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            1 Why storyworld possible selves
 
            Human communication is believed to be intrinsically intersubjective (Schutz 1966; Crossley 1996; Zlatev et al., 2008a; Tantucci 2021), in the sense that “human beings’ subjective experiences are coordinated with the experiences of others” (Du Bois, Hobson, and Hobson 2014, 412). In narrative communication, intersubjectivity, or “the sharing of experiential content (e.g. feelings, perceptions, thoughts, meanings) among a plurality of subjects” (Zlatev et al. 2008b, 2 [italics in the original]) entails an alignment of perspectives which spans the real minds of authors and readers/audience members, and the fictional minds which these real-world narrative experiencers mentally build for narrators and focalizing characters. This volume uses the concept of storyworld possible selves (Martinez 2012; 2014; 2018; 2025; Martínez and Herman 2020) to explore narrative engagement as a case of intersubjective cognitive coordination (Verhagen 2005, 2007) and perspectival alignment (Du Bois 2007) between real and fictional minds.
 
            Storyworld possible selves (SPSs) are defined as “imagings of the self in storyworlds” (Martinez 2014, 119) and are formally conceived as blended structures (Fauconnier and Turner 2002) resulting from the conceptual integration of two input mental spaces: the mental representation which flesh-and-blood narrative experiencers – readers, audience members, videogame players – develop for a focalizing character or narrator (Emmott 1992; Margolin 2008, 2012; Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider 2010; Schneider and Hartner 2012), and the mental representation that those real world individuals entertain about themselves, or their self-concept. The latter is conceived as a network of interconnected self-schemas1 – the ‘good friend’ self, the ‘animal lover’ self – and possible selves (Markus 1977; Markus and Nurius 1986; Dunkel and Kerpelman 2006; Turner and Hooker 2022). These can be desired, as the ‘loved’ self; undesired or feared, as the ‘abandoned’ self; and past, as the ‘good student’ past self. The theory of storyworld possible selves, or SPS theory, holds that narrative engagement depends on the emergence of self-relevant SPS blends in experiencers’ minds, resulting from the narrative activation of one or more of the self-concept substructures in which an individual is schematic.
 
            Accordingly, the present volume addresses narrative intersubjectivity as a phenomenon spanning the minds of real and fictional beings, which makes some of its chapters strongly interdisciplinary. In fact, it is my deep belief that these studies need not appear separately in narrative-only, empirical psychology-only, or literary-only venues, but, rather, that it can be enlightening to gather them up, from time to time, around a common thread. In this case, the volume tries to underscore the fact that the interdisciplinary nature of the concept of storyworld possible selves ideally performs this gluing up function.
 
            Due to its foundations in cognitive narratology, cognitive linguistics, Self-Schema theory, and Blending theory, SPS theory provides a solid interdisciplinary framework to be used in the scientific exploration of narrative engagement. For instance, according to Self-Schema theory, the interaction of an individual’s self-schemas and possible selves has a strong bearing on behavior and motivation, since we behave in ways that approach us to desired images of the self and keep us away from undesired ones. This may throw light on the feelings of self-relevance observed in engaged readers, videogame players, or audience members (Kuzmičová and Bálint 2019) as these identities are tried out and enacted within the safe simulation environment of storyworlds (Mar and Oatley 2008; Oatley 2016). Moreover, the Self-Schema theory groundings of SPS theory can also explain the frequently idiosyncratic emotional responses, or fresh emotions (Miall and Kuiken 2002) found in engaged readers, since positive emotions emerge when we approach a desired possible self, approaching an undesired one generates negative emotions, and seeing a core self-schema threatened may result in feelings of anxiety (Markus and Nurius 1986).
 
            Additionally, due to its groundings in Blending theory, SPS theory can also be used to trace these feelings back to the input spaces in an SPS blend where they originate. When a narrative activates a relevant subschema in its experiencers’ self-concept network – a self-schema, desired or undesired possible self, past possible self SPS, or past SPS, developed during a previous narrative experience (Martínez 2014, 2018; see below) – some of its internal features may engage in analogical or disanalogical linking matches with that experiencer’s mental image of the focalizer from whose perspective storyworld construction is oriented. These matching features, together with other features in either of the two mental spaces – focalizer’s construct and reader’s self-concept – which function as inputs, may get projected into a newly emergent space, an SPS blend (Figure 1), which will contain further new features, not present in any of the inputs, but emerging from blending. Once in the SPS blend, any of these features can subsequently be projected back into any of its inputs, even if not originally there, modifying their internal structure. This further allows the investigation of feelings of self-transformation prompted by engaging narrative experiences, as well as phenomena of idiosyncratic character construction (Culpeper and Fernández-Quintanilla 2017).
 
            
              [image: A blending network with four interconnected mental spaces: a generic space on top, thw two inputs in the middle, and the emergent SPS blend at the bottom.The generic space on top provides structure to the relationship between the two inputs. In this case, this contains the basic assumptions that narratives are internally perspectivized by a focalizer, and externally by a real world reader, who engage in cognitive interaction. This basic relation is extended in the two inputs. The lines connecting the inputs to the emergent blend reflect the flow of features both from the inputs to the blend, and viceversa.]
                Figure 1: Basic SPS blending network (Adapted from Martínez 2018, 22). (F = Focalizer; R = Reader/Narrative Experiencer).

             
            The framework of storyworld possible selves has proved of application in the fields of narrative theory (Herman and Vervaeck 2019; Alber 2020; Schneider 2021), literary studies (Bruns 2016; Stangherlin 2016; Wake 2016; Martínez 2022; Ready 2023); cognitive literary linguistics and stylistics (Mucha 2016; Kardela and Kedra-Kardela 2019; Martínez and Sánchez-Pardo 2019; Stradling 2022), narrative engagement and absorption (Oatley 2016; Jakobs and Lüdtke 2017; Quinlan and Mar 2020); videogames (Dudek 2021; Kukshinov 2024) and VR (Fawzy 2023); real reader response research (Martinez and Herman 2020; Ghasseminejad 2023; Loi et al. 2023; Loi et al. 2024); creative writing (Martínez 2024); and education (Tovey 2022; Calafato and Hunstadbråten 2024), among others.
 
            Although these developments provide evidence of and substantially enlarge the theoretical and analytical affordances of SPS theory, the rich nature of the disciplines on which it draws requires not only further empirical testing, but also theoretical and critical developments regarding, among others: (a) the further exploration of SPS emergence in narrative genres other than literature, including non-fictional narratives (Ghasseminejad 2023, this volume), blogs and fanfics (Riestra-Camacho, this volume), or videogames (Lagrange, this volume); (b) the usefulness of the concept to literary criticism and to the study of specific artistic productions (Martínez 2020; Wong, this volume); (c) new methods for empirical reader research such as drawing protocols (Tovey, this volume) and correlational studies (Pöhls, Bulfin, and Martínez, this volume); (d) the role of non-focalizing characters in narrative perspective (Santé, this volume; Martínez-Falero, this volume); (e) the possibility of intersubjective interaction and SPS blending with non-focalizing characters (Schneider, this volume; Ghasseminejad, this volume); (f) the role of authors in narrative mediation and their potential construction as perspectivizing narrative entities (Álvarez-Amorós, this volume); or (g) the light that thematics can shed on the socio-cultural underpinnings of character construction (Candel, this volume). These and other related concerns are addressed in this volume.
 
           
          
            2 Narrative intersubjectivity and SPS theory
 
            As previously noted, intersubjectivity can be broadly defined as the intermental sharing of experiential content. However, intersubjective interaction also requires “that two agents be coordinating their activities with one another” (Susswein and Racine 2008, 143) in pragmatic contexts (Gallagher and Hutto 2008, 23), a coordination which involves “mutual intentionality and sharing a mental state” (Trevarthen 1977, 228; in Susswein and Racine 2008, 141).2 As Zlatev et al. (2008b, 5) put it, this requires “the mutual understanding between two subjects that they are attending to the same object.” This finer-grained formulation makes explicit reference to what the cognitive linguist Arie Verhagen (2008, 308) describes as “a triadic relationship of sharing attention for an outside object with another individual,” intrinsically grounded on issues of positioning and perspectival alignment (Du Bois 2007). Verhagen highlights the argumentative and persuasive aspects of intersubjectivity (2008, 312, 323, 329), explaining that intersubjective communication “involves partially shared and partially divergent experiential-conceptual content, that communicating subjects attempt to coordinate on” (Verhagen 2008, 312 [italics in the original]). Furthermore, this coordination requires the permanent negotiation and co-construction of participants’ identities (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2013).
 
            SPS theory addresses the complexity of narrative intersubjectivity through a cognitive linguistics view of communication as a case of intersubjective cognitive coordination (Verhagen 2005, 2007) and construal, or “our manifest ability to conceive and portray the same situation in alternate ways” (Langacker 2008, 43), in which addressor and addressee are not primarily speaker and hearer involved in linear message transmission (Chatman 1978), but, rather, co-conceptualizing entities intersubjectively focusing on an object of joint attention (Figure 2). According to SPS theory, in narrative communication this object of joint attention is the foregrounded part of the storyworld (Segal 1995), and the co-conceptualizing entities are, respectively, the fictional mind built by readers for the narrative focalizer, be it a narrator or a focalizing character, and the real mind of each individual reader, audience member, or video-game player. The fact that narrative language contains an assortment of linguistic expressions requiring a hybrid mental referent, inclusive of an external and an internal perspectivizer – an SPS blend – for referential disambiguation (Martínez 2014, 2018, 2024; see Section 3 below) provides linguistic evidence that these blended constructs are a part of the Ground of narrative construal operations, where the co-conceptualizers are located.
 
            
              [image: A representation with two small squares on the left, for Speaker (S) and Hearer (H), respectively, and a large circle on the right for the Object of Attention (O)The two small squares on the left represent Speaker (S) and Hearer (H) as co-conceptualizing entities in communication. The line vertically connecting them represents their shared common ground, including context of situation of the exchange. In the circle on the right is the Object (O) on which the two conceptualizers focus their joint attention. The large circle around the object represents its off-stage, or linguistically invisible, region of attention, while the small square which contains O inside that circle represents the onstage, or linguistically visible, region of attention]
                Figure 2: Intersubjective viewing arrangement in construal (Based on Verhagen 2007, 60; Langacker 2008, 466; Feyaerts 2013, 208).

             
            By shifting attention from the speaker/hearer dyad in structuralist accounts of linear message transmission to the co-conceptualizing activity of intra- and extra-diegetic perspectivizers, the construal-based view of intersubjectivity in SPS theory enables the narratological study of the cognitive interaction of real and fictional minds beyond metaleptic moves across levels of existence. This facilitates, for instance, debates over the nature of narrators as tellers only (Genette 1980) or as simultaneous evaluators and perspectivizers (Phelan 2017a). Within SPS theory, individual, real readers mentally construct fictional focalizers on criteria of self-relevance and socio-cultural experience, to later engage in intersubjective cognitive coordination with those fictional minds through the emergence of SPS blends.
 
           
          
            3 Storyworld possible selves as hybrid mental referents
 
            The concept of storyworld possible selves originates in cognitive semantics, and, more specifically, in the presence in narrative discourse of a variety of linguistic constructions expressing processes of cognition which require a hybrid mental referent, inclusive of a narrative focalizer and a real-world reader, as joint co-conceptualizing entities (Martínez 2002; 2012; 2014; 2018, 41–88; 2024; 2025). Among these are the doubly-deictic, inclusive you, as in “You knew what they feared” (Pynchon 1995 [1973], 315, [my italics]), which Tantucci (2021, 3) refers to as “intersubjectively marked” since it shows an awareness of specific interlocutors and of how language may exert a mutual influence on thoughts, actions, and feelings. As Martínez (2014, 2018) notes, experiencerless processes of cognition, as in the passive construction “Life, authentic life, is supposed to be all struggle” (Banville 2006 [2005], 60 [my italics]) or the adjectivized and nominalized processes in “This is a surprising, not to say shocking realization” (Banville 2006 [2005], 60, [my italics]), similarly drag readers into shared conceptualization with the narrative perspectivizer.
 
            Within SPS theory, these linguistic expressions of intersubjectivity serve to anchor SPS blends in narrative construal operations (Martínez 2014, 2018, 41–88, 2025) and perform the discourse functions of objectifying and subjectifying SPS blends in narrative discourse. If explicitly mentioned, as with doubly-deictic you, an SPS mental referent is objectified; if implicit, as in experiencerless transitivity processes, it is subjectified. For instance, in Pynchon’s example above, “You knew what they feared,” from Gravity’s Rainbow, the inclusive, doubly-deictic pronoun you makes explicit reference to, or objectifies (Feyaerts 2013) readers’ working SPSs. Conversely, the passivized, nominalized, or adjectivized cognition processes respectively encoded as is supposed, realization, surprising, and shocking in Banville’s examples, implicitly require, or subjectify, an active SPS blend as joint conceptualizer. In both cases, the SPS hybrid referent is subjectively construed (Langacker 2008), since it is linguistically drawn from the co-conceptualizing invisibility of the construal Ground to a more or less linguistically visible status near the object of attention, as reflected in Figure 3.
 
            
              [image: As in Figure 2, there are two small squares on the left for Narrator/Focalizer (N/F) and Reader (R) as co-conceptualizing narrative entities, and an Object of Attention (O) on the right, now with an SPS blend emerging from N/F and R in between.A representation similar to Figure 2. However, Speaker (S) and Hearer (H) in the small squares on the right are substituted by Narrator/Focalizer (N/F) and Reader (R) as co-conceptualizers. This makes it unnecessary to conceive of a narrator as “speaker,” as the focus is now on the co-conceptualizing activity of fictional and real world perspectivizers. These two small squares are joined by a vertical line as Ground, and by two slanted lines to the emergent SPS blend which functions as a hybrid conceptualizer in narrative communication, and which stands between them and the Object (O). The circle containing the Object of Attention (O) within its off-stage and onstage regions is the same as in Figure 2. In narrative communication, the off-stage region is the whole of the storyworld, and the onstage region comprises its linguistically encoded parts.]
                Figure 3: Basic narrative viewing arrangement in SPS theory. (Adapted from Martínez 2018, 50).

             
            Moreover, it is relatively frequent to find narrative passages of different lengths which contain an abundant assortment of these linguistic tokens. Martínez (2018, 83–87, 2024, 2025) calls these clusters SPS nodes. The presence of an SPS node does not necessarily correspond with expectations of new SPS blend emergence (Loi et al. 2024). Rather, these linguistic clusters can be expected to signal narrative points, events, or themes which readers are encouraged to experience in close perspectival alignment with the focalizer, and can thus be used in literary criticism as an additional tool in the exploration of narrative development (Martínez 2021).
 
            Finally, it should be noted that it is not necessary to use any of the linguistic affordances of SPS theory in analyses which focus on other aspects of the framework, such as the type and nature of self-schemas and possible selves involved in a given narrative experience, or the literary analysis of specific narratives, although analyses undertaken in isolation can ultimately be put together for further insight if desired.
 
           
          
            4 Types of storyworld possible selves: State of the art and challenges
 
            Storyworld possible selves are classified according to four criteria (Martínez 2018, 123–148; 2022, 59; 2025): a) the part of the real-world narrative experiencer’s self-concept providing structure to one of the inputs in a basic SPS blend; b) the type of narrative entity providing structure to the other input; c) the kind of blending operation; and d) degrees of cultural (un)predictability. All of these SPS types have been the object of study to different degrees, as explained below.
 
            Depending on the part of the reader’s self-concept activated by a given narrative experience, SPS blends can be of five types: self-schema SPSs, desired possible self SPSs, undesired possible self SPSs, past possible self SPSs, and past SPSs. Some examples are, for instance, the ‘adventurous’ self-schema or desired SPS likely to emerge in readers of an adventure story, the undesired ‘endangered’ self in a catastrophe narrative, or the ‘adolescent’ past self in readers of cross-over fiction. These may evolve and change for a single individual not only in the course of a narrative experience, as new textual input is likely to activate a number of self-concept substructures, but also in the course of a lifetime, since the self-concept is a flexible network constantly receiving input from sensorial and socio-cultural experiences in the real world. The fifth type, past SPSs, refers to SPS blends which have been incorporated in a reader’s or viewer’s self-concept during a previous narrative experience and gets activated by a new one. The first four SPS types, directly derived from Self-Schema theory, have been the object of extensive research, particularly of an empirical sort (Martínez and Herman 2020; Tovey 2022; Ghasseminejad 2023; Loi et al. 2023). Past SPSs, however, remain relatively unexplored (but cf. Bruns 2016; Stangherlin 2016; Martínez and Sánchez-Pardo 2019), despite their potential to throw light not only on the readerly effects of perceptions of intertextuality and genre echoes, including the predictability of positive or negative emotional responses to certain types of narratives, but also on feelings of self-transformation, since, in essence, past SPSs are new possible selves enriching the individual’s self-concept as a result of engaging narrative experiences.
 
            Depending on the narrative entity whose character construct provides structure to the other mental space in a basic SPS blend, storyworld possible selves can be of three types: narrator SPSs, character-focalizer SPSs, and author SPSs. Narrator SPSs and character-focalizer SPSs involve linking matches across the activated part of the narrative experiencer’s self-concept and the character construct which that individual dynamically builds for the narrative entity that focalizes the narrative. Author SPSs (Martínez and Sánchez-Pardo 2019; Martínez 2022, 2025) are multiple blends (see blending operation below) whose emergence involves, apart from the basic character construct and self-concept subnetwork input spaces, the individual’s mental construct of the real-world author. This is the case in, for instance, autobiographies, memoirs, and autofiction, as well as in non-fictional narratives. Author SPSs are also involved in the perception of narratorial unreliability (Martínez 2022), which requires readers’ construction of authorial intentions beyond those of the narrator (Phelan 2017b). Author SPSs can be considered to intervene as well in the attention paid by mainstream literary criticism to authorial intention and style, which requires the critic to dwell on the interplay of the flesh-and-blood writer or creator and the implied author (Dawson 2022). Additionally, recent empirical research (Ghasseminejad 2023; Loi et al. 2023) highlights the need to consider the emergence in engaged readers of character SPSs, that is, SPS blends which involve the character construct of a non-focalizing character, given the strong attachment to characters other than the focalizer displayed by some readers. Character SPSs definitely deserve further attention as multiple blends – as in the case of author SPSs – involving the mediation of a narrator and/or focalizer. Actually, non-focalizing characters can be the source of narrative perspective in a variety of ways, including multiperspectivity (Schneider, this volume), and fictional dialogue (see Martínez-Falero, this volume; Santé, this volume).
 
            A third way to classify an SPS blend is in terms of the blending operation (Fauconnier and Turner 2002, 120–135) in its emergence. In this respect, storyworld possible selves can be of three main types: mirror SPSs, double-scope SPSs, and multiple SPSs. In mirror SPS blending the two input spaces have similar internal topologies, so that the matches selectively linking their contextually relevant features are of analogy (Martínez, 2016, 2018). Mirror SPSs are associated with narrative empathy and identification, as they involve a perception of similarity in some relevant respect, as in the case of a reader with an ‘aging’ self-schema who finds relish and useful behavioral training and coping strategies in John Banville’s The Sea (2006 [2005]). In double-scope SPS blends, on the contrary, the mental spaces of narrative entity and reader’s self-concept have conflicting internal topologies (Martínez 2018). A prototypical case are narratives in which engagement requires sharing the perspective of what the reader constructs as a despisable individual, such as a serial killer or a pedophile. Here, the feelings are not of identification or empathy, but, rather, of dissonance and dislike, since such readers are unlikely to share the focalizer’s pleasure, thrill, or moral judgements. Finally, a multiple SPS blending network (Martínez 2018, 142–148) requires more than two input spaces, and is involved in the experiencing of variable and multiple focalization, as in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (2003 [1925]) and Lawrence Durrell’s The Alexandria Quartet (1957–1960), respectively, which require readers’ construction of collective minds (Semino 2006; Palmer 2010, 163). As mentioned above, author SPSs and character SPSs are also to be conceived as multiple SPS blends.
 
            The fourth and last parameter along which storyworld possible selves are classified is their degree of cultural (un)predictability. In this respect, SPS blends can be of three types: primary SPSs, secondary SPSs, and SPS slipnets. Primary SPSs are “SPS structures likely to be shared by communities of readers due to the socio-cultural pervasiveness of their main matching features” (Martínez 2018, 170), as in the case of the desired ‘loved’ SPS in readers or audiences of romantic stories or the ‘ethically principled’ self-schema SPS in most high-brow literature readers. Primary SPSs are, thus, at the most predictable end of the scale, and include universal, phylogenetically predictable SPSs such as the undesired ‘injured’ self, as well as SPSs predictable within hegemonic cultural models, such as the desired ‘married’ self. Secondary SPSs are those likely to emerge in non-hegemonic cultural models within a community, as in the case of queer readings of the Harry Potter series (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024). SPS slipnets were originally defined as “those likely to emerge in just a few, or even just one reader” (Martínez 2022, 59). However, attempts to use this distinction in empirical SPS research (Ghasseminejad 2023) have highlighted the need to better specify what may count as an SPS slipnet in order to account for SPS blends which are minoritary yet predictable within certain narrative communities. Accordingly, the term SPS slipnet is reserved for those SPS blends emerging in just one experiencer within a given study. As Martínez (2022: 59) explains, “Primary SPSs are, therefore, those traditionally accounted for in mainstream literary criticism, while SPS slipnets can contribute to a better understanding of real readers’ idiosyncratic narrative meaning construction and emotional responses.”
 
            It should be reminded that these SPS types are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they co-occur in the classification of every SPS blend. For example, young readers of the Harry Potter series can be expected to experience the emergence of, among many others, a character-focalizer (narrative entity), desired ‘befriended’ possible self (self-concept), mirror (blending operation), primary (cultural (un)predictability) SPS with the protagonist, Harry. This, however, is not the only SPS blend likely to emerge during this narrative experience, since several may co-occur or follow upon one another at a given narrative point, in what Martínez (2018, 163–167) calls SPS shifts, both in a linear – sequenced – or a parallel – simultaneous – fashion. This renders SPS blending as a strongly dynamic cognitive activity fueling the emotional rollercoasters of narrative experiencing.
 
           
          
            5 Structure of the volume
 
            Although research on storyworld possible selves is currently spreading in a variety of directions, the contributions presented in this volume use SPS theory to address aspects of narrative intersubjectivity closely related to narrative theory, literary criticism, (non)fictionality, and the readerly effects of literature. Together, they investigate narrative intersubjectivity as a joint enterprise involving the cognitive interaction of real and fictional minds, and contribute to a better understanding of the cognitive, emotional, and socio-cultural intricacies of narrative experiencing.
 
            In Chapter 2, Rocío Riestra-Camacho uses the lens of Storyworld Possible Selves theory to explore the aesthetic allure posed to anorexic young people by the literary figures of the female Vampire and Shakespeare’s Ophelia. These figures represent an idealized death look which captures the eternal preservation of beauty in a dead body. The study is based on the analysis of blogs written by anorexics that “fanfictionalize” these two character tropes on a selected corpus of websites. The results suggest that a storyworld possible selves approach may help understand how these narrative identities may become a part of the self-concept of young people with anorexia, providing clues for the therapeutical treatment of this eating disorder.
 
            Focusing on a similarly novel narrative form, Victoria Lagrange’s Chapter 3 discusses the role of storyworld possible selves in shaping player choices in digital interactive narratives, in which players make decisions for the protagonist which impact narrative development and drastically affect the mental construction of the storyworld. This includes the fate of characters and of protagonists themselves during the game. Lagrange’s study builds on the concepts of agency, players’ background experience of the (real) world and understanding of the game world, and players’ level of immersion. The essay argues that storyworld possible selves are a critical aspect of players’ choice-making in this narrative genre.
 
            In Chapter 4, by Denise Wong, the concept of storyworld possible selves is used to explore the metaleptic nature of doubly-deictic you narratives, that is, those predominantly told using this inclusive second person pronoun, which requires a hybrid mental referent spanning a narrative perspectivizer and a real world reader’s self – that is, an SPS blend – for referential disambiguation. The essay includes references to Abigail Bergstrom’s What a Shame (2022), Jenny Offill’s Dpt. Of Speculation (2014), Julietta Singh’s The Breaks (2021), and Sheila Heti’s Motherhood (2019 [2018]) in its discussion of the role of double deixis in the referential complexity of these narratives.
 
            Chapter 5, by Melina Ghasseminejad, discusses the results of an empirical reader response study using storyworld possible selves to look at whether an awareness of (non)fictionality affects narrative engagement with James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces (2003), a novel originally marketed as a memoir but later disclosed as essentially fabricated. The results indicate that readers’ perceptions of (non)fictionality were strongly based on personal experience and familiarity with the subject matter, regardless of what they were told about the narrative’s (non)fictional status. Additionally, Ghasseminejad’s study also provides empirical evidence that readers may engage in SPS blending with non-focalizing characters.
 
            Chapter 6, by Shannon Tovey, also presents an empirical study which uses SPS theory to investigate the extent to which narrative experiences with fictional and autobiographic literature featuring teachers may affect pre-service teachers’ motivation and attitudes toward teaching. The study is of a qualitative nature, and its findings indicate that these reading experiences enrich the participating apprentice teachers’ self-concept networks with the incorporation of desired future teacher selves. This suggests that teacher-training methodologies based on SPS theory may contribute to literacy teacher education, as well as increase teachers’ ability to foster enthusiasm for reading in their students, thus illustrating the self-transformative potential of narrative experiences.
 
            In a similar empirical vein, Chapter 7, by Victoria Pöhls, Ailise Bulfin, and María-Ángeles Martínez, presents an SPS reader response study using mixed-methods techniques and investigator triangulation, which aims to explore the pro-social effects of fictional narratives about child sexual abuse. Participants were instructed to read selected extracts from Elif Shafak’s novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World (2019), and to reply to an online questionnaire targeting correlations between types of emergent storyworld possible selves and immersion phenomena such as identification and story liking.
 
            In Chapter 8, Ralf Schneider explicitly focuses on the multiperspectivity afforded by characters, and argues for its relevance to the emergence of storyworld possible selves. The author discusses ways in which readers may mentally map multiple-character scenarios as networked constellations constructed on the basis of cultural models and genre schemata acquired in the course of literary education. This view enriches current understandings of readers’ character-related narrative engagement, and paves the way for more profound studies of SPS blending with non-focalizing characters.
 
            This is followed by a similarly much needed reflection on the role of authors in narrative mediacy. This is presented by José-Antonio Álvarez-Amorós in Chapter 9. In his discussion of narrative mediacy in Henry James’ short fiction notebooks of plot and character sketches, Álvarez-Amorós focuses on the (meta) representational aspects of authorial intervention, arguing that these sketches can be read as fairly accomplished micronarratives themselves. His discussion enriches current understandings of the role of authorial mediacy in narrative intersubjectivity, and, consequently, on SPS blending.
 
            The textual presentation of character perspective through direct speech is the object of attention of Luis Martínez-Falero, who, in Chapter 10, discusses the textual and cognitive functions of fictional direct speech in narrative discourse as a means to increase readers’ inferencing activity. Evidence from contemporary narrative texts in Spanish is provided, together with their translations into English, to argue for the layered perspective involved in what the author calls embedded dialogue, or the textual presentation of deictically disjointed direct speech.
 
            The linguistic construction of character perspective is also the object of attention of María-Teresa Santé-Delgado in Chapter 11, which examines the character-to-character dialogic exchanges between Elizabeth Bennet and Darcy in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (2014 [1813]) in the light of Sentiment analysis and Speech Act theory. This study uses the methodology of cognitive literary linguistics to investigate the extent to which the linguistic organization of these two characters’ direct speech exchanges at Netherfield State may match existing literary accounts of their emotional dispositions.
 
            Finally, in Chapter 12, Daniel Candel links the traditional concept of thematics to cognition and elaborates on the main points in the author’s volume Cognitive Thematics: A Book About What Books are About (Candel, 2024). In line with that volume, the essay proposes a cognitive narrative thematic model (CNT) to analyze how the thematic material of narratives is organized, drawing attention to the bearing of readers’ socio-culturally shared mental models on character construction.
 
           
          
            6 Final remarks
 
            The intersubjective nature of narrative communication substantially requires narrative experiencers to engage in cognitive interaction with the fictional minds which they construct for narrative focalizers. The chapters that compose this volume illustrate ways in which the theory of storyworld possible selves may address the challenge of approaching narrative intersubjectivity from interdisciplinary perspectives, highlighting the theory’s affordances and limitations, while simultaneously trying to throw light on long-standing narratological issues such as narrative perspective, engagement, or the transformative power of narratives for both individuals and social groups. Additionally, the volume provides evidence that attention to the narrative interpretations of literary critics and narrative communities is not incompatible with the scientific study of idiosyncratic narrative meaning construction. The volume may be of interest to researchers and scholars in the fields of narrative theory, literary criticism, cognitive stylistics, communication studies, and the empirical study of the readerly and social effects of narratives. Its combination of theoretical and empirical approaches confirms the solid common ground shared by the variety of disciplines converging on the study of narrative communication and holds promise that this shared interest will continue to fuel further joint enterprises.
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          Notes

          1
            The terms “schema” and “mental representation” are here used in their original, dynamic sense, as conceived by the British psychologist Sir Frederick Bartlett (1995 [1932]). According to Bartlett (1995 [1932], 212), an individual’s schemata are interconnected and constantly permeated by human interaction, so that “the ‘schema’ determined reactions of one organism are repeatedly checked, as well as constantly facilitated, by those of others” (Bartlett 1995 [1932], 206). In other words, these mental constructions are permanently shaped and reshaped through intersubjective, embodied, and embedded interaction in social settings (Newen, De Bruin, and Gallagher 2018; Zunshine 2008, 2022). This intrinsic dynamicity underlies cognitive narratological views of characters as individuals’ mental representations of fictional beings (Emmott 1992; Palmer 2004; Margolin 2012; Schneider 2021), and storyworlds as situational models, or extended mental representations (Herman 2002), of fictional worlds.

          
          2
            As Gallagher and Hutto (2008, 34–35) further note, “Our everyday abilities for intersubjective engagement and interaction are, in the later stages of childhood, transformed by encounters with narratives,” not only through exposition to storytelling, but also through the enactment of narratives as symbolic play, usually by groups of peers, in a combination of action and language (Gallagher and Hutto, 2008, 31).
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          In this chapter, I explore the allure posed by the aesthetics of the vampire in anorexia identity through the lens of Storyworld Possible Selves (SPSs) theory (Martínez 2014, 2018). The first section, “Identity and narrative reading in anorexia,” introduces the relationship between anorexia, identity and literature. The second, “Narrative tropes in anorexia,” delves into literary-based sources of anorexia identity; it mainly deals with the figure of the vampire, but it will also succinctly address the Shakespearean Ophelia. In the final section, “SPS theory meets (pro-ana) vampire fandom,” SPS theory is presented as a fruitful way to understand how narrative identities are projected on and internalized as part of the self-concept of a person with anorexia. In particular, SPS theory is applied to blogs written by anorexics that ‘fan-fictionalize’ different vampire tropes in the US young adult saga Twilight (2005–2020). For the sake of conciseness, the focus has been on two of the narratives in these blogs, “Emerging Anorexia” (2009) and “Bones” (2021–). Looking into anorexia identity in these narratives though the lens of SPS theory provides a better understanding of the pathology, maintenance factors, and possible forms of therapy in this eating disorder.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            This chapter examines the complex intersection between identity, narrative, and anorexia through the lens of vampire fiction. In particular, it explores how the vampire trope may function as a powerful trigger for narrative identity projection within the context of anorexia. Drawing on Martínez’s SPS theory (2014, 2018), this study seeks to illuminate how individuals with anorexia may internalize and project their identities through narratives that blend both real-life struggles and fictional elements. By applying SPS theory, the chapter seeks to understand how individuals with anorexia may draw upon literary and fictional narratives – especially those involving the Twilight saga – to shape their self-concept and experience of the disorder. In doing so, the chapter aims to contribute to broader discussions on identity formation in the context of eating disorders, offering new insights into how the consumption and reappropriation of vampire narratives influence the development of anorexia, but also might offer a means of meaning-making and coping with it. The vampire figure, with its associations to death, control, and transformation, provides a particularly compelling symbol for those navigating the multifaceted nature of this psychological condition.
 
           
          
            2 Identity and narrative reading in anorexia
 
            Anorexia nervosa, the restrictive eating disorder (ED) par excellence, increased dramatically in the early 2020s. In Australia, “a 104% increase (95% CI +56% to +166%, p 0.001) in children with anorexia nervosa (AN) requiring admission to the hospital for nutritional rehabilitation” was observed after the commencement of the COVID-19 crisis in comparison to the three previous years (Haripersead et al. 2021, 1). In a sample from the US and the Netherlands, patients with EDs similarly reported markedly increased eating restriction behaviors as a result of the pandemic (Termorshuizen et al., 2020). Social distancing, intensified use of social media and difficult access to healthcare seem to have been the main factors behind this major post-pandemic outbreak in anorexia (Dumitrascu et al. 2021).
 
            Anorexia nervosa, or simply anorexia, is an ED characterized by an abnormally low body weight and an intense fear of weight gain, and may include a distorted perception of one’s own body and weight (Elliot, Payton, and Schmidt 2020). Individuals with anorexia place great importance upon maintaining control over their weight and shape, often resorting to extreme measures that significantly disrupt their daily lives. In order to prevent weight gain or further reduce it, these individuals typically engage in severe restriction of food intake. This involves methods such as self-induced vomiting, misuse of laxatives, diet supplements, diuretics, or enemas. Excessive exercise is another common strategy employed to achieve weight loss in individuals with anorexia.
 
            Anorexia is an ego-syntonic condition, which means that sufferers recognize the condition as the ruling part of their identities (Fassino and Abbate-Daga 2013). In other words, subjects develop a feeling of identification with the disorder. This identification process implies a connection of anorexia with positive qualities of the self, such as purity, superiority, or a sense of outwordly strength (Warin 2010). One of the fundamental problems lies in the fact that the idealization of thinness is a key element of anorexic identity (Koskina and Schmidt 2019). That is, in anorexia, thinness becomes a way of defining oneself and expressing one’s own subjectivity.
 
            The achievement of an emaciated shape requires undergoing a non-normative transformation of the figure, since a skeletal body becomes a stigmatized body in the eyes of others. Such rejection often gives subjects with anorexia feelings of being socially displaced, but it can also contribute to making them feel different and unique, providing them with a false sense of self-worth (Gregertsen, William, and Serpell 2017, pars. 4–5). Such circumstances imply that recovery chances in anorexia are low; in fact, it is one of the psychiatric pathologies with the lowest recovery rates (Murray et al. 2019). By identifying with it, individuals with anorexia do not easily detach from their illness.
 
            Ego-syntonic qualities explain the motivational basis of anorexia to a great extent. They account for restrictive eating choices and weight-loss oriented exercise practices, but ego-syntonicity also accounts for other less-known anorexic traits, such as reading habits. It has been observed that individuals with anorexia nervosa exhibit a motivation to intensify their disorder through reading literature (Troscianko 2016). Notably, they purposefully engage with narratives about eating disorders, including fiction, as with novels, but also non-fiction genres, such as memoirs (Shaw and Homewood 2015).
 
            Emily Troscianko’s (2016, 185) research demonstrates how literature pertaining to eating disorders is deliberately employed to worsen the symptoms of an ED. This study is further supported by Emma Seaber (2016, 488), wherein the author highlights the utilization of anorexia memoirs by patients as a means to amplify their anorexic cognitions and behaviors. Seaber, however, shows caution with regard to the role exercised by literature in the development of anorexia. Specifically, Seaber claims that it would be an exaggeration to posit that memoirs alone can cause it, as “it has not been established that any text can trigger the disorder in healthy individuals” (2016, 485). In this sense, the study by Jennifer Thomas and colleagues (2006) found that anorexia memoirs did not trigger eating disorder behaviors in a sample of undiagnosed subjects. Their conclusion was that the potential negative effect might be limited to vulnerable populations. Seaber conceded that the tendency is more applicable to “readers with a predisposition to eating disorders” but insisted that “there does appear to be a special relationship between particular writing and reading practices and anorexia identity formation” (2016, 485).
 
            In anorexia, not only reading preferences can be influenced by ego-syntonicity. Readers with anorexia can also engage with books in an obsessive manner. Maud Ellman (1995, 58) posits that, in anorexia, reading literally supplants the act of eating, to the extent that an “inverse relationship of words to food” is created because anorexics “read […] voraciously.” Leslie Heywood’s (1996, 7) argument is in line with Ellman’s, as she insists that anorexic emaciation is connected to obsessive academic practices of reading, where “the bodies [are] sacrificed to textual models.” In a related sense, Abigail Bray (1996, 421) coined the term “reading disorders” to refer to anorexia, presenting “anorexic reading practices” as a “perverse irrationality”, claiming that their consumption of books “facilitates autophagy.” More recently, Nieves Pascual (2001) has researched anorexia life narratives, where patients write about their own illnesses, leading in not few cases to a perpetuation of the disorder. Pascual’s conclusion is that, in anorexia nervosa, “the written word can actually take the place of food” (2001, 47).
 
           
          
            3 Narrative tropes in anorexia
 
            A preference for dark and mortuary aesthetics correlates with a pathological idealization of thinness (Spooner 2009, 177). These aesthetics can be performed in different fashion styles: historically-oriented ones, as in the case of the Victorian dress code with their tight corsets, or more urban-inspired ones, such as the gothic or emo subcultures with their markedly black and eerie outfits. Other recent gloomy fashion sub-trends include the acubi style, which originated recently in South Korea and Japan, but is now representative of East Asia’s taste in fashion and, notably, inclination towards skinny body shapes.
 
            This chapter is focused on the gothic, which is taken as an umbrella aesthetic trend that can accommodate these others. The gothic style emerged in the 1980’s largely as a result of the punk and hardcore music scene. Mikhail Pushkin warns that “Gothic subculture has undergone tremendous expansion since its origins in the early eighties postpunk scene” (2017, 270). However, he continues, “three elements remain the most important in Gothic subculture: aesthetics, music and worldview” (2017, 272–273). These constituents of gothic style vary to different extents depending on the category in question. Some of the categories include the romantic goth, the vampire goth, the gothic Lolita, or the cybergoth, to name a few. In the 1990s, the gothic style went from being a minor subculture to becoming a mass phenomenon among the young population (Adler and Adler 2011, 170).
 
            
              3.1 The vampire goth
 
              Together with the Victorian goth, the vampire goth is the gothic substyle that is most inspired by narrative sources, that is, the one that is more literary and cinematic in stylistic nature. Pushkin (2017, 275) traces the particular sources of inspiration of this style, noting that vampire goth remains “inspired by both Gothic (classical and pop) literature (such authors as Anne Rice, Bram Stoker, Lord Byron, Marilyn Ross) and cinema about vampires.” Light (2016, 35–36) points to the success of vampire culture among young adult readers after the publication of Meyer’s Twilight.
 
              Catherine Spooner reflects on the importance that the gothic literary tradition has had for vampire literature and fashion, pointing to a “translation of literature into street style” (2009, 159). The vampire goth trend, in particular, rescues cultural and fashion elements of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, making use of dark chromatic ranges which include grey, black and vermilion tones, as well as makeup to appear pallid and cadaverous. Enthusiasts may also choose to wear long capes or antique robes, and even plastic fangs. In more extreme cases, they will have their canines filled or vampire-like molars implanted (Light 2016, 36).
 
              Aside from fashion choices, enthusiasm for vampire styles permeates other areas of life. Fans might also engage in vampire behavior, which includes sleeping in coffins or cemeteries, avoiding sunlight or drinking blood (Light 2016, 36). Many belong to vampire societies or clubs which second these kinds of practices or eating behaviors. Of particular importance is the relationship between vampire aesthetics and thinness, a connection which has already been mentioned above. In this line, Catherine Spooner (2009, 177) notes the association between gothic styles and “anorexia,” identifying a preferred “wasted” body type which would explain the underlying connection. Emaciation mixes well with the vampire physique. For example, in Bram Stocker’s classic work, Dracula is himself emaciated, and Lucy and Mina gradually become so after receiving his bite and transformative blood. Thus, it is understandable that anorexics are likely to enjoy a number of elements linked with the vampire tradition.
 
              In fact, vampire aesthetics triumph among subjects with anorexia (Dunn 2018). This makes it feasible to think that these subjects will consume literature of the vampiric genre as a means of cultivating their identity. This phenomenon is supported by three pieces of evidence. As seen in the previous section, girls with anorexia are regular readers, so much so that Ellmann defined them as “voracious readers” (1995, 54). Secondly, Troscianko’s study (2018) found that fantasy literature is a preferred genre among girls with anorexia. One favorite author is Terry Pratchett, a modern reference author of the vampire genre. Finally, on the Internet there are specific anorexia communities where vampiric aesthetics are venerated (Perni 2016; Dunn 2018; Niezen 2019), as a source of a mysterious and unique form of identity.
 
             
            
              3.2 Online anorexia communities and the Ophelia trope
 
              One problem with online anorexia communities is that they are difficult to trace. “Pro-ana,” the short form for “pro-anorexia,” refers to contents that are in favor of anorexia as a lifestyle or as a choice, seeking to present the eating disorder in a positive and empowering light. Just as they read books about anorexia, subjects with the condition also resort to websites displaying this kind of content in order to exacerbate their symptoms (Dias 2003; Perni, 2016). For this reason, the Internet largely restricts pro-anorexia content, and many of these websites are eventually shut down by official institutions. However, the topic can be easily disguised under familiar literary figures and themes.
 
              Remedios Perni (2016), for example, conducted a study of pro-ana websites that focused on the figure of the Shakespearean Ophelia. As Perni describes:
 
               
                From being a marginal character in Hamlet, Ophelia currently occupies a central space in literary and visual culture […] appropriated by digital media and turned into a source of inspiration for many Internet users, providing new spaces for expression and contributing to the formation of some online communities. The recumbent form of the drowning figure with extended arms, the white dresses and veils, and the flowers—as […] visually immortalized in John Everett Millais’s well known painting Ophelia (1851–52)—are common elements in selfies taken by teenagers and published in social networks. (Perni 2016, 503)
 
              
 
              The aesthetic characteristics of Ophelia as a thin and pale young woman suffering from an “enigmatic pseudoromantic disorder” (Perni 2016, 506) likely explain her allure among subjects with anorexia.
 
              The symbolic meanings ascribed by these Internet users to Ophelia interestingly highlight the potential connections of this narrative trope with gothic aesthetics. As Perni (2016, 507) remarks, “bizarre nicknames often related to ideas of darkness, shadows, pain, and obscure emotions […] are often accompanied by profile pictures imitating the iconography of Ophelia as popularized by Millais (especially the image of the girl in water, with flowers, mouth open, and a dying look).” They also connect Ophelia’s iconography to specific gothic dress and music codes: “[t]he images on some Pinterest boards with the word “Ophelia” in their title respond to a taste for punk, Goth music, and fashion among young Ana and Mia users, featuring portraits of emaciated women and pictures of black boots […]” (Perni 2016, 513). In short, there is an amalgamation of Victorian/Romantic and gothic aesthetic motifs which finds greater coherence when encapsulated under the figure of Ophelia by a user with anorexia.
 
              It is noteworthy that Remedios Perni (2006, 508) observes, in passing, that “some of these bloggers run sites articulated as intentionally fictional, creating, for example, serialized novels grounded in gothic tropes like the vampire.” This adds further evidence to the connection between vampirism and anorexia, but the reason why anorexics are attracted by such different narrative tropes remains unclear. My suggestion is that anorexics become fascinated by these literary figures as both respond to a common aesthetics. More particularly, Ophelia and vampires would be exemplars of an ambivalent imagery of liminality. They represent an idealized death look: one that captures the transcendence of decay through the eternal preservation of the skinny and pallid body of a living corpse.
 
             
           
          
            4 SPS theory meets (pro-ana) vampire fandom
 
            According to Henry Jenkins (1992), fandom is a participatory culture, where users literally partake in the fictional world. In fandom, consumers of literary or visual narratives – including books, series, films or videogames – re-appropriate favorite tropes and engage with them in multiple and playful ways, such as by attending conventions – comet-cons – or dressing like their preferred characters, as in cosplay. A third popular fandom practice is the production of transformative fiction, popularly known as fanfiction or, simply, fanfics, where a specific text is adapted to suit the desires of the new author, who was formerly a reader of the fiction work in question. These texts circulate on the Internet, enjoying popularity to a greater or lesser extent, and sometimes they even become published. In the case at hand, a Google search with the terms “Twilight” and “fanfic” gives way to no less than 649,000 results whereas adding the word “anorexia” yields as many as 2,450,000 results.
 
            My contention is that Storyworld Possible Selves (henceforth SPS) theory (Martínez 2014, 2018) is a fruitful framework to understand anorexic readings and rewritings of vampire fiction. The argument I propose is that SPS theory helps in the comprehension of how individuals with anorexia project themselves onto vampire narratives to then engage with the story in varying degrees: at the end of the participatory spectrum this would imply the production of a fanfic.
 
            Within her theory, María-Ángeles Martínez has put forward that “individual narrative experiencers project themselves into storyworlds” (2014, 110), which would account for the kind of identificatory relationship that (anorexic) readers initially build with (vampire) fiction. Once established, this projection provides an explanatory basis of “artistically motivated self-transformation” (Martínez 2014, 110), a concept which nicely accommodates fandom rewritings, and which I will be using to approach the analysis of vampire fanfics from the point of view of identity.
 
            In this chapter, the vampire fanfiction work of choice is Twilight. US author Stephenie Meyer published the main novels of the Twilight saga between the years 2005 and 2008, only to add rewritings of the plot in 2015 and 2020 (with Life and Death: Twilight Reimagined and Midnight Sun, respectively). To date, it remains a highly popular young adult vampire fiction series, particularly among young women. The saga focuses on the later teen years of Bella Swan, a young girl who moves to Washington from Arizona and falls in love with the very attractive vampire Edward Cullen. The Cullens are presented as a sort of “vegetarian” vampire family – the very term appears in Twilight, when Edward actually makes this joke – since they only feed on animal blood, but not human. Edward suffers tremendously as he longs to taste Bella’s blood, but he quickly falls in love with her, and eventually converts the protagonist into a vampire.
 
            Emma Dunn (2018, 110) claims that “[b]ecause vampire mythology always hinges on the act of feeding […] it is a particularly rich arena for exploring cultural fears about consumption.” In fact, Bram Stocker’s Dracula has been read as the “foundational vampire text” which acts as “a reflection of Victorian anorexic culture” (Dunn 2018, 111, my emphasis). Stephenie Meyer herself has established this connection in relation to her saga, admitting to Twilight Lexicon that “[e]ven for a vampire who keeps his or her system full of animal blood, the lack of human blood is constant pain. I think the only human state that is even close to comparable is anorexia” (Meyer 2007, par. 32).
 
            Dunn provides a reading of Meyer’s work under an anorexic viewpoint which is based on two main arguments. First, she identifies how, as a human, Bella is disgusted by the act of eating, finding it “a chore” (Dunn 2018, 116). In addition, she points at how, when turned into a vampire, the protagonist displays a fierce determination to refuse drinking human blood despite her insatiable thirst as a newborn predator. In a nutshell, Dunn (2018, 113) is led to conclude that Bella’s are “eating behaviours [that] exemplif[y] the same logic of anorexia.” Essentially, anorexics might force themselves to feel repulsed by food, therefore avoiding it, demonstrating an extraordinary display of willpower.
 
            Following Martínez’s lead, I have coined the term narrative identity projections. In psychology, projection describes the displacement of emotions onto another entity, often as a result of their negative nature and with the intention of protecting oneself from the pain and discomfort they generate. Chloe Harrison (2017, 116) has previously referred to Martínez’s SPS theory as a way to study processes of readerly projection. “Identity,” on its part, refers to an individual’s sense of self or “I”, conformed by a set of physical, psychological, and social characteristics that distinguish oneself from another. With the concept of narrative identity projections I specifically refer to the process of identifying oneself as reflected on a fictional character, recognizing in it physical or personal qualities that one would desire to see incorporated to one’s own negatively-perceived appearance or identity. This can be linked with Martínez’s concept of SPS blending involving individuals’ desired possible selves, but the concept of “projection” emphasizes the protective nature of running that projection against those adverse feelings produced by the qualities of the self. The consequences of the process run on a positive-negative continuum, as one may project oneself onto equally negative characteristics of a character.
 
            Due to the ego-syntonic nature of anorexia, SPS theory contributes to explaining why readers with this condition read Bella Swan as anorexic. In the first place, the ED acts as a prime, that is, as a filter that prompts them to read certain characteristics of Bella as a proxy of anorexic behavior, even when this is not explicitly described in the books. In this sense, Martínez (2014, 118) notes that possible selves “influence attention and prompt faster processing of related information, as well as contain procedural scripts for schema-related behavior.” In other words, having a self-schema of oneself as anorexic can be expected to prime the information in the text about Bella being anorexic.
 
             Furthermore, SPS theory accounts for why readers align with the characters onto whom they see themselves projected, and, in this case, it may explain why they identify with Bella once they have made a narrative identity projection of her as anorexic. The typology of SPSs includes a desired storyworld possible notion of the self. This desired SPS blend entails an “ideal reference framewor[k]” (Martínez 2014, 118) that becomes admired for its positive connotations. In the case of Twilight, the result of SPS priming pushes readers into wanting to project themselves on Bella as anorexic. Martínez (2018, 19) reminds that, “[i]n its basic form, an SPS blend is a construct which emerges from the conceptual integration of two mental spaces […] the character […] or the narrator. The other is the mental representation that readers entertain of themselves […] the self-concept.” Figure 1 captures this projective process, by illustrating it as a twofold blending operation.
 
            
              [image: An arrow connects readers’ anorexic self with Bella’s, and another arrow sequentially connects these to a “Me as (anorexic) Bella” SPS blend.]
                Figure 1: Blending in Twilight readers.

             
            This dual process can take place because of having the condition of anorexia nervosa, since “[r]eader’s projection into the storyworld is […] a metonymic [move], as it is not the whole of the self-concept that gets projected, but just those features which have been selectively activated through analogical matching with the focalizer’s or narrator’s construct” (Martínez 2018, 39).
 
           
          
            5 Twilight fanfiction as anorexia narratives
 
            Given this potential interpretation of Twilight, a selection of fanfiction rewritings have directly elaborated upon the anorexia motif. However, just as it is problematic to trace pro-ana websites in general, it is also hard to come across these specific online pro-ana stories about vampires. To circumvent this problem, I have focused on official fandom communities, as they already filter the kind of stories which they publish. It was hypothesized that these stories, having undergone censorship and been labelled with warning “anorexia” tags accordingly, would experience less censorship compared to pro-ana websites and be allowed publication as fictional content. It was also anticipated that there would be fewer instances of these stories than there are of pro-ana sites more generally. Two very popular fanfiction sites are fanfiction.net and archiveofourown.org; in the first, out of eight thousand four hundred fanfics written in English, forty-four focus on the topic of “anorexia.” In the second, out of five thousand one hundred fanfics written in English, there are twenty stories that do so. Because of their sharp thematic comparability, two short Twilight fanfics have been selected from these official communities: NemeaSunday’s “Emerging Anorexia” (2009) and user pleuvoirx’s “Bones” (2021–). The former is a pro-ana narrative which invites readers to enact an anorexic identity through desired anorexic SPSs, while the latter deals with the desired “recovering” self.
 
            
              5.1 Desired “anorexia” SPSs in “Emerging Anorexia”
 
              “Emerging Anorexia” was published in 2009 by user NemeaSunday on fanfiction.net. Just as in the Twilight series, the story is narrated from the point of view of Bella. In this short story, Bella is still a human, respecting the narrative arc of Twilight (2005), the homonymous first book of the saga, New Moon (2006) and Eclipse (2007). The story draws on the romantic relationship between Bella and Edward but in an unexplored future, thus representing one of the primary strategies of fanfic reinterpretation identified by Henry Jenkins: expanding the series timeline (1992, 166–169). By assimilating Edward’s ability to restrain himself from drinking human blood to Bella’s with food, the protagonist is presented from the start as someone who seeks reasons to justify anorexia, as shown in its opening paragraph:
 
               
                (1) I wasn’t fat. I knew that. But that morning I just simply couldn’t eat anything. Edward had only just left me and I’d see him at school soon, he wouldn’t no [sic] if I skipped a meal. So that’s what I did. I was in control of my body and Edward had so much control with humans so why couldn’t I with food? (NemeaSunday 2009, par. 1)
 
              
 
              In this opening scene, Bella is mumbling thoughts in her car. The spatial description includes a reference to a pack of cigarettes alongside “some baking soda” that “was supposed to make sick come up easier” (Nemeasunday 2009, par. 2). This latter clarification is characteristic of pro-anorexia sites, which frequently provide tips of various kinds, including explanations to facilitate self-induced vomiting, as is the case at hand. They also incorporate advice on how to hide having an ED, which is exactly what this fanfic does next as the following dialogue between Edward and Bella ensues:
 
               
                (2) It’s idiotic of me really because I know you wouldn’t intentionally hide something from me. I’m just curious to what your dream was about. You said ‘Edward mustn’t find out.
 
