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An Evolutionary Framework for Literary Reading

Introduction


Every human culture possesses a special mode of verbal behaviour that can be considered “literary,” although in most places and at most times this has been an oral rather than a written phenomenon.  However, most current critical theorists appear to accept that “literature,” as a body of imaginative writing with distinctive properties, is a rather modern development.  Having lasted perhaps some two centuries, it is now in process of being deconstructed following a wide range of historicist and cultural analysis.   In short, it is generally held that “literature” emerged in the eighteenth century in order to serve the interests of an emergent middle class culture.  As Richard Terry has suggested, however, the arguments tend to conflate the term “literature” with the concept: citing authors such as Alvin Kernan and Terry Eagleton, he suggests they reveal “slippage from word to concept” (Terry 1997: 84).  


A closely related problem, as Terry’s article shows, involves asking when the literary canon came into being.  Terry himself argues that the concept of a literary canon emerges around the late sixteenth century, since by this time commentators are privileging a group of creative texts (such as the works of Chaucer, Gower, Spenser, Sidney, and Marlowe) that can be delimited from the noncreative.  As Willie van Peer (1997) has argued, however, the processes of canonicity appear to have operated throughout history, as far back as the first “creative” texts on record (Sumerian, c. 3000 BC).  The nomination of the term used to label each phenomenon may thus be predated several millenia by the phenomenon itself, that is, by the existence of a select group of texts that tend to outlast the conditions of their production, or by a particular class of texts with special properties and effects.


In this essay I examine what such an argument implies for literary reading.  I will ask whether the experience of the literary may be fundamental to us as a species, and consider whether the proclivity for literary experience fulfils some identifiable and distinctive role.  While species-specific traits are commonly thought to require fifty or more generations to develop, the evidence for literature goes back well beyond this; thus the time span for the existence of literature is more than adequate to propose the question: Is literary experience an adaptation, selected by evolutionary pressures because it enhanced survival and reproductive ability?   In considering this question, it is important to bear in mind that the conditions under which a trait is manifested now may not provide an accurate guide to how or why the trait was acquired in ancestral conditions.  In developed cultures (from Roman to contemporary western civilizations) literary experience has primarily taken the form of reading, which clearly adds a component of learned skills to that experience, likely to have modified it to some degree.  Similarly, the powers of literature have at various times been systematically appropriated by religious and secular authorities for their own ends, from Bible rhetoric to modern schoolroom techniques of literary analysis.  Indeed, the supposed invention of literature by the middle classes in the eighteenth century has been taken to show that literary experience embodies ideological principles and rests on nothing innate.  Disentangling from these cultural formations what may be fundamental to literary experience will hardly be a simple or straightforward task. 


In discussing this question, whether literary reading has evolutionary significance, I will limit myself to two issues.  In the first main section of the chapter I ask what the evidence is for an innate component of literature.  Here I further limit the discussion to the response to literary language, or foregrounding; this stands in for a wider discussion of other distinctive features, such as tropes and narrative forms.  In the second section I consider the function of literature as a dehabituating agent; in this light, I then ask what difference an evolutionary perspective might make to our research on reading, in particular, to the design of empirical studies.


First, however, I briefly consider several other important approaches to the evolutionary question.  Previous studies of literature within an evolutionary framework have done little more than glance at either the formalist issues or the empirical approach.  In their studies Joseph Carroll and Robert Storey have, in different ways, proposed a thematics that endows literature with evolutionary significance: literature, in a word, matters because it empowers us to consider the fundamental, life-enhancing themes of our existence.  Literary works are distinctive, Carroll notes, “through their subject matter, the faculties they engage, the writer’s orientation to the subject, and the use of words as their specific medium of representation” (Carroll 1995: 104).  Similarly, Storey argues that literature is fundamentally mimetic, “relying as it does upon the reader’s attempt to descry an intelligibility in human affairs” (Storey 1996: 126).  Although these authors argue forcefully for the importance of literature as a special mode of representation, neither approach enables us to discriminate literary experience from other modes of discourse in which we inquire into the “intelligibility” of our lives.  I suggest that an argument for the evolutionary role of literature must be founded on more than literary content.  It is the formal properties of literature and the responses these evoke in the hearer or reader that most clearly characterize literature, setting it apart from discourse in general.  


