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This review examines the role of English literature in fostering cultural understanding 
and social awareness through interdisciplinary synthesis of philosophical theory, cognitive 
narratology, and empirical social psychology. Tracing foundational arguments from 
Martha Nussbaum's cultivation of humanity paradigm through Suzanne Keen's 
narrative empathy framework, the article establishes that literary engagement facilitates 
sophisticated perspective-taking and moral reasoning by immersing readers in complex, 
psychologically intricate fictional worlds. Empirical validation through Kidd and 
Castano's landmark Theory of Mind experiments demonstrates that literary fiction 
significantly enhances mentalizing capabilities compared to popular fiction or non-fiction, 
attributable to formal properties of defamiliarization and characterological ambiguity 
that exercise neuro-cognitive networks essential for real-world social navigation. Dan R. 
Johnson's narrative transportation research further reveals that immersive reading 
potentiates prosocial behavior and heightens perceptual sensitivity to emotional distress, 
directly linking aesthetic experience to altruistic action. Structural narratological devices 
including anachrony, dynamic focalization, and temporal distortion are analyzed as 
strategic mechanisms authors employ to evoke empathetic responses across cultural 
boundaries. Vicarious contact theory, exemplified through Vezzali's Harry Potter studies, 
demonstrates how allegorical narratives reduce prejudice against stigmatized out-groups by 
enabling positive identification with egalitarian protagonists. However, the article 
critically addresses limitations including bounded empathy constraints, reader-side 
variables, the empathy-altruism gap, and pedagogical requirements for structured 
scaffolding to transform literary exposure into durable intercultural competence. This 
comprehensive framework offers integrated pathways for literary pedagogy and 
interdisciplinary scholarship bridging humanities and cognitive science. 

Keywords: Narrative empathy, Theory of Mind, cultural understanding, social awareness, literary fiction, 
prejudice reduction, vicarious contact, narrative transportation, cognitive narratology, defamiliarization 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The inquiry into how narrative art shapes human consciousness, moral judgment, and 
intergroup relations has evolved into a vital nexus connecting literary theory, cognitive science, 
and social psychology. For centuries, humanists have argued that engaging with English 
literature expands the boundaries of individual identity, allowing readers to inhabit alien 
subjectivities and navigate complex socio-cultural landscapes (László, 2013). Historians of 
human rights have posited that the rise of the eighteenth-century novel was intimately linked to 
the expansion of emotional horizons, as reading narratives trained individuals to adopt a 
broader conception of humanity and interpret the internal lives of others. Similarly, 
contemporary philosophers contend that the narrative arts serve as an indispensable medium 
for cultivating global citizenship, equipping individuals to extend compassion across cultural, 
national, and socio-economic divides (Holly, 1996).  
Over the past two decades, these traditional humanistic claims have received empirical scrutiny 
and theoretical refinement. Scholars in cognitive narratology and social psychology have 
demonstrated that reading literary fiction is not merely a passive pastime, but an active, 
embodied simulation of social life (Angus et al., 2015). By presenting complex, psychologically 
intricate characters whose motivations resist simple moral categorization, literary texts require 
readers to engage in sophisticated perspective-taking, a process known psychologically as Theory 
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of Mind or mentalizing. Furthermore, narrative immersion often conceptualized as narrative 
transportation has been shown to temporarily disarm psychological defenses, alter perceptual 
biases, reduce implicit prejudice, and foster measurable prosocial behaviors (Nünning, 2015). 
This review article synthesizes theoretical perspectives and empirical findings regarding the role 
of English literature in promoting cultural understanding and social awareness. It traces the 
conceptual foundations of narrative empathy from philosophical and narratological perspectives, 
examines the cognitive and neurological mechanisms underlying literary engagement, and 
reviews empirical evidence demonstrating how reading literature reduces intergroup bias and 
enhances social cognition (Li & Wang, 2018). Additionally, the article analyzes the 
narratological devices such as temporal distortion, anachrony, and dynamic focalization that 
authors utilize to evoke empathetic responses. Finally, it addresses the limitations, reader-side 
variables, and contextual constraints that govern literary reception, offering an integrated 
framework for literary pedagogy and interdisciplinary research (Sternberg, 1992). 

