
 

 

EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 
How character feeling, narrative form and reader participation create an 

experience that lasts beyond the final page  

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK  

A novel does not become emotionally powerful merely because its characters suffer, 

desire, confess or cry. Emotion reaches the reader when the whole design of the book—

knowledge, expectation, voice, scene pressure, structure, imagery, rhythm and moral 

consequence—invites the reader to participate. The aim is not to prescribe what every 

reader must feel. It is to construct a precise, generous field in which feeling can occur. 

This resource moves from the architecture of a whole novel to the pressure of a sentence. It 

distinguishes the character’s emotion from the emotional qualities of the prose and from the reader’s 

response; integrates two especially useful craft books; examines arc, structure, morality, voice, point 

of view, time, tension, pace and genre; traces changing historical conventions; studies examples from 

Jane Austen and Charles Dickens to Toni Morrison, Kazuo Ishiguro, Ocean Vuong, Claire Keegan, 

Douglas Stuart and Paul Lynch; and ends with a complete revision method. 

The central principle: do not try to insert an emotion into a reader. Arrange consequential values, 

limited knowledge, credible behaviour and expressive form so that the reader has something vivid to feel 

about. 

On this page 

1. Part I · Foundations: what emotion is doing in fiction; what a writer can control; the two anchor 

books; a practical emotional engine; empathy, sympathy and reader participation. 

2. Part II · Architecture: emotional promise, desire, stakes, escalation, midpoint, crisis, climax, 

resolution and different families of emotional arc. 

3. Part III · Narrative instruments: moral development, voice, point of view, tense, time, tension, 

scene design, dialogue, embodiment, setting and pace. 

4. Part IV · Emotional palettes and genre: mixed feeling, difficult feeling, collective feeling and the 

emotional contracts of major genres. 

5. Part V · Historical repertoires: passions, sensibility, realism, melodrama, modernist restraint, 

trauma, political feeling and contemporary plurality. 

6. Part VI · Close readings: craft lessons from Austen and Dickens through modernist and 

contemporary fiction. 

7. Part VII · Revision: ethical handling of grief and trauma, methods for fear, anger, shame, desire 

and joy, a redundancy audit, twelve revision passes and a final checklist. 

A note on quotations and links. Short quotations from in-copyright books are linked to authorised author, publisher 

or prize extracts wherever possible. Longer quotations are drawn only from public-domain editions. Links are placed on 

titles, quoted phrases and important sources. 
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1. EMOTION IS NOT DECORATION 

Emotion is sometimes treated as a surface treatment: once the plot works, add tears, confessions, 

trembling hands and an affecting farewell. That approach confuses a symptom with a system. In 

durable fiction, emotion is not the varnish on events. It is the changing significance of events for 

people whose values are under pressure—and the reader’s evolving relation to that significance. 

Three layers must therefore be kept distinct: 

• Character emotion: what a fictional person feels, half-feels, misnames, suppresses, performs or 

cannot yet know. 

• Textual affect: the charge created by syntax, rhythm, imagery, selection, omission, focal 

distance, genre convention, juxtaposition and pattern. 

• Reader emotion: the response made by a particular reader from textual cues plus memory, 

expectation, ethics, culture, temperament and reading situation. 

The layers can align: a frightened character is rendered in a frightening scene and the reader feels 

fear. They can also diverge. A character may feel triumph while the reader feels dread; a narrator 

may speak calmly while the reader feels grief; a scene of apparent safety may become ominous 

because the reader knows what the character does not. Much of the most sophisticated emotional 

fiction is created in those gaps. 

Diagnostic question: On this page, what does the character feel? What emotional pressure does the 

prose carry? What is the reader positioned to feel—and what difference among those three is doing useful 

work? 

Emotion also changes action. It narrows or expands attention, alters risk, distorts time, rearranges 

loyalties, changes what evidence counts and makes one tactic seem possible while another becomes 

unthinkable. If an emotional passage does none of these things—if the character finishes it wanting, 

believing and being able to do exactly what they wanted, believed and could do before—it may be 

expressive but inert. 

The practical test is consequence. Fear may produce vigilance, concealment, aggression or flight. 

Love may produce generosity, possessiveness, patience or betrayal. Shame may create confession, 

disguise, perfectionism or attack. Joy may release play, courage and imaginative possibility, or tempt 

a character to deny danger. An emotion becomes narratively alive when it changes the field of choice. 

2. WHAT A WRITER CAN—AND CANNOT—CONTROL 

No technique can guarantee an identical response in every reader. One reader’s unbearable grief is 

another’s sentimentality; one reader’s bracing distance is another’s coldness. Personal history, 

language, culture, genre literacy, age, mood and ethical judgment all enter the act of reading. The 

writer controls neither the reader’s biography nor the final meaning the reader makes. 

That is not a counsel of helplessness. A writer can control: 

• the values placed at risk and the clarity with which the reader understands them; 

• what the reader knows, suspects, hopes for and fears at each moment; 

• the credibility, specificity and sequence of emotional responses; 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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• the distance between character, narrator and reader; 

• the duration, rhythm and sensory texture of an experience; 

• the alternatives available to a character and the cost of choosing; 

• the recurrence and transformation of images, gestures, objects and phrases; 

• the amount of space given to anticipation, impact and aftermath; 

• the degree to which the text explains, implies, withholds or contradicts emotion. 

Donald Maass usefully insists in his authorised discussion of reader response that individual 

reactions remain unpredictable but emotional effect is not merely accidental. The writer can shape 

whether the page gives readers substantial material with which to feel and how strongly that material 

is organised. Read his full account of the reader’s active emotional experience. 

The crucial shift is from command to invitation. “The reader must be devastated here” is not a craft 

plan. “By this point the reader understands what the character may lose, has watched three 

opportunities close, knows one fact the character lacks, and sees the character choose the costly 

value anyway” is a plan. 

The writer cannot dictate the reader’s feeling. The writer can make feeling available, earned, 

surprising and consequential. 

Think probabilistically. A suspense design can make apprehension likely; an accumulation of 

tenderness and loss can make grief likely; comic timing can make laughter likely. But ambiguity and 

dissent are not failures in themselves. Sometimes the intended achievement is emotional argument: 

desire mixed with recoil, admiration mixed with doubt, relief shadowed by guilt. 

3. THE TWO ANCHOR CRAFT BOOKS 

Among the many excellent books on character, scene, voice and story, two are especially powerful 

when used together through the lens of emotion. 

Donald Maass: the macro level 

The Emotional Craft of Fiction by Donald Maass asks how a novel can create an emotional 

experience beneath and beyond the visible plot. Its great strength is architectural. Maass considers 

inner and outer journeys, moral stakes, emotional opportunities within plot turns, symbols, the 

emotional world of a story, cascading change and the “mirror” through which readers encounter 

themselves. 

In an authorised adaptation from the book, Maass writes: “There are three primary paths to 

producing an emotional response in readers.” He calls them inner mode, outer mode and other 

mode. They offer a more flexible system than the blunt command to “show, don’t tell.” 

Angela Ackerman and Becca Puglisi: the micro level 

The Emotion Thesaurus: A Writer’s Guide to Character Expression by Angela Ackerman and Becca 

Puglisi is the strongest practical complement because it works at the scale of behaviour, sensation, 

thought, speech, impulse, duration and suppression. Its strength is diagnostic and generative: it 

helps a writer move beyond a small stock of smiles, sighs, tears and clenched fists. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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The authors’ official descriptive-thesaurus sampler gives the most important safeguard against 

mechanical borrowing: “Filter possible cues through what you know about your character. ‘Would 

my character react this way?’” The resource is most useful as a field of possibilities, not a catalogue 

from which gestures can be pasted into a scene. 

Why this pairing is unusually useful 

Maass helps answer why this emotion matters here and across the whole book. Ackerman 

and Puglisi help answer how this particular person, in this body and social situation, 

might express or conceal it now. One without the other can create imbalance: 

• architecture without embodiment produces abstractions about wounds, stakes and transformation; 

• embodiment without architecture produces vivid gestures that do not change the story; 

• inner life without reader design can become self-report; 

• reader design without character truth becomes manipulation; 

• a cue list without personalisation becomes cliché; 

• a grand arc without moment-to-moment variation becomes melodrama. 

 

Use the books in sequence: first establish the value, pressure, reader position and consequence; then 

choose the channels—body, thought, dialogue, action, object, setting, rhythm and silence—that belong to 

this character at this intensity. 

4. MAASS’S THREE EMOTIONAL MODES 

The modes are not rigid categories of novels. They are page-level and scene-level strategies that can 

be combined and contrasted. 

Inner mode: articulated feeling 

Inner mode reports, names, interprets or explores what a character feels. It includes direct emotional 

language, interior monologue, reflection, remembered association and the metaphors a character 

uses to understand an experience. 

Advantages: It can create intimacy, emotional precision, contradiction and access to feelings that 

have no reliable external sign. It is especially useful when the meaning of a feeling—not merely its 

existence—is important. Romance, coming-of-age fiction, psychological realism and reflective first-

person narratives often need sustained inner mode. 

Risks: Generic naming may substitute for experience. Repeated explanation can close the reader’s 

imaginative space. A character who interprets every reaction immediately may feel implausibly self-

knowing. The prose can remain at the first, obvious emotion: she is sad because the relationship 

ended; he is angry because he was insulted. 

Method: Go sideways or downward. Ask what secondary feeling embarrasses the character. Grief 

may contain relief; success may produce loneliness; desire may awaken contempt for one’s need; 

righteous anger may conceal delight in having permission to punish. Maass’s point is not that the 

unexpected emotion must be eccentric. It must be true to history, value and situation. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Outer mode: observable conduct 

Outer mode implies feeling through action, speech, gesture, posture, choice and environmental 

interaction. It invites the reader to infer. 

Advantages: It creates participation, ambiguity and dramatic energy. It works well in high-pressure 

scenes where reflection would slow action, with emotionally inarticulate characters, and when the 

truth of conduct matters more than self-description. 

Risks: “Showing” can become coded shorthand: eyes flash, jaws clench, hearts pound. A gesture has 

no stable meaning outside context. Crossed arms may indicate anger, cold, habit, pain, self-comfort 

or simple comfort. Over-choreographed bodies become puppet theatre. Withholding all interiority 

can also create vagueness rather than depth. 

Method: Choose action with consequence. Instead of signalling that a character is jealous, let 

jealousy alter what they notice, omit, purchase, damage, joke about or refuse. Let other characters 

misread the conduct. Allow a revealing action to solve one problem and create another. 

Other mode: reader–character divergence 

Other mode produces a response in the reader that the character does not share, recognise or 

possess. Dramatic irony is one form, but the category is broader: the reader may grieve for a person 

who feels nothing, dread a danger a cheerful narrator cannot perceive, or recoil from a victory the 

protagonist celebrates. 

Advantages: It creates irony, moral tension, suspense, tragic knowledge and emotional depth 

without overt instruction. It makes the reader an active witness rather than an echo of the 

protagonist. 

Risks: If the divergence depends on implausible stupidity, it creates impatience. If the author’s 

moral signals are too emphatic, the reader feels managed. If the text never clarifies the evaluative 

frame, intended irony may register as confusion. 

Method: Give the reader evidence, pattern or context the character cannot integrate. Preserve the 

character’s plausible reasons for their interpretation. The strongest other-mode scenes do not 

humiliate the character from a position of easy superiority; they make the reader feel the human cost 

of a limitation. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Figure 1. The three emotional positions. Emotional power increases when the writer consciously manages 

alignment and divergence among character feeling, textual treatment and reader response. 

5. THE MULTI-CHANNEL EMOTION TOOLKIT 

Ackerman and Puglisi organise expression across channels: physical signals, internal sensations, 

mental responses, speech and non-verbal behaviour, long-term responses, suppression and changes 

in intensity. A novelist can convert that taxonomy into a practical system. 

The seven channels 

• Attention: what enters or drops out of perception. A newly bereaved character may notice the 

untouched second cup, not the condolence flowers. 

• Body: breath, temperature, balance, appetite, pain, energy, proprioception and involuntary 

response. 

• Thought: association, rehearsal, denial, memory, fantasy, calculation, intrusive image and changed 

language. 

• Voice: diction, syntax, rhythm, volume, politeness, repetition, interruption, metaphor and silence. 

• Tactic: what the character does to approach, avoid, control, repair, punish, test or conceal. 

• Relation: how distance, touch, gaze, status, generosity, cruelty or dependence changes between 

people. 

• World: what the setting, objects and social environment make possible, forbidden, witnessed or 

costly. 

The first three are often classed as “internal” and the next three as “external,” but the boundary is 

porous. A sentence’s rhythm can embody thought; a room can become an instrument of memory; a 

joke can be both voice and tactic. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Select; do not stack 

Writers sometimes attempt intensity by using every channel at once: racing heart, wet eyes, 

trembling fingers, fragmented thought, choked dialogue, symbolic rain. The result can feel less 

powerful because all cues say the same thing. Select the two or three channels with the greatest 

specificity and consequence. 

For a public humiliation, one character may lose access to language, focus meticulously on 

straightening a sleeve, and later cancel an application. Another may become brilliant and funny, then 

punish a friend who offers comfort. Both responses can be credible; neither is interchangeable. 

Calibrate by person, context and intensity 

The same person behaves differently depending on audience, power, fatigue, culture and risk. The 

question is not “How does fear look?” but: 

• How does this person recognise fear? 

• What do they believe fear permits or forbids? 

• Who is watching? 

• What would exposure cost? 

• What previous experience does the moment resemble? 

• Is the feeling arriving, peaking, receding, recurring or being retrospectively understood? 

 

Revision move: circle each emotional cue in a scene. Label its channel. If four cues repeat one meaning, 

keep the most character-specific one and convert another into a decision, consequence or misreading. 

6. THE COMPLETE EMOTIONAL ENGINE 

An emotion becomes story when it participates in a causal and interpretive chain. The following 

engine can operate across a beat, a scene, a sequence or a novel. 

• Value: Something matters—belonging, dignity, safety, truth, freedom, recognition, care, justice, 

pleasure, survival. 

• Expectation: The character and reader form a model of what may happen and what it will mean. 

• Pressure: An event, person, memory or discovery threatens, offers, complicates or redefines the 

value. 

• Appraisal: The character interprets the pressure through history, belief, bodily state and available 

knowledge. 

• Emotion: A feeling or cluster of feelings organises attention and readiness. 