Ellen Dissanayake, who has written extensively on the evolutionary significance of the arts, suggests that works of art promote what we might call a “defamiliarizing” mode of mind, a “making special” (Dissanayake 1992: 50).  In premodern societies this multimodal experience (involving several art forms) prepared the individual for recognizing and participating in an unusual experience: developed at first, perhaps, for encountering the sacred and the rituals that developed around it, literary experience may have developed its own specific characteristics, coming in time to incorporate verbal and narrative cues to alert the hearer to adopt a special mode of attention.  Dissanayake notes that many cultures make use of specific devices to signal poetic utterance, such as an unusual tone of voice (Dissanayake 1992: 113-6).  Internalized in the texture of language as foregrounding it is these cues, in part, that we now recognize as giving written literature its distinctiveness as a medium.


A content-directed approach may place too much emphasis on meaning.  This argument can be illustrated by an analogy.  Literature invokes processes in the reader somewhat as a migrating bird depends on its navigational system.  The bird does not set out with a fixed goal that it aims to reach: its orientation is guided by reference to such environmental signals as geographical landmarks, terrestrial magnetism, the sun, and stars, all of which provide the bird with a goal-tracking system.  It is this content-knowledge that modulates the migratory process of the bird, but in order to understand that process we need to know not what the bird understands about magnetism or the sun but how its systematic use of this information creates a guidance system.  Similarly, the literary reader, while knowing there may be a goal to be reached (i.e., an interpretation of a text that is appropriate for that reader), cannot set out knowing in advance what that goal is, in the way that the reader of a repair manual or a chemistry textbook can be goal-oriented; moreover, interpretation may not even be a goal for the reader who reads for the pleasurable experience of reading rather than for meaning.  Literary reading is guided, like the migrating bird, by an array of navigational markers, such as the palette of phonetic features, significant tropes, or narrative cues, and it is these that enable readers to attain their goal.  Readers do not need knowledge of phonetic tone colours, or even need to be aware of their role during reading.  As literary readers, in other words, we deploy a set of “content-sensitive” processes (Tooby and Cosmides 1992: 34) endowed on us by evolution, but fulfil these in ways peculiar to our own needs and historical context.


In the discussion that follows, therefore, I first briefly lay out some evidence for attention to foregrounding, suggesting that this is a distinctive feature of human development from infancy onwards, predating literary experience as such.  My comments are intended to be representative, since foregrounding is only one of several formal aspects that should be explored for their evolutionary significance: other major domains of inquiry include figurative structures (analysed, although not in an evolutionary context, by Turner, 1991), and the formal components of narrative (e.g., Fludernik, 1996).  Then I examine the “defamiliarizing” process of mind that appears central to literary experience, and consider what evolutionary implications it might possess.  I propose that literary experience considered formally can be understood as dehabituating, having emerged in recent human evolution as an adaptive solution to some specific sensory and cognitive limitations in human functioning.

Form and foregrounding


The claim that literary texts characteristically exhibit a special use of language, or foregrounding, has been in dispute for several decades, a dispute initiated in particular by Stanley Fish’s (1980) attack on stylistic methods of analysis in a paper first published in 1973.  Arguments against literary language have typically taken one of three forms: first, that distinctive features (alliteration, metaphor, etc.) are as common in non-literary as in literary texts; second, that such verbal features provide no formula for reaching an interpretation, i.e., that they are devoid of the kinds of meaning that stylistic critics have attempted to build upon them; or, third, that if we pay attention to foregrounding it is solely because we have been schooled into doing so.  Each of these arguments deserves careful consideration (for discussion see Miall and Kuiken, 1998, 1999), but for the present purpose I will point out only that on both sides of the debate the issue of reception has been largely overlooked.  Thus, my concern here is with the question, what difference does it make to the reader who encounters such features, whether in a text designated literary or not.  For the argument about the existence of literary language to be plausible, we must demonstrate that a distinctive kind of processing during reading corresponds to the presence of foregrounding.  If we find evidence of such processing, we have then still to establish whether it is put in place by the reader’s literary education or is a sign of an intrinsic capacity for literary response.


