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Introduction

A Window on to the Landscape of Cognitive  

Literary Science

EMILY T. TROSCIANKO AND MICHAEL BURKE

In 2013, we asked what the prospects were for the field of cognitive liter-
ary studies not only offering tangible benefits for our understanding of 

literature (which it has and continues to do) but also starting to think of 
itself, and be thought of by others, as able to offer benefits back to the cog-
nitive sciences that inform it. In our special issue of the Journal of Literary 
Semantics (Burke and Troscianko, 2013), we included four examples of 
work that made this recursive move back to the scientific side: papers on 
parallel processing and consciousness, affect and artifice, the imagination 
across the disciplinary divide, and the neuroscience of rhetorical style were 
followed by a coda from a neuroscientist asking ‘Can literary studies con-
tribute to cognitive neuroscience?’ (and concluding yes).

Over the past few years, it has been gratifying to see a subtle but distinct 
shift in the tone of many contributions to the cognitive-​literary field: not 
across the board, but more conspicuously now than before, researchers 
working with cognitive concepts, findings, and debates seem to be engag-
ing with them more in the spirit of confident give and take. Not that there is 
anything wrong with applying a relevant idea from another field judiciously 
to a question in another: this kind of work can be exciting and illuminat-
ing. It is probably also the most sensible first step in an encounter between 
disciplines: find something (probably something quite solidly documented) 
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from ‘the other side’ that speaks to a question you already had, or some-
thing that opens your eyes to a question you had never quite thought of, 
and see where it takes you. This ‘simple’ strategy of cross-​disciplinary 
application is in practice often not very simple at all, and if it takes you as 
far as a new insight into an issue of text or response that had previously 
been opaque, this in itself is already a real achievement. That should not 
be forgotten when we tell ourselves that one-​directional ‘borrowing’ isn’t 
enough; it is already a lot.

Quite often, though, it happens that along the way, the act of applying 
one thing to another actually makes you rethink the thing (the theory or 
method) being applied. In the most basic sense, new evidence for something 
(like, say, the characteristics of autobiographical memory as evidenced in 
a fictional evocation of memory or a reader’s response to it) always tells us 
more about that thing—​and when the evidence comes from something as 
unlike the standard experimental psychology or neuroscience protocols as 
a work of literary fiction, it would be surprising if something qualitatively 
new were not learnt about memory or whatever it might be.

In more emergent areas of scientific inquiry, the likelihood of reciprocal 
benefit is greater still: if a subfield explicitly acknowledges its own works in 
progress, it automatically opens up space for input from other areas. This is 
one of the things that makes the cognitive-​literary dialogue so promising 
in the first place: there is so patently so much still to be learned in so many 
and varied corners of the cognitive-​scientific field, as well as the literary 
one, that nearly everything is still up for grabs.

And up for grabs does not mean the literary people are coming in and 
grabbing stuff the scientists would rather keep for themselves. It’s easy, 
working in an area where the most obvious method has seemed to be the 
application/​borrowing one, to come unthinkingly to the conclusion that 
no one on ‘the other side’ cares what you do. This impression is bolstered 
by the practical facts that departments and journals and funding bodies 
tend to adhere to the disciplinary boundaries, so the opportunities for 
researchers in different fields simply to come across your work can be lim-
ited. Nevertheless, researchers tend to become researchers because they 
are generally curious, open-​minded people, and our experience is that this 
applies unequivocally to those trained in the empirical method: for people 
who run experiments as an everyday part of life, the point is to have ques-
tions and enjoy figuring out how to pose them in answerable ways and 
then trying to answer them, all the while knowing that your knowledge 
will never be absolute.

A few weeks ago, one of us (Troscianko) spoke to someone at a cognitive 
classics conference in Oxford who had been involved in an event bringing 
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together psychologists with humanities scholars, and who reported that 
one of the scientists had said to her at some point during the event, ‘It’s 
obvious what we get out of it, but why would literary people want to col-
laborate with us?’ Ironically enough, this is what humanities researchers 
seem to think most of the time too. It seems that for whatever combina-
tion of perfectly explicable reasons—​institutional habit, intellectual inse-
curity, the allure of the greener grass everywhere else—​both ‘sides’ have 
concluded that, well, they would quite like to collaborate with the other, 
but the other would never be interested in reciprocating.

