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Abstract
Ever since their appearance in the early 1990s, hypertext novels were presented as the pinnacle of
digital aesthetics and claimed to represent the revolutionary future of literature. However, as a
literary phenomenon, hypertext novels have remained marginal. The article presents some sci-
entifically derived explanations as to why hypertext novels do not have a mass audience and why
they are likely to remain a marginal contribution in the history of literature. Three explanatory
frameworks are provided: (1) how hypertext relates to our cognitive information processing in
general; (2) the empirically derived psychological reasons for how we read and enjoy literature in
particular; and (3) the likely evolutionary origins of such a predilection for storytelling and liter-
ature. It is shown how hypertext theory, by ignoring such knowledge, has yielded misguided
statements and uncorroborated claims guided by ideology rather than by scientifically supported
knowledge.
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Introduction: What happened to the revolution?

During the 1990s, claims were emerging about a new kind of literature, hypertext fiction (or

novels), which were expected to radically alter the appreciation of literary reading. Hypertext and

new media theorists claimed that ‘hypertext fiction has become the most convincing [ . . . ]

expression of the idea of hypertext’ (Bolter, 1991: 121); that hypertext challenges us to reconsider

fundamental assumptions about the social space of writing and may ‘open the way to a new textual

order with a new politics of knowledge and expression’ (Moulthrop, 1991: n.p.); and that it ‘will
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become an increasingly important part of literature in the new millennium’ (Hayles, 2004: n.p.

[online]). The revolution, however, proved not to be easily won. With the benefit of hindsight, we

can reasonably say that such predictions were overly optimistic. Despite the continued enthusiasm

of a dedicated few (e.g. Bell, 2010; Landow, 2006, 2007; Moulthrop, 2005, 2007), hypertext novels

remain a marginal contribution in the field of literature, and there are even signs that the production

and appraisal of electronic literature in general, low as it always was, is beginning to fade even

more (Pinder, 2004).

In light of this mismatch between theorists’ predictions and readers’ neglect, an obvious

question begs itself: Why don’t we bother to read hypertext novels? Hypertext theory has always

suggested reasons why hypertext novels ought to appeal to readers; in this article, we present some

explanations as to why they have not and why the phenomenon is likely to remain marginal. The

primary reasons for its lack of influence and popularity, we argue, can be found by taking a closer

look at (i) psychological theories of cognitive processing, (ii) empirical research on the literary

reading experience and (iii) evolutionary approaches to the function of narrative. We also aim to

show how and why dominant paradigms of hypertext theory in general, and theories of hypertext

novel reading in particular, suffer from flawed conceptualizations, often driven by ideology rather

than by a cumulative advance of insight through building on established knowledge from relevant

disciplines. The dominance of post-structuralist approaches enabled a theoretical development that

was characterized by mainly adding novel theoretical approaches whilst simply abandoning

existing ones, rather than by a gradual, theoretical advancement where existing constructs, theories

and models are challenged, revised, elaborated or discarded in the light of new, empirically

established knowledge.

In what follows we will turn first to the epistemological–theoretical shortcomings of hypertext

theory of the 1990s and beyond. We then continue to discuss ways in which these shortcomings

could be remedied: First, by a better understanding of how hypertext relates to our cognitive

information processing in general; second, the (psychologically informed) reasons for how we read

and enjoy literature in particular; and third, the likely evolutionary origins of such a predilection

for storytelling and literature.

On epistemology: The caveats of (post-structuralist) ideology-driven
theorizing

Theodor H Nelson provided the first explicit definition of hypertext, ‘By ‘‘hypertext’’ I mean non-

sequential writing – text that branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interactive

screen. As popularly conceived, this is a series of text chunks connected by links which offer the

reader different pathways’ (Nelson, 1992: 0/2). Of crucial importance to the concept are the terms

‘non-sequential’, ‘interactive’, ‘chunks’ and ‘links’. Often, the chunks of text are termed ‘lexias’,

after Roland Barthes’s S/Z (1993), commonly considered a theoretical anticipation of hypertex-

tuality (Landow, 1997). The invocation of Barthes’ seminal post-structuralist work launched the

beginning of a lasting marriage of hypertext theory and post-structuralism.