                ‘I don’t remember,’ I said quickly. […] ‘I think I best go to Biology, Jessica and everyone might trip up and tell Sir that I’m with you.’ I lied. (Nemeasunday 2009, pars. 9–13, my emphasis).
 
              
 
              In this dialogic exchange, the focus is on describing how Bella deceives Edward about her not having an ED, which is the main strategy to which anorexics resort in order to hide their condition (Vandereycken 2006, 352). Another lie that tends to be told in anorexia is represented in the dialogue which closes this fanfic:
 
               
                (3) Edward drove me to the Cullen household. In the meanwhile he questioned me.
 
                What do you want for dinner, I’ve still got the pizza but it’s gone cold. I could make you something or I could get you a take out?
 
                I already ate. (Nemeasunday 2009, pars. 53–56)
 
              
 
              Subjects with this ED have a tendency to claim that they have eaten, when they actually have not, in order to circumvent the problem of being asked to do so. The author of this fanfic has, however, kept unaltered another interesting anorexia motif of Twilight, namely, that Edward’s mind-reading superpower does not work on Bella, as he cannot hear her thoughts. This represents a simulation of an idealized situation for someone with anorexia, who puts great effort in trying to avoid being discovered. As Schneider (2012, 17) has suggested, such an operation has to do with a simulative understanding shown for a character, which “may include performing a blend in which one input is the fictional character as presented in the narrative, and the other is the reader’s […] sense of self in a comparable situation.”
 
              This fanfic writer, in fact, uses Bella Swan to perform what is known as a “simulative running of the blend” (Martínez 2018, 11), by accessing the mind of the narrator but from the point of view of a reader with anorexia, who makes Bella behave as someone with the condition would. By transporting themselves into the experience of resisting hunger impulses, readers can model themselves as anorexic Bella. More specifically, NemeaSunday, this fanfic author, makes Bella behave as someone with a strong ego-syntonic anorexia condition would, since her motivation is to run simulations of anorexia that help her to maintain the disorder.
 
              Other pro-ana Twilight fanfics have in common with this one that they elaborate on Bella as an ideal example of being “the ultimate restrictor.” They either rewrite Bella as an anorexic human or as an anorexic vampire, but continuously rely on a comparison of anorexia to resisting blood thirst like Edward and his “vegetarian” family. As such, it can be claimed that what anorexic readers prime about Twilight is their characters not succumbing to appetites, be they for food or blood. Dunn (2018, 128) has noted that, while “female fans gain agency in making explicit the implicit anorexic ideologies that are central to both the Twilight canon texts and post-feminist girl culture as a whole” they also “epitomize the dichotomous nature of anorexic logic itself.” In my view, what is most troublesome is that, in these fan narratives, writers model themselves after vampire/anorexic characters, and, in so doing, they learn or reinforce anorexic cognitions and behaviors.
 
             
            
              5.2 Desired “recovering from anorexia” SPSs in “Bones”
 
              Another promising way to apply SPS theory to Twilight fanfics is to analyze those that project a second kind of desired SPS in anorexia, which is the self in the process of recovery. This might seem contradictory, given the ego-syntonic nature of anorexia, but, at a certain point, subjects with the condition may also want to recover from it. To combat this ED, one has to overcome the contradictory allure which the condition represents. In “Bones”, user pleuvoirx summarizes her fanfic as one “in which a girl suffering from anorexia finds the key to her recovery” (2021, section 1, par. 1). It is an unfinished story which is currently being published on archiveofourown.org. The first entry was published on 2 February 2021. At the time of writing this, it was last updated only on 12 October 2023. It tells the story of Sophie Swan, Bella’s invented sister, who suffers from an ED but is fighting to recover from it.
 
              Sophie is highly dissatisfied with her condition. What worries her the most is that she is disappointing her family. This is probably an example of a feared SPS. Christina Bruns (2016, 351) has connected SPS theory to the distressing experiences of young adult readers, claiming that youngsters are left “feeling bereft when their engagement with a fictional world ends and dissatisfied with the ordinary life to which they must return.” As such, Sophie is most probably a narrative identity projection of the struggling author, who creates this character in order to simulate what anorexia recovery would be like inside an unexplored Twilight world.
 
              The first elaboration in this fanfic consists in an expansion of the main werewolf character of the saga, Jacob Black. In the actual series, Jacob is in love with Bella, which creates a love triangle characteristic of young adult fantasy/romance fiction (Lyttle 2022). In “Bones,” Jacob is still in love with Bella, but he is also Sophie’s best friend. Interestingly enough, Jacob is presented as one of the most important sources of support in Sophie’s recovery: “He had been over for dinner both nights now, which encouraged Sophie to finish her meals” (pleuvoirx 2019, section 6, par. 2). When Jacob starts his transition into a werewolf, however, he decides to distance himself from the family, Sophie included: “Tears streamed down her cheeks now, hot on her skin compared to the icy rain. ‘I need you. You need me and I can help you through this, just like you helped me. You’re still helping me and God knows I need all the help I can get. Please Jacob’.” (pleuvoirx 2018, section 6, par. 65, italics in original).
 
              This elaboration on Jacob’s character might be a reference to a feared scenario in the author’s real life: the feelings of hopelessness about making it towards recovery when one loses the necessary support of a loved friend. Several cognitive literary scholars have insisted on the prosocial nature of fiction, finding that reading allows humans to learn to navigate the benefits and dangers of social relationships inside a safe fictional space (Djikic et al. 2009). On the other hand, anorexia is a highly isolating condition (Dias 2003), but one indicator of recovery is the search of social networks and help.
 
              “Bones” further explores the possibilities of anorexia recovery within romantic relationships. Given that Jacob no longer represents a source of support for Sophie, the story focuses on an imagined narrative arc where the three Italian vampire kings of the original Twilight saga, Aro, Caius and Marcos, are Sophie’s soulmates. Sophie is initially reluctant to starting a relationship with a vampire, let alone with three, but Alice Cullen intervenes and convinces her otherwise. Alice, the real sister of Edward Cullen in the series, has the superpower of divination. In the fanfic, Alice has a vision of Sophie moving to Italy with the three royal vampires:
 
               
                (4) ‘Sophie.’ Alice squeezed her shoulders to get her attention. She looked towards the vampire, frowning when Alice turned them away from the kings. She leaned forward to whisper in her ear, talking so quietly that Sophie almost couldn’t hear her. ‘In my vision, I also saw that you were recovered.’ (pleuvoirx 2009, section 10, par. 13, my emphasis)
 
              
 
              Envisioning recuperation not as a remote possibility, but as a powerful future scenario, is a deeply valuable SPS projection for someone who seems in the process of anorexia recovery. “Bones” is an unfinished fanfic, and it cannot be known what will happen to Sophie or to the real person behind her, user pleuvoirx, for that matter. In fact, the fear of failure at recovery characteristic of anorexia rehabilitation is also present in “Bones.” In one of the final entries, the narrator, who decides that she is going to meet the kings and heal, muses “She hoped she didn’t disappoint the kings in the same ways she managed to disappoint everyone else she loved” (pleuvoirx 2009, section 17, par. 6). However, in the Twilight Saga, Alice’s visions are considered highly valuable and trusted by the characters, because they always prove right.
 
              Fanfic writers have different intentions when they create their stories. Whereas user NemeaSunday seems to resort to fanfic writing to cope with her anorexia, possibly not wanting to recuperate from it, at least at that point, user pleauvoirx seemingly elaborates on the Twilight world to run simulations of recovery scenarios because the author herself is probably undergoing rehabilitation or seriously considering recovery. This would be, to some extent, comparable to the results found by Shaw and Homewood (2015), where the qualitative analysis of interviews conducted to readers of ED memoirs revealed “a recovery continuum, whereby the direction of memoir influence seemed to depend on an individual’s recovery stage and motivation to recover” (Shaw and Homewood 2015, 591).
 
             
           
          
            6 Conclusions
 
            SPS theory has not been previously applied to the analysis of fanfiction, but this chapter is an example of the potential of the framework to do so. The term “narrative identity projections” has been used throughout to elaborate on this interrelationship from a literary/psychological perspective. Martínez’s theory is deeply rooted in cognitive literary studies, lending itself to its application in therapeutic domains and considerations. In particular, SPS theory is able to connect practices of fandom to psychology of motivation, because approximating a self-schema to a desired possible self often triggers positive emotions. After all, this is the reason why “desired possible selves are extensively used in therapy” (Martínez 2018, 106).
 
            The analysis conducted in this chapter reveals that, in pro-ana vampire fanfiction in particular, authors’ goals depend on the stage of their illness, and this in turn determines the type of SPSs that are prompted. With regard to anorexic narrative identity projections, they immerse themselves into SPS mental images of themselves as anorexic Bella because of what they can learn from her in terms of ED-related behaviors and cognitions. Either as human or, once transformed, as a vampire, Bella Swan represents “the ultimate restrictor figure, as her ability to resist consumption increases along with her desire to consume” (Dunn 2018, 119). It is, thus, understandable that subjects with anorexia, both readers of Twilight and its fan-fiction authors and readers, model themselves after the protagonist. However, for those readers who are considering anorexia recovery or actually working towards it, SPS theory provides an understanding of the ways in which they might alternatively desire and simulate a healed version of the self.
 
            These findings open the way to envisioning new therapeutic possibilities in anorexia, since it is not an easy task to motivate subjects to recover from this ego-syntonic condition. Exploring the effects of readerly and authorial narrative identity projections within the framework of SPS theory in fanfiction seems a promising avenue to gain awareness of what may contribute to maintaining anorexia nervosa, and what may encourage recovery from it.
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter explores the role of storyworld possible selves in shaping player choices in digital interactive narratives, in which players make decisions for the protagonist which impact narrative development and drastically affect the mental construction of the storyworld. This includes the fate of characters and of protagonists themselves during the game. The study builds on the concepts of agency, players’ background experience of the (real) world and understanding of the game world, and players’ level of immersion, and uses examples from the videogames Heavy Rain (2010) and Detroit: Become Human (2018) by Quantic Dream. The essay argues that storyworld possible selves are a critical aspect of players’ choice-making in this narrative genre.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            “Such a publication was madness. The book is a shapeless mass of contradictory rough drafts. I examined it once upon a time; the hero dies in the third chapter, while in the fourth he is alive” (Borges 2000, 96). In his work “The Garden of Forking Paths” (2000), Jorge Luis Borges muses over the notion of a novel where every possible outcome of an event unfolds simultaneously, creating many narrative pathways. This concept resonates deeply within the idea of interactive fiction, a mode of storytelling where users navigate stories by making choices that shape the narrative’s trajectory. Interactive fiction is one of the fastest growing modes of storytelling on video streaming and video game platforms. Between 2018 and 2024, Netflix has produced twenty-four interactive narratives, while the French video game studios Don’t Nod Entertainment and Quantic Dream, as well as the American studio Telltale Games have released over fifteen interactive fiction video games since 2010.
 
            At the heart of digital interactive narratives, the role of user agency1 emerges as a pivotal force, shaping the narrative trajectory and immersive experience. Mark Riedl and Andrew Stern (2006, 1) define interactive narrative as “an approach to interactive entertainment that enables the player to make decisions that directly affect the direction and/or outcome of the narrative experience being delivered by the computer system.” They add that interactive narrative “requires two seemingly conflicting requirements: coherent narrative and user agency” (Riedl and Stern 2006, 1). In other words, each user of an interactive narrative should be able to experience a coherent and engaging narrative with a beginning, a middle and an end, while also feeling like they are in control of the story through decision-making. This conflicting requirement implies that the author should guide the narrative, but still allow the user to feel like they can eventually stir the story where they want to. The author is behind the game, behind the multiple possible narratives, acting as a discreet force that offers the user multiple possible fictional paths. As Janet Murray notes (1997, 152), “there is a distinction between playing a creative role within an authored environment and having authorship of the environment itself. […] Interactors can only act within the possibilities that have been established by the writing and programing.” The author’s presence in interactive fiction is subtle, existing behind the scenes as the architect of narrative possibilities, shaping environments for user exploration. The user’s sense of authorship intertwines with their agency within the narrative, fostering engagement and immersion. Choice-making becomes a vehicle for transportation into the storyworld, where users become emotionally and cognitively engaged in the story and can picture events taking place vividly (Gerrig 1993; Green and Brock 2000). Transportation is particularly important in interactive fiction where users need to envision the outcome of a possible choice to be able to make a decision. Transportation into the storyworld is a defining factor of decision-making.
 
            There are two main conceptual problems encountered by researchers in interactive fiction: firstly, defining which works belong to interactive fiction and which do not; and secondly, defining the tools for their analysis. As such, most of the research on interactive fiction can so far qualify as a meta-reflection on the characteristics of interactive fiction (Murray 1997; Aarseth 1997; Juul 1999; Mateas 2002; Frasca 2004; Ryan 2006; Eskelinen 2012; Koenitz et al. 2015; Koenitz 2023). However, one aspect that remains relatively unexplored is the reception of interactive fiction, or how users make choices in an interactive narrative.
 
            In this article, I focus on users’ experiences and decision-making processes within interactive narratives, exploring how their self-concept intertwines with the perspective of the player character, shaping their choices. The self-concept, as María-Ángeles Martínez (2018, 21) remarks, is a notion borrowed from social psychology: a mental network composed of self-schemas – a product of experience – and possible selves – the persons they aspire or fear to be. The player character is the user’s avatar in the storyworld, the protagonist of the story whom they make decisions as. Users make decisions using a blend of their self-concept and the perspective of the protagonist. Central to this exploration is the notion of storyworld possible selves, mental constructs that guide users through decision-making. Drawing from Martínez, I argue that users’ storyworld possible selves serve as a compass for decision making in interactive fiction, influencing the trajectory of the narrative.
 
            To explore this dynamic, I turn to examples from the successful videogames Heavy Rain (2010) and Detroit: Become Human (2018) developed by Quantic Dream. In Heavy Rain, players assume the role of Ethan, a father desperate to rescue his son from the Origami Killer, navigating a series of increasingly challenging trials fraught with moral dilemmas, the last of which involves his own death (and therefore that of the player character). In the second game, set in Detroit and the year 2038, androids are part of everyday life. They are thought of as replacing usual services – house cleaning, babysitting, police, sexual work – and have all become very affordable. The video game’s narrative focuses on the appearance of “deviant” androids who have begun to feel empathy. The player makes choices for three different characters who often have contradictory goals: Connor, a police investigator android, whose mission is to track down deviants, accompanied by Hank, a detective with a profound hatred for androids; Kara, a deviant housekeeper android, who tries to save a little girl from her abusive father by taking her to Canada; and Markus, a deviant caretaker android, who leads the android liberation movement in Jericho. After each chapter of the game, a flowchart appears on the screen which only unlocks the choices the player has made but allows them to compare their choices with those other players (or their “friends” on the platform) have made. In the game, each of the characters can die (including player characters), and the narrative continues without their storyline (except for Connor, who is just replaced by another model, erasing the user’s previous attempts at making him a deviant). Through qualitative and quantitative analysis, I will show how users’ storyworld possible selves may drive their decision-making within interactive narratives.
 
           
          
            2 Agency in interactive narratives
 
            Video games are a medium in which agency is prevalent: the user decides where to go, can pick up objects or fill in quests through their avatar. However, the specificity of interactive fiction video games is that the agency is mostly directed at making choices for the character that will directly impact the overall narrative and the fate of the characters around them. Janet Murray (1997, 126) defines agency in interactive fiction as “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices.” Because interactive narratives are co-constructed – the user makes choices that have been predetermined by the author – giving users an illusion of agency and control leading to higher engagement, it is important to understand how users make decisions in these narratives. What drives decision-making in interactive narratives? Which elements do users evaluate to pick a narrative path? What do they base their decisions on?
 
            Umberto Eco (1979, 246) asserts that a literary text does not correspond to a single world but to “a machine for producing possible worlds (of the fabula, of the characters within the fabula, and of the reader outside the fabula).” He distinguishes three stages that correspond to the three elements mentioned: the possible worlds imagined by the author (the fabula); those imagined or dreamed by the characters; and finally, those imagined by the Model reader beyond the fabula. These theories find an echo in Marie-Laure Ryan’s monograph Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence and Narrative Theory (1991), where the author materializes through flowcharts what happens in the reception of a work, the reader building many possible worlds that are confirmed or contradicted by the narrative. In a way, interactive fiction materializes these many possible worlds as an actualization of multiversionality (Hiskes et al. 2023), a type of narrative processing in which users imagine the many different possible paths and events that could follow a single moment in a narrative. The possible choices manifest the possible paths envisioned by the user after a key moment of the narrative. Unlike multiversionality, however, the user does not only envision a possible outcome that may or may not be validated by the narrative, but they get to act upon it.
 
            While users may speculate on potential outcomes, the narrative’s actual course may diverge from their expectations. Nevertheless, because each narrative possibility is written out, the user is allowed to explore the narrative and all its potential paths. In digital interactive fiction, the possibilities are apparent. If the user must still conjecture what will happen next, the decisions the user makes at each choice point narrow down the narrative possibilities, just like in traditional linear fiction; the main difference being that these possibilities are materialized in interactive fiction through user’s interaction. Therefore, even more so than linear fiction cannot exist without a reader or viewer, interactive fiction remains “potential” without user agency: the narrative unfolds through a convergence process between the user and the fiction.
 
            Interactive fiction diverges from other game genres by presenting users with morally charged narrative choices. For instance, in Detroit: Become Human, as Markus and the other androids try and take over the TV tower to broadcast their message, the user can choose to shoot human guards or spare them to access the broadcasting room. This type of choice relates to choices under uncertainty (Knight 1921) in decision theory, where the user must consult their own probabilistic beliefs about whether one outcome or another will result from a specified option. While narratives, especially tragedies, have always faced their protagonist with difficult choices, in interactive fiction, the user is bound to create strategies based on their own encyclopedia (based on what they know about the real world but also about the fictional world; about themselves and about the protagonist), by evaluating the possible outcomes of their choices for the fate of the protagonist. Therefore, the user must arbitrate what the best choice is inside of the rules imposed by the game and weigh potential outcomes against their moral compass. Agency emerges at this juncture as users arbitrate between narrative constraints and personal convictions to determine the optimal course of action. For instance, in Detroit: Become Human, when Kara needs to find a place to spend the night after she escapes from Todd’s abuse with Alice, his “daughter,” she is given the choice of either staying a) in an abandoned car (keeping in mind it is winter and the girl is cold); b) in a squat where a scary android lives; or c) in a hotel, for which her and Alice need money. To be able to pay for the hotel, the users have the option to rob a supermarket if Kara has found and taken Todd’s gun. The user is, thus, faced with a difficult array of outcomes: they could spend the night in the car and Alice could possibly freeze to death, they could possibly both die in the house, or they must go against common moral values and rob the supermarket to stay in the hotel and maybe get themselves arrested or killed. During my first playthroughs, I could not bring myself to have Kara rob the supermarket, since I assumed that the outcome would be terrible. I made this specific choice by referring to my self-concept (Martínez 2018): I should not make Kara rob the supermarket since robbing is morally wrong. I also referred to the perspectivizer’s self-concept since, by making this choice, I assumed robbing was dangerous for both protagonists in the fictional world, just like it is in the real world.2 This choice was made based on double-scope self-schema SPS blending, which involves conflicting internal topologies in my input space and the one I constructed for Kara, involving the activation of my “honest person” self-schema. This blending was also in further interaction with a mirror undesired “robber” SPS, a mirror undesired “endangered” SPS, and even a mirror “empathetic” self-schema SPS with Kara, whom I was constructing as feeling empathy for Alice. All of them were active simultaneously during choice-making, highlighting the reasons for the moral dilemma and emotional turmoil I experienced at this choice point. In other words, I used my several storyworld possible selves to guide my decision-making for Kara. In this context of choice under uncertainty, I weighed the risks and benefits using my knowledge of the game world as well as that of the real world. I expected that the possible outcomes in the fictional world would mimic the ones in the real world. Another important parameter in choice-making is the resemblance between the storyworld and the real world, known as the “Principle of Minimal Departure” (Ryan, 1991), with the idea that the user’s knowledge of the storyworld and the user’s world of reference can guide their choice-making.
 
            In other words, the user must determine possible outcomes of each choice to make decisions in interactive narratives. These outcomes are based on the knowledge the user has of the storyworld as well as usual outcomes of specific decisions in the real world. Users base their decisions on their storyworld possible selves and use it to assess the different possible outcomes of a choice in the narrative. However, as with the previous example of Kara, the outcomes of these choices are not necessarily the ones that they expect. For instance, if the user chooses to have Kara rob the supermarket, she does not get arrested or killed if the user responds to the QTE (Quick Time Event) in time – something easy to do. In this specific case, the outcome of the choice was different than the one I had predicted, and this is exactly what makes the narrative interesting. Users must be able to predict the outcome of the choices using their storyworld possible selves, but the outcome might be different than what they have predicted. In fact, if I make a choice in an interactive narrative and the outcome matches exactly the one that I had anticipated, I might feel some pride for having figured out the outcome, but the narrative becomes less engaging: I make a choice, I know what the outcome of this choice will be, and the outcome plays out exactly as I had predicted. Nevertheless, if I make a choice and am surprised by the outcome – it is not the one I had predicted – then the engagement is greater.
 
            In 2022, I performed a quantitative analysis of reception of Detroit: Become Human, with 403 participants recruited on social media platforms. I asked these participants questions pertaining to choice-making, empathy, and immersion (Lagrange, 2023). More specifically, I asked them the following questions: “Each time you made a choice, did you think about what the outcome could be?”, “Did the choice seem to lead to predictable outcomes according to you?”, and “To which degree did you enjoy the hard moral choices?”. The answers were measured on a Likert scale from 0 to 7 where 0 was “Not at all,” and 7 was “Of course” or “Very much.” The findings showed that people tend to think about the outcome of the choices before making them (5.63); but they feel like the predicted outcome does not necessarily match the actual outcome (3.56) while still very much enjoying these choices (5.59) (Table 1).
 
            
              
                Table 1:Choices and their outcomes in Detroit: Become Human.

              

                      
                    	 
                    	Mean 
                    	Standard Deviation 
   
                    	Think about outcome 
                    	5.67 
                    	1.61 
  
                    	Predictable outcome 
                    	3.61 
                    	1.50 
  
                    	Enjoy hard moral choices 
                    	5.59 
                    	1.52 
 
              

            
 
            Roger Caillois (2001, 7) notes that “an outcome known in advance, with no possibility of error or surprise, clearly leading to an inescapable result, is incompatible with the nature of play.” The feeling of agency does not necessarily come from how much the expected outcomes match the outcomes in the narrative, but rather from the mere fact that the choices made by the player do influence the narrative, giving way to what I call “narrative exploration.”
 
            In this quantitative study, I was also interested in the reason behind players’ decisions. Participants rated various reasons for their choices on a Likert scale from 0 to 7 where 0 was not at all and 7 very much (Table 2).
 
            
              
                Table 2:Reason for making choices in Detroit: Become Human.

              

                       
                    	Reason for making choices 
                    	Mean 
                    	Standard Deviation 
                    	P-value 
   
                    	What I would do 
                    	5.50 
                    	1.78 
                    	<.001 
  
                    	Benefit favored character 
                    	4.50 
                    	2.14 
                    	<.001 
  
                    	According to the characters’ personality 
                    	3.62 
                    	1.96 
                    	<.001 
  
                    	Most interesting for the story 
                    	3.61 
                    	2.07 
                    	<.001 
  
                    	Worst possible choice to see what would happen 
                    	1.00 
                    	1.76 
                    	<.001 
 
              

            
 
            Table 2 reveals a predominant tendency to act based on personal inclination, alongside a desire to benefit favored characters. This underscores the influence of the user’s storyworld possible selves in shaping decision-making processes. To feel agency, the user must know that the choices they made did have an impact on the narrative. In other words, as Mitchell, Fernández-Vara, and Thue (2014, 129) explain, “in interactive digital games, a player is able to influence a world, which in turn responds to his doings. In this manner, he can experience the feeling of agency, a feeling that one is in control of a situation and can exert his will on the world to some extent.” Thus, there is a discrepancy between the way the user makes their choices, evaluating the possible outcomes and making a choice based on their storyworld possible selves – formed through the blending of their self-concept and their character construct for the perspectivizer – and the reason users feel like they have agency over the narrative, because whatever choice they made impacts the narrative in a profound way. In other words, the user is bound to create strategies based on their storyworld possible selves, by evaluating the possible outcomes of their choices for the fate of the protagonist: the rules of the fictional world are the limits the user must play with to have agency over the narrative. Conversely, the user makes choices that deeply influence the narrative and therefore gets an individualized experience in the storyworld that allows them to reflect both on the narrative and their own reasons for making choices.
 
           
          
            3 Reflexivity and empathy
 
            Numerous choices within interactive fiction involve issues pertaining to moral values and play with the user’s emotional attachment to the protagonist. These choices are deeply polarizing and incite the user to reflect on their own decision-making process. As Janet Murray (1997, 147) emphasized, “We need to find ways of drawing a player so deeply into the situated point of view of a character that a change of position will raise important moral questions.” What Murray highlights is the importance of the user’s shifting into the perspectivizer’s deictic center, “with ontological existence inside the narrating situation” (Martínez 2018, 46), in interactive fiction.
 
            The user is bound to feel empathy for the characters they play as, but they might also feel empathy for non-player characters, that is, characters they do not make choices as. The term empathy notoriously suffers from diverse definitions (Hall and Schwartz 2019). In this video game context, I am mostly referring to first-person identification, which involves doing what is best for the character you are playing as, and empathic concern, which focuses on the wellbeing of another (Davis 1983). Interactive fiction games often pit one type of empathy against the other, offering the user a choice between first-person identification and empathic concern, between the self and the others. These choices thus become “a self-revealing act” for the user, “that might leave the [player] questioning his or her values” (Murray 1997, 260). For instance, in Heavy Rain, Ethan, the player-character, whose son is held captive by the Origami Killer, has already completed four challenging trials when he reaches the last one, “The Rat.” In this last trial, if he wants to know where his son is held captive and avoid his death, he must drink a vial of poison that will kill him, leaving just enough time for him to save and say goodbye to his son. There are multiple layers to this choice (to drink or not drink the vial): “winning” the game or reaching the game’s goal (saving Ethan’s son) vs. saving the game’s protagonist; empathic concern for Shaun (the son) vs. perspective-taking for Ethan. Martínez (2018, 119) argues that, within Storyworld Possible Selves theory, empathy results from “matching features across a particular reader’s self-concept and a focalizer’s character construct.” Empathy in interactive fiction is shifting constantly between player and non-player characters. Added onto this is the pause that the user must take when making a choice to reflect on their own decision-making process. Reflexivity is at the center of decision-making through storyworld possible selves in interactive fiction: when the user makes a choice, they must evaluate the potential outcome, but also question what – or empathy for which character – is inciting them to make this specific choice.
 
            French studio Quantic Dream exemplifies this emphasis on morally charged decisions. Unlike most videogames where failure often leads to a “game over” screen and give the user the option to start again from their last save, Quantic Dream’s games enforce irreversible outcomes, intensifying players’ sense of accountability. When a character gets killed in these games, the user feels responsible for the death of their character – they can feel like they failed them, failed their avatar. In Detroit: Become Human, for instance, in the chapter “Battle for Detroit,” Kara needs to take the last bus to Canada with Alice, the little girl, and Luther, another deviant android. There are no more tickets for sale and the last bus is about to leave. If they stay in the United States, the user knows that these characters are all going to get killed because the police are destroying all the androids that developed empathy. While Kara and Luther are discussing their options, a woman loses her three tickets on the floor. The player, as Kara, has the option to grab them or to leave them on the pavement. If Kara picks them up, the woman’s husband and their child come back and ask her if she has found their tickets. The player must then decide if Kara gives the tickets back to the family to whom they belong, because it is the right thing to do, or if she keeps them to protect Alice, the little girl who is with her, even though it is detrimental to other people. The game, therefore, plays on the user’s moral values that can create conflicts within the users’ storyworld possible selves: the morally right choice is not necessarily the best for the protagonists they are trying to save. In other words, the user’s self-concept might be pitted against the concept of the perspectivizer in a form of double-scope blending: I believe giving the tickets back is right, but as Kara, I should keep them to protect Alice. These choices, rooted in moral ambiguity, challenge players’ convictions and prompt shifts in their storyworld possible selves. SPS shifts are “ongoing changes in the nature of the self-concept substructure projected during SPS blending” (Martínez 2018, 152). By challenging the user’s moral values and pitting empathy for one character against another, the user’s SPSs shift with each choice made in the game.
 
            Moreover, users’ choices do not only affect their avatar – the player character – but also influence interpersonal dynamics and shape the character’s relationship with non-player characters. In most digital interactive fiction, non-player characters react to choices made by the player with approval or disapproval. An icon appears in the upper right corner of the screen that acts as a performance review for player actions. However, these measures reflecting the opinion of one non-player character on the player’s choice are neither objective nor do they necessarily all point in the same direction. For instance, in Detroit: Become Human, when Markus must decide if his revolution will be peaceful or violent, non-player character Josh encourages a peaceful approach, while North encourages violence, and Simon changes his opinion depending on the circumstances. This reinforcement of the personalities of secondary non-player characters allows the player to decide their fate through the player character. They also allow non-player characters to influence the user’s choices. For instance, when the user plays as Connor, they will often have to make a choice between following instructions from CyberLife (the company that created him to investigate and kill deviant androids) and befriending Hank, the human detective he works with, through becoming deviant himself. That is, the player can choose between feeling empathic concern for the characters, something that might make them fail trying to keep their playable character alive, or follow the rules, but be disliked by all non-playable characters, and potentially succeed in their mission.
 
            From this analysis, we could argue that moral values and empathic concern – the feeling that comes from observing another person in need – are the two main factors of reflexivity when it comes to interactive fiction. The user is asked to reflect on their own values, and their SPSs shift with each choice they make depending on who they choose to empathize with. These examples illuminate how interactive fiction video games, through immediate or long-term feedback, offer the player a reflection of themselves and their relationship with the narrative they actualized. By serving as a mirror that reflects players’ moral compass and relational dynamics, digital interactive fiction engenders a reflexive dialogue with the users’ storyworld possible selves. It is within this reflexive loop that interactive fiction questions its own finality.
 
           
          
            4 Conclusion
 
            Detroit: Become Human involves so many choices that, even in subsequent playthroughs, users struggle to discern where they made a wrong decision. Hence, they rely on their own moral compass and empathy. Choices in interactive narratives question the player on their values, their morals, their feelings, and their thoughts. Most choices create a conflict between first-person identification – doing what is best for the character users are playing as – and empathic concern – favoring non-playable characters when they are in distress. This type of choice represents a moral and ethical dilemma, between oneself and the others, between the individual and the community, and between first-person identification and empathic concern. These choices are common in classical tragedy, especially in Corneille’s play Le Cid (1637). In Le Cid, for instance, Rodrigue must decide whether to follow his heart or his duty. By using these types of choices but forcing the user to make a choice for the protagonist, interactive fiction is questioning them on their intrinsic values. Therefore the “good” choice remains elusive. Choice-making in this case can only result from a blend of the user’s identity and knowledge of the real world, and identity and knowledge of the fictional world – from their storyworld possible selves. For such choices to resonate, two conditions must be met: users must be deeply immersed in the fictional world to be able to empathize with non-player characters and understand the stakes of this choice; and they also need to identify with the player character so that their relationship with the character goes further than theory of mind and becomes perspective-taking. The user’s involvement needs to be remarkably high for these choices to matter. Every choice in digital interactive fiction serves as a mirror, reflecting and refracting the user’s storyworld possible selves. With each decision comes the opportunity of an SPS shift that follows the user’s constantly evolving empathy and moral values in the game.
 
            Interactive narratives offer a rich terrain for exploring the concept of storyworld possible selves. Through decision-making, users navigate a complex interplay of self-concept and perspectivizer construct, grappling with moral dilemmas. Users are asked to make choices inside the narrative, pause, reflect on what the best outcome would be according to their own encyclopedia, but also what they know about the storyworld and the player characters. They make decisions based on knowledge that comes from this blend of their self-concept and their mental construct for the perspectivizer. Furthermore, with each choice, the user also has the opportunity to reflect on their decision-making process, as the outcomes of the choices offer direct feedback to the user. They are also challenged through complex moral choices that question the user on their values but also on their attachment to the player character and non-player characters, almost pitting one against the other, creating an identity crisis involving their storyworld possible selves that can eventually lead to a shift. Finally, the narrative that is created through players’ choices actualizes this new identity at the confines of reality and fiction, this storyworld possible self, which allows for narrative exploration in interactive fiction.
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          Notes

          1
            I am using the generic term “user” throughout this article because interactive fiction is not necessarily medium-specific: there are readers to Choose Your Own Adventure books, players to narrative-driven videogames, etc.

          
          2
            I use the term “real world” to refer to the user’s world of reference.

          
        
      
       
         
          Storyworld possible selves and doubly deictic you in contemporary narratives negotiating motherhood
 
        

         
          Denise Wong 
          
 
        

        
          Abstract
 
          While much has been written on the recent upsurge in second-person fiction (Fludernik 1994; Richardson 2006; Schönberger 2017; Rembowska-Pluciennik 2018; Iliopoulou 2019; Sorlin 2020, 2022; Schönberger-Stepien 2023), there has yet to be an extended examination of the overlap between you-narration and María-Angeles Martínez’s theoretical model of storyworld possible selves (Martínez 2014, 2018; Martínez and Herman 2020). In this paper, I argue that doubly deictic you-narratives are inherently metaleptic and crucial to consider alongside the metaleptic narrative engagement involved in the cultivation of SPSs. Two examples of contemporary you-narratives are discussed to explore how SPS-research might inform and enrich understandings of narrative form and vice versa: Julietta Singh’s epistolary memoir The Breaks (2021), and Sheila Heti’s autofictional novel Motherhood (2019 [2018]). Often featuring a latent narrating-I located in the narrative future addressing a present you-narratee self, autodiegetic you-narration operates according to the logic of the future perfect tense, or the anticipation of retrospection (Currie 2015), in more explicit ways than other narrative forms. If fictional narratives and storyworld possible selves enable readers to experience events in the mode of the ‘as if’ – that is, a simulation environment to test out different possible selves – then perhaps this is also done according to the logic of the future perfect tense, or the anticipation of retrospection.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Contemporary literature has witnessed an upsurge of second-person narratives and, correspondingly, a rise in theoretical work reflecting on this phenomenon. Notable examples in fiction include (but are not limited to) Ocean Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (2020 [2019]), the final installment of Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Tambudzai Trilogy, This Mournable Body (2020 [2018]), Caleb Azumah Nelson’s Open Water (2021), and Shehan Karunatilaka’s The Seven Moons of Maali Almeida (2022), which won the Booker Prize in 2022. Instances of what I call autodiegetic (self-addressed) you-narration (Wong 2024, 2025b) in experimental non-fiction include Paul Auster’s two-part memoirs Winter Journal (2013 [2012]) and Report from the Interior (2014 [2013]) as well as Carmen Maria Machado’s In the Dream House (2020 [2019]). Second-person addresses to the camera, or what is commonly described as “breaking the fourth wall”, has also become commonplace in the American television sitcom Modern Family (2009–2020), the original The Office (2001–2003) and its American adaptation (2005–2013), Chewing Gum (2015–2017), and Fleabag (2016–2019; see also Wong 2022a 1689–1711).
 
            Building from the pioneering work of Monika Fludernik (1993; 1994; 1996; 2011), Brian Richardson (1991; 2006) and David Herman (1994; 2004 [2002]), recent monographs investigating second-person narration have focused variously on its rhetorical function (Iliopoulou 2019), pragmatic effects (Sorlin 2022), and autobiographical uses (Schönberger-Stepien 2023). Theoretical work on you-narratives developing alongside the rise of contemporary autofiction seems to emphasise the authorial pole of the communicative axis while actual reader engagement with and response to the form remains comparatively under-studied (Macrae 2015, 105–124; 2016, 64–80). As part of a larger theoretical effort to understand narrative engagement, as well as a shift in literary studies galvanizing more empirical and ethnographic approaches to reader response research (Bell et. al. 2019; Alber and Strasen 2020; Davies, Lupton, and Gormsen-Schmidt 2022), this chapter aims to offer a preliminary examination of the overlap between you-narration and María-Ángeles Martínez’s theoretical model of storyworld possible selves (2014; 2018; Martínez and Herman 2020). I will explore the affordances of using storyworld possible selves theory to read you-narratives and limit my focus to two case studies: Julietta Singh’s epistolary memoir The Breaks: An Essay (2021) and Sheila Heti’s autofictional novel Motherhood (2019 [2018]).
 
            Martínez’s theoretical model of storyworld possible selves (henceforth SPSs) combines developments in cognitive narratology (Alber 2018; Herman and Vervaeck 2019), social psychology (Markus 1977; Markus and Nurius 1986), and blending theory (Fauconnier and Turner 2002) to develop an approach for understanding narrative engagement in the empirical study of reader response research. According to Martínez, SPSs are produced by the conceptual integration of (1) a reader’s mental configuration of the (intra)diegetic focalizer and/or narrative in a narrative and (2) this reader’s self-concept (2014, 119; 2020, 148). Martínez’s conceptualisation of a reader’s “self-concept” is rooted in social psychology and comprises self-schemas and possible selves (2014, 117). Hazel R. Markus refers to the former as “self-schemata”, or “cognitive generalizations about the self, derived from past experience, that organize and guide the processing of self-related information contained in the individual’s social experiences” (1977, 64; original emphasis; see also Stein 1995, 187–193). An individual’s self-schemas are informed by their perceived social roles, for example, based on their identification as “parent, friend, romantic partner, professional member, colleague, boss, sportsperson, cinema-goer, conservative, or animal lover” (Martínez 2014, 118). While one’s self-schemas relate to the impact of past and present experiences on their self-perception, the second component of an individual’s self-concept, “possible selves”, is more future-oriented. As Markus and Paula Nurius explain,
 
             
              Possible selves are the ideal selves that we would very much like to become. They are also the selves we could become, and the selves we are afraid of becoming. The possible selves that are hoped for might include the successful self, the creative self, the rich self, the thin self, or the loved and admired self, whereas the dreaded possible selves could be the alone self, the depressed self, the incompetent self, the alcoholic self, the unemployed self, or the bad lady self. […] Possible selves derive from representations of the self in the past and they include representations of the self in the future. They are different and separable from the current or now selves, yet are intimately connected to them. (Markus and Nurius 1986, 954)
 
            
 
            Comprising self-schemas and possible selves, an individual’s self-concept – or, specifically here, the reader’s self-concept – forms one half of the basis for Martínez’s SPSs. The reader’s self-concept is activated by textual cues that will either prompt convergence or divergence from the reader’s mental configuration of the (intra)diegetic focalizer and/or narrator in ways that trigger self-schema, desired, undesired, or past SPSs (Martínez 2014, 119). As Martínez explains,
 
             
              The reader’s storyworld possible self will be projected if, and only if, at least one of the reader’s self-schemas or possible selves is activated by narrative cues, that is to say, if the reader is schematic in one or more of the domains in the narration. (Martínez 2014, 119)
 
            
 
            If SPS projection is dependent upon schematic activation, then it follows that a misalignment between a reader’s self-schemas or possible selves with the dominant character construct means that the reader is more likely to experience the narrative as “uninteresting and personally irrelevant in terms of self-transformation” (Martínez 2014, 120). This makes SPS theory a readerly centered approach to understanding narrative engagement that helps to explain why one narrative might indelibly mark certain readers and not others, and provides an overarching analytical method for the study of (un/dis)engagement-related phenomena.
 
            What makes SPS theory particularly applicable to the study of you-narratives has to do with the second-person form’s inherent capacity to instantly and explicitly evoke possibilities and limitations of reader identification with particular uses of you on the basis of similarities and differences. The connection between the second-person narrative form and Martínez’s theoretical model hinges upon none other than Herman’s influential concept of doubly deictic you. Amongst Herman’s five-part typology of textual you, the doubly deictic you is the last and most significant:
 
             
              a mode of pronoun usage that draws attention to and so de-automatizes processes of contextual anchoring […] on some occasions you functions as a cue for superimposing two or more deictic roles, one internal to the storyworld represented in or through the diegesis and the other(s) external to that storyworld. (Herman 2004 [2002], 342–343)
 
            
 
            The deictic role situated “external to that storyworld” refers to the extratextual reader (type [d] apostrophic (= vertical) address in Herman’s typology) while the deictic “internal to the storyworld” and the prerequisite for second-person fiction proper, according to Richardson (1991, 311; 2006, 18) and Fludernik (1994, 288) is the you-protagonist (type [b] fictionalised reference). While the remaining two functions of you (type [a] generalised and type [c] fictional address) are not irrelevant, it is the clear ontological traversal of a diegetic boundary in the superimposition of internal and external deictic roles that makes second-person narratives a fascinating subject of study. Put differently, the defining feature of the doubly deictic you is metalepsis, a concept that originates in Gérard Genette’s Narrative Discourse (1983 [1972]). Metalepsis is:
 
             
              any intrusion by the extradiegetic narrator or narratee into the diegetic universe (or by diegetic characters into a metadiegetic universe, etc.), or the inverse (as in Cortázar), produces an effect of strangeness that is either comical (when, as in Sterne or Diderot, it is presented in a joking tone) or fantastic. (Genette 1983 [1972], 234–235)
 
            
 
            While Genette does not explicitly discuss second-person narration in this definition of metalepsis, every text he cites – Denis Diderot’s Jacques le fataliste (1776), Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759–1767), and Julio Cortázar’s “Graffiti” (1979) – features the use of the second-person pronoun to traverse a diegetic boundary. Take, for example, Volume I, Chapter IV of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, when the eponymous narrator famously instructs the reader to “Shut the door” (2003 [1759–1767], 8), or Volume III, Chapter XXXVI when Tristram prefaces the marbled page by beseeching the reader to:
 
             
              Read, read, read, read, my dear unlearned reader! Read,—or by the knowledge of the great Saint Paraleipomenon—I tell you before-hand, you had better throw down the book at once; for without much reading, by which your reverence knows, I mean much knowledge, you will no more be able to penetrate the moral of the next marbled page (motley emblem of my work!) than the world with all its sagacity has been able to unravel the many opinions, transactions and truths which still lie mystically hid under the dark veil of the black one (Sterne 2003 [1759–1767], 203–204)
 
            
 
            Such moments routinely punctuate Tristram Shandy and seem to address both extratextual readers and (intra)diegetic readers – readers clearly positioned in the storyworld – who occasionally interrupt or respond to Tristram. Sterne’s choice to use the word “reader” rather than “listener” (which would be more natural in the conceptual frame of the novel if these “readers” are sharing the same physical space as Tristram when he tells this story) signals the text’s self-referentiality and intention to traverse the boundary of fiction to metaleptically encompass the extratextual reader.
 
            The case of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy as well as the two contemporary you-narratives I examine in this essay are instances of what Marie-Laure Ryan (2006) distinguishes as “rhetorical metalepsis” rather than “ontological metalepsis.” While the former for Ryan describes “[n]early all the metalepses found in literature before the twentieth century” which manifest as “[a]n aside to the audience in drama” or communication “from the fictional world toward the real one” like the reader addresses often found in eighteenth-century novels, the latter designates “when an existent belongs to two or more levels at the same time, or when an existent migrates from one level to the next, causing two separate environments to blend” (Ryan 2006, 206–207). Doubly deictic you as rhetorical metalepsis nonetheless occasions what Herman (2004 [2002], 338) describes as “an ontological hesitation between what is actual and what is virtual within the storyworld,” which is to say it prompts the reader to constantly reassess whether the second-person pronoun addresses them or refers to the fictional referent. This capacity to oscillate between textual and extratextual referents and/or addressees means the doubly deictic you straddles the boundary between the particular – that is, the you-referent situated in the narrative – and the general, or extratextual you-reader.
 
            In the SPS model, Martínez considers Herman’s doubly deictic you linguistic evidence for the existence of “a hybrid mental referent including both the real-world experiencer and a storyworld perspectivizer” (Martínez 2014, 113) in readers’ mentally constructed situational model of the fictional world, or, in Herman’s terms (2004 [2002]), storyworld. Doubly deictic you’s defining ambiguity or irresolution “invites the intersubjective construction of context and identity through the interaction of fictional and real minds” (Martínez 2018, 38). While the concept of the focalizer emerges from the study of fictional narratives, the fictionality status of a given narrative may not impact the cultivation of SPSs, because the largely subconscious processes of intersubjective relation, and the “blurring of the distinction between self and other” (Ames et al. 2008, 643) resulting from strong perspectival alignment, do not consciously discriminate between fiction and non-fiction. As I will explore in my analysis of Singh’s The Breaks, SPS theory is expansive enough to include readers’ mental configurations of perspectivizers in non-fictional narratives (see Ghasseminejad 2023 and Ghasseminejad’s chapter in this volume), particularly experimental and autofictional texts by writers such as Annie Ernaux, Christine Angot, Maggie Nelson, and Sheila Heti – who I will turn to in the second half of this chapter. In my reading of Heti’s autofictional novel Motherhood, I delve deeper into how you-narration facilitates inner speech (Wong 2022b) and engages more explicitly with SPSs. Both narratives reckon with motherhood in interesting ways pertinent to the contemporary cultural moment, and present interesting limit cases for the intersection between SPS theory and you-narratives because of the way they seem to overtly exclude those readers without mother, woman, or parent self-schemas. On the one hand, these narratives seem exclusively preoccupied with a subject that excludes certain readers – readers who are not women, mothers, or parents – while, on the other hand, the decision of whether or not to procreate has a sort of universal relevance. I argue that doubly deictic you is not only uniquely suited to formalizing concrete or embodied universality, a concept with origins in Hegelian dialectics, but reading double deixis in you-narratives also necessitates a complex cognitive balancing act of negotiating self-schemas and possible selves alongside sameness and difference as readers grapple with the ethics of alterity.
 
           
          
            2 Julietta Singh’s epistolary memoir The Breaks (2021)
 
            The Breaks is written in the form of an epistolary memoir addressed to the author’s daughter: “I am writing to you, and to future you. I am writing to the six-year-old girl you are now, the one who both insists on her unequivocal need for my body and loves to perform her independence from me” (Singh 2021, 14). The essential paradox is the narrator’s address to someone who cannot (yet) fully grasp the book’s content, and therefore envisages the you-addressee’s future self at the same time as it addresses the you-addressee’s present self. It is reminiscent of Patrick Flanery’s memoir, The Ginger Child: On Family, Loss and Adoption (2019) and Ocean Vuong’s semi-autobiographical novel On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous (2020 [2019]). In the former, Flanery recounts the difficult experience of trying to adopt a child in the UK with his husband. Due to a host of sociopolitical and structural issues in the adoption system, the couple’s insistence on identifying as queer rather than gay, and their perceived status as foreigners – Flanery is American and his husband is South African – the couple struggles to find social workers representing children who will accept their application to be adopters. When they are finally matched with the four-year-old O—, they decide to terminate the adoption at the last minute. The narrative consists of essayistic meditations on queer representations in contemporary culture such as the American Horror Story series, the 2012 film Prometheus, artwork by Kate Gottgens; the inclusion of Flanery’s (2016) short story “Interior: Monkeyboy,” which was previously published in Granta; and five sections entitled “YOU” in which the narrator addresses O—. Flanery’s memoir could also be described as epistolary, but the address to O— is more wishful than it is plausible insofar as it is contingent upon O— remembering their names, knowing that one has published a book about/for him, and wanting to read that book. While doubly deictic you in The Ginger Child oscillates between extratextual reader, specific people in the author’s lives, and O— in ways that are not dissimilar to The Breaks, the non-fictional communicative situation is more tenuous. The latter case, Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous, pushes wishful address even further: the narrator-protagonist Little Dog addresses his mother Rose, a Vietnamese immigrant living in America who never learned to read English.
 
            According to Singh, The Breaks emerged as a means of documenting a particular moment of her daughter’s growth, but also in response to the growing sense of sociopolitical and environmental crisis in the present: “I am writing also to the becoming-being that you are, the one who will face a world in ruin and undoubtedly wonder over my place in all this destruction” (Singh 2021, 15). In addition to a specific you-addressee occupying two temporal positions – Singh’s daughter in present and this same daughter in the future – Singh’s you-narration encompasses both address to her past self and an extratextual reader who may not identify as a mother, daughter, woman, or someone who is marginalized for queerness, racial otherness, or both. For instance, in the following passage Singh describes a striking moment when her daughter articulates a longing to be white:
 
             
              Moments later – on the heels of your declarative affiliation with Pocahontas – you say, for the first time in your life, I wish I was white. I hit the space bar on the laptop to pause the film. I feel like I’m sliding through time, careening into transmutation. Thirty-five years ago, I too was a little girl wishing for whiteness. I am astonished by the twinning, even though I know intellectually that a childhood wish for whiteness is as mundane as it is predictable. Still, in that split second I want to look into your eyes, our eyes, and say, I have always loved you, little misfit. (Singh 2021, 8; original emphasis)
 
            
 
            Their resemblance reminds the narrator of her past self and the process is described as “sliding through time, careening into transmutation”. But when their “twinning […] childhood wish for whiteness” instigates the narrator’s desire to “look into your eyes, our eyes, and say, I have always loved you, little misfit”, it is unclear who is encompassed by “your eyes” and “our eyes”. Whether the pronominal reference includes the narrator and her daughter, the narrator’s past and present selves, the narrator and any non-white extratextual reader who has experienced that longing for whiteness in childhood, is perhaps beside the point. By dint of deixis, pronominal ambiguity and SPS theory, all of the above is possible. Just as Singh describes “sliding through time, careening into transmutation” the moment her daughter says “I wish I was white”, the sentence may also transport non-white readers to their own pasts, activating their past possible selves as non-white children; it can also activate readers’ self-schemas (as parents of non-white children). For readers who do not identify as parents but are in interracial partnerships, it could also activate desired possible selves – as future parents of non-white children – and feared possible selves – as future parents distressed by the prospect of being confronted with their child’s sense of internalized racial inferiority. Even white readers who are neither parents nor in interracial partnerships entertaining the prospect of parenthood are implicated by virtue of being white, and therefore invited to wonder why they occupy a social and cultural position so superior that a child would intuit the desire to physically assimilate.
 
            Singh deliberately evokes literary predecessors of the epistolary memoir amongst minoritized writers: James Baldwin’s “A Letter to My Nephew” (1962) and Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me (2015), which is to say, they are all addressed to specific children related to writers of color, but also all children of color as well as extratextual readers who may not be racially implicated like the writer or the imagined you-addressee. She writes:
 
             
              Over half a century ago, James Baldwin repeatedly wrote and tore up drafts of a letter penned to his nephew and namesake until he was able to articulate the plain, pitiless fact that the younger James would face profound struggle for no other reason but the fact of his Blackness. More recently, Ta-Nehisi Coates followed Baldwin to elucidate for his son the brutal truth of state violence inflicted against Black bodies. It is no coincidence that both Baldwin and Coates have felt an urgency to write to fifteen-year-old boys tipping into manhood, their Black paternal mouths spilling with revolutionary promise as they equip their boys to face a criminal justice system designed to exploit and devour them. (Singh 2021, 15–16; original emphasis)
 
            
 
            The “plain, pitiless fact” that the same racial violence facing Black men in 1962 faces Black “boys tipping into manhood” in 2015 remains the context of Singh’s The Breaks. It is, of course, not simply structural racial discrimination affecting Black men but also brown bodies. Singh recounts, for example, being detained at the American border when she was a graduate student “on an F1 visa” (2021, 140). She had travelled back to Canada for a wedding:
 
             
              When the bus arrived at the US border crossing, all passengers were asked to disembark. As the guards searched my belongings, they discovered the assigned reading for my theory seminar, a copy of The Communist Manifesto. Of course I knew of the anti-communist frenzy of 1950s America, but I understood this fear of communism to be part of a rather embarrassing national past. Yet as the rest of the passengers reboarded the bus, I was detained and asked probing questions about my thoughts on the then-president and on the first and second occupations of Iraq. I was asked about whether I had family in the Middle East, and when I replied that my origins were South Asian, I was pressed to reveal my affiliations with the Middle East. (Singh 2021, 140–141; original emphasis)
 
            
 
            After this event, Singh is “invariably held at customs and at times mistreated by various customs officers” seemingly without reason until one half Korean border guard who, despite knowingly risking his job, tells her: “It’s not bad luck … You’re being racially profiled” (2021, 142–143; original emphasis).
 
