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Introduction

Studying Narrative, Studying Emotion

When empirical researchers in the social sciences consider the nature
of emotions and emotion concepts, they most often conduct anthro-
pological interviews, send out surveys, analyze linguistic idioms, test
stimulus response times, and so on. They may move toward medi-
cal and biological study as well, giving injections to test subjects,
engaging in neuroimaging, and the like in order to gather as much
relevant data as possible. But, with only a few exceptions, they al-
most entirely ignore a vast body of existing data that bears directly
on feelings and ideas about feelings – literature, especially literary
narrative.1 Stories in every culture both depict and inspire emotion.
Indeed, the fact that some stories are highly esteemed in any given
culture suggests that those stories are particularly effective at both
tasks – representing the causes and effects of emotion as understood
or imagined in that society and giving rise to related emotions in
readers. Of course, one cannot assume that depictions of emotion ac-
curately represent those emotions. This is the common, and quite rea-
sonable, objection to treating literature as empirical data. However,
we have very good reason to assume that widely admired depictions
of emotions tell us something important about the way people in a

1 As just noted, there are exceptions here, especially among researchers influenced
by psychoanalytic work, for psychoanalytic theory has drawn on literature since the
time of Freud. A recent example is Labouvie-Vief, who combines developmental and
empirical psychology with a study of myth from several Mediterranean cultures in
order to discuss aging.

1
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given society think about emotions. In other words, we have a body
of commonly enjoyed, elaborate, narrative portrayals of emotion sce-
narios. At the very least, these would seem to tell us far more about
common emotion ideas than some verbal definition of an emotion
term. Moreover, emotional reactions to literary works – the sorrow,
anger, mirth felt and expressed by readers – clearly tell us something
about what moves people in a particular culture, what touches them
emotionally. Indeed, literary response is as close as we can usually
get to a wide range of genuine and spontaneous human emotions
that are most often concealed in private interactions.

In these ways, the celebrated stories of any given society form an
almost ideal body of data for research in emotion and emotion con-
cepts. The central contention of this book is that anyone who pays
attention to this body of literary data by examining it cross-culturally,
cannot help but be struck by the uniformity of narrative structures
and of the emotions and emotion ideas that are inseparable from
those structures. More exactly, there are extensive and detailed nar-
rative universals. These universals are the direct result of extensive
and detailed universals in ideas about emotions that are themselves
closely related to universals of emotion per se.

literature as a human act

One reason literature has played such a limited role in cognitive study
is that science seeks generalities while literature seems to be tied to
narrow particularity. In connection with this, even humanists have
been resistant to the idea that there are universal patterns in litera-
ture. The sharp contrast between literature and the stuff of empiri-
cal research seems to be one of the few things that most humanists
and scientists agree on. Both literary critics and readers from other
disciplines tend to think of literature in terms of nations and peri-
ods, genres, schools, and movements. Indeed, the tendency is much
more pronounced among professional students of literature. Literary
historians and interpreters categorize works of literature by groups,
opposing the groups to one another and scrutinizing these groups for
differences. What distinguishes Romanticism from Neo-Classicism?,
Post-Modernism from Modernism?, European drama from Sanskrit
theater?, western lyric from Chinese tz’u? These are the sorts of
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questions asked in comparative literary study. Asking these ques-
tions leads one to find answers, and thus to find differences. When
finding specific differences, one tends to exaggerate group difference.
In other words, when one examines what separates this group from
that group or this body of literature from that body of literature, dis-
tinguishing features become salient, while commonalities fade into
the background. The result is a disproportionate sense of discrepancy
and opposition.