On the first issue, we now have some evidence for a distinctive mode of processing.  Our studies (Miall and Kuiken, 1994), which were built in part on those of van Peer (1986), focused on readers’ responses to literary short stories in which we had previously analysed the occurrence of foregrounded features.  We found that readers typically took longer to read passages containing foregrounding, with longer reading times corresponding to the most highly foregrounded passages.  At the same time, readers appeared to consider such passages more striking, productive of more feeling, and more uncertain in relation to the unfolding meaning of the text, as shown by their ratings of each passage.  We found some evidence that this first phase of response, which can be termed defamiliarizing, is followed by a constructive process on the part of the reader that appears to centre on the feeling associated with the foregrounded feature: such feeling in time puts in place an alternative framework for interpretation, which contributes to the new perspective opened up by the reading of the story as a whole (cf. Miall, 1989; Miall and Kuiken, in press).  It is this phasic process of response, located in relation to specific textual features, that we have proposed as typical of literary reception (Miall and Kuiken, 1999).


What evidence is there, however, that this process is intrinsic rather than induced pedagogically?  Two lines of argument can be adduced.  First, according to the cultural relativist position espoused by Stanley Fish (1980), Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1988), and others, the degree to which readers are attentive to foregrounding should be a product of how much literary education they have received.  The evidence against this position is not compelling, but serves to call it into question.  We compared the responses to foregrounding of advanced students of literature and first year students of psychology who, as we found, had little interest in or experience of literary reading.  We found that no difference occurred between the groups in the degree to which lengthened reading times correlated with foregrounding, a finding that showed our non-literary students to be equally attentive to foregrounded passages.  In his study of response to foregrounding in several poems, van Peer similarly found no difference between his three groups of participants, who ranged from students of stylistics to science students with minimal training in literature (Van Peer 1986: 114-5).  In a study of response to metaphors in a literary and a newspaper text, Steen found that expert and less-expert readers (scholars of literature and anthropology, respectively) paid attention to metaphors about equally, with both groups consistently paying more attention to metaphors in the literary text (Steen 1994: 144).  These findings suggest, contrary to the arguments of the cultural critics, that the initial response to foregrounding may be independent of literary training or experience.

 
A second line of evidence for the literary significance of foregrounding is to be found in genetic studies, which suggest that a sensitivity to such verbal devices may be inborn.  For example, in a study I carried out with Ellen Dissanayake, we analysed a recording of a mother’s verbal interactions with her 8-week old baby, Liam (recorded at the laboratory of Professor Colwyn Trevarthen at the University of Edinburgh).  The mother’s language, deployed to engage or sustain her baby’s attention, clearly demonstrates a range of foregrounded features including local effects, such as alliteration and assonance, metrical effects, and figurative expressions, as well as larger scale patterns that in poetry would be classified as verse lines and stanzas.  What is particularly striking in the interaction is the extent to which high, front phonemes in the mother’s speech coincide with maximal attention of the infant, suggesting intimacy, during which the mother addresses the infant directly; in contrast, low, back phonemes occur when the infant is distracted or inattentive, and the mother is more likely to mention the infant’s appearance or surroundings.  Since the infant at this age has no semantic grasp of language, his attention is mediated by the purely aural pattern of repetitions and differences produced by the mother: in both, a mutual response process is evoked that appears to be characterized by subtle kinaesthetic and affective modulations in the infant that are attuned to within a third of a second.