It’s very easy (for us) to enumerate all the reasons why the humanities 
end up thinking this: the apparent status imbalance, the consequent feeling 
of being under-​appreciated, the consequent feelings of defensiveness …  
But it’s a shame, because all this conspires against giving it a go, whatever 
‘it’ may mean in any given context: emailing that person whose paper you 
liked but didn’t quite understand, setting up lunch to talk about your very 
hazy ideas for an experiment, inviting someone from slightly academically 
further afield to speak at your seminar series. This is especially sad if the 
scientists do in fact really value the qualitative depth or conceptual sub-
tlety apparent in our work—​but we never get to find out.

However, if you’re reading this book, you are probably one of the people 
who does do these things and continues to do them because you see that 
they are worthwhile—​if only in making your working day more stimulat-
ing. We know there are a lot of you out there, and we are not going to pre-
tend that this volume is in any sense representative of cognitive literary 
research as a whole, except insofar as it showcases the sheer variety and 
creativity of our field.

Most of our contributions are single-​authored chapters, and the two 
exceptions are co-​authored by researchers from the same field, but we 
imagine (and in many cases know) that they are all based on energetic and 
careful conversation with people from that ‘other side’: at conferences and 
seminars, in common rooms and over lunches, by email, and even through 
periods working closely with people trained very differently, in open-​
minded lab groups or interdisciplinary institutes. In the rest of this intro-
duction, we try to draw out some of the commonalities and differences 
between the topics tackled and the angles adopted by our contributors; 
there are thematic threads to be traced and recurrent patterns of perspec-
tive and method. But our guide in conceiving this volume was not thematic 
or method-​specific; it was structural in a broad disciplinary sense.

Many of our contributors took part in a symposium on Science and 
Literary Criticism (Burke and Troscianko, 2012) which we held at St John’s 
College, Oxford, in the spring of 2012. The talks given there were as diverse 
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as the title suggests, and the small size of the event combined with the vari-
ety of topics and backgrounds meant we were able to have intimate conver-
sations about the promise and problems of the field. We talked about the 
‘laboratory liability’ and what experiments can really be expected to teach 
us; about how systems of theoretical knowledge interact; about all the tim-
escales from the evolutionary to the neural; about how much interpersonal 
variability there really is; about expertise and the blank-​slate reader, nor-
mality and averaging, introspection and the unconscious, rigour and fidel-
ity. Questions about disciplinary balance and reciprocity have been with us 
since, and the idea for this book was to try to instantiate both.

In this spirit, the three parts of the book present the three main itera-
tions on ways of working in the cognitive-​literary field. In the first part, 
which would often be thought of as cognitive literary studies proper, lit-
erary scholars draw on some aspect of cognitive science to offer a new 
viewpoint on literature or literary reading. In the second, literary scholars 
use literary materials or conceptual frameworks to contribute to cognitive-​
scientific debates. In the third, cognitive scientists engage with literature 
and literary-​critical methods to shed light on questions in their home dis-
ciplines and/​or those in literary studies. Arguably for total symmetry there 
should have been four parts, but in practice we found that the contribu-
tions from cognitive scientists tended in any case to have a dual focus: cast-
ing light on the literary phenomena and on the cognitive. So separating 
them out would have felt a little artificial.

In 2013, we suggested the term ‘cognitive literary science’ for a form of 
cognitive literary studies that takes its place assertively beneath the capa-
cious cognitive-​science umbrella, giving and receiving in equal measure—​
maybe so it stops even feeling like exchange, and starts feeling simply like 
what we do. Originally our thought was that Part I here might not quite 
count as part of cognitive literary science thus defined, but as should 
become clear in the following survey, it now seems right and important to 
see all three variations on cognitive literary research as integral to what a 
grown-​up ‘CLSci’ will look like.

Of course, the argument could be made that this model makes the inher-
ently limiting assumption that everyone will be working on their own and 
that every individual researcher has only one ‘home’ discipline. Clearly 
neither of these things need or should be true. Collaborative work that 
in its everyday practices crosses the divide or even forgets that the divide 
exists is one of the best ways of making interdisciplinarity meaningful. And 
many people have eclectic and active enough academic backgrounds that 
pigeonholing them by department makes little sense. But even where these 
things are the case, perhaps there is still something to be said for the rough 



In t roduct ion  [ 5 ]

       

outlines of our structures; perhaps, especially while the field is still rela-
tively young, the directional currents can still on the whole be discerned, 
and can tell us interesting things when we stop to look at them.