But in fact there are far more numerous, deeper, more pervasive
commonalities than there are differences. As Donald Davidson has
argued, even to understand and think about difference, we need to
presuppose a vast range of similarities. In Davidson’s words, “dis-
agreement and agreement alike are intelligible only against a back-
ground of massive agreement” (137). Put differently, literature – or,
more properly, verbal art – is not produced by nations, periods, and so
on. It is produced by people. And these people are incomparably more
alike than not. They share ideas, perceptions, desires, aspirations,
and – what is most important for our purposes – emotions. Verbal art
certainly has national, historical, and other inflections. The study of
such particularity is tremendously important. However, literature is,
first of all and most significantly, human. It is an activity engaged in
by all people at all times. As Paul Kiparsky put it, “literature is nei-
ther recent nor a historical invention. In fact no human community
lacks a literature”; no group is “so wretched that it does not express
its memories and desires in stories and poems” (“On Theory” 195–6).
More recently, Mark Turner has argued that, “literary criticism has
given us a concept of literature as the product of circumstances . . . not
as a product of the capacities of the human mind. We do not ask, what
is the human mind that it can create and understand a text? What is a
text that it can be created and understood by the human mind? These
questions are not at the center or even the periphery of our critical
inquiries” (Reading Minds 16). The professional division of literature
by nationality, ethnicity, and so on, tends to occlude this fundamen-
tal, human condition of verbal art. The following chapters address
literature, then, not as the expression of an ethnic Weltanschauung,
nor as evidence of an historical episteme, but rather as a human
activity – something people do, and always have done, in all parts of
the world, and at all times.
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At one level, this is, then, a study of literary universals. It is also
a cognitive study.2 Indeed, it is my contention that literary univer-
sals are to a great extent the direct outcome of specifiable cognitive
structures and processes applied in particular domains and with par-
ticular purposes. In this way, the study of literary universals is largely
a subfield of cognitive research.3 Moreover, it is a crucial subfield for
cognitive science. Cognitive science can hardly claim to explain the
human mind if it fails to deal with such a ubiquitous and significant
aspect of human mental activity as literature. In this way, cogni-
tive science is not only important to the study of literary universals.
The study of literary universals is equally important for cognitive
science. Indeed, a small, but significant – and expanding – group
of cognitive scientists has come to recognize the necessity of incor-
porating literary study into their domain as work by Steven Pinker,
E. O. Wilson, John Tooby and Leda Cosmides, Howard Gardner, Keith
Oatley, Jeffrey Saver (see Young and Saver), and others attests.

But this is not a book on literary universals in general – which is, in
any case, too large a topic for a single work. In Chapter 1, I do intro-
duce general principles for the cognitive study of literary universals.
However, the bulk of the volume focuses on the relation between two
crucial elements of literature and the human mind – narrative and
emotion. Despite the recent cognitive interest in literature, this is an
area that has hardly been explored, leaving aside the work of one or
two researchers, most importantly Keith Oatley – and even Oatley
has not studied this nexus cross-culturally, in an attempt to isolate
universal structures. Again, the general absence of attention to this is

2 I am, of course, not alone in linking literary study with cognitive science. The last
decade has seen the growth of a significant movement in literary study based on
cognitive science. Work by Turner, as well as Norman Holland (Brain), Ellen Spolsky,
Paul Hernadi, Jerry Hobbs, Mary Crane, Alan Richardson, and a number of other
writers, has provided a valuable alternative to recently dominant approaches to
literature. This book is, to a certain extent, part of that movement. At the same time,
however, there are some differences between my views and mainstream cognitivism,
as I have discussed in On Interpretation. For the most part, these differences do not
bear on the topics discussed in the following pages. Thus I shall leave them aside,
except for a brief discussion in the Afterword.

3 One important qualification here is that some literary universals do not seem to be
a matter of psychology per se, but rather of social conditions, either changeable or
permanent. We shall discuss some examples in Chapter 1 when treating implicational
universals.
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unfortunate, for it is an area of seemingly obvious value for cognitive
science.