            The Breaks invokes a tradition of writers warning their children about structures of racial oppression at the same time it attempts to envisage improved future prospects. The same concerns and injustices are central to The Breaks, though with distinctly contemporary inflections vis-à-vis the state of racial discourse in America and the increasing urgency of climate crisis. As Singh writes early on, “Learning to mother at the end of the world is an infinite toggle between wanting to make you feel safe and needing you to know that the earth and its inhabitants are facing a catastrophic crisis. […] We are all creatures living as though we have a future, as though tomorrow will continue to resemble today” (2021, 6). By unifying the potentially divisive “we” with “all creatures”, Singh overcomes the exclusionary history of the category of the human as critiqued by philosophers such as Sylvia Wynter (2003) and Denise Ferreira da Silva (2007). Though Singh does not qualify in detail the “catastrophic crisis” of a planetary scale she is referring to, the daily fact of climate crisis is, for most, clear enough. Between 2019 and early 2022, air pollution was reported to be the cause of 8.8 million deaths per year (Carrington 2019); in 2021 footage of the Gulf of Mexico ablaze following a gas leak went viral (Reuters 2021), a heatwave in Canada that same summer led to a sudden 195% increase of deaths (Cecco 2021), droughts and wildfires have ravaged parts of California in recent years (Anguiano 2021), and particles of microplastics are now detected in human blood (Carrington 2022). By referencing Baldwin’s and Coates’s work, Singh acknowledges both the literary lineage in which she situates her own essay while identifying this ecological crisis as a crucial point of divergence:
 
             
              I write to you with a different urgency. I write not with the immediate fear that you will be gunned down by police in the streets, or that you will be metabolised by the prison industrial complex, but with an adjacent set of fears about being a Brown girl in a country that thinks and feels race through a sharp binary. I write with an impossible desire to prepare you for political and ecological catastrophe. I write because the burden of history – the indispensable need to keep us all from coming apart – keeps falling on the shoulders of girls and women of colour. I write because, as mother and daughter, we are unmistakably entwined, and because I know – which is to say I feel in the most microbial registers of my body – that the shape of our entwinement will need to be radically reformed as we fight global patriarchy, extractive capitalism, and indiscriminate planetary destruction. (Singh 2021, 16)
 
            
 
            As Singh points out, the fears she feels for her you-addressee-daughter are “adjacent” to the particular set of threats discussed by Baldwin (1962) and Coates (2015). However, the you in “I write to you with a different urgency” or “I write with an impossible desire to prepare you for political and ecological catastrophe” is equally capable of encompassing the extratextual you-reader who may well feel addressed. Just like the earlier example (“I want to look into your eyes, our eyes, and say, I have always loved you, little misfit”), these are examples of doubly deictic you. This is reflected in several reviews on the social reading website Goodreads one reader remarks that The Breaks “is addressed to Julietta Singh’s daughter but also to a wide audience” while others remark on their personal reflections, either as mothers, people grappling with the question of motherhood, or recollections of similar experiences with racial prejudice.
 
           
          
            3 Sheila Heti’s Motherhood (2018)
 
            Turning to my second example, Heti’s Motherhood uses doubly deictic you in a slightly more dialogic way. This is because the you-addressee in a large portion of the novel is an active interlocutor, though not a straightforwardly or singularly human character. The unnamed narrator-protagonist grapples at length with the question of whether or not to become a mother and turns to coin-flipping for help in disentangling the mystery of her subconscious desires since, in the narrator’s words: “Whether I want kids is a secret I keep from myself—it is the greatest secret I keep from myself” (Heti 2019 [2018], 21). The novel’s prefatory note explains that the flipping of three coins to derive “yes” or “no” answers is inspired by a much more complicated ancient Chinese divination system known as the I Ching (Heti 2019 [2018], xiii and 5). However, even while the you-addressee may refer specifically to the three coins, they are limited in their capacity to only produce “yes” or “no” answers and it is actually the questions the narrator is compelled to ask or pushed to revise that makes the novel such a fascinating philosophical meditation and enactment of inner speech. Here is a particularly crucial dialogue between the narrator and the coins:
 
             
              [C]an a woman who makes books be let off the hook by the universe for not making the living thing we call babies?
 
              yes
 
              Oh good! I feel so guilty about it sometimes, thinking it’s what I should do, because I always think that animals are happiest when they live out of their instincts. Maybe not happiest, but feel most alive. Yet making art makes me feel alive, and taking care of others doesn’t make me feel as alive. Maybe I have to think about myself less as a woman with this woman’s special task, and more as an individual with her own special task—not put woman before my individuality. Is that right?
 
              no
 
              Is it that making babies is not a woman’s special task?
 
              yes
 
              I should not be asking questions in the negative. Is it her special task?
 
              yes
 
              Yes, but the universe lets women who make art but don’t make babies, off the hook? Does the universe mind if women who don’t make art choose not to make babies?
 
              yes
 
              Are these women punished?
 
              yes
 
              By not experiencing the mystery and joy?
 
              yes
 
              In any other way?
 
              yes
 
              By not passing on their genes?
 
              yes
 
              But I don’t care about passing on my genes! Can’t one pass on one’s genes through art?
 
              yes
 
              Do men who don’t procreate receive punishment from the universe?
 
              no
 
              Do they receive punishment for neglecting other tasks one associates with maleness?
 
              no
 
              Men escape all damnation and can do whatever they want?
 
              no
 
              Perhaps their punishment comes not from the universe but from society?
 
              yes
 
              Does it take the form of ridicule?
 
              yes
 
              From women?
 
              no
 
              From other men?
 
              yes
 
              And is their suffering as great as the suffering of these women at the hands of the universe?
 
              yes
 
              Well, I guess that seems fair. (Heti 2019 [2018], 24–6)
 
            
 
            I have discussed elsewhere how this passage expresses two key analogies posited by the novel: the first being the analogy between making art and making babies and the second between the coins and the extratextual reader (Wong, 2025a). Here I wish to focus on the dialogue between the narrator and the coins as a dialogue between selves. Put differently, while the three coins are a sort of you-addressee with whom the narrator converses, they are also a narrative stand-in for other voices (or selves) within the narrator’s own mind.
 
            The narrator confesses that she feels “guilty” about not biologically producing human life because she thinks “it’s what [she] should do” even though she knows that “taking care of others doesn’t make [her] feel as alive” as writing (“making art”). However, when she overtly questions this master narrative of a woman’s preordained imperative to undertake gestational labor, the coins absurdly assert that making babies is “a woman’s special task” and women who refuse are “punished.” The narrator pushes the questions further until she receives a satisfactory response: that women who refuse to make babies may be punished (Heti 2019 [2018], 26), but the consolation is that men’s “suffering is as great as the suffering of these women at the hands of the universe.” Of course, this is only a dialogue with herself as devil’s advocate by proxy of the coins and not some higher-order being making a statement about the laws governing the universe. By dint of doubly deictic you, the extratextual reader is also encompassed in the address but the narrator ventriloquizes their potential critique in this dialogue. In other words: the questions are addressed to the reader, but the questions are also anticipated as being posed by the reader, rhetorically and metaleptically. In this way, Heti dramatizes a dialogue between the narrator’s possible selves and readerly SPSs.
 
            Motherhood self-reflexively stages interactions between the narrator’s various possible selves most overtly towards the novel’s end. Once her indecision passes, the narrator reveals that, when she was a child trying to imagine children of her own, all she saw was herself as an orphan “like a star in the sky, beautifully and profoundly alone” (Heti 2019 [2018], 268). This recollection of a past self, and an anticipation of retrospection of future selves, is what ultimately reaffirms what the narrator has always known:
 
             
              Then didn’t I know it all along – that a baby would never come from between my legs? I think I knew it from a very young age – that it could not happen, and never would. My body has always experienced the idea of having a child as an absurdity and an abomination. I never thought I would die leaving a child from my body behind. If I had asked myself that question, thinking about my deathbed, I really would have known. I should have looked at my deathbed, not at the maternity ward. For as inconceivable as it is – a child from my womb – even more inconceivable is a child mourning me once I’m gone. I should have looked at it backwards. (Heti 2019 [2018], 269)
 
            
 
            While Martínez’s SPS theory has so far focused on readers, the self-reflexive form of Heti’s autofictional novel Motherhood illustrates how the model also illuminates the authorial/narratorial side of narrative processing. In this passage, the narrator effectively describes the difference between focalization through a past self – a child unable to imagine the future of having a child – and a future self looking back – from her “deathbed” – while reflecting on how to reconcile these two selves with her various other self-schemas. The cognitive and philosophical transparency with which Motherhood interrogates the question via you-narration also urges the reader to expand upon their own thinking about motherhood. Although Heti’s narrator does not choose to become a mother in any conventional sense, her relationship with making art (writing) and with her partner Miles’ daughter are two of the many examples of kinship homologous to motherhood:
 
             
              there are so many kinds of life to give birth to in this world, apart from literal human life. […] The whole world needs to be mothered. I don’t need to invent a brand new life to give the warming effect to my life I imagine mothering will bring. There are lives and duties everywhere just crying out for a mother. That mother could be you. (Heti 2019 [2018], 168)
 
            
 
            The final doubly deictic you in this passage appears without quotation marks and does not occur within the context of the narrator’s dialogue with the coins. It is both an instance of self-address and extratextual address to the reader, a narrative cue likely to activate readers’ self-schemas and possible selves, inviting readers to imagine themselves as mothers through acts of creation and caregiving beyond gestational reproduction.
 
           
          
            4 Conclusion
 
            This chapter has focused on two contemporary narratives negotiating motherhood in both fiction and non-fiction as limit cases for the intersection between SPS theory and you-narratives. Singh (2021) and Heti (2019 [2018]) bring gendered and restrictive cultural imaginings of motherhood to bear in their respective you-narratives, so that both definitions of “mothering” and preconceptions about who is included or excluded by the you are overcome in capacious acts of narrative imagining and double deixis. The second person pronoun is a profoundly effective narrative cue for activating readers’ self-schemas and possible selves because of deixis; each instance of you can oscillate between specific textual referents that are gendered or racialized, like Singh’s daughter in The Breaks, at the same time as it reaches out towards any reader, even the reader who has preconceived notions of motherhood, the reader who enacts motherhood in creative or care labor. Doubly deictic you’s self-reflexive capacity to invoke limitations of reader identification and possibilities of overcoming them is intricately linked to Martínez’s capacious SPS model.
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          Abstract
 
          This study empirically examines the extent to which readers’ perception of a narrative as (non)-fictional may affect its reception, by using storyworld possible selves (SPSs) and James Frey’s (2003a) novel A Million Little Pieces. After reading excerpts from the book, participants who were designated to a fiction, non-fiction or control condition, were interviewed to uncover any triggered SPSs, or “imagings of the self in storyworlds” (Martínez 2014, 119). The results show that the fiction group displays the emergence of a larger number of storyworld possible selves of all types – self-schema, desired, undesired, past – a difference with statistical significance in the case of undesired possible self SPSs. Interestingly, the participants seemed to blend not only with the narrative perspectivizer, but with minor characters as well. This could be a foundation for a new mental space in SPS theory, which has so far addressed exclusively readers’ cognitive interaction with perspectivizers. Overall, this study attempts to illuminate the intricate relationship between the perception of fictionality, familiarity with the subject matter, and the construction of possible selves.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Western literary, philosophical, and psychological scholarship has been interested in the ‘power’ of narratives and their possible effects on human beings since ancient times. The earliest Western example that most literary scholars refer to is Aristotle’s concept of katharsis. Namely, that mimesis, or imitation of life, could purify humans from excess emotions of fear or pity (Aristotle 1996, xxxix). In the modern age, numerous empirical studies into the readerly effects of literature – advocated for by Schmidt in the 1970s and 1980s among others (Schmidt 1975, 1983) – seem to support Aristotle’s claim (see, for instance, Argo, Zhu, and Dahl. 2008; Mar, Oatley, and Peterson 2009; Koopman 2015; Igartua and Cachón-Ramón 2023). Although these studies undeniably provide many insights into possible positive effects of narratives, they tend to lack in-depth explorations due to their quantitative nature. Qualitative research methods, however, seem more appropriate when examining idiosyncratic ‘actual’ reader responses – in other words, the responses by a “flesh-and-blood person reading the text” who is not a literary scholar (Prince 2013, “Precursors” section) – as they tend to call for purposeful sampling strategies, and thus are more likely to ensure “insights and in-depth understanding” (Patton 2014, 401).
 
            Similar to Aristotle’s examination of narratives, many quantitative and qualitative studies that look into their effects on readers are interested in fictional texts. However, there has been some interest as well in whether fictionality, that is, whether a text is fictional or non-fictional, may affect readers differently. Previous research into lifetime exposure to fiction versus non-fiction by Mar et al. (2006, 705), for instance, showed that participants who read more fictional texts were more positively associated with empathy and social abilities. Exposure to non-fiction even suggested that its readers “may accrue a deficit in social skills as a result of removing themselves from the actual social world.” There also seems to be some physiological support for these differences; for instance, Altmann et al. (2014, 22) found that fictional and non-fictional texts are processed differently on a cognitive level. These results bring forth an exciting avenue of research: does the perception of fictionality affect narrative engagement? In other words, if two different readers are given an identical text, but one is told that the text is fictional and the other non-fictional, will that manipulation alter their responses and affect their narrative engagement? This study will examine to what extent reader’s perception of a narrative as fictional or non-fictional may affect its reception. To this purpose, Storyworld Possible Selves (SPSs) theory has been used as a framework, and James Frey’s (2003a) novel A Million Little Pieces as the text material. The aim of the study is to explore how readers’ perception of fictionality relates to the nature, construction, and relevance of their projected storyworld possible selves. A Million Little Pieces is a text about a man who struggles with substance use before recovering from using drugs and alcohol, and is especially suited to the present aim, as it was initially marketed as a memoir before it was revealed that large parts of the book were fictional, which led to its reclassification as a novel.
 
            SPSs theory uses the philosophical and linguistic notion of blending theory as proposed by Fauconnier and Turner (Fauconnier 1985; Fauconnier and Turner 2002), and defines SPSs as “imagings of the self in storyworlds, formally conceived as blends resulting from matching features across a particular reader’s self-concept and a focalizer’s character construct” (Martínez 2014, 119). The self-concept is made up of a person’s self-schemas, such as the ‘substance user’ self-schema, and their possible selves, which represent individuals’ ideas of “the ideal selves that we would very much like to become” or a desired possible self, but also “the selves we are afraid of becoming” or an undesired possible self (Markus and Nurius 1986, 954). These categories correspond to five related types of SPSs, namely: self-schema SPSs; desired possible self SPSs or desired SPSs; undesired possible self SPSs or undesired SPSs; past possible self SPSs, involving the prompting of a reader’s past possible self, such as a child self; and past SPSs, or SPSs triggered during previous narrative experiences which are subsequently incorporated in the self-concept and thus can be activated during new narrative experiences (Martínez 2018, 125–132). Moreover, Martínez (2018) distinguishes between primary SPSs, slipnet SPSs, and secondary SPSs (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024). Primary SPS networks are SPS structures likely to be “shared by communities of readers due to the socio-cultural pervasiveness of their main matching features,” while the term SPS slipnets refer to idiosyncratic reader responses (Martínez 2018, 170). Secondary SPSs fall between the previous two categories and account for SPSs “with predictable emergence in communities of readers with shared practices and cultural models” (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024, 107).
 
            An interesting facet of SPSs is that blending theory can account for the transformative power of narratives. Building a blending network involves “setting up mental spaces, matching across spaces, projecting selectively to a blend, locating shared structures, projecting backwards to inputs, recruiting new structure to the inputs or the blend, and running various operations in the blend itself” (Fauconnier and Turner 2002, 44). As Martínez (2014, 121) argues, the ability of backwards projecting can account for “the fact that minor changes produced by a narrative in the reader’s possible selves may reach the furthermost recesses of the self-concept.” In other words, narratives may modify a person’s possible selves, introducing new fears or desires, or even influence their self-schemas or sense of self. Imagine, for instance, a reader with a substance use disorder reading Frey’s A Million Little Pieces. The text could lead to a desired ‘person in recovery’ possible self SPS, eventually becoming a ‘person recovered from substance use’ self-schema. However, a lack of relevant SPS blends may lead readers to stop engaging with the narrative, as they “will be uninterested when aware of limited opportunities for self-transformation, and will perceive reading time as wasted time” (Martínez, 2018, 121). That is to say, if a reader does not find any matches with the perspectivizer of the narrative, they may turn off the TV or stop reading the book.
 
           
          
            2 Narrative engagement and fictionality
 
            Before turning to the experiment, it is necessary to briefly define the approach to fictionality in this chapter, as the concept carries a rich history with many definitions and traditions within literary scholarship and thus resists a single and unambiguous definition (Missinne, Schneider, and van Dam 2020, 3). Therefore, defining how fictionality will be used as a variable in the experiment becomes crucial. Particularly, it is necessary to consider the difference between the academic perception of fictionality as a theoretical concept, and actual readers’ perception. For the current study, Zetterberg Gjerlevsen and Nielsen’s work on fictionality as “intentionally signaled, communicated invention” (2020, 23) will be followed. Zetterberg Gjerlevsen and Nielsen’s definition is especially useful in the context of this experiment, as they state that “[f]ictionality is distinct from other rhetorical resources and must be understood as existing in a relationship between an author’s intentions and interpretations by readers regarding whether it is signaled and understood as invented” (2020, 34). Moreover, the authors argue that, when fictionality is analyzed, “the relationship between intentions and interpretations is crucial: the analysis is centred on the way a sender uses fictionality as a strategy to obtain different goals and the way these strategies are interpreted by a receiver” (2020, 34). Additionally, Zetterberg Gjerlevsen and Nielsen (2020, 34) claim that one of the qualities of fictionality is the “potential diversity of interpretations it creates”. This makes their definition of fictionality interesting for empirical research into reader responses. In essence, their approach to fictionality as invention suggests that readers’ narrative engagement is not necessarily affected by the fictional status of a text, but by their interpretation or perception of that text. In other words, this implies that engagement could differ depending on whether readers think that the narrative is fictional or non-fictional.
 
            Zetterberg Gjerleven and Nielsen’s argument introduces an interesting research question: do readers process narratives differently if they think that they are reading a fictional or non-fictional text, regardless of the author’s intention? There have been some empirical studies into the perception of fictionality, although they seem limited. For instance, a survey by Argo, Zhu, and Dahl (2008) shows variation in responses to narratives when considering fictionality. In that study, participants were presented with a short story which focused on empathy in response to emotional, melodramatic entertainment. Its results showed significant differences between participants who thought the narratives to be high or low in fictionality. For instance, high empathizers favored stories low in fictionality (Argo, Zhu, and Dahl 2008, 618). Pouliot and Cowen (2007) similarly looked at perceived realism in films and examined the influence of fictionality on specific cognitive processes, namely, memory and emotions. Their results showed a difference in the effects of the narrative due to perceived fictionality as well; for example, the intensity of emotional reactions was greater for fictional films (2007, 253).
 
            Moreover, Green (2004, 248) examined perceived realism and whether prior knowledge affects narrative engagement, in this case, transportation. Her findings showed that “knowing a real-life person who shared a significant characteristic with the main character” (Green 2004, 257) increased narrative engagement. This would mean, for instance, that a reader of Frey’s A Million Little Pieces who has a relative or friend who struggles with substance use would show a higher degree of transportation. When adapting this to SPSs theory, the relationship could be the equivalent to the emergence of a ‘relative/friend of someone with a substance use disorder’ self-schema SPS. Additionally, Green’s results (2004, 257) showed that prior knowledge of the main topic also increased narrative engagement and there was a correlation between transportation and perceived realism. However, as perceived realism cannot be equated with perceived fictionality, it is complicated to use these results to hypothesize possible effects of fictionality on SPSs.
 
            A similar study into transportation by Green et al. (2012) took fact and fiction into account. The study examined pre-reading emotional states and the extent to which these might affect transportation within the context of perceived fictionality. The results showed no significant differences in emotional responses based on fictionality, suggesting that “emotional response did not depend on whether the story was true or not” (Green et al. 2012, 47). Although the nature of the text being factual or fictional was not the main object of study, this is an interesting result to consider.
 
            In short, numerous studies have looked into the effects of fictionality on readers and have yielded valuable insights. However, although these studies have focused on readers’ perceptions and their effects on narrative engagement – namely, research into perceived realism – there is a lack of (empirical) studies that purposefully examine perceived fictionality. This gap is interesting to explore, as there has recently been a rise in hybrid texts on the market, particularly autofiction. And, although autofiction is not new to both the academic and the lay reader, “[t]he early twenty-first century is witnessing a boom in autofiction, with the genre now a global publishing trend that enjoys cultural prestige” (Effe and Gibbons 2022, 61). Even though Frey’s book is not autofiction, its dual status and use of local fictionality – fictional techniques within a text, regardless of the overall fictionality (Nielsen, Phelan, and Walsh 2015, 67) – enables the argument of it being a hybrid text and, thus, excellent test material for research into perceived fictionality. Therefore, this study aims to fill the abovementioned gap by using Frey’s (2003a) novel A Million Little Pieces in the light of Zetterberg Gjerlevsen and Nielsen’s (2020) definition of fictionality – fictionality as invention – in order to examine the reader’s perception of fictionality and its potential effects on SPS emergence and, consequently, on narrative engagement.
 
           
          
            3 Methods and materials
 
            
              3.1 Participants
 
              For the experiment,1 24 participants aged between 56 and 64 – the age group who report reading as their favorite pastime (Synovate 2011, 91) – were recruited and randomly divided into three equal groups: Fiction, Non-fiction, and Control condition. When selecting participants, the goal was to achieve a representative sample of readers in an urban context, specifically Antwerp, Belgium. To ensure representativeness, a sampling strategy was developed to consider the city’s cultural complexity (Ghasseminejad et al. 2023). Studies on reader responses often overlook the characteristics of ‘actual’ readers, even when conducted in culturally complex cities. Therefore, a purposeful and community sampling strategy that removes accessibility barriers such as distance and financial status while considering Antwerp’s hyper-diverse nature was developed. To achieve this, recruitment efforts focused on different neighborhoods, acknowledging that neighborhoods have unique cultures and play a significant role in shaping individuals’ identities (Ghasseminejad et al. 2023, 8–9). By partnering with three local libraries for participant recruitment, the study aimed to gain insights from actual readers and explore the effects of narrative experiences on readers in greater depth. This was expected to yield a broader range of idiosyncratic responses and provide a deeper understanding of (sub)cultural responses to narratives (Ghasseminejad et al. 2023, 11). The recruitment process involved various strategies to reach potential participants in Antwerp. Fliers advertising the study were distributed at three prominent libraries in the city. Additionally, a call for participants was included in the library newsletter. Furthermore, the call for participants was also displayed on the TV screens within the three libraries, maximizing visibility.
 
              In order to make up for potential difficulties in participant recruitment, fliers were further distributed among five independent bookshops and one chain bookshop throughout Antwerp. This approach aimed to engage potential participants who frequent bookshops, as an alternative to the library-based recruitment method. Furthermore, the call for participants was posted in two book club Facebook groups, expanding the outreach to individuals interested in literature from within the online book community. By employing these alternative strategies, the recruitment of a viable number of participants for the intended qualitative research was ensured, namely 24. Additionally, the use of alternative strategies also ensured a certain homogeneity by eliciting a data sample consisting of bookshop visitors and online book communities, that is, participants who have the means to buy books at bookshops, have access to the internet, and are digitally literate. The gender distribution was slightly skewed, with 63% women and 37% men, although this does correspond to the most recent research into reading in Flanders, which showed that 64% of women in Flanders prefer to read, as opposed to 45% of men (Synovate 2011, 11).
 
              After registering for the study, participants received an email containing the information outlined in section 3.3, ‘Procedure.’ They were also informed that the excerpts involved drug and alcohol use and included explicit scenes on the topic. Explicit consent was requested and obtained from all participants.
 
             
            
              3.2 Text material
 
              As previously mentioned, James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces (2003a) was used as the text material for the experiment. A Million Little Pieces is a novel that chronicles the journey of James Frey, a substance user, and his recovery process in a rehabilitation center. The narrative delves into James’ rejection of the twelve-step program at the center and his eventual recovery through sheer determination and the influence of a book on Taoism. Additionally, readers are given glimpses of ten years of heavy substance use and James’ involvement in criminal activities. The novel was initially marketed as a memoir, but later was revealed to be significantly fabricated, leading to its reclassification as a novel rather than a memoir. This suggests that A Million Little Pieces is particularly well-suited for the current study, since it is uniquely associated with both fiction and non-fiction. Additionally, as the novel never reached the same heights of success in Belgium as it did in the United States, none of the participants recognized it.
 
              Eleven excerpts (7,272 words) from the novel were selected for the experiment, as it was outside the scope of the research to have the participants read the entire book. The excerpts were given to the participants without identifying markers, such as the author’s name, title, or book cover in the official Dutch translation In Duizend Stukjes (Frey 2003b). In other words, they were presented in plain text. The selection of these excerpts was carefully determined through a pilot study to ensure that they effectively conveyed a coherent narrative without confusing the participants (Ghasseminejad 2023). The excerpts encompassed vital events and themes within the story, such as the protagonist James’ internal struggles and self-destructive thoughts.
 
             
            
              3.3 Procedure
 
              As previously mentioned, the 24 participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups before the experiment: the Fiction group (F), the Non-Fiction group (NF), and the Control group (C). Each participant received the same eleven excerpts from Frey’s novel. After reading, semi-structured interviews were individually used to explore the potential triggering of SPSs by the excerpts. The questionnaire used in the interviews was adapted from Martínez and Herman’s article on Wasco’s ‘City’ (2020) and had been previously tested for individual interview purposes during the preceding pilot study (Ghasseminejad 2023) (Table 1). As a final question, the control group was additionally asked whether they thought that the text which they had read was fictional or non-fictional. As the study is interested in readers’ perceived fictionality, this question was posed as a thought experiment to the test conditions.
 
              The interviews ranged from 15 to 90 minutes in length, depending on the participant. Participants were welcomed at the Brain Embassy in Antwerp, a co-working space equipped with a soundproof room featuring a coffee table and two chairs, comfortably accommodating two individuals. Following a brief introduction to the procedure, participants were reminded of the sensitive nature of the topic, after which the excerpts were introduced as excerpts from, depending on the test condition, a novel (Fiction group) or a memoir (Non-Fiction group), or were given no additional information (Control group), and the interviewer would elaborate on those terms by using ‘made up’ or ‘true’. Additionally, participants were informed that some questions could be quite personal. If they felt uncomfortable at any point, they had the right to skip a question or stop the interview entirely.
 
              
                
                  Table 1:Questionnaire used for the experiment. Translated from Dutch by the author.

                

                      
                      	1. Can you briefly summarize the story? 
  
                      	2. Which excerpt stood out the most to you and why? 
  
                      	3. What was your impression of James? 
  
                      	4. Could you describe James in excerpts 2, 3, 4 and 6. 
  
                      	5. What was your impression of James’ parents? 
  
                      	6. Could you describe James’ parents in excerpt 7 and 10? You may make a distinction between the parents if necessary. 
  
                      	7. Does this story bring back any memories? This could be things you have read, seen or things you have experienced yourself. 
  
                      	8. James’ family drops him off at the rehabilitation centre in the second fragment, how would you feel in that moment? 
  
                      	9. What do you believe the message of this story to be? 
  
                      	10a. Control group: When you were reading the text, did you think you were reading fiction or non-fiction? Why? 
  
                      	10b. (Non-)Fiction group: When you were reading the text, did you think you were reading fiction of non-fiction? Why? 
  
                      	11. Is there anything you would like to add that has not been brought up or discussed? 
 
                

              
 
              Afterwards, the participants were left to read the provided excerpts independently. Once they finished reading, they were asked to sign a consent form, and the interview proceeded, with the conversation being recorded. To reiterate the test conditions as often as possible, the questions were slightly altered depending on the condition to which the participants were assigned. For instance, “What was your impression of James?” in the control group would become “What was your impression of the protagonist James?” in the fiction condition, or “What was your impression of the author James?” in the non-fiction condition.
 
              After the interview, the participants were provided with a debriefing, during which the nature of the experiment was explained. The interviewer would always allow the conversation to conclude naturally. The interviewer asked participants about their experience to ensure it was positive and that the sensitive nature of the experiment did not affect them negatively. One participant from the control group was excluded from the dataset due to emotional distress related to personal experiences expressed during the interview. To prioritise the participant’s well-being, the interviewer opted not to proceed with difficult questions and instead shifted the conversation to light-hearted topics, such as the participant’s preferred reading genres. Specifically, this led to the remainder of the interview focusing on romance novels, allowing the session to conclude naturally. During the debriefing, the participant expressed that they had enjoyed the interview. However, as a result of this adjustment, several questions remained unanswered. Consequently, an additional participant was recruited for the experiment.
 
             
            
              3.4 Data analysis
 
              Following the interviews, the recordings were transcribed by the automatic transcription software Happy Scribe (n.d.), after which the interviewer reviewed and refined the transcripts. Next, the software tool MAXQDA 2022 was used for coding the data and further analysis (VERBI Software 2021). A deductive category formation approach – that is, categories decided upon before coding – was employed for the hypothesized primary SPSs, or culturally predictable responses, in order to achieve reliability in the analyses. Those primary SPSs are found in Table 2 and were determined by the pilot study results (Ghasseminejad 2023, 104).
 
              An inductive category formation approach involving categories created during coding, was used for secondary SPSs and SPS slipnets, respectively sub-culturally predictable and idiosyncratic responses (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024). Two researchers independently coded 10% of the interviews to minimize research bias during coding. An intercoder agreement was then calculated with Cohen’s Kappa, a statistical measure of agreement. Although the divisions for the strength of the agreement are considered “clearly arbitrary”, the Kappa statistic is considered to provide valuable benchmarks (Landis and Koch 1977, 165). As expected, the initial agreement was “moderate” (k = 0.56). Following the Kappa result, any discrepancies were discussed between the coders, and the codebook was revised and refined accordingly (Rädiker and Kuckartz 2020, 75). This included incorporating the inductively formed categories. The coders then performed another round of independent coding. This process resulted in an “almost perfect” intercoder agreement (k = 0.86) (Landis and Koch 1977, 165). The principal researcher coded the remaining interviews independently using the revised codebook. Any unclear cases were discussed and resolved before coding. For several analyses, the mean was calculated for each SPS per group, allowing for meaningful comparisons to be made. The analyses focused on whether a specific SPS was triggered by the participant, rather than on the frequency at which SPSs were present. The resulting SPSs were then categorized as primary, secondary or slipnet according to the calculation described in Ghasseminejad and Martínez (2024).
 
              
                
                  Table 2:An overview of the hypothesized primary SPSs that will emerge.

                

                      
                      	Desired ‘persevering’ SPS 
  
                      	Desired ‘supported’ SPS 
  
                      	Desired ‘hopeful’ SPS 
  
                      	Undesired ‘substance abuser’ SPS 
  
                      	Undesired ‘struggling’ SPS 
  
                      	Undesired ‘hopeless’ SPS 
  
                      	‘Parent’ self-schema SPS 
 
                

              
 
              For the analyses, a combination of quantitative and qualitative measures was applied. The top-level code statistics analysis in MAXQDA provided an overview of the triggered SPSs and their frequency of occurrence (VERBI Software 2021). A t-test was also run to compare the number of triggered SPSs per group with each other, as the data was normally distributed. The latter should be taken with caution, as the sample size is insufficient for generalizable quantitative measurements. For the qualitative analysis, three case studies will be examined in detail: participants F1 and F5, who triggered the most SPSs, 45 and 57, respectively; and participant NF6, who triggered the least number of SPSs, namely 13.
 
             
           
          
            4 Results
 
            This section will first present the results of the quantitative analyses, in which a global overview of the SPSs that were triggered will be provided. Next, the results per group will be elaborated on. Afterwards, the qualitative analyses will be presented, and the three abovementioned case studies will be discussed.
 
            
              4.1 Quantitative analyses
 
              
                4.1.1 Global overview
 
                A total of 126 SPSs were recorded, of which nine were primary SPSs (Table 3). These SPSs are categorized as primary according to the calculation described in Ghasseminejad and Martínez (2024), according to which SPSs found in over 87.50% participants in a study would qualify as primary; those emerging in one participant would be considered idiosyncratic, SPS slipnets; and those occurring in between one participant and 87.50% would be considered secondary SPSs. The hypothesis regarding primary SPSs can be accepted for the undesired ‘struggling’ SPS, undesired ‘substance user’ SPS, desired ‘persevering’ SPS and the desired ‘supported’ SPS.
 
                
                  
                    Table 3:Primary SPSs and how many participants triggered the SPSs in percentages.

                  

                         
                        	Emergent SPS 
                        	% participants 
   
                        	Undesired ‘struggling’ SPS 
                        	100 
  
                        	Undesired ‘substance abuser’ SPS 
                        	100 
  
                        	Desired ‘open’ SPS 
                        	100 
  
                        	Desired ‘persevering’ SPS 
                        	100 
  
                        	Undesired ‘angry’ SPS 
                        	96 
  
                        	Undesired ‘self-destructive’ SPS 
                        	96 
  
                        	Undesired ‘distancing’ SPS 
                        	88 
  
                        	Undesired ‘lonely’ SPS 
                        	88 
  
                        	Desired ‘supported’ SPS 
                        	88 
 
                  

                
 
                Although the also hypothesized as primary ‘parent’ self-schema SPS (83%), desired ‘hopeful’ SPS (79%) and undesired ‘hopeless’ SPS (54%) were also found, they did not emerge as primary SPSs in the current study, since they fell under the threshold of 87,5%. In addition, 41 individual, idiosyncratic reactions – that is, SPS slipnets – were found. Amongst these are, for instance, the undesired ‘regretful’ SPS and the ‘old’ self-schema SPS. Additionally, 76 secondary SPSs were found, ranging from SPSs found in 8% to 83% of the participants. This confirms Ghasseminejad and Martínez’s (2024) secondary SPSs theory, where SPSs are placed on a scale from ‘almost idiosyncratic’ to ‘almost universal’. This scale has been modelled after Rosch’s (1978) theory of categorization. In SPSs theory, the prototypical member is represented by primary SPSs, whereas the marginal members are represented by SPS slipnets. Secondary SPSs, then, fall between those two extremes (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024). Within this view of SPS cultural predictability as a graded category, the hypothesized SPSs eventually not occurring as primary in the current study all range towards the ‘almost universal’ end of the secondary SPSs scale. Interestingly, in contrast to Loi et al.’s (2023, 54) and Martínez and Herman’s (2020) results, more undesired SPSs (43) were triggered than desired (30) and self-schema (28) SPSs in the data. This could be due to the text portraying such an undesired or feared situation that the participants made their related undesired SPSs explicit without difficulty. Additionally, 23 past possible self SPSs were prompted, based on readers’ past experience.
 
               
              
                4.1.2 Results per group
 
                To compare groups to each other, the total times a specific SPS was mentioned in the fictional, non-fictional, and control groups was calculated. For example, the primary desired ‘open’ SPS was counted eight times per group to give it the proper weight. Table 4 shows the number of SPSs triggered per SPS category per group. As can be observed, the fiction group displays a larger number of emergent SPSs in all categories, with a statistical significance in the case of undesired SPSs (t(13) = 2.3, p = < 0.05) with remarkable differences between the fiction (M = 16.6, SD = 2.1) and non-fiction group (M = 13.8, SD = 2.9).
 
                
                  
                    Table 4:Number of triggered SPSs per SPS category per group.

                  

                           
                        	 
                        	Non-fiction 
                        	Fiction 
                        	Control 
   
                        	Desired SPSs 
                        	74 
                        	96 
                        	77 
  
                        	Undesired SPSs 
                        	110 
                        	133 
                        	127 
  
                        	Past possible SPSs 
                        	12 
                        	25 
                        	10 
  
                        	Self-schema SPSs 
                        	31 
                        	41 
                        	36 
  
                        	Primary SPSs 
                        	67 
                        	69 
                        	69 
  
                        	Secondary SPSs 
                        	153 
                        	201 
                        	172 
  
                        	SPS slipnets 
                        	7 
                        	25 
                        	9 
 
                  

                
 
                The final question – posed as a thought experiment for the test conditions – during the interviews (‘When you were reading the text, did you think you were reading fiction or non-fiction? Why?’) led to an interesting result, too. It was found that participants’ perceptions of the text as fiction or non-fiction were not influenced by the information provided to them. As mentioned earlier, the excerpts given to the participants lacked any identifying markers, such as the author’s name, title, or book cover. Therefore, when the participants were informed that the excerpts were taken from a novel or a memoir, they had no reason to doubt that information. The terms ‘novel’ and ‘memoir’ were explained to ensure that participants understood their meaning, using phrases such as ‘made up’ and ‘true’, and the fictionality markers were reiterated during the interview. However, in many cases, this did not have a significant impact on SPS emergence, as exemplified by participant NF8, who forgot the test condition:
 
                 
                  NF8: Because yeah, had formed him and does the story stop there? Or is it a part of a novel?
 
                  I: They’re excerpts from a memoir.
 
                  NF8: Ah right, yeah, yeah, yeah, you said that, yeah. Right.
 
                
 
                That is to say, participant NF8 was under the impression that they were reading a novel. Something similar happened in the case of participant NF4, who did remember that the text which they were reading was, supposedly, non-fiction, but still challenged it:
 
                 
                  I think that if you hadn’t told me it was an autobiography, it could’ve been a novel. But you say or said it is a memoir, yeah, I knew it. Yeah, but actually, when I was reading it, it felt like a novel to me.
 
                
 
                The abovementioned examples aside, most participants felt like the text was fictional. Of the eight participants in the Control group, who had not been given any information regarding the (non-)fictional nature of the text, six thought that they were reading a fictional text, and only two believed it to be non-fictional. Taking the thought experiment into account, two of the eight participants in the Fiction group believed that they were reading a non-fictional text, while only one participant from the Non-Fiction group thought they were reading a non-fictional text. Participants were always asked as a follow-up why they thought the text was (non-)fictional. Some were unsure, while others mentioned the writing style. However, a recurring answer was that a) the text read as either autofiction, b) was based on actual events, or c) the author was well-informed and had spoken to people who struggle with substance use.
 
                These results allowed the formation of two other groups, namely: a Perceived Non-fiction (PNF) group and a Perceived Fiction (PF) group. Unfortunately, these groups became quite skewed, with 18 respondents in the PF group and 6 in the PNF group. It is possible to normalise the data; however, due to this skewed nature, useful comparisons cannot be made. Table 5 shows the normalised number of SPSs triggered per group.
 
                
                  
                    Table 5:Number of triggered SPSs per SPS category per perceived group.

                  

                          
                        	 
                        	Perceived Non-fiction 
                        	Perceived Fiction 
   
                        	Desired SPSs 
                        	10 
                        	10 
  
                        	Undesired SPSs 
                        	14 
                        	16 
  
                        	Past possible SPSs 
                        	2 
                        	2 
  
                        	Self-schema SPSs 
                        	4 
                        	5 
  
                        	Primary SPSs 
                        	8 
                        	9 
  
                        	Secondary SPSs 
                        	20 
                        	23 
  
                        	SPS slipnets 
                        	2 
                        	2 
 
                  

                
 
               
             
            
              4.2 Qualitative analyses
 
              This section will explore the responses of three participants. Specifically, the analysis will focus on participants F1 and F5, who triggered the most SPSs, 45 and 57, respectively. Interestingly, participant F1 has a long history of substance use himself, and participant F5 has had friends and relatives pass away due to substance use. Additionally, participant NF6’s responses will be examined, since it was the one who who triggered the least number of SPSs, namely 13. This participant could, in her words, not “identify” with the protagonist at all. Table 6 shows an overview of the types of SPSs triggered in these three participants.
 
              
                
                  Table 6:Overview SPSs triggered per participant. (✶DSPS = Desired SPS; USPS = Undesired SPS; PPS SPS = Past Possible Self SPS; S-S SPS = Self-Schema SPS).

                

                              
                      	 
                      	DSPS✶ 
                      	USPS✶ 
                      	PPS SPS✶ 
                      	S-S SPS✶ 
                      	Primary SPS 
                      	Secondary SPS 
                      	SPS slipnet 
                      	Total 
   
                      	F1 
                      	9 
                      	20 
                      	10 
                      	6 
                      	9 
                      	30 
                      	6 
                      	45 
  
                      	F5 
                      	16 
                      	19 
                      	9 
                      	13 
                      	9 
                      	36 
                      	12 
                      	57 
  
                      	NF6 
                      	4 
                      	9 
                      	0 
                      	0 
                      	7 
                      	5 
                      	1 
                      	13 
 
                

              
 
              
                4.2.1 Participant F1
 
                Participant F1 is a 62-year-old man who proclaims to be an avid reader. During the interview, he mentioned that he was a heavy drug user for eight years, from age twelve to twenty. He mentioned that he recognized the story and that he spoke from experience: “It is three-quarters my story; the quarter that is added is more horrendous [than James’ story]” (participant F1). Unsurprisingly, then, he is the participant with the most triggered past possible self SPSs (10), such as the ‘abandoned’ and the ‘substance user’ past possible self SPSs, half of which (5) are slipnet SPSs. In fact, all these five past possible self SPS slipnets (‘abandoned’, ‘forgiving’, ‘indifferent’, ‘self-destructive’ and ‘worthless’) were connected to his past with substance use. This might also explain why he was one of the two Fiction condition participants who thought that the excerpts were non-fictional: “it is non-fiction, yeah, yeah. But I am always speaking from my experience, as a writer this time. Yes, I write short stories as well. I also always blur it [his experiences and his protagonist’s], almost in this way” (participant F1). It is interesting to note here that, despite categorizing the text as non-fiction, participant F1 still acknowledges some aspects of fictionality (or local fictionality). This participant did not display many past SPSs, or SPSs acquired during past narrative experiences, although the excerpts reminded him of Raymond Carver’s What We Talk About When We Talk About Love.
 
               
              
                4.2.2 Participant F5
 
                Participant F5 is a 64-year-old man who has experienced tragedies occurring in his social circle throughout his life due to substance use. One of his brothers and a friend both died because of alcohol use, and another friend of his used heroin and took their life. Participant F5 is also an avid reader, which is reflected in his triggering the most Past SPSs. He mentions Bukowski’s works, American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis, Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, A Little Life by Hanya Yanagihara and Ken Kesey’s One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. In addition, he mentioned a couple of movies: Noces, directed by Stephan Streker, and C’Mon C’Mon, by Mike Mills. Notably, he spoke about a lecture by child psychologist Peter Adriaenssens. In general, participant F5 said that he was reminded of coming-of-age stories. Similar to participant F1, participant F5 displayed a significant number of SPS slipnets, 12 to be specific. In fact, he was the participant with the most idiosyncratic responses to the narrative. Again, similar to participant F1, many of these (4) were past possible SPSs, such as the ‘guilty’ past possible SPS and the ‘non-conforming’ past possible SPS. Interestingly, participant F5 activated the most self-schema SPSs (13), of which four were idiosyncratic, such as the ‘supported’ self-schema SPS.
 
                The overall theme in his idiosyncratic responses (Table 7) seems to center around an experimentation phase during youth, such as his ‘experiencing life’ self-schema SPS and ‘non-conforming’ past possible SPS. For instance, this participant says, “I truly believe that it’s a part of it. You must push and break the rules and find your own way as a young person”, even if that might lead to toeing the line: “I mean if you live like that. Obviously, you have walked on the edge, but you have lived” (participant F5).
 
                
                  
                    Table 7:List of Participant F5’s SPS slipnets.

                  

                        
                        	Desired ‘playful’ SPS 
  
                        	Desired ‘experimenting’ SPS 
  
                        	Desired ‘guiltless’ SPS 
  
                        	Undesired ‘American macho’ USPS 
  
                        	‘Abused’ past possible SPS 
  
                        	‘Distancing’ past possible SPS 
  
                        	‘Guilty’ past possible SPS 
  
                        	‘Non-conforming’ past possible SPS 
  
                        	‘Old’ self-schema SPS 
  
                        	‘Supported’ self-schema SPS 
  
                        	‘Distancing’ self-schema SPS 
  
                        	‘Experiencing life’ self-schema SPS 
 
                  

                
 
                Regarding participant F5’s perception of fictionality, he stayed true to his test condition, Fiction, and said that the excerpts were part of a novel. That said, he argued that the text reads realistically, “I have the feeling that the author knows what he’s talking about. The description of the storm within, the fury that wants to take over everything […] or has a great empathic ability” (participant F5). He ends by saying that it does not matter to him if a story is ‘true’ or not for him to like a book. He even finds it voyeuristic when writers are asked whether the events truly happened.
 
               
              
                4.2.3 Participant NF6
 
                Participant NF6 is a 63-year-old woman who is an avid reader, like the previous two participants. Accordingly, the excerpts reminded her of typical stories on substance use, and of Olga Tokarczuk’s Drive Your Plow Over the Bones of the Dead, because of the capitalization of the first letter of certain words. Participant NF6 triggered the least number of SPSs (13), and her interview was the shortest (±15 minutes), which makes it perhaps the most interesting case study. Looking at the SPSs that were triggered, she, expectingly, displayed, apart from the undesired ‘distancing’ SPS and the desired ‘supported’ SPS, most of the primary SPSs. In fact, early in the interview, when answering the second question regarding which excerpt stood out the most, participant NF6 said, “I think it is very difficult for me to identify with the main character. Yeah.” Interestingly, she was not able to answer the following question about what kind of impression she had of James:
 
                 
                  NF6: Like I said, it is difficult for me to identify with him. It’s kind of a cliché story, I think. And it’s not told in an original way, either. It reminded me of a young adult novel a bit. Yeah.
 
                  I: So, no impression of James?
 
                  NF6: No, like I said, it seems so cliché – the story of a person with an addiction, and pfft, yeah. No, there is nothing. […] I find it pretty uninteresting. […] nothing in the description makes me think, ah yeah, he’s describing it well, and it touches me. Like I said, it is so cliché.
 
                
 
                She ended the interview by apologizing for the short answers. Mentioning that she reads often, she said, “There are books where I could ramble on about. But … ” (participant NF6). Frey’s A Million Little Pieces apparently was not one of them. Another interesting result to highlight is that, although participant NF6 was in the Non-Fiction condition, she claimed that it is impossible that “someone who has experienced this themselves can’t give richer, more meaningful details” (participant NF6), thus doubting the non-fictionality information which her group was provided with.
 
               
             
           
          
            5 Conclusion
 
            This study aimed to examine to what extent readers’ perception of a narrative as fictional or non-fictional affects its reception, and thus relates to the nature, construction, and relevance of the projected storyworld possible selves. The results indicate that the readers in the study who read the provided narrative as fiction not only displayed the emergence of a larger number of SPSs of all types, but also were more likely to generate undesired SPSs. This is a surprising finding according to possible selves theory, as people tend to adjust their behavior to get closer to their desired selves rather than to their undesired or feared selves (Markus and Nurius 1986, 961). However, research into fictional literature and empathy (Mar et al. 2006; Bal and Veltkamp 2013; Koopman 2015; among others) can support the triggering of (more) undesired SPSs, as fictional texts offer readers a safe environment to experience new or even negative situations. Additionally, Martínez’s SPS theory (2014, 2018) may provide another argument for the strong presence of undesired SPSs in this study; according to the author, narratives can allow audiences to safely experience undesired situations, teaching us what to do or not to do (Martínez 2018, 129), and thus function as safe simulation environments (Mar et al. 2006) for the trying out of situations and behaviors which would otherwise seem scary or unsafe.
 
            Research into the enjoyment of sad music can offer insights into these findings as well. Huron and Vuoskoski (2020), for instance, theorize that people who exhibit high trait empathic concern tend to find the listening experience of sad music enjoyable because they tend “to be dominated by feelings of sympathy or compassion” (12). It is interesting to note that 18 of the 24 participants activated an ‘empathic’ self-schema SPS, while the participants (C2 and NF6) who triggered the least undesired SPSs (7 and 9, respectively) did not trigger an ‘empathic’ self-schema SPS. Needless to say, this does not mean that these participants do not possess empathic traits, as this experiment did not measure empathy levels. However, as these results suggest a connection between empathy and the emergence of undesired SPSs, the exploration of this link could be an exciting opportunity for further research.
 
            In short, the results suggest that fictionality affects the construction of SPSs to some extent. Namely, every type of SPS had a higher frequency occurrence in the fiction condition. However, as this result was only statistically significant for the undesired storyworld possible selves, the results should be interpreted cautiously. Nevertheless, the results provide a strong argument for the enlightening potential of SPS theory for research into how fictionality can influence narrative engagement.
 
            That said, it is important to note that the participants did not seem to register or remember their test condition, as seen in participants NF4 and NF8 above. An unexpected reaction could, perhaps, shed light on this result. That is, when asked about fictionality, most participants who answered ‘fiction’ also referred to autofiction, or texts based on true stories. This suggests a familiarity with hybrid genres, and it raises the question of whether that familiarity has affected how narratives are perceived, and whether that affects narrative engagement. More empirical research could answer whether hybrid genre narratives have altered the extent to which fictionality matters. Additionally, studies such as Green’s (2004) into perceived realism could prove helpful in this endeavor. One of participant F5’s responses can shed some light on this topic:
 
             
              I’m not interested in whether the story is true or not true. I’m not interested if it can be true or if I believe it […] That is the power of stories, it doesn’t need to be true. I have to, the reader has to want to believe it, right. So I really want to believe this [a happy ending].
 
            
 
            Another result regarding the emergence of SPSs cannot, at this point, be supported by the current SPS model. Namely, participants seemed to blend not only with the perspectivizer but with minor characters as well, specifically with the main character’s parents. This is unsurprising, as the age group used for this experiment involved most participants being parents. However, it could be interesting to include an additional input space to the SPSs model that focuses on blends with other entities apart from the narrative perspectivizer. In other words, a combination of empirical research results and a thorough theoretical exploration could enrich SPS theory by including a mental space for other (intra)diegetic entities.
 
            What these findings suggest, thus, is that, while perceptions of fictionality may act as a contributing factor, it is the reader’s self-concept that plays an essential role in creating storyworld possible selves, and thus, in narrative engagement. This confirms Martínez’s theory that the individual has the most effect on the creation of SPSs. Martínez (2018, 121) argues that, if there are no matches between the narrative experiencer – the real world reader or audience member – and the narrative perspectivizer, the former can see this as wasted time and will close the book or turn off the movie. This could be observed in NF6’s reaction to Frey’s text, when she claimed that she could not identify with James, Frey’s protagonist, and found the narrative unoriginal. Moreover, although the participants were not asked whether they would like to read the rest of the novel, NF6’s reactions suggest that she would not voluntarily continue reading.
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter uses SPS theory to explore how and in what ways pre-service teachers respond to experiences with fictional and autobiographic literature featuring teachers. The findings provide some indication that these reading experiences seem to enrich the participants’ self-concept networks with the incorporation of desired future teacher selves, increasing their motivation and attitudes toward teaching. The study additionally opens the possibility that teacher-training methodologies based on Storyworld Possible Selves theory may contribute to literacy teacher education and increase teachers’ ability to foster enthusiasm for reading in their students too, illustrating the self-transformative potential of narrative experiences.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            One might expect a considerable overlap between those who are reading enthusiasts and those who decide to teach literature to young people. In fact, some studies suggest that a large percentage of those who choose teaching as a career, in the USA and in the world at large, do not enjoy reading and may even hold negative attitudes toward it (Applegate and Applegate 2004; Vansteelandt, Mol, and Van Keer 2021). These attitudes may negatively impact the reading attitudes of their students (Wigfield 2000; McKool and Gespass 2009; Ruddell and Linrau 2013) and impede the teachers’ ability to teach children in ways that advance comprehension (Many and Wiseman 1992; Perkins 2013). In sum, when children read less, whether from not enjoying it, not having strategies for understanding what they read, or some other reason, they are unlikely to develop the more complex comprehension abilities and high vocabulary of their better-read peers (Stanovich 1986). Teacher educators must ask themselves whether it is enough to teach content and pedagogy, or if future teachers need to be helped to become enthusiastic readers as well. The study described in this chapter sought to draw upon Storyworld Possible Selves theory (Martínez 2014, 2018) to explore how American pre-service elementary school teachers (PSTs), particularly those who identified as reluctant and lukewarm readers, reacted to narratives featuring teachers. Additionally, it explores the nature of blending and deictic shifting in pre-service teachers who were, respectively, reluctant, lukewarm, enthusiastic, and avid readers and their resulting transformations as evidenced by new knowledge, beliefs, and judgements that would, presumably, affect their planned actions in the classroom. The findings suggest that SPS theory was integral to both the design of the study and the analysis of the data by providing a framework with which to measure linguistic indicators of immersion in the story world. This chapter includes a review of the research literature regarding teacher attitudes toward reading and the effects on their students, thereof (section 2); an overview of SPS theory as it applies to this study (section 3); an overview of the methodology used (section 4); evidence of changes in reading attitudes and linguistic immersion in the storyworld (section 5); and a discussion including contributions to SPS theory, research in literacy teacher education, limitations, and suggestions for further research (section 6).
 