In the spirit of learning through careful observation, the remain-
der of this introduction will be devoted to an overview of the follow-
ing chapters that asks broad questions about some of the similarities 
and differences between our contributions. We will not give a blow-​by-​
blow summary of what each chapter. Instead, it has been interesting 
to reflect, at the end of a long editorial process, on the composition 
of the book and what it might tell us about the present and future of 
the field. Again, we make no claims to representativeness, but 15 chap-
ters in 3 parts offer a decent-​sized window on to the state of CLSci in 
2016:  where, right now, are our colleagues applying cognitive-​literary 
approaches, to what purpose, with what methods and assumptions? Is 
it even possible to generalize at all?

We will start with a few simple questions.
—​ Who? Our contributors range from established to mid-​ and early-​

career scholars, working in the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, New Zealand, Germany, Finland, and Norway, originally trained 
in literary studies, linguistics, and experimental and neurocognitive psy-
chology, and now practising at the interesting intersections of those fields 
and others.

—​ What? Broadly speaking, the topics being addressed in our chapters 
are the ones we would expect to see. The current Big Six cognitive-​literary 
topics—​embodiment, emotion, immersion, mental imagery, simulation, 
and social cognition—​are salient in the majority of the chapters. Even 
when the focus of inquiry is something less ubiquitous and more specific,  
like the sublime in David Miall’s chapter or the fantastic in Karin 
Kukkonen’s, the conceptual underlay is still shaped by those major themes. 
The three exceptions are perhaps the two chapters on different aspects of 
readerly pattern extraction (by Alexander Bergs and Brian Boyd), and James 
Carney’s chapter on construal level theory and science fiction. The latter 
proposes hypotheses about psychological distance and abstraction that 
certainly touch on empathy and emotion more broadly, but subordinates 
them to questions about the foregrounding of human agency through spe-
cific stylistic means. The role of feedback and predictive processing, which 
Kukkonen describes as ‘still vastly under-​represented in cognitive literary 
studies’, makes an appearance in two other chapters—​briefly in Caroline 
Pirlet and Andreas Wirag’s, and centrally in Emily Troscianko’s—​and feels 
like one that could play an important connective role in the future of the 
field, with clear relevance to topics like the interplay between memory and 
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emotion discussed by Patrick Hogan or between immersion and reflection 
as explored by Merja Polvinen. If, as Andy Clark predicts, predictive cod-
ing turns out to kick off one of ‘the major intellectual events of the early 
twenty-​first century’ (2013, p. 21), then it seems likely that CLSci will get in 
on the act. But then, we are currently keen on this, so our predictions may 
be revealing primarily of our ‘priors’.

—​ Where? If we look at the cognitive-​scientific disciplines on which our 
contributors are drawing, we again find the usual suspects of experimental 
psychology and neuroscience, with a little bit of evolutionary psychology 
and some philosophy of mind, notably an adapted form of ‘heterophe-
nomenology’ (David Herman). Herman also brings in ethology and some 
anthropology, which seems like an obvious area for expansion in CLSci, 
as do developmental psychology and questions about life-​course changes 
(broached by Richard Gerrig and Micah Mumper, and by Keith Oatley) and 
the medical/​psychiatric realm dealt with by Troscianko. Alexander Bergs 
and Arthur Jacobs make cognitive (neuro)linguistics central to their chap-
ters, though it does not feature much in the contributions of those outside 
that field, with the exception of Miall, who explains how EEG findings on 
functional shift speak to the style of the sublime. There is, though, a dis-
connect across the field between researchers who adopt a linguistics model 
and those who do not which continues to feel surprising—​it would be nice 
to see more integration on this front in future. A possible facilitator here 
could be the field of cognitive stylistics: the linguistic analysis of literary 
texts conducted through the lens of either cognitive psychology or cogni-
tive linguistics. Another common absence also found here is that of social 
psychology: like anthropological methods, it tends to be under-​represented 
in CLSci, as it is here (though there is a little discursive psychology in Pirlet 
and Wirag’s chapter).

