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Abstract— This paper examines the role of narrative empathy in traditional myths and folklore across diverse cultures, 

investigating how these ancient stories facilitate emotional understanding and moral development. Through a mixed-methods 

approach combining narrative analysis of 150 folktales from six cultural traditions with empirical studies measuring empathic 

responses, this research explores the mechanisms by which mythological narratives generate empathy and transmit cultural 

values. The study analyzes folktales from European, African, Asian, Indigenous American, Middle Eastern, and Oceanic 

traditions, focusing on recurring archetypal patterns and their empathy-inducing properties. Results indicate that certain 

narrative structures—particularly those featuring vulnerable protagonists, moral dilemmas, and transformative journeys—

consistently evoke stronger empathic responses across cultural boundaries. The research reveals that folklore employs specific 

literary devices including perspective-taking cues, emotional mirroring, and moral exemplars to cultivate empathy. Cross-

cultural analysis demonstrates that while surface elements of myths vary significantly, underlying empathy-generating 

mechanisms remain remarkably consistent, suggesting universal cognitive processes in narrative comprehension. These 

findings carry implications for understanding the evolutionary function of storytelling, the role of folklore in moral education, 

and applications of narrative empathy in therapeutic and educational contexts. The paper concludes that myths and folklore 

function as sophisticated empathy-training mechanisms that have evolved to promote prosocial behaviour and cultural 

cohesion through emotional engagement with archetypal human experiences. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The capacity for empathy—understanding and sharing the emotional experiences of others—represents one of humanity's most 

distinctive psychological achievements. While empathy manifests in various forms, narrative empathy, defined as the 

emotional engagement readers or listeners experience with characters in stories, occupies a unique position in human cognition 

and culture [1]. This phenomenon becomes particularly compelling when examined through the lens of traditional myths and 

folklore, which have served as vehicles for moral instruction and cultural transmission across millennia. 

Folklore and mythology represent humanity's earliest systematic attempts to encode wisdom, values, and behavioural norms 

through storytelling. These narratives, passed down through generations, demonstrate remarkable persistence across cultures 

while maintaining their capacity to evoke emotional responses and facilitate moral understanding [2]. The intersection of 

narrative empathy with these traditional forms suggests that mythological thinking may have evolved specifically to enhance 

human capacity for understanding others' experiences and developing prosocial behaviours. 

Recent research in cognitive narratology has illuminated the mechanisms underlying narrative empathy, revealing that story 

comprehension activates cognitive processes associated with empathy, theory of mind, and moral reasoning [9]. When 

individuals engage with narrative characters, their responses parallel those activated during real social interactions, suggesting 

that fictional experiences may contribute meaningfully to empathic development [1, 6]. This paper investigates how traditional 
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myths and folklore function as vehicles for cultivating narrative empathy across cultural boundaries. By analysing recurring 

patterns in mythological narratives and examining their empathy-inducing properties, the study aims to understand both the 

universal mechanisms of narrative empathy and the cultural specificities that shape empathic responses to traditional stories. 

1.1 Purpose/Objectives 

This research addresses three primary objectives. The primary objective is to identify and analyse the narrative mechanisms 

through which myths and folklore generate empathic responses across different cultural contexts. The secondary objectives 

are: (1) to examine cross-cultural variations and universalities in empathy-inducing narrative structures within traditional 

stories; (2) to investigate the relationship between archetypal patterns in mythology and their capacity to evoke empathic 

responses; and (3) to explore the implications of narrative empathy in folklore for understanding moral development and 

cultural transmission. 

The research questions guiding this investigation are: How do traditional myths and folklore facilitate narrative empathy? What 

universal patterns exist across cultures in empathy-generating narrative structures? How do cultural variations in mythological 

content affect empathic responses while maintaining cross-cultural resonance? 

II. METHODOLOGY/APPROACH 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative narrative analysis with quantitative empirical 

measurement of empathic responses. 