 

 
Figure 1. Structural Framework of the Language Features and Contextual Foundations in 

English Literature. 
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2. Theoretical Frameworks of Narrative Empathy and Moral Imagination 
2.1 Philosophical Foundations: Nussbaum and the Cultivation of Humanity 
The theoretical foundation linking literature to social awareness rests heavily on the 
philosophical work of Martha Nussbaum. Drawing upon Aristotelian ethics, Nussbaum 
contends that canonical and contemporary literary works serve as crucial instruments for moral 
education and civic reasoning. In her view, novel reading fosters the cultivated imagination, a 
mental capacity that enables individuals to perceive the full humanity of diverse others who 
exist beyond their immediate socio-cultural milieu (Spaulding, 2018).  Nussbaum draws upon 
psychoanalytic concepts, notably D.W. Winnicott's notion of potential space an imaginative 
arena intermediate between the internal psyche and the external world to explain how story-play 
enables individuals to process vulnerable emotions and imagine alternative socio-cultural 
realities (Koubová & Urban, 2025). 
Nussbaum asserts that literature accomplishes what abstract moral philosophy cannot: it 
presents human lives in their granular, context-bound complexity, forcing readers to confront 
the structural vulnerabilities, tragic trade-offs, and systemic injustices that shape human 
experience. By engaging with narratives that depict the struggles of marginalized or culturally 
distant figures, readers learn to extend compassion and love to unknown others, laying the 
normative foundation for cosmopolitanism and global citizenship (Nussbaum, 1985). However, 
this idealist position has drawn critique from literary theorists who caution against assuming an 
automatic, unmediated pipeline from novel reading to real-world altruism, emphasizing that 
reader orientation, socio-historical context, and authorial ideology significantly modulate the 
ethical outcome of reading (Elstermann, 2023).  
 
2.2 Cognitive Narratology: Suzanne Keen’s Theory of Narrative Empathy 
To address the ambiguities inherent in humanistic defenses of literature, Suzanne Keen 
developed a framework of narrative empathy that draws upon cognitive science, psychology, and 
structural narratology. Keen defines narrative empathy as the vicarious, spontaneous sharing of 
affect provoked by reading, viewing, hearing, or imagining the circumstances of fictional 
characters (Keen, 2007). A fundamental aspect of Keen’s apparatus is the precise distinction 
between empathy and sympathy, terms that are frequently conflated in popular discourse. 
Empathy constitutes an experiential, affective sharing a feeling with another character whereas 
sympathy represents a more differentiated, complex feeling for another, often characterized by 
feelings of pity or concern without the direct co-experience of the affective state (Sklar, 2013). 
Keen further differentiates between affective empathy and cognitive empathy. Affective empathy 
involves emotional contagion, motor mimicry, and visceral feeling sharing. Cognitive empathy, 
conversely, entails perspective-taking, mentalizing, and visual perspective taking the intellectual 
capacity to reconstruct another individual's internal mental states, beliefs, and motives (Cox et 
al., 2012). 
A primary insight of Keen's theory is the concept of the fictional safe zone or safe space. When 
readers engage with real-world individuals suffering distress, they often experience aversive 
personal distress or self-protective emotional guarding due to the implicit demand for 
immediate political, economic, or physical intervention (Koopman & Hakemulder, 2015). 
Fictional narratives, by virtue of their explicit fictiveness, suspend these real-world demands. 
This suspension of urgent action releases readers from guarded responses, allowing them to 
open themselves to intense affective sharing and complex perspective-taking that they might 
otherwise resist in daily intergroup encounters (Strange, 2003). 
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2.3 Typologies of Strategic Narrative Empathy 
Authors do not evoke empathy passively; rather, they employ strategic narrative devices designed 
to direct emotional transactions toward specific ends. Keen categorizes these practices into three 
primary types of strategic empathizing (Phelan, 1996): 
Bounded strategic empathy operates strictly within an established in-group, utilizing shared 
cultural codes, identity markers, and familiar tropes to reinforce solidarity among members of a 
specific community. While bounded empathy strengthens intra-group cohesion, it frequently 
functions by excluding out-group members, potentially reinforcing intergroup divisions or tribal 
animosities (Zafar & Blackmer, 2025). 
Broadcast strategic empathy is deployed by authors to appeal to universal human experiences 
such as parental love, grief, bodily vulnerability, or the desire for freedom across disparate 
cultural contexts. By emphasizing common affective structures, broadcast empathy seeks to 
persuade readers that despite surface-level cultural differences, human emotional architecture is 
fundamentally shared (Glück, 2016). 
Ambassadorial strategic empathy involves cultivating empathy for specific, historically 
marginalized, or culturally unfamiliar out-group figures. Authors act as narrative ambassadors, 
structuring texts to guide readers across cultural borders, challenging ethnocentric biases, and 
fostering social awareness regarding specific historical or structural injustices (Kim, 2015). 
 