Early proponents of hypertext theory (Delany and Landow, 1991; Joyce, 1995; Lanham, 1993;

Landow, 1994, 1991, 1997) claimed that hypertext turned the reader into an author, liberating and

empowering the reader to construct the text, as well as his/her own identity, and representing an

anti-hierarchical and hence democratic replacement of the hierarchical and therefore elitist line-

arity of print. The reading mode developed and applied to linear print reading was dismissed as

outmoded (Eskelinen, 2001; Landow, 1994; Lanham, 1993), thereby needing to be replaced by
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revolutionary liberationist hypertext reading (Moulthrop, 1991, 1997). In light of the dis-

tinction above, between the (successful) application of hypertext in the World Wide Web

(WWW) and the (not very successful) application of hypertext in hypertext novels, one can

reasonably claim that, at least from its 2.0 incarnation, the WWW has indeed turned everyone

into authors, thereby in a sense enabling a more democratic (some would even say anarchist)

system of writing and communication compared with the highly controlled and hierarchical

infrastructure of print (Van der Weel, 2011). At the same time, this particular hypertext

affordance – that is, that of making every reader an author (potential), of turning an act of

reading into a process of selecting text nodes, generating ‘new texts’, and designing one’s

own path during a reading – is probably a major part of the reason why we don’t read

hypertext novels. However, much we may aspire to be writers at other times, as outlined

below, when we read novels and literature, we don’t want to be in charge of the course of

events. Defining features of what makes literary reading so enjoyable, such as involvement

with the fate of characters, or emotionally succinct and pleasurable responses to unexpected

twists and turns in the plot, depend fundamentally on authorial control.

Hypertext novels could have provided a unique test bed for studying how different aspects of

digital textuality affect processes of textual, literary reading. However, psychological processes

involved in literary reading were never a subject of study for hypertext theorists, as indeed they are

still not in many academic literature departments today. Nor was it, one might surmise, the the-

orists’ objective and intention to supply insights into aspects and facets of reading. Instead, (early)

hypertext theorists tended to conflate reader–response theorists’ phenomenologically apt insights

about literary reading and aesthetic response with erroneous claims about text–reader dynamics, as

evident from Bolter’s early writing:

When Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish argue that the reader constitutes the text in the act of reading,

they are describing hypertext. When the deconstructionists emphasize that a text is unlimited, that it

expands to include its own interpretations – they are describing hypertext, which grows with the addi-

tion of new links and elements. (Bolter, 1992: 24)

The gaps to be filled by the reader as described by the reception theory of Iser (1974, 1978) are

of a fundamentally different nature than the imposed and already filled-in lexias in a hypertext.

Iser’s phenomenological approach defines literary reading as the realization of the literary text

understood as ‘a potential reality [ . . . ] which requires a subject (i.e., a reader) for the potential to

be actualized’ (1978: 92). There may seem to be a similarity between the virtual and implied

meaning potential inherent in any authorial gaps of the (print; linear) text and the explicit, but

temporarily invisible, already filled-in/written-out lexias waiting to be realized (by being clicked

on) by the hypertext reader. However, such superficial similarity conceals ontological differences

between the cognitive, mental operations involved in inference making and gap filling, the ongoing

oscillation between anticipation and retrospection, continuous construction of situation models and

mental representations of the text and the situation of a hypertext reader who finds him- or herself

forced to continually adjust and readjust to the ongoing reconstruction of the text when faced with

lexias that are frequently hard to reconcile, narratively and semantically as well as at different

levels of syntax.

The politically, rather than scientifically, inspired nature of hypertext theory thus allowed it to

disregard fundamental questions about how the digitization of texts in general, and their hyper-

textual presentation in particular, affect literary (and non-literary) reading. In what follows, we
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propose three points of departure for an apposite understanding of literary reading that were

ignored in hypertext theory to its peril.

Three keys to understanding the role and function of literary reading

Knowledge about human cognitive processing

In much hypertext theory, the open access network structure of hypertext was claimed to mimic the

associative nature of the human mind/brain. This idea of hypertext as a ‘more natural’ mode of

presentation than the linear and ‘constrained’ mode of print can be traced back to Vannevar Bush’s

idea of the Memex (1945), a storage mechanism that would link data and information by way of

association rather than hierarchically by indexes. This association-based organizing principle was

claimed to mimic the cognitive processing of the human brain. However, Bush’s concept has been

refuted by theories of discourse processing (e.g. Dillon, 1996).

Accusing many computer scientists and educators of falling prey to a technocrat dogma, Dillon

explicates how such a ‘computer metaphor of the mind’1 fails to capture what is essential about

how human information processing occurs:

Naturalistic associationism as manifest in the hypertext literature holds that knowledge is represented

cognitively in some form of semantic network or web. The exact form, however, is rarely precisely

stated and terms such as schemata and networks, scripts, and webs are employed by writers on the sub-

ject with little or no recourse to contemporary psychological developments [ . . . ]. (Dillon, 1996: 28)

The result, according to Dillon, is an ‘uncritical acceptance of quasi-psychological notions of

reading and cognition’ (1996: 27), where claims about the superiority of hypertext over linear print

is circulated at the expense of references to established, evidence-based knowledge of how the

human mind works. Miall and Dobson (2001: n.p.) go so far as to claim that ‘the embrace of

hypertext for literature is possible only for those who have paid little attention to the nature of

reading’.