• Impulse and tactic: The character approaches, avoids, freezes, bargains, attacks, performs, hides, 

repairs or waits. 

• Consequence: The tactic changes knowledge, relationship, power, possibility or self-

understanding. 

• Aftereffect: The feeling lingers, mutates, is suppressed, is narrated differently or becomes a new 

expectation. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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• Reader revision: The reader updates hope, fear, judgment, allegiance and prediction. 

 

 

Figure 2. The emotional engine. Emotion is not a pause between event and action. It is the changing appraisal that 

converts pressure into conduct, consequence and the reader’s next expectation. 

This engine prevents several common failures. A bodily reaction without appraisal can feel 

automatic. Introspection without tactic can feel static. A decision without aftereffect can feel 

emotionally cheap. A scene that changes the character but not the reader may lack clarity; one that 

changes the reader but leaves no consequence in the story may feel ornamental. 

The engine also explains why the same event can generate different scenes. A promotion threatens 

one character’s belonging, confirms another’s worth and gives a third access to revenge. The external 

fact is identical; value and appraisal create emotional difference. 

Use the chain nonlinearly. A character may act before naming the feeling. The body may appraise 

danger before conscious thought. A later discovery can reinterpret an earlier emotion. A narrator 

may suppress the “emotion” step but reveal it through tactic and aftereffect. The engine describes 

causation, not mandatory paragraph order. 

7. A WORKING VOCABULARY: EMOTION, AFFECT, MOOD AND 

MORE 

Craft discussions become slippery when several different phenomena are called “emotion.” These 

distinctions are practical rather than absolute. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Emotion 

A relatively focused response to an appraised situation: fear of the approaching footsteps, anger at a 

betrayal, relief when the result arrives. Emotions organise attention and action, but can be mixed, 

culturally shaped, slow to recognise and retrospectively revised. 

Affect 

The felt charge or intensity that may precede precise naming: agitation, heaviness, brightness, 

unease. In literary discussion, “affect” can also describe how bodies and environments circulate 

feeling before it belongs neatly to one person. Sara Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion is a 

major account of how emotions move through language, bodies and social worlds rather than 

remaining sealed inside individuals. 

Mood 

A more diffuse, sustained orientation without one clear object: melancholy, buoyancy, irritability, 

expectancy. Mood alters what a character notices and how neutral events are interpreted. 

Tone 

The implied attitude of the narration toward its material: tender, sardonic, reverent, horrified, 

playful, clinical. Tone can support or contradict character emotion. 

Atmosphere 

The emotional quality of a place or scene produced collectively by setting, sensory selection, social 

ritual, pacing and expectation. Atmosphere is not “weather equals feeling”; it is the pressure a world 

exerts on possible experience. 

Sentiment and sentimentality 

Historically, sentiment has meant more than soft feeling. James Chandler’s history of the term 

shows that eighteenth-century usage often joined feeling and reflective judgment. Sentimentality 

later became a pejorative for disproportionate, prefabricated or morally simplifying feeling. The 

problem is not emotional intensity itself; it is intensity detached from adequate complexity, 

causation, resistance or cost. 

Empathy, sympathy and identification 

• Empathy: feeling with, or imaginatively understanding, another’s state. 

• Sympathy: concern, pity or fellow-feeling for another. 

• Identification: temporarily aligning the self with a character, position or desire. 

• Compassion: concern joined to recognition of suffering and often an impulse toward care. 

These can occur independently. A reader may understand a cruel character without approving of 

them, pity a character without identifying with them, or identify with a desire while rejecting the 

method used to pursue it. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Catharsis 

In discussions of tragedy, catharsis is often simplified to “emotional release.” Aristotle’s Poetics 

connects tragedy with pity and fear, but the term has generated centuries of debate about 

purification, clarification, education and regulation. For craft, the useful principle is that an ending 

reorganises feeling; it need not merely discharge it. 

8. HOW READERS PARTICIPATE 

Readers do not wait passively for an emotional label. They predict, compare, infer, remember, judge 

and simulate. They notice the glass left untouched because earlier scenes made the ritual meaningful. 

They understand the danger of a casual phrase because they know who is listening. They feel the 

force of an omission because a pattern established what should have been said. 

Five processes are especially useful to design for. 

Prediction 

Every understood pattern creates expectation. If a father always checks the lock three times, the first 

occasion when he checks it once—or four times—carries charge. Suspense is not only uncertainty 

about what happens; it is uncertainty about whether a valued pattern will hold. 

Appraisal 

Readers assess what events mean for goals and values. A late train is trivial until the reader knows 

why arrival matters. Before asking for a stronger emotional description, strengthen the reader’s 

understanding of significance. 

Inference 

When a character says “I’m pleased for you” while returning a gift unopened, the reader supplies 

jealousy, grief, self-protection or some unstable mixture. Inference creates participation, but it needs 

enough evidence to be productive rather than arbitrary. 

Pattern and variation 

Repetition builds attachment; variation creates meaning. A phrase used first as a joke, later as 

reassurance and finally as a farewell gathers emotional history. The effect comes from 

transformation, not mere recurrence. 

Self-implication 

Readers test themselves: What would I do? What have I failed to see? Why do I want this character 

to succeed? Maass’s “other mode” often works here. The strongest emotional question may concern 

the reader’s values, not the character’s declared feeling. 

Build a reader track beside the plot track. For each major sequence, note: what does the reader now 

know; what do they expect; what do they value; what judgment is becoming unstable; what do they fear or 

hope will be tested next? 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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9. EMPATHY IS NOT AUTOMATIC—OR AUTOMATICALLY 

VIRTUOUS 

“Make the character relatable” is weak advice because narrative empathy is neither a switch nor a 

moral guarantee. Suzanne Keen’s research on narrative empathy distinguishes affective sharing from 

cognitive understanding and stresses the variability of readers, genres and techniques. First person, 

interior access, similarity and suffering may support empathy, but none reliably produces it in every 

reader. 

Empathy is not the same as approval 

A reader can inhabit a character’s logic while condemning the action. Indeed, moral tension often 

depends on proximity without exoneration. Avoid making every harmful choice the product of a 

wound that functions as an excuse. History explains; it does not erase agency or impact. 

Empathy is not a simple ethical achievement 

Feeling intensely for one named individual can coexist with indifference toward unnamed people 

harmed by that individual. Empathy can be bounded by family, nation, race, class, desirability or 

narrative centrality. Ask who receives interiority, whose pain becomes spectacle, and whose reaction 

is treated as background. 

Too much distress can produce distance 

Unremitting suffering may create numbness, avoidance or what psychology calls personal distress: 

the reader becomes preoccupied with escaping discomfort rather than remaining open to the 

represented person. Variation, agency, specificity, humour, ordinary life and meaningful pauses can 

sustain attention without trivialising harm. 

Difference does not require translation into sameness 

The task is not always to prove that a character is “just like us.” Fiction can ask the reader to attend 

to a consciousness, community or value system that resists easy assimilation. Respectful opacity can 

be more ethical than explanatory exposure. 

The question is not simply “Will readers empathise?” Ask: with whom, about what, through 

which information, at whose expense, and toward what judgment or action? 

Keen also identifies different scopes of strategic empathy: feeling directed toward a bounded group, 

toward readers outside the represented group, or toward a broad imagined audience. For novelists, 

this prompts a concrete design question: which emotional knowledge is shared as recognition, which 

is offered as invitation, and which is deliberately not translated? 

10. THE EMOTIONAL ARCHITECTURE OF A WHOLE NOVEL 

Plot asks what happens next. Emotional architecture asks what changes in the meaning of what 

happens. A novel with many dramatic events can feel emotionally flat if each event triggers the same 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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response and confirms the same belief. A quiet novel can feel enormous if small actions continuously 

revise value, attachment and judgment. 

Track at least four interacting lines: 

• External line: goals, obstacles, discoveries, reversals and consequences. 

• Internal line: appraisal, self-story, defence, desire, capacity and emotional range. 

• Relational line: trust, debt, intimacy, status, care, resentment and power between people. 

• Reader line: knowledge, hope, dread, allegiance, suspicion and moral interpretation. 

 

Figure 3. The braided emotional arc. Plot pressure, character appraisal, relationship change and reader knowledge 

should cross and alter one another rather than running as separate tracks. 

At each major turn, ask what changes on all four lines. A revelation may solve an external mystery 

while destroying trust, confirming a character’s worst self-belief and forcing the reader to reinterpret 

earlier tenderness. That is not “more plot”; it is denser consequence. 

The architecture also needs modulation. If every chapter ends in despair, despair becomes the 

baseline and loses force. Alternate kinds of pressure: anticipation, connection, humiliation, curiosity, 

dread, relief, delight, moral unease. A hopeful scene before catastrophe does not weaken the 

catastrophe; it establishes what life could be and what may be lost. 

Avoid treating emotion as an independent subplot called “the character arc.” The internal line should 

alter tactics in the external line; external consequences should expose or revise the internal story. A 

protagonist who learns to trust must entrust something consequential. A character who claims to 

value justice must choose when justice conflicts with belonging. A reconciliation becomes an arc turn 

only when future behaviour, access or obligation changes. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Structural test: if the emotional arc could be removed while all major decisions stayed the same, it is not 

yet an arc. If the plot could be replaced by unrelated events without changing the emotional development, 

the two lines are not yet integrated. 

11. THE OPENING’S EMOTIONAL PROMISE 

An opening establishes more than premise and protagonist. It teaches the reader how feeling will 

work in this book. What deserves attention? How close will the narration come? Is pain treated 

directly, elliptically, comically, lyrically or with documentary restraint? Will danger be legible to the 

character, the reader, both or neither? What kinds of emotional reward does the prose promise? 

The opening need not display the novel’s maximum intensity. It should establish an emotional 

grammar. Consider five promises. 

The promise of value 

Show what can matter before demanding that its loss matter. An image of ordinary care—a packed 

lunch, a familiar insult, a repaired gate—may establish attachment more effectively than a paragraph 

announcing devotion. 

The promise of pressure 

Introduce a disturbance in the character’s emotional arrangement. It may be an intrusion, absence, 

invitation, lie, bodily symptom or unexpected pleasure. The pressure should make the old way of 

feeling or coping slightly less adequate. 

The promise of access 

Calibrate interiority. If the opening inhabits every tremor of thought and the rest becomes externally 

spare, readers may feel an unintended withdrawal. If the opening is distant, later intimacy can be 

powerful—but it should feel like a designed change in access. 

The promise of range 

Even a tragic novel benefits from a glimpse of humour, beauty, irritation, competence or appetite. 

Range establishes a whole life rather than a delivery system for suffering. It also gives later loss 

contrast. 

The promise of difficulty 

Signal whether the book will comfort, disturb, estrange, implicate or withhold. A reader can accept 

demanding emotional forms when the contract is clear. Betrayal occurs when the novel solicits one 

mode of reading and abruptly demands another without preparation. 

Opening audit: What value is visible? What is newly unstable? What does the reader feel before knowing 

why? Which question about feeling—not only event—carries them into the next chapter? 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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12. DESIRE, STAKES AND VALUE 

Stakes are often described as what a character stands to lose. Emotional stakes are more precise: 

what would gain or loss mean about the character’s identity, relation and world? Money 

can mean independence, parental approval, safety from hunger, proof of genius, revenge or the right 

to leave. The same amount carries different emotional voltage because the underlying value differs. 

Separate four levels: 

• Want: the stated object or outcome. 

• Need: the condition the character requires for flourishing, whether or not they recognise it. 

• Value: what makes the outcome meaningful—dignity, love, justice, belonging, autonomy, 

continuity. 

• Fearful meaning: what failure or success would appear to prove about self and world. 

A character may want marriage, need self-trust, value belonging and fear that rejection proves they 

are fundamentally unlovable. Or they may want marriage precisely to avoid intimacy. Emotional 

complexity comes from imperfect alignment, not from hiding the goal. 

Stakes must be dramatised as alternatives 

“Everything is at stake” is emotionally vague. Make the reader understand the incompatible goods. If 

the protagonist exposes corruption, a sibling loses medical care; if they remain silent, an innocent 

person is blamed. Tension intensifies because the choice is not between feeling and no feeling but 

between values that both carry moral and relational force. 

Positive stakes matter 

Writers frequently motivate with threatened loss and neglect offered life. Show what may be gained: 

the texture of friendship, creative absorption, bodily ease, a just institution, an unexpected future. 

Hope becomes powerful when it has concrete form. Without it, a protagonist may seem to run from 

pain without moving toward life. 

Private and public stakes should touch 

Large social stakes become emotionally legible through particular lives, but particularity should not 

reduce politics to one person’s pain. A strike, election, war, migration policy or climate disaster alters 

households, labour, language, memory and expectation. Let the social structure shape the available 

choices; do not use it only as a backdrop that makes individual suffering impressive. 

Stakes rise not when the author insists that an outcome is enormous, but when the reader 

understands what future, relationship and self-account become impossible if it occurs. 

13. ESCALATION: CHANGE CATEGORY, NOT ONLY VOLUME 

Emotional escalation is not a staircase from worried to more worried to devastated. Repeated 

intensification within one category quickly produces fatigue. Effective escalation changes the nature, 

source, target, meaning or social visibility of a feeling. 
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Six ways to escalate 

• Increase proximity: a public threat enters the home; an abstract diagnosis becomes a bodily 

limit. 

• Change knowledge: fear becomes guilt when the character discovers their complicity. 

• Change audience: private shame becomes exposure; private tenderness must be performed 

before an enemy. 

• Change value conflict: the character can preserve safety only by abandoning loyalty. 

• Change agency: grief becomes anger when preventability appears; anger becomes despair when 

action fails. 

• Change duration: an acute reaction becomes a habit, then an identity or social pattern. 

Escalation can also move toward quieter feeling. After a loud confrontation, a character’s careful 

washing of one cup may show that anger has become decision. A catastrophe followed by 

administrative paperwork can intensify grief through contrast and social indifference. 

Use emotional counterpoint 

Place different feelings beside one another. A wedding scene shadowed by dread; laughter during 

exhausted caregiving; desire inside a political argument; boredom during danger. Counterpoint 

avoids monochrome and reflects the fact that people do not experience one authorised emotion at a 

time. 

Make coping strategies evolve 

Early in the novel, a joke defuses conflict. Later, the same joke fails. Then the character weaponises 

humour; later still, they speak without it. The reader experiences escalation through the changing 

adequacy of a tactic. This is more powerful than repeating “the joke sounded strained.” 

