
David S. Hogse.e, PhD 
Professor of English and Head of the School of Educa:on and English 
University of No>ngham, Ningbo Campus 
199 Taikang East Road, University Park 
Ningbo, China 315100 
 

Engaging Neuroscience to Explore the Interpre:ve Claims of Cogni:ve Literary Studies: A Call for 
Innova:ve Interdisciplinary Research 

 

Introduc)on 

Cogni:ve studies have played an important role in diversifying and revitalizing the field of literary 
studies over the past twenty-five years, yet not without controversy. There remains a scholarly 
tension between advocates of philosophically oriented cogni:ve psychology and those seeking to 
engage neuroscien:fic methodologies to understand brain func:on and opera:ons of the mind in 
rela:on to literary analysis.  

The purpose of this oral presenta:on is to discuss bringing these two areas together by proposing 
specific ways of engaging neuroscien:fic strategies and technologies to analyze the interpre:ve 
claims of cogni:ve literary studies. The presenta:on concludes with a call to develop interdisciplinary 
research projects.  

 

Cri)cal Context 

Cogni:ve literary studies have been dominated by the integra:on of cogni:ve psychology 
frameworks such as embodied cogni:on and Theory of Mind or “mind-reading”— the human 
individual’s cogni:ve ability to perceive states of mind and emo:on in other individuals, surmise 
mo:va:ons for certain behaviors, and predict likely responses in other people to statements and 
ac:ons. Such key figures as Michael Burke and Emily T. Troscianko, Terence Cave, Angus Fletcher, 
Alan Richardson, Peter Stockwell, Mark Turner, and Lisa Zunshine have made founda:onal 
contribu:ons to cogni:ve literary studies.  

However, Paul Armstrong has observed the degree to which cogni:ve literary studies avoid 
neuroscience, thus leaving many frameworks untested and interpre:ve claims unverified. For 
example, in the introduc:on to her book Why We Read Fic,on (2012), Zunshine acknowledges she is 
specula:ng about applying Theory of Mind cogni:ve perspec:ves to the process of reading and 
interpre:ng literature, and she even admits that her ideas and conclusions could be wrong and that 
general applica:ons of cogni:ve theory to literary studies might be misguided.  

 

Research Ques)ons and Planned Analysis 

Given such an admission and taking into considera:on Armstrong’s call to bring more neuroscience 
into the field of cogni:ve literary studies, I ask the following ques:ons in this presenta:on:  
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1. How might we use the methodologies and technologies of neuroscience (fMRI brain scans, 
eye tracking, EEG brain scans, magnetoencephalography) to follow up on claims made by 
cogni:ve literary scholars?  

2. How might neurophenomenology frameworks assist neuroscience in this research?  

I will then outline selected claims made by cogni:ve literary scholars and propose possible ways of 
applying the tools of neuroscience to inves:gate these claims. For example: 

1. Literary desire in readers’ responses to narra:ve events, characters, or plot resolu:ons 
2. Mee:ng characters in stories as analogous cogni:vely to mee:ng new people 
3. Func:on of “metarepresenta:on” in addressing narrator reliability and drama:c irony 
4. Developing readers’ cogni:ve “truth architecture” to enhance interpre:ve proficiency 
5. Neuroscien:fic analysis of Heidegger’s “hermeneu:c circle” 
6. Neurophenomenological analysis of Iser’s phenomenology of reading framework 

 

Conclusion 

The presenta:on will conclude with a sincere call for interdisciplinary collabora:ons to explore the 
claims of cogni:ve literary studies using neuroscience techniques and neurophenomenological 
frameworks. I am a literary scholar deeply interested in language science and sciences of the mind. I 
hope to start cri:cal conversa:ons that result in interdisciplinary collabora:ons in the science of 
literary studies.   
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