Once the infant himself begins to generate language a notable feature of spontaneous speech is, once again, a type of language rich with foregrounding.  The most detailed available study is that of a boy of two and a half years whose spontaneous language play after he was put to bed was recorded and analysed by his mother, the linguist Ruth Weir, in Language in the Crib.  Weir shows in detail the array of non-referential features in the child’s soliloquies, including alliterations, play with syntax and word forms, and a structure of extended utterances that Weir terms “rondos.”  The final example transcribed in Weir’s book is described by Jakobson, in his prefatory remarks to the book, as a “beautiful poetic composition” (Weir 1962: 20).  In these sequences, as Weir observes in the summary of her study, the child enjoys “play with words, by repetitions of similar sounds, by his rediscovery of what is familiar to him,” creating what she calls “a dialogue spoken by a single person” (Weir 1962: 144, 146).  While the words are derived from the child’s daily experience, when alone in his crib the child fashions an aural world out of them whose development is principally dependent on syntactic and aural variation.


Evidence of this kind goes some way toward answering the question, raised by van Peer in the conclusion of his study, how children come to understand the function of foregrounding.  “What is at stake here, is the anthropological status of foregrounding in particular, and of literature in general” (van Peer 1986: 181).  At this pre-literary stage in infancy, children’s pleasure in wordplay is manifested in numerous forms.  In each case, as the first example of the mother’s speech shows, verbal texture creates and maintains a special state of being, marked by a distinctive mode of attention and suffused with feelings both bodily and affective.  Each state is sufficient to itself, although it undoubtedly contributes toward a repertoire of dispositions of the self -- the self in relation to itself and to others.  Once literary experience itself becomes possible (beginning, perhaps with the first stories read by parents), it seems likely that such dispositions will be evoked by the same verbal means, but that now they are placed in relation to other states and processes brought into play by the text.  In this context a familiar disposition may come to seem less familiar, being subjected to critical revaluation in the light of alternative perspectives.  Without the initial responsiveness to the creative power of verbal textures, beginning in the cradle, the variations presented by literary texts would possess no meaning.  In brief, while pre-literary experience creates dispositions and states, literary experience begins to frame these in perspective-altering ways.


These examples seem to point to the possibility of an innate capacity for foregrounding, leading to the modifying experiences of literature.  We might also consider another type of genetic evidence, that of oral literature, since it seems probable that contemporary examples of such literature are comparable to the pre-literate epoch of all human cultures.  The appearance of foregrounding in oral literature cannot be attributed to the practices of a systematic educational programme in literature, although as Ruth Finnegan makes clear, each culture creates its texts on the basis of a distinctive set of conventions.  Such conventions frequently make the use of a specific type of foregrounding obligatory, such as the alliterative patterns of Somali verse (Finnegan 1992: 94), or metrical units that create a strict pattern of parallelisms in Toda songs (Finnegan 1992: 99), or an organizing metaphor in the Polynesian poem (Finnegan 1992: 114).  Finnegan suggests that the special diction found in oral literature arises both because it fulfils formal needs, and because it serves to put a “frame” around a poem marking it off from the language of ordinary life (Finnegan 1992: 110).  Although the palette of foregrounded features varies from one culture to another, its role in the examples cited is evidently important and persuasive, functioning with a power equal to its role in some of the best written poetry of the last few centuries.  As Finnegan also points out, however, oral poetry is likely to be a multimodal experience: it is performed, thus achieving through the dramatic role of the speaker with an audience effects that in written literature must depend upon verbal texture alone or its appearance on the page.  She also stresses that its functions vary considerably from one culture to another: for example, some poems are said to be communications from a god or from a dead relative; others are interventions in current social relationships designed to influence the standing of the speaker.  