Hypertext theorists’ defective conception of human cognition is also pointed out by theorists

and scholars in other fields. Exposing the problems of hypertext design with respect to the ways in

which it inherently thwarts human information processing mechanisms, Davida Charney (1994)

observes how hypertext imposes cognitive demands exceeding human short-term memory

capacity and that arbitrary navigation through a network distorts readers’ ongoing process of

establishing meaning and coherence. Miall (1999) suggests that the linked or networked aspect of

hypertext not only does not mirror the associative or networked nature of the human mind and its

way of responding to literary texts but, rather, that it works contrary to it. Miall states that ‘from the

perspective of the reader the inherent tendency of hypertext is, paradoxically, to disconnect text

sections, and not to connect them’ (1999: 4).

It may be asked why, if this is the case, hypertext has still been shown to work very well in the

case of the WWW. Closer scrutiny reveals that hypertextual presentation on the WWW concerns

preponderantly links between unitary texts. That is to say, the WWW does not on the whole offer

do-it-yourself paths through unitary texts. Insofar as it does offer intratextual navigation this is of a

kind that mimics the same type of navigation available in print texts: for example, between text and

footnotes or between chapters or other formal textual divisions that could equally be found on a

contents page.
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Why and how do we read literature and how does literary reading achieve its purpose

Apart from ignoring basic aspects of cognitive processing in general, hypertext theory has

also ignored basic aspects of literary reading. Partly, hypertext theorists’ emphasis on writing

was the natural corollary of their ideological emphasis on breaking down the hierarchy

between the reader and the writer. But in addition it must be admitted that, compared with the

vast number of studies on cognitive aspects of reading (e.g. reading comprehension and

metacognition) and the wealth of experimental research using textoids to examine low-level

perceptual and linguistic processing, there is a scarcity of empirical research on typical

pleasure reading of different genres of literary texts. In this respect, Victor Nell’s Lost in a

Book: The Psychology of Reading for Pleasure (1988) has been influential for later theore-

tical–methodological developments. Although still comprising a small number of scholars,

empirical research on literary reading is an emerging, cross-disciplinary field investigating how

and why readers take pleasure in reading literature; what psychological, physiological and neu-

rological processes are at play during involvement and engagement in literary texts; and how do

these differ from those processes typically at play during the reading of non-literary texts (e.g.

expository prose, news)?

Considering the enthusiasm with which its advocates promoted hypertext novels, it is

remarkable how little research interest they have triggered outside the electronic literature com-

munity. Empirical studies of hypertext novel reading involving actual readers are few and far

between, and the studies that have been done tend to find that readers are frustrated, disoriented,

confused and tend to get little pleasure from the reading experience (Gee, 2001; Miall, 2004, 2012;

Miall and Dobson, 2001). Yet pleasure is exactly what chiefly motivates people to read literature.

Norman N Holland (2009) believes that readers come to literature psychologically with two

expectations, of which the first is a condition for the second: One, we will not be able to act on it.

Two, we expect to take pleasure in the literary work:

Given a literary work, we agree to approach it with Kant’s ‘disinterestedness’. We adopt an ‘aesthetic

stance’. We agree just to take pleasure in it. Literature builds on the convention that we will not change

the work by our actions. (Holland, 2009: 344)

The inaction described by Holland therefore takes two forms. The first is that the story does not

cause us to act in real life, and we inhibit our actions (Holland, 2009; Keysers, 2011). The second

follows from the first, that is, we cannot change the work by any action in real life. The pleasure the

reader derives from a fictional narrative thus depends on the reader being passive and being

‘transported’ by the reading experience:

when we are ‘lost’ in a book [ . . . ] [w]e go into a trance-like state that has four aspects. We cease

to be aware of our surroundings or our bodies. We tend not to judge the reality of whatever fab-

ulous story or film or play or poem we are ‘lost in’ [ . . . ]. [W]e feel real emotions toward fictional

people and events [ . . . ]. We know we cannot possibly act to change what we are paying attention

to [ . . . ]. There is an interesting exception: literature in which we do have to act on the work.

With the advent of computers came hypertext, in which the reader must continually choose a path

through a narrative or poem. Because the reader constantly acts on the work, the experience of

being transported becomes impossible. The world cannot evaporate, nor can we feel transported

into the world of the story. Instead, we are busy at the computer. I suspect this is why hypertext

has never caught on with the reading public. We want that trance-like experience. (Holland, 2009:

40–41)
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Note that non-acting does not of course preclude mental engagement with the text, as we shall

see notably in the section ‘Why do humans enjoy stories and storytelling?’ subsequently. Indeed, a

genre like detective fiction, as well as many literary texts, invites intellectual reflection. Being

transported means that we engage with the fictional characters and events as if they were real,

inviting deep psychological involvement (e.g. see Gerrig, 1993). Such transportation is only

possible if the reader feels able to trust that the psychological conditions provided by the text

justify this involvement.