           
          
            2 Teacher attitudes toward reading
 
            Some studies suggest that neither a large proportion of future elementary school teachers (Smith 1989; Applegate and Applegate 2004; Vansteelandt et al. 2017; Skaar, Elvebakk, and Nilssen 2018) nor in-service teachers (Nathanson, Pruslow and Levitt 2008) value reading. Only about half of pre-service teachers consider themselves enthusiastic readers, with fewer than 6% describing themselves as engaged and avid readers (Applegate and Applegate 2004). Vansteelandt et al. (2017) noted that nearly 40% of the pre-service teachers in their study were “low affect” readers, who “did not feel inclined to read and even expressed negative feelings toward reading” (Vansteelandt et al. 2017, 113), and that their attitudes were not likely to change by the end of their teacher education program. Skaar et al. (2018) studied both pre-service and in-service teachers, concluding that “teachers who ‘unconditionally appreciate’ literature, are about to disappear” (Skaar et al. 2018, 312).
 
            Teacher attitudes toward reading may affect their students’ reading motivation and abilities. Teachers who do not enjoy reading themselves are less likely to use instructional practices that contribute to their students’ enjoyment of reading (McKool and Gespass 2009; Ruddell and Linrau 2013), to teach reading comprehension effectively (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking 2000), or to know how to engage their students in transformative reading experiences (Many and Wiseman 1992; Theiss, Philbrick, and Jarman 2008/2009).
 
            To address these issues, scholars have recommended that teacher educators provide opportunities for pre-service readers to read literature for enjoyment (Gomez 2005; McKool and Gespass 2009; Barnyak and Paquette 2010; Skaar et al. 2018) and to reflect upon their own reading experiences (Powell-Brown 2004). Theiss, Philbrick, and Jarman (2008/2009, 61) explained that, “By focusing on areas to be improved and making changes to the curriculum to accommodate those areas, university instruction may help the university student to grow in the areas of reading maturity, and, in turn, increase their abilities to think critically, reflect on learning, and transform their teaching practices.” If teachers are to engage their future students as readers and teach them effectively, we need to foster opportunities for them to discover the pleasures of becoming immersed in and changed by literature.
 
           
          
            3 Storyworld Possible Selves theory
 
            
              3.1 Overview of SPS theory
 
              Is it possible to genuinely engage even non-enthusiastic readers in the deep reading that will help them to discover the joys of literature? Storyworld Possible Selves (SPS) theory (Martinez 2014, 2018) may provide the answer. Martinez combines perspectives which include possible worlds theory, deictic shift theory, blending theory, and research on empathic response to put forth the notion that engagement in a narrative is a function of the readers’ storyworld possible selves, or their “imagings of the self in storyworlds, formally conceived as blends resulting from matching features across a particular reader’s self-concept and a focalizer’s character construct” (Martínez 2014, 119). Readers may project their own self-concept network onto a story character who represents a desired, feared, present, or past possible self. SPS theory helps to explain why readers differ in the extent to which they experience a heightened level of engagement in a narrative. Furthermore, the intrinsic interdisciplinarity of the SPS framework enables its experimental exploration across disciplines other than literary and linguistic studies.
 
              Accordingly, using pragmatism as a desirable paradigm in social work research (Kaushik and Walsh 2019), the cognitive linguistics and social psychology groundings of SPS theory seemed the most applicable for a better understanding of reading motivation in the context of pre-service teaching. More specifically, this study draws on the idea of levels of reader engagement (Miall and Kuiken 2002), and on the concepts of fresh emotions (Cupchik, Oatley, and Vorderer 1998), blending (Coulson and Oakley 2000; Fauconnier and Turner 2002; Martinez 2018) and deictic center shifting (Duchan et al. 1995) to provide a pragmatic lens for understanding reading motivation as indicated by participants’ deep engagement in a narrative text.
 
             
            
              3.2 Levels of reader engagement
 
              Readers respond emotionally to a narrative when they can relate it to themselves. Oatley (2002, 54), for example, stated that readers experience an emotional response when they “reach an insight and build a new piece of his or her model of self and its relations.” (Magon and Cupchik 2023, 69) describe the aesthetic moment as one “wherein individuals feel a profound alignment with their true selves.” The highest level of engagement is reached when these feelings go beyond the narrative experience to become personally transformative. Miall and Kuiken (2002) proposed that readers can engage in a narrative at four levels, each affording varying degrees of transformation. At the first level, that of evaluative feelings, the reader discerns whether or not a reading experience was pleasurable or fulfilling, but there is no enduring impact on the reader. At the narrative feelings level, the reader becomes immersed in the story ambiance and perhaps feels sympathy or empathy for a character, but the sentiments lack enduring consequence. At the third level, aesthetic feelings, the features of a narrative text may elicit feelings of fascination, interest, and intrigue. Here the reader develops a vested interest in the character’s circumstances, but, again, these feelings fail to engender enduring alteration. Miall and Kuiken (2002, 221) proposed that narrative and aesthetic feelings interact to “produce personal metaphors of personal identification that modify self-understanding.” These self-modifying feelings involve personal transformation and signify the deepest level of narrative response.
 
             
            
              3.3 SPS blending and deictic center shifting
 
              Blending theory (Fauconnier and Turner 2002) explains that humans blend together elements from the different mental spaces in which concepts or situations are conceptually represented. Martinez (2018) refers to two mental space inputs in SPS blends: character constructs and the reader’s self-concept. Character constructs are the mental schemas that the reader builds regarding the characters and the narrators as they read, frequently – but not always – generating empathic concern for the characters, identification with them, and emotion, adopting the perceptual and evaluative viewpoints of the narrator.
 
              The other input to an SPS blend is the reader’s self-concept, or network of mental representations of the reader’s self. Drawing on social psychology (Markus 1977; Markus and Nurius 1986), Martinez (2018, 91) describes this as “a network of interrelated schemas containing information about ourselves that we build on the basis of our interaction with the world.” This contains the person we consider ourselves to be currently, as well as the images of ourselves that we would or would not like to become. We try to move closer to our desired selves and farther from our undesired selves, and the adjustments toward one or the other affect our feelings and behaviors.
 
              When different mental spaces are brought together, they blend to form a new mental construct which extends the reader’s engagement with the character. When readers encounter characters whom they would like to become or not become, the personal and spatiotemporal descriptions within the text may allow the reader to take on the perceptions and evaluative viewpoints of focalizing character or narrator. This deictic center shifting (Duchan et al. 1995), which occurs during reading, underlies SPS blending and is emotionally charged. Feelings are the key to reader engagement and transformation. They are “the form of an emotion […] that puts one in touch with the overall experience of emerging meanings. This breadth of interpretive and emotional activity can lead to reflection and insight, not just about the work, but about the beholder, readers, or audience members’ own life” (Cupchik 2016, 287). According to Cupchik, Oatley, and Vorderer (1998), remembered emotions occur when the settings, characters, and events remind the reader of something which they have personally experienced or have experienced when reading another narrative. Fresh emotions, on the other hand, are evoked when something which the reader has not experienced until that moment impacts them in some way (Miall and Kuiken, 2002). The presence of a fresh emotion often signals that a self-modifying response has taken place.
 
              The design of the study hinged on the SPS and cognitive linguistics theoretical constructs of blending and deictic center shifting when encountering characters in the story world representative of future possible selves. In turn, the pre-service teachers’s written and drawn reactions to these characters indicated that they had gained new knowledge, new judgments, and planned actions while providing evidence of linguistic markers of narrative immersion.
 
             
           
          
            4 Method
 
            
              4.1 Participants
 
              Twenty-three pre-service teachers (PSTs) in an undergraduate, elementary teacher certification program in the USA – two Mexican-American, four Black, and seventeen White – agreed to participate in the study. Three were categorized as avid readers, eight as appreciative, seven as lukewarm, and five as reluctant from their responses to an initial reading attitudes survey adapted from the Applegate and Applegate Reading Survey (2004). Each is referred to henceforth by a pseudonym.
 
             
            
              4.2 Data
 
              The hoped for outcome was to impact the PSTs’ attitudes toward reading. SPS theory informed the selection of literature, all of which featured participants’ future possible selves as teachers. The chosen readings were The Year of Miss Agnes (Hill 2002) and Rabbit: The Autobiography of Ms. Pat (Williams 2017). Following completion of the initial reading attitude survey, the PSTs engaged in a structured series of activities over a period of five weeks. Specifically, they read three literature excerpts and one novel that featured teachers as central figures, and they composed guided reflections seeking to establish connections between the readings, class topics, and personal experience. Subsequently, they participated in a variety of discussion formats (Barnyak and Paquette 2010) and, immediately afterward, crafted reflective narratives. In the fifth week, they drew open-mind portraits (Tompkins 2003 [1997]) portraying their favorite teacher from the excerpts read and articulating their interpretations of that characters’ thoughts and perspectives. Finally, they completed a concluding reading attitude survey similar to the initial assessment, but with supplementary questions to probe any changes which they may have undergone as a result of the aforementioned experiences.
 
             
            
              4.3 Procedure
 
              There were two parts to the analysis. First, beginning and ending surveys were compared to identify changes in reading attitudes among the participants. The second analysis drew on aspects of SPS theory to describe the PSTs’ reflective written and drawn responses to the storyworld characters, settings, plots, and themes, and to understand ways in which the readings were transformational in terms of future planned actions. Summative content analysis was used for the first analysis and direct content analysis was employed in the second (Hsieh and Shannon 2005), using aspects of the SPS theoretical framework as a navigational tool. Both analyses relied on content methodologies with a structured three-step approach of summary, explication, and organizational structuring (Mayring 2000) to locate and organize indicative language patterns (Patton 2002) into categories.
 
             
           
          
            5 Analysis
 
            
              5. 1 Changes in reading attitudes
 
              Summative content analysis was used first in the analysis. This approach begins with identifying and quantifying certain words or content, but differs from quantitative analysis, which would be simply counting frequencies, to include latent content by focusing on the underlying meaning of those words and content (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). In this case, the analysis identified responses on the ending survey regarding shifts in reading attitudes and reasons given for reported change.
 
              Eleven of the twelve PSTs, who were lukewarm or reluctant readers at the beginning of the study, specifically mentioned that they had learned to enjoy reading. In response to the query on the ending survey question, “What did you learn about yourself as a reader, as a result of reading and responding to the novels?” one PST said, “I have never liked reading 100%, but this semester I started to enjoy reading,” and another said, “Before this class, I’d never read a book start to finish, I learned that I can finish and learn so much about novel.” Of those who elaborated, four mentioned that they liked reading when they could relate to the books, one because it was a children’s book, one because the readings were “easy,” and one because she had learned that she could actually read an entire book. One response was especially indicative that the initiative was a success: “I learned that I loved reading books that I can relate to and learn from. The books I have read in this classroom are about teaching, which is what I want to do. Having this interest helps me to be more motivated to read!”
 
             
            
              5.2 The nature of self-modifying responses in pre-service teachers
 
              The second analysis more closely examined the nature of the “how” of self-modifying responses in terms of markers of fresh emotions, blending, and deictic shifting that had taken place, and tried to identify the “what,” or how the self-modification seemed to shape the planned actions of the participant PSTs. To this purpose, the direct content method was employed, in which key concepts for initial coding categories are derived from the theory. As data is categorized at the higher levels, the data itself helps to form finer, more operational definitions for each category. The findings offer exemplars and descriptive evidence that “refine, extend, and enrich the theory” (Hsieh and Shannon 2005, 1283). The first step was to identify markers of self-modifying, transformative engagement as evidenced by blending and deictic center shifting in the responses on the PSTs’ reflections, drawings, and ending surveys. The second step was to look for new knowledge, beliefs, and judgements that would presumably inform the PSTs’ future actions in the classroom. In both cases, themes within the larger categories developed through the use of the “emergent categories” approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990), in which categories are developed as a result of working with the data. Initial categories of the descriptors were compared, contrasted, and grouped into themes.
 
              
                5.2.1 Blending
 
                The participants in this study were able to draw on their background of having had teachers, observing teachers, and practicing teaching themselves in their field placements, which helped them to interpret the teacher’s actions in ways they could infer the story teachers’ feelings, values, and motivations, providing an inner rationale for their actions. Participants indicated a simulative blending into character’s experiences, goals, intentions, and a variety of emotional states when commenting on teaching and teaching practices within the readings. Indications of this type of blending are of two types: verbal and visual. Verbal realizations include the use of doubly-deictic “you” and “your,” as in example (1); the use of inclusive plural pronouns and determiners such as “us”, “we” and “our,” as in example (2); and the presence of experiencerless constructions of cognition, such as “it feels like,” also in example (2). Visual realizations, on the other hand, are found in the participants’ drawings produced as part of the research protocol. Unless otherwise stated, the italics in these examples are mine:
 
                 
                  (1) It’s easy to get frustrated and lose your temper and want to give up, especially when you are trying to help people. (Evita, avid reader)
 
                
 
                 
                  (2) Sometimes it feels like that’s our only option, but we have to pick our battles
 
                  Wisely. (Emma, enthusiastic/appreciate reader)
 
                
 
                Both double deixis and experiencerless cognition constructions are considered linguistic markers of SPS blending (Martínez, 2014, 2018, 2025), precisely by requiring a hybrid mental referent – inclusive of a character construct and a schema in the reader’s self-concept – for referential disambiguation. Inclusive “we,” on the other hand, is also considered an SPS anchor by Martínez (2018), but not as indexing an SPS as hybrid mental referent, but as a linguistic strategy of connectedness, inviting addressees to shorten distances with speakers.
 
                Another indication of blending with the characters, now of a visual nature, was evident in the drawings on their open mind portraits of their favorite teachers within the readings, which did not resemble the teachers as described in the text or pictured on the book cover. For example, Sandra’s (reluctant reader) portrait of the character of Miss Agnes, a teacher from England, who was pictured on the cover of The Year of Miss Agnes (Hill 2002) with blonde, curly hair, was shaded in brown with straight dark hair to resemble someone of Mexican heritage like herself. Similarly, Lola’s (reluctant reader) picture depicted Miss Troup, a character in Patricia Williams’ Rabbit (Williams 2017), who was clearly described in the reading as Black, as White with a long blonde braid and wearing a polka-dot sweatshirt, just as Lola herself had on in class that day. In other words, visual portraits, particularly of teacher characters described in detail in the literature, seem to indicate progression and SPS blending in terms of the teachers which they hoped to become themselves.
 
               
              
                5.2.2 Deictic center shifting
 
                The PSTs indicated that they had taken on perspectives of the characters by using background knowledge and inference to ascribe feelings and motivations to them not mentioned in the narrative details. For example, Amy (appreciative/enthusiastic reader) noted that Mr. Copperman, the narrator in his semi-autobiographical Teacher: Two Years in the Mississippi Delta (2016), shared his knowledge of karate with his students because “This allowed him to get to know his students better and understand their actual needs and encourage them.” In a similar vein, Caroline (reluctant reader) explained that Mrs. Thomas, a character in Nicholson Baker’s Substitute: Going to School with a Thousand Kids (2016) would not listen to her student’s explanations because she “had no real intentions of getting to know her students.”
 
                Some of the PSTs not only ascribed feelings and motivations to the teachers who represented possible desired and feared future selves, but also to the children in the stories who may have represented their past selves. For example, Caroline (reluctant reader) reported that “Everyone was proud of their [the children’s] work and loved having it showcased in school.”
 
                Another indication of deictic shifts were evaluative statements regarding the story characters and their actions, as in example (3):
 
                 
                  (3) His teacher failed him because he was now too old for his grade and would be
 
                  resourced no matter his disability. (Taylor, enthusiastic reader)
 
                
 
                As a whole, the verbal markers of reader/character blending and deictic center shifting considered to function as indicators of narrative immersion on the data largely coincide with some of those identified by Martínez (2014, 2018) as linguistic anchors of SPS blends, particularly, inclusive pronouns and determiners, and double deixis. However, the visual marker involving the drawing of the relevant character as resembling the reader in ways not invited by the text seems to provide solid evidence that this blending operation is actually involved in the immersive phenomena reported. This, in turn, may imply that the readers in the study construct themselves as engaged in conceptual blending with the character, and that this mental representation of themselves, or storyworld possible self blend, is a part of the narrative experience.
 
               
             
            
              5.3 Indicators of self-modifying feelings/personal transformation
 
              Three themes emerged from PSTs’ reflections and the ending survey which described PSTs’ transformations that would, presumably, affect their future classroom actions: new knowledge, new judgments, and planned actions. New Knowledge was indicated by direct statements of realization or referring to what the participants had personally learned, such as, “I realized …,” “It opened my eyes …,” “I hadn’t thought of … .,” “It made me think more about …,” and “This story taught me … .” Consider examples (4) and (5):
 
               
                (4) The I-We-You theory when Bokko [a character in the Miss Agnes story] learns to spell her name was a very important thought that I didn’t think about. (Kylie, lukewarm reader)
 
              
 
               
                (5) When comments were made about how Miss Agnes sparked interest in her students through art supplies, this was something I hadn’t thought of. (Caroline, reluctant reader)
 
              
 
              In example (4), Kylie highlights her realization that she had never before considered how important it was to be able to spell a name. Similarly, in (5), Caroline acknowledges that reading about Miss Agnes’s motivating activity has helped her become aware of new techniques which she herself might use to become a better, more motivating teacher.
 
              New Judgements indicated a deeper level of transformation than new knowledge, as they indicated changes or reinforcements in moral belief that applied to all teachers, not just themselves. Indicators included the use of exclamation marks; statements of belief that used pronouns and determiners such as “us,” “we,” and “our;” modal verbs such as “should,” and emphatic verbs such as “must” with a general referent. Additionally, this category contained evaluative statements beginning with phrases such as “His teacher failed him because …” and “I believe …” Consider example (6):
 
               
                (6) As a teacher, we must love our students no matter who they are, where they come from, or the challenges they face. They need us to be our best so that they can be their best! (Lisa, enthusiastic reader)
 
              
 
              Here, Lisa puts forth a universal proclamation of that includes herself, not yet a teacher, in the category of practicing teachers like the one in the story.
 
              The Planned Actions theme was characterized by declarations referring to plans for themselves as future teachers, general statements regarding future selves, and future tense verbs. Examples were statements that began with wordings such as “In my classroom … .,” “As a future educator …,” “This inspired me to …, ” “The teacher I want to be …,” and “I will use this perspective to …, ” as in examples (7), (8). In (7), Ashley, a reluctant reader, explicitly stated her plans to improve classroom interaction, while in (8) Betsy, an appreciate/enthusiastic reader) explained that the reading allowed her to make plans for her future teacher self:
 
               
                (7) I learned about what kind of teacher I want to be. I want to have a classroom interrelation of where students get to share who they are and be themselves. (Ashley, reluctant reader)
 
              
 
               
                (8) It made me realize that much of the impact Ms. Troup had on Patricia she was able to take with her through all situations in her life, and it also made me think of what kind of teacher I want to be. (Betsy, appreciate/enthusiastic reader)
 
              
 
              Statements of future plans were more forthright than statements of new knowledge and new judgments, and may have indicated a deeper level of transformation.
 
             
           
          
            6 Contributions to SPS theory
 
            The scholarship of education, whether regarding children or their future teachers, involves the pedagogical areas of knowledge, skills, and dispositions. While research abounds in the first two areas, the latter is less straight-forward and requires divergent thinking, including the exploration of ideas from other disciplines. In this study, Storyworld Possible Selves theory proved to be an entryway through which teacher educators could design experiences to foster positive dispositions toward the practice of reading children, and teaching in general.
 
            In turn, three potential avenues of research offer potential contributions of the present research to SPS theory. First, the markers developed for identifying blending and deictic shifting in the text, as well as those for identifying the manifestations of transformative response, may help in creating a coding system for empirical SPS studies, enriching the account of linguistic markers identified by Martínez (2014, 2018). Additionally, the study raises three questions which may inform future research strands in SPS theory. First, the participants in this study engaged in narratives related to their possible desired and feared teacher selves, but they likely would not have engaged as well without resorting to the background knowledge (Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider 2010) that they had as student teachers who had practiced teaching and observed teachers. This raises the question of to what extent readers’ background knowledge makes a difference in their ability to experience the emergence of storyworld possible selves. Similarly, the pre-service teachers in the study responded to prompts in which they reflected on narrative events in relation to classroom topics, thereby having to apply background knowledge in research-based pedagogy. The question here is whether more open-ended reflections would have resulted in the same level of responses. Finally, many PSTs specifically mentioned the importance of social interaction in their thinking. Another area of research in SPS theory could, therefore, be a comparison of responses that are socially constructed versus individual.
 
           
          
            7 Conclusion, limitations, and further research
 
            Addressing teacher attitudes toward reading is crucial for improving their students’ engagement in reading and the quality of literacy instruction which they receive. This study indicated that providing literature featuring characters that represent pre-service elementary teachers’ possible selves seemed to positively impact the lukewarm and reluctant teacher-readers’ attitudes toward reading. Whether they held positive or negative attitudes toward reading, the act of blending with the characters in a narrative and the deictic shifting to their points of view seemed to enable the transformative nature of their narrative experiences in terms of developing new knowledge, new judgements, and planned actions regarding their future teaching activity. Although these outcomes may partly be explained simply by the fact that some of the participants might not have had meaningful reading experiences up to the point of the study, the use of adequate background knowledge, character qualities, and the ability to reflect on and discuss their reactions to the characters seem to have positively affected their ability to experience the emergence of relevant storyworld possible selves and to engage more deeply in the narratives provided.
 
            Interdisciplinary research provides a way of drawing on contextualized ideas to solve real-world problems. In this case, SPS theory has provided a guideline for the notion of choosing fictional narratives that seemed to improve pre-service elementary teachers’ attitudes toward reading and, presumably, their future students’ as well. Examples of transformative narrative responses from all the pre-service teachers in the study have provided an initial foray into a heuristic that may be used by other researchers to gauge the depth of readers’ responses to literature. Additionally, future studies, both empirical and descriptive, that explore other possible variations of story response could provide guidelines to a variety of research areas. The scholarly fields of narratology and education rarely cross, but, as this study shows, the practical application of Storyworld Possible Selves theory within teacher education holds promise in enriching both disciplines. One challenge of interdisciplinary research, however, is that the insular nature of academia limits both parties’ capacity to thoroughly understand the two sides of the equation. Future interdisciplinary research on SPS theory is behooved by partnerships in which researchers from the two disciplines collaboratively examine and re-examine the problem, design, data, limitations, and implications of empirical reader response research.
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          Abstract
 
          This essay presents a pilot empirical reader response study exploring the potential prosocial effects of fictional narratives about child sexual abuse. Participants were asked to read selected extracts from Elif Shafak’s novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World (2019), and to reply to a survey targeting correlations between types of emergent storyworld possible selves and engagement phenomena such as text liking, as well as liking and admiration of, pity for, and felt closeness to characters. Employing mixed methods techniques and investigator triangulation, the study highlights the frequent emergence among participants of mirror ‘protective’ self-schema storyworld possible selves, or SPSs, undesired ‘unsupported’ and ‘abused’ SPSs, and of double-scope, or disanalogous, self-schema ‘taking action’ SPSs. Relevant correlations between these and prosocial effects such as increased sympathy for survivors, reinforced awareness of child sexual abuse, and protective intentions, support current understandings of the regulatory effects of fictional narratives on social change and on the development of prosocial attitudes.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Narratives are powerful instruments for both individual and social transformation – the latter understood as “the social world’s radical reimagining and reorganization, rather than simply change” (Squire 2020, xii) – due to their potential influence on attitudes, behaviors, and values. A substantial body of research demonstrates the transformative power of fictional narrative at the level of the individual (Fialho 2019; Kuiken and Sopčák 2021) and potentially of wider society (Lucchi Basili and Sacco 2021). Within this there is an emerging focus on how specific themes in fiction affect audiences, including depictions of ecological issues (Schneider-Mayerson et al. 2020) and illness (Koopman 2015). However, to date there is no research into how fictional narratives about the critical issue of child sexual abuse (CSA) affect audiences. Given that fictional narratives can complement news-media generated understandings of social issues such as abuse (Popović 2018), the investigation of people’s responses to fictional narratives depicting CSA may contribute to a better understanding of the meanings that survivors and the public make of the experience. Furthermore, the distance provided by fiction may offer a lower barrier to engaging with this difficult issue, while at the same time providing an emotional closeness with the characters. The present study is based on one such fictional CSA narrative, Elif Shafak’s novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World (2019), and uses the framework of storyworld possible selves (Martínez 2014, 2018, 2021, 2022), in a mixed methods exploration of reader responses via an online questionnaire tackling SPS emergence in this narrative experience in correlation with further measures of narrative engagement: Text Liking, Character Liking, and Identification with characters.
 
            Storyworld possible selves (SPSs) are defined as “imagings of the self in storyworlds” (Martínez 2014, 119). They are mental structures emerging in engaged readers and narrative experiencers at large as a result of a conceptual integration operation, or blending (Fauconnier and Turner 2002), basically involving the character construct that individual readers build for the focalizing narrative entity – narrator or character focalizer – and the mental representation that those readers entertain of themselves, or their self-concept (Markus and Nurius 1986; Dunkel and Kerpelman 2006). This blending operation is based on feelings of perceived self-relevance and embodied experience, and its scientific scrutiny may afford a better understanding of the phenomena of deictic center shifting (Duchan, Bruder, and Hewitt 1995) and emotional response (Miall and Kuiken 2002) observed in engaged readers. SPS blends are classified according to four main criteria (Martínez 2018, 123–150): a) the narrative entity whose character construct, as built by individual readers, provides one of the input spaces to an SPS blend – basically narrator and character-focalizer, though this can also involve authors (Martínez and Sánchez-Pardo 2019) and other characters (Ghasseminejad 2023; Loi et al. 2023; Schneider, this volume); b) the individual reader’s self-concept substructure also involved in that blend – self-schema; desired, undesired and past possible self; past SPS; c) the blending process type – mirror, or of perceived similarity, and double-scope, or of perceived dissimilarity; and d) degrees of cultural predictability, ranging from strongly predictable, or primary, SPSs, to extremely idiosyncratic, individual SPS slipnets, with secondary SPSs as those emerging in just a small number of respondents in a given group, and worth analyzing as indexes of non-hegemonic cultural models within a certain narrative community (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024). These criteria interact in the characterization of SPS blends in a dynamic process involving a variety of SPS shifts as readers engage with different aspects of the narrative with the potential to enhance emotional response and perceptions of self-relevance and self-transformation.
 
            SPS theory has been successfully used in the empirical study of narrative engagement, but, to our knowledge, there are no previous studies applying the concept to the investigation of social change and the regulation of collective attitudes. In this sense, the aim of the present study is to increase current understandings of the potential prosocial effects of Shafak’s 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World as a fictional narrative depicting CSA. In our study we predicted the emergence in readers of identificatory – mirror – undesired or past self ‘abused’ SPSs and ‘protective’ self-schema SPSs, and their respective correlations with an increase in prosocial attitudes connected to resilience and prevention strategies, empathy towards survivors, and awareness and knowledge of CSA. This is also the first study investigating these correlations, since previous empirical SPS studies (Martínez and Herman 2020; Ghasseminejad 2023; Loi et al. 2023) tackle SPS emergence exclusively. Furthermore, these studies consider only the self-concept typology of SPS blends – self-schema, desired and undesired, past self, past SPSs – without accounting for key SPS classification criteria such as type of narrative entity intervening in the blend, type of blending process, and cultural predictability. Our study, however, addresses these further criteria, and considers their interconnections in the data. Furthermore, this is also the first study that uses SPS measures in conjunction with rating scales assessing engagement-related concepts such as character liking, text liking, and identification. Our study is also pioneering in the use of investigator triangulation in the identification of the SPS blends seemingly emerging in participants, as a means to ensure a more reliable data annotation.
 
            The present chapter starts with a review of fictional depictions of CSA. This is followed by the description of the mixed methodology used, and by the presentation of the resulting analysis and discussion. The analysis confirms the hypothesized SPSs and provides some evidence of correlations between these and many of the prosocial effects anticipated. The analysis also indicates that highly liking a narrative is not a prerequisite for prosocial effects to occur. In fact, the findings suggest that many prosocial effects may be more likely to occur in readers who did not enjoy the reading experience to a great extent. Additionally, the study also highlights the pervasive emergence among participants of mirror undesired ‘unsupported’ SPSs, and of double-scope, or disanalogous, self-schema ‘taking action’ SPSs. These provide clues about potentially useful prevention strategies which could be transferred to social communities and institutions such as families, schools, neighborhoods, policy-makers, or media, and to individuals. Thus, while this is a small-scale pilot study, it highlights the potential that fictional narratives hold for communicating some of the realities and effects of CSA and for contributing to social transformation regarding this issue.
 
           
          
            2 Child sexual abuse and fiction
 
            Child sexual abuse (CSA) directly affects an estimated one in eight children worldwide (Sanjeevi et al. 2018) and can have grave mental and physical health consequences (Hailes et al. 2019). The European Commission shockingly reports rising rates of CSA, especially in its online manifestations (‘Proposal for a Regulation’ 2022). However, CSA, especially in intrafamilial form, remains a relatively taboo subject, and public unwillingness to engage with the issue hinders prevention efforts. It can also negatively impact survivors’ wellbeing, potentially exacerbating responses such as shame and self-blame, and impeding people’s ability to disclose abuse, which is important in aiding recovery (McElvaney et al. 2022). Furthermore, public understandings of CSA are hampered by persistent myths and stereotypes, which impede others from correctly understanding survivors’ experiences and have been shown to negatively affect disclosure, allocation of resources and legal processes (DeMarni Cromer and Goldsmith 2010).
 
            Despite this real-world avoidance, CSA is very frequently depicted in fiction and genres with recurrent CSA plotlines include crime, horror, and young adult fiction (Bulfin 2021), as well as literary fiction. Across these genres a representational spectrum can be identified, ranging from sensitive, nuanced, survivor-centered portrayals to more sensationalized treatments which tend to deal in extremes and exaggeration, reiterate myths and stereotypes and instrumentalize CSA as a plot device. The division between these portrayals, of course, is not clear-cut and many narratives mix these representational strategies. For example, the novel selected for this study, Shafak’s Booker-Prize-nominated 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World, falls on the realistic, survivor-centered end of the spectrum although it depicts extreme events. It narrates, posthumously, the story of ‘Tequila Leila’, a rural Turkish girl who was sexually abused repeatedly by her uncle during her childhood and whose parents denied the abuse. In response, Leila ran away as a teenager to Istanbul where she was exploited in the sex trade and ultimately murdered. The narrative is perspectivized mainly by Leila in the liminal moments just after her death, during which she recalls the experience of abuse and other key moments in her life. These include disclosing to her father and the horrifying realization that, although he believed her, he was choosing to keep it secret:
 
             
              Her heart pushed against her chest. All these years, she had dreaded what would happen if she told her father what had been going on behind closed doors. She had been certain that he would never believe her, given how fond he was of his brother. But now she understood, with a sinking feeling, that Baba [father] did believe her […]. That was why he was trying to keep things quiet […] Baba knew who was telling the truth and who was lying. (Shafak 2019, 109)
 
            
 
            The narrative is also partially perspectivized by the protagonist’s friends, including a school friend Sinan, all of whom try to support her despite being marginalized themselves. As this brief summary attests, 10 Minutes deals unflinchingly with its difficult subject matter and displays both deep-seated sympathy for the protagonist as well as accurate knowledge of the dynamics and effects of CSA (Mathews and Collin-Vézina 2019). For example, it shows how Leila’s uncle shames her into silence and documents her traumatized response to the prolonged abuse. This makes it an apt stimulus text for the study.
 
            As numerous studies demonstrate, when fiction produces strong cognitive and emotional responses, it can influence people’s perceptions of issues (Małecki et al. 2019; Schneider-Mayerson et al. 2020), and even elicit changes in beliefs and behavior (Fong, Mullin, and Mar 2015), including prosocial behavior (Johnson 2012; Lenhart et al. 2023). The sole reader-response study on literary depictions of adult rape showed that realistic depictions could provoke “socially desirable responses such as empathy” and reflection (Koopman, Hilscher, and Cupchik 2012, 72). Given that CSA fictions, due to the intensely upsetting nature of the subject, are likely to prompt strong emotional responses in readers, it is possible they may aid unaffected individuals to develop empathy and understanding for survivors and even make CSA prevention seem like a more important issue to them, thus potentially counteracting the detrimental social avoidance of the issue.1 Also, because CSA fiction is so emotive, it makes an apt test case for the SPS model of narrative engagement.
 
           
          
            3 Methodology
 
            
              3.1 Description
 
              This is a mixed methods study based on reader responses (N=18) to a 15-page long collection of extracts from Shafak’s 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World collected through an online survey.2 The survey responses were subsequently processed using the tool MAXQDA for quantitative and qualitative analysis. One main feature of the present analysis is the use of investigator triangulation in the classification of the SPS blends emerging in the participants, aimed at increasing objectivity in the team’s decisions. The analysis was framed around three main areas of interest: type and number of SPS blends; correlations between SPS types and measures of Text Liking, Character Liking, and Character Identification; and connections between SPS types and prosocial and aesthetic effects observed in participants.
 
             
            
              3.2 Initial material and extract selection
 
              Since Shafak’s 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World is a 320-page-long novel, it was necessary to create a shorter text to avoid participant fatigue in an online study. Therefore, a 15-page-long selection made up of unmodified extracts from the original was produced using five criteria: extracts displaying the presence of SPS nodes, or clusters of linguistic expressions with an SPS blend as mental referent (Martínez 2018, 60–88); extracts of particular relevance to CSA-related topics; the need to include at least two different character-focalizers, to allow for comparison; a desired reading length of approximately 30 minutes; and the need for this final text to display internal coherence.3 The material was presented online, with no identificatory information, and the source of the extracts was presented on the very last page of the survey, whose pages allowed no backwards selection.
 
             
            
              3.3 Participants
 
              The online study was publicized to students and alumni of a German scholarship program, disseminated through word of mouth, and additional participants were recruited as part of their coursework in a Literary Linguistics module at the University of Alcalá. Participation was fully voluntary and participants were not compensated. Participants who had not completed the online questionnaire or who had written less than 250 words on the open questions, who had not answered at least 3/4 text comprehension questions correctly, or who had failed more than one of the attention checks were excluded from the study. Following the application of the exclusion criteria, the final sample consisted of 18 participants. Given the sampling method employed, it is unsurprising that the median age is relatively young (24 years; age range: 21–68), that none of the participants are native English speakers, and that the majority are students (61%). Additionally, the sample exhibits a notable degree of homogeneity with regard to gender (72% female, 5% male, 22% undisclosed) and current occupation: 66% of respondents indicated that their current academic or professional pursuits were related to literature.
 
             
            
              3.4 Data collection and measurements
 
              The data was collected via an online survey using Limesurvey, between 26 March 2023 and 22 November 2023. The procedures, including those for obtaining consent, followed guidelines on how to conduct trauma-informed research on sensitive topics from a body of relevant scholarship (including McNeeley 2012; Biddle et al. 2013; Jaffe et al. 2015; and Dempsey et al. 2016). Participants were advised that the study materials contained a depiction of a difficult issue and were asked to consider this carefully before participating; information on the relevant supports was included in the information sheet. The information sheet reminded participants that they could opt out of the survey at any point, without further notice, and in a completely anonymous way.4 After providing consent, the participants read the selected passages. To ensure text comprehension, they were then asked to rate the accuracy of four statements. Subsequently, a combination of open-ended questions and rating scale measurements was employed to prevent participant fatigue and provide both standardized and open responses regarding the aspects under study.
 
              In the first phase of the analysis, focusing on the emergence of SPSs and potential prosocial and aesthetic effects, the data was imported to MAXQDA and the open-ended questions were annotated using a coding system with six main categories: a) narrative entity (NE); b) self-concept (SC); c) blending type (BT); d) cultural predictability (CP), and their corresponding subtypes as per Martínez (2018); plus e) prosocial and f) aesthetic effects. Triangulation was used both in the elaboration of the coding system and in its application to the relevant segments in participants’ responses. In cases of agreement on the SPS nature of a certain segment, this was simultaneously coded for NE, SC, BT, and CP. Additionally, the same or other segments considered relevant to prosocial and/or aesthetic effects were also coded in this way.
 
              The data were then processed for the measurement of three variables: Text Liking, Character Liking, and Character Identification. Text Liking was assessed with the item “How much did you like the text?” and was rated on an endpoint-labeled rating scale, from 1 (very little) to 5 (extremely). This was followed by an open question where participants were asked to briefly expand on why they liked or disliked the text. Liking of the story characters Leila and Sinan was assessed with the item “How much did you like the story character Leila (or, respectively, Sinan)?” and was rated on the same endpoint-labeled rating scale. Identification with both the story character Leila and the story character Sinan was assessed on three dimensions: Pity, Admiration, and perceived Distance to the character, following the questionnaire items by Appel et al. 2002. Example items of the three dimensions of these subscales are “I felt sorry for Sinan”, “While reading, I found Leila to be a role model”, and “I could understand the feelings and thoughts of Leila well”. Within these scales two attention-check items asking to tick a specific scale point were integrated. After completion, participants were thanked and debriefed. The debrief included relevant helplines for the countries in which this study was publicized.
 
             
           
          
            4 Analysis
 
            
              4.1 Storyworld possible selves
 
              
                4.1.1 Frequency of occurrence
 
                As can be observed in Table 1, self-schema SPSs display the largest variety of subtypes in the data (21), followed by undesired (13), desired (11), and past (7) possible self SPSs. Past SPSs, or SPS blends already in the self-concept from previous narrative experiences (Martínez 2018, 132–133), were coded as part of the analysis, but, due to their nature and low frequency (3,34%, 8 cases), they were not considered significant for the present study.
 
                
                  
                    Table 1:SPS frequencies: Raw number of occurrences (O) and occurrences by participant (P).

                  

                               
                        	Self-schema
SPSs 
                        	No
O/P 
                        	Undesired
SPSs 
                        	No
O/P 
                        	Desired
SPSs 
                        	No
O/P 
                        	Past poss.self SPSs 
                        	No
O/P 
   
                        	Protective 
                        	18/7 
                        	Unsupported 
                        	16/11 
                        	Befriended 
                        	13/8 
                        	Victim 
                        	5/3 
  
                        	Taking action 
                        	16/5 
                        	Abused 
                        	14/11 
                        	Supported 
                        	10/5 
                        	Witness 
                        	5/3 
  
                        	Aware 
                        	9/6 
                        	Witness 
                        	12/8 
                        	Independent 
                        	5/5 
                        	Self-blaming 
                        	2/1 
  
                        	Good friend 
                        	9/8 
                        	Victim 
                        	6/5 
                        	Speaking out 
                        	5/4 
                        	Abused 
                        	1/1 
  
                        	Moral 
                        	7/5 
                        	Manipulated 
                        	3/3 
                        	Supportive 
                        	4/4 
                        	Angry 
                        	1/1 
  
                        	Sympathetic 
                        	6/5 
                        	Powerless 
                        	3/2 
                        	Brave 
                        	3/3 
                        	Frightened 
                        	1/1 
  
                        	Empathetic 
                        	5/3 
                        	Untrusted 
                        	3/3 
                        	Loved 
                        	2/2 
                        	Powerless 
                        	1/1 
  
                        	Strong 
                        	5/3 
                        	Self-harming 
                        	2/2 
                        	Strong 
                        	2/1 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Sensitive 
                        	3/2 
                        	Dehumanized 
                        	1/1 
                        	Empathetic 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Supportive 
                        	3/2 
                        	Failed 
                        	1/1 
                        	Persisting after death 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Thoughtful 
                        	3/2 
                        	Hurt 
                        	1/1 
                        	Survivor 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Brave 
                        	2/2 
                        	Naïve 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Confident 
                        	2/1 
                        	Time-poor working parent 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Honest 
                        	2/2 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Outraged 
                        	2/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Victim 
                        	2/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Gender equality concerned 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Maths-lover 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Open 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Trusting 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Witness 
                        	1/1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	21 types 
                        	99 
                        	13 types 
                        	64 
                        	11 types 
                        	47 
                        	7 types 
                        	16 
 
                  

                
 
               
              
                4.1.2 Occurrence per participant: Survivor strategies and victim self schematicity
 
                Table 1 also shows that an SPS with a high frequency of occurrence (O), such as the self-schema ‘protective’ (18 cases) or ‘taking action’ (16 cases) SPSs, may actually emerge in a limited number of participants (P). Self-schema ‘protective’ SPSs, for instance, occur 18 times in the data, but are distributed across only 7 participants. This prompts the need to reconsider these findings per participant as well (Table 2). As shown in Table 2, there are three participants who show the activation of a past victim self of some type, albeit not specifying sexual abuse (6, 15, and 18). 6 and 18 are also the respondents who display some of the highest number of related SPS types (23 and 24, respectively), and think of themselves as taking action, strong, aware, confident, moral, thoughtful, even sympathetic, protective, and supportive individuals. That is, these respondents seem to have developed self-schemas connected to survivorship, able now not only to care for themselves but also to care for and protect others, as shown in the activation of their empathetic, supportive, good friend self-schemas. This self-perceived inner strength may also be the reason for the emergence of desired ‘independent’ SPSs. Participants 6 and 18 also disclose the largest number of undesired SPSs in the data, 7 each. As previous studies show, undesired SPSs are usually not openly expressed (Martínez and Herman 2020; Loi et al. 2023), so this openness might be connected to an acute awareness of what victims may fear, including being manipulated, unsupported, and untrusted, or feeling powerless and dehumanized.
 
                
                  
                    Table 2:SPS occurrence. (Before the colon, n. of different SPS types per participant and category. In brackets, n. of times for a specific SPS per participant.5).

                  

                             
                        	Part. 
                        	SSch SPSs 
                        	Undes. SPSs 
                        	Des. SPSs 
                        	Past self SPSs 
                        	TOT. 
   
                        	1 
                        	5: moral (3), protective, taking action, brave, honest 
                        	1: victim 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	6 
  
                        	2 
                        	11: protective (4), sympathetic (2), empathetic (2), sensitive (2), outraged (2), taking action, aware, moral, good friend, maths lover, working parent 
                        	3: unsupported (3), abused (2), witness 
                        	3: supported (3), loved, supportive 
                        	 
                        	17 
  
                        	3 
                        	8: protective (6), taking action (4), aware, moral, good friend, sympathetic, empathetic, open 
                        	3: unsupported, untrusted, witness 
                        	2: supported (2), brave 
                        	 
                        	13 
  
                        	4 
                        	 
                        	3: witness (3), unsupported, abused 
                        	1: befriended 
                        	 
                        	4 
  
                        	5 
                        	1: aware 
                        	1: witness 
                        	3: befriended, independent, brave 
                        	 
                        	5 
  
                        	6 
                        	8: taking action (7), aware (3), strong (3), empathetic (2), confident (2), good friend, moral, thoughtful 
                        	7: abused, unsupported, witness, victim, manipulated, powerless, untrusted 
                        	6: befriended (2), supported (3), speaking out (2), loved strong (2), independent 
                        	2: victim (3), witness (2) 
                        	23 
  
                        	7 
                        	3: aware (2), honest, gender-equality concerned 
                        	3: unsupported, failed 
                        	1: witness 
                        	 
                        	7 
  
                        	8 
                        	2: good friend, supportive 
                        	2: abused, witness 
                        	1: befriended 
                        	 
                        	5 
  
                        	9 
                        	1: good friend 
                        	3: abused (2), unsupported, untrusted 
                        	1: speaking out 
                        	 
                        	5 
  
                        	10 
                        	1: protective 
                        	2: unsupported (2), abused 
                        	1: speaking out 
                        	 
                        	4 
  
                        	11 
                        	 
                        	3: witness (2), hurt, manipulated 
                        	1: speaking out 
                        	 
                        	4 
  
                        	12 
                        	4: protective (2), aware, sympathetic, trusting 
                        	1: victim 
                        	2: befriended, supportive 
                        	 
                        	7 
  
                        	13 
                        	1: protective 
                        	2: victim (2), unsupported 
                        	2: independent, brave 
                        	 
                        	5 
  
                        	14 
                        	2: good friend, strong 
                        	3: abused, victim, naïve 
                        	4: supported, brave, independent, supportive 
                        	 
                        	9 
  
                        	15 
                        	1: victim (2) 
                        	4: self-harming (2), abused, victim, unsupported 
                        	2: befriended (4), survivor 
                        	1: victim 
                        	8 
  
                        	16 
                        	2: thoughtful (2), good friend 
                        	1: abused 
                        	3: befriended, supported, persisting after death 
                        	 
                        	6 
  
                        	17 
                        	2: sympathetic, sensitive 
                        	2: abused, unsupported 
                        	1: empathetic 
                        	 
                        	5 
  
                        	18 
                        	7: taking action (3), good friend (2), supportive (2), moral, strong, sympathetic, protective 
                        	7: unsupported (3), abused (2), witness (2), powerless (2), manipulated, self-harming, dehumanized 
                        	3: befriended (2), supportive, independent 
                        	7: victim, self-blaming (2), witness (2), abused, angry, frightened, powerless 
                        	24 
  
                        	TOT. 
                        	59 (37.57%) 
                        	51 (32.48%) 
                        	37 (23.56%) 
                        	10 (6.36%) 
                        	157 
 
                  

                
 
                Table 2 also shows that, as a whole, the respondents in the study display an overall predominance of self-schema SPSs (37.57%, N = 59), closely followed by undesired possible self SPSs (32.48%, N = 51). Desired possible self SPSs rank third (23.56%, N = 37), while past self SPSs are the least frequent (6.36%, N = 10). This is in accordance with previous empirical SPS studies, which show a predominance of self-schema SPSs (Martínez and Herman 2020; Loi et al. 2023). The relatively high number of undesired SPSs accords with similar numbers found in another study on a difficult topic (drug use) (Ghasseminejad 2023, this volume).
 
               
              
                4.1.3 Narrative entity, blending type, and cultural predictability
 
                As previously mentioned, this is the first empirical study to jointly consider the four criteria for SPS classification in its coding system. Table 3 presents how the self-concept subnetworks described above interact with the other three criteria: narrative entity, blending type, and cultural predictability. As can be observed, the focalizing entity with whom readers more frequently engage in SPS blends in this internal, variable, third person narrative is Leila (L), the main character (123 cases, 51%), followed by Sinan (S), the other focalizer included in the extract selection due to his significance in the plot (53 cases, 22%). These occur in conjunction (LS) in 3 desired ‘befriended’ SPSs. In 27 cases (11.2%) the observed SPS blend is with the narrator (N), and on 11 occasions (4.56%) the participants seem to construct a mental representation of the author (A) and engage in author SPSs.
 
                
                  
                    Table 3:SPS parameter correlations. (A = Author; N = Narrator; L = Leila; S = Sinan; LS = Leila & Sinan; SM = Sinan’s Mother; SF = Sinan’s Father; U = Uncle; F = Family; Us = Unsure; Mi = Mirror; DS = Double-Scope; CP = Culturally predictable; CS = Slipnet; CU = Culture unsure).

                  

                                       
                        	Self-conc.
(SC) 
                        	Narrative entity (NE) 
                        	Blending type (BT) 
                        	Cultural predictability (CP) 
   
                        	 
                        	A 
                        	N 
                        	L 
                        	S 
                        	LS 
                        	SM 
                        	SF 
                        	U 
                        	F 
                        	Us 
                        	Mi 
                        	DS 
                        	CP 
                        	CS 
                        	CU 
  
                        	Ssch 
                        	7 
                        	8 
                        	30 
                        	39 
                        	 
                        	2 
                        	 
                        	3 
                        	8 
                        	5 
                        	66 
                        	36 
                        	54 
                        	18 
                        	29 
  
                        	Und 
                        	 
                        	12 
                        	46 
                        	7 
                        	 
                        	2 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	1 
                        	 
                        	62 
                        	2 
                        	47 
                        	11 
                        	8 
  
                        	Des 
                        	1 
                        	1 
                        	35 
                        	6 
                        	3 
                        	 
                        	1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	46 
                        	1 
                        	42 
                        	4 
                        	2 
  
                        	Past 
                        	 
                        	3 
                        	11 
                        	1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	1 
                        	16 
                        	 
                        	3 
                        	13 
                        	 
  
                        	PSPS 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	1 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	1 
                        	3 
                        	5 
                        	2 
                        	6 
                        	 
  
                        	Total 
                        	11 
                        	27 
                        	123 
                        	53 
                        	3 
                        	4 
                        	1 
                        	3 
                        	9 
                        	7 
                        	193 
                        	44 
                        	148 
                        	52 
                        	39 
 
                  

                
 
                A few non-focalizing characters seem to intervene in SPS blending as well – Sinan’s mother (SM) and father (SF); Leila’s uncle (U), the perpetrator, with whom some readers engage in double-scope, or disanalogical SPS blends involving their moral or protective self-schemas; and Leila’s family (F). These non-focalizing character SPSs have a very low frequency of occurrence, but suggest that the category may occur in empirical SPS studies, as observed by Ghasseminejad (2023) and Loi et al. (2023), and thus deserves further research. In 7 cases (2.9%) it was not possible to identify the narrative entity in the blend. These cases are coded as Unsure (Us).
 
                Table 3 also shows that mirror blending, involving character and reader input spaces with similar internal structures, and, consequently, associated with feelings of identification and empathy, is, by far, the predominant blending type in the data (193 cases, 81.43%), while double-scope blending, involving disanalogy, occurs in just 44 cases (18.56%). Finally, while there was wide agreement on the coding of self-concept (SC), narrative entity (NE), and blending type (BT) across investigators, the cultural predictability (CP) criterion proved more complex than expected. As can be observed in Table 3, while 148 SPS blends (61.92%) were classified as primary, or predictable, and 52 (21.76%) as SPS slipnets, or extremely idiosyncratic ones emerging in just one participant, on 39 occasions (16.31%) it was difficult to decide whether a certain SPS blend could be predicted. Those were, accordingly, coded as Culture-Unsure (CU). Further research may address the possibility to consider these cases in the light of the concept of secondary storyworld possible selves (Ghasseminejad and Martínez 2024), or SPS blends which emerge in just a few respondents in a given study, and may index non-hegemonic cultural models within a narrative community. In our sample, the SPSs with the highest frequency which simultaneously occur in a larger number of participants (Table 1) are the undesired ‘unsupported’ SPS (16 occurrences/11 participants); the undesired ‘abused’ SPS (14 cases/11 participants); the desired ‘befriended’ SPS (13 cases/8 participants); the undesired ‘witness’ (12 cases/8 participants); the self-schema ‘good friend’ SPS (9 cases/8 participants); and the self-schema ‘protective’ SPS (18 cases/7 participants). It is important to note that all of these relate to the topic of abuse either in terms of fearing the experience or recognizing the importance of support.
 
               
             
            
              4.2 Prosocial effects: From the fictional world to the real world
 
              
                4.2.1 Prosocial categories
 
                The prosocial categories which emerged in the responses broadly capture moments when participants shift from appraising the fictional world to considering appropriate responses to CSA in the real world. None of the survey questions specifically asked about prosocial effects – the participants volunteered these statements. Each prosocial category comprises responses from a reasonably high percentage of participants (39% – 67%) and they are well distributed across participants, with all but one (P. 16) expressing at least one prosocial sentiment. Child protection (30 cases/12 participants (67%)) is the largest prosocial category and refers to participants’ assertions that children should be protected from abuse in the real world, typically expressed as societal-level aspirations, as shown in this example: “Children have to be protected by adults, especially relatives” (P. 2: 10). Several participants display knowledge of bystanders’ vital role in preventing CSA (McKillop 2019): “Every child should have a significant other (adult) whom he/she/they can trust and who can stop the circle of violence and abuse” (P. 3: 7). And a small number express the desire to personally behave protectively: “I aspire to be someone people can lean on and feel safe with, which [Sinan] certainly was for Leila” (P. 18: 4). In keeping with the distressing nature of the depicted events, many of these statements are strongly expressed, including the following, which acknowledges the societal necessity to face up to intrafamilial abuse:
 
                 
                  I mainly thought about the importance of talking to adults in order to explain to them that the welfare of children must come first. They should understand that neither does it matter what others will think, nor the blood ties. We should create such an environment where children can talk to adults without fear of not being understood (P. 3: 14).
 
                
 
                Related to Child protection is the Reinforcing accurate CSA knowledge category (18 cases/7 participants (39%)), which was applied when participants displayed accurate knowledge about CSA or stated that they have such knowledge. Participants demonstrated understanding of the effects of abuse, such as self-harm: “Laila hurting herself after what happened to her is not an uncommon reaction” (P. 2: 9); the tactics of abusers: “I have witnessed how certain people use psychological manipulation to get their way, and the fact that a grown man, fully aware of his actions, would attack a little girl in such a way is disgusting to me” (P. 6: 10); and intrafamilial abuse: “I think we sometimes forget that the family is not always a safe space” (P. 6: 14). Others confirm their pre-existing awareness of abuse but praise the story for keeping the issue visible: “The story was not new to me. But it showed me once more how important it is to fight against abuse and violence and create a safe place for all genders of all ages” (P. 3: 12). These statements are often vehemently expressed or colored by strong emotions, suggesting that the text has potentially engendered a stronger response to the issue in readers than that likely to be produced by statistics on prevalence or perpetrator type.
 