 

Escalation ladder: For three successive appearances of an emotion, specify a different trigger, audience, 

tactic, cost and aftereffect. If only the adjectives change, the sequence is not yet escalating. 

14. THE MIDPOINT AS EMOTIONAL REVALUATION 

The midpoint is often taught as a major reversal, revelation, false victory or false defeat. Its most 

useful emotional function is revaluation: what the protagonist has been doing means something 

different after this point. 

The new meaning may concern the goal. The desired promotion is part of the corrupt system the 

protagonist meant to change. It may concern the opponent: the feared rival has been protecting 

someone. It may concern the self: the protagonist’s “care” has become control. It may concern cost: 

success requires public betrayal rather than private compromise. 
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Before and after the midpoint 

Before the midpoint, emotion often organises around prediction: Can I obtain, avoid or restore 

this? After it, emotion increasingly organises around implication: What does pursuing this make 

me? What must I relinquish? Who else bears the cost? 

This shift deepens tension without merely adding events. The protagonist’s familiar tactic should 

become morally, relationally or psychologically insufficient. They can continue using it, but the 

reader now knows what continuation means. 

Design the revaluation in three movements 

• Prepare evidence that can be misread under the old model. 

• Create an event or discovery that makes the old model untenable. 

• Force a tactic under the new meaning before the character has emotionally caught up. 

The third movement matters. A midpoint that supplies insight but no immediate pressure becomes 

an essay. Let the protagonist act while destabilised. Their imperfect response generates the second 

half. 

Midpoint question: What emotion becomes newly possible because the story’s meaning has changed? 

Relief may become horror; envy may become admiration; grief may become obligation; love may become 

fear of one’s own power. 

15. CRISIS: WHEN VALUES CANNOT ALL SURVIVE 

A crisis is not simply the most painful moment. It is the point at which delay can no longer protect 

incompatible values. The protagonist must choose, refuse, fail to choose or discover that a previous 

choice has already decided the matter. 

The strongest crises resist a morally weightless option. If one door is clearly good and the other 

clearly foolish, suspense depends on temporary confusion. If both doors protect something real and 

damage something real, tension survives even when the reader predicts the choice. 

Emotional design of crisis 

• Compress time enough that no perfect solution can be invented. 

• Clarify consequence without explaining every feeling. 

• Activate history: the present choice should touch an established defence, loyalty or wound. 

• Keep agency visible: coercion can be part of the scene, but show what margin of choice remains. 

• Let the body and social world interfere: exhaustion, witnesses, status and material limits 

change what can be said or done. 

• Permit mixed feeling: certainty of action does not require simplicity of emotion. 
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Refusal and paralysis are choices 

A character who does nothing may preserve innocence in their own story while transferring cost to 

others. Make the consequence legible. Moral development often begins when a character recognises 

that non-action is not neutrality. 

Do not over-prepare the feeling 

If five earlier scenes explain exactly how devastated the protagonist will be, the crisis contains no 

discovery. Preparation should establish value and pattern, not pre-write the reaction. Leave room for 

the character to surprise themselves. 

In crisis, the decisive emotion is often not the loudest feeling. It is the feeling that changes which 

cost the character is willing to bear. 

16. CLIMAX AS COSTLY EMOTIONAL ACTION 

The climax is the novel’s strongest demonstration of capacity, limitation or value hierarchy. It need 

not be physically spectacular. It must make the emotional architecture causal: the person the 

character has become—or failed to become—determines what they do under maximum relevant 

pressure. 

Build proof, not declaration 

A confession can matter, but behaviour is usually the stronger proof. A protagonist who has learned 

to accept care must receive help when refusal would preserve pride. One who claims to reject 

violence must lose an advantage rather than use it. One whose arc is steadfastness must continue to 

act from a value when pressure makes compromise intelligible. 

Let the climax answer several questions at once 

The best climactic choice should alter: 

• the external outcome; 

• a central relationship; 

• the protagonist’s self-account; 

• the reader’s moral or emotional judgment; 

• the range of possible life after the event. 

This density creates force without requiring excessive explanation. One action becomes the 

intersection of plot and feeling. 

Avoid therapeutic neatness 

Insight is not cure. A character can act courageously while still afraid, make repair without 

eliminating grief, or interrupt a pattern without becoming a different personality. Emotional 

credibility often depends on residual difficulty. The climax proves a new capacity, not permanent 

emotional health. 
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Tragic and negative climaxes 

In tragedy, corruption arcs and some ironic narratives, the climactic action may reveal incapacity. 

The character repeats the fatal tactic with fuller knowledge, chooses belonging over justice, or 

protects identity at catastrophic cost. Emotional satisfaction comes from inevitability joined to 

responsibility: the ending feels prepared but not mechanically predetermined. 

Climax audit: What established emotional pattern makes this action possible? What cost proves the 

value? What would a pre-arc version of the character have done differently? What remains unresolved 

because human change is partial? 

17. RESOLUTION AND THE EMOTIONAL AFTERMATH 

Aftermath is not optional cooling. It is where the novel interprets consequence through lived detail. 

Readers need enough time to understand what the climactic action has changed—and what it has 

not. 

Four jobs of a resolution 

• Material consequence: Who is safe, gone, responsible, displaced, employed, exposed or free? 

• Relational consequence: Who can speak, touch, trust, forgive, refuse or leave differently? 

• Emotional proof: What small behaviour demonstrates a new capacity or enduring limit? 

• Tonal settlement: What emotional weather does the reader carry out—grief, unease, enlargement, 

hope, irony, wonder? 

The emotional proof should be specific and scaled. A person who once demanded immediate 

reassurance waits through another’s silence. A character who hoarded food leaves something on the 

table. A family uses the dead person’s cup without ceremony. These actions contain history; they do 

not announce completion. 

The danger of double endings 

Many manuscripts reach a potent final image and then explain it. The character acts; the narrator 

interprets the act; a final paragraph restates the theme. Each layer reduces the reader’s participation. 

End after the last necessary change, not after the last available comment. 

Open and ambiguous endings 

Ambiguity is not the absence of consequence. An open ending can leave outcome uncertain while 

making value, responsibility or changed possibility clear. If every line remains unresolved, the 

ending may feel evasive rather than open. 

Joy needs aftermath too 

Writers often linger over catastrophe and rush happiness into a final sentence. Positive resolution 

becomes weightless when it has no texture or adjustment. Show the difficulty of receiving good 

fortune, the new obligations of love, the strangeness of safety, the comedy of ordinary continuation. 

Earned happiness is not the cessation of complexity. 
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The climax tells us what was chosen. The aftermath tells us what that choice has made 

possible to live. 

18. FAMILIES OF EMOTIONAL ARC 

Not every protagonist should move from wound to healing. Different stories require different shapes, 

and many novels braid several. 

Transformational arc 

The character revises a governing belief or defence and develops a new capacity. Suitable for many 

coming-of-age, romance, recovery and quest narratives. The risk is schematic therapy: one revelation 

resolves a lifetime. Build change through repeated costly practice. 

Recognition arc 

The character does not become entirely different but understands what has long been true: their 

love, complicity, mortality, desire or social position. Reflective first person, literary realism and 

retrospective narration often suit recognition because reinterpretation is the action. The risk is 

insight without consequence. 

Steadfast arc 

The character’s central value remains stable while the world and other characters are changed by its 

testing. Common in moral resistance, some adventure, children’s fiction and heroic narratives. The 

risk is perfection. Give the steadfast character uncertainty, tactical learning, cost and blind spots. 

Corruption arc 

Each compromise alters what the character can feel, justify and do next. Crime, tragedy, satire and 

political fiction frequently use this shape. Avoid making corruption a switch. Track normalisation, 

reward, language change, relational withdrawal and moments when return was possible. 

Tragic arc 

The character’s strength and limitation are inseparable. Recognition may arrive too late, or 

knowledge may not produce capacity. Tragedy creates pity and fear when agency, constraint and 

avoidability remain in painful balance. 

Relational arc 

Change exists between people rather than primarily inside one protagonist: trust, power, care, rivalry 

or mutual perception evolves. Romance, family fiction, friendship novels and ensemble stories need 

relational beats with bilateral consequence. One person’s “growth” should not reduce the other to a 

lesson. 
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Communal arc 

A group’s norms, memory, solidarity or capacity change. Choral, polyphonic, historical and political 

novels often use communal arcs. Emotional causation circulates through institutions, rituals, 

rumours and shared spaces. The risk is treating the community as a single mind; preserve difference 

and unequal stakes. 

Recovery and nonlinear arc 

Grief, trauma, chronic illness, addiction and social repair rarely follow clean upward progress. A 

nonlinear arc can still have shape: the character gains language, choice, support, tolerance for 

memory or capacity for pleasure even while symptoms recur. Recurrence should return with changed 

context or meaning, not simply reset the story. 

Arc choice: Ask what capacity, relation or value is genuinely capable of change in this novel. Then choose 

the smallest observable behaviours that can prove change without pretending that a human life has been 

solved. 

19. MORAL DEVELOPMENT, RESPONSIBILITY AND REPAIR 

Emotion and morality are intertwined, but a novel becomes didactic when it dictates verdicts instead 

of dramatising consequence, conflict and perspective. Moral development is not the acquisition of 

correct opinions. It is a change in what a character notices, values, takes responsibility for and is 

willing to do. 

A five-part moral sequence 

• Intention: What did the character mean to do, protect or avoid? 

• Action: What did they actually do, including omissions and delegation? 

• Impact: Who was helped, harmed, silenced or burdened, regardless of intention? 

• Recognition: What can the character perceive without self-protective distortion? 

• Repair: What cost will they accept to change the conditions or relationship? 

Guilt can focus on a harmful act and motivate repair. Shame often globalises: I did harm becomes I 

am nothing but harm. That may lead to concealment, self-punishment or demands for reassurance 

from the injured person. A morally serious arc distinguishes remorse from self-dramatisation. 

Suffering does not purify automatically 

A character who has suffered is not therefore kind, insightful or innocent. Trauma can coexist with 

cruelty, privilege, cowardice, humour, desire and generosity. Conversely, a harmful character need 

not be made sympathetic through a spectacular wound. Give history explanatory force without 

turning pain into moral currency. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  21 

Forgiveness is not the only emotionally mature ending 

Repair may involve apology, restitution, changed practice, refusal, separation, testimony, collective 

action or acceptance that reconciliation is not owed. Do not force an injured character to forgive in 

order to complete someone else’s redemption. 

Make the reader judge through evidence 

Show intention and impact from more than one position. Let a character’s eloquent explanation sit 

beside the labour another person must perform because of the act. Allow generosity to contain vanity 

and anger to contain moral clarity. Ethical complexity is not moral fog; the novel can make harm 

legible while preserving human opacity. 

Moral emotion becomes narrative when it moves beyond “How do I feel about myself?” toward 

“What has my action done, and what am I now willing to repair?” 

20. NARRATIVE VOICE AS AN EMOTIONAL INSTRUMENT 

Voice is not only who tells. It is the patterned way the prose attends, values, jokes, withholds, repeats 

and makes relation with the reader. Two narrators can report the same event and create opposite 

emotional experiences through diction, rhythm and evaluative pressure. 

Diction 

Emotion changes the available vocabulary. A bureaucratic narrator converts intimacy into 

“arrangements”; a child uses concrete categories; a grieving narrator may avoid the dead person’s 

name or repeat it. Choose language the consciousness could use, including the words it cannot. 

Syntax 

Long syntax can delay arrival, accumulate association, resist closure or create breathless pressure. 

Short syntax can shock, control, dissociate, clarify or hurry. Fragmentation is not inherently 

emotional, and long sentences are not inherently lyrical. The effect depends on the established 

rhythm and its change. 

Figurative pattern 

Metaphors reveal appraisal. One character experiences attention as warmth, another as surveillance. 

Let image systems evolve. If water first means danger, later cleansing and finally ordinary thirst, the 

pattern participates in emotional change. 

Humour 

Humour can create distance sufficient to approach pain, as Maass observes in his discussion of outer 

mode. It can also express intimacy, class, cruelty, denial, resilience or control. The question is who 

receives relief and who pays for the joke. 
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Reliability and self-protection 

An unreliable narrator need not lie about facts. They may be unreliable about significance: 

describing longing as professional concern, cruelty as honesty, fear as boredom. Emotional 

unreliability creates a double track between the narrator’s account and the reader’s inference. 

The narrator’s relation to the reader 

Confession recruits intimacy; wit recruits complicity; documentary precision recruits trust; 

apostrophe creates an absent addressee; reticence asks the reader to approach. Decide what the 

narrator wants from telling: absolution, witness, control, revenge, understanding, company or a 

version of the past they can survive. 

Voice audit: Highlight every place where the narrator names or evaluates a feeling. Ask what word this 

voice would resist; what rhythm appears under pressure; what it wants the reader to believe; and where the 

prose allows us to know more than the narrator admits. 

21. POINT OF VIEW, KNOWLEDGE AND EMOTIONAL DISTANCE 

Point of view controls the distribution of emotional knowledge. Who has access to a feeling? When? 

With what authority? The choice affects intimacy, suspense, irony, mystery and moral scope, but no 

point of view carries one fixed emotional effect. 

First person 

First person can create immediacy, confession and distinctive self-interpretation. It also creates 

productive limits: the narrator cannot directly know other minds and may not understand their own. 

Retrospective first person adds a gap between experiencing self and narrating self. Regret, nostalgia 

and self-revision can live in that interval. 

Useful for: psychological intimacy, unreliable feeling, testimony, coming-of-age, confession and a 

strong linguistic consciousness. 

Watch for: relentless self-analysis, impossible recall, and a narrator who reports every emotional 

cue the scene already demonstrates. Let the “I” misname, omit and discover. 

Second person 

Second person can divide the self, address an absent person, issue instruction, generalise experience 

or recruit the reader into a role. It can feel intimate, coercive, dissociative or ritualised. 

Useful for: self-estrangement, trauma, desire, accusation, formal experimentation and stories 

where address itself is emotionally consequential. 

Watch for: novelty without purpose and ambiguity about who “you” is. Establish how the address 

changes power and feeling. 
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Third person close 

Close third person filters the world through one consciousness while retaining grammatical 

flexibility. Free indirect style can blend narrator and character so that evaluation appears without 

“she thought.” This creates intimacy with room for irony. 