Narrative is, of course, central to verbal art. Indeed, it is, as I shall
argue, even more definitive and widespread than is commonly rec-
ognized. For example, it lies concealed in such apparently nonnar-
rative works as lyric poems. What is crucial for our purposes is that
narrative is intimately bound up with emotion. Literary stories, es-
pecially the stories we most admire and appreciate, are structured
and animated by emotions. Any coherent sequence of events might
constitute a story. But the stories that engage us, the stories we cel-
ebrate and repeat – “paradigm” stories – are precisely stories that
move us, most often by portraying emotions or emotionally conse-
quential events. Conversely, the emotive impact of verbal art cannot
be discussed separately from its narrative structure. Indeed, even real
life emotion is bound up with narrative. As a number of writers have
pointed out, our affective response to a situation, real or fictional, is
not a response to an isolated moment, but to the entire sequence of
events in which that moment is located, whether explicitly or implic-
itly. Consider someone’s death. This is narratively embedded, first of
all, in the simple sense that we infer the person was alive and some
causal sequence led to his/her death. But it is narrative also and more
significantly in the sense that we respond to the death in terms of the
narrative details through which we understand the person’s life. Sup-
pose we learn that someone died in an automobile accident. We are
likely to respond one way if we learn that the person was in the final
stages of a terminal illness with only a few pain-filled weeks to live.
We are likely to respond differently if we learn that the person was
driving to his/her wedding. Skeptics might reply by arguing that
narrative in these cases is simply a matter of causal inference and
evaluative judgment, and thus is not narrative in any interesting or
substantive sense. It is certainly true that what I am describing is in
part ordinary causal analysis and evaluation. However, that is not all
there is to it. One argument of the following pages is that our ideas
about, evaluations of, and most crucially our emotive responses to
all sorts of things are guided and organized by a limited number of
standard narrative structures. Human thought, action, and feeling
are not simply a matter of rational inference. They are also a matter
of emplotment in a narrow, specifiable sense.
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Before going on, it is worth pausing for a moment over the notion
of “paradigm” stories. Paradigm literary works are works that are
widely shared by writers and readers within a tradition and that serve
to establish evaluative standards and structural principles within a
tradition. In the following pages, I shall refer repeatedly to prototypi-
cal literary works. These are not the same as paradigm literary works,
though the latter are most often instances of the former. Specifically,
prototypical works are works that share all our standard criteria for
verbal art. They share all the properties we consider “normal” for
literature. Thus, romantic novels and epic poems – including many
that are unknown or even unpublished – are most often prototyp-
ical literary works. Riddles are not. Paradigm works usually share
these prototypical properties, but add our collective familiarity and
esteem.

By “esteem” here, I mean esteem as literature. We may admire a
work for many reasons. It may express courage in the face of political
oppression. It may teach moral lessons that we find valuable. It may
celebrate our national heritage. But we may admire a work for any
of these reasons and still consider it a poor work of literature. In the
following pages, I am concerned with works that are widely admired
as good works of literature.

Put differently, we tell and write stories every day. Some discus-
sions of narrative are concerned with all these stories. Accounts of
that sort are valuable. But they are different from an account that is
concerned with prototypes and paradigms. The following analyses
do not treat ephemeral stories (for example, what I tell my wife about
how I had to go to three shops to get a particular spice). Ephemeral
stories may be very engaging at the moment, but they are engaging
for idiosyncratic and contingent reasons. What is important here are
stories that have sustained interest within their respective traditions.
A story that has sustained interest is unlikely to have its appeal for
contingent reasons, due to the particular relationship of the speaker
and addressee, or due to some unusual circumstance. As such, a story
that has sustained interest is more likely to tell us something about
the human mind.

The following analyses, then, aim to begin the process of describing
and explaining the remarkably detailed, cross-culturally universal,
and interwoven patterns of our emotions, our ideas about emotions,
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and our most enduring stories. One might refer to this project as
an anthropology of world literature, in which it turns out that emo-
tions are central – indeed, definitive, and formative. I undertake this
task in relation to an encompassing research program in cognitive
science.4

universalism and cultural study

As we have noted, a handful of writers in cognitive science have re-
cently become interested in literature. In some cases, this interest has
extended to literary universals. Indeed, there has been a surprising
increase in attention to the topic over the past few years, for the most
part among cognitively oriented literary and film theorists. Except for
the pioneering work of Roman Jakobson and Paul Kiparsky, for a long
while there was little serious discussion of literary universals – hardly
a mention, in fact. However, in the context of developing research
programs in cognitive science, some scholars and theorists have be-
gun taking the idea seriously. In addition to my own earlier efforts
(see “Literary,” “Possibility,” “Beauty,” “Shakespeare,” and 286–95