                Emotional responses evincing sympathy (feeling for) and empathy (feeling with) (Mar 2018) were also evident. The Sympathy for survivors category (21 cases/10 participants (56%)) refers to participants’ expressions of concern, pity or sympathy for a character or for real-world survivors. It is typically directed towards the abused protagonist: “I sympathise with her a lot and am just sad for her” (P. 18: 5), but sometimes redirected outwards to survivors in the real-world: “I consider it is quite tragic that this happens, especially to children” (P. 14: 10). A parasocial dimension is occasionally evident: “I do not know how to explain but I would like her to speak with someone. I would like her to ask for help” (P. 10: 5); “Distressing because there is nothing I as the reader could do” (P. 18: 16), which is indicative of a meaningful bond being formed with the character. The smaller, related Empathy with survivors category (11 cases/7 participants (39%)) refers to participants’ descriptions of being able to feel the main character’s feelings or understand her point of view: “I could only think about Leila throughout the whole story because I felt her pain at some level” (P. 11: 4); “I could understand the way she became after what happened to her” (P. 2: 5). For the following participant, in whom the reading seemed to activate a ‘victim’ past self of some sort, this empathy prompted counterfactual self-reflection about their lifepath: “I feel deeply connected to the character of Leila, and her whole story and character development got me thinking of what could have been of me had I had different circumstances or managed things differently” (P. 15: 4).
 
                While these expressions of empathy for the abused protagonist are strong, they are expressed by relatively few participants even though Leila is the main focalizer, indicating that readers may find it difficult to put themselves in the position of a character who has suffered abuse. For example, in response to the scale questions, participants find it a little more difficult “to completely put themselves in Leila’s shoes” than in Sinan’s (M=2.76 vs. M=2.88 on this item of the Identification/Distance scale). The higher number of sympathetic responses to Leila also supports this conclusion, suggesting it is easier to take a helping bystander position. This explanation is further substantiated by the results of the identification subscores and the character-liking item: Leila is liked slightly less than Sinan (M=3.5 vs. M=3.65 out of 5), while she is pitied more (M=4.62 vs. M=3.14). Nonetheless, for a subset of people without personal experience of CSA, this fictional narrative has engendered empathy with the abused character, which can potentially increase “the attitudinal impact” of a text with a social message (Igartua and Barrios 2012, 514), such as 10 Minutes.
 
                Finally, the Thought-provoking category (15 cases/8 participants (44%)) was applied when participants observed that the text made them thoughtful or demonstrated a thoughtful response to it. While many of these responses are mild: “It is a heart-breaking narration which makes you reflect about interesting topic [sic]” (P. 17: 2), some indicated a potentially transformative reading experience (Fiahlo 2019; Loi et al. 2023): “She has made me think about the world that I want to live in” (P. 11: 4); “She also got me thinking of what I want to become and what I want to do to manage these things and go on with my life probably in a different way that she did” (P. 15: 4). Here the character’s negative personal experience has prompted participants to reflect on their own circumstances, including developing adaptive coping strategies. While no participants explicitly state that they have developed new knowledge about CSA, some responses are indicative of raised awareness, which could translate to further prosocial outcomes such as greater support for survivors encountered in the real world (Mathews and Collin-Vézina 2016): “It may have increased my awareness of human moral frailty, how easy it can be to succumb to fear and let horrible things happen just because we don’t want our little peace to be disturbed” (P. 13: 12); “The most brutal part in which sexual abuse were implicated [sic] made me reflect about society and what a poor luck have many women in the world” (P. 17: 14).
 
               
              
                4.2.2 Prosocial effects and SPS emergence
 
                We hypothesized that engaged readers would project culturally predictable SPSs, such as the ‘protective’ self-schema SPS or the undesired ‘abused’ SPS, which would be likely to engender feelings of self-transformation related to prosocial behaviors, such as increased empathy towards victims or an improvement of protective behavior. The results partially corroborated this in that, while we do not see much evidence of self-transformation, there is some co-occurrence of ‘protective’ and ‘abused’ SPSs with the prosocial categories (Table 4).
 
                
                  
                    Table 4:Co-occurrence of SPS self-concept types and prosocial categories.

                  

                             
                        	Self concept
SPS type 
                        	Child
protection 
                        	Sympathy for
survivors 
                        	Empathy with
survivors 
                        	Reinforce accurate
CSA knowledge 
                        	Thought-
provoking 
   
                        	Past: Witness 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	1 
  
                        	Past: Victim 
                        	2 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	2 
  
                        	SSch: Aware 
                        	5 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	5 
                        	1 
  
                        	SSch: Protective 
                        	9 
                        	5 
                        	4 
                        	4 
                        	3 
  
                        	SSch: Good friend 
                        	6 
                        	6 
                        	3 
                        	4 
                        	2 
  
                        	SSch: Sympathetic 
                        	4 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	2 
  
                        	SSch: Empathetic 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	0 
  
                        	SSch: Taking action 
                        	5 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	4 
                        	1 
  
                        	SSch: Moral 
                        	5 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	4 
                        	1 
  
                        	Des: Speaking out 
                        	4 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	2 
                        	1 
  
                        	Des: Brave 
                        	2 
                        	2 
                        	0 
                        	1 
                        	3 
  
                        	Des: Independent 
                        	4 
                        	4 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	4 
  
                        	Des: Supportive 
                        	3 
                        	1 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	1 
  
                        	Des: Befriended 
                        	3 
                        	4 
                        	5 
                        	3 
                        	4 
  
                        	Des: Supported 
                        	4 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	1 
  
                        	Undes: Untrusted 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	1 
                        	2 
                        	0 
  
                        	Undes: Victim 
                        	4 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	1 
                        	2 
  
                        	Undes: Abused 
                        	6 
                        	8 
                        	5 
                        	3 
                        	5 
  
                        	Undes: Unsupported 
                        	8 
                        	8 
                        	5 
                        	5 
                        	5 
  
                        	Undes: Manipulated 
                        	3 
                        	2 
                        	3 
                        	3 
                        	2 
  
                        	Undes: Witness 
                        	5 
                        	5 
                        	5 
                        	6 
                        	4 
 
                  

                
 
                Only SPS self-concept types for which there are 3 or more co-occurrences with at least one prosocial effect are listed in Table 4; above 6 co-occurrences is deemed high, 5–6 moderate, and 3–4 low. Confirming our predictions, the largest prosocial category, Child protection, co-occurs most frequently with the ‘protective’ self-schema SPS (9) and also with other SPSs related to protection, such as the ‘taking action’ (5) and ‘aware’ (5) self-schema SPSs and the desired ‘speaking out’ SPS (4). Sympathy for survivors also co-occurs moderately with the ‘protective’ self-schema SPS (5). Child protection co-occurs moderately with the undesired ‘abused’ SPS (6) and slightly with the related undesired ‘victim’ SPS (4), which both pertain to the abused protagonist. It also co-occurs frequently with the related undesired ‘unsupported’ SPS (8), largely connected to Leila’s negative experiences. Sympathy for survivors also co-occurs frequently with the undesired ‘abused’ (8) and ‘unsupported’ SPSs (8), while the smaller Empathy for survivors category does so moderately. Beyond the predicted correlations, Child protection and Sympathy for survivors co-occur moderately with the ‘good friend’ self-schema (6), which responds to the Sinan character’s solidarity with Leila, showing awareness of the importance of supportive bystanders among participants.
 
                This is reflected in the admiration subscale used: Participants expressed greater admiration for Sinan’s actions than for Leila’s (M=3.09 vs. M=2.49 out of 5), which included viewing him more often as a role model (M=2.24 vs. M=2.82 out of 5). Also showing the importance of support, Empathy for survivors co-occurs moderately with the desired ‘befriended’ SPS (5). Child protection, Sympathy for survivors and Empathy for survivors co-occur moderately with the undesired ‘witness’ SPS, while Child protection co-occurs moderately with the ‘moral’ self-schema SPS, demonstrating the translation of discomfort and outrage at the depicted events into prosocial sentiments. Reinforce accurate CSA knowledge and Thought-provoking co-occur moderately with some of the abused SPS types, but not with the protective SPS types. The former also co-occurs with the ‘aware’ self-schema SPS (5) and undesired ‘witness’ SPS (6), perhaps suggesting that people who express knowledge about CSA are taking a more detached stance which involves less emotional blending with the characters.
 
                Overall, the reasonably frequent co-occurrence of the prosocial categories with the ‘protective’, ‘abused’, and related SPSs provides limited confirmation of the hypothesis that the projection of these SPS types would lead to prosocial outcomes. The evidence is not strong due to both the small sample size and relative mildness of the prosocial effects – for example, reinforcing existing knowledge and aspirations about child protection. The unexpected co-occurrence of other SPSs such as the ‘good friend’ and ‘witness’ SPSs with the prosocial categories indicates that the text provides additional important pathways to prosocial effects. Also noteworthy is that the prosocial categories (except Thought-provoking) co-occur relatively frequently with the past ‘witness’ and ‘victim’ SPSs.
 
               
             
            
              4.3 Correlated measures analysis and aesthetic effects
 
              
                4.3.1 Reasons for liking a difficult text: Open and scale-based questions
 
                Participants were asked to rate how much they liked the narrative on a scale from 1 (very little) to 5 (extremely). Noticeably, no one gave the highest rating for the text and the mean rating was slightly below the midpoint (M = 2.94). However, the participants offered more favorable than unfavorable appraisals of the text in the open questions, which may be attributed to a social desirability effect, or to participants’ inclination to do so in studies. It is also possible that participants refrained from generally indicating that they ‘liked’ a text with a topic they would like to distance themselves from, but found other positive things to say about it once they could express their opinion in an open-text format instead of a scale.
 
                There is, however, a clear correlation between higher/lower ratings on the Liking scale and more positive/negative evaluations given in the open questions. Especially, if one contrasts those that particularly like the text and rate it above the midpoint of the scale (from hereon: High Likers; N=9) to those who gave a rating below the midpoint (from hereon: Low Likers; N=3), this is reflected in divergent frequencies of negative, positive, and mixed appraisals in these two groups (Table 5).
 
                Negative aesthetic evaluations were mainly related to three different aspects of the narrative: the (negative) emotions portrayed and/or elicited, its style, and the absence of realism. As anticipated, Low Likers provided a greater number of negative evaluations on average (133% difference between groups). Their main criticism pertained to the lack of realism, as evidenced by the perception of clichés and didactism in the text: “She does not feel like a real person, but [sic] educational construct of the author to present all evils of child abuse to the reader” (P. 7: 5). In contrast, when expressing negative experiences, High Likers solely focused on the emotional dimension, in particular the distress caused by reading about CSA or Leila’s self-harming behavior afterwards: “The chapter of sexual abuse. It is a terrible event and really hard to read” (P. 17: 10; see P. 16: 10; P. 15: 10).
 
                
                  
                    Table 5:Mean occurrence for High and Low Likers and percentage difference per code category between groups. (In bold: Groups with higher mean occurrence per code).

                  

                           
                        	Aesthetic Evaluation 
                        	HIGH LIKERS
(above midpoint) 
                        	LOW LIKERS
(below midpoint) 
                        	Percentage Difference 
   
                        	Positive 
                        	2. 56 
                        	2.00 
                        	24% 
  
                        	General 
                        	0.11 
                        	0 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Emotion 
                        	0.22 
                        	0 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Immersion 
                        	0.11 
                        	0.67 
                        	143% 
  
                        	Style 
                        	0.78 
                        	0.67 
                        	15% 
  
                        	Suspense and Interest 
                        	1.00 
                        	0.67 
                        	40% 
  
                        	Realism: True to life 
                        	0.33 
                        	0 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Negative 
                        	0.33 
                        	1.67 
                        	133% 
  
                        	Emotion 
                        	0.33 
                        	0 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Style 
                        	0 
                        	0.11 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Realism: Not true to life 
                        	0 
                        	1.33 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Other 
                        	0 
                        	0.33 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Difficult but powerful 
                        	1.00 
                        	0.33 
                        	100% 
  
                        	Overall occurrence mean 
                        	3.89 
                        	4.00 
                        	 
  
                        	N = Participants 
                        	9 
                        	3 
                        	12 
 
                  

                
 
                Positive aesthetic evaluations were also, as for the negative evaluations, linked to emotion and perceived realism. However, in these cases positive emotions and intensity of emotions, as well as perceived similarity to the real world, were highlighted. Style was another category that came up again when giving reasons for positive appraisals, although, as most participants in this sample deal with literature in their academic or professional lives, style might be a category more prevalent here than with a general audience. In addition, participants mentioned immersion, suspense, and interest in the plot when substantiating their positive evaluation. While the quantitative difference of positive evaluations between High and Low Likers is not huge (24% difference), a qualitative difference can be detected in terms of variety of liked dimensions: High Likers mention all the above-mentioned kinds of categories to support their aesthetic judgment, while general expressions of liking, liking of the emotional aspects of the narrative, and perceiving the text as true to life are not at all mentioned by Low Likers. Interestingly, the only dimension that occurred more often in the group of Low Likers was immersion into the text (143% difference). For example, one participant wrote “It was easy to dive into the situations and the text was able to hold my attention” (P. 18: 2). This – even though we coded immersion as a positive aesthetic evaluation – might point to the fact that having an immersive experience when reading about difficult subjects such as CSA could lead to a negative overall experience.
 
                Mixed appraisals were highly prevalent in our sample and often took the form of ‘Difficult but powerful’ statements. This subcode was used when participants stated that they had a difficult time reading the extracts (due to the topic, emotions in response to the story, aesthetic features), but still found some value in reading it. High Likers were much more likely to mention mixed feelings regarding the text (100% difference), suggesting that mixed emotions often facilitate the integration of negative emotions into overall pleasurable reading experiences, an effect consistent with the Distancing-Embracing model (Menninghaus et al. 2017). Here, participants expressed that they felt “conflicted” (P. 11: 2/5) about liking the text or connecting with the protagonist Leila, that they found the text “engaging”, but “uncomfortable” (P. 11: 2) or “emotional and appealing” but also “triggering” (P. 15). They often experienced intense emotions, and, for example, felt that the story was “heartbreaking” (Ps. 12 & 17). Moreover, the experience was frequently ameliorated by stylistic features:
 
                 
                  The text narrates an emotional and appealing, although triggering story that really achieves to appeal to the readers emotions and make them connect with the chracters [sic]. The narration being done from the present where she is dead, but narrating the past just adds to it. (P. 15: 2)
 
                  Although it is a text that relates horrible events, it expresses them in a not very gruesome way, detailing what was happening but without delving into each one of the acts. When rapes or abuses occur in narratives they are usually presented as violent and very disturbing, this text manages to convey that sense of disturbance, but without making the violation itself the center of attention but rather its effects. (P. 6: 2)
 
                
 
                The latter participant directly relates the portrayal of the abuse to earlier reading experiences, lauding Shafak’s text for its sensitive, non-sensationalist portrayal of it. When mentioning that the focus is on the effects, this statement already points to the representational function of the text in making certain aspects visible to readers. This comes up more explicitly in other participants’ responses: “Even though it was really heartbreaking to read, it is still a powerful story with a relatable meaning for many people” (P. 48: 2). This indicates that participants with a high appreciation of the text often based their evaluation on its perceived societal value – it represents experiences of many (unheard) voices, it educates – rather than on their own hedonistic enjoyment of it.
 
               
              
                4.3.2 Blending with different foci: Liking and storyworld possible selves
 
                The liking rating seems to allow a differentiation between groups with distinct responses to the narrative regarding the SPSs that were elicited (Table 6). Surprisingly, the Low Likers showed more blends (18 on average) than the High Likers (11 on average), indicating that low appreciation does not equal low engagement with the text. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that this is an idiosyncratic result particular to this small sample (N=18) and its Low Likers (N=3). As expected, Low Likers particularly often engaged in double-scope blends, indicating a felt dissimilarity or dislike towards the narrative entity involved in the SPS blend.
 
                While the two groups blended most often with either Leila, Sinan, or both of them (87.44% High-Liker-blends, 70.33% Low-Liker-Blends), Low Likers were much more likely to blend with the Author (percentage difference: 160% between groups). This might indicate that participants who did not like the text so much were more invested in thinking about the narrative as a cultural product with which they were unsatisfied, either because they saw the author as not succeeding in writing a compelling, non-didactic novel – “[This is an] educational construct of the author to present all evils of child abuse to the reader” (P.7: 5) – or because they regarded the author as a morally corrupt individual: “One has to be rot in the inside to write these narrative [sic]” (P. 1: 2–3).
 
                
                  
                    Table 6:Mean occurrence of code category for High and Low Likers and percentage difference per code category. (In bold: Group with higher mean occurrence per code).

                  

                           
                        	 
                        	HIGH LIKERS
(above midpoint) 
                        	LOW LIKERS
(below midpoint) 
                        	Percentage
Difference 
    
                        	Narrative Entity 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
 
                        	Author 
                        	0.22 
                        	2.00 
                        	160% 
  
                        	Narrator 
                        	0.89 
                        	1.67 
                        	61% 
  
                        	Character_Focalizer 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Leila and Sinan
(as friend entity) 
                        	0.11 
                        	0 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Leila 
                        	7.11 
                        	8.33 
                        	16% 
  
                        	Sinan 
                        	2.11 
                        	4.33 
                        	69% 
  
                        	Character 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Sinan’s father 
                        	0 
                        	0 
                        	0% 
  
                        	Sinan’s mother 
                        	0,11 
                        	0.33 
                        	100% 
  
                        	Uncle 
                        	0.11 
                        	0.33 
                        	100% 
  
                        	LFamily 
                        	0.00 
                        	0.33 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Unsure 
                        	0,00 
                        	0.67 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Self Concept 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Past SPS 
                        	0.11 
                        	0.67 
                        	143% 
  
                        	Past Poss Self SPS 
                        	0.67 
                        	3.33 
                        	133% 
  
                        	Self Schema SPS 
                        	4.00 
                        	7.67 
                        	63% 
  
                        	Desired Poss Self SPS 
                        	3.22 
                        	1.33 
                        	83% 
  
                        	Undesired Poss Self SPS 
                        	3.00 
                        	5.00 
                        	50% 
  
                        	Blending Type 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
  
                        	Mirror 
                        	9.78 
                        	14.00 
                        	36% 
  
                        	Double_Scope 
                        	0.89 
                        	4.00 
                        	127% 
  
                        	Overall occurrence mean: SPS 
                        	11 
                        	18 
                        	 
  
                        	N = Participants 
                        	9 
                        	3 
                        	 
 
                  

                
 
                Also, Low Likers were more likely to direct their attention at other characters apart from the main focalizers: characters who were responsible for the abuse, did not want to acknowledge it, or were not able to help Leila, such as Leila’s uncle (perc. diff. betw. groups: 100%), her family as a whole (perc. diff.: 200%), or Sinan’s mother (perc. diff.: 100%). By looking past the positively portrayed Leila and Sinan in their engagement with the text and engaging in double-scope blends with these minor characters, Low Likers may be prompted to reflect on the inadequacies of certain bystander characters and on the ways in which these shortcomings may be reflected in real society. Low Likers were also more often reminded of negative personal experiences (P. 18: 17), or past witness experiences:
 
                 
                  I personally also know people who struggled with this and other mental health issues and I apways [sic] found it very hard to be in the position of the “observer” even when you’re trying to be there for them. (P. 18: 16, see also P. 7: 12)
 
                
 
                While similar negative past experiences were also being shared by some Medium and High Likers, such cueing of emotionally valenced memories – being reminded of or re-living the negative emotions they had in these real-life experiences – might contribute to some readers’ felt dislike of the narrative (experience). As highlighted in Table 6, High Likers only showed a higher frequency of occurrences in two subcategories of the SPS coding. Firstly, the data supports our hypothesis that the activation of desired parts of the self-concept is correlated with higher liking of the text overall. Such a reading might create more positive feelings and we generally like what makes us feel good. Indeed, High Likers show many more desired SPSs of different types compared to the Low Likers (perc. diff. 83%). Secondly, blending with Leila and Sinan at the same time – as a friend entity – as was done by Medium and High Likers, but not by Low Likers, might help to ameliorate a rather uncomfortable reading experience: “The friendship between the two characters was a spark of light” (P. 15: 13).
 
               
              
                4.3.3 Liking positively influences one dimension of prosociality, but not others
 
                Regarding the potential prosocial outcomes of reading experiences, the initial hypotheses of this study were twofold. Firstly, we hypothesized that a high frequency of SPS blending would be connected to active and engaged readings, and that such readings might lead to further reflections on the topic of CSA, on readers’ stance towards victims/survivors of this crime, or on what might be needed to change in society regarding this topic. Secondly, earlier studies on health-related messages and awareness campaigns have shown that not only engagement, but also elicited emotions may play an important role when thinking about effects of narratives. Some story-induced negative emotions have been associated with better recall of message-relevant content (Yoo et al. 2013), and a study of public service ads aimed at reducing the incidence of child abuse found that inducing negative emotions was more likely to motivate prosocial behavior and empathic responses (Bagozzi and Moore 1994).
 
                In our sample, disliking the story is associated with the activation of more self-schemas, more past, and more undesired possible selves during SPS blending. Only desired possible selves are less frequently activated in readers who dislike the narrative. Thus, it appears that Low Likers were not disengaged or bored, but actually more invested in relating to the story. Also, double-scope blends – which emerge when readers construct the narrative entity involved in an SPS blend as opposed to some relevant aspect of their self-concept, and which may result in negative emotional responses, such as rejection, distrust, or dislike, towards that narrative entity – are more common in this group. In addition, the qualitative analysis has shown that negative emotions, such as sadness, fear, and anger are often expressed by Low Likers in response to the narrative (see P. 1 and P. 18: 5; 17; 18). For this group, negative emotional reactions do not seem to be outweighed by a focus on the friendship between Leila and Sinan, the positive character traits of the two main characters, or the perceived social value of the narrative.
 
                
                  
                    Table 7:Mean occurrence of code category for High and Low Likers and percentage difference per code category between groups.

                  

                           
                        	 
                        	HIGH LIKERS
(above midpoint) 
                        	LOW LIKERS
(below midpoint) 
                        	Percentage
Difference 
   
                        	Prosocial effects 
                        	5 
                        	10 
                        	 
  
                        	Sympathy for survivors 
                        	1.11 
                        	2.00 
                        	57% 
  
                        	Thought-provoking 
                        	1.11 
                        	0.33 
                        	108% 
  
                        	Empathy with survivors 
                        	0.67 
                        	1.00 
                        	40% 
  
                        	Child protection 
                        	1.11 
                        	3.00 
                        	92% 
  
                        	Reinforce accurate CSA knowledge 
                        	0.78 
                        	1.67 
                        	73% 
  
                        	Other effects of the text re CSA 
                        	0 
                        	1.67 
                        	200% 
  
                        	Overall occurrence mean:
Prosocial effects 
                        	5 
                        	10 
                        	 
  
                        	N = Participants 
                        	9 
                        	3 
                        	 
 
                  

                
 
                Thus, both because of their higher engagement and the higher prevalence of negatively valenced reading experiences, participants falling in the Low Liker group should show more responses indicating thinking about prosocial behavior. Overall, this assumption is supported by our findings (Table 7). Statements that show sympathy and empathy for survivors are more frequent in this group (57% and 40% perc. diff. compared to High Likers, respectively), and so are statements that affirm the importance of taking action to protect children (92% perc. diff.) or that show that accurate CSA knowledge was reinforced (73% perc. diff.). Only one type of prosocial effect was more directly associated with High Likers: participants in this group were more likely to mention that the text made them ponder or to show a thoughtful response. It may be that liking the text and having an overall rewarding reading experience makes it more likely that one will feel able to engage in extended reflection or revisit the story in one’s own mind, whereas this is less likely if the reading experience was negative.
 
               
             
           
          
            5 Conclusion
 
            This study has empirically explored the potential prosocial effects of narrative engagement with fictional narratives of child sexual abuse (CSA), focusing on the interconnections between the emergence of participants’ self-relevant storyworld possible selves (SPSs) and the engagement variables Text Liking, Character Liking, and Character Identification. The reflective prosocial sentiments and related SPS types encountered in the analysis suggest that Elif Shafak’s novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World (2019) can communicate sensitively from a survivor-centered perspective a sense of the realities and effects of CSA, potentially helping to counteract myths and stereotypes. The strong language of the prosocial statements, intensity of the emotional responses, and high level of engagement, suggest that emotive fiction of this type can help bridge the gap between intellectual understandings of the prevalence of intrafamilial CSA and the emotional acceptance of this reality, as demonstrated by a recent study on German public understandings of CSA (“Forsa-Umfrage” 2022). It is notable that those who disliked the text exhibited a considerable number of prosocial responses. Further studies could investigate whether the provocation of negative and mixed aesthetic appraisals and the high frequency of self-schema and undesired SPS types are typical characteristics of “issues fiction”, and whether they may be a key factor in the elicitation of some of the prosocial responses which it is able to generate.
 
            The narrative starkly presents the negative example of a disclosure gravely mishandled by a family and other bystanders and the disastrous life consequences for the victim, which could help readers appreciate the importance of a supportive response to disclosure – shown to be one of the most important mediators of better outcomes for survivors (McElvaney et al. 2022). Readers’ condemnation of the adult bystanders in the narrative is clearly evidenced by their predominantly double-scope – internally conflicting – blends with these characters and the frequency of the child protection prosocial sentiments expressed. This message is reinforced by the positive example of the support provided by a good friend. In fact, one of this study’s striking findings was the focus on Sinan, a secondary character and occasional focalizer: while some participants criticized the adult Sinan for letting down Leila, the protagonist, many lauded the succor he provided as a childhood friend. Although readers blended with Leila more often and evinced a high level of pity for her, the question scores show that they liked Sinan slightly more, felt only slightly less pity for him and admired him considerably more. This indicates that high SPS projection, such as that shown for Leila, does not necessarily contribute to strong liking for or identification with a character. It may also indicate that fully taking the victim position is emotionally challenging for readers, and that engagement with the supportive bystander Sinan is more comfortable, allowing participants to think positively about their potential role in supporting those experiencing CSA. However, the notable responses of sympathy and empathy towards the protagonist indicate the potential of fictional narrative for counteracting to some extent the societal aversion from the subject of CSA.
 
            The study also shows that empirical research using storyworld possible selves might benefit from considering not only the SPS typology variable of readers’ self-concept, but also a combination of this with the three other SPS variables, namely, narrative entity in the SPS blend with the reader, blending type, and degrees of cultural predictability. Finally, it should be remembered that this is a pilot study and limited by its small sample size. Directions for future research involve a large-scale version, run in conjunction with a control group to check for differences in SPS type and frequency between groups and other measures of narrative engagement. Differences in responses to scales for rape and CSA myth acceptance could also be tested.
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          Notes

          1
            While it is also very important to study survivors’ responses to fictions depicting their own experiences, this is beyond the scope of this pilot study.

          
          2
            The Research Ethics Committee at the University of Alcalá approved the data collection and processing methods, including the introductory information provided to the participants, the consent form, and the contents of the survey, as well as the aims of the research and its methodology.

          
          3
            The extracts were taken from pp. 1–5, 61–77, 72–75, 84, 87–90, 91, 95–99, 103–109, 110, 111–114, 289–290 (Shafak 2019).

          
          4
            Anonymity was crucial to the responses, so it was not possible to engage in any post-questionnaire follow-up. However, the contact details of the main researcher were provided in the introduction to the study for participants to get in touch if they wished. No related communications were received.

          
          5
            For instance, participant 1 displays five types of self-schema SPSs. From among these, “moral” occurs three times, and can thus be considered particularly relevant to this respondent’s experience with the text.
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter argues that an alternative approach to readers’ character-related narrative engagement is necessary. The study of this type of reader response has been dominated by investigations of immersive and identificatory (or empathetic) reading that focus on readers’ engagement with single characters, usually the protagonists or main focalizers, whose perspective readers are said to share. However, we need to arrive at a better understanding of how readers engage also with the many other characters that inhabit the fictional worlds of novels, providing the richness of perspectives that characterize the genre. Since the theory of Storyworld Possible Selves provides a differentiated model of character-related engagement, I take it as a starting point for my argument that readers are likely to relate to the full variety of perspectives offered in a narrative text. For my alternative approach, I revive the notion of multiperspectivity, and I sketch different types of readers’ reaction to perspectivization.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction: The one and the many
 
            The argument I propose in this chapter is quite simple.1 When readers make sense of extended narratives, such as novels, they are likely to engage, cognitively and emotionally, not only with the protagonists or the dominant focalizers of the text but also with many other characters in the fictional worlds that novels explore. While most scholarly attention has been devoted to readers’ engagement with single characters, the study of narrative engagement can only be complete if we can also describe readers’ reactions to constellations of characters. Much as individual characters are frequently foregrounded in many narratives, the novel as such is interested in the lived experience of many fictional beings and their relationships to each other, and it usually confronts readers with scenarios containing multiple characters. A short – and, admittedly, both random and subjective – count of characters in 23 British novels between the nineteenth century and today yields an average of ca. 22 characters per novel, even if the standard appears to have approached ten over the last century.2 Many late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century novels feature several important focalizers, and some even several homodiegetic narrators; we find embedded intradiegetic narration also occurred in previous centuries. All of this can make it difficult to determine who the protagonist is that the reader is supposed to engage with. The issue here is not merely the numbers of characters that may lay claim to the reader’s attention, but the fact that each of them potentially represents a perspective the reader can engage with, as I will explore below. Furthermore, the way that characters are correlated in complex constellations is relevant for understanding the story, beyond our engagement with protagonists.
 
            The theory of Storyworld Possible Selves (henceforth SPSs), which combines insights from cognitive linguistics and social cognition (Martínez 2014, 2018a), replaces assumptions of a reader’s wholehearted identification with a character. By detailing how readers can activate different sections of their self-concepts, which they blend with certain perceived aspects of characters (see introduction to this volume and section 3 below), SPS theory offers support for my attempt to reach a more differentiated discussion of narrative engagement. I will take the idea of a partial engagement inherent in SPS theory as a cue for proposing a further differentiation that addresses SPSs as potentially distributed across the personnel of a storyworld, which is one way of modelling readers’ engagement with multiple characters. At the basis of such necessary differentiations lies the relationship between readers’ engagement with characters and questions of perspectivization. I will reconsider that relationship by differentiating between general and marked forms of both perspectivization and multi-perspectivity, and between perspective taking and perspective construction. However, I will first briefly sketch the way in which the dominant paradigm in the study of character engagement has tended to focus on readers’ empathetic or identificatory engagement with single characters, which is usually thought to involve adopting that character’s perspective.
 
           
          
            2 Studying narrative engagement: The dominant paradigm
 
            Although narrative engagement and character engagement are not conterminous, because there are aspects of a narrative (such as setting, or the aesthetic qualities of the language) that readers can react to without engaging with characters, it makes sense to assume that they frequently co-occur. Two related areas of response have been at the center of cognitive and empirical literary studies. First, readers’ sense of getting “lost in a book” (Nell 1988) has been studied intensively as “transportation” into fictional worlds (Gerrig 1993; Green 2004), also called “immersion” (Sestir and Green 2010) or researched under the label “absorption” (Kuijpers et al. 2014; Hakemulder et al. 2017; see Kuijpers et al. 2021 for an overview). Some scholars, such as Busselle and Bilandzic, lump the terms “engaged, transported, or immersed” together (2009, 321), and while they do not mention absorption, they add the term “narrative presence” to refer to “the sensation of being present in a narrative world”, which is “due to comprehension processes and perspective taking” (2009, 325). Kuijpers et al. (2014) and Loi et al. (2023) treat the experience of transportation as one aspect among others – emotional engagement, mental imagery, and attention – of readers’ absorption. Being somehow mentally ‘present’ in a narrative world is thus conceived to be largely congruent with transportation or immersion, and, most importantly for my argument, is usually held to be linked with the reader adopting a character’s perspective.
 
            In the second focus of current research on narrative engagement, character-related responses have been focused on, mostly under the labels “empathy” (Coplan 2004; Keen 2007, 2013; Koopman 2016) – sometimes differentiated from “sympathy” (Busselle and Bilandzic 2009) – and “identification”, a particularly widespread concept (Oatley 1999; Cohen 2001, 2006; Sestir and Green 2010; Kotovych et al. 2011). It has been argued that immersion (or transportation, or absorption) and identification are distinct, but closely related phenomena, the latter being a special, character-focused version of the more general former kind of experience (Sestir and Green 2010, 276; Kotovych et al. 2011; Forster 2021, 254). Whether immersion in the storyworld is a prerequisite for identification with a character or the other way around, however, is an open question (Forster 2021, 255; Kuijpers, Douglas, and Bálint 2021, 287). In light of these connections, this kind of reading experience can be called ‘identificatory and immersive reading’ in summary fashion. The double phenomenon has attracted so much attention because it is considered to be very powerful, potentially impacting readers’ belief systems, self-concepts, empathy, and social-cognitive abilities (Hakemulder 2000; Green, Strange, and Brock 2002; Slater and Rouner 2002; Hakemulder et al. 2017; Kuzmičová and Bálint 2019; Kuiken and Sopcak 2021; Loi et al. 2023).
 
            The results produced within this – the dominant – paradigm in reader response research seem to be beyond any doubt, given the number of studies conducted in these fields, the fact that the measuring tools employed in empirical studies have been validated, used, and reused, and the fact that the multi-disciplinarity of the field highlights the broad relevance of the phenomena investigated.3 Still, some criticism is also appropriate. First, as the above sketch has indicated, multi-disciplinarity has produced such a range of concepts and terms with partly overlapping and fuzzy definitions that they are in danger of losing their discriminatory power. The metaphors of transportation, absorption, immersion, or presence, or metaphorical descriptions of reading experience – such as being ‘in the shoes of’ a character or ‘seeing the world through a character’s eyes’ – that abound in studies of immersive and identificatory reading may be intuitively plausible, but they obfuscate the complex and diverse perceptual, cognitive, affective and evaluative processes that underlie the experiences of narrative engagement.4 Second, the dominant paradigm’s tendency to investigate engagement with a single character is unsatisfactory. We need an approach that at least complements the account of engagement with individual characters, as I will demonstrate below.
 
            The merging of self and character in empathy and identification that counts as the most impactful mode of perspective taking shares a family resemblance with the kinds of blends that SPS theory describes, as Alber (2021) has argued. However, the approach really goes beyond this kind of reading experience, since:
 
             
              SPS theory is not a theory of narrative identification. On the contrary, its pillars in Blending Theory and Self-Schema Theory allow the study of empathy as just one of the potential emotional responses to narrative experiences […], resulting from mirror SPS blending […] with a focalizer constructed as similar to the experiencing self in contextually relevant aspects. (Martínez (2025, 232); emphasis added)
 
            
 
            Taking my cue from this decoupling of identification and character-related narrative engagement, in the next steps of my argument I claim, first, that all characters in novels offer themselves for the kinds of blends that result in SPS projections, not only protagonists or focalizers; second, the kind of perspective taking usually implied in conceptions of identificatory and immersive reading needs to be differentiated from a form of character engagement in which narrators’ and characters’ perspectives are recognized and understood without being adopted by the reader. In other words, what I will call perspective construction can and will occur without perspective taking (3.1). This opens the floor for a discussion of readers’ potential engagement with multiple-character scenarios, a phenomenon that has been addressed under the label multiperspectivity, which ought to be revived but also requires a differentiation (3.2).
 
           
          
            3 An alternative approach: General vs. marked forms of perspectivization and multiperspectivity, and storyworld possible selves
 
            
              3.1 Character perspective
 
              Narrative perspective, also called point of view (or viewpoint), has been a central concern of narratology (van Peer and Chatman 2001; Hühn, Schmid and Schönert 2009; Schmid 2010, section III; Niederhoff 2013; Zeman 2018). Narratology holds that the quality and effects of a story are shaped by perspectivization, that is, the spatio-temporal position, personality, and beliefs of the narrator, and/or the characters whose experience is foregrounded, and that every narrative is necessarily perspectivized. Cognitive linguists have likewise shown that all acts of communication involve perspectivization (Verhagen 2007; Vandelanotte 2017; Langacker 2019). Thus, a ubiquitous form of perspectivized communication exists that we can call general perspectivization. Both narratologists and some cognitive linguists (Zeman 2017, 2018) have shown that perspectivization is of particular importance in narratives, because they acquire meaning through the dynamic relations between story and discourse, understood as the ways in which what is presented intricately depends on the perspective from which it is presented.5 Since focalization is the narrative strategy that can best give access to the perceptual, cognitive, emotional and evaluative constitution and processes of characters – and narrators, if they are either homodiegetic, or overt heterodiegetic narrators – we can circumscribe focalization as marked perspectivization. In the narratological tradition, the importance of homodiegetic narration and focalization for character reception has been emphasized, because these modes give access to a fictional being’s thoughts, emotions, perceptions, and memories, and are therefore likely to lead to a close relation between reader and character.
 
              Although most current metaphors concerning perspectivization are based on its perceptual aspects, and especially vision, perspective is usually understood to also cover an experiencer’s knowledge, feelings, and attitudes. I follow A. Nünning’s definition of character perspective, which comprises “the totality of an individual’s knowledge and belief sets, intentions, psychological traits, attitudes, ideological stance and system of values and norms that have been internalized” (2001, 211). The spatio-temporally specific perceptual position of the character that is so prominent in the terminology of perspectivization – and so important for most cognitive-linguistic approaches to it – is not mentioned here but should be factored in. Whatever a character says and does in a particular space and time, what they perceive, think, feel, and remember, is intricately linked, and this network can be thought of as their perspective.6 Dixon and Bortolussi (2023, 17–21) conceive of perspective as a set of a person’s or character’s evaluations and the justifications of these evaluations based on their knowledge and experiences, which an observer interprets as being sufficiently coherent and general. I take this definition to be congruent with the one I am using here. Niederhoff (2013) maintains that “the mere existence of a character does not imply that his or her perspective is of any importance” (n.p.), his example being that “[i]f we learn that a character is a teenage girl, we can make certain assumptions about her knowledge, her interests, her values, etc. But this only turns into a perspective when we learn about her views of the world around her” (Niederhoff 2013, n.p.). I agree with this assessment and claim that readers have several ways of getting to learn about a character’s views of the world around them.
 
              The most obvious invitation to construct a character’s perspective appears to lie in linguistically salient focalization, that is, marked perspectivization. However, this is no automatism, as a recent empirical study has indicated (Eekhof et al. 2023);7 and, what is more, all pieces of information a reader can gather on a character – from whatever source: narratorial or figural, self- or altero-characterization, verbal information as well as traits inferred from behavior, among others (Eder, Jannidis and Schneider 2010, 30–38, 47–58) – can be used by the reader to assemble a general impression of their perspective. This view is supported by a cognitive approach to the reception of literary characters which states that readers create mental models of characters by integrating various sources of input.8 That perspective construction does not rely solely on focalization becomes conspicuous when a character is permanently absent and appears ‘only’ as the object of a narrator’s or other characters’ focalization or speeches. Take, for instance, Jack Dodds in Graham Swift’s Last Orders (1999), or Kath Peters in Penelope Lively’s The Photograph (2003):9 both characters are dead when the respective narratives begin – Jack has died recently, Kath a long time ago. Still, a central point of both novels is that other characters remember different aspects of the deceased, which offers readers piecemeal, often incoherent – or downright contradictory – snippets of heavily subjective information. It is impossible to imagine how readers could make sense of these novels without integrating that information into tolerably coherent mental models of Jack and Kath that construct what they knew, felt (for instance, what they desired or feared), and how they evaluated things; in other words, what their perspective was. Thus, a character does not even have to act in the here and now of the storyworld, let alone be a focalizer, for the reader to be able to (re-)construct that character’s perspective. I propose to call the process of assembling information on a character’s “views of the world” perspective construction.
 
              More support for the claim that we do not need to have the workings of a character’s psyche spelled out to us in focalization to construct their perspective comes from proponents of Theory of Mind, mind reading (Goldman 2006) and other approaches in social cognition. They have shown that our ability to ascribe an inner life – mental states including knowledge, beliefs, or motivations – to other human beings is a basic social skill. Not only do we continually employ that skill in our everyday lives, but we also bring it to our understanding of people in fiction (Palmer 2004; Zunshine 2006). The mental models that can be formed for potentially all characters, be they protagonists or not, will therefore include the construction of their perspective, in a general sense. According to Dixon and Bortolussi (2023), perspective taking makes it necessary for the reader to construct analogies not only with regard to a character’s evaluation (of a situation, event, or other characters), but also with regard to the character’s personal knowledge and experiences as reconstructed from the events in the storyworld. According to Dixon and Bortolussi’s definition, perspective taking is thus a special experience of strong analogy between reader and character.10 Given the numbers of characters in novels, there must be more cases in which we observe and understand a character’s evaluations and their justifications emerging from storyworld events, without being able, willing, or required to construct those strong analogies.
 
              Many scholars have differentiated between two different kinds of engagement with characters. Caracciolo (2014, 110–132) suggests speaking of consciousness-attribution – which is close to Theory of Mind – on the one hand, and consciousness-enactment, on the other, the latter referring to the immediate, embodied “merging of reader’s story-driven experience and of the experience attributed to the character” (Caracciolo 2014, 123), which occurs “when a story gives sustained attention to a character’s experience” (Caracciolo 2014, 125). In a similar vein, Koopman (2016, 18), referring to work in Philosophy of Mind and Psychology, differentiates between “‘affective’ (or ‘warm’) and ‘cognitive’ (or ‘cold’) empathy,” the cognitive variety referring to an observer’s ability to understand someone else’s perspective, and the emotional one referring to emotions felt to be similar to those of another person. She also compares cognitive empathy to Theory of Mind, and affective empathy to emotional contagion, that is, “the automatic mimicking and experiencing of someone’s emotional state” (Koopman 2016, 19), and emphasizes that the two types frequently interact. V. Nünning (2014) also regards a cognitive mode of understanding and pursuing a characters’ thoughts and feelings as different from an affective kind of sharing of the characters emotions. She makes a strong argument for a reading stance in which the reader is aware of the character’s perspective but does not adopt or get lost in it (V. Nünning 2014, 238–241). Variations in approach and terminology apart, the point of these differentiations is that not every engagement with the perspectivization a text offers – what I call perspective construction – needs to result in actual perspective taking of an empathic, identificatory and immersive kind. I contend that perspective construction is just as important for novel-reading as the more engaged, emotional, form that relates the reader strongly to one character via perspective taking.11
 
             
            
              3.2 Storyworld possible selves, analogies, and perspective construction
 
              Like many other approaches to narrative engagement, the theory of SPSs originally highlighted the importance of marked perspectivization that is manifest in (linguistically salient) focalization. According to the original design of the theory, storyworld possible selves (SPSs) are the result of blending operations that integrate two mental input spaces, namely “the mental representation that readers entertain of themselves, which in social-psychology is known as the self-concept, with its constituent networks of self-schemas […] and possible selves […]” (Martínez 2018a, 20; italics in the original) and “the mental representation that readers build for the intradiegetic perspectivizing entity, that is, one with ontological existence inside the narrating situation, be it a focalizer […] or the narrator” (Martínez 2018a, 19–20). Recently however, Martínez added another category, stating that “character SPSs are to be distinguished from character-focalizer SPSs in that the former involve linking matches with a character construct built for a non-focalizing narrative entity” (Martínez 2025, 232, italics in the original). Blending is based on the existence – or, indeed, construction – of some sort of underlying analogy (the generic space) between the two input spaces, which allows them to be blended into an emergent space. Analogy is also the backbone of Dixon and Bortolussi’s (2023) recent contribution to the study of perspective taking.12 Both approaches share the advantages that, on the one hand, instead of metaphorically naming the experience of character engagement, they propose models of the underlying mental operations, and, on the other, they acknowledge that character-related engagement is often tentative, partial, and shifting. Both approaches also allow the assumption that SPS blends and other kinds of analogies can be activated for any of the characters in a novel.
 
              The major types of SPSs that result from the blends produced in reading are (Martínez 2018a, 124–133): a) self-schema SPS, involving perceived similarity between oneself and the character; b) past possible self SPS, involving a match between a character and oneself in a past stage; c) desired possible self SPS, emerging when the character has traits one hopes to have oneself; d) undesired possible self SPS, the opposite of the previous type; finally, readers will integrate past reading experiences into their self-concepts, which may result in what Martínez (2014, 125–127; 2018a, 132–133) calls past SPSs. However, on the basis of the above considerations, I suggest that multiple characters in one narrative can offer the reader not only opportunities for such blends but also aspects of the characters that resonate with them in some way.
 
              An example can illustrate this. Reading Jane Austen’s novel Emma (1815), a reader may establish an undesired possible self SPS in relation to the main focalizer, Emma, whose love for matchmaking and lack of social tact are likely to evoke a distancing feeling in the reader. If readers have perhaps displayed some tactlessness in their past lives, a past possible self SPS with a strong negative ring to it may result from the way they perceive Emma; the shame Emma feels being told off by Mr. Knightley for snubbing Miss Bates during the Box Hill outing is likely to be a powerful reminder of the times readers were held accountable for an injustice they committed towards others.13 At the same time, beside these SPS blends related to Emma, what would stop a reader who has perhaps been clumsy in their wooing for someone from performing a blend in which a (shameful) past version of themselves matches with this aspect of Mr. Elton? In another phase of their lives, they may have been persuaded by peers not to engage in a relationship with a person who was not ‘good enough’, and therefore activate yet another past possible self SPS in a blend with Harriet Smith. It is very likely, too, that the same reader may acknowledge Mr. Knightley’s maturity and moral impeccability and construct a desired possible self SPS with that character. Finally, many readers are likely to harbor anxieties about being under financial and social constraints that prevent them from acting according to their wishes, so that an undesired possible self SPS in connection with Jane Fairfax may result.14 This brief example implies that I consider the self-schemata and variants of possible selves activated for SPS blends in terms of the self in relation to others, an issue to which I will return in the next section. Here, my point is that our past experiences and knowledge are likely to resonate with us even partially and distributed across the multiple characters of an extended narrative.
 
             
            
              3.3 Marked and general types of multiperspectivity
 
              While, according to Zeman (2017, 2018) the mere duality of the level of narration and the level of the characters provides all narratives with a basic multiplicity of perspectives, Hartner (2014, 358–360) points out that some theoreticians consider only marked cases as ‘true’ multiperspectivity. These are narratives in which the differences and frictions between prominent viewpoints and their potential irreconcilability are foregrounded. A particularly strong variety is achieved through instances of multiple focalization, in which one event is successively rendered through various focalizers (Genette 1980 [1972], 190). However, what I propose to call marked multiperspectivity can also be observed, for instance, in the epistolary novel, in novels with multiple homodiegetic narrators, and in other arrangements where events are rendered by different observers in stretches of intradiegetic narrative, diary entries or other documents, as in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) or in Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), to name two classical examples. In Last Orders and The Photograph, mentioned above, the differences and sometimes incompatibility between the various living characters’ characterizations of the deceased persons is emphasized. Narratologists have concentrated on marked cases of multiperspectivity, where the discrepancies between the perspectives are the central theme, for their potential effects. If close relations have been established between readers and characters, they acquire additional complexity, and are potentially disturbed, when readers recognize the limitedness of the perspective of a character they have engaged with, after the viewpoints of other characters or the narrator contradict or adjust that character’s perspective. Such recognition may also trigger epistemological insights into the potential subjectivity of worldviews.
 
              In contrast to the marked form, I take general multiperspectivity in the novel to consist in the presence of multiple, at least potentially or partly conflicting, views of the world, aims and motivations, wishes and fears of characters in a narrative. These worldviews account for the quality of the relations between characters. The phenomenon was famously addressed (albeit through other metaphors than visual ones) in the works of Mikhail Bakhtin (1984 [1963]; 1981 [1975]), who describes the novel as inherently ‘dialogic’, ‘polyphonic’, or ‘heteroglossic’ (cf. Hartner 2014), emphasizing the unavoidable differences between viewpoints (‘voices’) of characters, narrators, addressees, and authors that result from their respective ideologies and social positions.15 Many other approaches have supported the view that the overall meaning of a narrative emerges from the underlying fabric of the relationships between the characters – protagonists and minor characters – and their potentially diverging motivations, from early functionalist approaches and actant models (Propp 1984 [1928]; Greimas1983 [1966]) to more recent investigations of what I call general multiperspectivity. Woloch (2003), for instance, argues that, in a novel, many characters ‘jostle for space’ – and, concomitantly, the readers’ attention to the themes they represent – and that minor characters are centrally involved in ‘character systems’ that bring out the thematic structure of the narrative.
 
              The important point for my argument is that, although all individual characters (and narrators) possess a perspective – in the general sense of perspectivization – which readers can construct without adopting it, narratives really need to be studied in terms of the constellation of perspectives that they feature, and the relations between them. Narratologists have called this narrative’s ‘structure of perspectives’ (A. Nünning 2001; A. Nünning and V. Nünning 2000). The relationality of perspectives is not only in the nature of the novel, but also in the nature of the human mind. Evolutionary biology considers our ability to monitor the behavior not only of single other humans, but of groups of others, and to grasp the complexity of social constellations, an asset in the survival of the human species. It has been argued that storytelling may have developed to train these skills (Zunshine 2006; Boyd 2009; Auyoung 2018; among others). In the wake of the recent success of approaches to embodied, or 4e-cognition, it may also be useful to remind ourselves that the social is a central aspect of 4e-cognition: the mind develops as socially embodied, socially embedded, socially extended, and socially enactive (Johnson 2008, 165–166). There is no reason to believe that the social and relational constitution of the human mind is not active in engaging with narratives that deal with complex social relations.
 
              Work in cognitive linguistics (Dancygier and Vandelanotte 2016; Zeman 2017) and cognitive narratology (Palmer 2004; Hartner 2012) has shown that readers are able to integrate multiple viewpoints into a coherent representation of the whole narrative; the underlying cognitive principle assumed to achieve this is blending, as in Martínez’ SPS theory. In the cognitive-linguistic version, narrator and character viewpoints can be hierarchically embedded, lower-level character viewpoints usually being compressed to be contained in the higher-level narrative viewpoint; in the cognitive-narratological one, the emphasis is on the semantic surplus value of the blend, which emerges from the alignment of two (or more) perspectives, such as the overall impression of different attitudes towards a person or event; the blending network here sheds light on the interaction of perspectives, rather than their embedment. The ‘mere presence’ of many characters in novels may give rise to multiperspectivity of the general kind, with which the reader is likely to be able and willing to engage. This is what I consider to be the backbone of novel reading. As literary psychologists have phrased it, “literary narratives fundamentally deal with relationships among individuals and the navigation of conflicting desires” (Mar and Oatley 2008, 174).16
 
             
           
          
            4 Further theorizing and testing multiple-character engagement
 
            The approaches I have touched upon so far, some of which use blending theory, offer themselves for such a more differentiated conceptualization, but there are other candidates. Scholars have investigated the mental construction of space in narrative as social space, where characters meet and interact, and cognitive linguistics and cognitive poetics have turned to contextual frame theory (Emmott 2003; Stockwell 2020 [2002], 189–200) to focus on the physical presence of characters in a current scene. Since a comprehensive cognitive theory must observe “the balance of textually-presented and cognitively inferred information that a reader uses to construct narrative contexts” (Emmott 2003, 296), other models that account for how readers mentally arrange characters that are currently not in textual focus must be added.
 
            Neurobiological evidence, for instance, suggests that we use brain areas involved in spatial navigation also for mentally arranging social relations (Tavares et al. 2015; Shafer and Schiller 2018). Taking this as a prompt to inquire into the spatial mental representation of character constellations, we conducted a pilot study in which we asked readers to talk about a novel they had recently read, placing them in front of a constellation board and a set of (differently shaped and colored) wooden figurines of the kind used in some forms of systemic psychotherapy. Without being instructed how to use the materials, participants spontaneously started arranging the figurines on the board, labelling them with the names – or sometimes merely the roles or functions – of the characters they remembered. They made use of spatial dimensions such as closeness, distance and grouping to express the quality of the relationships between them, using the center of the board for the protagonist(s) and the surrounding spaces to place the representatives of minor characters; the board was also covered with a sheet of paper on which they could write further specifications of how characters were related, and most comments focused on conflicting aims and motivations. I take this as strong evidence that we apply conceptual metaphors, image schemas and force dynamics to make sense of social relations in fictional worlds, as some scholars have suggested (Kimmel 2009, 2011; Caracciolo and Kukkonen, 2021, ch. 6). The procedure needs a more systematic, less playful replication to really count as a fully-fledged empirical study, and it had some other shortcomings: participants indicated that they would need a three-dimensional space – which, however, supports the neurobiological evidence – and they stated that one ought to use the constellation board at different times in the reading, because their understanding of the constellations changed dynamically. However, it might be a promising starting point for indirect, qualitative investigations of readers engagement with multiple perspectives in the novel.
 