Is this because when turning to ‘science’, the inclination is to turn to 
the ‘harder’ rather than the ‘softer’ versions first, because they promise 
the most solid foundation of empirical validation? Marcus Hartner would 
warn us that the principle of autonomy should make us hesitate before leap-
ing over too many explanatory levels on the path between our home dis-
ciplines and those we make connections with. We would also add that a 
cogent link from the humanities to social psychology can be found in the 
precepts and principles of classical rhetoric and its modern guises of persua-
sion and communication studies. Meanwhile, it’s clear that for the majority 
of our contributors, the behavioural and self-​report methods of experimen-
tal psychology are the natural stepping stone: not too near and not too far. 
Generally speaking, though, there seems quite a contrast between those 
contributors who (to oversimplify somewhat) jump straight to the science 
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and those who ground their arguments in theoretical or empirical work that 
has already taken place within the cognitive-​literary field. That preference 
will depend on all kinds of factors including subject matter and probably 
personality, but tracking whether the relative proportions change over time 
may tell us something about the likely future size, shape, and constitution 
of CLSci.

Another ‘where?’ question we might ask, of course, is a cultural-​
geographic one: where do our contributors’ primary texts come from? In 
this we are, for the obvious pragmatic reasons, fairly Anglocentric, but 
Kukkonen introduces us to an 18th-​century French novella and Jacobs 
guides us through the word valleys, sentence slopes, verse lifts, and stanza 
rises of German linguistic beauty, idiom, and poetry. Where time and 
expertise permit, it would be great to see more cultural-​linguistic diver-
sity in future CLSci studies out beyond the main Germanic and Romance 
languages.

—​ When? The primary texts our contributors discuss range from 
Longinus, reproducing in the 1st century c.e. a poem by Sappho from  
6 centuries earlier (Miall), to three North American novels from 2013 
(Gerrig and Mumper). Shakespeare’s sonnets win the prize for the most 
attention, with three contributors considering them. Otherwise, the 20th 
century is the best represented, as might be expected—​but with much less 
of a focus on high Modernism than has often been the case.

—​ Why and how? These two questions meld somewhat into one, since 
it’s hard to neatly separate out the question being asked from the method 
used to answering it. The methods adopted by our contributors take in 
the full range from meta-​theoretical overview (Hartner) to theories that 
encompass facets of the overarching distinction between lyric and narra-
tive (Boyd) or fiction and non-​fiction (David Herman); from accounts of 
genre characteristics (Carney) and rethinkings of disciplinary structures 
and boundaries (Jacobs, Pirlet and Wirag) to inquiries into literary phe-
nomena like the sublime (Miall) and the fantastic (Kukkonen) or linguistic 
phenomena like coercion (Bergs); from a question about how a particular 
cognitive context or individual history changes the reading experience 
(Gerrig and Mumper, Troscianko) to higher-​level ones about why readers 
(critical and recreational) vary and resemble each other in their responses 
(Raymond Gibbs) and how reading changes people (Oatley); from a chal-
lenge to received ways of thinking about readerly engagement (Polvinen) to 
a knotty puzzle posed by a specific text (Hogan). It will become clear to you 
once you read them, though, that these encapsulations are only one way of 
conveying what the chapters do: we could just as well describe Herman’s as 
a critical survey of the problem of non-​human other minds, or Kukkonen’s 
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as a case study on the probabilistic models of the Bayesian reader. But the 
variety of scales and scopes of questions asked and evidence presented, 
approached with deductive and/​or inductive methods, all with their own 
rationales and priorities, makes clear that there really is no single template 
for a standard CLSci publication: we could hardly be any further from, say, 
a field in which all anyone does is apply a scientific finding to the reading of 
a single text to generate a new interpretation. This can be and is done bril-
liantly, but there are a myriad other options for researchers in the field, and 
it is heartening to see the inventiveness keep growing. Sceptics may say 
that this heterogeneity is the field’s fatal flaw, but it must also be its forte.

When it comes to the use of primary literary texts, too, there is a huge 
range of strategies, from more or less close readings of just one or a very 
few texts to high-​level surveys of general characteristics of a large num-
ber of texts or analysis of numerous small text fragments, to chapters that 
do not discuss specific texts at all. Interestingly, the closest reading and 
the very broadest argument go hand in hand in Boyd’s chapter on the con-
trast between narrative and lyric; here the specifics of textual patterning 
are analysed at the lowest level to provide evidence for the ultra-​high-​level 
hypothesis about the levels of effort required for cognitive pattern extrac-
tion. And while for the most part the texts considered are literary prose 
fiction, poetry, and drama, Kukkonen brings in discussion of the links 
between literature and visual art, and Herman compares and contrasts fic-
tional and non-​fictional accounts of non-​human minds.