3. Cognitive Mechanisms and Empirical Validation 
3.1 Theory of Mind and the Kidd & Castano Paradigm 
While humanistic scholarship long asserted the moral utility of reading, groundbreaking 
empirical validation emerged from cognitive psychology through the work of David Comer 
Kidd and Emanuele Castano. In a landmark series of experiments, Kidd and Castano 
investigated whether exposure to literary fiction, as opposed to popular genre fiction or non-
fiction, yields acute enhancements in Theory of Mind the cognitive capacity to attribute mental 
states to oneself and others, and to comprehend that others possess mental states distinct from 
one's own (Grubbs, 2016). 
Kidd and Castano established a rigorous operational typology for their text selection. Literary 
fiction was represented by excerpts drawn from award-winning collections (e.g., National Book 
Award finalists, PEN/O. Henry Prize winners) characterized by character-driven plots, formal 
innovation, and interior psychological nuance. Popular fiction was drawn from best-selling 
genre works characterized by plot-driven structures, predictable character archetypes, and 
adherence to established social scripts. Non-fiction works were selected from high-quality essays 
in publications such as Smithsonian Magazine (Kidd & Castano, 2017). 
Across multiple experimental trials, participants were randomly assigned to read passages from 
one of these three categories before completing validated Theory of Mind assessments, 
including the Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test which measures affective Theory of Mind by 
requiring participants to infer nuanced emotional states from photographs of human eyes and 
the Yoni Test, which measures both cognitive and affective mentalizing (Bowman et al., 2010). 
The results demonstrated that reading literary fiction yielded statistically significant 
improvements in Theory of Mind performance relative to reading popular fiction or non-fiction, 
which did not differ from one another. The mechanism explaining this disparity lies in the 
formal properties of literary texts. Drawing on Russian Formalist theories of defamiliarization 
(ostranenie) and Wolfgang Iser’s reader-response framework, Kidd and Castano argued that 
literary fiction defamiliarizes conventional social expectations (Wimmer et al., 2024). Unlike 
popular fiction, which relies on recognizable social scripts that allow readers to predict character 
behavior automatically, literary fiction presents incomplete, ambiguous, three-dimensional 
characters whose internal lives must be actively constructed by the reader. The reader is forced 
to engage in creative inference to fill narrative gaps, exercising the exact neuro-cognitive 
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networks required for social navigation in complex, unpredictable real-world environments 
(Frow, 2014).  
 Although subsequent replication efforts have debated the effect size and long-term durability of 
short-term exposure to literary fiction with some meta-analyses pointing to heterogeneous 
results or emphasizing lifetime cumulative reading habits over acute interventions the core 
insight remains influential: the formal structure of literary narrative acts as a cognitive gym for 
mentalizing (Drummond et al., 2020). 
 
3.2 Story Transportation, Perceptual Bias, and Behavioral Prosociality 
Complementing the cognitive focus of Theory of Mind research, psychological studies led by 
Dan R. Johnson have illuminated the affective and behavioral outcomes of narrative 
engagement. Johnson’s research centers on narrative transportation a distinct state of deep 
mental immersion wherein a reader's cognitive capacity, affective responses, and attentional 
focus become fully absorbed within the storyworld (Schurz et al., 2021). 
In experimental settings, Johnson demonstrated that higher levels of story transportation 
directly correlate with increases in affective empathy toward characters, which subsequently 
translates into real-world prosocial behavior. In a controlled study, participants read a story 
designed to model compassionate intervention and were subsequently subjected to a covert 
behavioral test: the experimenter seemingly accidentally dropped a box of pens. Participants 
who experienced high narrative transportation were significantly more likely to assist in 
retrieving the dropped pens compared to untransported readers (Johnson et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, Johnson identified a unique perceptual mechanism mediating this prosocial 
response: transported readers exhibited a subtle perceptual bias toward detecting fearful facial 
expressions in neutral or ambiguous human faces. This perceptual attunement to emotional 
distress in others demonstrates that narrative transportation alters early-stage perceptual 
processing, sharpening a reader’s sensitivity to human vulnerability and lowering the threshold 
for prosocial intervention (Johnson, 2012). Johnson also demonstrated that prompting readers 
to actively generate vivid mental imagery during reading potentiates both empathetic growth 
and subsequent prosocial action, underscoring the embodied, multisensory nature of literary 
processing (Gambrell & Jawitz, 1993). 
 