2.1 Corpus Selection 

A systematic corpus of 150 traditional tales was compiled from six major cultural regions: European (25 tales), African (25 

tales), East Asian (25 tales), Indigenous American (25 tales), Middle Eastern (25 tales), and Oceanic (25 tales). The six cultural 

regions were selected to maximize cultural and geographic diversity while maintaining manageable scope for analysis. 

Selection criteria included: (1) recognised status as traditional folklore within the culture of origin; (2) availability in reliable 

ethnographic sources; (3) narrative complexity sufficient for empathy analysis; and (4) cultural authenticity verified through 

consultation with cultural experts. 

2.2 Narrative Analysis Framework 

Each tale underwent systematic analysis using a modified version of Propp's morphological approach [11] combined with 

contemporary empathy research frameworks. Key analytical dimensions included structural elements (character archetypes, 

narrative functions, plot progression, resolution patterns), empathy markers (perspective-taking cues, emotional descriptors, 

character vulnerability indicators, moral choice points), and cultural specificity (culture-specific symbols, values, and 

behavioural norms embedded within universal narrative structures). 

2.3 Empirical Validation Study 

To validate findings from narrative analysis, an empirical study was conducted with 240 participants (40 from each cultural 

region represented in the corpus). Participants were recruited through universities and community organizations in each cultural 

region. They read culturally diverse folktales while completing validated empathy measures, including the Interpersonal 

Reactivity Index [3] and narrative-specific empathy assessments. Participants completed baseline empathy measures, read 

assigned folktales (selected randomly from the corpus, with participants reading tales from multiple cultural traditions), and 

immediately completed post-reading assessments measuring empathic concern, perspective-taking, and emotional engagement 

with story characters. Cross-cultural validity was ensured through rigorous translation protocols (including back-translation 

and cultural consultation), and cultural equivalence was maintained through consultation with cultural experts who verified the 

accuracy of translations and cultural interpretations. Data were analysed using multilevel modelling to account for cultural 

clustering, with empathic response as the dependent variable and narrative structural features as predictors. 

III. FINDINGS/RESULTS 

3.1 Universal Narrative Patterns 

Analysis revealed five universal narrative patterns consistently associated with heightened empathic responses across all 

cultural contexts, summarised in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1 

UNIVERSAL EMPATHY-INDUCING NARRATIVE PATTERNS AND ASSOCIATED EFFECTS 

Pattern Description Empathic Effect 

Vulnerable 

Protagonist 

Protagonist faces significant disadvantage 

(poverty, disability, exclusion) 

Highest across all regions; M = 4.23 vs. M = 3.41 for 

privileged protagonists 

Moral Dilemma Character faces complex ethical choice 
23% higher empathy scores than tales without ethical 

conflict 

Transformative 

Journey 

Hero's-journey structure: departure, ordeal, 

return 
Ordeal phase shows highest empathy activation 

Helper-

Hindrance 

Dynamic 

Supportive vs. antagonist characters 
Highest response to helpers; conflicted response to 

complex antagonists 

Restoration 
Resolution through justice, healing, or 

restoration 

Sustained empathic satisfaction; reinforces prosocial 

values 

 

The Vulnerable Protagonist pattern produced the strongest and most consistent effect: stories featuring protagonists facing 

significant disadvantages generated significantly higher empathy scores (M = 4.23, SD = 0.67) compared to stories with 

privileged protagonists (M = 3.41, SD = 0.72), t(238) = 8.94, p < .001. Narratives incorporating clear moral dilemmas scored 

23% higher on empathy measures than those without such conflict, and the ordeal phase of the transformative-journey structure 

showed the highest empathy activation of any narrative stage. 

The Helper-Hindrance Dynamic produced the most complex empathic pattern: participants showed the highest empathy for 

benevolent helper figures, while responses to hinderers were more conflicted, sometimes involving empathy for the hinderer's 

backstory or motivations. This suggests that folklore often encourages complex, rather than simplistic, emotional responses to 

antagonists. 