Many commentators have drawn attention to this need to be transported. For example, David

Miall (2012), writing from a literary and phenomenological perspective, stresses the need for what

he calls ‘absorption’:

[W]hat hypertext sacrifices, through promoting the machinery of reader choice, is the absorption of the

literary reader and its invitation to develop the feelings and self of the reader. A hypertext reader, in

contrast, must be active in moving about the screen, clicking links, making decisions. The subtle and

varying flow of attention typical of literary reading is likely to be thwarted from the outset by the dis-

junctive structure of the hypertext, with its emphasis on manipulation of screen objects. (Miall, 2012:

203)

If such absorption depends on non-action on the part of the reader, this alone puts hypertext at a

disadvantage. A hypertext is not consumed in a form predetermined by its author and functions

precisely by expecting the reader to ‘interfere’ in the work. In view of the way this expectation of

an active manipulation of the text clashes with the reader’s expectations, it should come as no

surprise that hypertext as a genre seems largely unknown to the general reading public.

For most of us, the prospect of an emotionally or intellectually pleasurable experience is the

main motivation for literary reading. Hence, the continuing focus in literary studies on inter-

pretation of texts, rather than on the experiences gained from reading them, can be said to fail to

acknowledge what is perhaps, for most people outside of academia, literature’s raison d’être

(Miall, 2006). Possibly due to their background in literary studies, hypertext theorists doing

research on hypertext novels (e.g. Bell, 2010; Douglas, 2000;)2 eschew empirical research of the

reading experience, producing instead theorized interpretations focusing on underlying ideology

(e.g. gender politics in Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl (Hayles, 2000, 2005)), an alleged effect

on the reader, or analyses of single texts in light of some literary (or media) paradigm (Bell et al.,

2013). In contrast, empirical studies of literary reading proceed bottom-up, often employing

interdisciplinary experimental paradigms in order to determine aspects of literary reading online

and offline, such as the degree to which the reader develops feelings for the characters in a story, or

the ways in which manipulations of stylistic devices (e.g. point of view) affect readers’ sense of

involvement in a text. Theoretical constructs such as immersion (Ryan, 2001), transportation

(Gerrig, 1993), engagement (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2009), involvement (Klimmt and Vorderer,

2003), flow (Nell, 1988) or absorption (Kuijpers et al., 2014; Tellegen and Atkinson, 1974) are

employed to denote the particular sense of becoming ‘lost in the book’, accompanying enthralling

and emotionally pleasurable literary reading experiences.

One influential line of research (Kuiken, 2008; Kuiken and Miall, 2001; Kuiken et al., 2004;

Miall and Kuiken, 1994, 1998, 2002) has shown that unique characteristics of a literary text (e.g.

foregrounding of stylistic or formal features; literariness) typically elicit four kinds of feeling: (1)

evaluative feelings of satisfaction, pleasure, or frustration towards the text, experienced during

and/or in retrospect towards the text as a whole; (2) narrative feelings in response to specific

aspects of narrative events, characters, plot, and so on; (3) aesthetic feelings in response to striking

6 Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies

 by guest on May 25, 2015con.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://con.sagepub.com/


or unusual stylistic moments; and (4) self-modifying feelings that restructure the reader’s inter-

pretation, thereby prompting the reader to new insights into herself or the world, enabling some

transformation, through feeling, of understanding of self.

In one of the earliest empirical studies of hypertext fiction reading, Miall and Dobson (2001)

found that the mechanics of hypertext distance the text from the reader, hence discouraging reader

absorption and immersion in the literary text. Instead of being transported into the storyworld, the

reader is kept busy selecting among links and – often unsuccessfully – attempting to reconcile

inconsistencies and lack of coherence between one lexia and the next. However, in this study, Miall

and Dobson used a print text, which they manipulated into a hypertext version; hence, their

conclusions do not necessarily extend to hypertext novels that are deliberately authored for the

hypertext node–link structure. Nevertheless, as they assert, the problems they identified are likely

to occur for readers of ‘native hypertext fictions’ since hypertext design by its very nature disrupts

the smooth and continuous evolvement of a coherent, textually represented storyworld which is

one prerequisite for reader immersion and transportation (Miall and Dobson, 2001). As Miall

claims, ‘the short lexias of hypertext [ . . . ] and the need to choose one from several links may

disrupt the reader’s own unfolding dynamic of reading or forestall its development’ (2012: 207).

In another study, Miall (2004) performs a close reading of the award-winning hypertext fiction

These waves of girls by Caitlin Fisher,3 focusing on how it enables the above-mentioned four types

of feelings typically prompted by literary reading. Miall suggests that the evaluative feelings are

less likely to be of an immersive than of an interactive kind, in which the reader typically finds

pleasure in puzzling out relationships between successive lexias. Further, he finds that narrative

feelings are likely to be short-lived, as the reader is only provided brief glimpses of characters and

settings, affording little time for committed immersion in the storyworld. The ongoing difficulty of

establishing the connection between one lexia and the next further frustrates narrative feelings. A

third observation is that whilst aesthetic feelings are triggered by Fisher’s work, these feelings ‘are

in most cases balked by the jump to a subsequent lexia that fails to develop their implications’.