           
          
            5 Conclusion and outlook
 
            In this chapter, I have proposed some differentiations that may be helpful in assessing the different and potentially overlapping forms of character-related engagement with narrative. The characters in a novel approach their world individually through their senses, and on the basis of their cognitive, emotional, and evaluative dispositions, which is to say, their individual perspectives. All characters’ utterances and actions are therefore perspectivized (general perspectivization). Novels usually foreground some characters’ perspectives through focalization, that is, they employ marked perspectivization, which is likely to evoke that kind of strong engagement with single characters that has been called perspective taking. However, readers can potentially construct the perspectives of all characters, if they can assemble information on their views of the world, and potentially blend aspects of their self-concept as well as present and past possible selves with those of the characters in question. Dixon and Bortolussi (2023, ch. 6) list “multiple perspective taking targets” among the “challenges to perspective taking,” and explain that:
 
             
              [i]n most fiction, characters interact with each other and with their surroundings, form inferences to produce assessments and judgments, including of themselves, and attribute motivations, desires, feelings, and causality. Such complexities place enormous cognitive demands on readers, who must not only track all shifting perspectives but also remember who said what to whom when and for what reason, a potentially overwhelming task of perspectival bookkeeping […]. (Dixon and Bortolussi 2023, 165)
 
            
 
            It is true that it seems difficult to take only one characters’ perspective and deal with those complexities at the same time. However, my twofold argument is that the challenge appears less daunting in view of the fact that, first, the human mind is equipped with fundamental skills for making sense of the complexity offered by different and frequently conflicting perspectives of multiple individuals, and that, second, the social and relational nature of the novel with its general multiperspectivity of character constellations is likely to trigger perspective construction, but not necessarily perspective taking. Dixon and Bortolussi (2023, 165) go on to say that “[h]ow such complex fiction affects our elaboration of the story world requires further empirical attention.” I believe that some more theoretical conceptualization is necessary before more empirical testing can be done, because the social, relational and multiperspectival aspects of narrative engagement must be better integrated into a theory of narrative engagement than has been the case.
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          Notes

          1
            I would like to thank the organizers and participants of the NarraLingCog International Seminar at the University of Alcalá de Henares in May 2023 for valuable feedback on a keynote lecture I presented there, which is the basis for this chapter. The argument was developed before the new book by Peter Dixon and Marisa Bortolussi, The Analogical Reader, was available at the end of 2023; I have accommodated their ideas, which I wholeheartedly endorse, in my argumentation. The title of this introductory section adapts that of Alex Woloch’s book, The One vs. the Many (2003), a rare and fine example of a study of the complexities of character constellations.

          
          2
            I counted characters who act and speak in the novels, or who are extensively spoken about or appear in the thoughts of other characters extensively enough to be mentally represented by readers, leaving out those who are silent, not named except by function, or mentioned only briefly. Though all of this is partly a matter of judgment, which consequentially makes my list subjective, it errs rather in counting fewer characters than there are. Here are my results, in rough chronological order: Henry Fielding, Tom Jones: 26 characters, Joseph Andrews: 32; Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice: 20, Sense and Sensibility: 26, Emma: 16, Persuasion: 18; Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist: 36, Bleak House: 48, Dombey and Son: 54, Great Expectations: 26; George Eliot, Adam Bede: 21, Middlemarch: 25, The Mill on the Floss: 28; Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure: 20, Tess of the D’Urbervilles: 32; E.M. Foster, A Room with a View: 11, A Passage to India: 18; Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse: 16, Mrs. Dalloway: 10; Zadie Smith, White Teeth: 10, On Beauty; 6; NW: 6; Ian McEwan, Atonement: 11, Saturday: 10.

          
          3
            Input has come from cognitive narratology, film, media and communication studies, cognitive linguistics including cognitive poetics, cognitive stylistics, and cognitive semiotics, as well as cognitive psychology, social psychology, neurobiology, cognitive anthropology, phenomenology, and philosophy of mind. The variegation in theoretical models, concepts and terms that characterize the discussion is thus not surprising at all.

          
          4
            See Dixon and Bortolussi (2023, 26, 58–62, and ch. 4) for a thorough criticism of the way that, in many discussions of narrative engagement, the concepts I have mentioned in this section are frequently confounded; cf. also Martínez (2018a: chapter 1). Martínez summarizes the situation as follows: “All these engagement phenomena – empathy, identification, self-transformation, idiosyncratic resonance – are well-documented by researchers in the psychology of narrative reception and emotional response, but […] their actual operations are seldom specified in terms that make them amenable to linguistic and literary research.” (2018b, 255).

          
          5
            Apart from the narratological contributions mentioned above, cf. the chapters in Igl and Zeman (2016) on this point, and my observations in section 3.2 below.

          
          6
            Cf. also Palmer’s (2004) notion of the fictional mind, which is closely related, and Hartner’s (2012) use of the term in Nünning’s sense.

          
          7
            The study found no support for the hypothesis that readers’ use of their social-cognitive abilities is related to the presence of linguistic viewpoint markers. Rather, the authors suggest that “readers rely on their social-cognitive abilities to engage with the inner worlds of fictional others, more so than on the lexical cues of those inner worlds provided by the text”. (2023, 411)

          
          8
            For versions of this theory, see Culpeper (2000, 2001); Schneider (2001, 2013); Culpeper and Fernandez-Quintanilla (2017); Vaeßen (2021).

          
          9
            See Vaeßen and Strasen (2021) for an approach to the construction of a mental character model in The Photograph.

          
          10
            Analogy is not the only prompt for character engagement, though, because disanalogy can also prompt a strong cognitive-emotional reaction to a character. Du Bois’ (2007) stance triangle differentiates between convergent (i.e., analogical) and divergent (i.e., disanalogical) perspectival alignment in communication; Martínez (2018a, ch. 2) refers to this model and connects it to Fauconnier and Turner’s (2002) mirror and double-scope blending: a reader may feel a strong disanalogy with a character and create a double-scope self-schema SPS blend. The avoidance of perspective taking – in Dixons and Bortolussi’s (2023) conception of the term – requires further research.

          
          11
            I would therefore not adopt the binary of ‘cold vs. warm’ empathy, because, on the grounds of a basic conceptual metaphor, the implication is that the ‘warm’ variety is somehow better than the ‘cold’ one.

          
          12
            The fact that Dixon and Bortolussi also speak of source and target domains (the reader’s experiential background and knowledge, and the character’s life as constructed by the reader, respectively), which get mapped onto each other (2023, 35), indicates the compatibility of their approach with Martínez’ use of blending theory.

          
          13
            I believe that this specific quality of a past possible self SPS, which might be termed the ‘shamed past possible self SPS’ plays a major role in literary reading that has not been acknowledged enough. We tend to remember the social blunders, moments of selfishness, and injustice towards others keenly and painfully from our past, and many novels, since they usually present less-than-perfect characters, are likely to remind us of our own imperfections. As indicated in footnote 10 above, the phenomenon of avoidant reception might prove a fruitful field of further investigation in cognitive and empirical literary studies.

          
          14
            Martínez differentiates between primary SPSs, which are highly predictable for a particular community of readers, and more idiosyncratic secondary or ‘slipnet’ SPSs (Martínez 2018a, 170–171). The potential SPSs I have just listed are likely to belong to that latter category, but they are no less important for the processes of meaning construction. To what extent the reader’s gender influences their SPS construction is an interesting question that requires empirical study. I assume that female readers can develop a desired possible self SPS in relation to Mr. Knightley, if they construct that character’s integrity as a predominant trait, not his gender; vice versa, male readers may understand enough about social constraints to construct an undesired possible self SPS with Jane Fairfax. One attraction of SPS theory is that the reader’s personality traits need not be congruent with that of the character; otherwise, factors such as differences in class, education, first language, bodily constitution, etc. would prevent character engagement just as much as gender.

          
          15
            Zeman (2018, 191–193) differentiates between ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ multiperspectivity. Horizontal multiperspectivity includes differences between perspectivizers on the same level of a narrative, that is, mostly between the characters. Vertical multiperspectivity consist in contrasts between perspectivizers on different narrative levels, that is, between narrators and characters.

          
          16
            The title of Mar and Oatley’s (2008) paper is “The Function of Fiction is the Abstraction and Simulation of Social Experience”, which neatly sums up the point I am making.
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          Abstract
 
          Informed by the conceptual framework of cognitive narratology, this chapter attempts to offer a critical refinement of Franz K. Stanzel’s view of narrative mediacy – as well as of its absence – and use it to map out the modes of this phenomenon in Henry James’s notebook entries as it takes early shape in them. To this purpose, and after briefly reviewing a number of models of mediacy developed by Stanzel himself, Yacobi, Meister and Schönert, Fludernik, and Walsh, I propose a metarepresentational interpretation of narrative mediacy with an emphasis on its capacity to metamorphose authorial, disembodied facts into mental states ascribed to the storyworld participants. Looking at James’s notebook sketches through the resulting theoretical grid uncovers a finer complexity than generally acknowledged by Stanzel’s discussion. Two interlocking conclusions suggest themselves – first, the analysis of (emergent) mediacy, as Stanzel conceives of it in his account of the said notebooks, arguably surpasses the mere quantitative dimension related to the perceptual and phenomenological issues of textual salience, thus calling for a further qualitative distinction between what might be understood as projected and rendered mediacy; second, it is only through the interplay of both qualitative and quantitative axes that a comprehensive description of the modes of early mediacy in James’s notebook material can be actually provided.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            In this chapter, and aided by some instrumental notions supplied by cognitive narrative theory, I intend to revisit the topic of narrative mediacy as it emerges from notebook plot outlines and sketches made by authors as memoranda and compositional guides. My point of departure is Franz K. Stanzel’s (1986) classical treatment of the concept of mediacy and his qualified contention – later echoed and partially endorsed, for instance, by Monika Fludernik (1996, 28) – that there are three types of texts related to the fictional genre which do not generally present any narrative mediacy or, at most, a residual degree thereof. They are simply bare statements of facts reported in the present tense without any hint at the pragmatic structure of narrative embodiment and transmission (Stanzel 1986, 4–21, 22–45). For Stanzel, these three textual types are summaries or synopses of fictional works, chapter headings, and plot outlines or sketches recorded by authors before the fact of artistic composition.
 
            In more specific terms, my object here is to map out the modes of mediacy which arise from Henry James’s notebook projects while suggesting that the real issue is not the presence or absence of mediacy in these texts, but rather whether such mediacy, in whatever mode, is below or above the sensitivity threshold of the registering instruments used by Stanzel in his account of this topic. If one resorts to more discerning notions and analytic methods as those furnished by cognitive narratology, and especially to the metarepresentational ability of real and realistic minds as a vehicle for mediacy, a more nuanced picture can be said to emerge. Focusing on James’s notebook outlines for his short fiction, I identify two qualitatively distinct modes of mediacy – projected and rendered – which in turn diversify in terms of textual salience, ranging from obtrusive artefacts to more or less inconspicuous cases of cryptomediacy which arguably failed to sensitize Stanzel’s gauge as he discussed this issue. Following Stanzel’s view of mediacy as the hallmark of the narrative text, it seems quite plausible to read some of James’s notebook entries as fairly accomplished micronarratives in their own right. But, before I address the peculiarities and shades of mediacy in these entries from an analytic angle, a few key notions should be examined and placed in readiness for use.
 
           
          
            2 Setting the stage: Some cases for narrative mediacy
 
            To say that mediacy is a highly elusive concept seamlessly related to the constitutional indirection of the fictional genre is no novelty at all. In his book A Theory of Narrative, first printed in German in 1979, Stanzel set up a theoretical framework for the treatment of narrative mediacy that has held out for more than forty years. Apart from proposing the term mediacy – originally Mittelbarkeit – in place of the less idiosyncratic, though largely synonymous, mediation,1 he characterizes the narrative work as that in which the storyworld is not mimetically apprehended by readers or auditors, but relayed to them by a more or less anthropomorphic intervening stance – a conception which, incidentally, locates narrativity in the vehicle for content rather than in its internal disposition whether temporal, causal, or both. In this general context, Stanzel proceeds to set up and illustrate his influential triad of narrative situations – first person, authorial, figural – which basically represent the three major strategies whereby mediacy can be imparted to narrative content.
 
            Stanzel’s seminal approach has been revised and extended in several directions over the years. In her 1987 paper, for instance, Tamar Yacobi spells out her view of narrative mediation as a structural resource whose function either as a bridge or a wedge placed between author and reader, as well as its variable extent, result from triangulating the intratextual speaker’s (un)self-consciousness, the concept of fictionality, and his or her claims to reliability. Yacobi’s argument turns on the mediator’s regular blindness to his or her own fictionality – with odd experimental exceptions such as Unamuno’s Niebla (1914) – while being often conscious of the fictionality of the storyworld participants, and she concludes that reading and interpreting fiction efficiently mostly consists in defining the mediation gap with the greatest possible precision. Another triangulate ideation of mediacy was proposed in 2009 by Jan Christoph Meister and Jörg Schönert in an attempt to supersede the rigidity of Gérard Genette’s (1980 [1972]) binary opposition between voice and mood, narrator and focalizer. This time, the three related dimensions are those of perception, reflection, and mediation, which respectively form the input, processing, and output parameters to what they call the “dynamic narrative system,” or DNS for short. Each of these dimensions is organized along three continua that range between the poles of mimesis and diegesis, and differs from the other two in the kind of mental activity and constraints associated with it. For Meister and Schönert, the advantage of their model lies in its dynamism and openness, its refusal to be contained in the “rigid slots of a taxonomy” (2009, 19), and its capacity to characterize mediacy as a scalar phenomenon based on the interplay of three continuous magnitudes.2 Monika Fludernik, for her part, takes Stanzel’s transmissive conception of mediacy and turns it inside out on the basis of experientiality, that is, on the overwhelming presence of human‌(-like) consciousness at the core of narrative representation. In specific circumstances, such as Stanzel’s so-called reflector-mode narrative, she argues her conviction that consciousness replaces narration, that this mode is substantially distinct from teller-mode narrative and does not simply entail a quantitative effacement of the narrator correlated with the character’s growing presence, but “a different mode of cognitive conceptualizing of character’s experience – telling versus experiencing” (2010, 116), in which the character’s mind becomes the central issue and the narrator a peripheral, dispensable concern.
 
            But it is Richard Walsh who has been most vocal in his revision of Stanzel’s view of mediacy, to the point that his own conception stems from a set of critical comments on that view which jointly amount to a total amendment. To begin with, Walsh (2007) finds fault with the reliance of Stanzel’s model on the vexed dichotomy of story and discourse – content and transmission – and especially with the logical and temporal prioritizing of the story over the discourse that turns the latter into an ancillary, channelling medium just reduced to operate when fed with a successfully finalized story. Using the equivalent terms of fabula and sujet originated in Russian formalism, Walsh inverts this hierarchy. For him, the “[f]abula is not so much an event chain underlying the sujet as it is a by-product of the interpretative process” (2007, 67), or, in other words, “sujet (discourse) is what we come to understand as a given (fictional) narrative, and fabula (story) is how we come to understand it” (2007, 68). But more substantial than the relative status of story and discourse, and the compositional and interpretive relations that obtain between them as one builds and decodes mediacy, is Walsh’s criticism of the narrowness of Stanzel’s conception that leads the latter to restrict mediacy to verbal mediacy. “[N]arratives in linguistic media constitute one kind among several in the genus of narrative representation,” says Walsh; and he adds that verbal narrative should be considered “in the context of its theoretical continuity with narrative in other media” (2007, 88). To his vision, mediacy is “a property of media,” of any media, and so “the distinction between (for example) fiction and drama is not a distinction between indirect and direct form,” as Stanzel would have it, “but between semiotic means of representation, in one case symbolic […] in the other iconic” (2007, 86). So, for him, mediacy is a free-ranging semiotic phenomenon rather than one confined to verbal narration. This turns the idea of narrative voice into little more than an apt metaphor, a mere “figure for agency in narration […] as inherently a part of film and drama as it is of the novel” (2007, 89), and “in no way specific to language […] but semiotic, and relevant across the whole range of narrative media” (2007, 102). As a consequence of the new semiotic latitude of the notion of mediacy, Stanzel’s ontological requisite for a narrator, even if wholly impersonal and speaking for a character, becomes pointless in Walsh’s system, as this can only accommodate “either a character who narrates, or the author” in propria persona (2007, 78) with an explicit ban on the “covert […] uncharacterized […] pure narrative agent” on grounds of its superfluity (2007, 80). The fact that a large number of narrative works have no intratextual substitute speaker posited to preserve the distinction between an author’s real-life discourse and the outcome of his or her narrative representations may be thought to impair fictional illusion and inhibit the reader’s willing suspension of disbelief. In this regard, however, Walsh is unambiguous. “[D]isbelief,” he argues, “is essential to reading a work of fiction as fictional” (2007, 70) – an assertion that just stops short of expressly recommending what one might call a willing enhancement of disbelief.
 
            One aspect of Stanzel’s conception of mediacy is bound with phenomenological issues and contingent on the reader’s subjective experience of textuality and his or her sensitivity threshold for the detection and ranking of significant indices of mediacy. Narrative representations can be mediated in two different ways by two different kinds of agents – narrators and reflectors. Narrators are in command of language; they recount events, relay information by linguistic means, and, in certain circumstances, frame all sorts of comments on the told. Reflectors, for their part, silently shape the storyworld to be narrated according to their spatio-temporal, cultural, and mental coordinates by engaging in activities such as experiencing, perceiving, thinking, feeling, and so on, which could be loosely described as forms of cognition. Though Stanzel is often explicit about this dual source of mediacy (e.g. 1986, 5, 9–10, 20–21), it is just obvious too that he does not accord them the same importance nor equal functionality. “Whenever a piece of news is conveyed,” he writes, “whenever something is reported, there is a mediator – the voice of a narrator is audible. I term this phenomenon ‘mediacy’[…]” (1986, 4). In principle, for him, mediacy is narratorial mediacy conveyed via the robust, conspicuous expedient of a well-inflected telling voice, while reflectorial mediacy is initially left out of the picture and retrieved only to characterize the figural narrative situation, where “the mediating narrator is replaced by a reflector,” “nobody ‘narrates,’” “the representation seems to be direct,” and “the illusion of immediacy is superimposed over mediacy” (1986, 5; my emphasis). We know, however, that Stanzel’s model cannot tolerate the ontological absence of a narrator, and so the idea of replacement is simply metaphorical. What actually happens is a contest between what is and what appears to be. Mediacy is always imparted by a narrator, but this narrator can be more or less personal and speak for himself or herself, or it can be impersonal, featureless, and speak for a storyworld character allowing the latter’s conceptualization of the diegesis to permeate the text and thus promote a faux illusion of dramatic enactment.3 It is Stanzel himself who respectively describes narratorial and reflectorial mediacy as “overt mediacy” and “covert or dissimulated mediacy” (1986, 141), and his later commentators have followed suit with equal or similar terms and precautionary tags such as “impression” (Fludernik 2009, 89); “explicit and implicit […] overt and covert [mediacy],” “laid back, covert, or even seemingly non-existent [narrator],” “pretense of immediacy” (Fludernik 2010, 114, 115); or “openly mediated,” “obliquely mediated,” “veiled mediacy” (Alber and Fludernik 2014, 310, 311).
 
            This brief overview has sought to describe Stanzel’s two modes of mediacy, namely narratorial and reflectorial, correlated with two degrees of mediating obtrusiveness. In particular, when conducted by a personal narrator possessed of a psychology of his or her own and expressly empowered by all signs of traditional omniscience, the teller-mode of mediacy is hard to miss. But when these signs vanish and we only have the smooth, pervasive filtering of narrative content via a storyworld mind, detection, processing, and assessment of mediacy may become a moot affair. It is in this context that much of what follows acquires meaning and explanatory potential.
 
           
          
            3 Mediacy, absence of mediacy, and metarepresentational theory
 
            If the first chapter of Stanzel’s (1986) A Theory of Narrative establishes his conception of mediacy, the second one determines the grounds for its cancellation. Three types of texts, he argues, lack (full) mediacy despite their close association with the fictional work: summaries or synopses of narratives, chapter headings, and plot outlines or sketches intended by authors as guidelines for composition. Given the general thrust of my discussion here, I am especially concerned with the latter. In point of fact, however, summaries or synopses and plot outlines or sketches are often indistinguishable from each other in formal terms, unless we know whether they temporally precede or follow the text they relate to. Stanzel emphatically underlines their equivalence regarding (the lack of) mediacy (1986, 22, 43–44), and even refers to them almost interchangeably in the wrong context giving rise to mild solecisms.4
 
            Stanzel’s contention is that “there is no narrating in a summary; rather, something is being established in a factual or general way” (1986, 24), which essentially means that facts are paraded on the diegetic horizon as pure elements of content often cast in the present tense of gnomic or synoptic statement, isolated from – and unconditioned by – the structure of narrative transmission and its agents, shown as mere authorial données, absolute, disembodied, pragmatically unsituated, unmodalized. It follows from this that information in notebook sketches is provided authorially, that is, by the author himself or herself rather than by a substitute speaker embedded in, or inferred from, the text. With reference to Henry James’s scenario for The Ambassadors (1903), Stanzel insists that “all characters are still introduced authorially […] they are presented by the author” (1986, 36), but, in his characteristic meandering style, he also grants the possibility that a verbal exchange between Maria Gostrey and Lambert Strether, as reported in that scenario, might not be an authorial given, but rather the latter’s impression (1986, 34–36). This would contribute a shade of mediacy, he claims, and, despite the prevalent use of the present tense, the fragment in question “would no longer be a synopsis but a narrative” (1986, 36).
 
            As noted above, Stanzel formally admits the existence of two modes of mediacy – narratorial and reflectorial. But, when he relents, his deep-seated partiality for explicit verbal mediation leads him to focus on the narratorial variety to the detriment of the reflectorial one, whose detection and subsequent discussion tends to be far more patchy and haphazard.5 “[I]t is characteristic of the summary,” he writes, “that it says nothing about the form of mediacy, that is to say, the form in which a story is narrated,” and, in similar fashion, he argues that a summary presents “story-minus-mediacy,” or, in other words, “story-without-narrator” (1986, 22–23, 24; my emphasis). In these two cases, it seems to me, consistency would have called for an inclusive reference to both modes of mediacy since both are instrumental in imparting it, at least as far as Stanzel’s theoretical claims are concerned. However, his account of this issue in chapter 2 of A Theory of Narrative appears to be weighed down by the lack of finer instruments and tends to be somewhat insensitive to the conceptualizing mind placed within the storyworld and to its mediating role. Reconsidering narrative mediacy in terms of metarepresentational theory can provide more accurate insights into the general nature of this phenomenon and its specific functioning in James’s notebook material.
 
            Looking at mediacy as the result of a metarepresentational operation is no outlandish idea. It rather seems a natural development of proposals first made by Fludernik (1996) around the pivotal axis of experientiality as the constitutive feature of the fictional text. If Walsh’s criticism of Stanzel’s essentially linguistic, vocal, and narratorial model of mediacy led the former to exploit the broader semiotic aspects of this phenomenon, Fludernik emphatically contributes the cognitive edge. For her, what characterizes a narrative work is not the overtly transmissive figure of a narrator, but rather the occurrence of “a human (anthropomorphic) experiencer of some sort at some narrative level” (Fludernik 1996, 9), and she insists on the “mediation through consciousness,” on the fact that “all narrative is built on the mediating function of consciousness,” as well as on “the projection of consciousness” as the foundation for all narratives (Alber and Fludernik 2014, 311, 317). In this chapter, and especially in the remainder of this section, an attempt will be made to show that the general principle of experientiality, whereby mediacy becomes a function of the intervening mind, is best channelled in the narrative text via metarepresentational operations.
 
            One of the defining characteristics of thinking minds, whether human or human-like, is their capacity to construct representations of the world. If I think or say “Oxygen plays a fundamental role in combustion,” I am representing a state of affairs, making it part of my subjectivity, assimilating it into my inner life for a variety of purposes. But if I think or say “Lavoisier believed that oxygen plays a fundamental part in combustion,” I am metarepresenting, that is, I am wedging another consciousness between my mental processes and external reality, or, put more technically, I am thinking about thinking, representing a mind engaged in representing the world, or acknowledging the existence of another mind – or another level of the same mind, as in introspective thought – and ascribing propositional attitudes to it (e.g. a belief) – in sum, I am performing a set of operations which are only accessible to human beings and, rather controversially, to some species of apes. What is more, since metarepresentation is a recursive process, nothing keeps me from thinking or saying “Late eighteenth-century scientists wondered why Lavoisier believed that oxygen plays a fundamental part in combustion,” and so continue to add successive mental embeddings until complexity wholly hinders comprehensibility.
 
            There is, however, another key aspect to the metarepresentational ability. In a world of contingent information, where most of what we know derives from communication rather than direct experience, it is vital to discriminate between true and false pieces of intelligence. According to some accounts,6 the architecture of the human mind has developed a specialized protective adaptation that allows us to store and process content along with the circumstances in which it was acquired. It all happens as if our mental databases had two fields for each register, one in which we place the fact that oxygen plays a fundamental part in combustion and another in which we enter, for instance, the source of such information, or, more exactly, whom we hold responsible for its truth value. For chemists working in late eighteen-century France and still supporting the phlogiston theory, the role of oxygen in combustion carried a screaming tag pointing to Lavoisier. That tag has weakened and even been dropped over the years, and nowadays most people for whom oxygen is essential to combustion could not name Lavoisier as the source of this piece of intelligence. All precautions originally taken to constrain its scope and interacting capacity as the basis for inferential thinking are superfluous now, as the role of oxygen in combustion has become uncontested fact. In this context, to metarepresent information is to be explicit about the circumstances of its acquisition and, especially, about its provenance, while the term metarepresentational dynamics denotes the shifting status of its truth value as reflected by source tags. Needless to say, failure of the metarepresentational ability can be severely disrupting, as when real and fictional information is indiscriminately stored in our mental databases, and then inadvertently used to make inferences and pilot real-life behavior.
 
            The dual emphasis of the metarepresentational endowment constitutes an invaluable tool to read and interpret fiction. On the one hand, it enables both readers and characters to recognize (other) storyworld minds, figure out their contents, and experience fictional reality through their representations of it; on the other, it allows them to decouple the paths of propagation of intelligence from one another and thus prevent the informational structure of a narrative from growing into a perplexing tangle. In fact, one could even argue that an efficient reading of a narrative work is that in which, at a given stage of development, every bit of content has been acceptably tagged and tracked down along a minimally describable path of propagation. All of this, of course, is directly relevant to a metarepresentational view of narrative mediacy.
 
            As we know, Stanzel’s argument is that unmediated content, whether in plot outlines, summaries, or chapter headings, consists of a set of facts sourced from the authorial position and immune to the relativizing potential of the narrative transaction. In cognitive terms, however, the idea of verbal transmission is superseded by that of experientiality, that is, by the shaping presence of a human(-like) consciousness at the core of the narrative work. From this it follows that building mediacy is the process whereby fact becomes mental state via the attribution of lumps of content to thinking minds within the storyworld, that is, by metarepresenting them. Retrieving the Lavoisier example as the generating cell of a possible narrative, one could argue that, as soon as the fact that oxygen is fundamental for combustion is attributed to the French scientist, now a storyworld character, it ceases to be a fact and becomes a metarepresented belief or conviction. It may clash with other beliefs or convictions on the same plane of epistemic precedence, for, in very real terms, it is Lavoisier who must answer for its veracity within the fictional universe – discounting in this case, as is natural, the hindsight provided by historical knowledge. Likewise, the statement “Lisa’s voice is sweet” may count as a fact, while “Lisa’s voice is sweet to me” denotes a mental attitude, a metarepresented state of affairs which may be true or false in the fictional world. No wonder, then, that mediacy, thus understood, tends to compromise the authenticating potential of a narrative text, especially in a case such as James’s where artistic execution often amounts to finely slicing a lump of content and attributing the resulting segments to “experiencers,” that is, to epistemic positions located within the storyworld. That a large body of Jamesian annotations have survived allows for comparison and contrast between the informational structures of sketches and finished works, or, in plain words, between how readers come to be apprised of the central concern of a narrative in the narrative itself and in its antecedent. Results, however, are not uniform. It is not a question of notebook sketches displaying pure disembodied fact, and final narratives a mediated, executed version thereof. James’s notebook entries rather alternate between authorially factual, neutral accounts following Stanzel’s conception, and semi-executed micronarratives where cognitive, experiential mediacy is actually there to be described and assessed. But this leads us back to the phenomenological issue of sensitivity thresholds.
 
            Language provides a significant array of structures and pointers enabling readers to discriminate between mediated and unmediated content, between mental states and monolithic fact, even if such structures and pointers differ substantially in their textual salience. Consider, in this regard, the following passage taken from the notebook sketch for James’s tale “The Lesson of the Master” (1888):
 
             
              So it occurred to me that a very interesting situation would be that of an elder artist or writer, who has been ruined (in his own sight) by his marriage and its forcing him to produce promiscuously and cheaply – his position in regard to a younger confrère whom he sees on the brink of the same disaster and whom he endeavours to save, to rescue, by some act of bold interference – breaking off the marriage, annihilating the wife, making trouble between the parties. (James 1987, 43–44)
 
            
 
            As is well known, the central concern of both entry and tale is the deleterious effect of marriage on artistic production. James might have chosen to present this concern as an authorial given, unmediated, unquestionable – after all, this is the earliest possible stage of his idea, in which, according to Stanzel, mediacy has not yet set in. But James decided to append a tag to the alleged toxicity of marriage – “(in his own sight)” – indicating who holds this belief within the storyworld, that is, metarepresenting it, attributing it to one of the projected characters, and thus dissociating himself from that view – note that the meaning dramatically alters if the tag is omitted. What seems decisive to me is not the presence of this source tag in the notebook sketch, but rather Stanzel’s categorical denial of the existence of any narrative mediacy in this particular entry. “The first note about the basic situation in ‘The Lesson of the Master,’” he states, “contains no information whatsoever as to how the recorded situation could be narrated” (Stanzel 1986, 30). Considering that mediacy for him – at least in formal terms – has both narratorial and reflectorial aspects, and that his idea of an Erzählsituation is an acknowledged combination of both, his dismissal calls for some reflection. In my view, it can be best explained by the hypothesis that tags of this kind lie below the threshold of his registering instruments. They fail to sensitize his critical apparatus as they do not fit in with the overriding mental schema that mediacy, at rock bottom, can only be the narratorial mediacy imparted by an essentially overt anthropomorphic voice, and that the mediacy of consciousness is a mere form of words, a parasitic phenomenon deprived of independent existence.
 
            Verbal signals of cognitive mediacy, indicative that a metarepresentational operation is under way, can be disconcertingly subtle, almost invisible. Given their role in denying a piece of content the status of pre-narrative fact and emphasizing its mental dimension, I propose to give them the collective label of defactualizers. On a continuum of textual salience, they can range from semantically loaded words, which can arguably condense tiny cognitive systems, to unmistakable descriptions of mental attributions cast in the standard format of grammatical embedding.7 The term imputation in “The defendant would not submit to the imputation of a hate crime” is a case in point. If analyzed and expanded, it reveals the underlying structure of a metarepresentation (“The defendant would not submit to the fact that someone thinks he has committed a hate crime”). What is more, if part of a narrative, one could even presume the existence of an additional layer of mind (“The narrator assumes that the defendant, etc.”). At the other end of this continuum, we find full propositional descriptions built on metacognitive lexis (know, guess, believe, think, suppose, presume, and so on), which not only reflect the general foregrounding of subjectivity, but also the specific nature of the mental operation involved. And between these two poles of minimal and maximal obtrusiveness, there runs the whole gamut of intermediate degrees instanced by distancing expressions (e.g. “in his opinion”), words of estrangement (e.g. “as if,” “apparently,” “presumably”), impersonal or defective attributing structures which defactualize a piece of information, but remain silent on the metarepresentational source (e.g. “there is the belief that”), etc. All of these indices point out, with differing degrees of explicitness, to the existence of cognitive mediacy, that is, to the removal of information from the idealized condition of synoptic fact and to highlighting its contingency on a fictional consciousness.
 
           
          
            4 Projecting and rendering mediacy – the qualitative dimension
 
            To explain any lapse in the detection and assessment of mediacy on a quantitative basis is a plausible way to address this issue. It is undeniable that linguistic pointers of mediacy can vary from veritable protrusions on the textual surface to more or less cryptic signals subject to debate and interpretation, and James’s notebook sketches, in my view, can furnish evidence of both. The whole issue, however, grows in complexity when one closely examines these sketches in the light of what Stanzel understands as mediacy in them. Consider now these two notebook entries, chosen among similar ones because they are compact enough to be quoted without unreasonable ellipses:
 
             
              [T]he story of the young children (indefinite number and age) left to the care of servants in an old country-house […] The servants, wicked and depraved, corrupt and deprave the children; the children are bad, full of evil, to a sinister degree. The servants die (the story vague about the way of it) and their apparitions, figures, return to haunt the house and children […] So long as the children are kept from them, they are not lost: but they try and try and try, these evil presences, to get hold of them. It is a question of the children “coming over to where they are.” It is all obscure and imperfect, the picture, the story, but there is a suggestion of strange gruesome effect in it. The story to be told – tolerably obviously – by an outside spectator, observer. (James 1987, 109)
 
              A young girl, unknown to herself, is followed, constantly, by a figure which other persons see. She is perfectly unconscious of it – but there is a dread that she may cease to be so. The figure is that of a young man – and there is a theory that the day she falls in love, she may suddenly perceive it. Her mother dies, and the narrator of the story then discovers, by finding an old miniature among her letters and papers, that the figure is that of a young man whom she has jilted in her youth, and who therefore committed suicide. The girl does fall in love, and sees the figure. She accepts her lover, and never sees it again! (James 1987, 10)
 
            
 
            These sketches respectively stand behind the composition of “The Turn of the Screw” (1898) and “Sir Edmund Orme” (1891), two “grossly and merely apparitional” tales – to borrow James’s own expression (1987, 189) – that have been read and discussed by critics in wildly different terms. If we stipulate that the typical Jamesian notebook entry normally consists in the retelling of an inspirational (real-life) anecdote followed by the ideation of a fictional project somehow based on that anecdote, we must recognise that none of the above entries conforms to the general pattern – in fact, they deviate from it on account of the radically different treatment pre-textual material receives in each of them. Except for the closing sentence, the plan for “The Turn of the Screw” is but the literal retelling of a story which James heard from the Archbishop of Canterbury; apparently, he saw no need to rework it to fit his purposes and transcribed it verbatim into his notebooks. “Note here,” he writes, “the ghost-story told me at Addington […] by the Archbishop of Canterbury” (1987, 109). On the contrary, the entry for “Sir Edmund Orme” has no anecdotal pre-text whatsoever. It is a pure, unalloyed fictional project, without the slightest hint at any inspirational antecedent. In plain words, one could even say that the former is an anecdote without an ensuing project, while the latter is a project unmotivated by any explicit anecdote.
 
            But what really counts here is a different question. Much discernment is not needed to notice that these entries respectively illustrate two substantially distinct modes of mediacy, which we may call projected or discussed mediacy, on the one hand, and rendered or implemented mediacy, on the other. The plan behind “The Turn of the Screw” is an instance of projected or discussed mediacy. Here James openly describes what he holds to be the most effective method to insert the fictional content in the pragmatic structure of narrative representation by making it contingent on a specific epistemic position – in this case, that of “an outside spectator, observer,” who, as is well known, soon relinquishes his or her outsideness and becomes heavily embroiled in the unfolding course of events. The final sentence is itself a project, not an actual implementation of mediacy. In this entry, it takes the form of a glaring protrusion standing out from the immediate context, and it is this kind of projected mediacy what Stanzel probably expected when he missed information about “how the recorded situation could be narrated” (1986, 30) in the entry for “The Lesson of the Master.” In the note for “Sir Edmund Orme,” however, the situation seems quite different. The term “narrator” occurs once, but the nature of this figure is not discussed beyond its mere mention. Despite its conciseness, this note encodes considerable mental density, mainly focused on the young girl’s obliviousness of her circumstances, which creates the differentials of knowledge customarily related to the selective sighting of supernatural apparitions. But there are two defactualizing expressions that make all the difference – “there is a dread that” and “there is a theory that.” By using both in rapid succession, James effectively dissociates himself from the portions of content made contingent on them (“she may cease to be so [i.e. “perfectly unconscious” of the apparition]” and “the day she falls in love, she may suddenly perceive it”). These cease to be authorial facts – as is, for instance, the unchallenged depravity of the servants in the previous entry – and become (impersonal) states of mind by virtue of metarepresentational operations defectively described on the textual surface. Readers thus know that some inhabitant of the fictional world has a dread, has a theory, but they are denied the means to know who, whether it is a single person, or, more probably, an intermental unit, the social mind of the community where they lead their lives. The point I wish to make is that the “Sir Edmund Orme” entry does not contain any explicit, textually differentiated project of mediacy to be mapped out, via execution, on the full-blown narrative, but actual cases of mediated information, in which verbal resources are mobilized to indicate that responsibility for its truth-value is authorially disclaimed and attributed to thinking minds within the storyworld.
 
            Instances of projected mediacy in Henry James’s notebooks are by no means rare. Since the notebooks became widely available in 1947, his fumblings to impart narrative shape to his material have formed – along with the more accomplished and systematic prefaces to the volumes of the New York edition of his novels and tales (1907–1909) –a fundamental body of theoretical and critical reflection underpinning Anglo-American narrative theory for decades. Such instances of projected mediacy range from brief references – “I must tell the story as an eye witness” (1987, 44), “The thing had much best be told by a witness of her life […] in the 1st person” (1987, 49), “And told impersonally, as an anecdote of them only – not, that is, by my usual narrator-observer” (1987, 195) – to fairly copious methodological discussions to be found, for example, in the entries for “The Coxon Fund” (1894) on how to represent a leading character as an impression (1987, 95), “The Next Time” (1895) on whether to employ a conscient, semi-conscient, or unconscient narrator with growing degrees of resulting irony (1987, 110, 123), and “The Way It Came” (1898) on whether to settle for a “first-person” character narrator – a “‘3d person’ narrator” in James’s idiosyncratic terms – or for an “impersonal form” (1987, 144), and the compositional benefits provided by each option.
 
            Considering the type of narrative favored by James, it is not surprising that his projects of mediacy should focus on narrative forms that tend to regulate the amount of intelligence available for representation according to verisimilar standards. For this reason, he often discusses the storyworld observer whether embodied by his characteristic “first-person” narrator-witness or in association with an impersonal, “third-person” speaker. In this regard, while groping for the most effective narrative strategy, James comes up with two insightful, non-technical definitions avant la lettre of Gérard Genette’s internal focalization and Stanzel’s figural narrative situation. As he ponders on the “compensating” effect that an impersonal, “third-person” speaker can contribute to “The Way It Came,” he explains, “I might ‘impersonally’ include the 3d person [i.e. the diegetic observer] and his (or her) feelings – tell the thing even so from his, or her, point of view” (James 1987, 144), which basically means that he can deploy an impersonal, “third-person” narrator to verbalize the experience of a storyworld consciousness. Even more transparently, he insists in another entry that the “thing is from a point of view – some old woman (a non-narrator) as in ‘Miss Gunton of Poughkeepsy.’ She is the observer, recipient, confidant” (1987, 196). Since “Miss Gunton of Poughkeepsy” (1900) is actually recounted by a “third-person” teller, there is little doubt that the narrating procedure envisaged by James as he combined this type of narrator with a non-narrating observer is what came to be theorized, many decades later, as internal focalization or figural narrative situation.
 
            In James’s notebook material, projected mediacy of the kind just reviewed occurs alongside cases of rendered mediacy even if both phenomena remain substantially distinct, placed on unrelated existential planes. In rendered mediacy, James metaphorically takes a step backwards, grants the fictional participant a cognitive emancipation of sorts, and allows the central thematic concern to be represented from within the storyworld in the making – it is, in fact, the type of mediacy one expects to find in standard narrative texts. Take, for instance, the notebook outline for “A Diary of a Man of Fifty” (1879). Four characters emerge in it, two men and two women, who become entangled in a minor drama born of love, experience, and eagerness to exert control under the guise of protection. The older man, Mortimer, “sees a certain situation of his own youth reproduced before his eyes” (1987, 8). In his twenties he fell in love with Contessa G., and this “episode of his youth comes back to him with peculiar vividness” (1987, 8) when he sees a “young English man” courting Contessa G.’s daughter (1987, 9). On this basis, Mortimer’s analogical mind draws two key parallels – first, between the two women; second, between himself and the young man. For him, the deceased Contessa “had been a dangerous woman […] an unscrupulous charmer […] an imperious Circe,” endowed with “abysmal coquetry,” and responsible for her husband’s death in a duel with her lover; the daughter, for her part, “is a strange, interesting reproduction of the mother […] strongly resembles her […] is a beautiful dangerous coquette” (1987, 8–9). Even if the characterization of the two women is clearly embedded in Mortimer’s mind and thus represented from within the storyworld, James in propria persona authorizes it – that is, factualizes it – and prevents it from becoming a state of mind with uncertain relations to fictional reality. At a given point in the entry, James himself bursts in unequivocally claiming the analogy as a fact for the incipient storyworld of this tale (“But her daughter, as I say, strongly resembles her and stirs up in Mortimer’s mind the depths of the past” [1987, 9; my emphasis]). The second parallel, however, is another story. Rather than endorsing it, James indeed disowns it via metarepresentational mediacy and makes it contingent, without reserve, on Mortimer’s frame of mind. The young man “seems to Mortimer a sort of reproduction of himself at twenty-five – the image of his own early innocence – his own timid and awkward passion,” and “the progress of his relations with the lady […] seem to him to correspond at all points with his own relations with the mother” (1987, 9; my emphasis). To hypothesize the motive behind such different treatment of the two analogies is a risky endeavour. But given Mortimer’s authorial characterization as a cautious, suspicious individual, wholly prepared to give up his love for Contessa G. rather than compromise his mental ease, it is just possible that “his own early innocence – his own timid and awkward passion,” allegedly held in common with the young man, can only survive as his own representation of himself rather than as an authorially-sourced, pragmatically disembodied fact.
 
            If in the “Diary” entry the verbal signs of metarepresentational activity take the form of aestheticized allusions to Mortimer’s memory patterns and of more simple defactualizing phrases (“seems to Mortimer,” “seem to him”), evidence of cognitive mediacy in the sketches for “The Special Type” (1900) is open to debate, for it lies in the interpretation of three semantically loaded terms‌ – “his virago of a wife,” “preferred woman,” and “hated wife” – to be found in two of the four scattered brief notes James jotted down for the composition of this tale:
 
             
              […] his engaging the demi-mondaine, in Paris, to s’afficher with him in order to force his virago of a wife to divorce him. (1987, 145)8
 
              […] arrangement with cocotte to cover real preferred woman and enable hated wife to bring divorce suit – subject. (1987, 182)
 
            
 
            In “The Special Type,” a man seeks to be sued for divorce by his wife so that he can wed his paramour, and for this reason he asks a third woman to pose publicly as his mistress to provoke his wife without tainting the name of his true lover. To my vision, the two quoted passages, and the entries at large, are effectively mediated by the male schemer’s consciousness, for it is only from his mental standpoint that terms such as “his virago of a wife,” “preferred woman [i.e. his true lover],” and “hated wife” can make any sense. This is surely what Russian theorist Boris Uspensky used to call phraseological point of view (1973, 25–32), that is, how the use of specific naming betrays whose mind represents a given state of affairs, and, in this regard, loaded words amount to highly condensed metarepresentational systems. That the finished tale encodes a different worldview and an adverse ethical judgement of the man’s course of action does not mean that the entries present unmediated fact, but rather that James reconceived the whole enterprise as he moved on to the stage of execution.
 
            Two additional examples of more limited scope will contribute to rounding off the characterization of this type of mediacy. They relate to the conspicuous occurrence of the distancing phrase “as if” in a context of authorially endorsed fact. Studied by Uspensky as a “word of estrangement,” along with similar expressions such as “apparently,” “supposedly,” or “it seemed,” it is a modal operator that naturalizes, via conjecture, the access to (fictional) consciousness (1973, 85–86), and, therefore, introduces degrees of mediacy as it foregrounds the possibility that content is being represented from within the storyworld. If found in a notebook outline, the statement “Lisa turns her eyes from him in deep regret” counts as an authorial fact, or, at least, nothing in it subverts its factuality, whereas “Lisa turns her eyes from him as if in deep regret” denotes some kind of mental operation resulting in a (plausible) conjecture that denies Lisa’s disposition the status of unassailable fact within the storyworld in the making. The entries for “The Bench of Desolation” (1909) and “The Jolly Corner” (1908) contain one “as if” clause each in the following contexts:
 
             
              She sees him suffer – sees him burdened and collapsing – sees him pay for what he has done to her; and she measures and follows this, as if determined to let it go a certain time. (1987, 201)
 
              He breaks open the door and the trouble ceases – as if the spirit had desired to be admitted, that it might interpose, redeem and protect. (1987, 10)
 
            
 
            In the first passage, James is final about the woman’s mental processes; he constructs her mind as of his own authority and leaves little room to doubting that he is recording a string of facts for his own compositional guidance. But he concludes this chain of factuality by disclaiming responsibility for the woman’s determination, which becomes a curious protruding conjecture against a backdrop of certainty. The second case, it seems to me, is less remarkable for two reasons: first, because the spirit’s alleged desire is an isolated mental attribution rather than the culmination of an authorial process of mind-construction, and so its relative textual salience is lower; second, because ascribing a human-like mind to a disembodied supernatural entity and describing its content in factual fashion is a tricky affair, and a conjecture, in these circumstances, appears to be a more natural course of action.
 
            The projected and rendered modes of mediacy just discussed and briefly illustrated must not be taken to form the ends of a quantitative continuum; as suggested above, they rather exist on different qualitative planes. If pressed for conceptual accuracy, one could even say that projected mediacy is not actual mediacy, for it has not yet materialized in the narrative text. It is rather a descriptive plan for the treatment of factuality, which tends to occur as an identifiable textual bulge, a methodological appendage for the author’s compositional benefit, a deliberate testing ground for future developments. Rendered mediacy, for its part, is the genuine article. It is based on the operation of the metarepresentational ability, on the capacity of processing content in relation to storyworld minds and thus of metamorphosing fact into mental state. Its tendency is to be a more elusive phenomenon, often subject to interpretation and controversy just as it happens in standard narrative texts. When he discusses mediacy in his notebook entries, James is a scholar, theorist, or critic; when he renders mediacy, he is an artist – he does not talk of mediacy, but rather imparts it to his materials as they spring from his mind. And if we consider that Stanzel proposed mediacy as the constitutive feature of narrativity, we may be experiencing rudimentary instances of fictional art when we approach his notebook sketches.
 
            In my view, therefore, a unidimensional typology can hardly do justice to the complexity of this phenomenon in James’s early notes. The dichotomous planes of projected and rendered mediacy are, in turn, diversified by what I previously called the axis of textual salience, which accounts for the different levels of visibility or prominence of the signs of both modes of mediacy. While this axis is basically quantitative, scalar, or transitional, the duality between projected and rendered mediacy is binary, qualitative – both types being indeed modulated by issues of textual salience. The prevailing trend is that projected mediacy is more obtrusive than rendered mediacy, which may explain why Stanzel mostly expected, and focused on, the former instead of the latter. But this is just a statistical regularity, not an ontological necessity. Invoking a term popularized by Tamar Yacobi (2001), there is no package deal here – in other words, no type of mediacy inevitably entails a higher or lower degree of visibility. It is true that most of James’s projects of mediacy are rather bold and hard to miss; likewise, rendered mediacy tends to be more tenuous and elusive, as I suggested above in relation to semantically loaded terms. And yet counter-examples exist that further discredit the package deal association. Alongside terms like “preferred woman” or “hated wife” and their cognitive implications, one can find full verbal descriptions of how storyworld minds relate to each other and to represented content cast in the formal grammar of indirect discourse, such as “She knows he knows her views and efforts” or “He is overwhelmed with melancholy and regret – which [his] fiancée sees as jealousy and resents” (1987, 34, 182). Rendered mediacy, therefore, need not be a cryptic procedure. Similarly, not all cases of projected mediacy are bulging artifacts which cannot be overlooked. In his sketch for “The Great Condition” (1899), James prescribes an ironic treatment for the execution of this tale. “I see the thing, at any rate, as distinctively ironic,” he writes (1987, 172). But the term irony and its derivative ironic are by no means cognitively neutral, especially in their dramatic sense, for they imply an uneven distribution of intelligence across storyworld minds. In this sketch, James’s conception of an ironic treatment leads him to outline three unnamed characters, one male and two female, and create differentials of knowledge between them that place one woman at the bottom of the cognitive ladder, while the other woman and the man – and of course the reader – are placed at the top, for they share behind her back a piece of information which she utterly ignores, even if it is crucial to her own fulfilment and happiness. If my reading is sound, then James has adroitly managed to pack a full mediacy programme into the very limited compass of a single word.
 
           
          
            5 Conclusion
 
            Prompted by a rereading of Franz K. Stanzel’s views on the nature of narrative, I have attempted to frame a more focused account of the emergence of mediacy in Henry James’s notebook material. From a speculative angle, the essential move has been to foreground and describe the metarepresentational component of mediacy, especially its role in transmuting authorially-sourced facts into states of mind attributed to storyworld inhabitants – a process that leaves behind a set of variably perceptible linguistic traces which, for obvious reasons, I have called defactualizers. From a more analytic perspective, a direct engagement with James’s notebook entries rather reveals that the idea of mediacy in them amply exceeds the mere quantitative dimension related to perceptual or phenomenological issues. The interplay between what Stanzel understands as mediacy in the notebooks and the evidence from the notebooks themselves suggests the existence of a further binary, qualitative distinction between what I have called projected and rendered mediacy, which, in combination with the quantitative axis of textual salience, forms a bidimensional space that best reflects, I think, the complexity of this emerging phenomenon in James’s notes. What is surprising is that Stanzel customarily bundles both modes of mediacy together,9 thus cancelling the crucial qualitative distinction projected/rendered and coming up with a heterogeneous construct that proves hard to tackle unless analyzed into its constituents. This is, precisely, the task that the present chapter has sought to accomplish.10
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          Notes

          1
            Though both terms emphasize the idea that immediate representation is a sheer impossibility, Monika Fludernik (2010) justifies their separate existence, considering that mediacy refers to Stanzel’s own conception of the narrative text, whereas mediation is the more general process whereby a “deep-structural plot” becomes “a medium-related surface structure” (2010, 127); see also Fludernik (2010, 116), and Meister and Schönert (2009, 23n11).

          
          2
            To my mind, Meister’s and Schönert’s (2009) is the most ambitious and systematic chapter in a volume entirely devoted to narrative perspective and mediation (Hühn, Schmid, and Schönert, Point of View, Perspective, and Focalization: Modeling Mediation in Narrative). Also directly relevant to my object here is Herman’s chapter on cognitive grammar and focalization theory (2009, 119–142).

          
          3
            Other theorists have been equally mesmerized by the immersion in the figural consciousness brought about by radically impersonal, effaced narrators speaking for characters in the storyworld. Wayne C. Booth calls these characters whose minds are pseudo-dramatically reported “unacknowledged narrators,” and argues that “they fill precisely the function of avowed narrators” (1983 [1961], 153). Though more accurate and cautious, Stanzel’s account is rooted in the same kind of fascination that lies behind Booth’s expansive pronouncement.

          
          4
            For instance, he submits that a “common element shared by all three kinds of texts is that mediacy has not yet or only partially found expression in them” (Stanzel 1986, 22). Obviously, he is speaking of “all three kinds of texts,” but thinking only of one, since what he says can only properly apply to plot outlines or sketches noted down before the fact of artistic creation.

          
          5
            In his A Dictionary of Narratology, Gerald Prince also defines mediated narration as a purely narratorial phenomenon – that “in which the narrator’s presence makes itself felt” (2003 [1987], 50). There is no reference whatsoever to the reflector’s mediating role.

          
          6
            To the best of my knowledge, the reference paper in this respect is “Consider the Source: The Evolution of Adaptations for Decoupling and Metarepresentations” (Cosmides and Tooby 2000); additional notes on the handling of contingent information can be found in Sperber (2000, 135), and an experimental approach to how readers of narrative texts keep track of who said what and who knew what is offered in Graesser, Olde, and Klettke (2001). The most thorough application of Cosmides’s and Tooby’s system to narrative theory is to be found in Zunshine’s 2006 book Why We Read Fiction. More compact critical analyses carried out within the metarepresentational frame have been contributed by Iversen (2011), Phelan (2017, 160–177), Marsh (2018: especially 1336–1338), and Álvarez-Amorós (2018, 2021).

          
          7
            Zunshine (2015) takes one step further along this line, and argues that there are two types of mind-embedding or mind-nesting (for her, the units of meaning in fiction): (a) explicit nesting of mental states, which are textually described, and (b) implicit nesting of mental states, which are not textually expressed but rather identified inferentially by readers on the strength of contextual clues, expectations about the functioning of realistic minds, and, in general, a priori (folk‑)knowledge on cognition. Therefore, sociocognitive complexity does not reside only in the text, but rather in the context and especially in the ability, training, and sensitivity to mind of readers and critics. See also Zunshine 2011, especially 350–353.

          
          8
            Only the terms “preferred woman” and “hated wife” occur in the fictional project of this entry; “virago of a wife” is part of the inspirational anecdote supplied by the notorious Vanderbilt divorce case in 1895.

