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WHEN VERBS CARRY EMOTION: 

CARE AND INDIRECT REPRESENTATION IN FICTION 

Galyna TSAPRO 

Київський столичний університет імені Бориса Грінченка, Україна 

Contemporary popular fiction represents an important field for observing how 

emotional experience is structured and communicated in narrative form. Within 

women-centred popular fiction, particular attention is given to interpersonal 

relationships, everyday interaction and situations of emotional tension, which are 

presented through relatively simple narrative organisation and accessible language. In 

such texts, emotional meaning is rarely introduced through explicit explanation. 

Instead, it tends to emerge gradually in the course of interaction, perception and 

reflection. 

A number of studies devoted to women’s popular writing have emphasised the 

role of emotions, relationships and care as central elements of narrative organization 

(Ferriss & Young, 2006; Harzewski, 2011). At the same time, the linguistic 

mechanisms through which emotional experience is conveyed remain less clearly 

defined. While emotions are often treated as thematic content, the question of how they 

are constructed in the text itself requires further clarification. In particular, it is not 

always the case that emotional states are directly named or described through 

evaluative vocabulary. 

In such texts, particular attention may be drawn to the verbal organisation of 

narrative. Emotional experience is often conveyed through verbs that describe 

perception, hesitation and response, rather than through explicitly named emotional 

states. These verbal patterns make it possible to present emotion as something that 

unfolds in the course of interaction and reflection, without fixing it in stable or clearly 

defined categories. Through verbs of perception, hesitation and response, emotional 

experience may be presented as a process rather than as a fixed state. 

A closely related aspect is the representation of care. In many cases, care is not 

verbalised as an explicit emotion but is realised through action, presence and forms of 

interaction between characters. Such patterns suggest that emotional meaning and care 

are closely connected at the level of verbal organisation, where verbs structure both 

internal experience and interpersonal relations (Gilligan, 1982; Held, 2006). 

Against this background, the prose of the contemporary French writer Sophie 

Tal Men provides suitable material for examining how verbs participate in the 

representation of emotional experience and care in women-centred popular fiction. Her 

novels focus on everyday situations, interpersonal relationships and moments of 



169 
 

emotional vulnerability, which are conveyed through restrained and indirect narrative 

means. 

Women-centred popular fiction has been examined primarily within the broader 

field of women’s writing in late modernity, where everyday experience, interpersonal 

relationships and emotional self-management become central narrative concerns 

(Ferriss & Young, 2006; Harzewski, 2011). Within this field, chick lit is usually 

associated with texts that focus on women’s everyday life, interpersonal relationships 

and emotional experience, often presented in connection with contemporary social 

tendencies such as consumer culture and postfeminist values. At the same time, later 

studies show that this label does not fully account for the diversity of contemporary 

women-oriented popular prose, as many texts avoid irony, explicit postfeminist 

rhetoric or consumerist imagery as dominant narrative principles. In this respect, the 

broader notion of women-centred popular fiction remains analytically more flexible, 

as it allows attention to be focused on recurrent narrative priorities such as emotional 

experience, relational interaction and everyday ethical choices (Harzewski, 2011). 

Emotional experience in fiction is not only presented as a theme but is shaped 

by the way the narrative is organised. It depends on whose perspective is given, how 

situations are described and how characters perceive what is happening around them 

(Fludernik, 2009). In this respect, emotions do not appear as fixed or clearly defined 

states but develop gradually in the course of the narrative, often remaining open to 

interpretation, especially in texts focused on interpersonal interaction and everyday 

experience. In such texts, emotional experience is often presented not as a clearly 

defined state but as something that develops gradually and remains open to 

interpretation (Hogan, 2011; Keen, 2007). 

In this context, particular importance may be attached to the linguistic realisation 

of emotional experience. Rather than being expressed through explicit emotion terms, 

it may be conveyed through recurrent patterns of perception, hesitation and internal 

response. These patterns are frequently associated with verbs that position emotional 

experience within the perspective of the character and present it as unstable and 

processual. Such verbal choices make it possible to represent emotion indirectly, 

without reducing it to fixed or clearly named categories. 