Finally, the fourth and perhaps most important type of feelings in literary reading, self-modifying

feelings, are by necessity unlikely: ‘The inability of the reader to sustain a particular focus, to

experience a modification of feelings over a series of lexia, suggests that any transformation in

understanding beyond the superficial is unlikely to occur’ (Miall, 2004: n.p.).

In addition to the challenges presented by the hypertextual mechanics and the way the narrative

is propelled, other studies have focused on how the ergonomic affordances of the hardware (e.g.

computer mouse and keyboard) tend to disrupt a reader’s immersion in a storyworld (e.g. Mangen,

2008; Ryan, 2001). These haptic aspects of hypertext reading seem to be largely incompatible with

the kind of immersion typically aimed for in literary reading, whereas it is perfectly suited for a

different kind of stimulus-driven absorption, namely, computer gameplay (Chaouli, 2005; Man-

gen, 2006).

Whether or not hypertext novels are de facto incompatible with narrativity is a matter for

debate. The direction and outcome of such a debate, however, will largely depend on how one

defines ‘narrativity’. Marie-Laure Ryan (2009) outlines the basic condition of narrativity as ‘a

sequence of events involving thinking individuals, linked by causal relations, motivated by a

conflict, and aiming at its resolution’ (p. 43). Faced with the immense range of possible permu-

tations offered to the reader by the hypertext structure, an author of hypertext fiction has to be

content with merely offering building blocks for a narrative (the lexias), which need to be

exchangeable across a number of possible sequences (thus contexts) generated by the reader. In

other words, node texts (lexias) need to be open ended, and they have to accommodate multiple
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possibilities for linking. Any resulting narrativity will be constructed largely by the reader. Also,

fundamentally, hypertext cannot provide closure, even of the most elementary nature. To what

extent these two phenomena fundamentally interfere with narrativity can perhaps be discussed.

Ryan, for example, claims that hypertext has a problem creating narrative meaning and immersion

in a fictional world due simply to the fact that ‘narrative is a linear, causal sequence of events

whose significance depends on their position on a temporal axis’ (Ryan, 2009: 44). At any rate, any

narrativity resulting from a hypertext reading is obviously constructed largely by the reader:

If readers are to construct a causal sequence of events out of fragments presented in a variable order,

they will have to do so by mentally rearranging the fragments into other configurations than the order in

which they were initially presented on the screen. (Ryan, 2009: 44–45)

Fortunately for hypertext authors, the brain’s need for narrative is great enough for the reader to

be capable of making up for the lack of narrative guidance, but as the research cited above indi-

cates, the experience may not be as enjoyable as when confronted with a more fully narrated story.

The reader’s preferred (mental) activity is more likely to be that of pondering the characters and

motives driving the narrative plot than trying to construct a coherent narrative structure in the face

of technological barriers. A plot based on chance rather than psychological necessity does not

make for a satisfactory experience. There are good reasons to suspect sound evolutionary reasons

for this preference. We will explore these in the next section.

Why do humans enjoy stories and storytelling?

As we have seen, a chief characteristic of hypertext is that it leaves the constitution of a reading

text (turning an assortment of chunks or nodes into a narrative) to the reader instead of it being the

writer’s concern. We have suggested that a major psychological reason why hypertext novels never

became a success is that when reading fictional stories, the reader does not aspire to an active role

in constituting the text. Rather, the reader seeks to become ‘lost’ in the narrative in a way that

presupposes submitting to it passively. We here suggest that the reader’s aversion to taking an

active role, such as hypertext demands, is congruent with the way storytelling functions as a form

of evolutionarily adaptive behaviour.

It must be noted at the outset that not everyone agrees that storytelling is evolutionarily adaptive

at all. Norman N Holland, for example, dismisses all attempts at proving literature to be evolu-

tionarily advantageous (Holland, 2009). Regarding literature from a purely psychological point of

view, he believes that providing sheer enjoyment is the clue to its universality and universal

popularity. In this sense, he is clearly of the opinion of Stephen J Gould, who has suggested that art

(e.g. but also language) may have an evolutionary origin but as a by-product rather than as an

intrinsically useful adaptation. In a famous comparison between the human brain and architecture,

he likened the way the brain produces art with the way architects produce spandrels: as accidental

flourishes arising from a design aimed at loftier purposes, such as survival in the case of organisms

and constructional soundness in the case of a building (Gould and Lewontin, 1979).4

Over the last decade and a half, however, the hypothesis that storytelling does function as an

evolutionary adaptation has garnered increasing support. Where Holland explicitly pronounces the

view that ‘literature cannot train our brain for life’ (2009: 342), the evolutionary adaptation school

of thought concentrates on the usefulness of the way storytelling stimulates and enhances the

faculty of ‘counterfactual thinking’ (see, e.g. Carroll, 2006; Dutton, 2009; Gottschall, 2012;

Gottschall and Wilson 2005; Pinker, 2007; Swirski, 2006; Tooby and Cosmides, 2001; Wilson,
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1998). Fictional stories ‘provide a [ . . . ] complex and useful set of templates and examples to guide

and inspire human action’ (Dutton, 2009: 112):

This faculty for imaginative practical reasoning obviously had immense survival value in the ancestral

environment, enabling hunter-gatherer bands who were especially adept at it to exploit opportunities,

cope with threats, and outplan and outcompete less articulate and imaginative groups and individuals.