Useful for: embodied scene work, alternating viewpoints, psychological fiction, suspense and 

shifting distance. 

Watch for: generic interior language that could belong to any character, and inadvertent access to 

facts the focal character cannot know. 

Omniscient and roving narration 

Omniscience can distribute sympathy, reveal social systems, compare private misunderstandings 

and create irony through unequal knowledge. It is emotionally powerful for ensembles, communities 

and novels where consequence exceeds any one consciousness. 

Useful for: social novels, family sagas, satire, historical scope, collective emotion and moral 

comparison. 

Watch for: head-hopping without compositional purpose. A roving narrator needs a governing 

intelligence: a pattern of selection, transition and judgment. 

Objective or externally restricted narration 

An external camera-like mode withholds named interiority and makes conduct, dialogue and setting 

carry feeling. It can be devastating when context is strong. 

Useful for: repression, ambiguity, procedural tension, violence handled without spectacle and 

characters whose self-report would reduce complexity. 

Watch for: blankness. Withholding interiority does not remove the need for emotional legibility; it 

relocates the evidence. 

Distance is adjustable. Even within one point of view, prose can move from panoramic summary to 

bodily sensation, from mature reflection to immediate confusion. Use distance as a rhythm, not a 

permanent camera setting. 

22. TENSE, TIME, MEMORY AND ANTICIPATION 

Emotion is temporal. Fear projects a future, regret rewrites a past, shame imagines an observer, grief 

encounters the persistence of absence, desire rehearses possibility. Narrative tense and temporal 

structure determine how these movements are available. 

Past tense 

Past tense can support range: immediate scene, compressed years, retrospective insight and 

foreshadowing. It may imply survival or simply conventional narration. The emotional advantage is 

flexibility; the risk is excessive explanatory hindsight. 
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Present tense 

Present tense can keep appraisal unsettled and make each perception arrive without explicit 

retrospective mastery. It suits pressure, instability and close bodily experience. It does not 

automatically create immediacy; repetitive present-tense reporting can feel flat. It also requires 

careful handling of summary and long duration. 

Past perfect and the return from memory 

Past perfect establishes an earlier layer—“she had believed”—but sustained use can become heavy. 

Once the time frame is clear, ordinary past can carry the memory until a precise return cue. More 

important than grammar is emotional transition: what in the present activates the past, and how 

does memory change the present action? 

Continuous forms 

“Was waiting” and “is waiting” emphasise duration, incompletion or background. They can create 

suspension and helplessness, but overuse weakens decisive action. Contrast continuous state with a 

simple-tense interruption: He was explaining when she closed the door. 

Future and conditional language 

“Will,” “would,” “might” and “could have” are engines of hope, dread and counterfactual grief. A 

character’s imagined futures reveal value. Repeated future scenes can make an eventual loss 

emotionally concrete because the reader knows not only what happened but what will never happen. 

Analepsis, anticipation and withheld chronology 

Flashback becomes emotionally active when present pressure changes the memory or the memory 

changes the next action. Nonlinear trauma narratives may represent the persistence of the past, but 

fragmentation should not become a universal shorthand for trauma. Chronology, repetition, silence 

and ordinary continuity can also be truthful forms. 

Ask not only when did this occur? Ask from which emotional present is the past being 

made meaningful now? 

23. NARRATIVE TENSION IS AN EMOTIONAL RELATION TO 

POSSIBILITY 

Tension is not constant danger. It is the reader’s charged relation to unresolved possibility. Curiosity 

asks what happened; suspense asks what will happen; dread asks whether the feared pattern will 

close; hope asks whether a valued future remains reachable; moral tension asks what should happen 

and what it will cost. 

The principal emotional questions 

• Outcome: Will the character obtain or prevent the event? 

• Knowledge: When will someone learn the truth, and what will knowledge destroy? 
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• Relationship: Will trust, love, allegiance or status survive the next disclosure? 

• Identity: What will this choice prove—or force the character to admit—about who they are? 

• Moral cost: Which value will be sacrificed, and who pays? 

• Emotional capacity: Can the character bear grief, receive love, tolerate uncertainty or act while 

afraid? 

Information creates different feelings 

When character and reader know equally little, mystery and shared uncertainty dominate. When the 

reader knows more, dread and protective concern become possible. When the character knows more, 

curiosity and suspicion grow. When two characters each hold different knowledge, relational tension 

intensifies. 

Delay must produce change 

Withholding an answer is not sufficient. Each delay should add evidence, alter cost, close an option, 

expose a value or make the eventual answer mean something new. Otherwise suspense becomes 

stalling. 

Relief is part of tension 

Continuous pressure produces habituation. Strategic relief lets the reader feel what safety would be, 

deepens attachment and resets sensitivity. Relief can also carry unease: the character relaxes, but the 

reader has noticed the door remains open. 

Tension map: At the end of every chapter, write one sentence: “The reader now hopes/fears/wonders 

whether ___ because ___.” If several chapters produce the same sentence, change the question or advance 

it. 

24. SCENE-LEVEL EMOTIONAL DESIGN 

A scene is an encounter under conditions that make a meaningful change possible. Its emotional 

action is not the display of a feeling but the evolution of appraisal, tactic and relation. 

Before the scene 

Define the carry-in state. What happened immediately before? What bodily and social conditions 

persist—fatigue, hunger, status, secrecy, audience, debt? What does the viewpoint character expect, 

and what feeling are they prepared to avoid? 

The emotional vector 

Give someone an active relational or practical intention: obtain reassurance without asking, keep 

authority, make the other person confess, leave without being stopped, appear unaffected. “Feel sad” 

is not a playable intention; “make her regret leaving” is. 
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Pressure and beats 

Each beat should alter tactic, interpretation, status, distance or available knowledge. Repetition 

becomes meaningful only when the condition changes. Three denials can work if the first protects 

privacy, the second injures trust and the third commits the speaker to a lie. 

The turn 

The scene turns when something becomes newly true: a secret is suspected, an apology is refused, a 

touch is permitted, a threat is understood, a joke fails, a character decides not to ask. The turn may 

be quiet but must constrain the next scene. 

Exit and aftereffect 

Do not explain the scene twice. Choose the strongest aftereffect: an action, changed object, 

involuntary thought, bodily delay, new plan or silence. Carry consequence forward rather than 

summarising every feeling produced. 

Scene worksheet: carry-in state → private intention → first tactic → counterpressure → changed 

interpretation → second tactic → relational turn → bodily or material aftereffect → next obligation. 

25. DIALOGUE, SUBTEXT AND SILENCE 

Dialogue becomes emotional when speech is action under social constraint. People rarely state only 

what they feel. They protect status, seek permission, test loyalty, control the record, avoid shame, 

invite rescue or make withdrawal possible. 

Write the speech goal 

Before composing lines, identify what each speaker wants the exchange to do. One asks about dinner 

to discover whether the other will be home. One corrects a minor fact to regain authority. One tells a 

joke to solicit forgiveness without apologising. 

Let literal and emotional subjects diverge 

Subtext is not random evasiveness. The surface subject must provide a credible route around the 

dangerous subject. A conversation about returning a borrowed coat can carry separation because the 

object contains shared history and practical finality. 

Use rhythm and turn-taking 

Long answers can dominate, seduce or delay. One-word replies can punish, protect or collapse. 

Interruptions reveal urgency and status; unanswered questions create an absence the reader feels. 

Punctuation should follow voice and pressure, not serve as a universal emotion code. 
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Silence has different causes 

Silence may be refusal, shock, safety, contempt, dissociation, deference, tenderness, linguistic 

limitation or tactical waiting. Give the reader contextual evidence. “She said nothing” becomes 

powerful when we know what saying something would cost. 

Beware explanatory tags 

“I’m fine,” she lied angrily, hiding her grief” eliminates participation. Let wording, prior knowledge 

and a consequential action create the contradiction. Tags should clarify speaker and occasionally 

manner, not translate every line. 

Subtext is the difference between what the words accomplish socially and what the 

exchange changes emotionally. 

26. BODY, SENSATION AND GESTURE 

The body is not a subtitle track for emotion. It is where perception, history, illness, culture, 

environment and power meet. Embodied writing becomes specific when it attends to what a feeling 

enables or disrupts, not only to familiar signs. 

Begin with changed function 

Fear may impair fine motor control; shame may narrow posture and vision; joy may release 

movement; grief may alter appetite, sleep and time. Show the task affected: a key misses the lock, a 

practiced signature changes, food tastes wrong, the character sits in the car after arriving. 

Prefer perception to anatomical inventory 

“Her heart raced” is often less revealing than what racing changes: she hears blood over the caller’s 

words; she calculates how long the stairs will take; she cannot tell whether the floor is moving. 

Internal sensation should belong to attention. 

Personalise gestures 

Build a behavioural lexicon for each major character. One smooths paper when controlling anger; 

another becomes formally polite; another over-explains. Repeat a gesture sparingly and vary its 

meaning as context changes. 

Respect bodies that differ 

Avoid assuming universal access to sensation, movement, facial expression or interoceptive 

awareness. Disability, chronic pain, neurodivergence, medication, age and cultural display rules 

shape expression. Research lived experience and avoid making bodily difference a metaphor for 

moral state. 
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Do not diagnose from one cue 

Readers infer from clusters and context. Averted gaze is not a universal sign of deceit; stillness is not 

absence of feeling. Give character-specific patterns and allow other characters to misread them. 

Embodiment audit: Replace one generic cue with a changed capacity, one with selective attention, and 

one with an action that creates consequence. Then delete any cue the reader no longer needs. 

27. OBJECTS, SETTING AND THE EMOTIONAL WORLD 

Objects and places become emotional not because they are described beautifully but because 

characters use, avoid, inherit, repair, misrecognise and lose them. Meaning accumulates through 

action. 

Object history 

An object gains charge through repeated contact: the chipped bowl used during intimacy, later 

packed during separation, finally returned without comment. The object is not a symbol pasted onto 

the story; it is a participant in relational history. 

Setting as possibility 

A kitchen permits one kind of disclosure, a workplace another, a crowded bus another. Privacy, 

acoustics, status, surveillance, climate and accessibility affect emotional conduct. Choose setting for 

pressure, not only atmosphere. 

Sensory selection 

Characters do not perceive an objective inventory. Attention selects. After betrayal, one person 

notices exits; another notices how carefully the betrayer has folded a napkin. Sensory detail reveals 

appraisal without naming it. 

Pathetic fallacy with precision 

Rain does not become grief merely because someone is grieving. Weather can obstruct action, expose 

inequality, recall a shared event or contradict feeling. A bright day during mourning may create 

alienation; rain during relief may feel cleansing only if the character’s history makes that reading 

available. 

The emotional world beyond the protagonist 

Maass’s book-level approach invites writers to ask what feelings circulate through institutions and 

communities. What is this workplace allowed to feel publicly? What emotion does the family reward? 

Which bodies must absorb everyone else’s anxiety? A novel’s world has display rules, rituals and 

emotional labour. 

The setting should not tell the reader how to feel. It should alter what feeling can be 

expressed, witnessed, hidden or acted upon. 
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28. DIRECT NAMING, SHOWING AND OMISSION 

“Show, don’t tell” is too crude for emotional craft. Direct naming, external implication and omission 

are all valuable when matched to purpose. 

Name emotion when the name is the event 

A character admitting “I am jealous” may cross a moral or relational threshold. Naming can reveal 

precision, self-deception or a changed vocabulary. Direct language is strongest when the exact 

interpretation matters. 

Show when inference is the experience 

If the reader’s act of recognising the feeling creates intimacy, dread or irony, use behaviour and 

context. External signs work when they generate meaningful inference rather than translate a label. 

Omit when absence is legible 

After a death, a narrator may describe logistics and never mention grief. The omission becomes 

emotional only if the reader can perceive the pressure around it. Blankness without pattern is merely 

blank. 

Combine modes sequentially 

A character acts before understanding, later names the feeling inaccurately, and finally recognises its 

mixed form. Or the narrator names fear while the body shows excitement. Sequence creates 

emotional development. 

Avoid the triple statement 

The common redundancy is: label + body cue + explanatory thought. “She was furious. Her fists 

clenched. How dare he?” usually provides one unit of information three times. Keep the component 

with the most character and consequence, or make the three contradict: she calls it anger, her body 

seeks distance, and her thought is about being seen. 

Mode choice: Name for interpretation; show for inference; omit for charged absence; combine for 

contradiction or development. Do not use all three merely to increase volume. 

29. PACING: DILATION, COMPRESSION, PAUSE AND AFTERMATH 

Emotional pace is the management of attention and time. A fast plot can contain slow emotional 

moments; a quiet novel can generate urgent feeling through compressed choices. 

Dilation 

Slow a moment when micro-decisions, sensory shifts or competing appraisals matter. A hand 

approaching a door can occupy a paragraph if crossing the threshold changes a life. Dilation without 

changing information becomes slow motion for its own sake. 
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Compression 

Summary can carry duration, repetition and emotional attrition: months of caregiving, years of 

waiting, the gradual normalisation of fear. Select a pattern and its variation. Compression prevents 

the novel from giving every instance equal scene weight. 

Pause 

Reflection, description and memory can interrupt forward action to deepen meaning. Place a pause 

where the character must reinterpret, not merely where the author wants to explain. Under 

immediate danger, a long essay requires a credible altered state or temporal frame. 

Aftermath 

Impact is not the whole emotion. Some feelings arrive late. Allow the character to complete the 

emergency task, then encounter the cost in an ordinary action. Delayed response can be more 

truthful and more powerful than immediate collapse. 

Acceleration 

Shorter units, omitted transitions and rapidly changing tactics create speed. But clarity of value must 

remain. If readers cannot understand what each action threatens or protects, speed produces motion 

without tension. 

The emotional beat-to-page ratio 

Give page space according to transformation, not importance in real life. A funeral may be 

compressed while choosing a shirt occupies a page because the choice is where grief becomes action. 

Do not assume the “big event” deserves the longest treatment. 

Pace question: Is the reader being asked to anticipate, experience, interpret or recover? Give time to the 

phase in which the emotional meaning changes; compress the phases that only repeat established 

information. 

30. BUILD AN EMOTIONAL PALETTE, NOT A SINGLE COLOUR 

A novel can be “about grief” and still need irritation, appetite, boredom, relief, envy, humour, desire 

and awe. A dominant emotion gains power from neighbouring and opposing feelings. The aim is not 

maximum variety but a coherent palette whose colours change one another. 