A closely related aspect is the concept of care. Within feminist scholarship, care 

has been described not only as a private emotional response but as a mode of ethical 

reasoning grounded in attentiveness, responsibility and relational thinking (Gilligan, 

1982; Held, 2006). In literary texts, this perspective makes it possible to approach care 

not simply as a theme but as a pattern of interaction. Care is realised through repeated 

actions, forms of presence and practical involvement, which are often expressed 

through verbs referring to support, attention and continuity. In this way, emotional 

experience and care may be examined together, as they are structured through similar 

patterns of interaction and verbal organisation. 

In recent years, corpus-assisted approaches have been increasingly applied to the 

study of literary texts, making it possible to identify recurrent lexical and grammatical 

patterns that are not always evident in close reading (McIntyre & Walker, 2019; 

Stubbs, 2005). Corpus stylistics demonstrates that frequency and collocational 

behaviour may reveal stable tendencies in the representation of narrative meaning, 
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especially in systematically organised textual material. At the same time, quantitative 

observations require interpretative analysis, which allows linguistic patterns to be 

related to narrative structure and meaning. This combined approach is particularly 

relevant for the present study, as it makes it possible to trace how emotional experience 

and care are realised through recurrent verbal patterns across a corpus of texts. 

The analysis of the verb frequency list makes it possible to identify a group of 

verbs that regularly occur in emotionally marked contexts. As expected, the most 

frequent items are high-frequency grammatical verbs, which do not carry independent 

analytical value. At the same time, a number of lexical verbs appear with noticeable 

regularity and form a more meaningful pattern. 

In the corpus, verbs such as sentir, sembler and hésiter regularly appear in 

passages where emotional tension is present. They do not introduce emotion directly 

but reflect how it is experienced — through sensation, hesitation or a tentative 

interpretation of what is happening. In this way, emotion does not appear as a clearly 

defined state but remains partial, unstable and dependent on the situation.  It appears 

in the form of a reaction, a passing impression or an attempt to make sense of what is 

being felt. In such cases, emotion appears as something that is felt, perceived or 

questioned, but not fully stabilised. Across different contexts, these verbs tend to recur 

in similar types of situations, where emotional tension is present but not directly 

verbalised. They appear in passages focused on perception, hesitation or internal 

reaction, where the character does not name what is felt but responds to it. In this way, 

emotional meaning remains embedded in the situation and is shaped by how it is 

experienced rather than by explicit description. 

Within this group, the verb sembler occupies a particularly prominent position. 

Its frequent use in emotionally marked passages makes it possible to observe how 

emotional experience is presented as uncertain, tentative and subject to ongoing 

evaluation. 

In the analysed texts, sembler rarely appears in isolation. In the analysed 

passages, sembler rarely appears without modification. In the analysed passages, 

sembler rarely appears without elements such as plus, moins, très, si or encore. These 

combinations introduce a sense of degree, so that what is expressed is not fixed but 

varies within the situation. Emotion is not stated directly but approached through small 

shifts in evaluation. 

The collocational profile of sembler reflects this tendency (Fig. 1). The 

surrounding elements point to a form of evaluation that remains tentative, where 

emotional meaning is not stated directly but formed in the course of perception. At the 

same time, the presence of the pronominal form me points to the subjective nature of 

this evaluation, as emotional meaning is anchored in the perspective of the 

experiencing subject. Nouns such as surprise, attente and charme appearing in the 

object position suggest that sembler functions as a mediating element between 

perception and interpretation, allowing emotional meaning to emerge without being 

explicitly named. 
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Figure 1. Collocational profile of the verb sembler 

In narrative contexts, sembler often appears in passages where emotional 

experience is accompanied by hesitation or doubt. In many cases, sembler appears in 

passages where certainty is avoided and the same situation is approached from more 

than one angle. What is expressed is not final and may be reconsidered as the situation 

unfolds. 

A similar effect can be seen in passages where emotional self-perception is 

followed by hesitation or questioning. Even when sembler is not used directly, the same 

type of movement can be observed, where what is felt is not fixed but remains open 

and subject to change. 
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