Neither oral literature, nor the word play and other early verbal experiences of infants and children, has either a particular function or a single relation to the culture of its participants.  We have no reason to think that written literature is significantly different (which makes disputes over whether literature has a transcendental or ideological purpose redundant).  What marks each of the examples I have mentioned, including the literary stories that were the focus of the empirical studies I described earlier, is a reception process initiated by and dependent upon foregrounding.  In each case, a specific feature -- or, more usually, a constellation of features -- attracts attention by virtue of its distinctiveness in comparison with other, ordinary uses of language (the meaning of “ordinary” here will be elaborated below).  The state of feeling, or disposition, evoked in the hearer appears to be, at least in part, a consequence of the verbal feature.  For example, an alliteration of front consonants (liquids or nasals) may invoke a sense of intimacy and affection (as it clearly does in the example of the mother’s babytalk); the metre of a song may evoke the lightning speed of the superior hunter in his final chase.  Whatever the precise mode of attention, the moment of response to foregrounding promotes a familiar experience to the status of being special (in Dissanayake’s terms), and opens it to the possibility of being re-evaluated.  In this process, the feeling now in place may outlast its occasion, either allowing it to govern the emergence of some new cognitive formation, or, alternatively, to be relocated within a perspective that will modify understanding of it.


The contrast of a special language containing foregrounded features with “ordinary” language is not uncontentious, however.  Whether literary language contains more unusual features such as alliteration or metaphor than other types of language has been disputed, and is evidently not the case with some types of literary texts.  Eagleton sums up his dismissal of the claim by asking us “to face the fact that there is more metaphor in Manchester than there is in Marvell” (Eagleton 1983: 6), a clause that, notably, enforces its point by alliteration, unlike the surrounding sentences (presumably a rhetorical flourish intended by Eagleton).  The conclusion my discussion points to, however, is that arguments such as Eagleton’s miss the point: special uses of language are only special if they are noticed, and, in the case of literature, if they systematically modify the hearer’s understanding (this proposal, of course, extends to other forms of modifying understanding, such as narrative).  Literary reception, I have suggested, is marked by a special, phasic type of processing, in contrast to the reception of a metaphor in Manchester, which may be incidental to the discourse in which it occurs.  A person who uttered a series of metaphors at a bus stop in Manchester would be considered either mad, or engaged in some new kind of performance art.  “Ordinary” language requires a type of decorum, one significant feature of which is its avoidance of foregrounded features organized to promote attention to meaning.  In the next section I take this contrast between ordinary and literary language as the basis for suggesting where the evolutionary significance of literary response may lie.

The Dehabituating Role of Literature


Central to the arguments of evolutionary psychology is the claim that whatever psychological mechanisms the human race exhibits now were developed in response to our prehistorical existence as hunter-gatherers in the Pleistocene epoch. Our adaptedness as a species is a reflection of the environment that prevailed some thirty to a hundred thousand years ago, a context that must be considered in attempting to understand any significant human capacity -- including that for literature. Thus literature as a response process cannot be understood only in terms of recent cultural developments, or even as a product of middle class ideology across the last two or three centuries.  As Bowlby remarks, we must be attentive to “the fact that not a single feature of a species’ morphology, physiology, or behaviour can be understood or even discussed intelligently except in relation to that species’ environment of evolutionary adaptedness” (Bowlby 1974: 64).  Literary reading, in this perspective, must be understood as a response to the ancestral environment and the cognitive, emotional, and social challenges that it posed. 


So what kind of adaptation is literary response?  How might it promote the inclusive fitness of those early humans who adopted its practice?  I will argue that it confers a number of benefits, but that each can be understood in terms of a theory of dehabituation.  Response to literature promotes an offline tuning of emotional and cognitive schemata, with a particular focus on resetting the individual’s readiness for appropriate action.  The central observation is that literature facilitates this process through an array of formal features, thus the present account can be seen as a neoformalist theory.  In the previous section I have advanced a case for foregrounding, but equally important evidence for figurative and narrative structures should also be assessed, structures that contribute equally important formal building blocks to the distinctive properties of literature.  Overall, it can be proposed that it is the reception processes initiated by these structures that make literary experience unique.  Whereas language in its ordinary uses, as in much everyday conversation, discourse in newspaper journalism, or school textbooks, has the primary function of elaborating information based on prototypical concepts and readers’ existing schemata, literary forms disrupt this essential function for reasons which may be equally essential.  While effective behaviour, particularly in the ancestral environment, typically depends on rapid assignment of meaning to appearances following their assessment in relation to the interests of the self or the group, the tendency inherent in this facility is to stereotypic concepts and stock responses.  Literary experience, which takes place outside the normal demands of daily life, enables stereotypic concepts and responses to be put in question.  Through literature readers or hearers may evolve new modes of feeling for the issues that are most central to their experience; as I also suggest below, literature may facilitate the modulation or repair of emotionally negative experiences in particular.  By dehabituating, in brief, we prepare ourselves for encountering experience in ways that are potentially (although not necessarily) more productive, thus enhancing the flexibility of our responses to the environment or our social interactions.


