinction . . . from one 
another” (301). The conflation of the two terms even goes farther 
back to the 18th and 19th century when, as Suzanne Keen states “as-
pects of empathy have been described by philosophers since the 
days of Adam Smith and David Hume under the older term sympa-
thy” (4). The source of confusion between the two terms is part-
ly attributed to the fact that they deal with and indicate people’s 
sharing feelings for one another. However, the disciplines of social 
psychology, neurology, literary criticism, in particular affect theory, 
have focused on sympathy and empathy and treated them as two 
different emotional states. As a result, there is a growing number of 
illuminating studies that give a detailed and thorough explanation 
of the nature of each. In the field of psychology, empathy is defined 
as an “emotional state triggered by another’s emotional state or 
situation, in which one feels what the other feels or would normally 
be expected to feel in his situation (Hoffman 440).  Whereas sym-
pathy is defined as “an other-oriented emotional reaction (such as 
concern) to another’s emotional state or condition” (Eisenberg et al. 
55). Sklar notes that sympathy “involves greater distance between 
the individual who feels it and the person towards whom it is direct-
ed” (The Art of Sympathy 26).   What is common between these def-
initions is that both empathy and sympathy indicate an emotional 
state which relates one person to another; one person feels for the 
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the news is shown does not allow us to engage with the suffering of 
the people in the news. Also, we are not detailed with the private 
life and thoughts of these people. Whereas fiction allows us into the 
minds of the characters; their internal perspective is exposed, which 
leads to “temporal imaginative investment” in the suffering of char-
acters. Yet, Munteanu remarks that our aesthetic emotions do not 
enable us to take actions “to alleviate pain.” She explains that ow-
ing to the imaginative nature of fiction, the arousal of readers’ em-
pathy does not help in improving characters’ emotional problems.  
Munteanu expresses her wish that “If we could bring the quality 
of emotion-arousal from great literary texts to real-life cases, then, 
perhaps, this could further lead to social action” (328). The literary 
simulation of readers’ sympathy and empathy, which will be pres-
ently discussed, represents a step forward in achieving positive so-
cial change. 

Emotion is vital to literature; fictional works represent different 
emotions such as love, jealousy, rage. In acknowledging the im-
portant role of emotion, Patrick Holm Hogan proposes a thorough 
investigation of its vitality, “Beyond treating different theories of 
emotion, an account of literary affect needs to consider the vari-
ous possible locations of emotion in literature” (“Affect Studies”1). 
Authors, utilizing the narrative technique, often manage to manipu-
late readers into experiencing certain emotions, responses, and at-
titudes towards characters. Affected by these reactions, readers ei-
ther empathize or sympathize with characters who undergo diverse 
intense experiences.

Sympathy and empathy are two terms that have often been con-
fused. The term Sympathy is included in the 2013 edition of Cud-
don’s Dictionary of Literary Terms, but an entry is not provided, in-
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Concerning philosophy, Baruch Spinoza is believed to be the phi-
losopher “who has advanced furthest the theory of the affects and 
whose thought is the source, either directly or indirectly, of most of 
the contemporary work in this field” (Hardt ix). Many affect theo-
rists draw on Spinoza›s views on how the body can affect things and 
be affected by them, and the outcome of this interrelationship. As 
for psychology, it is Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic ideas on anxiety 
that are often drawn on in affect theory studies. And as Suzanne 
Keen affirms, “the recent interest in the role of affect in cognition . . 
. has brought emotion back into the critical conversation” (xi).

