
Tone & Mood 
Critical Reading: Hermeneutics 
 
Tone and mood are often confused.  There is also some debate about how useful these 
distinctions are; on the one hand, they are concepts which help us identify the objective or aim 
of an author.  On the other hand, they tend to be rather subjective, in that not everyone will feel 
the same about a particular piece of writing or message. 
 
Simply put, the tone is the way in which an author tells a story.  They may use bright, 
colorful language to impart a sense of happiness or frivolity.  Or the language used may be 
intense, dark, and foreboding. 
 
The mood of a piece is how the reader (or viewer) interprets the text or film.  What mood is 
the reader left with after reading or watching the author’s work?  Is the reader generally left 
feeling happy, sad, concerned, amused, or confused? 
 
Tone and mood need to be considered together in order to understand the hermeneutic 
intention of the author. 
 
Often, the author will use a tone to elicit a similar mood.  For example, the tone may be serious, 
with the intention of eliciting a serious mood.  At other times, however, the tone and mood 
conflict.  An author may do this in order to create a sense of ambivalence or confusion in a 
reader/viewer.  For example, satire often uses light tones to elicit disgust or horror.  At other 
times, the tone may be serious, but may elicit a sense of humour. 
 
When the tone and mood are mixed together so as to conflict, as a general rule, we are 
likely dealing with either satire, comedy, or romance, etc. 
 
Use the table below to help you determine what tone and mood is attempting to achieve in a 
particular piece you are studying: 
 

TONE  MOOD  GENRE 
SERIOUS SERIOUS Editorial, negative news, 

straight reporting, drama, 
thriller 

HAPPY HAPPY Editorial, positive news, 
drama, romance, comedy 

SERIOUS HAPPY Dark Comedy, irony 

HAPPY SERIOUS Satire, horror 
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