Having exhausted the ‘Five Ws and an H’, our next set of questions 
relates to the currents and tensions of interdisciplinarity: in the shifts or 
mergings between disciplines, is consensus emerging or not, what happens 
to terminology, to what extent are attitudes critical or embracing or both 
at once, and are people worrying about the interdisciplinary or just getting 
on with it?

There are some striking points of convergence in our contributors’ 
conclusions—​Bergs and Boyd on the centrality of pattern recognition in 
(literary) reading, as already noted, or Oatley and Polvinen on the nature 
of literature as cognitive training. There are some areas of divergence too, 
whether in differing attitudes to things like measures of transportation 
(compare Gerrig and Mumper with Polvinen), or in thinking about whether 
contrasting attitudes to texts manifest through simultaneity or vacillation 
(compare Polvinen and Kukkonen). We see these differences not as incom-
patibilities, but as excellent starting points for future exchange.

In many of the chapters, there seems to be an easy interplay between 
concepts and terms deriving from the cognitive and the literary side—​cog-
nitive frames and natural narratology, construal level and characterization, 
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the P600 response and the sublime—​with established terms of literary ref-
erence clearly still serving useful purposes when put in dialogue with oth-
ers that have quite different histories and conventions. The use of certain 
cognitive terms indicates that there is still a lot of fluidity in the concep-
tual systems in use: Oatley, for instance, uses inferencing, theory of mind, 
and simulation in an inclusive way that the more terminologically hard-​
line might say one shouldn’t. Who knows where the scientific and memetic 
competition will take us in the end. Perhaps surprisingly, though, no one 
suggests that we need to replace existing concepts with new ones designed 
specifically for cognitive-​literary purposes: although there is plenty of crit-
ical engagement with the definitions and/​or implications of well-​known 
concepts—​like heterophenomenology in Herman, or aesthetic illusion in 
Polvinen—​the tendency here seems to be to work with the terms we have 
inherited rather than offering up new ones.

On the matter of critique, we might expect the contributions in our sec-
ond part—​literary scholars offering something back to the sciences—​to 
be the most overtly critical of scientific practices and frameworks, and this 
turns out to be the case: Hogan remarks on the limitations of lab-​based 
experiments, for example, Polvinen on the problems with thinking com-
putationally about the imagination, and Herman not only on the need to 
rethink narratology with the help of philosophy and anthropology but 
also on how elements of that philosophy can and should be rethought 
with the help of literary insights. By contrast, though, both Kukkonen and 
Troscianko apply feedback or prediction principles quite uncomplicatedly 
to the study of literature, but both with the aim of advancing the study 
of the cognitive phenomena under discussion:  predictive processing and 
disordered eating, respectively. That said, the contributors to our third 
part are happy to acknowledge the limitations of current scientific practice 
too: Gibbs in relation to typical literary reading studies investigating ‘naïve 
readers’ first-​time pass through, and quick comprehension of, brief seg-
ments of text, usually artificially constructed for experimental purposes’, 
for instance, or Bergs on the ‘substantial drawbacks’ of fMRI. (Although as 
a linguist working at an Institute for English and American Studies using 
historical and solidly empirical methods, Bergs is an excellent example 
of where the opposition of ‘scientist’ versus ‘humanities scholar’ breaks 
down.) A bit of healthy scepticism about traditional literary-​critical meth-
ods might also be anticipated from the scientists writing in Part III, but 
this is not really in evidence at all, with the possible exception of Gibbs’s 
comments on the tendency of critics to think of their acts of reading as 
quite unlike those of ‘ordinary’ readers, and so to feel legitimized in reject-
ing findings about the latter as inapplicable to critical reading. A brief note 
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of warning is, however, sounded by Carney when he considers what hap-
pens when prescriptive notions of the literary collide with ordinary read-
ers’ experiences—​and advocates siding with the latter.