Reading fiction is hoped to improve and strengthen human rela-
tionships. Sklar asserts that “Fiction’s role . . .  has come to be seen . 
. . as a facilitator of that connection, a way of enabling readers to ex-
tend their feelings and ways of thinking beyond themselves” (451).  
Reading about the suffering of fictional characters is expected to in-
spire and motivate readers to take part in alleviating the suffering of 
others.  Achieving this stage is explained by Dana LaCourse Muntea-
nu in her illuminating study “Empathy and Love: Types of Textuality 
and Degrees of Affectivity,” in which she elaborates on how read-
ing fiction helps us toward “achieving insight into the thoughts and 
emotions of others” (325). She uses the term “aesthetic emotion” 
to refer to the arousal of our emotions when we read fiction and 
feel moved by its world, as well as emotion incorporated into the 
literary or artistic works. Munteanu compares our response to fic-
tional tragedies to that of tragic news stories such as those of killed 
soldiers. She notes that we are more moved and shaken by fictional 
tragedies than the real ones; our brain needs coherent narratives to 
“connect certain situations to affective states,” which the news does 
not offer. Instead, it offers us brief accounts of a particularly tragic 
case, then shifts to another piece of news. The brief time on which 
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Reason should not be conceived as the major entity that shapes 
our views, beliefs, and decision making; there are affective intensi-
ties that also take part in processing and creating them. The over-
valuing of reason at the expense of these affective powers has al-
lowed the self-interest group to manipulate us into beliefs and 
decisions that would be in their best interest. These manipulators 
appeal to “affective intensities and resonance” that play a decisive 
role in forming and developing our beliefs, thus we lose part of our 
agency that help us toward independent creativity.

On the other hand, Patricia Ticineto Clough explains why focusing 
on affect corresponds to current world affairs. 

The increasing significance of affect as a focus of analysis across 
some disciplinary and interdisciplinary discourses is occurring at a 
time when critical theory is facing the analytic challenges of ongo-
ing war, trauma, torture, massacre, and counter/terrorism. If these 
world events can be said to be symptomatic of ongoing political, 
economic, and cultural transformations, the turn to affect may be 
registering a change in the co-functioning of the political, economic, 
and cultural . . . (1)

Humanity has always experienced wars and their catastrophic af-
termath, but what distinguishes the past from the present is that 
in the past wars had a limited scale of destruction and bloodshed. 
Whereas in the present, and starting with WWI, political decisions 
taken by very few leaders  often prove to have a huge worldwide 
catastrophic impact both on man and the environment. The fore-
grounding of affect theory as the right and suitable one to approach 
current global transformational events does not mean its total in-
dependence or separation from other disciplines. The theory draws 
on disciplines such as philosophy, psychology, and cognitive science. 
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to-grasp concept of what moves and motivates people . . . it goes 
beyond mere emotion, as it analyses how and why people are physi-
cally and mentally changed by interactions with others and with the 
objects they encounter” (2). Affect theory is gaining ground due to 
the ongoing research in the field of neuroscience, and studies in 
diverse disciplines of humanities.

Affect is relevant to emotion, in the field of psychology, it is de-
fined as, “the collective term for describing feeling states like emo-
tions and moods. Affective states may vary in several ways, includ-
ing their duration, intensity, specificity, pleasantness, and level of 
arousal, and they have an important role to play in regulating cogni-
tion, behavior, and social interactions” (Niven 49).  Nature and the 
vital part played by emotion in cognition are acknowledged by the 
empiricism of psychology and neuroscience. Unlike the common 
tendency to foreground and prioritize reason to emotion, which 
goes back way beyond the Enlightenment, these contemporary dis-
ciplines aim to establish a balance between reason and emotion.

In her ground-breaking article “The Turn of Affect,” Ruth Leys dis-
misses the general philosophic tendency to overvalue reason; she 
points out that human beings are corporeal; they are