Table 1: Key Empirical Frameworks Investigating Literary Exposure, Social Cognition, and 
Prosocial Outcomes 
Study 
Reference 

Primary 
Experimental Text / 
Genre 

Psychological 
Mechanism Evaluated 

Key Findings & Socio-
Cultural Implications 

Kidd & 
Castano 
(2013) 

PEN/O. Henry Prize 
winners (Literary) vs. 
Bestsellers (Popular) 
vs. Smithsonian (Non-
Fiction) 

Acute Theory of Mind 
activation via Reading 
the Mind in the Eyes 
Test and Yoni Test 

Literary fiction significantly 
enhanced affective Theory of 
Mind compared to popular 
fiction and non-fiction due 
to defamiliarization and 
complex character 
representation. 

Johnson 
(2012) 

Narrative short story 
modeling 
compassionate 
intervention and 
character vulnerability 

Narrative 
Transportation, 
Affective Empathy, 
and covert prosocial 
action (pen-dropping 
paradigm) 

High story transportation 
increased affective empathy, 
heightened perceptual 
sensitivity to fearful faces, 
and directly drove prosocial 
helping behavior. 

Johnson Literary short fiction Narrative Transportation into counter-
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(2013) portraying a counter-
stereotypical Arab-
Muslim female 
protagonist 

Transportation, 
Imagery Generation, 
and Implicit/Explicit 
Out-group Prejudice 

stereotypical literary fiction 
significantly reduced 
prejudice against Arab-
Muslims and elevated cross-
cultural empathy. 

Vezzali et al. 
(2015) 

Excerpts from J.K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series depicting 
institutionalized 
prejudice 

Vicarious Contact 
Theory, Protagonist 
Identification, and 
Out-group Attitude 
Modulation 

Perspective-taking and 
identification with Harry 
Potter reduced explicit and 
implicit prejudice against 
stigmatized groups 
(immigrants, refugees, 
LGBTQ+). 

Panero et al. 
/ Replication 
Studies 

Replications of Kidd 
& Castano (2013) 
paradigm across 
online and laboratory 
samples 

P-curve analysis, effect 
size sustainability, and 
meta-analytic 
heterogeneity 

Identified that while short-
term acute Theory of Mind 
effects can vary, cumulative 
lifetime exposure to complex 
fiction consistently predicts 
superior social cognition. 

 
 
4. Literature as a Mechanism for Prejudice Reduction and Intercultural Competence 
4.1 Vicarious Contact and Stigma Reduction: The Vezzali Paradigm 
Beyond enhancing basic cognitive skills like Theory of Mind, narrative literature exerts a 
profound impact on intergroup attitudes and prejudice reduction. In social psychology, the 
Contact Hypothesis posits that direct, positive interaction between members of conflicting 
social groups reduces prejudice (Mar & Oatley, 2008). However, direct contact is often 
constrained by socio-spatial segregation, structural inequality, or geopolitical conflict. Literature 
provides an ideal vector for vicarious contact a psychological process wherein readers engage in 
simulated intergroup interactions by identifying with fictional characters who navigate 
intergroup dynamics (Ioannou, 2026). 
A compelling demonstration of vicarious contact through literature is found in the empirical 
work of Loris Vezzali and colleagues, who evaluated the impact of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series on prejudice reduction among children, adolescents, and university students. The 
narrative world of Harry Potter offers an extended allegory for institutional bigotry, racial purity, 
and social stratification through the derogatory categorization of non-magical individuals 
("Muggles") and wizards of non-wizard parentage ("Mudbloods") (Vezzali et al., 2015). 
Vezzali et al. conducted controlled intervention studies where primary school children read and 
discussed passages specifically addressing prejudice such as Draco Malfoy directing the slur 
"filthy little Mudblood" at Hermione Granger, followed by the narration of Hermione’s 
humiliation and Harry’s moral outrage. Compared to control groups who read passages 
unrelated to prejudice (e.g., Harry purchasing his first magic wand), children in the 
experimental group demonstrated warmer, significantly improved attitudes toward real-world 
stigmatized out-groups, including immigrants, refugees, and LGBTQ+ individuals (Trifiletti, 
2014). 
The psychological mechanism driving this shift relies on two key factors: positive identification 
with the central protagonist (Harry) who models egalitarian values, and active dis-identification 
with negative figures (Malfoy, Voldemort) who exhibit bigotry. Because the fictional world 
provides allegorical distance, readers process the ethics of discrimination without triggering the 
self-defensive biases or political anxieties that often obstruct discussions of real-world racism or 
xenophobia. Once established within the storyworld, these empathetic structures transfer 
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directly to real-world out-groups (Sweeney, et al., 2019).  
 
