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Abstract: This paper explores the interaction between narrative structure
and cognitive frames in shaping how readers interpret literary texts. By drawing
on examples from classic English literature and cognitive stylistic theory, it
examines how the organization of events, point of view, and the manipulation of
time influence reader engagement. Cognitive frames—mental structures shaped
by cultural, personal, and social experiences—guide how readers understand
characters, themes, and symbols. The interplay between narrative structure and
cognitive frames highlights the active role of the reader in meaning-making. This
interdisciplinary perspective provides valuable insights into the cognitive
processes behind literary interpretation.
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Introduction

Narrative structure and cognitive frames are integral in shaping how
readers interpret and interact with a literary text. Cognitive stylistics, an
interdisciplinary field combining cognitive science with literary analysis, explores
the relationship between language, mental processes, and reader engagement.
Narrative structure refers to the organization of events in a story, while cognitive
frames are mental structures that guide how individuals perceive and interpret

those events. This paper examines how narrative structure and cognitive frames
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impact reader interpretation in English literature, using examples from classic
works alongside cognitive stylistic theory to illustrate these concepts.

Narrative Structure: An Overview

Narrative structure serves as the framework that organizes a story’s events
and directs the reader's interpretation. Gerard Genette’s work, Narrative
Discourse (1980), differentiates between two levels of narrative: the story, which
consists of the actual events, and discourse, which is the way those events are
presented. This distinction emphasizes the role of the narrator in manipulating
time, perspective, and focalization to influence the reader's experience.

For instance, in The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, the non-linear
structure, where Nick Carraway reflects on past events, creates a sense of
retrospective interpretation. Fitzgerald reveals key plot points gradually,
encouraging readers to reconsider characters’ actions and motivations. This
fragmented structure demands active participation from readers in reconstructing
the story.

Narrative structure also involves changes in point of view (POV), which
can expand or limit a reader's understanding of the narrative. In Wuthering Heights
by Emily Bronté, the dual narration by Lockwood and Nelly complicates the
interpretation of characters and events. The shifting perspectives force readers to
reconcile different viewpoints, shaping their understanding of the novel’s central
conflicts.

Cognitive Frames: Understanding Mental Structures

Cognitive frames are mental models or schemas that help individuals
interpret and make sense of information. These cognitive structures, shaped by
personal, social, and cultural factors, significantly impact how readers engage
with a text. George Lakoff’s work on cognitive frames suggests that these
structures go beyond linguistic expressions and are deeply embedded in human
thought.

In literature, cognitive frames help readers organize and process the

information presented, influencing their interpretation of characters, plot, and

Beinmyck xypHasna Ne-15 Yacre—1_ Jlekadps —2024

{95 )



\
MODERN EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT b\ !

MODERN EOUGATION AND DEVELOFMENT 3060-45667

themes. In Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, for instance, the frame of scientific
experimentation influences how readers interpret Dr. Frankenstein’s actions and
the creation of the monster. This frame invokes cultural associations with science,
ethics, and the consequences of defying natural boundaries, which guides readers'
perception of the novel's central conflict.

Cognitive frames are also crucial in the interpretation of metaphors and
symbols. In Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, the "man versus nature" frame
shapes how readers interpret the symbolism of the white whale. Within this
cognitive frame, the whale represents nature’s uncontrollable power, framing the
protagonist’s obsessive quest as an existential struggle.

Cognitive Stylistics: Integrating Cognitive Science and Literary
Theory

Cognitive stylistics, developed by scholars like Peter Stockwell, integrates
cognitive science with literary theory, offering a framework for understanding the
interaction between language, cognitive processes, and reader interpretation. This
approach posits that literature is an active process, requiring the reader’s cognitive
engagement. Narrative structure and cognitive frames are two essential tools that
guide this process, influencing how readers interpret the narrative and form
meaning.

Stockwell (2002) explains that cognitive stylistics involves “mental
spaces” where readers’ personal frames and expectations intersect with the
narrative structure, leading to unique interpretations. This process is not
deterministic; different readers, shaped by their individual cognitive frames, may
interpret the same text in diverse ways.

In To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf, the narrative structure plays a
pivotal role in shaping the interpretation of time and subjectivity. Woolf’s use of
stream-of-consciousness offers fragmented insights into characters’ inner
thoughts, challenging linear storytelling. At the same time, cognitive frames
related to memory and identity guide readers’ understanding of the characters’

evolving perceptions.
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The Interplay Between Narrative Structure and Cognitive Frames

The relationship between narrative structure and cognitive frames creates
a dynamic process of interpretation. Narrative choices—such as the order of
events, point of view, and temporal shifts—can either reinforce or challenge the
cognitive frames that readers bring to the text. For example, in The Catcher in the
Rye by J.D. Salinger, Holden Caulfield’s fragmented, unreliable narrative mirrors
his unstable mental state, shaping readers’ interpretation of his actions through
cognitive frames related to adolescence and alienation.

The manipulation of time within the narrative also affects readers’
interpretation. In Mrs. Dalloway by Woolf, the real-time depiction of Clarissa
Dalloway’s day, combined with flashbacks and inner monologues, shapes how
readers understand her sense of self and identity. The structure of time, framed as
both linear and cyclical, influences how readers perceive Clarissa’s choices and
reflections.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the interaction between narrative structure and cognitive
frames is crucial in shaping how readers interpret literary texts. Authors
manipulate the sequence of events, perspective, and time to guide readers in
constructing meaning. Cognitive frames further shape this process by influencing
how readers understand characters, symbols, and themes, based on their personal
and cultural experiences. Cognitive stylistics provides a valuable lens for
exploring these interactions, offering deeper insights into the cognitive processes
involved in literary interpretation.

As cognitive science continues to shape literary theory, this
interdisciplinary approach enriches the study and enjoyment of literature,
emphasizing the active role of the reader in constructing meaning through

cognitive structures.
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