 Creatures imbued with subliminal affective intensities and res-
onances that so decisively influence or condition our political and 
other beliefs that we ignore those affective intensities and reso-
nances at our peril—not only because doing so leads us to under-
estimate the political harm that the deliberate manipulation of our 
affective lives can do but also because we will otherwise miss the 
potential for ethical creativity and transformation that “technolo-
gies of the self” designed to work on our embodied being can help 
bring about. (436)
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we age, how we care for our ageing population, which gets larger 
and larger…’’ (Bertrand Editora 001:30-002:23). The novel is more 
character-driven than plot-driven; the psyche of most of the char-
acters is delved into, whereas their external action is less focused 
on. Since most of the characters are in their old age, the narrative 
is often retrospective as their thoughts and memories dominate the 
novel.  Dark Flood is told from the different viewpoints of most of 
the characters who are either friends or related by blood or mar-
riage. The narrator moves with the characters from England to the 
Canary Islands and back again, as each reflects on her/his different 
life experiences. The heroine Francesca (Fran) Stubbs is in her seven-
ties, and mostly preoccupied with ageing and death, but mortality 
concern does not hinder her from living an active and busy life.  She 
inspects care homes for the elderly which allows her to drive around 
England, prepares home-cooked dinners for her ex-husband, and is 
always ready to offer help to her independent middle-aged children. 
The book ends by reporting the death of many of the characters and 
offering a gleam of hope of improving the situation of immigrants.

The literary scene has always been engaged with a host of di-
verse literary theories that aim to offer different readings of cre-
ative works. Beginning with the twenty-first-century affect theory 
has been progressing toward the foreground of critical theory and 
literary studies scene. The theory is based on the notion that “no 
embodied being is independent, but rather is affected by and af-
fects other bodies, profoundly and perpetually as a condition of 
being in the world” (Ahern 4-5). Affect theory helps toward grasping 
how and why affective intensities --represented by basic emotions 
such as sadness, anger, fear, happiness which are evoked by differ-
ent stimuli -- motivate certain attitudes towards others. The theory, 
as Kanta Dihal further elaborates, “explicitly addresses that hard-
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Margret Drabble (1938 --) is one of the prominent contemporary 
English writers whose work includes both fictional and non-fictional 
writings. In addition to her novel writing, Drabble wrote biographies 
of Arnold Bennett and Angus Wilson, works of criticism such as A 
Writer’s Britain: Landscape in Literature, and edited the fifth and 
sixth editions of The Oxford Companion to English Literature. Jose 
Francisco Fernan aptly describes Drabble and her literary achieve-
ment as “the social writer par excellence of her generation and the 
presence in her work of an artistic impulse that has always been 

open to evolution and transformation” (1).   She began her writ-

ing career with the novel A Summer Birdcage, which is followed 

by many other novels and short stories that tackle a wide range of 

social, economic, and artistic issues. Her 1960s and 1970s novels re-

flect feminist interests: the struggle of career-women, motherhood, 

conflict between aspiring young women and social conventions. 

From 1980s up to the early years of 21st century, her novels tackle 

other feminist issues such as women academic life and female re-

lationships. Recently, Drabble has tended to write novel with wider 

social and global issues of ageism, immigration and environmental-

ism. The range and evolution of her novel reflect a willingness to 
both represent and take part in social and political transformation 
as will be presently discussed. 

 The Dark Flood Rises (hereafter Dark Flood) is a novel that tackles 
the issues of ageism and illegal immigration. In introducing the book, 
Drabble, most probably inspired by her age, focuses on the theme 
of ageing, she expresses her belief that “it is very necessary and im-
portant to talk about ageing. Death will happen, but ageing happens 
in so many ways and society must learn to think clearly about how 
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Abstract

The present study attempts an affect theory reading of Marga-
ret Drabble’s The Dark Flood Rises (2016). It targets the representa-
tion of the two issues of ageism and immigration in the novel and 
the writer’s purpose of representing these cases. The representative 
characters of these cases are British, Anglo-Egyptian, and Senega-
lese. The media’s bleak representation of these cases and its impact 
on the audience’s attitude is handled as well as the counterpart 
played by fiction writing to affect a better awareness of ageism and 
immigration. The two affects focused on are sympathy and empathy; 
their nature and the social conditions that lead to the simulation of 
each are highlighted.  The different narrative methods employed in 
these simulations are investigated. The study also attempts to find 
out why the author does not target the simulation of only one of 
these affects, either sympathy or empathy, in her portrayal of the 
characters who represent ageism and immigration. 

 Keywords: Sympathy; empathy; media; ageism; immigration; in-
group; outgroup.
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