As for whether interdisciplinarity itself is the object of questioning, 
doubt, or other kinds of meta-​reflection, on the whole it seems not to be. 
Assessing the status quo and offering suggestions for how to strengthen 
the field is the point of Hartner’s opening chapter, but otherwise, though 
most of our authors give brief scene-​setting remarks about the disciplin-
ary encounters they will be drawing on, these are more explanation than 
defence, and the usual procedure seems to be:  set out why a cognitive-​
literary approach is meaningful, and then put it into practice. On the 
meta-​level, Hartner makes some concluding suggestions about the aims of 
interdisciplinary research that contrast with Herman’s position on ‘trans-
disciplinarity’, suggesting that although conducting research that demon-
strates the benefits of the humanities in broader contexts is an excellent 
aim, it needn’t be one we always have in mind: ‘Literature is worth studying 
for a vast variety of reasons; not all of them will necessarily be of scientific 
or transdisciplinary value.’

By now it will have become clear that, like any categorical structure 
imposed on complex works of individual scholarship, our ordering schema 
is far from watertight. It’s easy to make the case, in particular, that the 
contributions in Part I offer ‘transdisciplinary’ benefits back to the cogni-
tive sciences just as those in Part II do. By offering rich evidence of cogni-
tive phenomena that are manifested in salient and complex ways in literary 
encounters, they arguably do what Kukkonen says of literature and ‘fantas-
tic cognition’:  throwing each of their cognitive subjects into sharp relief,  
cognitive literary study ‘helps make … more or less automatic features of 
cognition noticeable and thus subject to analysis’. One of the most subtly and 
unexpectedly encouraging trends in the whole book, actually, is that many of 
our authors do not seem to feel the need to specify, in disciplinary terms, 
where the projected benefits of their contributions lie: when investigating 
what distinctive processes might be involved in the reading of full-​length 
novels, or how the linguistic phenomenon of coercion behaves in aesthetic 
contexts, or what exactly the sublime is, these questions are of intrinsic  
interest, and working out which ‘side’ ‘gains’ more from any given increase 
in understanding may be beside the point. Of course, articulating which  
disciplinary stockpiles we want to contribute to is often important, but 
sometimes we can allow our questions and answers to speak for themselves.

Finally, we might ask how the classic flashpoints of the cognitive literary 
field are dealt with by our contributors. We might name three in particu-
lar: How do findings about averaged-​out experimental participants relate 
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to insights into individual experiences? How do the theoretical and the 
empirical relate to each other? And how do findings about 20th-​ or 21st-​
century experimental participants relate to questions about texts many 
centuries or even millennia old?

The matter of the individual versus the general is broached in many 
chapters, and takes centre stage in two—​interestingly, both by scientists 
(Gibbs, and Gerrig and Mumper). This concern from the scientific side with 
the specificity more usually thought of as the domain of the humanities is 
echoed in Oatley’s chapter too, though Pirlet and Wirag also engage with it, 
and it makes brief appearances in lots of other chapters. The problem and 
a solution are expressed concisely by Carney, who notes that literary texts 
inherit the variability of the human mind, and so can suffer from shoehorn-
ing typologies, but that both also have regularities which emerge at the 
statistical level, so that generalizations are not meaningless. Many of our 
chapters are beautiful demonstrations of the simple reality that although 
empirical methods can be used to iron out the differences between people, 
they can also be used to highlight those differences—indeed, empirical 
work that investigates responses other than one’s own is the only way of 
doing that. This is part of perhaps the most immediately satisfying justifi-
cation for the entire field of CLSci (should one be needed): that instead of 
basing conclusions about textual effects on the singular experience of the 
critic-​as-​reader disguised as the generic reader, or accumulating new inter-
pretations of texts without acknowledgement of the cognitive factors on 
which they depend, we can understand interpretations as cognitive effects, 
and investigate their natural variations in others as well as ourselves. This 
logic is put into practice not just in the kinds of research questions and 
empirical evidence manifest in our contributions, but in some cases also in 
their approaches as expressed through choice of writerly tone: the chapters 
by Gibbs and Jacobs, both scientists, make particularly clear that personal 
experience is a touchstone for how research is conducted and/​or conveyed.