4 It should go without saying that this analysis does not treat every aspect of narra-
tive, not even every cognitive aspect. Thus it does not in any way preclude other
cognitive approaches. Perhaps the most obvious omission is what narratologists call
“discourse,” the mode of presentation of a “story.” The “story” is the events as they
happened according to a particular narrative. The discourse is the way in which
these events are presented. For example, in a murder narrative, the story begins
with the murderer plotting the murder. It moves to commission of the murder, then
the discovery of the crime, then the investigation. But murder narratives are not
typically told this way. They usually begin with the discovery of the crime, then
the investigation leads us to learn about the preceding events. Thus the discourse
presents the events of the story out of chronological sequence. Discourse is clearly
central to the emotional impact of a work. I have not discussed it simply because
it is another topic, and a huge one. Readers interested in this topic should consult
Brewer and Lichtenstein for empirical research and Tan for an extended and influ-
ential development in relation to film.

More generally, there are many very useful ways in which narrative may be stud-
ied cognitively – and, indeed, has been studied cognitively. A particularly valuable
cognitive treatment of narrative is David Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction Film that
addresses the film viewer’s cognitive construction of the story out of the discourse.
The most influential cognitive examination of narrative in literary study is proba-
bly Mark Turner’s The Literary Mind that focuses on the mini-narratives of everyday
life and their relation to conceptual blending. These, too, do not at all exhaust the
possibilities.
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of Philosophical), a number of other writers have taken up the topic.
These include well-established theorists, such as David Bordwell
(“Convention”) and, in a very different way, Wendy Doniger, as well
as younger critics, such as Alan Richardson and Joseph Carroll, and
independent or extraacademic writers such as Ellen Dissanayake.
In addition, cognitive scientists such as Steven Pinker, though they
do not directly address the issue, clearly presuppose literary univer-
sals in their work on cognition and literature. Indeed, recently, the
University of Palermo sponsored a website devoted to the topic of
literary universals (http://litup.unipa.it). The aim of this website –
the Literary Universals Project – is to bring together researchers from
different fields in order to advance a research program in the area.
With the continuing development of cognitive science, the study of
literary universals is likely to expand in both breadth and depth.

Still, literary universals remain a minority interest. Mainstream lit-
erary critics and theorists pay little attention to the topic. As we have
already noted, in professional literary study, the focus of both theory
and practice tends to be on difference, cultural and historical speci-
ficity, and so on. What Carl Plantinga said of film theorists applies
equally to literary theorists: They tend to seek “explicit ways to link”
literary phenomena “to particular historical conditions and to ideol-
ogy” (450). In keeping with this, a self-evaluation by the American
Comparative Literature Association worried that comparative liter-
ature “may well be left behind on the dustpile of academic history”
if it does not incorporate the current trends variously referred to as
“culture studies,” “cultural critique,” and “cultural theory.” Indeed,
the authors of this study insisted that all work in comparative liter-
ature “should take account of the ideological, cultural, and institu-
tional contexts in which . . . meanings are produced,” which amounts
to an insistence that all comparatist study be focused on historical
and cultural particularities (Bernheimer et al. 5,6). Again, this sort of
work is undeniably important. Indeed, my own work (for example,
Colonialism and Cultural Identity and The Culture of Conformism) has
been, to a great extent, located within the field of culture study. But
to say that such particularist study is valuable is not to say it is all
that is valuable.