Why might the evolutionary approach matter?  Speaking most generally, as a mode of inquiry, it enables us to read our present capacities and accomplishments as a solution to past problems.  Rooted in capacities that appear to be innate to the human system for the past several thousand years of history (and probably much longer), it suggests a provisional answer to what literary experience might be for.  Although the modern literary theorist may accept the truth of the evolutionary argument, however, it may be objected that this is hardly relevant, given the inherent power and prevalance of language and culture now.  Hasn’t culture developed its own momentum, based on its own laws that now have little or no relation to the ancestral environment?  Culture, this argument goes, is built from other cultures; literary texts are made from other texts, and have no substantial relation to the “natural” world.  As Roland Barthes puts it, texts are “woven entirely with citations, references, echoes, cultural languages,” their mode of being lying in the “infinite deferment of the signified” (Barthes 1977: 160, 158).  How could an evolutionary psychology have any bearing on literary culture, when culture has long since written over and effaced whatever “natural” functions human beings inherited?  Moreover, since we are not born with literary competence, its acquisition must depend not only on developing a competence in language, but also derive from educational and cultural influences in the environment that are not experienced until later childhood: literature, in other words, is entirely a product of the culture and can have nothing “innate” about it.  It is in this perspective that the “interpretive community” is emphasized by literary theorists such as Stanley Fish (1980).


However, the distinction made here between what is due to nature and what to culture is a specious one: every human phenomenon is derived from evolved psychological mechanisms with specialized functions and inherited forms of representation, modified by interaction with a particular local culture and environment.  As Bowlby has noted, “Just as area is a product of length multiplied by width so every biological character whether it be morphological, physiological, or behavioural, is a product of the interaction of genetic endowment with the environment.  Terms like innate and acquired must therefore be cast into limbo and a new terminology employed” (Bowlby 1974: 38).  Evolutionary theorists Tooby and Cosmides also argue that the distinction is incoherent and “should be consigned to the dustbin of history, along with the search for a biology-free social science” (Tooby and Cosmides 1992: 46).  To locate the agency for cultural phenomena outside the person and the rich array of psychological functions that individuals possess in common, they argue, is to mystify the processes in question: there is “no radical discontinuity inherent in the evolution of ‘culture’ that removes humans into an autonomous realm” (Tooby and Cosmides 1992: 119), as the linguistic premises of poststructuralist theory and its “deferred signified” imply.  As Tooby and Cosmides also note, “cognitive architectures that are passive vehicles for arbitrary semiotic systems are not plausible products of the evolutionary process” (Tooby and Cosmides 1992: 109).  


Many postmodern accounts of cultural phenomena perpetuate the Cartesian distinction between mind and body, refusing to see the mind as governed by the same principles as the body: “the mind should contain ‘mental organs’ just as the body does,” note Tooby and Cosmides (Tooby and Cosmides 1992: 57).  The evidence from evolution suggests that the mind is actually constituted in part by a range of functionally specialized, content-dependent mechanisms, or adaptive specializations (for a recent list, see Buss 1995: 6).  It is unlikely that literary response represents an exception: response to literature, in other words, is likely to depend either on an array of domain-specific modules in the mind, or, as may be more probable, constitute in itself a domain-specific module with its own determining mechanisms that underlie its many cultural and historical variations.  This does not imply that literature is a closed or fixed system: biological determination does not mean constraint or inflexibility.  On the contrary, the domain-specificity of literature is the ground on which has flowered the extraordinary range of literary phenonema apparent across history, while giving literary response a set of core functions that has ensured its central place in human society up to the present era.