          
          9
            Comments such as “[M]ediacy has not yet or only partially found expression in them,” “It is characteristic of the summary that it says nothing about the form of mediacy […] the form in which a story is narrated,” and “An author’s first outline of the plot of a narrative usually shows the story in a form still lacking narrative mediacy” (1986, 22, 23, 30) are indistinctly used by Stanzel, even if they clearly refer to either mode of mediacy.

          
          10
            This chapter was completed during my term as a Visiting Scholar at the University of California, Berkeley in 2024. My gratitude goes to the Department of English of the said University for its academic hospitality, as well as to the University of Alicante and the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (research grant #PID2020-114255RB-I00) for generously co-funding my visit.
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          Abstract
 
          After the so-called “cognitive turn” (Ibsch 1990; Stockwell 2002, 60), and in the context of a renewed narratology, it is necessary to consider the evolution of the concept of focalization in connection to the study of forms of speech and thought representation in narratives. My aim in this chapter is twofold. On one hand, I intend to explore the role of characters in focalization. To this purpose, I revisit existing typologies of direct speech representation, introducing a new type, which I have called embedded dialogue. Additionally, I draw on empirical studies of the cognitive effects of direct and indirect speech during silent reading to suggest a revision of the literary purposes fulfilled by the direct presentation of characters’ dialogic interaction. This may contribute to a better understanding of the emergence of readers’ storyworld possible selves with non-focalizing characters, as well as of phenomena of narrative perspective at large.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Focalization in narrative fiction
 
            Taking readers’ cognitive activity as a starting point when studying the construction of mental models for characters and their discourse in the context of narrative experiencing, special emphasis has to be placed on the study of narrative perspective and its role in narrative immersion. Some authors (Dancygier 2008; Martínez 2018, 29) rely on Gilles Fauconnier (1985, 1997) in their use of blending theory (Fauconnier and Turner 2002) to this purpose. Elena Semino (2011, 423), on her part, highlights deixis as fundamental both for developing the narrative and during the act of reading. The deictic shifts involved in narrative experiencing are inevitably connected to processes of intersubjectivity, as observed by Patrick Charaudeau (1983, 159):
 
             
              The narrator – by the very fact that he describes his character, explicitly stating that what he says is only “interpretation” (cf. modality marks) – reveals his position of exteriority in relation to the character (which is not the case with an “inside” vision), while at the same time making assumptions about his character’s interiority (he is therefore not “omniscient”). This, it seems to us, is a way of assuming the subjectivity of his enunciation while keeping it at a distance, since he uses a discursive procedure of interpretation which […] he will try to share with the reader. (Charaudeau 1983, 159)
 
            
 
            This procedure is remindful of that formulated by David Herman (2009a), when he considers that focalization encapsulates the way in which the same situation or event can be linguistically encoded according to certain parameters: “A subset of the parameters at issue – namely, those associated specifically with focal adjustment – derives from the enabling and constraining condition of having an embodied, spatiotemporally situated perspective on events” (Herman 2009a, 103).
 
            This is, therefore, a vision that oscillates between the omniscience of the narrator and the voice of characters, who, through their speech, may be seen to function as a prolongation (sometimes, as an exemplification) of the narrator’s enunciation, thus constituting the sum of both perspectives and discourses in their orientation towards the development of the plot. As Carmen Bobes Naves (1992) observes:
 
             
              The two planes, that of the narrator’s monologue, with its own time and space, and that of the dialogue, also situated in its own spatiotemporal coordinates, establish a distance that extends to other orders: valuations, ideologies, contexts, codifications. The linguistic relations established by the monologue as an enveloping form with the dialogue as the object referred to, are organized in a wide network that affects all circumstances, not only linguistic, but also pragmatic and literary. The reader is driven to follow the contents to the area that coherently corresponds to them and must also organize everything in a unique framework, which is also the unique discourse of the narrative text. (Bobes Naves 1992, 121–122).
 
            
 
            Despite this academic awareness of the importance of the narrative representation of characters’ discourse, further attention needs to be paid to direct speech representation and its connection to narrative intersubjectivity. Accordingly, this chapter explores the crucial role played by the narrative representation of characters’ dialogical interactions, with particular attention to direct speech and its varieties, and introduces the concept of embedded dialogue to refer to the simultaneous presentation of past and present dialogues without explicit temporal marking. This type of direct speech representation, common in narratives, contributes to increased intersubjectivity through an overlap of character perspectives, imposing a stronger cognitive demand on readers. Moreover, by looking into narrative perspective through non-focalizing characters, the chapter may also contribute to a better understanding of the emergence of readers’ storyworld possible selves with non-focalizing characters, as well as of phenomena of narrative perspective at large. First, I discuss recent research into the cognitive effects of direct speech representation on readers. Then, I provide a brief overview of the main types of direct speech representation in narratives, to proceed with the introduction of a new direct speech type, which I call embedded dialogue. In all cases, the examples provided are from narrative prose in Spanish and its translation.
 
           
          
            2 Direct speech
 
            
              2.1 Direct discourse: A cognitive perspective
 
              Classical rhetoric envisions three main purposes underlying the inclusion of the voice of the character(s) in a narrative (Lausberg 1991 [1960], 235–241). One is to show characters’ personalities through the ways they express themselves; additionally, to give verisimilitude to the discourse; and, finally, to serve as a variatio to the narration of the facts. It is broadly acknowledged that characters’ style indexes their ideology (Fowler 2003 [1977], 103; Bronwen, 2012, 38) and portrays the diatopic and/or diastratic variation which characterizes their ways of speaking, as is evident in the realist novel, but specially in the European naturalist novel. However, recent cognitive and neuroscience approaches to the study of reader responses suggest that the direct presentation of character’s dialogic exchanges fulfils a fourth and crucial function, namely, facilitating a better recall of what was said (Eerland and Zwaan 2018) through an auditory reflex known as Auditory Perceptual Simulation (APS) (Yao, Belin, and Scheepers 2011), as explained below.
 
              Direct discourse, in any of the modalities indicated above, and including direct thought and interior monologue, may produce different cognitive effects with respect to the narrator’s voice during silent reading. We must start from the premise that reading allows readers to identify with the content of the text because it corresponds to real life experiences (Fludernik 1996, 13) and because it portrays fictional mental states that may correspond to mental states in the real world (Margolin 2003, 28; Palmer 2004, 5; Zunshine 2006, 7). Sharing these fictional mental states involves a deictic shift that may result in engagement (Martinez 2018, 119–120), through a simulator that “allows the cognitive system to construct specific simulations of an entity or event in its absence” (Barsalou 1999, 586).
 
              However, according to the experimental research of Yao and Scheepers (2011), the perception of direct discourse is more vivid and often more engaging than that of indirect discourse. This claim was partially refuted by Eerland, Engelen, and Zwaan (2013), for whom direct and indirect speech influence different levels of representation: direct speech focuses on creating a mental situation of the described situation and on surface structure, while indirect speech focuses on the gist of the utterances and on the situation model (Eerland, Engelen, and Zwaan 2013, 2, 9). However, speech may provide a better recall of the contents of the reported (Eerland, Engelen, and Zwaan 2013, 8; Eerland and Zwaan 2018, 3):
 
               
                Given that direct speech entails a narrative shift (or multiple shifts) whereas indirect speech does not, one might predict–following the research on situation models–that the link between the name of the speaker and what was said is stronger in indirect speech, where the two are not separated by a narrative shift, than in direct speech, where the two are separated by a narrative shift. In other words, whereas direct speech may lead to better memory for exactly what was said […], the prediction here is that it leads to weaker memory of who said what. (Eerland and Zwaan 2018, 3)
 
              
 
              Yao, Belin, and Scheepers (2011) report a further experiment on the cognitive effects of direct speech. According to the authors, silent reading produces an activation of the auditory nerve and auditory cortex, that is, it can be seen to resemble inner speech in that it activates the brain system in the same way as an external voice. This phenomenon is called Auditory Perceptual Simulation (APS): “Specifically, our experiment showed that voice-selective areas in the auditory cortex become more activated during silent reading of direct speech as opposed to meaning-equivalent indirect speech statements” (Yao, Belin, and Scheepers 2011, 3150). This auditory reflex has also been noted by Perrone-Bertolotti et al. (2012), Petkov and Belin (2013), Perrone-Bertolotti et al. (2014), Zhou, Garnsey, and Christianson (2019), Alderson-Day et al. (2020), or Nalborczyk et al. (2023), among others. As Perrone-Bertolotti et al. (2012) explain:
 
               
                Sustained inner voice activation is not an automatic process occurring systematically in response to any written word. It is clearly enhanced when participants read attentively (to understand and memorize sentences) and minimized when words are not processed attentively. (Perrone et al. 2012, 17560)
 
              
 
              Furthermore, this inner voice seems to coincide with the voice of the reader (Yao, Belin, and Scheepers 2011, 3147). Indeed, inner speech is one of the essential phenomena of human consciousness, involving the interaction of language and thought, and producing an activation of Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas in the inferior parietal lobe. The activation of the auditory nerve and auditory cortex during silent reading implies that this and overt speech share a common brain network, although inner speech activates other distinct areas as well (Perrone-Bertolotti et al. 2014, 223), namely, those involved in reading, naming, word stem completion, letter naming, animal name, word repetition, verb generation, verb reading, noun reading, verbal semantic fluency (category word generation), paced auditory serial, verb production and naming task. Moreover, research by Ladislas Nalborczyk et al. (2023) indicates that inner speech and inner hearing involve the activation of different brain areas, leading to different effects: inner speech is related to an embodied motor-sensory simulation that constructs a multisensory experience, and inner hearing consists in a memory retrieval process in which a multisensory experience is actualized.
 
              This suggests that the use of direct speech not only implies a greater impact on the subjectivity of narrative discourse, since it reproduces the literal words of the character’s speech without apparent mediation, but also the impact of this type of discourse on the reader’s memory, with a greater degree of fixation of the content than with other types of discourse represented, such as indirect discourse. This phenomenon represents a fourth function, of a cognitive nature, of the use of this type of speech representation, together with the three formulated by classical rhetoric – characterization, verisimilitude, variation. In addition, the silent reading of direct speech seems to result in a series of neural processes that lead to inner speech with results similar to those of the reception of everyday speech (Petkov and Belin 2013; Zhou, Garnsey and Christianson 2019; Alderson-Day et al. 2020). In this sense, inner speech encapsulates, on the one hand, the linguistic nature of consciousness and thought, and, on the other, the relationship of this inner voice with other everyday linguistic mechanisms with which it shares the activity of certain brain areas. Therefore, direct speech is of great importance in terms of both the construction and interpretation of the narrative text, and its potential cognitive effects.
 
             
            
              2.2 Direct speech: Description and typology
 
              Direct speech, or the literal representation of a character’s words and utterances, has accompanied the evolution of the fictional narrative genre from its very origins. As José Ángel García Landa (1998, 337) puts it, the character’s voice belongs to the story, while the narrator’s voice is the one that develops the discourse. In other words, the characters’ utterances are embedded within the larger utterance of the narrative text as a whole. According to Carmen Bobes Naves (1992, 124), narrative dialogue is characterized by the frequent use of personal, spatial and temporal deictics; by the variation of verb tenses according to the situation; by the appearance of the imperative, expressing a conative relationship and involved in the production of direct performative utterances; by the use of interrogative, exhortative or exclamatory sentences; by a frequency of axiological signals, such as nouns and verbs of semantic fields marked positively or negatively; and by the use of metalinguistic formulae to clarify or qualify what has been said, which affects the phatic function of language. All these dialogue construction procedures are a product of the discursive interaction between the interlocutors.
 
              In her discussion of speech and though representation, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan (1991 [1982]) draws on the typology established by Brian MacHale (1983) to differentiate two types of narrative direct speech: direct speech – with verbum dicendi and dash, colon and quotation marks, or a speech tag – intended to convey the literalness of the character’s words; and free direct speech, where no marks of any kind appear, and the character’s speech is reproduced literally, in such a way that the narrator’s voice and the character’s voice are merged (Rimmon-Kenan 1991 [1982], 109–110). However, this typology does not exhaust the possibilities for the narrative rendering of characters’ dialogical interactions. Among these is pseudo-dialogue, which involves an apparent lack of sequential correspondence between the characters’ utterances within the same enunciation (Mustajoki, Sherstikova, and Tuomarla 2018). In this chapter I argue for the inclusion of a further type of direct speech representation, which I call embedded dialogue, as it purports the insertion of previous character-to-character exchanges as part of a direct speech exchange at reference time in the narrative. Three of these speech representation types – pseudo-dialogue, free direct speech, and embedded dialogue – may involve higher cognitive demands on readers, and will, accordingly, be further described and compared below.
 
             
           
          
            3 Revisiting narrative direct speech types
 
            While the narrative representation or characters’ direct speech is commonly accompanied by textual marks such as inverted commas, other types of direct speech representation may lack explicit textual marking and, consequently, require not only a greater cognitive effort on the part of readers, but also a finer grained classification system on the part of the analyst. These less explicit direct speech types are pseudo-dialogue, free direct discourse, and what I will call embedded dialogue. These will be further explained and exemplified below.
 
            
              3.1 Pseudo-dialogue
 
              If we consider pseudodialogue from a linguistic point of view, we find that its essential feature is the absence of response from the potential interlocutor. As stated by Mustajoki, Sherstinova and Tuomarla (2018), pseudodialogue can be of four main types: the pseudodialogue held with a human receiver who maintains a secondary or non-acting role, even if present, as in the example from the Spanish novelist Juan García Hortelano (2017 [1979]) below; the pseudodialogue with an absent person or with a fictitious interlocutor (such as dialoguing with someone who appears on TV); the pseudodialogue held with non-human interlocutors (pets, plants, etc.); and, finally, the pseudo-dialogue with oneself, in the form of a succession of monologues. Consider this example from Juan García Hortelano’s (2017) Cuentos Completos, with the discontinuity marked in italics:
 
               
                – I was lucky too. Change at Châtelet and straight to Saint-Sulpice, no more shitty transfers. Aren’t you tired?
 
                – Tired? No, my feet hurt a little. Because of the new shoes. Are you tired?
 
                – Friday is a holiday –said Visita–. We can meet at the same place today.
 
                – Matilde’s face widened into a smile as tight as muscles, laughing like that sudden light in her brown eyes.
 
                – I had forgotten that on Friday … How nice! Oh, hey, I still owe you for the first day out, huh? Since we haven’t spent any money this afternoon … (García Hortelano, 2017 [1979], 231) [my translation] [my italics]

              
 
              As can be seen in the proposed example, there is no direct semantic correspondence between Matilde’s question (“Are you tired?”) and Visita’s answer (“Friday is holiday”), which may produce a break in linear coherence, since the speaker does not seem to provide the requested answer to the question “Are you tired?”1 In any case, through this seeming lack of topic continuity a new theme is introduced: the Friday holiday and the possibility of a new date. Linear coherence may be hindered, but not global coherence, which affects narrative macrostructure: the reference remains the same, as does the meaning of the text (the meeting of two Spaniards in Paris).
 
              A pseudo-dialogue may also appear where there is not even a change of topic, but the reference and the topic never make a complete turn in the conversation, and the answers do not imply semantic continuity that affects the global coherence of the dialogue. Consider the following example, where the discontinuity has also been marked with italics:
 
               
                – Hello – Satur greeted.
 
                – Hello, I am sorry for your loss.
 
                – Thank you. Ramón told me confidentially that you are going on indefinite leave.
 
                – Have you buried him yet?
 
                – This morning. An hour ago.
 
                – How did you get here, man?
 
                – The women stayed in the house. Praying the rosary. My mother, the cousins, aunt Patrocinio, aunt Patrocinio’s son … You know what these misfortunes are like. (García Hortelano 2017 [1979], 348) [my translation] [my italics]
 
              
 
              As can be observed in the two examples above, pseudo-dialogue, considered from the point of view of coherence (linear and/or global), raises questions that have an impact on the semantic and discursive levels, including the possibility of a thematic turn in the conversation, in a more limited or more continuous way.
 
             
            
              3.2 Free direct speech
 
              An eminently literary structure of dialogue organisation is free direct speech, in which the interlocutors are not explicitly mentioned and there are no direct discursive marks. In this way, the narrative voice and the voice of the characters are imbricated, to the point that the reader’s capacity of inference must adequately distribute the speech of each character. For example, consider this fragment by Antonio Muñoz Molina (2015 [2009]), on the assumption of a male and a female character, who were lovers:
 
               
                It’s not the changes that have occurred during their separation, but the reality not seen when it was there every day. They felt their way at first, asking neutral questions. I see you’ve had a haircut; this morning, before I left on the trip, do you like it? Of course I do; you don’t like it; I have to get used to it; you always wore it longer and curlier, I didn’t have time to go to a hair dresser. Neither one has said the other’s name yet. (Muñoz Molina 2015 [2009], 598) [my italics]
 
              
 
              But it is also possible that we do not know the characters beforehand, and the reader must infer who is speaking according to certain ideological and/or diastratic and/or diatopic features, as, for example, in this fragment by Claudia Piñeiro (2023):
 
               
                Let’s leave aside insects and fumigations and get back to the point: a woman wants to kill a woman. Are you talking about Bonar or Inés? Bonar wants to, Inés has already done it. And they kill them as women? No. Yes. Being your husband’s mistress is “womanhood”? In a certain way. You too, don’t be prudish. So? So it’s not femicide. Yes, it is. In femicide a man kills a woman. I don’t agree. A man kills a woman, obviously. But what if he kills a woman, another woman, as a woman? (Piñeiro 2023, 61) [my translation]
 
              
 
              In these two examples, it is the reader’s task to assign speech moves to the corresponding character, which implies a greater inferential effort than if this were explicitly indicated. In fact, in everyday speech, other resources would frequently be necessary, such as assigning each direct speech contribution to a name, or attributing different tones of voice, among others.
 
             
            
              3.3 Embedded dialogue
 
              In contrast to pseudo-dialogue and free direct speech, the dialogical modality that I call embedded dialogue, or the simultaneous presentation of temporally unsequential characters’ utterances and dialogues, may provide readers with a more complete view of the development of the plot, by means of analepsis or prolepsis. Thus, in a succession of conversational exchanges, some utterances occur in the present, while one (or more) of the characters’ dialogues are with another character in a past or future situation.
 
              Embedded dialogue can be of two types, which I shall call embedded dialogue 1 (ED1) and embedded dialogue 2 (ED2). ED1 is the simplest form of embedded dialogue, consisting in the insertion of dialogue by means of direct speech (with quotations and verbum dicendi) into the speech of one of the speakers in a conversation. This can be found in this example by Miguel Delibes (2009 [1966]):
 
               
                […] but tell me something, come on, please, why didn’t you ever read me your verses or even tell me that you wrote them. If it wasn’t for Elviro, I’d be in the dark, you see, but I had no idea, and then it turns out that you wrote verses and Elviro told me that you once wrote one in my eyes, what an illusion! Elviro told me, you see, one day, out of the blue, he said to me: “does Mario read his verses to you,” and I was over the moon, “what verses?,” and then he told me, he told me, I swear, “knowing you, I’m not surprised that he didn’t dedicate one to your eyes,” and I blushed […] (Delibes 2009 [1966], 47) [my translation] [my italics]
 
              
 
              However, embedded dialogue is not always explicitly signaled as in the example above. Rather, it can frequently occur without any formal indication, in ways similar to free direct speech, but also frequently involving the topic dislocations typical of pseudo-dialogue. This is what I call embedded dialogue 2 (ED2). Consider this example from Luis Landero’s novel Lluvia Fina (2019), which alternates instances of ED1 and ED2 (italics). Andrea and Aurora, two characters in the novel, are talking. Both are sisters-in-law (Andrea is Gabriel’s sister and Aurora his wife). In turn, Andrea and Sonia are sisters at odds over their love for Horacio: Horacio married Sonia and it was hell, while he had a brief erotic relationship with Andrea, who idealized him. These clashes have led to the cancellation of a family party. Here, the dialogue, developed in the present, is mixed with a past dialogue, related through an analepsis in the form of simultaneous narration: the excerpt relates Andrea and Aurora’s conversation in the present, but, embedded in it, the reader is presented with the simultaneous account of Sonia and Andrea’s previous conversation, also presented in the present tense and in italics in the example:
 
               
                – I couldn’t help it, Aurora – said Andrea –. As soon as I found out that Gabriel had cancelled the party because of Sonia, I was furious. I held back, waiting for my rage to pass, but in the end, I couldn’t take it anymore and I called her and told her out of the blue how she had dared to humiliate Horacio that way, I told her that forbidding Horacio to go to the birthday party was offending the girls and the whole family.
 
                – No wonder Mom got angry and said that without Horatio there was no party worth having. Without Horatio, I wouldn’t go either, because I too am gravely offended by you.
 
                – Why are you so cruel, Sonia, why do you hate him so much? You were not content with destroying his life, you still enjoy making him suffer. I never thought your perfidy would go so far. Fuck dark horse! You’re hypocrite, you’re calamitous, you’re harmful.
 
                – Is that what you told her?
 
                – I couldn’t help it, and I don’t regret it.
 
                – And what did Sonia say?
 
                – Me? – said Sonia – I’ll destroy his life? What do you know about Horacio and me? You don’t even know what you’re talking about.
 
                – What do you mean, I don’t know? – said Andrea. I know as much or more than you do. I know everything.
 
                – Oh, I get it – said Sonia. Of course, you must have talked to your beloved Horacio, and he must have told you who knows what.
 
                – The truth, that’s what he told me, just the truth.
 
                – The truth? You have no idea, you have no fucking idea who Horatio is.
 
                – And there I felt the drums beating, and I reached the height of my indignation. […] (Landero 2019, 191–192) [my translation] [my italics]
 
              
 
              As can be observed, the dialogue between Andrea and Sonia is inserted in the dialogue between Andrea and Aurora in order to show the reader the contents whose manifestation is necessary to complete the information to be transmitted (to Aurora / to the reader). Certainly, this embedded information – from Andrea’s conversation with Sonia – could have been conveyed through the use of ED1 only, that is, with quotations and verbum dicendi as in Delibes’ example above. However, through the use of ED2 readers are invited to partake of both discursive levels: the time of speaking at reference time in the novel – Andrea’s conversation with Aurora – and a time of speaking previous to reference time – Andrea’s previous conversation with Sonia – in the absence of explicit spatial, temporal, and personal indexing information. In this type of dialogue organization, thus, linear coherence is broken, as in the case of pseudo-dialogue, but not global coherence, since the contents of the embedded exchange are of direct relevance to the ongoing topic of the conversation. However, although relevance and topic are here maintained, the reader’s capacity for inference must establish who the respective interlocutors and times of speaking are, and engage in deictic center shifts into underspecified spatio-temporal and personal parameters, in such a way that the contexts and respective presuppositions are correctly inferred, as well as the particular structures of each dialogue and their connection to textual macrostructure. This undoubtedly poses a further cognitive demand on readers. Given the immersive effects of direct speech representation observed by research into the cognitive activity of engaged readers, as presented in the opening section of this chapter, embedded dialogue, particularly ED2, seems to be a type of direct speech representation that deserves further narratological attention due to its role in the multilayered construction of character perspective and, consequently, in the intersubjective construction of meaning across characters and readers.
 
             
           
          
            4 Conclusion
 
            This chapter has aimed to throw further light on narrative focalization and perspective through characters’ dialogical interactions by calling attention to embedded dialogue as an underexplored form of direct speech representation with a bearing on the textual and readerly construction of character perspective. After briefly revising some key issues in focalization and in the narrative representation of character’s speech, I have focused on narrative direct speech, considering its potential cognitive effects and textual manifestations, as well as its narrative functions. In this context, I have argued for the inclusion of a further type of character speech representation, which I have called embedded dialogue, to be distinguished from both pseudo-dialogue and free direct speech. Embedded dialogue cuts across these two to present a dialogic exchange previous to reference time, thus disrupting linear coherence as in pseudo-dialogue, but maintaining topic coherence as in free direct speech. Moreover, the underspecification of the spatio-temporal parameters and/or the interlocutors of the embedded exchange similarly challenges readers’ inferential effort and may result in increased cognitive activity.
 
            My study has also considered the narrative functions of direct speech, arguing that the three traditionally acknowledged – a) to introduce a variatio in the narrator’s discourse, b) to show the character’s ideology, and c) to lend verisimilitude to the story by introducing the diatopic and diastratic varieties belonging to the character’s speech – should be enlarged to include a fourth function of a cognitive nature, namely, d) to prompt a mental image of the represented speech and the situation described, in addition to generating an Auditory Perceptual Simulation (APS) (Yao, Belin, and Scheepers 2011) which produces, during silent reading, the same effects on the brain as real speech. In this respect, empirical studies reporting the activation of the auditory nerve and the auditory cortex, as well as other brain areas, during silent reading suggests a connection between the neural effects of direct speech representation and inner speech, in ways similar to the stream of consciousness phenomena typical of human mentalizing. Given the crucial role of direct speech in the construction of (non)focalizing character perspective, the richness of its narrative representation undoubtedly deserves further research.
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            However, Grice’s maxim of Relevance may invite hearers’ to infer a connection between being tired and the onset of the weekend.
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          Abstract
 
          Fictional dialogues can provide invaluable cues regarding characters’ mental patterns and emotional states, to be used by readers in their character-construction processes. The present chapter examines the dialogic exchanges between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy at the Netherfield estate in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (2014 [1813]), in order to explore these characters’ use of speech acts (Austin 1976 [1962]) and of language of emotion and speech and thought representation. Particular attention is paid to the potential bearing of these linguistic choices on readers’ construction of those characters’ dispositions and central emotions. The results shed light on how fictional dialogues may influence the construction of mental models for fictional characters (Palmer 2004; Shen 2005; Zunshine 2011; Álvarez-Amorós 2020; Stockwell 2020 [2002]) to create an illusion of reality which invites readers to actively ascribe and adapt characters’ emotional states to their own experience (Schneider 2001, 2013; Martínez 2018).
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Characters are a crucial element of fiction, and their study has become a central concern in cognitive narratology (Fludernik 2005, 43; Jannidis 2014, 32; Herman 2014, 52–54). This expands the traditional consideration of character beyond its functional status of semiotic sign stemming from formalist and structuralist notions (Heidbrink 2010, 73) and directs attention towards its “transcending qualities” (Heidbrink 2010, 79). Moreover, according to Margolin’s discussion of literary characters (1987, 108), possible world semantics endows these fictional entities with “human-like properties,” such as social skills and mental activity. Therefore, character construction aligns information “with a figure in a text so as to provide a character in the fictional world with a certain property, or properties, concerning body, mind, behavior, or relations to the (social) environment” (Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider 2010, 32). It is in this sense that the concepts of character and character construction are key to understanding narratives and their emotional underpinnings inside and outside storyworlds.
 
            Characterization is further described as the specific and “overall process and result” (Jannidis 2014, 31) of ascribing and attributing properties to a character, “to which both the text and the recipient contribute” (Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider 2010, 34). This process should not be perceived as self-contained, but constructed as part of the storyworld through narrative communication (Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider 2010, 35; Jannidis 2014, 31). Accordingly, character construction establishes a communicative connection between the text and the reader based on inferential cues of a linguistic, cognitive and pragmatic nature. Among these inferential cues, fictional dialogues stand as anchors for defining characters’ mental patterns and emotions (Dijkstra et al. 1994) and can shed light on how readers mentally construct characters on the basis of how they communicate with one another. Therefore, to analyze how readers can approach the described mind and emotions of fictional characters based on “their narrated verbal and non-verbal behavior” (Martínez 2018, 9), this study is concerned with characters’ verbal behavior and the role of style in context (Busse 2017; Hoffman 2017) – that is to say, with pragmatics connected to fictional utterances and dialogues. To investigate this cognitive-pragmatic dimension of characters’ utterances (Bernaerts 2010; Semino 2014; Culpeper and Fernández-Quintanilla 2017), the present analysis focuses on the dialogic interactions of Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet at Netherfield, in Jane Austen’s masterpiece Pride and Prejudice (2014 [1813]), with attention to their indirect presentation of emotion and disposition. The aim is to investigate how communicative strategies of a pragmatic nature in these dialogues, particularly regarding the use of speech acts, may relate to the emergence of emotional and cognitive patterns in readers’ processes of character construction (Schneider 2001, 2013; Palmer 2004; Margolin 2007, 2010; Bednarek 2008; Stockwell 2020 [2002]).
 
            Pride and Prejudice is a novel of manners (Marsh 1998, 28), which depicts the rural life of the Bennet family in late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century England (Rogers 2006, liii–lxii). The main character is Elizabeth Bennet, the second of the five unmarried daughters of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet. Elizabeth meets the wealthy Mr. Darcy, who has a reputation of being proud and haughty, very early in the novel. These two characters develop an acquaintance in which they mostly prejudge and misunderstand each other for the first half of the novel, leading to mixed feelings and miscommunication. This makes Pride and Prejudice an ideal test-ground to explore the dynamics of lively character-to-character exchanges which highlight the role of fictional dialogues as a powerful characterization technique.
 
            These characters, Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy, and their love story are crucial to the novel’s reputation throughout the years. On the one hand, Elizabeth has been described as a “witty, self-confident” heroine (Morgan 1975, 54) who, guided by skepticism and deviance from social traditions for women (Brown 1973; Greenfield 2006; Rossato 2015), finds her way out of traditional marriage to follow her own mind and feelings. Elizabeth’s communicative and psychological attitudes are therefore central to her depiction. This centrality of mind and speech also applies to Darcy’s characterization, which is belied by his appeal to sensitivity (Brown 1973, 331) and his “reputation for taciturnity, even moroseness” (Page 2011 [1972], 30). Accordingly, the analysis of the speech acts most frequently found in these two characters’ dialogic interactions with each other is expected to illustrate the extent to which these literary observations may comply with the characters’ actual use of language while at Netherfield, the country house where the early stages of their acquaintance are established.
 
            The chapter will first present an overview of fictional minds and how a character’s mental activity can be explored by analyzing linguistic cues. Then, Speech Act theory will be briefly explained as underlining the cognitive-pragmatic dimension of fictional utterances. This will be followed by an account of the methodology used, and the analysis itself. The methodology includes a mixed methods analytical approach using the software MAXQDA 2022 (VERBI Software 2021). The analysis has two main aims: the first is to explore the impact of speech acts as linguistic cues prompting inferences about characters’ intentions and emotions; and the second is to find traces of mental activity linked to characters’ emotions and dispositions within the investigated dialogues, which may influence the construction of Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s fictional minds by readers. Firstly, a quantitative analysis of annotated keywords of emotion, speech and thought representation will be provided to identify linguistic references to mental activity. Secondly, there will be a qualitative analysis of speech acts in these characters’ utterances in the selected narrative episodes of Pride and Prejudice, to further identify and support the presence of cognitive-pragmatic patterns depicting the characters’ dispositions. The results show that Elizabeth’s utterances present a predominance of keywords of speech, positive emotions, and representative, or assertive, speech acts. On the other hand, Darcy’s utterances include a higher number of keywords related to thought representation, and a similar predominance of positive emotion keywords, but present a balance between representative and directive speech acts. This may contribute significant features to readers’ character construction from an early stage, confirming Elizabeth as assertive, confident and spirited (Anderson 1975) and, conversely, presenting Darcy as a reflective and prudent character (Sherry 1979, 619), but not as taciturn or morose (Page 2011 [1972], 30). Darcy is as assertive as Elizabeth, additionally using linguistic strategies – directive speech acts – seemingly aimed at orienting Elizabeth’s behavior.
 
           
          
            2 Fictional dialogues and character construction
 
            Language is “a window onto the mind” (Hamilton 2002, 2) and, while reading fiction, readers engage in constructing characters’ minds, narrative meanings, and fictional worlds (Palmer 2002, 2004). As Margolin (1987, 107) states, “character is studied as speech position or constitutive role in the process of narrative transmission or communication. […] Questions are asked about the origin of utterances, […] and the number and interrelations of narrative levels.” Leech and Short (2007 [1981], 137) similarly highlight an interest in “imaginary speech” as a resort to convey character and hidden intentions. In this regard, character-level inferences may not have been sufficiently researched due to their fictionality (Culpeper and Fernández-Quintanilla 2017), but the pragmatics of fictional dialogues and of characters’ direct speech can provide useful insights into some of the emotional patterns present in fiction (Weizman 2004; Bednarek 2008; Langlotz 2017).
 
            As argued by Nykänen and Koivisto (2016, 3), “[c]onversational exchanges between characters have been evaluated by examining how effortlessly or reliably an author manages to create an illusion of everyday speech, one that is similar to natural conversations between living and breathing human beings.” Accordingly, the present study regards fictional dialogues as the closest renderings of face-to-face communication (Leech and Short 2007 [1981], 128–134; Landert 2017, 500), revealing emotional patterns with a bearing on character construction (Palmer 2004), and in turn ascribable and adaptable to individual readers’ own experience (Martínez 2018). In this sense, the reading of characters’ dialogues can contribute to mind-reading (Zunshine 2006, 2011; Álvarez-Amorós 2020), and unite cognitive linguistics and literary analyses. As previously mentioned, Pride and Prejudice, with its prominent presence of character-to-character dialogues, provides an ideal test-ground for this joint analysis. As Norman Page (2011 [1972], 139–140) states in his description of Jane Austen’s style in the novel:
 
             
              [h]er skill in dialogue has been widely praised, but what has not so often been remarked on, and hardly at all investigated in detail, is the subtle yet sure differentiation she effects between the speech of various characters. Her purpose is not simply to exploit idiosyncrasies for their own sake, but to enlist speech in the cause of more refined character-portrayal. (Page 2011 [1972], 139–140).
 
            
 
            This encompassing perspective on dialogues therefore relies on stylistics, cognitive narratology, and cognitive linguistics as catalysts for the study of language use (van Peer and Graf 2002; Barcelona and Valenzuela 2011), while simultaneously exploring the textual prompting for readers’ mental construction of characters. Within these paradigms, discourse plays a fundamental role in the identification of thought-processing patterns and cognitive habits (Fowler 2003 [1977]; Semino 2002; Leech and Short 2007 [1981]; Lugea 2022), relevant to the development of cognitive models through inferencing in fiction (Schneider 2001, 2013; Palmer 2004; Margolin 2007; Dancygier 2011; Martínez 2018; Stockwell 2020 [2002]).
 
           
          
            3 The role of pragmatics: Speech Act theory
 
            Inferences drawn from textual cues frequently guide readers’ assessment of which information can be useful for constructing characters (Jannidis 2014, 37). Within cognitive linguistics and stylistics, pragmatic approaches have gradually gained ground and offered illuminating conclusions regarding reader engagement (Fludernik 2005; Walsh 2005; Nykänen and Koivisto 2016; Culpeper and Fernández-Quintanilla 2017). When looking at pragmatic possibilities in fiction, Walsh (2005, 152) remarks on the property of “fictionality” as “a rhetorical resource integral to the direct and serious use of language within a real-world communicative framework” which accounts for the presence of communicative strategies in literary works. In order to access the “communicative dimension” of emotions (Langlotz 2017, 520) in fictional dialogues, this analysis applies Speech Act theory (Austin 1976 [1962]; Searle 1969, 1976; Levinson 2013 [1983]) to the exploration of the related linguistic mechanisms connected to characterization, regarding speech acts – understood as actions “done in the process of speaking” (Sadock 2004, 53) – as inferential vectors for the intentions ingrained in character-to-character utterances in fictional prose (Bernaerts 2010). As Culpeper and McIntyre (2010, 186) note, “the link between characterization and speech acts is fundamental.” In other words, speech acts in fictional utterances may be indicative of characters’ cognitive and emotional patterns and influence readers’ character-construction activity.
 
            Speech acts were initially classified by Austin (1976 [1962]), followed by Searle’s (1976) reformulated proposal, into five kinds of actions following five types of utterance: representatives, directives, commissives, expressives, and declarations. ​According to Levinson (2013 [1983], 240), when using representatives speakers commit themselves to the truth of the proposition, as with stating or explaining (Example 1). With directives, speakers attempt to influence addressees’ behavior by, for instance, asking or challenging (Example 2). ​With commissives speakers commit themselves to engaging in certain future actions. Some examples are promising or vowing (Example 3). Expressives index emotional states. Some examples are apologizing and welcoming (Example 4). Finally, declarations inflict direct changes in an institutional state of affairs, such as marrying or pronouncing a sentence in court. No examples of declarations have been found in the studied extracts of Pride and Prejudice, so they will not be included in the present analysis:
 
             
              (1) You wanted me, I know, to say ‘Yes’, that you might have the pleasure of despising my taste (Austen 2014 [1813], 61).
 
              (2) Do you talk by rule then, while you are dancing? (Austen 2014 [1813], 107).
 
              (3) I really cannot laugh at it. You are safe from me. [emphasis in original] (Austen 2014 [1813], 68).
 
              (4) I am sorry you think so; (Austen 2014 [1813], 110).
 
            
 
            Example (1) contains two examples of representatives, since Elizabeth is asserting her interpretation of Mr. Darcy’s previous question, through which he asks her if she likes dancing reels and is indirectly inviting her to dance. Example (2) contains a directive speech act, since Mr. Darcy is asking Elizabeth a question which expects a reply in return. In example (3) Elizabeth is promising not to laugh at Mr. Darcy, who previously described his temper and his fault as being very resentful once he loses his good opinion of others. In (4), Mr. Darcy is apologizing to Elizabeth, since she thinks they do not share the same taste for books or feeling about reading.
 
            As can be observed, speech acts entail a specific performative force (Austin 1970, quoted in Levison 2013 [1983], 236). As Levison (2013 [1983], 236) explains, “Austin isolates three basic senses in which in saying something one is doing something, and hence three kinds of acts that are simultaneously performed.” These three kinds of acts are: the locutionary act, defined as “the utterance of a sentence with determinate sense and reference” (Levinson 2013 [1983], 236); the illocutionary act, which is the most associated with the notion of speech act and understood as “the making of a statement, offer, promise, etc., in uttering a sentence, by virtue of the conversational force associated with it (or with its explicit performative paraphrase)” [emphasis in original] (Levinson 2013 [1983], 236); and the perlocutionary act, that is, “the bringing about of effects on the audience by means of uttering a sentence, such effects being special to the circumstances of utterance” (Levinson 2013 [1983], 236). As a result, this study is concerned with identifying the illocutionary force in Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s utterances in some of their Netherfield exchanges, such as promising or commanding, to discuss their intended actions and message, and connect their linguistic behavior with their dispositions and emotions.
 
           
          
            4 Methodology
 
            
              4.1 Data
 
              The analyzed data consist of three dialogues between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy found in chapters ten, eleven, and eighteen of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (2014 [1813], 60–61, 67, 107–111). These dialogues are held in the first half of the novel and during their encounters at the Netherfield estate, one of the work’s prominent country houses whose setting is emblematic for characterization and action (McCann 1964, 65–70). Netherfield is being rented by Mr. Bingley, Elizabeth’s older sister’s love interest, and is also where Mr. Darcy, as Mr. Bingley’s best friend, is staying. The first two sets of dialogues take place during Elizabeth’s temporary stay at Netherfield to look after her older sister, Jane, who fell ill while visiting Miss Bingley, Mr. Bingley’s sister. This stay happens shortly after Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy meet at a ball in chapter three, where he mentioned that Elizabeth is “tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me” [emphasis in original] (Austen 2014 [1813], 12), and she overheard it. The third and longest dialogue is held during the ball celebrated at Netherfield in chapter eighteen, when Mr. Darcy has already developed feelings for Elizabeth.
 
              The data were manually compiled in a Word document first and imported into the mixed methods analysis software MAXQDA 2022 for the analysis. Regarding their distribution in MAXQDA 2022, the data encompass a total of 39 paragraphs in direct speech, 20 corresponding to Elizabeth Bennet – 24 coded segments in MAXQDA 2022 – and 19 to Mr. Darcy – 22 coded segments in MAXQDA 2022. The results, based on lists of coded elements imported from the software, will be displayed and discussed in the Analysis section.
 
             
            
              4.2 Procedure
 
              The analysis incorporates corpus-stylistic notions used in the study of characters’ mental activity and of the pragmatic forces at work in fiction (Zyngier 2008; McIntyre and Archer 2010; Mahlberg 2012). Although there is scholarship that uses a corpus linguistic approach to Jane Austen’s novels (Fischer-Starcke 2010), not many examine speech acts in her work (Nolan-Grant 2009, Leech and Short 2007 [1981]). The chapter’s mixed methods methodology and analysis, therefore, seek to contribute to research in this area and provide further insights into the cognitive-pragmatic nature of Pride and Prejudice’s fictional dialogues in terms of character construction. First, a Word document was created containing Elizabeth Bennet’s and Mr. Darcy’s manually compiled utterances during their conversations at the Netherfield estate, taken from the Vintage Classics imprint’s edition of the novel (2014 [1813]). The Word document was later imported to MAXQDA 2022 for coding and annotating. After this, the data were divided into two different documents within the software: one for the quantitative analysis and one for the qualitative one. Different code systems were created for each document to annotate and target the relevant data.
 
              First, a quantitative analysis of annotated keywords for emotion and for speech and thought representation was carried out, with the aim of identifying linguistic traces of mental activity linked to the characters’ emotions potentially relevant to the subsequent speech act analysis. This quantitative analysis was implemented in two stages. It started with the annotation of keywords related to the semantic fields of emotion and of speech and thought representation, such as speak or imagine (Semino and Short 2004; Leech and Short 2007 [1981]). These keywords were grouped into three different categories – keywords for emotion, keywords for speech, and keywords for thought. Additionally, the Sentiment analysis tool of MAXQDA 2022 was used to classify the identified emotion keywords into positive and negative values. Then, Word Clouds of the annotated keywords for emotion, speech and thought representation were added to support the ensuing qualitative analysis.
 
              Subsequently, the qualitative part of the analysis focused on Elizabeth Bennet’s and Mr. Darcy’s speech acts in the data and followed two steps. Firstly, the speech acts used were classified and coded as representatives, directives, commissives, expressives or declarations, and completed by the identification of their illocutionary force (Austin 1976 [1962]; Searle 1976; Levinson 2013 [1983]), such as asserting, commanding or promising. The categories for each speech act were coded individually, which allowed the addition of the illocutionary force of each speech act to the same code and thus expand analytical possibilities, for instance, “representative (assertion)” or “representative (explanation).” Subsequently, an assessment of the obtained quantitative and qualitative results was carried out, based on how the quantitative data, alongside the qualitative analysis of the identified speech acts, might relate to the readers’ construction of these two characters according to their communicated dispositions and emotions.
 
             
           
          
            5 Analysis and results
 
            
              5.1 Quantitative analysis: Annotated keywords of emotion, speech, and thought
 
              The quantitative analysis consisted in the annotation of keywords related to the semantic fields of a) emotion and of b) speech and thought representation. The data were tagged as keywords for emotion (EKW), speech (SKW), and thought (TKW), as shown in examples (5) and (6):
 
               
                (5) ‘Oh!’ said she, ‘I heard [SKW] you before, but I could not immediately determine what to say [SKW] in reply [SKW]. You wanted [EKW] me, I know [TKW], to say [SKW] “Yes”, that you might have the pleasure [EKW] of despising [EKW] my taste; but I always delight [EKW] in overthrowing those kind of schemes, and cheating a person of their premeditated [TKW] contempt [EKW]. I have, therefore, made up my mind [TKW] to tell [SKW] you, that I do not want [EKW] to dance a reel at all – and now despise [EKW] me if you dare.’ [emphasis mine] (MAXQDA 2022, Pos. 4, Elizabeth sample)
 
              
 
               
                (6) ‘No’ – said Darcy, ‘I have made no such pretension [SKW]. I have faults enough, but they are not, I hope [EKW], of understanding [TKW]. My temper I dare not vouch for. – It is, I believe [TKW], too little yielding [EKW] – certainly too little for the convenience of the world. I cannot forget [TKW] the follies and vices of others so soon as I ought, nor (page 68) their offences against myself. My feelings [EKW] are not puffed [EKW] about with every attempt to move [EKW] them. My temper would perhaps be called resentful [EKW]. My good opinion [TKW], once lost, is lost for ever.’ [emphasis mine] (MAXQDA 2022, Pos. 8, Darcy sample)
 
              
 
              
                5.1.1 Keywords for emotion and Sentiment analysis
 
                In terms of individual codes, the first category, labelled as “KW for Emotion” in MAXQDA 2022, contains a total of 40 keywords, with 21 as part of Elizabeth’s utterances, and 19 of Darcy’s. According to these findings, both characters share an almost equal number of keywords expressing some sort of emotion, which highlights the balance kept in their expression of emotional cues. These keywords are not redundant and depict a richness of vocabulary in the two characters. In fact, only three out of a total of 40 words of emotion are used by both. These are feelings – used twice by Darcy and once by Elizabeth – and pleasure and want, used once by each. The rest are used only once by either one or the other. Elizabeth uses the emotion words amaze, resentment (2), safe, suffer, taciturn, unappeasable, and wanted. Darcy, on his part, uses blessed, fear, feel, gratifying, happy, hope (2), inclination, move, puffed, resentful, sorry, striking, wish, and yielding. The analysis does not account for the kind of entities that these terms refer to, as its aim is just to quantify the two characters’ use of emotion words as expressions of their respective dispositions during the dialogues considered, as is customary with this type of stylistic analysis (Fischer-Starcke 2010).
 
                Moreover, some of these emotion keywords can be considered to express positive emotions, such as happy and laugh; while others can be connected to negative emotions, such as fear and despise. This sentiment perception must also have a bearing on readers’ construction of each of these characters. Given the difficulty in subjectively making these appreciations, the Sentiment analysis tool of MAXQDA 2022 has been additionally used to classify these emotion keywords into positive and negative values. Examples of emotion keywords identified by the software as positive are, for instance, safe, gratifying, or laugh. Additionally, this Sentiment analysis also shows the graded nature of this categorization, which includes “Positive,” “Slightly Positive,” “Neutral,” “Slightly Negative” and “Negative.” This organization is presented in Table 1, which provides a classification of the keywords in the data per emotion value, and associates each keyword with the character that uses it.
 
                
                  
                    Table 1:Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s Sentiment analysis (MAXQDA 2022).

                  

                          
                        	KEYWORD FOR: 
                        	ELIZABETH (Total = 21) 
                        	DARCY (Total = 19) 
   
                        	POSITIVE EMOTION 
                        	cautious, feelings, forgave, laugh, pleasanter, pleasure, safe, wanted (Total = 8) 
                        	blessed, feelings (2), gratifying, happy, inclination, pleasure (Total = 7) 
  
                        	SLIGHTLY POSITIVE EMOTION 
                        	delight, want (Total = 2) 
                        	feel, hope (2), striking, want, yielding (Total = 6) 
  
                        	NEUTRAL EMOTION 
                        	puzzle (Total =1) 
                        	move, wish (Total = 2) 
  
                        	SLIGHTLY NEGATIVE EMOTION 
                        	amaze, taciturn (Total = 2) 
                        	puffed (Total = 1) 
  
                        	NEGATIVE EMOTION 
                        	contempt, despise, despising, hate, resentment (2), suffer, unappeasable (Total = 8) 
                        	fear, resentful, sorry (Total = 3) 
 
                  

                
 
                
                  
                    Table 2:Frequency analysis of emotion keywords.

                  

                           
                        	EMOTION KEYWORD 
                        	ELIZABETH 
                        	DARCY 
                        	BOTH CHARACTERS 
   
                        	POSITIVE 
                        	N = 8 (53,3%) 
                        	N = 7 (46,7%) 
                        	N = 15 (100%) 
  
                        	SLIGHTLY POSITIVE 
                        	N = 2 (25%) 
                        	N = 6 (75%) 
                        	N = 8 (100%) 
  
                        	TOTAL POSITIVE 
                        	N = 10 
                        	N = 13 
                        	N = 23 
  
                        	NEUTRAL 
                        	N = 1 (33,3%) 
                        	N = 2 (66,7%) 
                        	N = 3 (100%) 
  
                        	SLIGHTLY NEGATIVE 
                        	N = 2 (66,7%) 
                        	N = 1 (33,3%) 
                        	N = 3 (100%) 
  
                        	NEGATIVE 
                        	N = 8 (72,7%) 
                        	N = 3 (27,3%) 
                        	N = 11 (100%) 
  
                        	TOTAL NEGATIVE 
                        	N = 10 
                        	N = 4 
                        	N = 14 
  
                        	TOTAL 
                        	N = 21 (52,5%) 
                        	N = 19 (47,5%) 
                        	N = 40 (100%) 
 
                  

                
 
                This categorization highlights two important aspects regarding the emotional value of Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s utterances, as well as their potential effects on the construction of these characters by readers. The first aspect is that it is possible to find at least one word in each sentiment category for each character. This fact once again underscores a similarity in Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s expression of feelings. The second aspect is that, despite this balance, the keywords for emotion associated with Darcy are predominantly positive, while Elizabeth’s span the sentiment spectrum from positive to negative, with 8 items in each of these values. As shown in Table 2 and Figures 1 and 2, Darcy’s words quantitively denote higher positivity – 13 positive (7 cases) and slightly positive (6 cases) keywords out of a total of 19 cases – than Elizabeth’s – 10 positive (8 cases) and slightly positive (2 cases) keywords out of 21 cases. These findings suggest that Darcy can be constructed by readers as more optimistic owing to his frequent positive remarks, while Elizabeth conveys mixed emotions, with a balance between both sides – positive and negative –of the sentiment spectrum.
 
                
                  [image: Pie chart that breaks down the totals and percentages of emotion keywords uttered by Darcy into five segments.The segments are organised clockwise, corresponding to the categories of positive, slightly positive, neutral, slightly negative and negative emotion keywrods. The first segment to the right is the one for positive emotions, with seven keywords and the equivalent of a thirty seven per cent of the chart. The following segment is the one for slightly positive emotions, with six keywords and the equivalent of a thirty two per cent. The next segment represents neutral emotions, which are a total of two keywords and take up a ten per cent. The following segment shows slightly negative emotions, which is only one and represents a five per cent. The final segment is the one for negative emotions, with a total of three keywords and the equivalent of the remaining sixteen per cent.]
                    Figure 1: Emotion keywords by Darcy: A pie-chart.

                 
                
                  [image: Pie chart that breaks down the totals and percentages of emotion keywords uttered by Elizabeth into five segments.The segments are organised clockwise, corresponding to positive, slightly positive, neutral, slightly negative and negative emotion keywords. The first segment to the right is the one for positive emotions, with eight keywords and the equivalent of a thirty eight per cent of the chart. The following category is the one for slightly positive emotions, with two keywords and the equivalent of a nine per cent. The next category represents neutral emotions, with only one keyword and taking up a five per cent. The following category shows slightly negative emotions, which are two and represent a ten percent. The final category is the one for negative emotions, with a total of eight keywords and the equivalent of the remaining thirty eight per cent.]
                    Figure 2: Emotion keywords by Elizabeth: A pie-chart.

                 
                Likewise, the complementary quantitative feature of the Word Cloud – a visual feature generated by MAXQDA 2022 Smart Coding Tool – displays the term feelings at the center of the other keywords and in a larger font, due to the higher frequency over the rest of the terms (Figure 3). Feelings is also at the top of the word frequency list (3 = 7,5%) as the most recurrent emotion keyword, and one that Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s utterances have in common, as shown in Table 1.
 
                
                  [image: The words in the word cloud differ in size according to their frequency. The word “feelings” is at the center and in a larger font due to its higher frequency.]
                    Figure 3: Word cloud of keywords for emotion in the data.

                 
               
              
                5.1.2 Keywords for speech and thought representation
 
                As Anderson states (1975, 376), “[i]ntelligent and reflective as they are, both Elizabeth and Darcy value good conversation,” and the importance conferred to what is said and how they think is worth exploring as part of their character. The analysis of speech and thought representation keywords was, therefore, also added. Both characters’ keywords in these categories amount to 60, 40 corresponding to Elizabeth and 20 to Darcy. Table 3 presents the keywords of these two categories associated with the character that uses them. As can be observed, the total number of keywords for speech is 31, whereas the thought category displays 29. Furthermore, Darcy’s utterances include a higher number of words appealing to thought (14 thought vs. 6 speech), with think and believe as the most repeated, which may suggest that he is a reflective character that measures his words. Darcy, after all, is embodying “the romantic hero” that “should keep his distance, his mastery and his mystery” (Todd 2013, 151–160). As Page argues (2011[1972], 31), “[f]or Darcy, there is no place in life for talk that exists only to kill time. He speaks when he has something to say, and is prepared to remain silent in defiance of conventional expectations.”
 
                
                  
                    Table 3:Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s keywords for speech and thought representation.

