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Abstract. This paper examines the intersection between cognitive narratology and 

contemporary theories of emotion, highlighting their significance for literary studies. Over the 

past decades, scholars have increasingly focused on how narratives engage cognitive and 

emotional processes, positioning literature as a key domain for investigating the workings of the 

human mind. Grounded in the works of David Herman, Jesse Prinz, Lisa Feldman Barrett, Monika 

Bednarek, and Paul Kockelman, this paper explores how narratives represent and evoke 

emotions, and how readers construct meaning and affective responses through textual cues. The 

discussion outlines key concepts, such as narrative as a cognitive model of experience, embodied 

emotion, constructed affect, and linguistic strategies used to convey emotional states. The 

findings suggest that cognitive narratology and emotion theories offer valuable analytical tools 

for literary scholars, enabling deeper insight into the emotional architecture of narrative 

discourse and its effects on readers, as well as illuminating authorial strategies. Ultimately, 

integrating cognitive science with literary analysis offers a richer understanding of how literature 

operates as both a cultural artifact and a cognitive instrument, shaping perceptions, emotions, 

and social understanding. 
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1. Introduction 

Narratives are more than artistic expressions; they 
are cognitive instruments through which humans 
interpret reality, process emotions, and navigate the 
complexities of social life. Literature provides a 
privileged space where cognitive and emotional 
processes intertwine, enabling readers to simulate 
experiences, empathize with characters, and 
reassess their own perceptions of the world. 

Recent scholarship has increasingly focused on how 
narratives engage the mind, revealing literature as an 
invaluable site for investigating both cognitive 
mechanisms [1] and affective dynamics [2]. Within 
this interdisciplinary landscape, cognitive 
narratology has emerged as a field dedicated to 
exploring how narratives are mentally structured, 
how they shape readers’ expectations, and how they 
provoke emotional responses. 

Central to this perspective is the understanding that 

emotions are not merely decorative elements in 
fiction but play a fundamental role in how narratives 
are constructed, interpreted, and experienced. 
Diverse theoretical approaches contribute to this 
view, examining how narratives encode, modulate, 
and communicate emotional experiences from 
cognitive, linguistic, philosophical, and semiotic 
perspectives. This paper engages with insights from 
scholars such as Jesse Prinz, Lisa Feldman Barrett, 
Monika Bednarek, and Paul Kockelman, whose work 
collectively reveals literature as both a cultural 
artifact and a cognitive tool for shaping and exploring 
human emotions. 

The present article seeks to explore how cognitive 
narratology and contemporary emotion theories can 
jointly deepen our understanding of narrative texts, 
shedding light on both the psychological effects 
produced in readers and the authorial strategies 
deployed in fiction. It aims to address the following 
question: How do cognitive and affective theories 
illuminate the ways in which literature represents 



 

 

and evokes emotions, and what analytical tools do 
they offer for literary studies? 

By bridging insights from cognitive science and 
literary analysis, this research hopes to contribute to 
the development of interdisciplinary methodologies 
that can enhance the interpretation of literary texts. 
Such integrative perspectives are crucial in 
contemporary literary studies, where scholars 
increasingly recognize the value of approaching 
narratives as both aesthetic creations and cognitive 
models that influence human perception and 
emotion. 

 

2. Research Methods 

This research adopts a qualitative, theoretical 
methodology, driven by the objective of exploring 
how cognitive narratology and contemporary 
emotion theories can jointly enhance literary 
analysis. The study was designed to investigate not 
only the theoretical principles behind these 
approaches but also their practical applicability in 
understanding narrative texts. 

The research process began with the selection of key 
theoretical frameworks considered essential for 
analyzing how narratives encode and convey 
emotions. Works by David Herman were chosen for 
their insight into narrative as a cognitive model of 
experience [3], while Jesse Prinz’s theory of 
embodied emotions provided a foundation for 
understanding how affect arises from perceptual and 
bodily processes [4]. Lisa Feldman Barrett’s 
constructionist approach was included to highlight 
the contextual and cultural shaping of emotional 
experience [5]. Additionally, Monika Bednarek’s 
differentiation between “emotion talk” and 
“emotional talk” offered valuable perspectives on 
linguistic and stylistic strategies in narrative 
discourse [6], and Paul Kockelman’s semiotic theory 
contributed tools for examining how agency and 
subjectivity are constructed in texts [7]. 