Another question bound to be asked about work in CLSci as conducted 
by researchers trained in literary studies is what combination of theory 
and empirical work it draws on or contributes to. David Miall is well known 
as one of the pioneers of empirical literary studies, and Gibbs, Gerrig and 
Mumper, Oatley, and Jacobs all present findings from experimental work 
they have carried out. Amongst our humanities contributors, several give 
clear outlines of how their suggestions could be tested empirically: a hypo-
thetical study using the three extant versions of Cazotte’s 18th-​century 
novella to see how readers tread the interpretive line between the uncanny, 
the fantastic, and the marvellous (Kukkonen), or a prediction of changes 
to readers’ approval of Joyce’s eponymous heroine Eveline as a function 
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of their varying tendencies towards empathic engagement with other 
people (Pirlet and Wirag). Troscianko presents some pilot data from the 
start of a ‘knowledge exchange’ collaboration with a mental health char-
ity, and Herman also makes clear the real-​world ethical implications of the 
research project he sketches out: mental-​state attribution in narrative can 
have effects back on the discourse domains in which they are located, and 
thus help change how we think about other species’ minds and so treat 
other animals.

When it comes to testing hypotheses, or even making the hypotheses 
in the first place, about writers or readers of texts written centuries or mil-
lennia ago, there are obvious complications—​indeed, they were raised by 
one of the reviewers of our book proposal as needing more attention—​
but our contributors do not seem fazed by them. Miall’s chapter deals with 
the historically furthest removed textual examples, but he aligns Sappho’s 
poem with travel accounts from the 18th and 19th centuries, and his analy-
sis makes clear that there is no principled obstacle to creating this kind 
of line of connection between periods. Boyd’s argument relates to a fun-
damental enough feature of human cognition that illustrating it through 
Shakespeare’s sonnets poses no problems. Kukkonen’s argument links the 
history of aesthetic trends with the predictive models they engage, but in 
general from our contributions one can infer that an adapted version of 
Carney’s response to the ‘problem’ of individual variation applies to that of 
historical variation: there are variations, but there are also commonalities. 
The difference between the two cases is, of course, that if we have hypoth-
eses about reader response (or indeed authorial creation) that we want 
to test, this simply cannot be done with historical readers or writers as it 
can with 21st-​century individuals; the most we can do are observational 
studies along the lines of corpus analysis. But maybe this does not hugely 
matter. We can do experiments with readers now and interpret our results 
in the light of wide-​ranging evidence of what is known about historical-​
evolutionary trends in human cognition. This requires more interdisciplin-
ary collaboration, but perhaps that is no bad thing. It is certainly one more 
tempting territory staked out for future exploration.

What we take from this survey of the territory of CLSci, at least as it 
is inhabited by the 17 contributors to this volume, is the sense of a field 
growing confidently into maturity. We imposed the tripartite structure, 
but probably we needn’t have: people are doing all kinds of creative borrow-
ing and lending, from different starting points and with varying aims. You 
must judge for yourself whether Hartner’s three principles for a respon-
sible CLSci are being adhered to, or whether you agree with them in the 
first place, and we are sure you will have your own set of criteria by which 
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to assess what follows. But we hope that your reading experience will have 
something of the quality of eavesdropping enjoyably on a mixture of ani-
mated conversations.

As for the near future of CLSci, well, we predict that scholars and sci-
entists from across the disciplines will work together more frequently on 
closely collaborative projects, and that these projects will develop new 
ways of doing mixed-​methods research combining theory with qualita-
tive and quantitative measures. We also predict that 4E cognition—​the 
embodied, the embedded, the enactive, and the extended—​will stay big, 
but grow more differentiated as debates on what strength of claim can be 
made about the contributions of context to cognition continue to mature. 
Investigations of contextual effects, priming, and framing will, we imagine, 
connect the linguistic and the rhetorical more closely with the other aspects 
of the cognitive. There will be more work on how important dimensions 
of reader variation affect the processes and the outcomes of literary read-
ing, and how these interactions may have implications for today’s social 
and psychiatric challenges. The ever-​seductive question of whether reading 
literature makes us better (cleverer, more empathic, more moral) people 
will be tackled from new angles, especially by developing ways of track-
ing longer-​term changes in readers’ mental states and behaviours. In this 
regard, we anticipate an increasing concern with more ecologically valid 
methods for studying literary reading empirically, via more dialogue with 
social anthropology and mobile tech innovation. Lab-​based experiments 
will continue to ask detailed questions about readers’ responses, with the 
4E paradigm bringing the haptics, kinaesthetics, and ergonomics of liter-
ary text processing under scrutiny. Neuroscientific methods will, we hope, 
grow more nuanced too, as conceptual developments like ‘second-​person 
neuroscience’ accompany technological advances. All this should keep the 
cognitive literary scientists of the near future agreeably busy. Of course, we 
could be wrong about any or all of this, but in a field as young and as vibrant 
as ours, there is nothing particularly disquieting about that.
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CHAPTER 1