4.2 Counter-Stereotypical Narratives and Intergroup Empathy 
Prejudice reduction is further amplified when English literature explicitly presents counter-
stereotypical representations of marginalized groups. Dan R. Johnson evaluated this 
phenomenon by exposing readers to fiction depicting counter-stereotypical Arab-Muslim 
characters. In Western media ecosystems, Arab-Muslim figures have historically been subjected 
to homogenizing, essentialist stereotypes (Mustafaj, 2023). Johnson’s findings revealed that 
narrative transportation into a text featuring a nuanced, highly individualized Arab-Muslim 
protagonist significantly reduced explicit prejudice, disrupted automatic stereotyping, and 
enhanced affective empathy toward Arab-Muslims in general (Johnson, 2013). 
The cognitive decentering triggered by cross-cultural literature disrupts established cognitive 
heuristics. When readers inhabit the subjectivity of a character from a disparate background, 
they undergo an epistemic shift: they perceive the world through an alternative cultural 
framework, recognizing that their own socio-cultural norms are contextual rather than universal. 
This decentering weakens ethnocentric biases, fostering cognitive flexibility and intercultural 
competence (Altman et al., 2000). 
 
Table 2: Typology of Narrative Strategies and Their Impact on Out-Group Attitudes 
Narrative Strategy Primary Textual / 

Structural Mechanism 
Target Social 
Domain 

Observed Cognitive / 
Socio-Cultural 
Outcome 

Allegorical 
Transposition 

Transposing real-world 
prejudice into fictional 
structures (e.g., 
"Mudbloods" in fantasy 
fiction) 

Stigmatized Out-
groups 
(Immigrants, 
Refugees, 
LGBTQ+) 

Bypasses ideological 
defensiveness; fosters 
vicarious contact and 
moral rejection of 
systemic bigotry. 

Counter-
Stereotypical 
Individualization 

Crafting rounded, 
psychologically complex 
protagonists from 
historically vilified 
groups 

Ethno-Religious 
Minorities (e.g., 
Arab-Muslim 
populations) 

Disrupts automatic 
cognitive heuristics; 
reduces explicit and 
implicit out-group 
hostility. 

Ambassadorial 
Narrative Empathy 

Explicitly framing the 
interiority of 
marginalized characters 
to communicate their 
suffering 

Systemically 
Oppressed 
Minorities / 
Subaltern Groups 

Expands the reader’s 
moral boundary; 
cultivates systemic 
social awareness and 
political advocacy. 

Defamiliarization 
& Stylistic Gaps 

Subverting linear plots 
and predictable scripts 
through complex, 
ambiguous 
characterization 

General Social 
Cognition & 
Interpersonal 
Dynamics 

Activates Theory of 
Mind networks; trains 
readers to navigate real-
world interpersonal 
ambiguity. 

 
4.3 Pedagogical Applications and Reader-Response Scaffolding 
The translation of literature’s empathetic potential into durable social awareness depends 
heavily on educational contexts. In contemporary, multi-ethnic classrooms, literature pedagogy 
serves as a primary vector for developing inclusive learning environments (Jarvis, 2012). 
However, empirical studies in educational settings demonstrate that simply exposing students to 
diverse literature is rarely sufficient to guarantee intercultural competence. Initial emotional 
resistance, entrenched biases, and defensive reading strategies can lead students to reject 
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counter-narratives or impose ethnocentric interpretations on foreign texts (Gurin et al., 2002). 
To counteract these barriers, structured reader-response tasks such as reflective journal writing, 
dialogic interpretation circles, and formal character-perspective exercises are essential. When 
student readers encounter cross-cultural texts, they often experience an initial phase of cognitive 
friction or emotional discomfort as textual worldviews collide with their personal schemas. 
Pedagogical scaffolding guides students through this friction, prompting them to process their 
initial resistance and transform it into critical self-reflection (Lawton, 2024). Grounded in 
Walter Kintsch's Construction-Integration Model of reading comprehension, this pedagogical 
process facilitates the dynamic construction of meaning by integrating textual information with 
the reader's evolving prior knowledge, leading to cognitive decentering and sustained 
intercultural competence (Kintsch, 1988). 
 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual Model Illustrating the Multifaceted Impact of English Literary 

Engagement on Student Competencies, Critical Thinking, and Intercultural Capabilities. 
 