Primary, secondary and tertiary feeling 

The first emotion a situation appears to demand is often the least interesting choice. Ask what arrives 

beside it and what arrives because of it. Anger about betrayal may produce shame at having trusted; 

shame may produce contempt for another vulnerable person; contempt may later become guilt. The 

sequence creates character and causation. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  31 

Mixed feeling 

Ambivalence is not vagueness. It is the simultaneous or rapidly alternating presence of incompatible 

appraisals. A parent is proud that a child can leave and grieves that the child will. Specify what each 

feeling is about. “She had mixed emotions” conveys less than an action that protects departure while 

delaying the goodbye. 

Emotional baselines 

Each character and social world has a habitual range. An exuberant character’s quietness may be 

more significant than another’s tears. Establish the baseline before using deviation. Likewise, a 

family that communicates through mockery will experience one sincere sentence as an event. 

Contrast and complement 

Pair dread with ordinary competence, grief with absurdity, desire with intellectual rivalry, joy with 

anticipatory loss. Counter-emotions prevent simplification and often make the dominant feeling 

more intense. 

The underrepresented positive range 

Joy is not one category. It includes pleasure, amusement, relief, pride, tenderness, belonging, 

absorption, gratitude, wonder, erotic delight, hope and the bodily ease of safety. Give positive feeling 

obstacles, specificity and consequence. A scene of care can change allegiance; wonder can reorder 

ambition; pleasure can expose vulnerability. 

Palette exercise: Choose five recurring feelings: one dominant, one defended against, one socially 

forbidden, one relationally transformative and one source of restoration. Track how each changes trigger, 

expression and consequence across the novel. 

31. DIFFICULT, “UGLY” AND SOCIALLY JUDGED FEELINGS 

Fiction frequently privileges recognisable, morally attractive emotions—love, grief, righteous anger—

and tidies away irritation, envy, paranoia, contempt, boredom and resentment. Yet these less 

flattering feelings are often where power and blocked agency become visible. 

Sianne Ngai’s Ugly Feelings studies minor, ambivalent and politically obstructed affects such as 

envy, irritation and paranoia. For novelists, the craft lesson is not to assign a single political meaning 

to each emotion. It is to notice how apparently weak or discreditable feelings register situations in 

which action is constrained. 

Envy 

Envy identifies a desired good and an unequal distribution, but it can also misrecognise the real 

deprivation. Write both its perceptiveness and distortion. What exactly does the envied person 

possess—status, ease, permission, love, apparent coherence? 
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Resentment 

Resentment stores a perceived unpaid debt. It creates long memory, selective accounting and tests of 

loyalty. The feeling becomes narratively rich when the original injury is real but the method of 

collection creates new harm. 

Shame 

Shame imagines the self exposed before an internal or actual audience. It can arise from wrongdoing, 

stigma, abuse, poverty, desire or failure to meet an impossible norm. Distinguish deserved 

accountability from imposed shame. Show how the character manages visibility. 

Disgust 

Disgust polices bodily and social boundaries. Because it has been used to dehumanise marginalised 

people, write its object and ideology carefully. A character’s disgust can reveal power, fear of 

contamination or repudiated desire; the narrative need not ratify it. 

Boredom and numbness 

Low feeling can be emotionally meaningful. Boredom may signal blocked agency, entitlement, 

depression, defensive withdrawal or institutional repetition. Numbness can coexist with intense 

bodily stress. Avoid treating absence of named feeling as absence of experience. 

Do not redeem every “ugly” feeling into a noble one. Give it intelligence, history, distortion, social 

location and consequence. 

32. COLLECTIVE, POLITICAL AND ATMOSPHERIC EMOTION 

Novels often individualise emotion: one character feels fear, grief or anger. Yet feelings also move 

through groups, institutions, media, architecture and ritual. Panic spreads; workplaces reward 

cheerfulness; nations organise nostalgia; families delegate worry to one member. 

Emotional norms 

Every social setting regulates display. Who may be angry? Who must remain pleasant? Whose grief 

receives public time? Which profession treats compassion as weakness? These rules create conflict 

before any antagonist enters. 

Emotional labour 

Characters may manage their expression to produce a feeling in others: safety, desire, confidence, 

gratitude, submission. Service work, caregiving, leadership, teaching and family life all contain 

emotional labour. Show its skill, fatigue and unequal distribution. 

Circulation 

Ahmed’s work is useful because it asks how emotion “sticks” to bodies, signs and groups. In fiction, a 

rumour can attach fear to a neighbourhood; a slogan can convert diffuse anxiety into anger at a 
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target; a memorial can organise grief and belonging. Track the material routes by which feeling 

circulates. 

Collective scenes 

Crowds should not become one emotional organism. Give different appraisals inside the shared 

atmosphere: one person feels liberation, another danger, another professional opportunity. Choral 

form, shifting focalisation, repeated images and public speech can create a collective field while 

preserving inequality. 

Political emotion without speeches 

Let policy enter time, body and relation. A curfew changes who can visit; a benefit decision changes 

what food is offered; surveillance changes tone at the dinner table. Political feeling becomes credible 

through altered conduct, not only declared opinion. 

World-building through emotion: List what this society publicly celebrates, privately fears, 

professionally suppresses, commodifies as comfort and punishes as excessive. Then give those rules 

material consequences. 

33. GENRE AS AN EMOTIONAL CONTRACT 

Genres are not cages. They are evolving agreements about which emotions will be cultivated, 

delayed, transformed and resolved. Readers bring expectations about the experience, not only the 

plot. Exceptions thrive when the writer understands the contract being bent. 

Romance 

The central engine is often anticipation joined to relational uncertainty: will desire become mutual, 

trustworthy and livable? Inner mode can articulate attraction and misinterpretation; outer and other 

modes create subtext, dramatic irony and yearning. 

Maximise: specific admiration, changing power, consent, vulnerability, delight, obstacles that 

expose value, and a resolution that proves relational capacity. 

Avoid: confusing coercion with intensity unless the narrative critically understands it; repeating 

attraction without changed knowledge; using trauma as the sole source of depth. 

Mystery and crime 

Curiosity, suspicion, moral unease and the desire for pattern organise reading. The emotional arc 

may concern not only who did it but what knowing costs and whether explanation equals justice. 

Maximise: differential knowledge, meaningful clues, attachment to possible victims, and 

discoveries that alter relationships as well as theory. 

Avoid: treating victims as atmospheric injury; withholding information the viewpoint character 

plainly knows; making revelation emotionally irrelevant. 
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Thriller 

Anxiety, urgency, dread and relief dominate, often under compressed time. Outer mode and rapid 

tactic changes support pace, but interior stakes prevent action from becoming mechanical. 

Maximise: clear values, closing options, escalating categories of danger, moral choices under 

pressure, and brief relief that resets sensitivity. 

Avoid: constant maximum intensity; interchangeable threats; bodily panic repeated without 

changed action. 

Horror 

Fear may be joined by disgust, awe, grief, taboo desire and ontological uncertainty. Horror asks what 

boundaries—body, home, personhood, reality—can no longer hold. 

Maximise: anticipation, sensory selectivity, pattern violation, uncertainty calibrated with 

revelation, and consequences beyond the scare. 

Avoid: spectacle that numbs; using marginalised bodies as shorthand for monstrosity; explaining 

the uncanny until it becomes ordinary. 

Fantasy 

Wonder, awe, belonging, temptation, grief and hope frequently organise fantasy. World-building 

becomes emotional when systems alter ordinary choices rather than remaining encyclopaedic. 

Maximise: first encounters with limits and costs, culturally different relations to magic, and 

wonder that changes behaviour or value. 

Avoid: repeated astonishment; power without moral or bodily consequence; lore that suspends 

character pressure. 

Science fiction and speculative fiction 

Estrangement lets readers feel the present differently. Curiosity, awe, anxiety and ethical unease 

arise when a new technology, ecology or social structure redefines personhood and obligation. 

Maximise: concrete lived consequences, competing values, scale moving between individual and 

system, and genuine alternative possibilities. 

Avoid: using characters only to debate ideas; assuming novelty alone produces wonder; reducing 

political structures to villain personalities. 

Historical fiction 

Historical fiction often cultivates distance and recognition together: the past is different, yet 

emotionally legible. It may carry grief, anger, nostalgia, desire and the pressure of foreknown events. 

Maximise: historically specific emotional vocabularies, institutions, display rules and material 

constraints; dramatic irony between reader and character knowledge. 
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Avoid: modern therapy language in period costume; assuming people in the past felt less; using 

suffering as decorative authenticity. 

Literary and realist fiction 

These broad categories often privilege mixed feeling, ordinary affect, ambivalence and moral 

perception. Tension may reside in interpretation, relationship and small irreversible acts. 

Maximise: precise attention, consequence scaled to the life represented, tonal complexity and 

transformation of recurring details. 

Avoid: mistaking opacity for profundity; withholding event and feeling simultaneously; treating 

emotional resolution as inherently unsophisticated. 

Comedy and satire 

Comedy uses surprise, incongruity, recognition, embarrassment, relief and social intelligence. Satire 

may add anger, contempt and moral discomfort. 

Maximise: timing, reversal, status shifts, character-specific logic and consequences that keep 

people more than targets. 

Avoid: jokes that freeze character; contempt as the only tone; assuming cruelty becomes harmless 

because the narrator is witty. 

Young adult and coming-of-age fiction 

Firstness matters: first autonomy, betrayal, public shame, desire, political agency and discovery of 

adult fallibility. Intensity is credible because the character’s models and capacities are being formed. 

Maximise: immediate stakes joined to wider consequence, changing peer and family worlds, 

embodied identity, and respect for the protagonist’s intelligence. 

Avoid: adult hindsight that patronises; making every feeling a lesson; simplifying institutions into 

individual misunderstandings. 

Family saga and domestic fiction 

Attachment, resentment, obligation, inheritance and unequal memory accumulate over time. Objects 

and repeated rituals carry enormous weight. 

Maximise: multiple perspectives, changed meanings across generations, emotional labour, love 

entangled with power, and small acts with long afterlives. 

Avoid: family members who exist as backstory delivery; identical conflicts repeated at each 

gathering; reconciliation without altered conditions. 

Cosy, restorative and hope-centred fiction 

Safety, competence, community, pleasure and repair are not the absence of stakes. These genres 

promise that attention and care matter, often without denying grief or injustice. 
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Maximise: material acts of care, boundaries, mutuality, sensory pleasure, repair as labour and hope 

as practice under constraint. 

Avoid: safety purchased by invisible labour; conflict so mild that choices have no cost; treating 

comfort as apolitical neutrality. 

Genre revision: State the book’s primary emotional promise in one sentence. Then identify the 

secondary feeling that complicates it. A romance may promise yearning complicated by shame; a thriller, 

dread complicated by loyalty; a cosy fantasy, restoration complicated by grief. 

34. HISTORICAL TRENDS I: PASSIONS, PITY AND SENSIBILITY 

Historical trends are not a march from crude emotion to subtle emotion. They are changing 

repertoires: different accounts of what feeling is, who may display it, what forms make it credible and 

what ethical work it should perform. 

Classical inheritance 

Ancient rhetoric and poetics treated feeling as central to persuasion and drama. Aristotle’s account of 

tragedy foregrounded pity and fear, action, reversal and recognition. The enduring craft lesson is 

structural: emotion arises through the organisation of consequential action, not from lament alone. 

Early modern passions 

Renaissance and seventeenth-century writing inherited bodily and humoral accounts of passion 

alongside religious and philosophical concerns about reason, appetite and self-command. Drama 

externalised emotion through speech, gesture, rhetoric and public action. Modern novelists can learn 

from its refusal to separate feeling from body, status and performance. 

Eighteenth-century sentiment and sympathy 

The rise of the novel intersected with moral philosophy concerned with sympathy and spectatorship. 

For thinkers such as David Hume and Adam Smith, feeling and judgment were deeply connected. 

Epistolary fiction made readers intimate witnesses to distress, virtue, desire and persecution. 

This culture of sensibility valued refined responsiveness and tears as signs of moral capacity, though 

access to recognised sensitivity was shaped by class, gender and race. Sentimental fiction could 

expand concern and also turn suffering into spectacle. Chandler’s account of “sentiment” is especially 

useful because it recovers the term’s older joining of feeling and reflection. 

The backlash begins early 

Sentimentality was criticised well before modernism. Excess feeling could be associated with falsity, 

self-indulgence, commercial formula or emotion disproportionate to its object. This tension—

between moral responsiveness and manipulative display—continues to shape contemporary craft 

advice. 

The historical lesson is not “use fewer tears.” It is to ask what social claim a display of feeling 

makes, who is authorised to make it and what action the feeling replaces or 

produces. 
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35. HISTORICAL TRENDS II: AUSTEN, VICTORIAN FEELING AND 

REALISM 

Austen: judgment inside feeling 

Jane Austen’s novels are emotionally powerful not despite irony but through it. Free indirect style 

moves between a character’s perception and a wider evaluative intelligence. Love is inseparable from 

interpretation: who reads conduct accurately, who mistakes vanity for attachment, who revises 

judgment. 

Restraint in Austen is socially material. Speech, money, gender, family permission and reputation 

limit expression. A glance or letter carries force because public articulation has cost. Her fiction 

warns contemporary writers against equating emotional explicitness with depth. 

Victorian seriality and melodrama 

Victorian fiction developed powerful repertoires of sympathy, pathos, suspense, coincidence, secrecy 

and recognition, often shaped by serial publication. Dickens could move rapidly among comedy, 

grotesque exaggeration, social anger and pathos. Recurring characters and delayed reunions 

accumulated feeling across instalments. 

Melodrama clarified innocence, villainy and threatened domestic bonds, making structural violence 

legible through intensified personal situations. Its methods remain alive in popular fiction and 

screen storytelling. The danger is moral simplification; the power is emotional visibility. 

Realism and ordinary consequence 

Realist novels expanded attention to mixed motives, social systems and seemingly minor decisions. 

George Eliot’s narrators cultivate sympathy while exposing self-deception. Emotion becomes a mode 

of knowing other lives, but also a problem of limited attention: no person can hear every “squirrel’s 

heart beat.” 

