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Neuronarratology is a practical approach for analyzing
the content of dramatic literature!

Navid Torabi2, Ramtin Shahbazi™
Abstract

Neuronarratology is one of the new branches of narratology that was
formed based on neuroscience. Neuronarratology is largely related to
cognitive narratology and establishes a theory in which human
language, cognition, and perception are linked with the embodied
experience of movement and spatial orientation. The embodied
experience of space, movement, and nervous excitation are important
topics in the field of neuronarratology and through them, literary texts
can be analyzed. In this research, the elements of neuronarratology
have been presented and explained, as well as the analysis of the play
Blue Orange by Joe Penhal from the perspective of neuronarratolog.
The research method in this paper is descriptive . analytical. The data

in this research is analyzed using the content analysis approach
and library and document analysis tools and according to domestic
and foreign books, articles, and theses. From the results obtained in
this research, we can mention the analysis of mental and perceptual
structures, mental visualizations, the reaction of different parts of the
brain from the impact of narratives, and the relationship between the
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body and mind in the Blue Orange play. This research shows how
narratives affect memory, nerves, and perception. Also, by examining
the neurological basis of narrative comprehension, it was found that
both the creation and reception of narratives are deeply rooted in the
structure and function of the brain, and the mechanisms of these
processes have been investigated in this research.

Keywords: Narratology, Neuronarratology, Blue Orange, Joe Penhal.

Introduction

Neuronarratology, as one of the newest and most interdisciplinary
branches of narratology, has opened new horizons in the analysis of
literary texts by drawing on the findings of neuroscience, cognitive
psychology, and phenomenology. This approach, closely linked to
second-generation cognitive narratology, is based on the fundamental
premise that human language, cognition, and perception are rooted in
embodied experiences of movement, spatial orientation, balance, and
interaction with the physical environment. Unlike classical
narratological approaches that rely solely on linguistic structures,
formal elements, and textual analysis, neuronarratology seeks to
explain the role of neural mechanisms in both the creation and
reception of narratives. It demonstrates how abstract concepts such as
balance, imbalance, fear, anxiety, and even existential absurdity arise
from concrete human bodily and spatial experiences. The term
"neuronarratology” was coined to emphasize this crucial connection
between neural processes and narrative understanding. The primary
objective of this research is to introduce and practically apply this
innovative approach to the analysis of a dramatic literary work,
specifically Joe Penhall's acclaimed play Blue/Orange, which deals
extensively with themes of mental illness, identity, and institutional
power.

Research Questions and Methodology

This descriptive-analytical and applied research aims to answer two
fundamental questions: First, what elements does the neuronarratology
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approach consider in analyzing a literary text? Second, how can
Blue/Orange be analyzed based on this approach? Data were collected
through content analysis and comprehensive library research from
reputable national and international sources, then analyzed within a
specially designed analytical model.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this research is built upon four main
components that form the study's analytical model, each grounded in
neuroscientific findings and their application to narrative analysis.

The first component, "Recall and Retrieval,” refers to the complex
neural processes of memory reactivation, reconsolidation, and
rewriting in the brain. Neuroscientific research has demonstrated that
each act of recalling a memory is not a simple playback but a
constructive process that can lead to modification and reconstruction
of that memory. This is particularly significant in dramatic texts where
characters repeatedly revisit past traumatic experiences. When
memories are retrieved, they become malleable and subject to change
based on current emotional states and contexts. This neural plasticity
has profound implications for understanding how characters in drama
reconstruct their pasts and how audiences experience these
reconstructions.

The second component, "Sensory Perceptions,” examines the role
of sensory inputs—including visual cues from facial expressions,
postures, and environmental stimuli, as well as auditory elements—in
the formation of emotions and mental imagery. The mirror neuron
system, discovered by neuroscientists in the 1990s, provides a
biological basis for understanding how readers and audiences simulate
the actions and emotions they encounter in narratives. These neurons
fire both when an individual performs an action and when they
observe someone else performing that action, creating a neural bridge
between self and other that is essential for empathy and narrative
engagement.
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The third component, "Body and Psyche,” emphasizes the
dialectical interaction between mental states and physical reactions,
demonstrating how psychological tensions manifest in bodily
responses. This embodied approach to cognition challenges traditional
Cartesian dualism and reveals the inseparability of mind and body in
narrative experience. The brain maintains complex spatial maps of the
body, and these neural representations influence thinking, emotion,
and narrative comprehension. Stress, anxiety, and emotional states
directly affect physical health, just as physical conditions impact
psychological well-being.

The fourth component, "Absurdity” or existential emptiness, from a
neurological perspective, is linked to disruptions in the brain's reward
system, particularly dopamine pathways, and the emergence of
depression, chronic stress, and anxiety. This component helps analyze
how feelings of meaninglessness and existential absurdity are
represented in dramatic texts through characters' speech and behavior.
When the brain's motivational systems are compromised, individuals
may experience profound emptiness and loss of purpose, themes
frequently explored in contemporary drama.

Analysis and Discussion

Joe Penhall's Blue/Orange, set in a psychiatric hospital in London,
provides a suitable context for this analysis. The play, centered on
three characters—Christopher (a patient claiming to be the son of an
African dictator), and Bruce and Robert (two doctors clashing over his
diagnosis)—portrays complex issues such as identity, race, mental
illness, and power dynamics.

Regarding "Recall and Retrieval," Christopher repeatedly attempts
to access and articulate past memories, activating neural rewriting
processes in the audience's mind. His fragmented recollections blur
the boundaries between imagination, memory, and bodily reactions,
offering a concrete example of neuro-bodily narrative.

85



Journal Of Narrativestudies
E-1SSN:2588-6231

Vol.10, No. 19
Spring and Summer 2026
Research Article

Jlcuaselcr issirvi siuoes
i

In terms of "Sensory Perceptions,” the play extensively employs
descriptions of physical states and environmental stimuli.
Christopher's intense fear of people staring, his anxiety about the
police, and the doctors' observations of his nervous system all
contribute to creating vivid mental simulations. Robert's lengthy
monologues, which rapidly shift emotional states, exemplify how
language arouses the nervous system through successive neural
responses.

The "Body and Psyche" component is powerfully manifested in
characters' descriptions of physical appearance—comparing patients
to zombies, describing shaved heads and pale skin—revealing the
deep connection between mental conceptions and physical
perceptions. These descriptions function as neural stimuli for the
audience's imagination.

Regarding "Absurdity,” the play maintains a strong connection
with nightmarish realities. Robert's monologue about returning home
feeling completely empty and questioning the meaning of his life
provides a powerful representation of existential absurdity. This sense
of meaninglessness arises from neural processes associated with
professional fatigue, chronic stress, and potential imbalances in the
brain's reward system.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that neuronarratology is an effective tool for
analyzing dramatic texts dealing with psychological issues and mental
disorders. The analysis of Blue/Orange confirms that narrative
creation and reception are deeply rooted in the brain's structure and
neural mechanisms. The combination of neuroscience and narratology
proves that narrative is fundamentally an embodied experience
engaging the deepest dimensions of human physical and emotional
existence. In Blue/Orange, the narrative constructed through
consciousness is characterized by anxiety, horror, and fear,
metaphorically manifested in disturbed perceptions. The audience,
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sensitive to predetermined neural patterns, recognizes familiar
structures through textual descriptions via neural simulation and
embodied cognition. By revealing how narratives impact memory,
neural pathways, and perception, and by explaining the dialectical
relationship between body and psyche, this approach opens new
horizons for researchers of dramatic literature.
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