Why the literary mechanism represents an effective solution to human adaptive problems can also be understood in terms of our identity, both individual and social.  Literary response may represent a solution to social constraints on the expression of emotion (cf. Nesse and Lloyd 1992), and, in the context of the awareness of contingency, change, and death that first emerged with our ancestors, it also offers a medium for reflecting on potential alternative identities.  In this respect, also, literature is to be distinguished from ordinary discourse.  The primary function of discourse is to instantiate common interpretive schemata, for which emotional response and self-awareness arise only incidentally and are generally stereotypical; but a text that only instantiates a frame with relevant information is not literary.  Literature, in contrast, facilitates changes in perception or in the self in its relationship with others, thus enhancing the survival and reproductive ability of the group.  


This external factor alone may have been sufficient to favour the selection and perpetuation of the capacity for literature, but literature can also be seen as a solution to an endogenous adaptive problem, that of social constraint, repression, and pathology.  What began as a communal experience, especially shared narratives, dramas, and literary components of play or ritual (Dissanayake 1992: 48), may over time have evolved in part to address the singular internal needs of individuals.  Literature evolved in particular, perhaps, because it spoke to what was individual in the individual.  Where, in other words, powerful feelings, such as love, bereavement, loss, or trauma set the individual apart, forestalling the benefits of solidarity and communication with others, the emotion can be engaged and brought into focus through literary experience.  As studies of our own with bereaved participants have suggested, new meanings can then be found that help the individual to accommodate the emotion and come to terms with it.  In this way, too, literature enhances our abilities to respond flexibly to experience and thus assists our powers of survival.


Two salient implications for empirical study appear to follow from the evolutionary framework.  First, it should be possible to specify dehabituation theory in relation to hypotheses that predict specific aspects of the relationship between literary texts and readers’ behavior and that can be tested empirically.  Examples of such hypotheses will include: 

· Literary texts contain attentional framing devices.  Their presence will be signified by increased demands on processing.  The discussion offered earlier of foregrounding, whose presence correlated with reading times, is one example of such a device. Another is Johan Hoorn’s (1996) neuropsychological study of semantic and phonetic deviation at verse endings, which correlated with increased N400, an electrophysiological measure of unexpected events.

· Increase in stylistic novelty over time is also predicted by dehabituation theory.  As Colin Martindale has shown in a number of outstanding studies (e.g., The Clockwork Muse 1990), once a literary style has been established (as, say, at the beginning of the British Romantic period) writers must work progressively harder to create novelty that will attract and hold the attention of readers; they do so by shifting increasingly to the use of primary process thought in their writing.

· Special processing of negative emotions will occur during literary response (a process that we might term catharsis), a hypothesis based on the assumption that adaptive value accrues from attending to negative emotions that tend to be repressed in the familiar social settings for self-expression.  In a study in which we compared the valency of judgements for everyday experiences of settings compared with settings in literary stories, we found a significant shift towards negative evaluations in responses to the stories (Corrêa et al. 1998).


The second implication is that the readings of literary texts produced by literary scholars, interesting though they may be in themselves, have little value for empirical study, except when they suggest specific hypotheses about literary processing that are amenable to empirical examination.  In the terms of neuropsychologist Gerald Edelman, only “population thinking” can account for the selection and development of a species trait:  “population thinking states that evolution produces classes of living forms from the bottom up by gradual selective processes over eons of time" (Edelman 1992: 73).  For literature, the question is thus what function literary reception may have in populations of readers, not individuals -- although the evidence can only be studied as it is manifested within the responses of a range of actual individual readers.  This suggests that the current emphasis on critical and historicist interpretations of texts, important though these have sometimes been, has obscured understanding of what may be characteristic and universal in literary response.  A population of readings, in contrast, may tell us a great deal about the lawfulness of literary response if the group of responses examined appears to vary systematically in relation to certain significant variables in the text-reader interaction.  Thus empirical study of real readers, guided by defensible scientific hypotheses about the adaptive functionality of literature, appears to be the most productive paradigm for future research.
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