Scientific Concepts in Literary Studies

Towards Criteria for the Meeting of Literature  

and Cognitive Science

MARCUS HARTNER

INTRODUCTION

Cognitive approaches to the study of literature are not a new phenom-
enon. More than 25 years ago, inspired by the cognitive turn in linguis-
tics, Eldrud Ibsch published an article on the ‘The Cognitive Turn in 
Narratology’ (1990), and at the turn of the millennium Tony Jackson 
(2000, p.  340) suggested that the influence of cognitive science might 
soon become irresistible. ‘How can empirically established, scientific 
claims about the biology and psychology of reading, writing, and respond-
ing’, he asked, ‘have no bearing on the discipline whose meat and pota-
toes is reading, writing, and responding?’ Yet, despite such predictions, 
the overall situation of cognitive approaches within the academic study 
of literature has changed only partially over the last two decades. General 
interest in the field has undoubtedly increased over the past years, but 
many students of literature still complete their studies without ever being 
introduced to cognitive approaches, and the majority of scholars remain 
sceptical, or at least indifferent, towards this field of research. Cognitive 
approaches, in other words, have remained ‘on the verge of affecting the 
mainstream’ (Burke and Troscianko, 2012) but have never quite managed 
to do so. As a result, the field’s breakthrough continues to be projected 

 

 



[ 18 ]  Literature through a Cognitive Lens

       

into the future. It is still hailed as ‘the next big thing’ in literary stud-
ies (Cohen, 2010), despite the fact that cognitive approaches have been 
around for more than 20 years.1

The reasons for the lack of enthusiasm many scholars in the humani-
ties display towards cognitive approaches are diverse. They range from 
the field’s lack of a common theoretical framework to an old-​fashioned 
concern about the ‘infiltration and contamination [of literary criticism] 
by other disciplines’ (Waugh, 2006, p. 24). Furthermore, scholars such 
as Paul Sheenan consider cognitive literary studies to be fundamentally 
incompatible with the entire body of approaches traditionally subsumed 
under the shorthand of ‘Theory’ (2014, p.  31). Cognitive approaches, 
in his view, represent ‘a deliberate turn away from the historical, social 
and political conditions that shape the literary, toward the universal 
structures of cognition’ (p.  53). The concerns about cognitive literary 
studies also include epistemological and methodological uncertainties 
surrounding the intersection of empirical (cognitive) science and (non-​
empirical) literary studies, which have formed part of an ongoing debate 
on the explanatory potential, the scope, and the problems of cognitive 
approaches.2

In the context of this discussion, my chapter engages in a reflection on 
methodologically sound ways of conceptualizing the meeting of science 
and the humanities. Taking up some of the methodological and theoretical 
issues affecting cognitive approaches, I try to identify general criteria by 
drawing on a standard model of the structural relationship between dif-
ferent levels of scientific investigation, outlined, for example, by Patrick 
Hogan (2003, pp. 202‒210). From this model, I derive a set of basic heu-
ristic guidelines for cognitive literary studies: the principles of coherence, 
moderation, and autonomy. By elaborating on the conceptual underpinnings 
and the practical consequences of those guidelines, I hope to provide some 
practical orientation for research situated at the intersection of literature 
and science. In this way, I  aim both to further the field’s development 
and to counter some of the methodological criticism to which it has been 
subjected.3

1.  On the origins of cognitive approaches to literature, see Richardson (2004, p. 1) 
and Vandaele and Brône (2009, p. 1).

2.  See, for example, Jackson (2000, 2005), Adler and Gross (2002), Hogan (2003), 
Gottschall (2008), Slingerland (2008), Ryan (2010), and Sheenan (2014).

3.  For a more extended discussion of the project of cognitive literary studies and the 
idea of heuristic guidelines, see also Hartner (2012, pp. 13–​56).