When universalism is mentioned in humanistic writing, it is most
often denounced as a tool of oppression. For example, in their



P1: IJD
CY246-03 0 52182527 X May 23, 2003 10:32

Studying Narrative, Studying Emotion 9

influential introduction to postcolonial literary study, The Empire
Writes Back, Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin maintain that the notion
of universality is “a hegemonic European critical tool” (149). There
are exceptions, certainly, and not only among writers in cognitive
science. For example, the important Kenyan Marxist novelist, Ngũgı̃
wa Thiong’o, has proclaimed himself “an unrepentant universalist”
(xvii). However, there has been a general sense in literary study
that attention to or advocacy of universals is somehow politically
suspect.

There is a fairly straightforward case against such political claims.
After all, no racist ever justified the enslavement of Africans or colo-
nial rule in India on the basis of a claim that whites and nonwhites
share universal human properties or that their cultures share univer-
sal principles. On the other hand, in saying this, I do not want to
fall into the opposite error of claiming that everything that goes by
the name of “universalism” is politically good. Things are never that
simple. Indeed, one does not have to look far to see how universal-
ist claims have been used to support oppression. Typically, humanist
criticisms of universalism refer back to those universalist claims that
derive from and serve to further colonial, patriarchal, or other ide-
ologies supporting unjust domination. However, as Kwame Appiah
has noted, what anticolonial opponents of universals “are objecting
to” in these cases “is the posture that conceals [the] privileging of
one national (or racial) tradition against others in false talk of the
Human Condition” (58). In other words, they are objecting to false
and duplicitous claims of universalism, assertions of universality that
are untrue and are, in addition, offered in bad faith. Appiah con-
tinues, “antiuniversalists . . . use the term universalism as if it meant
pseudouniversalism, and the fact is that their complaint is not with uni-
versalism at all. What they truly object to – and who would not? –
is Eurocentric hegemony posing as universalism” (58; see also Lalita
Pandit 207–8).

It is important to stress that this conclusion in no way detracts from
the standard forms of particularist literary study. It responds, not to
their positive worth, but to their exclusivity. More exactly, proponents
of cultural and historical study sometimes seem to assume that the
study of universals is opposed to or contradictory of cultural study.
But to argue for the study of universals is not at all to argue against the
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study of culture and history. All reasonable students of literature –
including those engaged in a universalist project – recognize that
particularist research and interpretation are extremely valuable. In-
deed, the study of universals and the study of cultural and historical
particularity are mutually necessary. Like laws of nature, cultural
universals are instantiated variously, particularized in specific cir-
cumstances (cf. Ngũgı̃ 26; see also King 33, 127, on the culturally
“rooted” universalism of Derek Walcott and Wole Soyinka). Thus,
to isolate universal patterns, we often require a good deal of cul-
tural and historical knowledge. At the same time, in order to gain
any understanding of cultural particularity, we necessarily presup-
pose a background of commonality (as, once again, Donald Davidson
has argued forcefully [183–98]; see also Brown 151–2). In short, the
study of universality and the study of cultural particularity are not
contradictory, but complementary.5

universality and narrative: research programs,
research methods

Needless to say, these general comments do not establish that there
actually are literary universals. They do not even indicate just how
one might go about isolating universals. The first chapter takes
up the nature of and criteria for universals. Specifically, Chapter 1
draws on work in linguistics – the field that has made the great-
est advances in the study of universals – in order to explain what
constitutes a literary universal and what counts as evidence for
the existence of a universal. The second chapter considers the is-
sue of literary emotion, drawing in particular on Indic literary the-
ory and cognitive research to present an account of why literature
moves us.

Chapters 1 and 2 are, in a sense, preliminary to my main project,
introducing basic principles about literary universals and literary
emotion. Chapter 3 presents and defends my claims about narra-
tive universals and their relation to emotion concepts. In that chapter,