3.2 Cultural Variations 

While universal patterns emerged, significant cultural variations were observed in empathy expression and narrative 

preference. European traditions emphasised individual agency and personal transformation, with empathy often directed toward 

characters overcoming internal obstacles. African traditions featured community-centred empathy, with the strongest responses 

to characters whose actions affected collective well-being. Asian traditions demonstrated complex empathic responses to 

themes of duty, honour, and intergenerational relationships, frequently involving conflicted loyalties. Indigenous American 

traditions showed heightened empathy for characters in relationship with natural environments and animal beings. Middle 

Eastern traditions emphasised empathy within contexts of hospitality, justice, and divine intervention. Oceanic traditions 

featured empathy patterns connected to ancestral relationships and maritime environments. 

3.3 Empathy-Inducing Mechanisms 

The research identified specific literary devices that function as empathy catalysts across cultural boundaries: perspective-

taking cues (direct narrative statements about character thoughts and feelings, internal monologue, emotional description); 

embodied experience descriptions (detailed accounts of physical sensation associated with suffering or joy); moral exemplar 

presentation (characters modelling prosocial behaviour, generating identification alongside empathic concern); emotional 

escalation patterns (gradual intensification sustaining engagement more effectively than constant high emotion); and resolution 

satisfaction (empathically satisfying endings reinforcing positive associations with empathic engagement). 

3.4 Cross-Cultural Empathy Patterns 

Despite surface cultural differences, underlying empathy patterns showed remarkable consistency. Factor analysis revealed 

three primary dimensions of narrative empathy that transcended cultural boundaries: Compassionate Concern (37% of 

variance), reflecting empathic responses focused on character suffering and need for assistance; Moral Admiration (28% of 

variance), reflecting responses centred on character virtue and ethical behaviour; and Identificatory Engagement (23% of 

variance), reflecting personal identification with character experience. Together, these three dimensions accounted for 88% of 

the total variance in empathic response, suggesting that these represent the primary pathways through which folklore generates 

empathy across cultural boundaries. 
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IV. CONCLUSION/IMPLICATIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research demonstrates that myths and folklore function as sophisticated empathy-cultivation systems that have evolved to 

enhance human capacity for understanding others' experiences across cultural boundaries. The identification of universal 

narrative patterns suggests that certain story structures may represent adaptations for empathy development, while cultural 

variations reflect the diverse ways societies express and channel empathic responses. 

The findings support theories of narrative empathy as an evolved mechanism for social learning and moral development [9, 

10]. The consistency of empathy-inducing patterns across cultures suggests that storytelling may have emerged as a crucial 

adaptation for maintaining large-scale social cooperation and contributes to understanding how cultural values are transmitted 

through emotional engagement rather than explicit instruction. These findings contribute to a growing body of evidence 

suggesting that storytelling, particularly through traditional forms like myth and folklore, may have played a crucial role in the 

evolution of human social cognition and the capacity for large-scale cooperation. 

These findings carry implications across several domains. In education, traditional folktales can be systematically employed 

to develop empathy, with selection criteria based on empirically validated empathy-inducing features. In therapeutic contexts, 

bibliotherapy and narrative therapy approaches can draw on the empathy-cultivation mechanisms identified here. For cross-

cultural communication, understanding universal empathy patterns in folklore may facilitate intercultural understanding. In 

digital storytelling, contemporary media can incorporate the empathy-inducing narrative structures identified in traditional tales 

to promote prosocial outcomes. 

Future investigations should explore developmental studies examining how empathic responses to folklore change across 

developmental stages; further empirical work identifying cognitive and affective activation patterns during folklore 

engagement; intervention studies testing the effectiveness of folklore-based empathy interventions in varied populations; and 

research into how traditional empathy-inducing mechanisms transfer to contemporary digital storytelling formats. 

This research is not without limitations. The corpus, while extensive, represents only a fraction of global folklore traditions. 

Cultural consultants provided valuable input, but deeper ethnographic investigation could reveal additional cultural nuances, 

and the empathy measurement instruments, while validated, may not capture all dimensions of empathic response relevant to 

traditional narratives. Notwithstanding these limitations, the study offers a replicable framework for future cross-cultural 

narrative empathy research. 
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