To explore the practical implications of these 
theories, the study involved close reading and 
analytical exercises using selected narrative excerpts 
from diverse fictional contexts. Such activities played 
a crucial role in testing how well the theoretical 
concepts could be applied to real narrative 
situations. During this process, observations were 
made regarding how narrative techniques evoke, 
disguise, or intensify emotional experiences, and 
how readers might cognitively process these cues. 

The study also considered the role of genre and 
narrative form in shaping emotional engagement. 
Different genres, such as tragedy, comedy, or 
suspense, employ distinct narrative patterns and 
emotional cues, which can significantly influence 
how readers interpret and react to a text. 
Recognizing these genre-specific dynamics adds 

another layer of complexity to the analysis of 
cognitive and affective mechanisms in literature. 

Overall, the methodology combined critical literature 
review with analytical application, seeking not only 
to synthesize existing theories but also to evaluate 
their relevance and utility for literary studies. The 
insights gained from these analyses inform the 
discussion presented in this paper, demonstrating 
how cognitive narratology and emotion theories 
offer powerful tools for investigating the emotional 
architecture of narrative texts. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

Cognitive narratology posits that narratives are 
mental constructs through which individuals 
simulate, organize, and explore experiences [3]. 
Literary texts thus operate as cognitive artifacts, 
offering frameworks for readers to engage in 
processes of imagination, empathy, and moral 
reasoning. 

David Herman’s contributions to cognitive 
narratology highlight the notion of “storyworlds” — 
mental spaces constructed by readers as they 
process narrative texts [3]. Storyworlds are not 
merely fictional places but dynamic cognitive models 
that integrate spatial, temporal, emotional, and social 
dimensions and are shaped by readers’ prior 
knowledge and cultural frameworks. Through 
narrative cues, readers infer characters’ motivations, 
construct mental maps of settings, and anticipate 
possible outcomes. For instance, even subtle 
narrative elements, such as a fleeting description of a 
dimly lit room, can shape the reader’s anticipation of 
tension or intimacy, demonstrating how literary 
texts exploit cognitive mechanisms to evoke affective 
responses. Herman also emphasizes the role of 
Theory of Mind in narrative comprehension, 
whereby readers continually attribute thoughts, 
intentions, and emotions to characters, deepening 
their engagement with the text. 

Herman’s thesis can be connected to the concepts of 
Jesse Prinz’s theory of embodied emotion, which 
suggests embodied evaluations characterized by 
valence — the positive, negative, or mixed nature of 
the emotional experience — and grounded in bodily 
states and relational themes [4]. In literary contexts, 
this implies that physical sensations, gestures, and 
environmental details function as narrative devices 
to signal emotional states. For example, trembling 
hands or a sudden chill in the air can implicitly 
communicate fear or anxiety without overtly naming 
those feelings. Literary texts often externalize 
internal states through the environment — a 
technique known as the “pathetic fallacy” — where 
weather or setting mirrors characters’ emotional 
turmoil. Such embodied cues enrich the narrative’s 
affective texture and invite readers to experience, 
identify, and foresee emotions.  



 

 

Conversely, Lisa Feldman Barrett’s constructionist 
theory argues that emotions are not innate, universal 
responses but are constructed by the brain based on 
context, prior experiences, and cultural learning [5]. 
In literature, this perspective illuminates how the 
same narrative situation can evoke different 
emotional readings among diverse audiences. An 
ambiguous character gesture might be interpreted as 
compassion by one reader and manipulation by 
another, depending on cultural expectations and 
personal experiences. Barrett’s theory also 
highlights how readers’ previous narrative 
experiences shape their emotional predictions and 
interpretations, as readers draw on internalized 
narrative conventions and genre expectations to 
process new texts. The different narratives that the 
reader has encountered change their understanding 
of fiction and its mechanisms, helping them develop 
their abilities and perceptions. Generally, when a 
writer hopes to cause specific effects, it is to these 
conventions most readers are familiar with that they 
draw upon, so that they can evoke emotions like fear, 
empathy, surprise, and frustration. 

Furthermore, when exploring the roles of emotion 

and affection in fiction, Monika Bednarek’s 

distinction between “emotion talk” and “emotional 

talk” is particularly relevant. “Emotion talk” involves 

explicit references to emotions through vocabulary 

(e.g., “joy,” “fear,” “anger”), while “emotional talk” 

encompasses implicit narrative devices such as 

metaphor, punctuation, and rhetorical structure that 

convey affect without directly naming emotions [6]. 