Gender, class and emotional authority 

Nineteenth-century conventions often feminised sensitivity and domestic feeling while granting men 

different public emotions—ambition, honour, anger. Yet novels repeatedly complicated those 

divisions. When borrowing historical styles, attend to who could display what feeling without losing 

status or safety. 

Craft inheritance: From Austen, take emotional irony and social constraint. From Dickens, take tonal 

range, serial accumulation and public feeling. From Eliot, take distributed sympathy, consequence and the 

moral labour of attention. 
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36. HISTORICAL TRENDS III: MODERNISM, RESTRAINT AND 

INTERIORITY 

Modernism did not simply make fiction less emotional. It changed where emotion was located. 

Suspicion of sentimentality encouraged indirection, fragmentation, imagistic pattern and resistance 

to prefabricated response. At the same time, stream of consciousness and free indirect discourse 

brought readers into minute fluctuations of perception. 

Emotion in form 

In modernist fiction, syntax, temporal layering and sensory association often carry feeling before it is 

named. Virginia Woolf moves among consciousnesses and across clock time, memory and public 

space. Emotional life becomes distributed, simultaneous and difficult to contain within conventional 

plot. 

The prestige of restraint 

Twentieth-century minimalism and “iceberg” theories elevated omission, understatement and 

externally rendered action. Restraint can create participation and protect difficult material from 

simplification. It can also become a prestige convention that mistakes silence for depth and treats 

explicit feeling—often feminised or racialised—as aesthetically suspect. 

Psychoanalysis and interior conflict 

Psychoanalytic ideas made repression, displacement, repetition and unconscious motive central to 

modern characterisation. Contemporary craft still relies heavily on “wounds” and defences. Use these 

concepts flexibly: not every action is a disguised childhood injury, and not every arc requires 

recovered memory. 

Postwar trauma and testimony 

War, genocide, displacement and decolonisation intensified questions about representing extremity, 

witness and the limits of language. Fragmentation, repetition, silence and belatedness became 

important forms. Yet testimony also depends on specificity, continuity and address. No single 

aesthetic owns trauma. 

Restraint is a technique, not a moral virtue. Explicitness is a technique, not a failure of taste. Judge 

each by the relation it creates among experience, language and reader. 

37. HISTORICAL TRENDS IV: POLITICAL FEELING AND 

CONTEMPORARY PLURALITY 

Postcolonial, Black, feminist, queer, disability and working-class writing has repeatedly challenged 

the idea that emotion is merely private. Anger may be knowledge of injustice; grief may be collective 

memory; shame may be socially imposed; joy may be resistance and world-making. 
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Against the “universal” unmarked reader 

Contemporary fiction often refuses to translate every cultural reference or feeling for a presumed 

dominant audience. Emotional access may come through rhythm, context and relation rather than 

explanation. This can redistribute authority: the reader approaches the world instead of the world 

being simplified for the reader. 

The trauma plot and its critiques 

Many novels organise character around a hidden wound whose revelation explains present 

behaviour. The form can be powerful, but overuse risks reducing identity to injury and making 

disclosure the universal route to truth. Some contemporary novels instead foreground ordinary life, 

collective history, structural conditions, pleasure and ongoing opacity. 

Climate and ecological feeling 

Climate fiction works with dread, grief, guilt, awe, anger and what is sometimes called solastalgia: 

distress caused by environmental change to one’s home. Scale is the challenge. Connect planetary 

processes to labour, season, household and intergenerational imagination without making one 

protagonist’s feeling stand in for all consequence. 

Neurodivergent and disabled embodiment 

Contemporary writing increasingly resists standardised emotional cues and narratives of cure. 

Different sensory processing, communication, interoception and temporal experience expand the 

formal repertoire. Specificity matters more than forcing a familiar display so readers can recognise 

“the emotion.” 

Hybrid and polyphonic forms 

Fragments, documents, messages, lists, images, multiple narrators and genre blending can distribute 

emotion across a field rather than a single consciousness. The risk is formal busyness; each form 

should alter access, authority or emotional timing. 

Renewed interest in comfort, joy and attachment 

Alongside dark or traumatic narratives, restorative genres foreground community, pleasure and care. 

Rita Felski’s Hooked: Art and Attachment helps move criticism beyond suspicion by taking 

attachment seriously. For craft, this encourages attention to why readers want to remain with a 

world, not only how a plot disturbs them. 

Contemporary principle: emotional complexity does not require despair, and political seriousness does 

not require characters to exist only as injuries. Joy, boredom, beauty, appetite and ordinary competence 

are part of historical life. 
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38. WHEN EMOTION BECOMES SENTIMENTAL OR DIDACTIC 

“Sentimental” is often used merely to mean “emotion I dislike.” A more useful craft definition is 

feeling that the text demands without supplying proportionate complexity, resistance, 

causation or consequence. 

Common causes of sentimentality 

• Unprepared value: the reader is told that a relationship matters before seeing its particular life. 

• Emotional shorthand: illness, death, children or animals are used as automatic feeling devices. 

• Moral simplification: suffering proves innocence; tears prove goodness; a villain’s lack of feeling 

proves inhumanity. 

• Aesthetic inflation: imagery, weather, music, repetition and bodily cues all insist on one 

response. 

• Protected protagonist: the character suffers intensely but causes no harm and faces no difficult 

choice. 

• Borrowed grief: a marginal character dies primarily to deepen the protagonist. 

Didacticism 

Didactic fiction does not merely contain ideas or moral commitments. It closes the argument before 

the characters and consequences can test it. Dialogue becomes position statements; exemplary 

characters are rewarded; dissenters become foolish or monstrous; narration tells the reader how to 

judge. 

How to avoid it 

• Give the opposing value its strongest human form, not a straw figure. 

• Separate good intention from actual impact. 

• Let correct beliefs coexist with vanity, fear or error. 

• Distribute insight: no one character should own the book’s entire intelligence.  

• Make moral action cost something the protagonist genuinely values. 

• Allow consequence to teach before narration explains. 

• Preserve ambiguity about motive where outcome is clear. 

• Cut the sentence that restates the scene’s moral meaning. 

The cure for sentimentality is not coldness. It is specific value, credible resistance, mixed 

motive, consequence and respect for the reader’s judgment. 
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39. JANE AUSTEN: LONGING UNDER SOCIAL RESTRAINT IN 

PERSUASION 

Late in Jane Austen’s Persuasion, Captain Wentworth writes: “You pierce my soul. I am half agony, 

half hope.” The line is famous because it is intense, but intensity alone does not explain its force. The 

novel has spent years of story time and almost an entire book making direct expression costly. 

Anne Elliot and Wentworth share history, injury, pride and uncertainty. Their society supplies few 

private spaces, and each has misread the other under observation. The letter therefore solves a 

formal problem: Wentworth speaks while remaining silent in the room; Anne reads privately while 

surrounded by people. Point of view lets the reader inhabit her discovery without granting the pair 

immediate freedom. 

Austen’s pacing is exemplary. Before the letter, Anne speaks about constancy while Wentworth 

overhears. The scene turns on differential knowledge: Anne does not know what he is writing; he 

cannot know whether she will accept. After the declaration, Austen does not end the emotion. Anne 

experiences “overpowering happiness” but must seem ordinary as others enter. Social comedy and 

bodily agitation follow fulfilment. 

Craft effects: 

• Delay builds a pattern of restraint, so explicit language becomes a genuine change of mode. 

• “Half agony, half hope” makes feeling mixed and future-oriented, preserving tension inside 

declaration. 

• The letter converts interiority into an object with consequence. 

• Aftermath protects the novel from a weightless romantic peak; happiness has logistics, witnesses 

and risk. 

Use this when: longing is shaped by misreading, social constraint and the cost of speech. Do not 

imitate the restraint merely by withholding. Build a world in which indirectness is necessary and a 

declaration changes what can happen. 

40. CHARLES DICKENS: OBSESSION, SHAME AND RETROSPECTIVE 

KNOWLEDGE IN GREAT EXPECTATIONS 

In Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, Pip says of Estella: “I loved her against reason, against 

promise, against peace, against hope, against happiness.” The anaphora does not simply amplify 

love. Each repeated “against” names a value or form of knowledge that desire overrides. 

The emotional power comes from retrospective first person. Older Pip can diagnose the destructive 

pattern that younger Pip inhabits. The reader occupies two temporal positions: inside desire and 

outside its fantasy. Dickens builds what Maass would call inner and other modes simultaneously. Pip 

declares love; the reader feels concern, frustration, pity and the recognition of self-made captivity. 

The sentence also compresses an arc. “Reason” and “promise” concern evidence and expectation; 

“peace” and “happiness” concern consequence. Love is not represented as automatically ennobling. 

It is entangled with Pip’s shame about class, fantasy of gentility and willingness to devalue Joe. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/105/old/105-h/105-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1400/old/1400-h/1400-h.htm


EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  42 

Craft effects: 

• Repetition escalates by category rather than by adjective. 

• Retrospection turns feeling into evidence about moral development. 

• Obsession affects attention, friendship, money and self-respect, so it remains causal. 

• Comic and grotesque tonal range prevents the novel from becoming one sustained register of 

misery. 

Use this when: a narrator understands the pattern later than the experiencing self. Preserve the 

gap. Do not let mature commentary eliminate the younger character’s plausible hope or the reader’s 

capacity to feel its attraction. 

41. CHARLOTTE BRONTË: ANGER AS AUTONOMY IN JANE EYRE 

In Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Jane tells Rochester: “I am no bird; and no net ensnares me.” The 

metaphor converts anger into a claim about personhood. The emotion is not an interruption of 

romance; it defines the moral terms on which love can continue. 

First-person voice makes the sentence both immediate speech and a governing self-account. Jane 

has repeatedly experienced dependence, confinement and the demand to accept others’ definitions of 

her. Bird and net gather those pressures into one image. The line’s parallel structure—negation 

followed by negation—creates verbal freedom before material freedom is secured. 

The scene demonstrates why “likeable” is a poor emotional goal. Jane’s anger may unsettle, but it 

clarifies value. Desire without autonomy would destroy the self capable of loving. Narrative tension 

therefore comes not only from whether the couple unites but whether union can occur without moral 

and material domination. 

Craft effects: 

• A recurring image system gives feeling historical depth. 

• Anger changes the terms of the relationship and the plot. 

• Emotional explicitness is earned by earlier constraint. 

• The viewpoint does not ask the reader to choose between passion and judgment; it makes judgment 

part of passion. 

Use this when: the climax of a relationship turns on a boundary. Give the boundary cost. If the 

character can assert autonomy without risking love, shelter or status, the declaration may read as 

slogan rather than action. 

42. GEORGE ELIOT: SYMPATHY, LIMIT AND ORDINARY LIFE IN 

MIDDLEMARCH 

In George Eliot’s Middlemarch, the narrator imagines that a sufficiently “keen vision and feeling of 

all ordinary human life” would be like hearing minute life until one died of “that roar which lies on 

the other side of silence.” The image enlarges sympathy while acknowledging its impossibility. 
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Eliot’s omniscience does not grant effortless moral knowledge. It moves among characters whose 

self-understandings are partial, comparing motives, consequences and social limits. The reader may 

judge Casaubon, Dorothea, Lydgate and Rosamond while repeatedly discovering why a simple 

verdict is insufficient. 

This is emotional world-building at its most ambitious. Money, marriage, vocation, reform, gender 

and reputation organise what characters can feel and do. The narrator’s reflective presence creates a 

communal scale without dissolving individuals into types. 

Craft effects: 

• Omniscience distributes sympathy rather than attaching all value to the protagonist. 

• Commentary widens moral context but often follows concrete action, preserving drama. 

• Ordinary choices gather consequence over time. 

• The “roar” metaphor admits that full empathy is impossible; limitation itself becomes ethical 

knowledge. 

Use this when: the novel’s moral field exceeds one consciousness. Build transitions around 

thematic, spatial or causal relation. Omniscience should not mean indiscriminate access; select 

perspectives to change judgment. 

43. VIRGINIA WOOLF: JOY AND MORTALITY IN MRS DALLOWAY 

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway begins with Clarissa buying flowers and remembering the morning at 

Bourton: “What a lark! What a plunge!” The exclamations carry delight, but the sentence 

immediately opens into memory, bodily vulnerability and the sense “that something awful was about 

to happen.” 

Woolf does not allocate one emotion to one scene. Joy, dread, social embarrassment, grief, irritation 

and love pass through syntax and association. Clock time moves the day toward the party while 

consciousness folds decades into a street crossing. Septimus’s trauma and Clarissa’s social creation 

remain distinct experiences, yet the novel places them in a shared city and finally in Clarissa’s 

response to news of his death. 

The prose demonstrates that positive feeling can be complex without being undermined. Clarissa 

loves “life; London; this moment of June” while knowing mortality and exclusion. The party is not 

superficial decoration. It is her imperfect art of bringing people together. 

Craft effects: 

• Free indirect movement makes emotion mobile between present perception and memory. 

• Long syntax holds contradiction without resolving it into a label. 

• Public clock time creates pressure against private temporal expansion. 

• Joy and death intensify one another rather than cancelling out. 

Use this when: a novel needs emotional simultaneity. Control transitions through sound, image, 

place and repeated objects so fluidity feels composed rather than arbitrary. 
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44. TONI MORRISON: TRAUMA, LOVE AND COMMUNAL REPAIR 

IN BELOVED 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved reader’s guide quotes Paul D telling Sethe: “You your best thing, Sethe. You 

are.” The missing verb in the first clause makes the utterance intimate and corrective: Sethe’s value 

cannot be located only in the child she loved, harmed and has been consumed by remembering. 

The novel gives historical violence emotional form without reducing it to a sequence of explanations. 

A haunted house makes the past materially present. Chronology fractures because memory is not 

safely past. Third-person narration opens into first-person streams of consciousness; private trauma 

becomes communal when women gather outside 124. 

Morrison refuses several sentimental shortcuts. Maternal love is neither pure innocence nor simple 

monstrosity. Suffering does not make every action right. Healing does not arrive through individual 

insight alone; relation, witness, bodily care and community matter. 

Craft effects: 

• Form enacts memory’s pressure rather than merely describing trauma. 

• Repeated images—milk, trees, colour, water—change meaning across viewpoints. 

• Horror and beauty coexist, preventing one authorised emotional register. 

• The late assertion of Sethe’s selfhood is powerful because the novel has dramatised how slavery 

corrupted ownership of body, family and future. 