5. Structural Techniques and Narratological Nuance 
5.1 Anachrony and Temporal Distortion 
The capacity of literature to evoke empathy is intrinsically bound to authorial craft and 
narratological architecture. Prominent among these craft elements is the manipulation of 
narrative chronology, termed anachrony by structuralist narratologist Gérard Genette. 
Anachrony encompasses all forms of narrative time distortion, primarily analepsis (flashbacks 
that insert retrospective events prior to the current story arc) and prolepsis (flash-forwards that 
project narrative events into the future) (Jin, 2025). 
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While linear chronology presents events in a predictable, low-friction causal sequence, 
anachronous plot construction deliberately fragments time, forcing readers to actively 
reconstruct the story's timeline. Authors subvert linear temporal progression to manipulate the 
reader’s affective journey and deepen character resonance. By utilizing analepsis, an author can 
reveal the traumatic origins or historical conditions behind a character’s present, objectionable 
behavior (Heylighen, 2002). This retrospective contextualization alters the reader’s moral 
evaluation, shifting their perspective from superficial judgment or antipathy to sympathetic 
understanding and cognitive empathy. Furthermore, anachronous structures disrupt passive 
reading habits, requiring sustained cognitive exertion that deepens character investment and 
forms what narratologists call an Empathy Toolbox a suite of structural techniques including 
anachrony, focalization, and interior monologue (Vaage, 2023). 
 
5.2 Dynamic Narrative Empathy 
Traditional literary models often treated narrative empathy as a static, binary state: a reader 
either empathizes with a character or does not. However, recent narratological scholarship 
demonstrates that empathy is a fluid, temporal phenomenon termed Dynamic Narrative 
Empathy that ebbs and flows throughout the act of reading. Dynamic narrative empathy arises 
from the continuous interplay among reader immersion, emotional contagion, and evolving 
narrative disclosures (Caracciolo, 2014).  
A classic illustration of dynamic narrative empathy occurs in Ursula K. Le Guin’s science fiction 
novel The Left Hand of Darkness. The novel employs dual narrators: Genly Ai, an earthly envoy 
operating from an ethnocentric, gender-binary mindset, and Estraven, an ambisexual alien 
native to the planet Gethen. Readers initially experience cognitive dissonance and empathetic 
detachment due to the radical alterity of Gethenian culture and Genly’s biased framing. 
However, as the narrative unfolds through alternating focalizations, prolonged physical survival 
challenges, and growing intersubjective trust, the reader’s empathetic alignment shifts 
dynamically (Bell, 2019). Le Guin deliberately constructs ambiguities and moral friction to 
challenge the reader's pre-conceived notions regarding gender, nationalism, and foreignness, 
demonstrating how complex literature trains readers to accept and value individuals whose lives 
radically diverge from their own (Jones,  2022). 
 
5.3 Limitations, Resistance, and Bounded Empathy 
Notwithstanding literature’s demonstrated capacity to foster cultural understanding, scholars 
emphasize that narrative empathy is neither universal nor guaranteed. The reader's reception of 
a text is moderated by a multitude of individual and situational variables, including age, prior 
life experience, socio-political commitments, explicit prejudices, and genre fluency (O'Gorman 
& Eaglestone, 2019).  
First, bounded empathy constraints dictate that empathy can easily remain bounded within an 
in-group, reinforcing parochial solidarity while hardening animosity toward out-groups. A text 
designed to evoke bounded empathy may galvanize group identity by mocking, deriding, or 
dehumanizing external populations (Fuchs, 2019). 
Second, as literary historian Simon Dickie observes, narrative depictions of suffering do not 
automatically provoke compassionate identification. Historically, representations of physical 
cruelty, deformity, or poverty frequently evoked glee, ridicule, or sadistic pleasure in readers, 
serving to cement elite class identities through the exclusion of derided others (Richetti, 2012). 
Third, a central debate in literary studies concerns the empathy-altruism gap whether feeling 
empathy for a fictional character translates into real-world altruistic action. Critical scholars like 
Gary Saul Morson argue that feeling vicarious compassion for a novel’s protagonist can 
function as a self-serving substitute for actual political or social engagement. Readers may 
experience a sense of moral virtue simply by weeping over a fictional tragedy while remaining 
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indifferent to real-world structural oppression (Keen, 2007).  
 