Fictional storytelling, which likely came later, does not function separately from this faculty but is an

enhancement and extension of counterfactual thinking into more possible worlds with more possibili-

ties than life experience could ever offer up to an individual. To the ability to think counterfactually,

case-based reasoning adds a capacity to interpret and so gain knowledge by drawing analogies and

identifying dissimilarities in richly complex situations that are confronted in reality and contemplated

in imagination. (Dutton, 2009: 113–114)

The hypothesis that fictional storytelling serves ‘as an imaginative exploration of the larger

possibilities of human intellectual and emotional life’ (Dutton, 2009: 120) or simply ‘mental

scenarios’ (Wilson, 1998: 225) is now widely held, even if it has not been proved. As Carroll

explains, the ‘vital adaptive function’ served by the arts, ‘including the oral antecedents of liter-

ature’ is that of ‘organizing human motives and thus ultimately regulating behavior’ (2006: 41).

Acknowledging his debt to EO Wilson (1998), Carroll explains:

In his chapter on the arts in Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge, Wilson supposes that intelligence

subserves adaptive flexibility, and he argues that in detaching human behavior from stereotyped

instinctive responses, intelligence presented a new adaptive problem – the problem of confusion,

uncertainty, and motivational disorientation. The human capacity for the arts, he suggests, evolved pre-

cisely as the solution for that problem. ‘There was not enough time for human heredity to cope with the

vastness of new contingent possibilities revealed by high intelligence [ . . . ]. The arts filled the gap.’

(2006: 42)

So the arts in general, but especially storytelling (and its literary expressions), Dutton (2009:

120) claims, serve a particular adaptive feature for humans. Due to our large brains and the

complex situations we faced when dealing with other human beings, humans have ‘risen well

above the more simple, routinized responses to the environment characteristic of other animals.

The fact that human beings in the Pleistocene outgrew automatic animal instincts created problems

of its own: confusion and uncertainty in choices available for action’. (Dutton, 2009: 120)

Interestingly, the incapacity/undesirability to act that we encountered in Holland’s psycholo-

gical explanation of the function of literature is also an essential part of the explanation of the way

storytelling might function as evolutionarily adaptive behavior. This fits with the age-old notion of

the author who subtly manipulates the emotions of his readers.

[T]he author remains the prime mover, the one who is trying to control the show—the interpretation of

characters, their actions, and the events that befall them. Authors attempt this by persuading, manip-

ulating, wheedling, planting hints, adopting a tone, and so forth: whatever will appeal to the reader and

create a convincing interpretation. (Dutton, 2009: 125)

This hold over the reader is to a large extent the result of a compelling point of view:

Since individual identity is a crucial feature of the adaptive ecology of human beings, it is crucial also

to the construction of meaning in literary texts. Writers are people, and people construct imaginative

scenarios in order to satisfy their own psychological needs. The most general such need is the need to
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articulate and affirm the writer’s own characteristic stances or ways of coping with the world – his or

her own beliefs, values, and attitudes. The total set of these beliefs, values, and attitudes constitutes a

‘point of view’, a certain perspective on the world. In this broad sense, there is a distinct point of view

implicit in all literary art. Characters in a literary representation, like people in real life, need to affirm

their own distinct points of view, but the author mediates among all represented points of view and

encompasses them within a single, comprehensive interpretation. The ultimate shaping force behind

any imaginative construct is thus the individual identity of the writer. It is for this reason, as Henry

James declares, that ‘the deepest quality of a work of art will always be the quality of the mind of the

producer.’ (Carroll, 2006: 45)

The cornerstone in the compelling point of view that Carroll identifies is a coherent theory of

the mind: ‘What drives the creative process is our hankering for mind-making and mind-reading’

(Zunshine, 2006: 160). Zunshine suggests that it is one of the primary drivers of the act of writing

to create a fictional world in which the characters fully obey the dictates of theory of mind. But

though fully aware that this creative process deals with fictional characters with fictional minds,

the reader, too, expects their motives to obey a sound theory of mind. Not only is it therefore one of

the chief sources of enjoyment for the reader to try to understand the psychology of fictional

characters but it is precisely in that challenge that the consumption of fictional narratives can be

regarded as adaptive.