5 Other writers have implicitly presented universalism and particularism as at least
compatible, if not complementary. Good examples would include Zhang and
Kövecses.
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I isolate two universal narrative structures, heroic and romantic tragi-
comedy. (A number of Shakespeare’s histories and tragedies, such
as King Lear – with its treatment of political usurpation, external
invasion, and defeat of both the invaders and the usurpers – provide
instances of the former structure; many of Shakespeare’s romantic
comedies – with their conflicts between lovers and parents or society,
separation and exile of lovers, and so on – are good examples of the
latter.) I argue that these structures are not only to be found across
unrelated traditions; they are, in fact, the dominant structures across
traditions. In order to avoid misunderstanding, I should emphasize
at the outset that the universality and prominence of these forms does
not mean that they are the only forms of narrative. One can tell stories
about anything. There are narratives about many different topics and
with many different structures. However, other narrative structures
simply do not have anything like the central, cross-cultural impor-
tance of these two. In addition, I argue that the centrality of these
structures is due to another universal – a universal prototype for
happiness, or, rather, two contextually dependent universal proto-
types for happiness. My contention, then, is that our most prominent
stories are generated from the prototypical structure of our emotion
concepts.

One of the main concerns in the following pages is with estab-
lishing the study of literary universals as a research program. The
influential philosopher of science, Imre Lakatos, has argued that sci-
ence does not proceed either by verification (as one might think intu-
itively) nor by falsification (as Karl Popper argued). Rather, theories
encounter recalcitrant data all the time. But recalcitrant data do not
simply falsify the theory. Theorists reformulate the theory in order to
account for the data. This is what it means for a theory to be part of
a research program. Theorists do not simply seek out confirmatory
instances, cases that match their theory. Rather, they look for data that
might contradict the theory. However, when they find such data, they
do not simply toss the theory out the window. Rather, they try to re-
formulate the theory. Lakatos argues that theorists may reformulate
the theory in a way that is ad hoc or in a way that is not ad hoc. An
ad hoc reformulation merely isolates the recalcitrant data. It does not
expand the explanatory capacity of the theory. A non-ad hoc reformu-
lation makes predictions that go beyond the recalcitrant data. If these
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predictions turn out to be correct, then we have a robust research
program. In other words, the recalcitrant data have not impeded, but
advanced the research program. More generally, a successful research
program is one that continually expands its explanatory scope and
precision. Often it will do this through encountering disconfirmatory
data and dealing with those data.

In Chapters 4 through 6, I try to follow these Lakatosian princi-
ples. In Chapter 4, I raise some troubling issues about heroic tragi-
comedies. There are cross-cultural patterns that do not appear to
fit the account of narrative and emotion presented in Chapter 3. I
argue that the seemingly anomalous pattern is in fact predictable,
given the principles of emotion put forth in Chapter 2. Moreover,
I argue that this further development of the preceding hypotheses
has very fruitful consequences for understanding the nature of eth-
ical concerns in literary narrative. Thus, it ultimately expands the
explanatory scope of the theory. Chapter 5 does not treat recalcitrant
data. However, it does take up a set of data that seemed to lie out-
side the theory: lyric poetry. In this chapter, I seek to expand the
scope of the theory by arguing that lyric poems most often imply
narratives. In technical terms, they treat junctural moments in im-
plied narratives. Moreover, the implied narratives are prominently
(though, again, not invariably) those isolated in the third chapter –
heroic and romantic tragi-comedy.

Methodologically, my approach to this point had been fairly
straightforward. The isolation of the prototypes for emotion con-
cepts drew on empirical research performed by experimental and
social psychologists over the past several decades. The data support-
ing claims about universals was gathered more slowly. For years, I
had been reading important canonical works in all the major writ-
ten traditions – European, Middle Eastern, South Asian, Chinese,
and Japanese. Though concentrating on premodern works, I did in-
clude works of modern literature and film as well. More recently, I
made a concerted effort to read highly regarded oral narratives from
a broad range of regions – sub-Saharan Africa, South America, North
America, Australia, and so on. I also did my best to read histories
of the written traditions and scholarly outlines of structures and pat-
terns to be found in these different traditions. In connection with this,
I worked to familiarize myself with the major non-Western traditions
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of literary theory as well.6 The isolation of heroic and romantic tragi-
comedy grew out of this reading.7