Use this when: history exceeds linear exposition. Ask what formal disruption the material truly 

requires, and preserve ordinary appetite, humour, work and care so people are not reduced to 

suffering. 

45. KAZUO ISHIGURO: REPRESSION AND READER KNOWLEDGE IN 

THE REMAINS OF THE DAY 

In an authorised excerpt from Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, Stevens says Miss Kenton’s 

letter set off “a certain chain of ideas to do with professional matters.” The phrase is emotionally 

devastating because the reader recognises evasion before Stevens can. 

His formal diction, qualifications and insistence on professional relevance constitute an emotional 

defence. Inner mode is present—Stevens explains his thinking at length—but the explanation 

produces other mode. The reader feels longing and apprehension in the gap between stated concern 

and linguistic pressure. 

Repression here is not empty silence. It is highly active composition. Stevens selects evidence, revises 

motive, uses professional vocabulary and turns private desire into a staffing problem. The narrative 

arc is a gradual failure of this language to contain loss. 

Craft effects: 

• Voice carries emotion through avoidance rather than confession. 

• Repetition of formal qualifiers signals pressure without generic body cues. 
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• Retrospective travel structure lets places trigger selective memory. 

• Political and intimate failures mirror one another without becoming identical. 

Use this when: a narrator’s self-protective language is the emotional instrument. Give the defence 

intelligence and social history; an obviously foolish narrator creates superiority, not pathos. 

46. OCEAN VUONG: ADDRESS, LYRIC ACCUMULATION AND MIXED 

GRIEF 

Ocean Vuong’s authorised extract from On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous contains the line: “I miss 

you more than I remember you.” It is simple after a page of linguistic and sensory abundance. Its 

force comes from the novel’s address: a son writes to a mother who cannot read English. 

“Missing” and “remembering” are linked through the Vietnamese word nhớ, so language itself 

becomes emotional history. The letter form creates intimacy and impossibility simultaneously. The 

“you” is mother, reader, witness and absence—but never reducible to a generic audience. 

Vuong’s prose moves among war, migration, labour, queerness, addiction, tenderness, violence, 

humour and beauty. Lyric images do not merely decorate pain; they create unexpected relations. Yet 

the short declarative line works because it interrupts metaphorical intensity. 

Craft effects: 

• Direct address makes the act of telling part of the emotional problem. 

• Cultural and linguistic specificity expands rather than narrows feeling. 

• Juxtaposition holds political anger, erotic tenderness, grief and joy. 

• Rhythmic variation prevents continuous lyric intensity from becoming a baseline. 

Use this when: voice and address are structurally necessary. Ask who can receive the story, why 

the telling is possible in this form, and what remains untranslatable. 

47. CLAIRE KEEGAN: RESTRAINT, COMPASSION AND MORAL 

ACTION IN SMALL THINGS LIKE THESE 

An authorised extract from Claire Keegan’s Small Things Like These describes winter cold so sharp 

that “blades of cold slid under doors.” The image makes atmosphere social: cold enters homes, work 

and kneeling bodies. It prepares a world in which material comfort, church authority and communal 

silence are unevenly distributed. 

Bill Furlong’s emotional arc is not built from speeches about compassion. It grows through attention, 

memory and the increasing inadequacy of looking away. The novella’s restraint preserves the moral 

pressure of small acts. Because the prose does not constantly name horror, the reader must notice 

what the community has normalised. 

The story’s Christmas setting could invite sentimentality. Keegan instead makes care costly. 

Furlong’s choice threatens livelihood, reputation and family security. Hope is credible because it 

occurs inside complicity and constraint, not after their disappearance. 
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Craft effects: 

• Seasonal atmosphere carries labour and institutional meaning. 

• Compression gives repeated ordinary detail cumulative force. 

• A quiet protagonist becomes active through moral attention. 

• The resolution offers costly hope rather than total systemic repair. 

Use this when: the emotional climax is an act of care. Establish the structures that make care 

difficult and the practical future the act creates. 

48. DOUGLAS STUART: SHAME, HOPE AND ORDINARY LABOUR IN 

SHUGGIE BAIN 

In the authorised extract from Douglas Stuart’s Shuggie Bain, the teenage Shuggie’s “soul floated 

above the aisles and thought only of tomorrow.” The image frames dissociation through supermarket 

labour, then anchors it in hope. 

Stuart layers bodily discomfort, class exposure, sexuality, humour, disgust and longing without 

giving one emotion interpretive control. Shuggie carefully stages freshness at the deli while feeling 

judged by customers; order is skill, survival tactic and fragile self-respect. The novel’s deep 

attachment between child and addicted mother creates tenderness without making love sufficient to 

cure addiction. 

Humour is crucial. Comic observation creates tonal range and protects characters from becoming 

objects of pity. The social world is specific: wages, housing, school, gender performance and the 

looks of others shape shame and possibility. 

Craft effects: 

• Labour gives emotion tasks, textures and stakes. 

• Humour provides both defence and reader access to painful conditions. 

• Hope persists as tactic even when evidence is poor, creating dread and admiration. 

• Class and sexuality are lived through attention and interaction, not appended as themes. 

Use this when: love and damage coexist over long duration. Let attachment have genuine beauty 

and genuine limit; do not make devotion an automatic rescue. 

49. PAUL LYNCH: DREAD ENTERS THE HOUSE IN PROPHET SONG 

Paul Lynch’s authorised extract from Prophet Song names “this feeling now that something has 

come into the house.” The “something” is formless, but the scene has given it precise routes: a knock, 

two plainclothesmen, a card, a held breath, a dark garden and ordinary children in the next room. 

The passage demonstrates how political dread becomes domestic. Authoritarianism does not arrive 

first as abstract history; it enters schedule, tone, doorway and marriage. Long flowing syntax keeps 

Eilish’s attention moving through task, perception and threat. The lack of conventional quotation 

marks reduces the boundary between speech and surrounding pressure. 
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The reader may recognise the pattern before the family accepts it. That other-mode gap creates 

dread. Yet the characters’ normalising responses remain plausible: politeness, fatigue, work, 

children, the belief that institutional language still means what it used to mean. 

Craft effects: 

• Atmosphere is causal because it changes bodily and relational conduct. 

• Repetition of darkness transforms setting into an advancing pattern. 

• Sentence form holds ordinary life and threat in the same breath. 

• Political scale grows from small incursions, preserving credibility. 

Use this when: danger escalates through normalisation. Each recurrence must close an option or 

revise what “ordinary” means; repeated ominous visits without consequence would become 

atmospheric redundancy. 

50. WHAT THESE NOVELS TEACH TOGETHER 

The examples differ radically in period, genre, scale and voice, but several transferable principles 

recur. 

• Austen: restraint becomes powerful when the social cost of speech is real. 

• Dickens: retrospective knowledge can make desire both intimate and critically visible. 

• Brontë: anger can define the moral conditions of love. 

• Eliot: omniscience can distribute sympathy while acknowledging the limits of complete 

understanding. 

• Woolf: emotion can live in syntax, association and temporal layering rather than in isolated 

declarations. 

• Morrison: form can embody historical memory, and repair can be communal without becoming 

complete. 

• Ishiguro: repression is active language, not mere silence. 

• Vuong: lyric intensity gains force from address, specificity and rhythmic contrast. 

• Keegan: compassion becomes credible when it produces costly action inside a resistant system. 

• Stuart: humour, labour and social detail protect suffering from abstraction. 

• Lynch: dread intensifies when public danger alters the smallest domestic behaviours. 

No example supplies a universal formula. A letter is powerful in Persuasion because of its precise 

information and social structure; adding a letter to another romance will not reproduce the effect. 

Long syntax creates pressure in Prophet Song because attention, threat and household continuity are 

fused; long sentences alone do not create dread. 

The imitation worth making is functional. Identify what the technique changes in reader knowledge, 

character possibility, moral pressure and rhythm. Recreate that function through the materials of your own 

novel. 
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51. WRITING GRIEF, TRAUMA AND EXTREMITY ETHICALLY 

Grief and trauma are not synonyms. Grief responds to loss; trauma concerns experiences that 

overwhelm or reorganise a person’s capacity to process threat, memory, body and relation. Either 

can occur without the other, and both vary enormously. 

Research beyond symptoms 

Clinical lists can help, but fiction needs lived variation: work, caregiving, culture, faith, humour, 

bureaucracy, money, appetite, sexuality, sleep and social expectation. Read first-person accounts 

from people whose circumstances resemble the character’s, while remembering that no testimony 

represents everyone. 

Preserve agency 

Traumatised characters still make choices, possess skills, desire pleasure, misjudge, joke, harm and 

care. Do not make symptoms the only source of action. A character can be constrained without 

becoming an inert object for another person’s rescue. 

Separate representation from reenactment 

Graphic detail is not automatically honest. Decide what the novel needs the reader to know, witness, 

infer or remain unable to assimilate. The ethics and emotional effect of a survivor’s fragmented 

recollection differ from a voyeuristic external account. 

Avoid the revelation cure 

Remembering or disclosing a traumatic event may change meaning and relation; it does not 

automatically end symptoms. Build change through safety, practice, resources, community, 

boundaries and new choices. Likewise, grief does not follow a universal sequence of stages. 

Give aftermath material form 

Represent appointments, forms, transport, changed household labour, anniversaries, legal processes 

and the reactions of others. Extremity is lived amid ordinary systems. Material detail resists 

aestheticising pain. 

Do not use another person’s suffering as protagonist fuel 

If a marginalised or minor character is harmed mainly to motivate the central character, expand 

their subjectivity and consequence or redesign the event. Ask whose experience the scene privileges 

and who is asked to perform emotional education. 

Ethical audit: Does the character exist beyond injury? Does the form serve their experience or the 

reader’s appetite? Who has agency? What structural conditions remain visible? What does recovery mean 

besides returning to productivity? 
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52. WRITING FEAR, SUSPENSE, HORROR AND DREAD 

Fear is an appraisal of threat; suspense is a relation to uncertain outcome; dread anticipates an 

approaching pattern; horror may combine fear with disgust, awe or violation of the possible. 

Distinguish them before revising. 

Create an object and a margin 

“She felt afraid” is weak when the reader cannot identify what she predicts. Clarify the feared event 

and the remaining margin for action. Total helplessness can be horrific, but sustained tension usually 

needs a possibility—however small—of escape, prevention or moral choice. 

Control knowledge 

Let readers know enough to predict but not enough to settle. A shape glimpsed once may be 

ambiguous; repeated patterns narrow interpretation. Revelation should change the question, not end 

all tension. 

Use selective attention 

Under threat, attention may narrow, scan, misclassify or fixate. Choose details that a frightened 

consciousness would use. Avoid an inventory of every shadow and sound. 

Alternate approach and avoidance 

Tension grows when characters must move toward what they fear because another value is stronger. 

The parent enters the room to protect a child; the witness returns for evidence. Fear plus purpose 

produces action. 

Let fear change category 

Physical danger may become moral fear: what will I do to survive? Dread may become grief when 

loss is certain; relief may become guilt when someone else remains. Category change sustains long 

narratives. 

Preserve aftermath 

A scare without consequence is a ride mechanism. Show changed routes, trust, sleep, status or self-

belief. Repeated threats should teach the character and antagonist; otherwise scenes feel reset. 

To intensify fear, do not merely darken the room. Clarify what the character must risk by 

acting and what they become by refusing. 

53. WRITING ANGER, GUILT, SHAME, ENVY AND DISGUST 

These emotions are often morally judged before they are dramatised. Treat each as a way of 

appraising value and relation, then test its accuracy through consequence. 
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Anger 

Anger identifies obstruction, insult, violation or injustice and prepares action. Ask whether it moves 

toward boundary, repair, punishment, control or displaced attack. Let anger contain intelligence 

without making every angry judgment correct. Change its tactic across the arc. 

Guilt 

Guilt concerns action and responsibility. It becomes narratively useful when it changes behaviour: 

confession, restitution, avoidance, overcompensation or renewed harm. Beware characters who feel 

guilty so intensely that the text treats feeling as payment. 

Shame 

Shame concerns the exposed self and its imagined audience. Show visibility management—clothing, 

humour, perfection, disappearance, aggression. Distinguish shame imposed by stigma from shame 

arising after wrongdoing. The former may need solidarity; the latter, accountability. 

Envy 

Envy can reveal a disavowed desire. Give the envied object precision and show how comparison 

alters attention. The envied person should remain a person, not merely a mirror. 

Disgust 

Disgust marks a boundary and often claims naturalness for a social judgment. Identify who benefits 

from the boundary. Bodily disgust can be immediate; narrative endorsement is a separate choice. 

Revision across all five 

Ask: What does the feeling perceive accurately? What does it distort? What action does it authorise? 

Who absorbs its cost? What competing feeling is being suppressed? A morally complex novel 

answers all five over time. 

Do not confuse intensity with truth. A character may feel absolute certainty while the narrative 

supplies counter-evidence. Preserve the force of the feeling and the reader’s freedom to judge it. 

54. WRITING LOVE, DESIRE, TENDERNESS AND INTIMACY 

Love becomes emotionally legible through attention, knowledge, risk and practice. Repeated 

declarations without changed relation create volume, not depth. 

Specific attention 

Show what this person notices about the other that nobody else does—and what they fail to notice 

because desire edits perception. Admiration becomes characterising when it reveals the admirer’s 

values. 
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Desire as orientation 

Desire changes distance, imagination, time and risk. It is not only bodily description. What future 

does the character begin to rehearse? Which boundary becomes newly visible? What does wanting 

expose about status, identity or dependency? 

Consent as dramatic action 

Consent does not reduce tension; it creates precise relational information. Negotiation, hesitation, 

change of mind and attentive response reveal character. Treat silence and power carefully; “they did 

not resist” is not equivalent to consent. 

Tenderness 

Tenderness is attention to vulnerability without taking possession of it. Small acts—adjusting light, 

remembering a preference, waiting—can be powerful when they require knowledge and restraint. 

Avoid making care invisible labour performed by one gender or class without consequence. 

Conflict within love 

Love does not automatically produce compatible goals. It may intensify conflict because more is at 

risk. Preserve the other person’s separate value system; do not make one partner’s growth the other’s 

reward. 

Intimacy and reader access 

Decide what is private to the characters and what the reader may witness. Full explicitness can be 

intimate, but so can a meaningful omission. The appropriate distance depends on voice, genre and 

the scene’s emotional action. 