Literary texts often oscillate between these modes, 

balancing clarity and subtlety to produce nuanced 

affective effects. For example, an author might avoid 

naming an emotion outright but evoke a powerful 

affective atmosphere through fragmented syntax or 

evocative imagery. This distinction can help one’s 

analysis of the writing strategies utilized by the 

author and the identification of the effects that may 

be caused on the reader. 

Paul Kockelman’s semiotics further expands this 
discussion by examining how narratives construct 
agency, personhood, and subjective experience [7]. 
Characters in fiction are not merely linguistic 
constructs but semiotic agents that embody social 
roles, subjectivity, and mental states. The depiction 
of agency or its denial can itself carry strong affective 
resonance. For instance, a character portrayed as 
powerless or objectified may evoke reader empathy 
or moral outrage, illustrating how cognitive and 
affective dimensions are intertwined in narrative 
representation. Narratives often portray characters 
as semiotic agents whose words, actions, and 
gestures serve as signs pointing toward hidden 
intentions or emotional states. Moreover, the 
manipulation of focalization—who perceives and 
narrates the events—can drastically influence 
readers’ emotional alignment and moral judgment. A 
narrative told through the lens of a character 
experiencing guilt, for example, invites empathy even 

when the character’s actions might otherwise appear 
reprehensible. Kockelman’s framework emphasizes 
that agency and subjectivity are dynamically 
constructed through narrative discourse, shaped by 
both propositional and non-propositional signs that 
contribute to the emotional architecture of literary 
texts. 

Collectively, these theoretical perspectives 
demonstrate that literature functions not merely as 
entertainment or aesthetic pleasure but as a complex 
cognitive and emotional simulation. Narratives 
orchestrate cognitive processes like prediction, 
inference, and mental modeling, while 
simultaneously engaging affective systems through 
embodied cues, contextual constructions, and 
semiotic strategies. Recognizing this interplay allows 
literary scholars to move beyond purely structuralist 
or formalist readings and to appreciate literature’s 
profound role in shaping how individuals experience, 
interpret, and emotionally navigate both fictional 
and real worlds. 

 

4. Conclusions 

This study has examined how cognitive narratology 
and contemporary theories of emotion provide 
powerful frameworks for understanding the 
complex interplay between narrative structures and 
affective experiences in literature. Through concepts 
such as storyworlds, embodied emotion, constructed 
affect, and semiotic agency, it becomes evident that 
literary texts operate not only as aesthetic artifacts 
but also as cognitive simulations, inviting readers to 
engage in mental modeling, emotional resonance, 
and social reasoning. 

The insights offered by theorists like Herman, Prinz, 
Barrett, Bednarek, and Kockelman underscore that 
emotions are intricately woven into narrative 
discourse, shaping both authorial strategies and 
reader interpretations. Literary narratives exploit 
linguistic choices, embodied cues, cultural scripts, 
and semiotic dynamics to create emotional effects 
ranging from subtle empathy to profound moral 
questioning. Recognizing these mechanisms equips 
literary scholars with refined analytical tools, 
allowing them to move beyond purely formalist or 
stylistic readings toward a more nuanced 
appreciation of literature’s cognitive and affective 
dimensions. 

While this paper has primarily focused on theoretical 
exploration, the practical applications of these 
approaches offer fertile ground for future research. 
Detailed analyses of specific literary texts, diverse 
genres, and different cultural contexts could further 
reveal how cognitive and affective mechanisms vary 
across narrative traditions. Such studies would not 
only enrich literary criticism but also deepen our 
understanding of how narratives influence human 
perception, emotion, and social cognition. 



 

 

Future research could also benefit from 
interdisciplinary collaborations, incorporating 
methods from psychology, neuroscience, or even 
computational modeling to examine how readers 
process narrative cues in real-time. Such empirical 
investigations could validate theoretical claims and 
reveal new patterns of emotional engagement. 
Moreover, exploring narratives in digital media, such 
as interactive fiction or virtual reality storytelling, 
might open additional avenues for understanding 
how narrative structures and emotions intertwine in 
contemporary cultural contexts. 

Ultimately, integrating cognitive narratology with 
emotion theories fosters a more comprehensive 
interpretation of literature as a domain where mind 
and emotion converge—a space where narratives 
model human experience and influence the ways 
individuals navigate both fictional worlds and real 
life. 
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