                  

                          
                        	KEYWORD FOR: 
                        	ELIZABETH (TOTAL = 25) 
                        	DARCY (TOTAL = 6) 
   
                        	SPEECH (31) 
                        	accounts, conversation, hear, heard, hearing, proverb, remark, reply, reply, say (6), saying, silent (2), speak (2), speaking, talk (2), talked, tell 
                        	ask, questions, reports, say, talk, talking 
  
                        	KEYWORD FOR: 
                        	ELIZABETH (TOTAL = 15) 
                        	DARCY (TOTAL = 14) 
  
                        	THOUGHT (29) 
                        	convinced, expect, head, imagine, know (2) mind, minds, observe, opinion, prejudice, premeditated, remember, suppose, think 
                        	believe (3), forget (2), imagine, misunderstand, opinion, opinions, reason, think (3), understanding 
 
                  

                
 
                Conversely, Elizabeth’s utterances show very different results: her utterances include 15 keywords for thought representation and 25 keywords referring to speech, with say as the most recurrent. This predominance of words of speech representation may contribute to presenting Elizabeth as someone interested in gregarious engagement with society (Sherry 1979, 612), in which “talk is a major occupation” (Page 2011 [1972], 25). This impression is supported by the lengthiness of her dialogic participations and the higher number of keywords of all sorts in her utterances, as if inviting readers to approach her as a character that pays more attention to the spoken word or, in line with the novel’s nature, “not so much about what is done as about what is said” (Page 2011 [1972], 26).
 
               
             
            
              5.2 Speech acts in Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s analyzed dialogues
 
              This section presents the analysis of the speech acts uttered by Elizabeth and Darcy at the Netherfield dialogues considered. The speech acts in the data were tagged in MAXQDA 2022 as representatives [REP], commissives [COM], directives [DIR], expressives [EXPR] and declarations [DECL], followed by their respective illocutionary force, as shown in example (7) and Table 4:
 
               
                (7) (a) ‘Oh!’ said she, (b) ‘I heard you before, but I could not immediately determine what to say in reply. You wanted me, I know, to say “Yes”, that you might have the pleasure of despising my taste; but I always delight in overthrowing those kind of schemes, and cheating a person of their premeditated contempt. I have, therefore, made up my mind to tell you, that I do not want to dance a reel at all – (c) and now despise me if you dare.’ [emphasis mine] (MAXQDA 2022, Pos. 4, Elizabeth sample)
 
              
 
              
                
                  Table 4:Speech act types in example (7).

                

                        
                      	REF. 
                      	SPEECH ACT TYPE 
                      	REALISATION 
   
                      	(a) 
                      	EXPR_Surprise/Apology 
                      	“Oh!” 
  
                      	(b) 
                      	REP_Explanation 
                      	“I heard you before, but I could not immediately determine what to say in reply.” 
  
                      	(c) 
                      	DIR_Challenge 
                      	“and now despise me if you dare.” 
 
                

              
 
              As shown in Table 4, example (7) contains speech acts of varied types and provides insightful information about intention, emotion, and communicative strategies as part of Elizabeth’s character. Table 5 subsequently presents the frequency of speech acts by character. As can be observed, Elizabeth’s utterances include 24 dialogic participations – coded segments in MAXQDA 2022 – and 56 coded speech acts. The results show that representatives, understood as statements or assertions, are her most common speech acts, with a total of 36 (64,3%), followed by directives (11 = 19,6%) such as commands or questions. In line with previous quantitative results regarding Elizabeth’s higher use of keywords for speech, readers may be invited to further construct Elizabeth as an articulate and assertive character. In Page’s words (2011 [1972], 28), “[f]or the heroine, speech is the chief means of self-assertion, of demonstrating her qualities of mind and character, and of insisting upon her right to independent judgments.” As Elizabeth also speaks for longer turns, this high number of representatives may invite readers to wonder whether she indeed seems to speak her mind further or in a more detailed manner. These longer turns could also capture Elizabeth’s wish to overpower Darcy’s speech, measure his character, and unmask his intentions (Nolan-Grant 2009, cf. 873–876).
 
              
                
                  Table 5:Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s speech acts.

                

                         
                      	SPEECH ACT 
                      	ELIZABETH 
                      	DARCY 
                      	BOTH CHARACTERS 
   
                      	REPRESENTATIVE 
                      	N = 36 (64,3%) 
                      	N = 17 (46%) 
                      	N = 53 (57%) 
  
                      	DIRECTIVE 
                      	N = 11 (19,6%) 
                      	N = 15 (40,5%) 
                      	N = 26 (28%) 
  
                      	COMMISSIVE 
                      	N = 5 (9%) 
                      	N = 2 (5,4%) 
                      	N = 7 (7,5%) 
  
                      	EXPRESSIVE 
                      	N = 4 (7,1%) 
                      	N = 3 (8,1%) 
                      	N = 7 (7,5%) 
  
                      	DECLARATION 
                      	N = 0 
                      	N = 0 
                      	N = 0 
  
                      	TOTAL 
                      	56 (100%) 
                      	37 (100%) 
                      	93 (100%) 
 
                

              
 
              Additionally, Darcy’s utterances comprise 22 coded segments, with a total of 37 speech acts. The classification of Darcy’s speech acts reveals that he also predominantly uses directives and representatives, as Elizabeth, but, in significantly different percentages: while representatives are overwhelmingly predominant in Elizabeth (64,3%, N = 36) over directives (19,6%, N = 11), in Darcy’s case representatives (46%, N = 17) and directives (40,5%, N = 15) occur in similar proportions. Moreover, Darcy’s use of a much higher number of directives than Elizabeth, frequently in the form of questions, makes this speech act type one of Darcy’s signature speech acts alongside representatives. Darcy’s balanced preference for directives and representatives may be a means to dissuade Elizabeth from obtaining a wrong impression of him connected to a concern with appearances, articulated in his request or plea “and I could wish, Miss Bennet, that you were not to sketch my character at the present moment, […]” (Austen 2014 [1813], 110). As Anderson observes (1975, 376), Elizabeth is, after all, “the only one capable of meeting his high standards and adorning Pemberley. Both, however, have standards that must be met, and Darcy has yet to reckon with those which will affect him.” Consequently, Darcy’s communicated disposition, expressed in the predominance of positive emotion keywords in the Sentiment analysis, and in his higher use of directive speech acts, may not only be the result of his reflectiveness and underlying romantic feelings for Elizabeth, as commonly believed, but also index a lack of confidence in what her feelings might be, and a wish to exert a positive influence on them.
 
             
            
              5.3 Discussion
 
              As previously mentioned, the data analyzed included a total of 39 paragraphs in direct speech, with 20 assigned to Elizabeth Bennet – 24 coded segments in MAXQDA 2022 – and 19 to Mr. Darcy – 22 coded segments. This portrays a desirable balance in terms of frequency of participation. The notion of balance when comparing these two characters has been present throughout the analysis, especially in terms of conveying positive emotions and sharing similarities in the use of speech act types. The fact that feelings was the main emotion keyword shared by the two characters also conveys a symmetry in their dispositions and in how they talk about emotions. On the one hand, regarding the character of Elizabeth, the quantitative and qualitative results suggest that her emotions are balanced, as she uses a similar number of positive and negative emotion keywords (10 positive/10 negative). Moreover, her utterances include a higher number of references to speech than to thought representation, and the speech acts more frequently found in her utterances are representatives, with 36 out of a total of 56 (63,3%), followed by 11 (19,6%) directives. On the other hand, it has been found that Darcy’s emotions are predominantly positive (15 out of 19 words), with very few examples of negative emotions (4 out of 19), compared to Elizabeth’s more balanced use of the two types. Moreover, his utterances also contain more expressions of thought representation than of speech (14 vs. 6). In Elizabeth’s case, the frequency in the use of expressions of speech and thought representation is reversed, with 25 keywords for speech, and 15 for thought. Additionally, directive and representative speech acts are the most frequently found in Darcy’s utterances, with 17 (46%) representatives and 15 (40.5%) directives out of a total of 37 speech acts.
 
              These results can be further considered in connection to common literary views of these two characters. Elizabeth Bennet’s analyzed linguistic behavior confirms her assertiveness by underlining her predominant use of speech keywords and the considerable presence of representative speech acts in her utterances. This seems in accordance with studies that argue for her presentation as “an exceptional individual confident in the knowledge of her own powers of mind and personality, in contrast to the external sources of pride – rank, wealth, land, general esteem – associated with the owner of Pemberley” (Page 2011 [1972], 24). This part of the analysis, thus, supports the widespread view that Elizabeth’s stance and speech consistently challenges Victorian stereotypes for social traditions concerning marriage, and explains feminist readings of Austen’s novel (Brown 1973; Greenfield 2006; Rossato 2015). However, the considerable amount of speech keywords in her contributions also suggests that readers may construct her as particularly concerned with social reputation through hearsay.
 
              By comparison, Darcy’s use of language in the data can be regarded as reflective and measured, while aimed at taking an active part in his conversations with Elizabeth. This is underlined by his seeming preference for words connected to thought representation and his predominant use of both representative and directive speech acts. Along with his preference for positive emotion words, Darcy’s linguistic behavior hints at his “struggle with contrary impulses of pride and love––the one keeping him reserved and aloof, the other leading him increasingly to that form of social communion which Jane Austen once likened to a dance” (Sherry 1979, 620–621). In this sense, readers might be invited to minimize Darcy’s haughtiness in light of his visible struggle with appearances and feelings, where “[p]ositive signals equally match negative ones, and we feel sentence upon him must be suspended” (Anderson 1975, 373).
 
             
           
          
            6 Conclusion
 
            This study has undertaken the analysis of the cognitive-pragmatic dimension of fictional dialogues of these extracts from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice that may enrich readers’ character-construction processes. More specifically, the focus has been on Elizabeth Bennet’s and Mr. Darcy’s use of keywords for emotion and for speech and thought representation, as well as their use of speech acts, in their conversational exchanges at the Netherfield estate. The reliance on an interdisciplinary approach that combines narrative, cognitive and pragmatic notions has enabled the use of a mixed methods methodology to analyze the textual material. Through this method, it has been possible to highlight some of the linguistic cues contributing to the construction of these characters by readers. In particular, the chapter has looked into the presence of emotion, speech and thought representation keywords quantitatively, using MAXQDA 2022 software for mixed methods analysis. In this respect, the results suggest that Elizabeth’s use of an equal number of positive and negative emotion words may be a reflection of her mixed feelings when addressing Darcy. This seems to be supported by her overwhelmingly frequent use of representative speech acts, instead of the expressives which might be expected from a Victorian womanly stereotype. However, her predominant use of terms of speech rather than thought representation suggests that she might also be constructed as particularly concerned with what people say, and, consequently, with social reputation and hearsay. Darcy’s analysis, on the contrary, shows a high proportion of positive emotions and only a few negative ones. This seems to underscore Darcy’s optimistic feelings while speaking to Elizabeth. Regarding the percentage of speech and thought representation keywords, Darcy’s utterances contain more references to thought, seemingly showing his greater concern with unspoken beliefs than with gossip and hearsay. Concerning the use of speech acts, Darcy displays a more balanced use of both representatives and directives, the latter suggesting that he is presented as wishing to be in control of or engaged in the situation.
 
            These findings have offered insights into both Elizabeth Bennet’s and Mr. Darcy’s cognitive and communicative habits that pinpoint particular aspects of their characterization through the language that they use in their conversations. The range of cognitive and linguistic prompts identified in the dialogic exchanges analyzed confirms the usefulness of this approach to direct readers’ attention to these patterns, and expand possibilities for character construction.
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          Abstract
 
          The present chapter focuses on fictional characters as it proposes a model-based cognitive narrative thematics. It discusses the main challenges which narrative thematics faces, such as the tension between thematic abstraction and narrative detail, or the problematic distinction between thematic content and narrative form. It also proposes a specific model of Cognitive Narrative Thematics (CNT). The chapter illustrates all its major points by analysing a series of narratives, above all Kate Chopin’s (1979) “A Respectable Woman”, the Pixar movie The Incredibles, the children’s books The Gruffalo (Donaldson 1999) and Where the Wild Things Are (Sendak 1963), as well as Joyce Carol Oates’ short story “Heat” (1992). While the chapter takes up some key arguments and texts from the monograph Cognitive Narrative Thematics: A Book About What Books Are About (Candel 2024), it redirects them to fictional characters and looks at narratives and at thematics from new perspectives.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Why thematics? Why a thematics based on models?
 
            
              1.1 Thematic models, thematic form
 
              In the 1980s, thematics used to be an important research area in literary analysis. It is not so any longer. The present chapter rehabilitates literary and, more specifically, narrative thematics with a focus on fictional character by adapting some of the main arguments of my recent book Cognitive Narrative Thematics (Candel 2024), and adding new insights, examples1 and interpretations. I will begin by arguing for the need for thematics in narrative analysis, specifically a thematics based on models, and how the concept of fictional character fits into this framework. I will then present the specific model of Cognitive Narrative Thematics (CNT). Finally, I will address what I believe are some of the most contentious and interesting issues surrounding thematics and CNT: 1. the criticism of binaries and specifically the binary nature-society; 2. the tension between the detail that narrative works offer and the reductive abstractions that thematics generates; 3. the tension between surface and depth in thematics; 4. the narrative requirement that knowledge be simplified and how that affects thematics; and 5. the notion of content as a kind of form.
 
              The subtitle of Cognitive Narrative Thematics (Candel 2024) is “A Book About What Books Are About” because narrative thematics refers to the content, meaning or ‘aboutness’ of narratives. Aboutness is essential for narratives. Who would want to read a book without knowing what it is about? Yet aboutness knows different levels: I can be content with following the plot, but that is plot-telling. I can also summarize the content of the story down to a couple of sentences, a sentence, or a word, and this has traditionally stood for theme. In recent times, however, thematics has veered towards the conceptual organization of the story. My approach to thematics works with organizing ideas rather than summarizing. Summarizing is a first thematic step, but the real fun lies in the way ideas are organized, which is fascinating and much trickier.
 
              If aboutness is essential for narratives, understanding narrative thematics should be a main endeavour of narrative studies, or so one would think. Yet narrative studies have, on the whole, been indifferent when not belligerent towards thematics, concentrating on the forms rather than the contents of narrative, although, as I will argue later, content has its own forms. In the process, narrative studies have belittled thematics by reducing it to ideology, allegory, and didacticism (Clark and Phelan 2020, 105, 109). Narrative scholars thematise implicitly (so they do use thematics) but they often seem to refuse to model it because they see it as part of life, specifically culture, rather than narrative (Bremond, Landy, and Pavel 1995, 1–6, 1; Brinker 1995, 42, 44; Phelan 2007).
 
              But why leave theme to intuition if it is essential to narratives? And not only to narratives but singularly to characters within narratives, for narratives tend to be anthropomorphic, which means that they are about human beings (Bal 2009, 113; Walsh 2018, 22). This anthropomorphic quality of narratives naturally orients narrative thematics towards fictional character. Now there is a host of academic disciplines which provide tried and tested models of what it is to be human. Among them are anthropology, biology, economics, history, evolutionary studies, sociology, or psychology. If the list is long and daunting and there is too much of it, the more the reason to start looking for the most common models.
 
              Deciding on the most common models may seem a simple matter of applying models to narrative fiction and deciding whether they uncover underlying conceptual structures. To such a pragmatic approach we can, however, add at least two basic considerations: For one thing, a thematics of narrative fiction will favour models which are compatible with or can be adapted to the requirements of narrative fiction. In addition, an anthropomorphic thematics will favour models which relate to fictional characters in immediate ways. Some of the most applicable models for narrative fiction will probably stem from areas such as evolutionary psychology, personality studies, or ethics, as these relate to fictional characters with greater immediacy than other areas, as for example biology, sociology or economics.
 
              These narrative-fictional and anthropomorphic requirements are basic enough but not always or easily met by thematics. Thus, for example, the psychological categories shame and guilt should be readily applicable to fictional characters – after all, shame and guilt are prototypical human experiences – and in a narrative context, for narrative rise-and-fall patterns have much to do with characters failing and assessing their responsibility for their failure. However, current modellings of shame relate shame to the whole self (in the sense of ‘I am bad’), which makes changing one’s behaviour difficult since the whole self is questioned. Similarly, guilt is frequently related to individual actions only (in the sense of ‘I did a bad thing’), which leads more easily to remedial action (Tangney and Dearing 2002). While in real life shame is thus more extreme than guilt, and because of that less easy to overcome, in a narrative fictional context the hero is often required to fall very low so that he or she can rise and shine the brighter. Psychological modelling of shame and guilt can thus be at odds with its treatment in fiction. The lesson to be learned is that real models often require adaptation in a narrative fictional context.
 
              Some critics fear that by applying models taken from other disciplines, literature or narrative may be reduced to these disciplines. This fear seems totally ungrounded, as we have just seen. Narrative thematics requires constant adaptation and dialogue. Levine tells us that “the best close readers are always attentive to many different forms as different scales operating at once” (2015, 11). Thematic models can be added to these levels. They will work to the extent that texts suggest them, sometimes in dialogue, sometimes in competition with other levels and with the very models that they employ, as we have just seen when discussing shame and guilt. Sometimes texts will also work with a variety of thematic models. The friction that all this generates is, I would argue, a bonus in itself. In any case, if we are not aware of models we will often not find them in texts, as cognitive overload may make it difficult to find what one is not looking for (Peterson 2018, 97–98; Quian Quiroga 2018). I shall have more to say about these and other things in section 3.
 
             
            
              1.2 Thematic models, thematic forms: A practical example
 
              Before I present the CNT model of cognitive narrative thematics, I want to show how explicit thematic models improve narrative understanding, and specifically character construction. I will look at Kate Chopin’s short story “A Respectable Woman” by applying a psychological model of love, namely, Sternberg’s triangular theory of love (1986). In this story, Mr. and Mrs. Baroda receive the visit of Gouvernail, an old friend of Mr. Baroda. The story charts Mrs. Baroda’s mounting attraction for Gouvernail, which stops short of starting an affair with him. The story is a treasure trove of narrative detail, much of it related to the masterful way in which the narrator uses focalization to make us sympathize with and share Mrs. Baroda’s doubts about Gouvernail, and the way it shrouds Gouvernail in mystery and suggests he may be less “inoffensive” than he looks (1986, 79).
 
              Equally interesting is the end of the story. Mrs. Baroda tells her husband they should invite Gouvernail again, and then, “laughingly, after pressing a long, tender kiss upon his lips, [that] ‘I have overcome everything! you will see. [Next] time I shall be very nice to him’” (1979, 81). Mrs. Baroda’s closing “I shall be very nice to him” invites the reader to wonder whether Mrs. Baroda will have an affair with Gouvernail. This ending is interesting because, unlike stories in the Strindberg tradition, where wives have affairs because they are unhappily married, Mrs. Baroda seems to love her husband. Yet her relationship with her husband and Gouvernail is entirely different. While she experiences sexual passion for Gouvernail, she loves her husband in a less physical way. Relevant passages here are the beginning of the short story, where she is “looking forward to […] an undisturbed tete-a-tete with her husband” (78), their “bit of toilet sociably together in Mrs. Baroda’s dressing-room” when Mr. Baroda looks “tenderly and laughingly” at his wife (79), or the narrator’s intrusive comment that Mr. Baroda is not only “her husband-[but] also her friend” (81), a statement we are not supposed to distrust.
 
              This difference between passion (Gouvernail) and friendship (Mr. Baroda) is well captured by Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love, which holds that love between two partners will be satisfying if three conditions are fulfilled: intimacy, passion and commitment. Applied to the story, Mrs. Baroda feels (sexual) passion for Gouvernail and intimacy for her husband (“tete-a-tete”, “a bit of toilet sociably together”, “tender”). Interestingly, the ending of the story introduces the issue of commitment, the remaining leg that love stands upon: will Mrs. Baroda have an extra-marital affair with Gouvernail and thus break her commitment towards her husband? From being a simple decision between two alternatives, the story becomes much more interesting, both in psychological and formal terms, as we now have a pattern which includes three sides of love rather than two, and where the end of the story is not just a decision between two alternatives but a positive contribution to the love relationship between Mrs. Baroda and one of her lovers.
 
              Even more than that, abstracting Mrs. Baroda’s relationship with her husband as governed by intimacy also raises the question of the consistency of Mrs. Baroda herself as a character. If she has no affair with Gouvernail, her character remains the same: she loves her husband in intimate (but not passionate) terms and remains committed. If she does have an affair, however, character consistency suffers. This is so mainly because the words used to describe her final kiss to her husband – “laughingly”, “long tender kiss” – are very similar to their intimacy as thematised throughout the story – remember Mr. Baroda’s “tender […] and laughing […]” look at his wife. An intended affair, however, would render the laughing and long tender kiss hypocritical and with it the character of Mrs. Baroda. The choice of ending does not just promote one kind of love over the other, but compromises the consistency of the character as a narrative construct. The affair requires a duplicitous, inconsistent character, the lack of affair does not. In this way, thematics helps us understand the very build-up of character. Sternberg’s thematic model is not an add-on to the story, nor something to be addressed intuitively. Rather, it directly affects the story’s configuration and charts the construction of its main character.
 
             
           
          
            2 CNT: The model
 
            
              2.1 The basic model
 
              Because of the many disciplines and models that could be used to start a thematics, CNT may look wilful, one model among many, in general terms and also as we construct characters. Yet CNT chooses from disciplines and models by taking its cue from evolutionary studies, which provide some of the most basic and fundamental information about human beings and thus fictional characters. CNT starts with the realisation that evolution has furnished human beings with basic motivational triggers which are essential for our species and which we thus positively look for in fiction. A clear sequence of triggers emerges in “survival, mating, parenting, kinship and institutions” (Carroll 2005), as shown in Figure 1, although criss-crossing these are also other motivations, such as dominance (Buss 2019, 674–728) or more general mechanisms, such as general intelligence and the concomitant desire for knowledge (Buss 2019, 115–116), which I will discuss later (section 3.6). All these feed into our construction and understanding of fictional characters.
 
              
                [image: Figure 1 shows the basic sequence of evolutionary motivational triggers, made up, from left to right, of survival, mating, parenting, kin and institutions. In this sequence, affection is shown as typically apportioned to mating and parenting and less so to kin, so it’s rather to the left of the sequence, while rule governed behaviour is typical of institutions and kin, so it’s at the right end of the sequence. These are stereotyped attributions, and every text then decides how it distributes affection and rules within the sequence.]
                  Figure 1: Sequence of evolved human motivations.

               
              Human beings act motivated by drives such as love, hunger, sex, money, sleep, the well-being of their children or siblings.2 CNT develops its cognitive thematics from these evolved human motivations, without forgetting any of the adjacent motivating triggers. However, the sequence survival-mating-parenting-kinship-institutions is not random, but crucially distinguishes between nature and culture or society. At the left of the sequence survival expresses itself in instincts such as hunger, sleep, or avoidance of predators. These drives concern only the body and are thus located in nature. All the other drives – mating, parenting, kinship and institutions – concern other human beings, that is, society. The more we move to the left the more we expect these social motivations to be governed by affection; the more we move to the right, especially in the case of institutions, rule-governed behaviour takes over.
 
              Narratives can overturn these expected associations, with marked effects on the construction of their fictional characters. In Joyce Carol Oates’ “Heat” (1992), for instance, Roger, a young man with a learning disability, sexually attacks and kills two twins. The text, incredibly rich in interpretive nuances, suggests that part of the reason for killing the twins is that Roger’s parents have never fulfilled their parenting role, but treated him “like a horse” (1992, 611) to run the family business. Here, a fundamental motivation such as parenting, and the affection that should come with it, has travestied into a cold business relation (institutions).
 
              The set of evolved human motivations survival-mating-parenting-kin-institutions thus furnishes us with the initial opposition between nature and society. This opposition is hardwired into our brain, which is why we speak of a cognitive thematics. The nature-society binary in turn unfolds into two additional, secondary oppositions: just as nature opposes society, it also opposes the supernatural, and just as society opposes nature, it also opposes individuality.3 The very prefix super- shows that nature is being transcended, and individualistic behaviour is constitutionally averse to social conformity and its rules.4
 
              Finally, each of these four concepts – I call them the 4K, with k for ‘concept’ – can be evaluated as good or bad/evil, the most basic way in which human beings evaluate, practically from birth (Osgood, May, and Miron 1975; Alvarez, Ruble, and Bolger 2001). Good and bad constitute a proto-moral system of evaluation and narratives tend to moralize in the loosest sense of the word. Again, this shows in character construction: In Harry Potter, Voldemort and Malfoy are evil, in part through the racism / classism of their aristocratic exclusivism, so their social status is also judged evil. Hagrid is simple and naïve and loves animals. This is judged good, associated with nature and so nature is also judged positively.
 
             
            
              2.2 Organising CNT into a semiotic square
 
              For a more flexible CNT, the 4K can be organised into a semiotic square, as in Figure 2.
 
              
                [image: Figure 2 shows a semiotic square composed of nature (top-left corner), society (top right corner), individuality (bottom-left corner) and the supernatural (bottom-right corner). ]
                  Figure 2: CNT as a semiotic square.

               
              Organizing the 4K into a semiotic square keeps each concept in touch with the other concepts and allows the formation of conceptual ‘alliances’, even though most relationships between the 4K are based on opposition. This is easier than it sounds: thus, for example, the Big Brother of George Orwell’s 1984 and so many dystopias combine social vigilance and adherence to rules with supernatural omnipotence, as it is virtually impossible to escape Big Brother’s eye. Since the Romantics, countless modern heroes have escaped from society into remote and primitive regions (nature) to find their unique I (individuality). Such a constellation affects character construction by pitting society against an alliance of nature and individuality. Shifts such as these are not endless but numerous and can satisfy reader expectations – we are used to many of these shifts – but also challenge them.
 
             
            
              2.3 Organizing CNT into a spatiotemporal grid
 
              The semiotic square (Figure 2) provides one visual representation of the way in which CNT works. The spatio-temporal grid (Figure 3) provides the other. Basically, the grid is organized by two intersecting axes, a vertical axis formed by nature and society at its poles cutting across a horizontal axis formed by past and present at its respective poles.
 
              
                [image: See main text.]
                  Figure 3: CNT as a spatio-temporal grid.

               
              Figure 3 distinguishes between four quadrants, each of it describing a worldview and a possible space that narrative characters can inhabit (Table 1). Each of these quadrants can, if the text so requires, be enriched through individuality and the supernatural, good and evil (in Figure 3 we can see them circling the diagram). In the middle of the diagram lies the affective bond, a term which designates a meeting point between (natural) affection and (social) bond. In practice, characters from a narrative work can easily move into one of the quadrants, into the affective bond, accompanied or not by supernatural, individualistic, good and evil attributions, and create alliances and oppositions with characters which inhabit the same or other quadrants. As always, it is the text which decides about attributions.
 
              
                
                  Table 1:4 CNT worldviews.

                

                        
                      	TERM 
                      	SPACE-TIME COORDINATE 
                      	DESCRIPTION 
   
                      	TRADITIONALISM 
                      	Past–society 
                      	prioritises social normative elements, such as hierarchy and traditions 
  
                      	PRIMITIVISM 
                      	Past–nature 
                      	emphasises basic and natural behaviour, based on an incipient and inchoate state of civilization 
  
                      	EXPRESSIVISM 
                      	Present–nature 
                      	expresses individual identity based on following the impulses of inner nature, drives and emotions 
  
                      	INSTITUTIONALISM 
                      	Present–society 
                      	is governed by institutions, anonymous normative bodies which have come to represent its members 
 
                

              
 
              Let me end this section by emphasizing that there is at present a large variety of ‘content’ models, present in very different branches of knowledge. These models describe, each in its own way, particularities about human beings. Many models may not be applicable to narratives. They may be too complex or simply non-narrative. Others, however, are, partly because they coincide with the requirements posed by narratives (see section 3), partly because they explain important aspects of the human make-up, particularly if it is Modern or Western.
 
             
           
          
            3 Challenges faced by thematics and CNT
 
            I will now discuss some of the most problematic, but also challenging and interesting elements that surround thematics, and CNT in particular. As mentioned in the introduction, these are 1. the use of binaries, specifically the nature-society binary; 2. the danger of reducing the wealth of narrative detail by thematic abstraction; 3. the tension between surface and depth in thematics; 4. the simplification of reality in thematics; and 5. the notion of content as form.
 
            
              3.1 The use of binaries, specifically the nature-society binary
 
              As shown above, central to CNT is the use of binaries, above all the nature-society binary. There are two objections which are usually levelled at the nature-society binary: its artificiality and its reliance on binary oppositions. Both are unjustified. Binary oppositions are said to be artificial, oppressive modes of thought because they rely on marked and unmarked poles of the opposition – as in male (unmarked) and female (marked). However, if a text sets up binaries and works with them, we should simply acknowledge them, since that is what the text is doing. In addition, criticism of opposition theory has to contend with the fact that oppositions are part of our basic thinking apparatus, and that just as there are cultural binaries we have to contest – such as black-white – there are also natural binaries we ignore at our peril – e.g. day-night (Danesi 2009, 23–26). Binaries are not enemies of thought. It is what you do with them that can turn them into an enemy. Binaries are also the simplest form of logical relationship between concepts, and, as I will argue in section 3.3, a certain amount of simplification is at the heart of narrative thinking. Finally, while one binary may be simple, many binaries crisscrossing each other can be interesting. Rather than simply doing away with binaries, fictional characters often display their complexity by inserting themselves within a matrix of contrasting binaries.
 
              Against the more specific criticism that the opposition nature-society is artificial, as in natural reserves, prosthetics, or in vitro pregnancy (Greenblatt 1989;Haraway 1991; Fludernik 1996), again I argue for the primacy of the text against what we believe: it is the individual text which proposes nature or society as (opposed) concepts, not our belief or lack of belief in them, and, in fact, many texts work with this opposition. A few years ago we published a study of the first twelve Pixar original movies, from Toy Story (1995) to The Good Dinosaur (2015), and every single one of the movies analysed worked with the binary by aligning its characters within this or the other pole (Candel et al. 2017).
 
              Why, however, do so many texts work with a conception of nature and with the nature-society binary? The reasons for this prevalence are numerous. They range from the way in which the evolved human motivations presented earlier are organised (see Figure 1, with the body appearing to the left and institutions to the right), the universality of the term nature across languages (Ducarme and Couvet 2020; Ducarme, Flipo, and Couvet 2021), or the fine attunement of the meanings of nature and fictional character analysis (Candel 2024, 34–37). They also include the fact that a rich social/cultural life distinguishes humans from the rest of nature (Henrich 2015), regardless of the fact that many animals have proto-social capacities, or that the first binary to appear in philosophy is that of physis and nomos, or nature and the (social) rule (Spaemann 1994, 19–24; Deely 2001, 9–10; Höffe 2001, 31).5
 
             
            
              3.2 Narrative detail and thematic abstraction
 
              One of the most contentious issues about thematics is the mismatch between the wealth of detail offered by so many narratives and the reduction that thematic abstraction imposes. As we consume narratives, we often become aware of the many little details that abound in narratives and stick to characters and to which thematic reduction does not seem to do justice. In relation with characters, Fritz Breithaupt warns that “the determination of identity always expresses a reductive gesture” (2022, 236), and, generally, thematic analysis is criticized for selecting just those aspects of the whole which it needs in order to further its thematic arguments (Clark and Phelan 2020, 101).
 
              And yet, while thematic reduction is possibly unavoidable, life without thematic reduction, that is, a world of details and particularities, is de facto unintelligible, so, whether we want it or not, we constantly thematise (thematising is very close to conceptualising). A world without thematics is a world without meaning. In fact, one of the main tasks of the brain is to forget rather than to remember, specifically in the service of abstraction/ conceptualization (Ruiz Martín 2022), which is spurred on by the connection of concepts through analogy (Quian Quiroga 2018). These two, abstraction and analogy, distinguish us from machines and AIs, which implement logical rules (Quian Quiroga 2020).
 
              And yet, even though thematising is unavoidable, opening up the text to resistant, ‘anti-thematic’ detail is salutary. How often do our students and we ourselves overlook relevant detail as we analyse characters? In this context, interpretation emerges as both necessary and lethal for narrative. Breithaupt describes interpretation as the moment in which a catastrophic event, which changes reality in fundamental ways, is “reintegrate[d …] into the flow of a clear order”. This he calls “the ironing out and cancellation of the event”, thus turning narrative thinking “inactive,” for narratives are by nature “incomplete” (2022, 67). Since narratives are open by definition, interpretive completion is their death sentence. And yet, Breithaupt also acknowledges that an event becomes an event only “because an attempt is made to integrate it” (68). In other words, narratives turn into narratives only because we want to understand and interpret them. One is reminded here of death itself. It puts an end to life, but without it is difficult to understand life.
 
              So I take it that the question here is not whether we should thematise or not – basically, to understand, we cannot but thematise – but how we can thematise without eliminating relevant detail. As an example of relevant vs. irrelevant detail and the role of analogy in thematization – remember, we generalize through analogy – consider the children’s story Where the Wild Things Are (Sendak 1963), in which a mother punishes her son Max by sending him “to bed without supper” for his wild behaviour – he is threatening the dog with a fork and his mother with eating her. The detail of the punishment lies in two aspects, lack of freedom – Max is sent to his room – and going without supper. Yet for the reader, going without supper is more relevant than being robbed of space and time, since not eating is the exact retribution for the trespass – wanting to eat his mother – a relationship which works through analogy. In fact, Max then enters a fantasy world in which wild things want to eat him because they love him so (thus connecting Max’s eating of his mother with loving her, another analogy) and the story ends with the mother relenting and leaving Max’s supper in the room, still a place of confinement. So while Max’s punishment is twofold – confinement and going without supper – only the lack of supper is thematically relevant for our understanding of story and character. Analogical chains of meaning have ensured thematic relevance. This shows that it is often possible to distinguish irrelevant from relevant detail and arrive at a valid thematic abstraction concerning characters without harming our understanding of the story.
 
              Therefore, there are instances where thematic abstraction is perfectly justifiable in the face of greater detail, and yet, in general, narrative fiction will always exist in the tension between utter detail and interpreted abstraction. In the same story, four dwellings appear: everything happens inside the house where Max lives, but at the beginning of the story we also see a tent Max builds by hanging a blanket on a clothesline, later the entrance to the cave of the wild things, and still later another tent when Max is about to return home from the island. These different dwellings may suggest Max’s search of an alternative resting place, since he does not feel comfortable at home, but the picture is fuzzy to say the least and thus resists precise thematization. Yet this is no argument against thematics, but rather an acknowledgment that thematics is complex and fascinating, a matter of degrees rather than absolutes, at times leading to clearly patterned characters, at times to blurry pictures.
 
             
            
              3.3 Surface and depth in thematics
 
              Another aspect that a theory of thematics must clarify is its relationship to questions of surface and depth, simplicity and complexity. When we work with thematics and apply them to characters, the models themselves are relatively unexceptional. In Chopin’s (1979) “A Respectable Woman,” Mrs. Baroda’s intimacy with her husband and passion for Gouvernail, and the doubts about her final decision yields a form, captured by Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love, in which the opposition intimacy-passion progresses towards commitment. In the case of CNT, similar issues arise with evolved human motivations or with the sequence nature-society-supernatural-individuality. It is true that the semiotic square allows for shifting concepts and creating alliances and oppositions between concepts. It is also true that many works put together different thematic models and play them off against each other. However, there is little more to it: the utter abstraction of thematics ends up in reductive formulas, which, once dissociated from the work they analyse, lose much of their appeal.
 
              What then is interesting about thematics, specifically a thematics made up of models? I would say that thematics becomes interesting in at least three cases: 1. when it hides in plain sight and has to be discovered; 2. when we piece together how it is created; 3. when, even where the first two criteria are not met, one can recognise its supporting function for the whole. I will start with number 3 by briefly discussing thematics in Maurice Sendack’s (1963) Where the Wild Things Are; I will then progress to numbers 1 and 2 by looking at two very different narratives: a children’s story, The Gruffalo (Donaldson 1999) and a Pixar movie, The Incredibles (2004).
 
              Where the Wild Things Are presents an unexceptional thematics unexceptionally arrived at, but one which is necessary for the characters to acquire supplementary meaning. At the beginning of the story, we see Max running around dressed as a wolf and, as we have seen, threatening to eat pet and mother. Because of this, and because Max’s mother literally calls him “a wild thing”, Max can be conceptualised as natural. On the other hand, the mother’s authoritarian punishment – “go to bed without supper” – counters natural behaviour with social punishment. Finally, Max’s escape into a fantasy world in which he meets the wild things signals a move into a primitive supernatural world (never mind that this world looks very primitive or ‘natural’). The resulting thematic or conceptual sequence – natural behaviour, social punishment, escape into a supernatural world which is itself natural – is unimaginative and has been arrived at in ordinary ways.
 
              And yet, this ‘ordinary’ thematics provides stability and a starting point for the characters’ more fascinating build-up. As we have seen, verbal analogies which approximate eating to loving allow Max to alternatively slip into the role of wild self and punishing mother in the land of the wild things to come to terms with what has just happened. In addition, visual cues at the beginning of the story also help to examine Max’s wild behaviour, suggesting that he may not simply be wild. Thus the conceptual pattern which accompanies the characters, tied as it is to CNT, is no more than a scaffolding. The real interest lies elsewhere, in a way in the dismantling of CNT. However, that interest needs the scaffolding to stand upon. The role of CNT is of support, but the support is essential to the construction of the characters and the unfolding of the story.
 
              As we understand the characters of the Pixar movie The Incredibles, we can focus on one of the main thematic patterns of the movie. It is still humdrum, but it has been encoded in interesting ways and so the difficulty of audience retrieval is what makes it attractive. The movie shows the typical antagonism between Bob or Mr. Incredible, a superhero, and his nemesis Syndrome, Mr. Incredible’s former number-one fan. Antagonism is reinforced by obvious differences,6 and yet, in the end, both Bob and Syndrome are very similar, as both yearn for affection, Bob from the people he saves, and Syndrome, who wanted to be Bob’s sidekick, from Bob.7 Ultimately, Bob learns that his family is more important than the love of the people he saves, while Syndrome does not and trades affection for money and power by building a high-tech superhero gadget empire, selling his gadgets to anonymous institutions and looking for revenge against Bob.
 
              Thus, all characters are thematically constructed by their need of affection, and if they do not get it, they turn towards money and power. The ‘message’ is, once again, devoid of originality. Its construction throughout the movie, however, is interesting. The need for affection is built carefully into the movie through visual and verbal cues, but even more wide-ranging is the relevance of money as a thematic element, for money becomes the main trigger for action not only for Syndrome, but for many other characters: two robbers, a common thief, Bomb Voyage, Mr. Sansweet, Mr Huph and the very governments who benefit from the superhero program yet cancel it because it is too expensive.
 
              Curiously, audiences do not notice how money connects every one of these agents – I have watched the movie with scores of undergraduates and nobody has noticed. Although this thematic element affects so many characters, it remains invisible. If nobody notices, it may be, on the one hand, because the characters who act for economic reasons are very different and thus difficult to perceive as united: some are certified criminals (robbers, thief, Bomb Voyage), some individuals without a criminal record (Mr. Sansweet, a man who tries to commit suicide, and Mr. Huph, the CEO of an insurance company) and finally there are institutions such as governments, each acting in different contexts, but always with money in mind. We also may not notice because the only moment money is explicitly presented as a poor alternative to affection is related to Syndrome, and his desire for revenge and his antagonism with Bob probably takes centre place in our mind. We can only digest so many elements simultaneously. All in all, the thematic pattern is ordinary, but the way in which it has been encoded is ingenious.
 
              In the case of Julia Donaldson’s The Gruffalo (1999), thematics is again ordinary – it consists of the 4K of CNT – yet the way it constructs characters probably makes this story the bestselling children’s story of all times (Franklin-Wallis 2020). The story shows how a mouse escapes an invitation by three predators (fox, owl and snake) by inventing a prior engagement with a fictitious monster (The Gruffalo) who wants to eat the predators. Surprisingly, the Gruffalo turns out to be real, wants to eat the mouse, and is in turn deceived by the mouse. Initially, the story shows a very simple thematic pattern: ‘weak and intelligent beats strong and powerful’. Yet underneath that binary pattern lurks a more sophisticated one. A first indication is that two thematic concepts (intelligent vs powerful) correlate with three characters, the mouse, the Gruffalo and the collective fox/snake/owl, so which animal represents which concept?
 
              Table 2 shows, mainly through an analysis of the concept of intelligence, what happens when we apply CNT to The Gruffalo. In the story, all the characters want to survive, for they are hungry and do not want to be eaten. This means that they all share a common nature (column ‘Survival’). The Gruffalo’s adherence to nature is double, for he has no intelligence. He is so powerful that he can allow himself the luxury of acting impulsively (“You’ll taste good on a slice of bread”, he says to the mouse). On the other hand, fox/snake/owl do not just attack but invite the mouse for a meal, where incidentally the mouse will be the meal (“come for lunch to my logpile house”, they repeat with variations). In doing so they display social intelligence, for invitations are rule-ordered exchanges (I offer something for free and you comply) and therefore difficult to extricate oneself from. Yet the mouse knows the rules of the game, as it invents a prior engagement, and in doing so shows the same social intelligence as fox/snake/owl (column ‘Politeness’). Finally, only the mouse knows how to use her intelligence to imagine impossible beings, and in doing so proves that she is in command of a ‘supernatural’ intelligence (column ‘Invention’). Thus breaking down intelligence with the help of CNT aligns each character to different concepts and now creates a one-to-one correlation.
 
              
                
                  Table 2:Distribution of CNT in The Grufallo.
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              Interesting here is that my students, who I have presented this text dozens of times, find it easy to align all the characters, and the Gruffalo, with nature. They also recognise the mouse’s capacity to invent impossible beings as a kind of ‘supernatural’ intelligence. They do, however, need much prompting to interpret invitations and politeness as social intelligence. This is probably so because the conceptual path to society is here more difficult than that to nature or the supernatural. The sequence impulse-nature or impossibility-supernatural is direct. The path from invitation to society through intermediate concepts such as rules, indirectness and irony (the animals are indirect and ironic because they invite the mouse for a meal but want the mouse to be the meal) is more complicated, but precisely because of that more interesting. The story has recently been declared a masterpiece because of stylistic qualities like irony and others (Burke 2022, 41–61). However, all stylistic elements are intimately related to the thematic development of its characters, which is why I would argue that only an interlinked understanding of thematics and stylistics in The Gruffalo allows us to understand the story’s greatness.
 
              Thematics can thus be alternatively sophisticated and basic, superficial and yet deep, encoded in interesting and uninteresting ways, maybe ordinary but either difficult to find or at least necessary for the story’s development. A theory of thematics, also as it affects character construction, takes all these into account.
 
             
            
              3.4 Narrative simplification and thematics
 
              Narrative scholars like to think of narratives as complex and sophisticated. Literary critics often praise narratives, the unpredictability of their twists and turns (Schmid 2018, 321), the sheer individuality of their characters (Breithaupt 2022, 66) or “the unimaginable complexity” of their interpretations (Nordlund 2002, 316). This is potentially true, for narratives can do and often do all kinds of things in all kinds of ways. In practice, however, narrative sophistication is often relative for several reasons which narrative studies do not always pay attention to. Reasons are 1. that modern fictional narratives tend to have an economic nexus which aims above all for the pleasure of reading rather than its sophistication;8 2. that consumers come to narratives armed with a relatively simple frame of mind; and 3. that, compared with life, fictional narratives tend to order experience. Let me briefly expand on these points to explain their importance for thematics.
 
              Most narratives are inscribed within an economic nexus, where works are created to be consumed (and creators paid), where consumption is tied to pleasure and pleasure requires manageable complexity. The result is more often than not an “unobtrusive craftmanship” (Thompson 1999, 9) which can be extremely skilful (Bordwell 1985; Bordwell 2006) but exploits rather than contradicts basic preconceptions about the world (Pramaggiore and Wallis 2011 77–78; Phelan and Frow 2022, 262) and where the different narrative levels tend to work together towards the same goal. This economic perspective of narrative predicts that different synthetic elements, such as style in The Gruffalo, collaborate with thematics to achieve one main shared effect and meaning.
 
              Hard on the economic argument follows the realization that when we read, watch or listen to narratives, we naturally bring to them “the intelligent average individual’s view of the world, based on pre-scientific general concepts made available by language” (Ullmann 1962, 255). Stories move sufficiently fast for us to have a limited time to process them so that we can still enjoy them, and thus narrative understanding is best seen in terms of relative simplification. This means that what we expect from most narratives will not be overly complex, and mostly knowledge in narrative follows folk psychology. There is a long list of the narrative scholars who explicitly share this belief (Fludernik 1996, 13; van Peer 2002, 255; Herman 2009, 20–21; Alber 2016, 8; Walsh 2018, 23), especially with regard to characters (Phelan 1989, 11; Jannidis 2004, 187; Frow 2014, 107, 122). Narrative simplification in turn comes to the aid of thematic abstraction and basic thematic models, as normal anthropomorphic understandings of fictional characters promote the ascription of human evolved motivations and other basic understandings of the world. It goes without saying that any of these have to be suggested by the text.
 
              Finally, in comparison with real life, which is more chaotic, narratives order reality (Huber 2018, 3). Narratives favour schemata, work centrally with disruptions which tend towards healing, two-world views, following sequences of equilibrium-disequilibrium-new equilibrium, characters placed in antagonistic relationships and larger groups organised in such ways that individual characters do not occupy the same semantic space (Bremond and Cancalon 1980; Todorov 1981; Bruner 1991; Peterson 1999; Woloch 2003; Kafalenos 2006; Herman 2009; Breithaupt 2022). Thus ordering reality, narratives offer simplifications, often in the form of binary opposition (see section 3.1). Given this narrative impulse towards pleasure, simplification and order, the recurrent appearance of basic thematic models should not surprise us too much.
 
             
            
              3.5 Thematics and form
 
              While thematics is eminently content-based, modelling thematics naturally gives rise to the formal qualities of thematics. Models in general are abstract or conceptual ‘somethings’ which stand in relation to a target system they seek to describe. And just as the target system follows patterns, so do the ‘somethings’ that seek to explain it. Different words for the kind of ‘something’ that holds the concepts together could be structure, framework, organisation or architecture, but I prefer the word pattern, for patterns combine visuality with flexibility and a certain aesthetic quality, and thematic models express all of these. The different figures of CNT which appear in this chapter and the shape of Sternberg’s triangular theory of love prove that many thematic models can be visualised. There is indication that our brains map experience simultaneously in abstract and spatial form (Eichenbaum and Cohen 2014; Schafer and Schiller 2018).
 
              At their best, thematic models are also flexible, as the semiotic square shows, which allows for different combinations of the 4K. Flexibility is, in fact, what the Proteus Principle requires of form: no one form for the same effect, no one effect for the same form (Sternberg 1982). And in being forms and displaying pattern, thematic models contribute themselves to the aesthetic quality of the narrative object. When I see how Sternberg’s triangular love fits into Kate Chopin’s “A Respectable Woman” and how the intelligence in The Gruffalo aligns itself stepwise with the 4K in combination with stylistic sophistication, this produces an aesthetic response in me. Pattern recognition produces not only knowledge, but also wonder. So who cares, as Breithaupt says, that narrativity may thereby be killed? The death of narrativity, like the death of life, is in some (but not all) ways its goal and consummation.
 
              But while thematic patterns are forms, we should think of them as forms in tension, as they emerge in the crucible of different, often conflicting, demands, such as the scientific models from which they take their cue as against the anthropomorphic shape and simplifications that fiction requires. Take the sequence survival-mating-parenting-kin-institutions. At one pole there is nature, at the other there is society, in between there is the conceptual pair affection-rules, with affection tending towards mating and parenting, and rules towards institutions. This sequence is a closed one and does not readily admit other evolved human dispositions. Examples of such dispositions are dominance or an epistemic set like intelligence, faith or the quest for knowledge. Dominance, for examples does not fit easily because it is already implicitly present in hierarchies typical of mating, parenting, kin and institutions. It is also difficult for concepts such as neighbours, friends and work buddies to enter the sequence. Like mating, parenting and kin, these terms combine affection and socialisation to varying degrees, and are typical anthropomorphic relationships. They are thus important for fiction. However, unlike mating or parenting or kin, friendship and neighbourhood are not terms usually tied to evolution, so evolutionary thinkers tend to overlook them. We can force them into the sequence for the sake of fiction, but they do not possess the same status in evolutionary thinking.
 
              As an example, I would briefly like to discuss the typical treatment that dominance receives in narrative fiction. Dominance, or “status striving”, is a universal human motive which increases evolutionary success (Buss 2019, 675). Constant fighting for status is, however, costly, as it can lead to injury or death, so once the fighting has been done, hierarchies emerge to make further fights unnecessary for a while. Although dominance is thus attested as evolutionary drive, it has a traditionally bad reputation, as achieving it takes place at the cost of somebody else. Only recently it has been argued that evolution has furnished human beings with a more advanced and pro-social alternative to dominance, prestige. Rather than operating on the basis of aggression and inducing fear, prestige is based on excellence in skill and produces admiration (Henrich 2015, 117–140). Dominance and prestige thus coexist in our species.
 
              Given dominance’s bad press, it is difficult to find it as an ultimate motivation of fictional characters, even when these characters are evil. Thus, in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, dominance initially appears as ultimate motivation, as Dracula’s forebears, the Szelekys, “fought as the lion fights, for lordship” (1997, 33). Yet in the end, desire for lordship is itself motivated by a “spirit [which] would not brook that we were not free” (35). Harry Potter’s Voldemort is as evil as can be, yet towards the end we find out that parental neglect is at the root of his moral corruption. And the monster predator in Ridley Scott’s Alien’s is “a survivor […] unclouded by conscience, remorse, or delusions of morality.” In fictional characters, we thus dislike leaving dominance on its own and refer it back to other, apparently more original motivations. For Dracula it is individuality through freedom, for Voldemort parenting or rather lack of parenting, and for the creature of Alien survival, hence nature, rather than the socially oriented conscience, remorse and morality.
 
              It is probably no coincidence that in the selected examples, each of the motivations prior to dominance is part of CNT. This could mean that, in fiction, thematic concepts that fall outside the form, as dominance does, could be assimilated into the form. The forms of thematics would thus have a certain capacity to assert themselves over reality, in this case evolutionary theory. But notice also that if dominance is, as seems to be, a primitive form and prestige a more advanced and “pro-social” form of evolutionary adaptation (Henrich 2015, 160), they could both be integrated into CNT: dominance could be placed with survival at the far left of the list of evolved human motivations (remember, survival, mating, parenting, kin and institutions), and prestige towards the right. Moreover, dominance would be stereotypically evaluated as negative, prestige as positive. Thematic forms can thus themselves change as research changes. In this, as in many other ways, the forms of thematics are open to negotiation.
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          Notes

          1
            The chapter illustrates its major points by analysing a series of narratives, above all Kate Chopin’s “A Respectable Woman”, the Pixar movie The Incredibles, the children’s books The Gruffalo and Where the Wild Things Are, and Joyce Carol Oates’ short story “Heat”. While the last three narratives have also been used in the monograph Cognitive Narrative Thematics, the perspective from which they are analysed here is different.

          
          2
            Evolved triggers often show themselves in the individual motivations of fictional characters: Modern, post-Freudian character analysis is above all grounded in the individual motivation of characters, which looks for reasons for behaviour in the mental states of individuals, often conditioned by their past experience. Interest in mental states, particularly motivation and intention, of human beings and thus fictional characters is above all a Modern phenomenon of individualistic, but not collective, societies (Henrich 2020), which is one reason why CNT works best with Modern Western narratives. Individual motivation is important over and above intention, which concerns aims and goals and tends to be future-oriented (Doležel 1998, 63). Once we know that a character has a specific goal in mind, we can always ask: “Which is the reason for this goal? What in the character’s past makes him or her pursue this goal?” In doing so, we go deeper than intention. Sometimes we can even find deeper motivations nested within initial motivations. Evolved human motivations are thus easily applied to the analysis of fictional characters in Modern fiction.

          
          3
            This double internal unfolding can best be explained by placing CNT within Possible Worlds theory and modality, but this is the part where CNT gets complicated and boring, although technically productive (see Candel 2024, 43–51), so here we will leave it at that.

          
          4
            Nature is here understood in a double sense: the external nature I encounter when I go hiking, and the nature inside me, my drives and instincts. As for the term supernatural, we can understand it literally or this-worldly, as in terms like ‘transcendence’, ‘admiration’, or ‘awe’.

          
          5
            This philosophical fact lives on in most histories of the development of humans from the beginning to the present day, which make programmatic use of the binary nature-culture / society (Fukuyama 2011; Pinker 2012; Harari 2015), and collectivism-individualism (Henrich 2020; Bueno de Mesquita 2022). Whether these authors are right or wrong is beside the point; what is important is that the most natural way for them to think about humans as a species and about their development is by using the nature-society (and the society-individuality) binary.

          
          6
            Such as Bob being a hunk of a man while Syndrome has a larger head than body, and Bob being naturally superstrong while Syndrome creates super high-tech gadgets.

          
          7
            A further similarity is that the government cancels the superhero program, thus making it impossible for Bob to receive public affection. Similarly, early on, Bob has rejected Syndrome, who is thus also barred from affection. Another one is that both have lifelong companions, Elastigirl and Mirage, and have to decide at a certain point whether these are more important than their individual success. Spoiler: Bob decides for Elastigirl, Syndrome against Mirage.

          
          8
            We could have started the argument with pleasure rather than economy.
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