To deepen a love story, increase not the number of declarations but the accuracy of attention, 

cost of trust and freedom of the beloved person. 

55. WRITING JOY, HOPE, AWE AND RESTORATION 

Positive emotion is often underwritten because writers fear sentimentality or loss of tension. Yet joy 

and hope can be structurally active, morally complicated and suspenseful. 

Joy as change 

Joy expands attention and possibility. Show what a character can imagine or do while joyful that was 

unavailable before. It may create generosity, risk, play or the courage to confront grief. It can also 

produce denial or fear of loss. 

Hope as practice 

Hope is not confidence that things will work out. It is investment in a valued possibility under 

uncertainty. Give hope a tactic: applying, planting, returning, organising, learning, waiting with 

conditions. Hope without action becomes atmosphere; action without uncertainty becomes plan. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  52 

Awe and wonder 

Awe changes scale and can reduce or enlarge the self. Wonder slows habitual categorisation. In 

fantasy and speculative fiction, do not rely on novelty alone. Let the encounter revise cosmology, 

ethics, relation or bodily orientation. 

Relief and safety 

Safety can be strange to a character accustomed to threat. Show the nervous system’s lag, the testing 

of boundaries and the ordinary pleasures that become possible. Relief is not always pure: it may 

include guilt about those not safe. 

Restoration 

Restorative endings and cosy genres need real conditions of care—time, food, space, labour, 

mutuality, repair. Make the source of comfort visible. A community that feels safe because one 

invisible person works without rest is not emotionally or politically neutral. 

Protect positive feeling from summary 

Writers often show five scenes of suffering and report that “they were happy for years.” Give 

happiness at least one scene with texture, difficulty and choice. Readers need to experience what was 

fought for. 

Positive-stakes exercise: Write the future the protagonist hopes for using five ordinary, sensory actions. 

Then threaten not the abstract word “happiness” but one of those precise possibilities. 

56. THE EMOTIONAL REDUNDANCY AUDIT 

Redundancy is not repetition. Repetition can build ritual, pattern and accumulation. Redundancy 

occurs when multiple elements perform the same emotional job without changing meaning, pressure 

or relation. 
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Figure 4. The emotional redundancy funnel. Keep recurrence when it changes category, knowledge, tactic, 

audience or cost. Compress or remove recurrence that only confirms what the reader already knows. 

The most common redundancies 

Label + cue + explanation 

“He was anxious. His hands shook. He wondered if something bad would happen.” Keep the 

component that best belongs to character and scene, or make them productively disagree. 

Dialogue + tag translation 

“Get out,” she said angrily. If wording and action already make anger legible, the adverb adds no new 

information. If the manner is surprising—she says it tenderly—the modifier may matter. 

Scene + reflective replay 

After a confrontation, the character walks away and recounts every line internally. Reflection should 

reinterpret, plan or reveal delayed feeling. Cut a replay that only certifies comprehension. 

Multiple scenes with the same turn 

Three conversations each establish that the marriage is strained. Merge them, or make each change 

category: private irritation, public humiliation, financial betrayal. 

Repeated origin story 

The novel repeatedly explains that a wound causes the current defence. Trust the established link. 

Later recurrence should complicate the origin, reveal a different function or show the defence failing. 
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Uniform maximum diction 

Every loss “shatters,” every fear “terrifies,” every desire “burns.” Strong words become neutral 

through frequency. Restore a baseline and reserve extreme diction for changed magnitude or 

meaning. 

Symbol over-interpretation 

An object appears, the character notices it, and the narrator explains what it represents. Let pattern 

create meaning. Explanation is useful only when a character’s interpretation is itself consequential or 

unreliable. 

The five tests 

For each recurrence, ask: 

• Does the reader learn something new? 

• Does the emotion change tactic or consequence? 

• Does a different audience alter expression? 

• Does the recurrence reverse or complicate earlier meaning? 

• Would deletion damage rhythm, pattern or attachment—not merely reduce word count? 

If all answers are no, cut, compress, merge or redesign. 

Emotional intensity depends on meaningful difference across recurrence. The reader should 

not simply hear the same note louder. 

57. TWELVE REVISION PASSES 

Trying to revise “for emotion” in one pass encourages local embellishment. Separate the work. 

Pass 1 · Value 

Mark what matters in every major sequence. Replace abstract stakes with concrete futures, 

relationships and practices. 

Pass 2 · Reader knowledge 

Track what the reader knows, suspects, hopes and fears at each chapter end. Repair accidental 

confusion and create deliberate gaps. 

Pass 3 · Arc causation 

Identify where changed feeling alters tactic. If the internal arc never changes action, integrate it with 

plot. 

Pass 4 · Moral consequence 

Track intention, action, impact, recognition and repair. Restore the perspectives of people who bear 

cost. 
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Pass 5 · Mode 

Label inner, outer and other mode. Vary them deliberately. Cut sections in which inner explanation 

repeats outer evidence. 

Pass 6 · Embodiment 

Replace generic cues with changed function, selective attention and character-specific behaviour. 

Check disability and cultural assumptions. 

Pass 7 · Voice 

Read only interior passages and narration. Strengthen diction, syntax, metaphor and evasion that 

belong to the consciousness. 

Pass 8 · Scene turns 

State the emotional change of each scene in one sentence. Redesign or compress scenes that end 

where they began. 

Pass 9 · Palette 

Colour-code dominant emotions. Break long monochrome runs with credible counter-emotions, not 

random relief. 

Pass 10 · Pace 

Mark anticipation, impact, interpretation and aftermath. Expand the phase where meaning changes; 

compress repeated processing. 

Pass 11 · Redundancy 

Search for repeated labels, gestures, explanations, metaphors and origin stories. Keep recurrence 

only when it transforms. 

Pass 12 · Sound and silence 

Read aloud. Listen for unearned inflation, uniform rhythm, false eloquence and places where the 

final explanatory sentence can disappear. 

Practical order: architecture before line polish. If you revise gestures before values, knowledge and 

consequence, you may produce elegant cues for a scene the novel does not need. 

58. THE EMOTIONAL SCENE WORKSHOP 

Use this workshop on a major scene that currently feels flat, overwrought or repetitive. 

Step 1 · State the visible event 

Write one neutral sentence: “Mara asks her brother to sell the house.” Remove emotional adjectives. 
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Step 2 · Name the values 

For each participant, identify what the event means. Mara: solvency and escape. Brother: loyalty to 

the dead and proof that family endures. 

Step 3 · Define reader position 

What does the reader know that each sibling does not? Perhaps the reader knows Mara has already 

accepted a deposit. This creates dread and moral judgment beyond either speaker’s feeling. 

Step 4 · Give each a speech goal 

Mara wants consent without revealing urgency. Her brother wants her to admit that she hated living 

there. Neither simply wants to “express emotion.” 

Step 5 · Choose the emotional mode 

Use outer mode while they discuss repairs; brief inner mode when Mara misreads his pause; other 

mode through the concealed deposit. 

Step 6 · Select channels 

Choose no more than three dominant channels. Object: their mother’s labelled freezer meals. Voice: 

exaggerated practicality. Tactic: each offers the other an apparently generous concession. 

Step 7 · Build beat changes 

Opening politeness → factual correction → nostalgic joke → failed joke → accidental disclosure → 

silence → altered offer. 

Step 8 · Create the turn 

The brother agrees to sell, but only because he now believes Mara needs saving. She receives the goal 

and loses the meaning she wanted. 

Step 9 · Give consequence 

He begins packing before she can confess. The next scene inherits an obligation, not an explanatory 

paragraph. 

Step 10 · Cut the surplus 

Remove any line that labels the feeling already carried by object, tactic and reader knowledge. 

Preserve one aftereffect. 

A flat scene usually does not need stronger adjectives. It needs different values, sharper 

reader knowledge, changing tactics and a turn that travels forward. 
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59. A WHOLE-NOVEL EMOTIONAL MAP 

Create one line for each chapter or major sequence. Record the following in short phrases: 

• Dominant value: what matters now. 

• Reader question: the active hope, fear, curiosity or moral uncertainty. 

• Character appraisal: what the viewpoint character believes the situation means. 

• Mode: inner, outer, other, or a designed combination. 

• Primary and secondary feeling: include contradiction. 

• Tactic: what the feeling helps the character do. 

• Turn: what changes in knowledge, power, relation, identity or possibility. 

• Aftereffect: what travels forward. 

• Intensity: use a simple 1–5 scale only to compare, not to judge quality. 

• Novelty: what is emotionally different from the previous sequence. 

Read the map horizontally. Look for plateaus, missing aftermath, repeated questions and stretches 

where the protagonist’s emotion has no external consequence. Then read vertically by emotion: 

follow shame, hope or anger through the entire novel and check whether its trigger, channel, tactic 

and meaning evolve. 

Four patterns that need revision 

• Sawtooth without accumulation: crisis, reset, crisis, reset. Carry consequences forward. 

• Permanent peak: every chapter is a five. Create baselines, relief and category change. 

• Detached inner arc: beliefs change in reflection but choices do not. Force behavioural proof. 

• Reader lag: characters respond strongly before the reader understands value. Prepare attachment 

and significance earlier. 

Remember: an emotional map is diagnostic, not a formula. A quiet chapter can be essential; a repeated 

feeling can be cumulative. Revise the pattern only when it fails to create changing experience. 

60. FINAL CHECKLIST FOR EMOTION IN YOUR NOVEL 

Foundations 

• Can I distinguish character emotion, textual affect and reader response in major scenes? 

• Have I designed invitations to feeling rather than instructions about what the reader must feel? 

• Do emotions change attention, tactic, relation or consequence? 

• Have I personalised expression by body, history, culture, audience and power? 

Architecture 

• Does the opening establish value, pressure, access, range and the emotional contract? 

• Are stakes defined as meanings and incompatible goods, not only magnitude? 
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• Does escalation change category, audience, agency or moral cost? 

• Does the midpoint revalue the goal or self-account? 

• Does the crisis force values that cannot all be preserved? 

• Does the climax prove capacity or limitation through costly action? 

• Does the resolution give material, relational and emotional aftermath? 

Character and morality 

• Is the arc a plausible shape for this story—transformational, recognition, steadfast, corruption, 

tragic, relational, communal or nonlinear? 

• Does history explain conduct without excusing harm? 

• Are intention, action and impact distinguishable? 

• Does repair cost something and respect the injured person’s agency? 

• Are joy, appetite, competence and ordinary life present alongside suffering? 

Voice and point of view 

• Does diction, syntax and imagery belong to the consciousness and its defences? 

• Is emotional distance deliberately modulated? 

• Does unequal knowledge create useful suspense, irony or moral tension? 

• Can the reader sometimes know or feel something the character cannot? 

• Does tense support memory, anticipation and the degree of hindsight? 

Scenes and sentences 

• Does every major scene have an emotional vector and a consequential turn? 

• Do dialogue and silence function as tactics? 

• Are bodily cues character-specific and functionally relevant? 

• Do objects and settings alter expression, witness or choice? 

• Have I chosen naming, showing or omission for a reason? 

• Does pace give space to changing meaning rather than merely large events? 

Reader and ethics 

• Whose interiority is granted and whose pain remains background? 

• Is empathy treated as variable rather than guaranteed or automatically virtuous? 

• Does the book preserve difference without translating everyone into sameness? 

• Are political and historical emotions materialised through institutions and ordinary life? 

• Does extremity preserve agency and avoid spectacle? 

Redundancy and finish 

• Does each recurrence change knowledge, tactic, audience, cost or meaning? 
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• Have I cut label + cue + explanation triples? 

• Have I removed reflective replays that add no interpretation or plan? 

• Are extreme words and symbols reserved for meaningful change? 

• Can the final explanatory sentence after a strong image be cut? 

• Does the last page reorganise feeling rather than simply stop it? 

Emotion in fiction is not a quantity poured over plot. It is the reader’s evolving 

experience of what matters, what might happen, what a person can bear, what an action 

costs and how a life becomes newly possible—or impossible. Build the values clearly. 

Complicate the appraisals. Make feeling alter conduct. Give the reader knowledge to use 

and space in which to use it. Then trust the form. 

LINKED SOURCES AND FURTHER READING 

The two anchor craft books 

• Donald Maass, The Emotional Craft of Fiction. See also Maass’s authorised adapted excerpt, “How 

to Produce an Emotional Response in Readers: Inner Mode, Outer Mode, and Other Mode”. 

• Angela Ackerman and Becca Puglisi, The Emotion Thesaurus: A Writer’s Guide to Character 

Expression. See the authors’ official descriptive-thesaurus sampler and Google Books edition 

record. 

Additional craft, theory and historical context 

• Lisa Cron, Wired for Story official excerpt, on reader expectation, causation and the protagonist’s 

internal model. 

• Suzanne Keen, Empathy and the Novel, and “A Theory of Narrative Empathy”, on the variability, 

techniques and ethical limits of narrative empathy. 

• Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings, on minor, ambivalent and politically obstructed affects. 

• Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, on how emotion circulates through bodies, signs 

and social worlds. 

• Rita Felski, Hooked: Art and Attachment, on attachment and involvement with art. 

• James Chandler, “Sentiment” in the Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Literature, on the 

changing meanings of sentiment, sentimentality and reflection. 

• The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy’s account of Aristotle’s Poetics, for tragedy, pity, fear 

and catharsis. 

Primary fiction and authorised extracts cited 

• Jane Austen, Persuasion at Project Gutenberg. 

• Charles Dickens, Great Expectations at Project Gutenberg. 

• Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre at Wikisource. 

• George Eliot, Middlemarch at Project Gutenberg. 
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• Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway at Project Gutenberg. 

• Toni Morrison, Beloved reader’s guide at Penguin Random House. 

• Kazuo Ishiguro, The Remains of the Day authorised publisher excerpt. 

• Ocean Vuong, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous authorised Penguin extract. 

• Claire Keegan, Small Things Like These authorised Booker Prize extract. 

• Douglas Stuart, Shuggie Bain authorised Booker Prize extract. 

• Paul Lynch, Prophet Song authorised Booker Prize extract. 

Editorial note. This resource synthesises craft practice, narrative theory and close reading. Its recommendations are 

heuristics, not laws. Emotional expression varies across individuals, cultures, bodies, periods and genres; exceptions are 

not defects when their effects are deliberate. All linked pages were checked during preparation. Quotations from 

contemporary works are kept brief and linked to authorised sources. 
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