Table 3: Comparative Analysis of Core Theoretical Frameworks in Narrative Empathy 
Scholar / 
Theorist 

Primary 
Theoretical 
Focus 

Key Structural / 
Psychological Concepts 

Critical Limitations & 
Counter-arguments 

Martha 
Nussbaum 

Neo-Aristotelian 
Moral 
Philosophy & 
Civics 

Cultivated Imagination, 
Global Citizenship, 
Potential Space 

Criticized for naive 
idealism and assuming an 
unmediated link between 
reading and moral 
behavior. 

Suzanne Keen Cognitive 
Narratology & 
Affective Studies 

Affective vs. Cognitive 
Empathy, Safe Zone, 
Strategic Empathy Types 

Highlights that narrative 
empathy is unpredictable 
and does not consistently 
produce altruism. 

David Comer 
Kidd & 
Emanuele 
Castano 

Empirical Social 
Psychology 

Theory of Mind, 
Defamiliarization, 
Character-driven vs. Plot-
driven fiction 

Replications show 
heterogeneous effect sizes; 
distinction between acute 
and cumulative exposure. 

Dan R. 
Johnson 

Experimental 
Behavioral 
Psychology 

Narrative Transportation, 
Perceptual Bias toward Fear, 
Imagery Generation, 
Prosocial Action 

Primary focus on 
immediate, laboratory-
measured behaviors rather 
than long-term systemic 
shifts. 

Loris Vezzali Applied Social 
Psychology 

Vicarious Contact Theory, 
Allegorical Stigma 
Reduction, Character 
Identification 

Requires positive 
identification with the 
central protagonist; 
ineffective if readers align 
with antagonizing figures 

 
Conclusion 
The interdisciplinary synthesis of philosophical inquiry, cognitive narratology, and empirical 
social psychology establishes English literature as a uniquely powerful medium for cultivating 
cultural understanding and social awareness. This review has demonstrated that literary 
engagement activates sophisticated cognitive and affective processes including Theory of Mind 
mentalizing, narrative transportation, and dynamic empathy that directly enhance readers' 
capacity to comprehend and compassionately respond to diverse human experiences. Unlike 
abstract moral philosophy, literature presents human lives in their granular, context-bound 
complexity, forcing readers to confront structural vulnerabilities, systemic injustices, and the 
interiority of culturally distant others. Empirical evidence confirms that literary fiction, 
characterized by formal defamiliarization and ambiguous characterization, exercises neuro-
cognitive networks essential for navigating complex social environments. Narrative 
transportation triggers measurable prosocial behaviors and perceptual attunement to human 
vulnerability, while vicarious contact through allegorical narratives effectively reduces prejudice 
against stigmatized out-groups by enabling positive identification with egalitarian protagonists. 
Structural devices including anachrony, dynamic focalization, and temporal distortion serve as 
strategic empathy toolkits, manipulating reader affect and deepening moral engagement. 
However, the translation of literature's empathetic potential into durable social awareness is 
neither automatic nor guaranteed. Critical limitations including bounded empathy constraints, 
historical instances of sadistic reader responses, the empathy-altruism gap, and reader-side 
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variables such as prior prejudice and genre fluency necessitate pedagogical scaffolding. 
Structured reader-response tasks, dialogic interpretation, and reflective journaling transform 
initial cognitive friction into critical self-reflection and sustained intercultural competence. 
Future research should investigate longitudinal effects of cumulative literary exposure, develop 
refined neuro-imaging methodologies to map neural correlates of narrative empathy, and design 
culturally responsive pedagogical interventions that maximize literature's transformative 
potential across diverse educational contexts. Ultimately, English literature remains an 
indispensable resource for cultivating global citizenship, equipping individuals to extend 
compassion across cultural, national, and socio-economic divides in an increasingly 
interconnected yet fragmented world. 
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