It appears that the hierarchical relationship between the author and a receptive, passive reader,

despised by hypertext theoreticians, is really exactly what the reader of narrative fiction wants and

expects. The reader, like the storytelling audience, actually wants to relinquish control and be at the

receiving end of the author’s manipulations and wants to be confronted with someone else’s

consistently and cogently presented point of view so as to be able to test his or her own theory of

mind. If the reader were to act (and a fortiori, if the reader were capable of acting), he or she would

be implicated in the narrative events. This would detract from the reader’s sense of witnessing

someone else’s experiences, rather than his or her own, and is thus undesirable.

In the storytelling-as-adaptation perspective, as in Holland’s psychological perspective,

hypertext thus plays havoc with the expected passivity of the reader, which is needed in order for

the ‘transportation’ by an author in charge to take place. In addition, by contrast to the manip-

ulative precision of the author-led narrative, aimed to sweep the reader along by unseen manip-

ulations, reader-joined nodes will necessarily appear to lack cogency and be arbitrary.

Conclusion: What can be learned from a failed paradigm?

In summary, the predominant practice of hypertext novel theorists/analysts appears deficient in

several respects. Firstly, theorists have pursued an ideology-driven research agenda rather than

aiming to put their claims and assumptions to empirical testing. Secondly, their theories have been

built on flawed assumptions: they have neglected established insights into the mechanisms of

human psychology and cognition. Thirdly, they have disregarded questions about why we read

literature in the first place and questions addressing how actual readers experience different kinds

of literary texts. Remedying the last of these neglects is particularly urgent in a time when digital

technologies continue to marginalize literary reading as a pastime and leisure activity.

Literary reading, observes David Miall (2003), has a prestigious past; however, ‘its future has

been called into question, given the advent and rapid spread of digital media’. (pp. 350–351) One

main reason why literature is becoming an endangered species and literary reading an obsolescent

activity (e.g. Hayles, 2012: 55–57) is no doubt the intrinsic nature of digital textuality. The digital
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reading environment (with the exception perhaps of dedicated e-reading devices) is characterized

by distractions. This has given rise to a much more fragmented type of reading in which discursive,

long-form texts are being substituted by snippets. Indeed, some suggest that the very different

affordances of digital text forms are stimulating new types of reading, such as ‘hyper reading’, or

machine ‘reading’, in which immersion no longer has any place at all (Hayles, 2012; Van der Weel,

2012; see also Moretti, 2005).

To judge by the ‘critical fashions’ of the past two decades in literary studies, according to

Marie-Laure Ryan literature may not even be safe in the academy:

The close reading of texts has been replaced by the study of a particular brand of philosophy, known as

‘critical theory’, that uses the literary text as a springboard for its own self-centered activity [ . . . ]. The

approaches that are currently most popular [e.g., Marxism, psychoanalysis, feminism, deconstruction,

and postcolonialism] tend to be interested in everything that surrounds the literary text but not in the

text itself, and they disregard the reasons why we read literature. (Ryan, 2011: 26–27)

In the meantime, the promises held out by hypertext theoreticians for the success of one type of

digital reading, hypertext fiction, have not been kept. In that respect, it is regrettable that still today

much of the research undertaken by new media/digital textuality scholars tends to focus on the

social context of the reading practice (for a recent example, see, Lang, 2012) rather than on the

reader’s phenomenological experience (for a thorough critique of the focus on (cultural, social,

political and historical) contexts rather than on individual experiences of reading, see Armstrong,

2011). Reading is studied as a socially and culturally situated practice in which individuals con-

struct their subjectivities and identities and enact their resistance in a cultural and textual combat

zone. In this power struggle between discourses and subjectivities, the fixed linearity of print

literary texts is still claimed to embody an elitist tyranny suppressing not only the reader himself/

herself but also the other modalities potentially co-appearing alongside the (written) text, such as

sounds, images and animations (cf., Page, 2010).

Given that digital textuality is obviously here to stay, how to counter these various challenges to

reading literature and, especially, to literary reading for pleasure? How can reading research help

establish what the future of digital literary reading might look like? Pointing to the need for more

interdisciplinary research, Jerome Kagan (2009) criticizes fellow social scientists for not having

arrived at satisfactory explanations of core phenomena in their fields, claiming that they suffer

from a lack of consensus on concepts and research priorities, weak methods and a habit of

abandoning a problem prematurely:

Many social scientists resemble impatient tourists at an exotic bazaar, skipping from one stall to

another, continually distracted by a more attractive artifact at another location. [ . . . ] As a result, social

scientists often replace one explanation of a phenomenon with another without a cumulative advance in

understanding. [ . . . ] The absence of agreement of a unifying theoretical perspective that sorts research

efforts in accord with their theoretical importance is a major reason for the current unhappy state of the

social sciences. (Kagan, 2009: 214–215)

In light of our argumentation above, this description seems equally applicable to at least parts of

the current research in arts and humanities departments on hypertext and other digital textualities.