Experimental psychologists are likely to want laboratory tests and
are likely to feel that one does not have a real research program with-
out them. Laboratory research is undoubtedly of great potential im-
portance here. However, my claims concern literature. Thus, the re-
search program bearing on those claims will most directly address
literature. In this respect, a research program in literary universals is

6 There are important traditions of literary theory associated with all the major writ-
ten traditions. Most often, these are ignored by Euro-American writers. Even when
mentioned, they are typically seen as outdated or as applicable solely to their own
literary traditions. For example, writers who mention Sanskrit literary theory at all
tend to see it as bearing only on Indian literature. To my mind, the value of non-
European literary theories is precisely in the degree to which they help point us in
the direction of universal literary principles and structures. Insofar as we are trained
in the theories of one literary tradition, we are likely to be more conscious of elements
that conform to those theories. In other words, insofar as a theory organizes and
guides our reading of and response to literary works, it will render salient certain
aspects of those works, while partially occluding others. Insofar as foreign literary
theories differ from those of our own familiar traditions, they will help bring to
our attention different features of literary works in all traditions, including our own.
Put simply, Aristotle will lead us to notice certain things about European, Indic,
Chinese, and other literary works. A great precolonial South Asian theorist, such
as Abhinavagupta, will lead us to notice other things. Moreover, as it turns out,
some of these non-European theories are remarkably congruent with recent work in
cognitive science. For this reason, I make particular use of such theories, primarily
those from South Asia, in the following pages.

7 In undertaking this project, I am indebted to my former teacher, Northrop Frye.
However, my debt to Frye is perhaps not as obvious as it might seem. Specifically,
some readers may be inclined to see my account of romantic tragi-comedy as Fryean.
However, at the level where they overlap, neither account is greatly original. To a
considerable extent, Frye took well-known facts about New Comedy and its progeny
and integrated these into a larger, typological framework. I have drawn on the same
well-known facts – along with less widely known, but no less well-established facts
about literary works in other traditions – to make claims about literary universals and
to integrate these into a quite different, explanatory framework. Leaving aside a few
details, my greatest debt to Frye, then, is not in his articulation of the romantic plot.
The influence of Frye’s work on this study is, rather, much broader. It is primarily
a matter of adopting an inductive approach aimed at isolating recurrent literary
structures through empirical study of actual literary works. On the other hand, it
is probably true that, without reading Frye, I would not have been as sensitive to
some of the specific structures discussed here. In connection with this, I have also
benefited from the work of writers such as Hayden White who have extended Frye’s
ideas in valuable ways, and from commentators on and critics of Frye’s theories,
such as Paul Hernadi (see Beyond Genre 131–51) and Tzvetan Todorov (see Chapter 1
of The Fantastic).
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precisely parallel to a research program in linguistic universals. Lab-
oratory experiments are important to linguistic study. However, the
main research programs in linguistic universals have focused on the
investigation of unrelated languages. I hope that experimental psy-
chologists will take up the hypotheses articulated in the following
pages and integrate them with laboratory study, leading to revision
and improvement of the theory. For now, however, I would like to
establish the possibilities for systematic study of literary universals
in the way linguists established the possibilities for systematic study
of linguistic universals many years ago.

On the other hand, the experimental model does highlight the
fact that my reading in world literature was not designed to test hy-
potheses. In Chapter 6, I set out to change this. I set out to study
a body of literature precisely in order to evaluate my hypotheses.
In other words, I set out to encounter potentially recalcitrant data
in order to advance a research program. The first step was deter-
mining what would provide a good test case for the claims I had
been making. A good instance would be a collection of narratives
that are well preserved, highly esteemed within their culture, and
isolated from traditions that I had already studied. An ideal instance
would help compensate for two deficiencies in the previous data.
First, the work would be oral, rather than written. Though I tried to
read systematically in oral traditions, my coverage there was certainly
much less adequate than in the case of written traditions. Second, and
even more important, the work would be composed by women – not
women working in a largely male tradition (such instances are readily
available), but women working in a tradition that is not dominated
by men.