The failure of the hypertext novel (and the kind of hypertext theory nurturing and promoting it) can

largely be explained by an ignorance of relevant existing knowledge from neighbouring fields,

such as psychology, linguistics and discourse processing, neuroscience and evolutionary sciences/
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biology/anthropology. What is called for is greater self-scrutiny and an explicit reconsideration of

the practices and rhetoric among hypertext and new media theorists.

We would like to suggest an epistemological reorientation more in sync with established the-

oretical foundations and empirical evidence. To the extent that they intend to contribute to a

common pool of knowledge on how, why and to what extent texts and reading are influenced by

digitization, hypertext theorists would benefit from acknowledging and implementing obviously

relevant research findings from neighbouring fields. Following EO Wilson’s (1998) call for

‘consilience’, Edward Slingerland (2008) argues that scholars in the humanities should find their

place in the explanatory hierarchy of scientific knowledge:

with the lowest levels of explanation (such as physics) setting limits on the sorts of explanations that

can be entertained at the higher levels (such as biology). [ . . . ] Human-level meaning emerges organi-

cally out of the workings of the physical world, and we are being ‘reductive’ in a good way when we

seek to understand how these lower-level processes allow the higher-level processes to take place.

(2008: 261)

For hypertext theory, this form of ‘vertical integration’ (Slingerland, 2008; Tooby and Cos-

mides, 2001) would entail acknowledging and building on what is known, for instance, about

human cognition and experiential aspects of literary reading and then developing models and

paradigms from which to formulate precise research questions that can be put to empirical

scrutiny. A better awareness of relevant knowledge about human cognition would also have

‘a constraining function to play in the formulation of humanistic theories’ (Slingerland, 2008: 9).

This warrants heightened awareness of and increased interest in interdisciplinary research,

particularly of the kind crossing the boundaries between arts and humanities departments and the

natural sciences. A prerequisite for this to happen is that scholars take issue with the tendency to

simply abandon paradigms in favour of some novel ones without consideration of whatever

scientific rationale begets the replacement. In his trademark polemic, Raymond Tallis has urged

for such self-scrutiny:

The expected collapse of poststructuralism under the weight of its self-contradictions has been post-

poned too long. My fear, however, is that, once it is gone, other rubbish may rush in to take its place

[ . . . ]. Once the herd has woken up from its consensual hallucination and poststructuralism, etc. has

been banished to the pathology museum where they belong, it will be important to conduct a post mor-

tem as to how and why such ‘thought’ acquired a dominant position in so many reputed centers. It

would be a pity to have to start all over again with something even more daft. After all, there are inter-

esting questions to be addressed and pressing needs to be met and life is short. (Tallis, 1999: 71–72)

One of these questions, why we never bothered to read hypertext novels, we hope to have at

least partly answered. However, many equally interesting and important questions remain: how

and to what extent are the supposedly unique characteristics of literary reading experiences pre-

served and provided in digital format? How might an increasingly digital reading paradigm impact

innate human proclivities for the creation and sharing of stories? Or vice versa, what digital reading

environments might be devised that best answer those innate human proclivities? By adjusting

epistemological dogmas and by acknowledging the need for interdisciplinary orientation and

integration, hypertext theory and hypertext theorists may take on more relevance in what is often

said to be a challenging time for humanities research and help answer widespread concerns about

the future of literary reading.
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Notes

1. In Metaphors of Memory: A History of Ideas about the Mind (Cambridge University Press, 2000), Douwe

Draaisma describes how our understanding of memory and mind has been fundamentally influenced by a

long history of technological change. Each subsequent metaphor, from wax tablets to computers, acts as an

observational filter, drawing attention as much to current preoccupations as to any aspect of the way the

mind deals with memory.

2. It is also of interest to note that Alice Bell, in her book-length study of hypertext fictions (2010), has chosen

to focus on the four so-called ‘classic’ Eastgate hypertext novels: the aforementioned Afternoon: a story

and Patchwork Girl (1995) and Stuart Moulthrop’s Victory Garden (1991), and Richard Holeton’s Fig-

urski at Findhorn on Acid (2001). Besides being produced between 1987 (afternoon) and 2001 (Figurski)

and hence requiring potentially obsolete software, these also frequently figure in analytic work of hyper-

text novels, which can be an indication either of alleged superior aesthetic value, or scarcity of appropriate

texts.

3. Available online: http://www.yorku.ca/caitlin/waves/navigate.html.

4. Evolutionary approaches to literature (and art in general) are sometimes claimed to be reductive and/or

deterministic. It is incumbent on scholars voicing such counterclaims to provide convincing counterargu-

ments and prove evolutionary approaches wrong. Moreover, rather than necessarily reductionist or deter-

ministic, an evolutionary approach allows the prediction, for instance, that narrativity will appeal more to

young than to old people, simply because it is more useful to them. It remains to be empirically established

whether reading preferences of older people actually tend towards moving away from fiction towards non-

fiction. However, such an interpretation would certainly explain why most people think it important to

narrate or to read stories to children.
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