I came upon just such a body of work in the Ainu epics. They cer-
tainly included heroic and romantic tragi-comedies. However, there
were some interesting variations. These variations did not quite fit
the claims from Chapter 3. This led to a slight reformulation of the
initial hypotheses. However, it was easy to see that the same varia-
tions could be found in other traditions as well. I had simply missed
them. This was a small case of the sort of program discussed by
Lakatos. But that was not all. I began to notice that a number of the
Ainu epics treated sacrifice. Strictly speaking, this did not contradict
my previous claims. Again, there are many possibilities for narrative.
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Moreover, the heroic and romantic plots were clearly prominent in
the Ainu material. However, reading the Ainu stories of sacrifice, I
realized that the same narrative structure recurs across all those other
traditions. Returning to those traditions, I found considerable mate-
rial of the same sort (for example, in the Christian story of sin, exile,
and redemption – the story of Adam, Eve, and Jesus). This led to
the formulation of a third prominent narrative structure, sacrificial
tragi-comedy, and to the related isolation of a third contextually de-
pendent prototype for happiness. In this way, the explanatory scope
of the initial theory came to be expanded by revision in response to
new data – for these literary works provide data, however complex,
in just the way natural languages do.

Faced with these three genres, one might reasonably wonder what
the connections among them might be. In the seventh chapter, hav-
ing already treated these genres individually, I take up their interre-
lations. The three are remarkably similar in their organization and
development. Chapter 7 sets out to isolate and explain the detailed
structure that they share.

The afterword returns us to the issue of emotion, now asking how
the preceding account of narrative structures and emotion prototypes
might relate to a broader theory of emotion per se. Specifically, it
considers how the biological givens of emotion come to be bound up
with social narratives – not only in fictional stories, but in our real
emotional lives as well.

In undertaking this study, my main hope is that its various descrip-
tive claims and explanatory hypotheses will contribute to our under-
standing not only of literature, but of the human mind, specifically
human emotion and the human conception of emotion (for exam-
ple, the human imagination of happiness), with all that this entails.
Again, I envision the following analyses as part of an ongoing re-
search program – not only in literature, but in cognitive science and
the psychology of emotion. They are not an application of cognitive
principles to literary works, but a development of cognitive princi-
ples through the study of literature.

At the same time, a work of this sort is not merely scientific. Un-
derstanding the breadth and depth of cultural universals – of literary
and emotive commonality – is not politically inconsequential. As we
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have already noted, racial and cultural hierarchies are routinely and
necessarily justified by an appeal to putative racial and cultural dif-
ferences, even if these appeals are sometimes hidden behind univer-
salist rhetoric (much as unequal treatment and double standards are
often concealed behind rhetoric of equality and fairness). A research
program that succeeds in uncovering genuinely universal principles
of human feeling, expression, and interaction, principles that are not
relative to race or culture, runs contrary to racism and ethnocentrism.
Of course, we should not decide in favor of universalist hypotheses
simply because they appear to be politically beneficial. False univer-
sals can be deeply pernicious. But an excessive readiness to accept
universality seems an unlikely danger in the current intellectual cli-
mate, at least that of humanistic study, where a laudable emphasis on
the value of examining cultural particularity is all too often viewed
as incompatible with the study of universals.

In short, I hope that readers of this book will come to recognize
that universalism versus particularism is a false dichotomy. More
generally, I hope that, at the end of this book, readers will be more
inclined to follow Chomsky, Ngũgı̃, Marx (see Economic 114), Frantz
Fanon (10), Samir Amin (see especially the preface and final chapter),
Kwame Appiah (58, 152), Aijaz Ahmad (316 and elsewhere), Edward
Said (6 and elsewhere), and others, in recognizing both the intellectual
and political value of studying universals – in this particular case,
recognizing that our aspirations and emotions are fundamentally the
same, no matter where we were born or what we look like, and that
the stories we admire and preserve, stories about these aspirations
and emotions, are most often mere variations on a handful of shared
patterns.


